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CHAPTER 1

Masculinity, Labour and Neoliberalism:
Reviewing the Field

Charlie Walker and Steven Roberts

In baldly economic terms, neoliberalism refers to a model of capitalism that
favours open, deregulated markets and a diminution of state involvement in
social and economic affairs compared with the norms established by the
Keynesian consensus that emerged after 1945. The spirit of competition, so
celebrated in and central to this economic-cum-political formulation,
extends to individuals, who become simultaneously the repositories and
drivers of state goals (Roberts and Evans 2013) through a project of
responsiblization. Neoliberal imperatives, then, ensure that inequality is
legitimized by making clear that the poor and the socially immobile are to
blame for their plight, having failed to work hard enough to achieve the
desired material gains. The unchallenged dominance of neoliberal capital-
ism and its spread across both the industrialized and the ‘developing’ world
has been the motor of growing levels of inequality in recent decades.
Contrary to the rhetoric of its proponents, the pressure on capitalists to
increase profits has led not to a trickle-down of wealth but to fewer jobs,
lower pay and less security for most workers (Lindisfarne and Neale 2016).
Working-class men—the subject of this book—represent one group within
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the workforce whose social position has been visibly transformed by neo-
liberalism. During the golden age of postwar affluence, the wide availability
of skilled manual employment in countries such as the UK underpinned a
respectable form of working-class masculinity rooted in a strong work ethic
and generations of labour politics (Willis 2003; Collinson 1992; Savage
2000). With the replacement of industrial sector jobs by unemployment,
underemployment and hyphenated forms of work in the new service sector,
however, working-class men have become more and more peripheral, with
even those who have retained a position in skilled manual labour finding
themselves worse off than their fathers were relative to the rest of the
workforce (Roberts 2013a). In this context, the ability of working-class
men to play the role of breadwinner, which had been, and continues to be, a
central plank of dominant constructions of masculinity across the world
(Cornwall 2016), has been significantly undermined.

In Anglo-Saxon and Western European countries there has been a ten-
dency to interpret such developments as constituting a ‘crisis of masculinity’.
Academic work has engaged critically with this discourse, noting it to be
cyclical over the centuries, regularly emerging at points of social change
and/or economic downturn (Roberts 2014), usually anchored in a
mourning of supposedly lost male dominance (Petersen 1998; Griffin
2000), and often lacking in nuance as the language of crisis commonly shifts
to be applied to all men regardless of class background (Roberts 2014).
Yet the notion of crisis prevails in popular texts and as a common but very
powerful trope, which, in the words of Financial Times journalist Janan
Ganesh (2017), is now apparently an ‘uncontested fact of life’. In popular
writing, Faludi (1999), among many others, prominently argues that the
working-class male in contemporaryUSA is the foremost victim of neoliberal
economics, while the likes of Farrell (1993), Garcia (2008) and Bidulph
(2010) have written on the pressing need to now contend with and under-
stand how men compensate for feelings of increasing powerlessness. As
Carroll aptly argues, however, by ignoring the roles played by women and
ethnic minorities in underpinning the franchise on opportunity enjoyed by
white men through the second half of the twentieth century, such interpre-
tations fall into a pernicious ‘white victimhood’ (2008: 264). Indeed, the
sense of injury to newly disenfranchised white working-class men has been
mobilized to explosive effect in recent years in a number of right-wing
populist political movements across the world (see e.g. Pilkington 2016),
as will be discussed further below. Nevertheless, while recognizing the wider
gender and racial inequalities that surround these transformations, it is
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undeniable that working-class men have been among the losers of neoliber-
alism, and that their experiences of, and responses to, the changes they have
faced warrant significant attention, not least because of the ways they have
been exploited.

The label of ‘losers’ may not immediately correspond with some of the
ways working-class men have been depicted in popular culture in recent
years. As Fleras and Dixon (2011) point out, a string of unscripted ‘reality’
television shows such as Deadliest Catch, Ax Men and Ice Road Truckers all
appear to celebrate the heroism of blue collar workers by depicting them in a
series of formulaic scenarios that emphasize core components of masculin-
ity. The men in all of these shows variously provide important resources for
society and provide for their families by overcoming danger, managing risk,
taming the wilderness and tackling feats of endurance, while enjoying male
camaraderie and condemning those who shirk responsibility. Ironically,
then, this apparent remasculinization “valorizes a form of working-class
manual labour at precisely the moment when such labour has all but
disappeared” (Carroll 2011: 79). However, on closer inspection, this appar-
ent celebration of white, blue-collar masculinities is simply a commodifica-
tion in which the lives of working-class men are thoroughly depoliticized for
the vicarious enjoyment of audiences, with messy issues such as job security,
fair wages, and health and safety removed (Fleras and Dixon 2011: 593).
The ideological work that blue-collar reality TV characters thus do (here, in
concealing their own exploitation) is further explored by Carroll, who
points out the ways in which working-class self-made men such as the
Teutels in American Chopper are co-opted into the wider culture of neo-
liberal citizenship, with its core messages of self-help, discipline, a distaste
for welfare, and the notion that hard work can get you everywhere.

This idealizing and whitewashing of blue-collar masculinity for middle-
class consumption could be interpreted as a form of adulation—an attenua-
tion of the putative losses suffered by working-class men under the
postindustrial service economy (Carroll 2008: 268). However, it is in relation
to the dominance of neoliberal sensibilities valorizing notions of self-
authorship that working-class men have more often been positioned not as
neoliberalism’s heroes but as its enemies. In the context of an increasingly
pervasive rhetoric of responsibility, flexibility and self-improvement that has
come to dominate life domains from employment and education to health,
consumption and leisure (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 2014)—aspects of
what Foucault would call neoliberal governmentality—working-class men are
often pathologized as backward for being either unable or unwilling to move
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with the times. In contrast not only to the hyperreal characters of blue-collar
reality TV but also to historic representations valorizing their authenticity and
resistance (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 2014), working-class men are fre-
quently positioned within popular and policy discourses as part of the newly
abject (Francis 2006; Tyler 2013), as perpetuating the danger, disorder,
dysfunction and decay that are associated with more disreputable forms of
white working-class identity (Rhodes 2011; Skeggs 2004), and especially
masculinity (Haylett 2001; Webster 2008). Indeed, another branch of the
class voyeurism of reality TV—the ‘poverty porn’ epitomized by shows such
as Benefits Street and Life on Benefits—revels in ‘underclass’ depictions of men
as ‘welfare-dependent’, feckless petty criminals who are usually absent fathers.

This tendency to use working-class identity as a repository for anti-social
attitudes and attributes reached its apogee in 2016 when the comfortable
status quo of liberally minded voters in the UK and the USA was rocked by
populist right-wing political movements—Brexit and Donald Trump’s
presidential campaign—whose success was roundly blamed on the racism
and xenophobia of a backward white working class, left behind by global-
ization and resentful of multiculturalism. In reality, of course, it was not
only working-class people who voted for Trump and Brexit; as Pilkington
argues in her recent ethnography of the English Defence League, ‘racism is
not the property of extremist groups or misguided individuals but of us all.
That racism remains a defining dimension of social relations is self-evi-
dent’ (2016: 5; see also Lawler 2005). Her account of white working-
class resentment and anger at becoming ‘second class citizens’ to ethnic
minority groups perceived to be favoured by the welfare state thus chal-
lenges and deconstructs the tendency to make racism ‘the problem of the
ignorant working class’ (Lentin 2008: 500, in Pilkington 2016: 5).

In a similar vein, studies of the ways in which working-class men have
responded to the challenges wrought by neoliberal transformation have
rejected common tropes about their disaffection, disengagement or essen-
tial difference, pointing instead to the cultural, structural and institutional
barriers they face when engaging in the forms of ‘self-invention’ the econ-
omy now requires of them. In the sociology of education, for example,
working-class young men have been seen to respond positively to the shift
towards an economy demanding ‘brains’ over ‘brawn’, but continue to be
failed by a system in which their aspirations cannot overcome their lack of
resources (Reay 2001; Haywood andMac an Ghaill 2014; Walker 2010). In
the sphere of employment, men have been found to embrace forms of work
in the new service sector apparently too feminine for them to contemplate,
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but still have no ladders to take them beyond the insecurities of entry-level
jobs (Roberts 2013b; Lloyd 1999). In work on ‘street’ masculinities in the
UK and elsewhere, young men continue to look for sources of recognition
and respect among groups of their peers, but maintain a desire to follow
mainstream channels of success (Archer and Yamashita 2003; Barker 2005).
Following these studies, this collection aims to draw together and build on
perspectives that problematize pathological accounts of working-class men
as the enemies of neoliberal transformation, and instead to explore the
active ways men have responded to change across a range of spheres, and
the barriers they have faced in doing so.

The impact of the transformation of labour on working-class men is
central to the book. In many Western industrialized societies, manual
labour has acted as a key resource in archetypal constructions of working-
class masculinity, underpinning notions of independence, autonomy, col-
lective solidarity, skill, courage, opposition, mastery and dignity (Savage
2000; Tolson 1977; Willis 2003; Collinson 1992). However, these cultural
idioms have gradually been undermined by structural and cultural changes
that have played out over the course of the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries, beginning with the impact of deskilling processes (Burawoy
1985), the bureaucratization of traditional forms of apprenticeship (Gospel
1998) and the demands of non-manual service sector employment
(MacDowell 2000), and then, more recently, the universalization of the
notion of career as an individual project, a development that revalorizes
white-collar workers with values previously ascribed to their blue-collar
counterparts (Savage 2000). Thus questions arise about men’s ability, in
this context, to construct and maintain subjectivities that allow them to
manage the ‘hidden injuries of class’ (Sennett and Cobb 1972). To what
extent are working-class men able to shore up traditional constructions of
masculinity surrounding manual labour? Conversely, how much and in
what ways are they able to embrace the new modalities and idioms of the
individual career and neoliberalism’s demands for social mobility? Are these
subject positions compatible, given the predication of archetypal modes of
working-class masculinity on a rejection of class mobility? What are the
resources men draw on in constructing these pathways and subjectivities,
and how are they played out in formal and informal contexts? Although the
book focuses on men’s constructions and performances of masculinity in
relation to the changing shape of their working lives, it follows recent calls
not to privilege men’s formal employment in exploring this theme
(Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 2014), and instead addresses men’s broader
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cultural practices in spheres such as leisure, domestic labour and consump-
tion, which, some hold, provide alternative spaces in which to construct
those aspects of masculinity that cannot be performed at work (see
e.g. Nayak 2003).

The book aims to follow the success of the critical study of men and
masculinities in insisting on intersectionality and the interplay between dif-
ferent social characteristics in answering these questions. Its intersectionality
is crucial because, although the emergence of neoliberal sensibilities valoriz-
ing notions of self-authorship has been well documented, the ways this has
been experienced by actors with different social characteristics is only now
being explored. In particular, work on subjectivities surrounding specific
social class and gender positions in the neoliberal context has tended to
focus on working-class femininities, with the work of Walkerdine (2010)
and Skeggs (1998, 2004) illustrating the problematic nature of the pursuit
of respectable ‘selfhood’ for working-class women (see also Francombe-
Webb and Silk 2016; Allen 2016; McRobbie 2009). By contrast, we know
relatively little about the ways in which working-class men experience and
deal with the disappearance, or at least destabilization, of a whole set of class-
cultural resources, something that Savage describes as “a profound social
change whose full impact is still unraveling” (2000: 132). Are men better
or worse positioned to locate the sources of respect necessary either to
identify or to disidentify with an increasingly stigmatized class position, and
what are the resultant constructions and performances of masculinity? More
broadly, what are the wider implications of this, for example, for men’s health
and wellbeing, and for processes of class and gender stratification?

One major study from recent scholarship on working-class masculinities is
Lamont’s The Dignity of Working Men (2000), which explores the subjectiv-
ities and boundary-drawing processes undertaken by black and white
working-class men in France and the USA. Lamont illustrates how working
men construct alternative, mostly moral, definitions of success in order to
locate themselves higher than, or at least next to, ‘people above’, thus
allowing them to guard their own self-worth and dignity while faring badly
on traditional markers of success (2000: 242). These boundary-drawing
practices lead Lamont to conclude that there are strong collective identities
among her respondents along the lines not only of ethnicity but also of social
class (2000: 244). While these social characteristics are clearly important in
the ways working-class men evaluate others, however, Lamont does not
engage with the argument—made by a number of leading European social
theorists such as Ulrich Beck and Zygmunt Bauman—that under conditions
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of neoliberalism social class is no longer capable of underpinning a strong
sense of collectivity as it once was, with important consequences for how we
evaluate ourselves. Similarly, European studies of working-class men have
sometimes seen the processes of individualization outlined by these theorists
as somehow irrelevant to those who are seemingly incapable of ‘writing their
own biographies’ (for the debate emerging around this within the sociology
of youth, see Woodman 2009 and Roberts 2010). However, as Bauman
reiterates in his final book, Strangers at the Door (2016), everyone is subjected
to the ‘imperatives of performance’ in the ‘performance society’, making it
increasingly difficult to hide behind old alternatives, collectivities and the
narratives they provided.

This dilemma may, as we have seen, find outlets in scapegoating, but it is
also resolved inwardly, at the level of the psyche. This is the finding of Silva’s
(2012) study of working-class young men and women in the USA, who
embrace what she calls a ‘model of therapeutic selfhood’ to deal with the
loss of traditional markers of adulthood, such as leaving home and
establishing financial independence. Silva argues that the development of
an inwardly directed self preoccupied with its own emotional and psychic
repair ‘allows working-class men and women to redefine competent adult-
hood in terms of overcoming a painful family past . . . [a process which]
dovetails with neoliberal ideology in such a ways as to make powerless
working-class young adults feel responsible for their own fates’ (2012:
505). While Silva’s study is not focused specifically on men and the con-
struction of masculinities, it highlights the value of exploring the psychoso-
cial dimensions of neoliberal transformation as they are experienced by
those in subordinate positions, an aim of a number of contributions in this
collection.

In exploring the themes outlined above and below, the book aims further
to develop the critical study of men andmasculinities as a truly global field of
enquiry, building on the success of recent collections such as Cornwall,
Karioris and Lindisfarne’s Masculinities under Neoliberalism (2016). The
range of national contexts covered—including countries representing the
global metropole, such as the UK, the USA, Australia, Sweden and Finland,
and those situated in more peripheral positions, such as Russia and
Nigeria—allows it to address the divergent impacts of, and responses to,
the development of global neoliberal capitalism among groups of men
across the world. As well as enabling insights into the similarities and
differences in the challenges faced by men in different contexts, and of
sociocultural transformations at large, the book’s comparative perspective
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and the diversity of its individual contributions allow a further understanding
of the tensions between global and local iterations of masculinities. As
Connell (2005) argues, gender orders are more or less continually exposed
to a range of pressures resulting from globalizing processes, which necessi-
tate a multitude of local reconstructions and reconfigurations of power
relations both within and outside the global metropole. One dominant
claim regarding such reconstructions is Connell and Wood’s (2005) argu-
ment that we have seen the emergence of a ‘transnational business mascu-
linity’, a highly individualist and ‘meritocratic’ version of hegemonic
masculinity that has acted as a vehicle for neoliberal capitalism through a
variety of locally inflected forms. Thus, one of the book’s aims is to gauge
how such a shift in dominant versions of masculinity, if it has taken place, has
reconfigured power relations between dominant and subordinate groups of
men in different local contexts, and how working-class men have responded
to their repositioning (seeWalker 2016 and 2017, andRoberts forthcoming,
for recent explorations of this theme).

A final aim of the book is to highlight and draw a distinction between the
forms of adaptation currently being demanded of working-class men in
relation to processes of neoliberalization. One of the dominant drivers in
the critical study of men and masculinities has been to make gender visible
in order to change men’s practice—that is, to expose harmful manifestations
of masculinity such as violence, homophobia, misogyny and anti-familial
forms of behaviour and to encourage more benign attitudes and activities
among men (Pease and Pringle 2001; Barker 2005; Ruspini et al. 2011).
However, while the adoption of this kind of radical approach is welcome in
many spheres of activity, it is clearly problematic in relation to employment
change, where men’s successful adaptation to changing social demands
could take the form of a passive acceptance of marginalization in the labour
market, or the embrace of flexibilization. Rather than viewing this as a
triumph over masculinity’s innate ‘toxicity’, as will be explored in the
book, forms of resistance and rejection among working-class men facing
emasculating processes in relation to work may instead be interpreted as an
antidote to the toxicity of neoliberalism. Whatever men’s responses to
change, Masculinity, Labour and Neoliberalism will consider the impact of
those responses on the wellbeing both of men and of those around them,
while also considering their wider political implications.
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MARGINALIZED MASCULINITIES

As many of the chapters in this book illustrate, the notion of men as bread-
winners, which has been central to the gender binary at the heart of patriar-
chal societies for such a long time, continues to hold sway in constructions of
hegemonic masculinity. Across a diversity of international contexts, a com-
mon feature of this binary is what Connell (2005) refers to as the patriarchal
dividend, according to which men not only in positions of power but also in a
range of subordinate locations benefit from and are ‘complicit’with the wider
subordination of women to men. This subordination is manifested most
obviously in men’s greater access to employment and to the public sphere
in general, a corollary of which is an expectation on men to enjoy success in
their public lives. As the unevenness of economic development characteristic
of neoliberal capitalism marginalizes massive numbers of lower-educated
men, however, their inability to meet such expectations pulls them away
from the complicit group of masculinities towards more traditionally margin-
alized groups such as homosexuals, ethnic minorities and, ultimately, women.
While their marginality is thus relative, in understanding the way it is expe-
rienced it is crucial to remember that men occupying subordinate positions
continue to be positioned and judged by the standards of more ‘successful’
men. Thus Cornwall (2016), drawing on Connell (2005), points out: ‘for all
that men in general derive benefits from the patriarchal dividend, those
embodying subordinate masculinities may suffer disproportionately the
costs of existing gender regimes’ (2016: 9).

These costs are first explored in Harris’s contribution (Chap. 2), which
reports the findings of ethnographic research with young and middle-aged
men in Kaduna, northern Nigeria. Harris begins by providing a historical
account of the impact of colonialism on dominant constructions of mascu-
linity in Nigeria, which perfectly illustrates two key points about masculinities:
first, as social constructs that differ across time and space, masculinities are
fundamentally malleable; and second, while masculinities are malleable, it is
elite men who have the resources to exploit this and to define new forms of
masculinity, while men in subordinate locations are positioned by them. As
Harris shows, before the colonial period, women in Nigeria played a prom-
inent role in public life, both economically and politically, but from the late
nineteenth century a European notion of gender as a strict binary hierarchy
was brought by missionaries and British colonial officials, who automatically
assumed their own mores and lifestyles to be superior. ‘Civilizing’ local
populations, then, meant removing women from the political and economic
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domains, while African men came to be expected to live up to the masculinity
embodied by their white European counterparts, with its emphasis on the
male provider role. The latter, ‘control over material resources’, now consti-
tutes one of four key pillars of masculinity by which men in Kaduna are
judged, alongside control over human resources, particularly wives and chil-
dren; virility; and the exhibition of bravery or protection, often through forms
of violence.

Harris’s main focus is on the consequences of these pillars of masculinity in
an economic context that makes it near impossible for men to be perceived as
successful. In this she illustrates a third key point about masculinities: that
men in subordinate locations are not only positioned by the constructs of
‘those above’ but also that they, and those around them, are often trapped by
such constructs. In Kaduna, unemployment is widespread after neoliberal
policies have all but removed formal employment opportunities, the textile
industry undercut—as in Western contexts—by cheap imports, and govern-
ment exhorting men to start up small businesses rather than investing in the
economy. This leads many young men to be drawn into using the fourth
pillar of masculinity to gain some form of recognition within their local
community, a process at the root of sectarian violence that plagued Kaduna
for more than a decade. The research Harris draws upon stems from a
non-governmental organization project she participated in, which aimed to
teach unemployed young men that there are other ways of gaining respect,
such as acting as local volunteers. Despite the relative success of the project in
reducing the incidence and likelihood of violence, however, the male bread-
winner norm continues. This places a tremendous burden on older men who
are unable to support their families, as well as increasing the likelihood of
poverty by keeping women out of the labour force, while younger men are
denied the opportunity to marry as long as they remain excluded from
opportunities to earn a living.

Following on from Harris, Nixon’s contribution (Chap. 3) offers a careful
and detailed discussion of the British context to explore the outcome of
fractures in the relationship between working-class work and men’s feelings
of dignity. The starting point is to draw the reader’s attention to the
longstanding history of the relationship between gender and skill, and how
both of these are related to not just work but also a sense of occupation. The
way that working-class masculinity came to valorize certain types of ‘embod-
ied’ hard and heavy manual labour and highly skilled trade and craft occupa-
tions is evidenced as more than a modern, commonly used cliché. Rather, it is
something that was embedded in intergenerational transfers of knowledge
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from father to son and through the trades apprenticeships system, a process
that ensured men’s dominance and protection of systems of skills acquisition.
Exploring the subtleties of the formation of masculine identities around skill
and craft, Nixon also reminds us that many working-class menwere not part of
the labour aristocracy of skilled workers but still were able to derive a sense of
dignity from dealing with the arduous tasks involved in forms of hard and
physically demanding labour that entailed risks to and sacrifice of the body.
The first argument Nixon presents, then, is that the mastery of machinery and
the essential role that working-class men played in providing the backbone of
growing economies permitted a sense of superiority overwomen and educated
men, underpinning a sense of respect and ensuring that they were not subject
to a stigmatized status.

This historical backdrop sits in sharp contrast to the postindustrialized
economy that working-class young men in the UK now face. As Nixon
argues, the shedding of typically working-class jobs since the advent of
neoliberalism and the attendant restructuring of the economy has led the
male labor market inactivity rate to almost double since the 1980s, while
there are growing rates of unemployment among already marginalized men.
The disproportionately working-class profile of this group evidences the
marginalization that working-class men have experienced during the tran-
sition from an industrial to a service economy, in which they often find it
impossible to recreate a sense of dignity, value and self-respect. This might
be presumed to be mainly the case for older, less well-educated men, but
Nixon shows that young working-class men have also fared poorly in the
transformed economy. Indeed, he explains how the marginalization of
working-class young men is now taking on new dimensions. In addition
to the deleterious effects of unemployment, jobless working-class young
men are also now increasingly subjected to the stigmatizing discourse that
has accompanied, and been a necessary component of, the neoliberal
imperative to strip away state welfare support. Thus, according to the
logic of neoliberalism and its imperatives of individual responsibility and
self-governance, young men who are ‘yearning to labour’ are increasingly
demonized as feckless ‘shirkers’ who avoid the responsibility of work.

In its arguments about the stigma of unemployment, Nixon’s chapter
seems to confirm that, as Cornwall (2016: 9–10) suggests, the emphasis on
self-making and autonomy characteristic of neoliberalism exacerbates the
tensions and disjunctures stemming from the failure of working-class men
to live up to the injunctions of the male breadwinner role. This theme
continues in Ian Mahoney and Tony Kearn’s contribution (Chap. 4) on the
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coping strategies developed by working-class young men in the face of
profound economic and social insecurity in the English Midlands. Like
many of those covered in Nixon’s chapter, the working lives of the young
men in this study are far removed from those of their predecessors in what had
been a heartland of the UK’s industrial economy, moving between unem-
ployment, back-to-work programmes and insecure, low-paid, unskilled
labour. These experiences of work were played out against a background of
precarious housing careers, moving between hostel accommodation, sofa-
surfing and homelessness, as well as routine alcohol, drug and substance
misuse, and outbreaks of petty criminality. Despite having almost no control
over their lives, some of these young men still felt responsible for their
predicament and internalized their failures as the products of poor individual
choices, reflecting wider discourses condemning the unemployed for their
fecklessness and irresponsibility. At the same time, however, Mahoney and
Kearon also find what they call:

subversion, resistance, and the formulation and reaffirmation of a defensible
self-identity, which provides a sense of belonging, purpose and order in the
face of continual ontological insecurity, individualism and social and eco-
nomic isolation.

In particular, they point to the processes of symbolic resistance and meaning-
making engaged in by the young men—such as attempting to subvert
increasingly stringent and demeaning welfare regulations—as well as the
forms of ‘street capital’ that were crucial to their survival in difficult circum-
stances. Both of these were important in establishing a sense of control, both
materially and ontologically, where everything about their lives was precari-
ous. Importantly, as has been stressed in so much work on marginalized
people labelled as part of a morally corrupt underclass (see especially Shildrick
et al. 2014), Mahoney and Kearon stress that, despite their involvement in
petty crime and the display of elements of a ‘protest masculinity’, the young
men maintained ‘normal’ aspirations to obtain regular paid employment and
to be able to fulfill roles as fathers.

Continuing the theme ofmarginalization amongworking-class youngmen,
Andersson and Beckman’s contribution (Chap. 5) draws on an in-depth,
qualitative account of the experiences of unemployed youngmen in Västervik,
a small municipality on the Baltic coast of Sweden. The Nordic states are often
held up as exemplars of equality, but Andersson andBeckman keenly point out
that Sweden, like most industrialized countries, has disproportionately high
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levels of youth unemployment relative to the adult population. Exploring the
experiences of young men outside the metropole, they point to the need for
closer attention to space and place as part of any intersectional analysis. In the
particular locale discussed, they show that the construction of a locally valued
masculinity is reliant on employment and consumption, but that these two
most central—and interconnected—elements are inaccessible to many young
jobless men. The acquisition of a driver’s licence, for example, is impossible for
some respondents, which ‘places [them] in a marginalized or even displaced
position in the local culture of masculinity . . . [and] stood out as a signifier of
the loss of control over one’s own life situation’. As such, there is a need for
masculinity to be reimagined by these young men, and the authors explore
this reimagining with reference to Archer’s (2007) concepts of ‘contextual
discontinuity’ and ‘contextual incongruity’. Echoing other recent studies
(e.g. Roberts forthcoming), Andersson and Beckmann argue that this process
of reimagining gives scope for the development of ‘an alternative understand-
ing of the meaning of work’, alongside a tendency towards the valorization of
different types of masculinity, most notably of more ethical or ‘caring’
masculinities (Hanlon 2012; Elliot 2016). Two important points emerge
here. First, the attitudes espoused by the young men in this study show that
such transformations do not only occur in typically advantaged social locations
(at the level both of the person and of the place), and may even be more likely
to emerge amongmen in subordinate positions (see e.g.Meshcherkina 2002).
Second, while such masculinities may emerge in less advantaged social loca-
tions, the capacity to develop these new forms of masculinity is limited by a lack
of access to material resources. This finding supports Lindisfarne and Neale’s
(2016: 48) argument that, while,

again and again, we see elite men creating new masculinities, and we see other
men trapped in new circumstances where they can no longer measure up . . .
we also see men, and women, in new and straitened circumstances
constructing alternative subordinate masculinities. These are often fragile
and lived with ambivalence, but they are much needed.

Beyond—and indeed extending from—this reimagining, while a relatively
strong working-class identity emerges among their respondents, Andersson
and Beckman illustrate that the young men are cognizant of the possibility
of further downward social mobility for their generation, with the lack of
employment available to them considered in negative comparison with their
parents’ youth; a youth they view nostalgically. The function of nostalgia,
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however, is not simply to dwell on the past and valorize an older plausibility
for constructing a masculine self. Instead, Andersson and Beckman suggest
that a more radical potential is presented by their participants where nostal-
gia acts as a form of critique of the present, with its valorization of the
‘enterprising self’ and concomitant devaluation of other ways of being:

In contrast to the prevalent figure of the working-class man as left behind and
without a legitimate place in the present (Nayak 2006), a counter image is being
recalled where important and consistent features such as “hard work,” orderli-
ness and respectability—that is, being included among the ones who “keep the
country going”—should mean having a legitimate place in society and in the
nation as a whole.

Such forms of resistance to neoliberal governmentality will be returned to
below.

MASCULINITIES AND EDUCATION

The relationship between neoliberalism, masculinity and labour, and its
production of marginalization, is of course not limited to the economic.
The book’s next two chapters make this abundantly clear by considering
how recent transformations have had a bearing on working-class young
men’s experiences of and engagements with education. The first of these
is Michael’s Ward’s contribution (Chap. 6) about young working-class men
based in the former industrial heartlands of the South Wales valleys. Ward’s
account offers another critique of one of the key ingredients of the so-called
‘crisis of masculinity’—namely, boys’ ‘educational underachievement’.
While more people than ever participate in education to around 18 years
old in most industrialized countries, the relative lack of take-up of university
places by young men compared with their female counterparts has been
presented as cause for concern. Within this, the apparent disaffection of
working-class boys from formal education has been a recurrent concern in
academic and policy literature (Francis 2006; Haywood and Mac an Ghaill
2014), reflecting the centrality of educational credentialism to the ethos of
neoliberal competitiveness. Such disaffection has been assumed to stem
from a continuity with constructions of working-class masculinity among
previous generations. Ward, by contrast, questions such assumptions, focus-
ing instead on the positive educational engagements of high-achieving
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working-class boys and the ways in which they manage a studious identity in
a location imbued with a deep industrial heritage.

Ward details the way that the traditional masculinity associated with the
industrial heritage of their locale is rejected by these studious boys, but also
shows how the boys suffer rejection and marginalization in the form of
bullying and name-calling because of their apparent deviation from the locally
sanctioned ideal of being masculine at school—that is, being strong and
athletic, rejecting the authority of teachers, and disregarding school rules
around conduct and dress. Importantly, though, Ward argues for the need
to consider how boys can ‘code shift’ their performance of masculinity
depending on the audience they face. This means that rather than seeing
educationally engaged boys as performing a masculinity in keeping with the
demands of neoliberalism, the legacy of industrial masculinity so imbued in
the place they grew up in creeps in to performances of masculinity beyond the
school gates. Consequently, contradictory and complex performances
emerge, with risky drinking practices, the objectification of women and
intergroup mocking and ‘banter’ as forms of mild subordination being
common.

The next contribution (Chap. 7) on masculinity and education comes
from Toni Kosonen’s study of men in the Finnish vocational adult learning
context. This is a group of men who are scarcely considered in social research
and, like Ward, Kosonen problematizes the assessment of working-class
masculinity as being automatically incompatible with learning environments.
A key point made through Kosonen’s interviews with 32 male adult learners,
again echoing Ward, is that working-class masculinity in this setting is far
from unitary. His analysis illuminates the ways that these men have internal-
ized neoliberal, normative expectations of becoming ‘flexible, loyal,
co-operative, learning- and self-improvement- oriented “worker-citizens” ’,
but that such internalization produces various responses and different modes
of engagement or protest, leading Kosonen to consider three categories of
masculinity that can be identified in the men’s engagement with learning.
These are described as gendered and classed identity positions that are
available for men to take up: being a ‘proper man’ who is a worthy citizen
in a learning society; an ‘independent man’ who is autonomous and holds a
professional job; and an ‘honest man’ who is able to identify moral integrity.
Differentiated access to cultural and social resources, however, ensures that
these discursive locations are not equally available to all. As such, drawing on
Connell’s language, Kosonen points to the way such identity positions form a
relational hierarchy, even though this is a hierarchy of masculinities that all
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suffer from a degree of marginalization, in that those adopting these positions
either seek the authorization of those occupying hegemonic positions or
engage in protest against them. Those who are most engaged in the learning
society ideal seek to distance themselves from particular types of working-class
masculinity, but also reinscribe their own sense of masculinity by using forms
of language that valorize and emphasize their investment in the education
process and their success in engaging in development processes during their
career. Kosonen draws on and echoes the work of Diane Reay in asserting
that such investment comes with a risk, and identifying such risks, some men
will pursue a ‘legitimated citizenship in the context of a late modern learning
society’, while others adopt a respectable working-class manhood that is
predicated on pursuing access to the ‘wage labour society’.

ACCEPTING AND RESISTING NEOLIBERAL GOVERNMENTALITY

In the next two contributions we return to the theme of masculinities and
economic marginalization, with studies by Jeremy Morris (Chap. 8) and
Alexandrina Vanke (Chap. 9) on the subject of working-class men in
Russia. As Walker has illustrated in his research on working-class youth
(2011, 2016), economic marginality in Russia takes a different form from
that experienced in most Western countries—and, as we have seen, in
sub-Saharan Africa—with income precarity resulting predominantly from
the flexibility of workers’ wages and working hours rather than outright
unemployment. It is this flexibility that has allowed near-obsolete Soviet era
factories to continue to survive in the new market environment. Thus, in
contrast to the postindustrial service economies of the West, traditional forms
of blue-collar, manual labour are still widely available in Russia, albeit charac-
terized by low (and flexible) pay and, concomitantly, low prestige. Indeed, it
is the impoverishment of these forms of employment—both material and
symbolic—that has been responsible for the dispossession of working-class
men in Russia just as much as its disappearance has been in theWest. At a time
when a more traditional ‘breadwinning’ masculinity is being reasserted in
Russia as part of its transition to capitalism (see Walker 2016), working-class
men’s low earning capacity, alongside their association with what is seen as a
‘backward’ part of the old, Soviet economy, places them in what Morris calls
‘an unparalleled position of subalternity’. At the same time, as both Morris
and Vanke show, foreign investment in Russia has led to the emergence of
new employment opportunities working for international companies that
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involve different kinds of reward—and pressure—from those typical of
Russian factories.

Morris’s study, based on ethnographic research with young and middle-
aged men in a small industrial town in European Russia, focuses on the
central role played by car and garage culture for his respondents, and the
connections between men’s relationships with their cars and their attitudes
towards the types of economic engagement seemingly required of them
under Russia’s version of neoliberal capitalism. Garage culture itself is a
crucial, authentic site for the performance of a brand of blue-collar mascu-
linity and homosociality among Morris’s respondents, valorizing as it does
their technical skills and ability to work together to resolve mechanical
problems. However, within the friendship group that Morris studies can
be discerned two very different standpoints on the new forms of employ-
ment and consumption that working-class men in Russia are now expected
to engage in. One respondent, Petr, has transitioned away from work in a
Soviet-type labour habitus and is trying to ‘make the grade’ at a new,
German-owned, transnational corporation, and is thus embracing a differ-
ent, more entrepreneurial masculinity. Hand in hand with his job goes
ownership of a Western-style (although still Russian) car, purchased with
consumer credit, which symbolizes his becoming a flexible, neoliberal
consumer-citizen. Nikita, by contrast, is wary of the demands placed on
him by the new economy, seeing them as stripping him of autonomy: a new,
‘delicate’ foreign car would trap him not only through credit debt but by
robbing him of the self-reliance he has as an owner of a mechanically simple
Russian car. Taking a job at the German car factory—necessary to obtain
credit for a car—would similarly deprive him of the autonomy he has at the
old cement works and in informal taxi-driving:

Nikita: Ok, the lad will have . . . a discount or credit on a fancy foreign-style
car that will fall apart on our roads. So fucking what? To break his back for the
‘new deal’ at the plant . . .? Physically that job, despite the shiny foreign plant
and showers and clean overalls, is no different frommy old one at the Cement.
And we have showers too you know.

These divergent responses to the forms of self-work and social mobility
demanded by neoliberal governmentality show how working-class men
engage in the boundary-drawing processes described by Lamont not only
between themselves and other class and ethnic groups but also among
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themselves. As such, they indicate the fraught nature of the transformations
expected.

Vanke’s chapter, based on qualitative research in a number of predom-
inantly industrial regions as well as Moscow and St. Petersburg, similarly
finds divergent responses from working-class men to the economic realities
of post-Soviet Russia. However, for her, age is a significant factor, with older
workers tending to stick most closely both to older enterprises and to a
traditional ‘breadwinner’ narrative. In contrast to some other studies
(e.g. Meshcherkina 2002), she finds that these men are able to fulfil expec-
tations of them by bending themselves to the demands of the new economy,
either by retraining or by migrating for higher wages. Younger men, by
contrast, undergo different and more thoroughgoing forms of ‘work on the
self’ in connection with their preference for higher-paying, but more
demanding, foreign-owned companies. In contrast to Soviet-style Russian
factories, whose general disorganization forces them to exercise a ‘gentler’
form of governmentality on workers, foreign-owned enterprises operate
much more severe labour regimes in order to maximize the profits they
can derive from workers’ bodily capital, reducing rest days and extending
working hours through overtime:

A 22-year-old man worked 12 hours a day every day. He was dead on his feet at
work and taken away by an emergency ambulance. He had something like a
micro stroke. (31 years, conveyor operator, Nokian, 18.04.2011, St. Petersburg)

In part, the longer hours worked by the younger men are a function of the
fact that they must fund consumer lifestyles which, as Morris also argues,
constitute forms of ‘work on the self’. Rather than modern cars, Vanke’s
respondents invest economic and intellectual resources into their appear-
ance and personal development, buying expensive clothing and funding
sporting lifestyles, for example. Reflecting the outright dominance of a
more businesslike, consumerist, hegemonic masculinity in Russia (Walker
2017), Vanke’s respondents feel the need to emulate these forms of mas-
culine performance and the social mobility they symbolize in order to
project a more successful masculine subjectivity than that of ‘worker’. As
she points out, however, a relative lack of material and cultural resources
limits their capacity to achieve the normative form of masculinity that the
various ‘techniques of the self’ are supposed to realize, leading them to lack
confidence about their chances in the marriage marketplace:
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When you get to know a girl, you need to tell her your status. Well, I’m . . .
jeez, you work on a three-shift rota, and you’re a worker . . . What will I do
with you? Why the hell would I need you? (33 years, general mechanic,
Nissan, 19.04.2011, St. Petersburg)

This is not to say that Vanke’s respondents are entirely powerless against the
demands of neoliberal capitalism and the ways they are positioned by it. For
some, anger at their overwork and lack of rights in the workplace leads them
to resistance through trade union activity, which in turn underpins a ‘heroic’
and more collectively orientated form of masculinity. On the whole, how-
ever, working-class young men in this study appear to be aware of, and self-
conscious about, their social position as ‘losers’ (see also Walker 2016).
Indeed, what Vanke sees as more egalitarian attitudes towards women than
those she finds among older workers seem to stem from the problems the
younger men face in living up to wider notions of masculine success—and,
concomitantly, women’s expectations of them.

The contextual lens shifts again, but similar themes arise, in Idriss and
Morgan’s examination of the lives of Arab-Australian young men living
on the outskirts of Western Sydney (Chap. 10). Through their attention
to work and aspiration, the authors offer a welcome addition to a literature
that has most often addressed Muslim men in relation to multiculturalism,
belonging and nationhood. This contribution, then, permits a consider-
ation of these young men in ways that usefully dilute dominant popular
representations that consider them in relation to criminality, terrorism or
sexually predatory behaviours. A point of focus for Idriss andMorgan is how
issues of respect and respectability come to feature strongly in young men’s
lives, much as has been the case for other Arabic working-class men (Noble
2007) and for working-class women more broadly (Skeggs 1998). This is
the starting point for their discussion of both continuities and, to some
extent, changes in working-class masculinity as performed and negotiated in
the lives of four young men, whose stories act as case studies. The com-
plexity of managing the various facets of masculine identity in neoliberal
contexts can be observed in the participants’ embrace of the need to aspire
to work beyond traditional male employment spheres. Indeed, the young
men, despite their lack of relevant social capital, hold aspirations for work in
the creative industries, which—abundant with short-term contracts,
demands for flexibility and the (im)possibility of portfolio careers—are
sometimes held up as emblematic of the ideal neoliberal employment
model. Nevertheless, their apparent openness to new ways of making a
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living and seeming preference for ‘unmanly’ work belies a high degree of
inertia in the masculinity on display. As Idriss and Morgan illustrate, an
intergenerational transference of norms and values takes place through
‘patriarchal cultural templates that continue to guide the way men frame
their ambitions and the enduring forms of masculinity that Arab-Australian
young men perform’. One feature of this transmission of norms from
grandfathers to fathers, and fathers to sons is the immutable significance
given to social mobility, and an emphasis on the relationship between
respectability, financial security and independence. Adherence to such a
cultural script, though, is not easy in an economic climate in which work
is characteristically unstable and precarious. As the young men make their
way through this unstable field of employment, their culturally developed
masculine sensibilities are at odds with demands for attributes such as
versatility and entrepreneurialism, and, notably, the requirement to work
for little or no pay in ‘cool’ industries to have a chance of a better paid—but
still portfolio—career. Ultimately, the authors show that their participants’
feel the need to fulfill roles as husbands, fathers and providers, which
underlies a drift towards the pursuit of steady work, and makes the creative
careers of the gig economy both inaccessible and undesirable for these
young men.

The subtle reconfiguration of masculinity in response to neoliberalism,
and the attendant ways that expectations are challenged as part of this
reworking, are of course not confined to urban settings but are also very
much in evidence in rural localities. The book’s next contribution, by Levi
Gahman (Chap. 11), paints a vivid picture of the centrality of place in
producing particular forms of masculinity, and the adaptable nature of a
revered hegemonic masculinity, whose malleability sees men succumb to a
harmful, market-centric notion of ‘manhood’. Gahman’s chapter is
informed by an intensive ethnographic study participant-observing various
types of blue-collar worker in a small rural setting in Southeast Kansas,
USA—a locale he knows intimately having lived and grown up there.
Taking as his starting point that the body ‘is inscribed with socially pro-
duced meanings and values’, Gahman shows how ‘the practice of neoliberal
self-making is reshaping the assertion of manhood for working-class men in
rural Southeast Kansas’. This reshaping is manifested in the adoption among
his respondents of neoliberal sensibilities emphasizing entrepreneurialism,
self-commodification, fragmentation and responsibilization, which are seen
as necessary personal strategies in ‘making it’ economically and making it as
a man. Simultaneously, the recognition that hard labour now needs to be
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fused with a new competitiveness in order to achieve these goals sits
alongside a prevailing social conservatism rooted in colonial/settler nation-
alism, according to which men—and able-bodied, white men specifically—
are positioned as superior. What emerges so powerfully in Gahman’s
account is the way that the sprit of competition and parallel demise of
collective sensibilities has produced a hyperindividualized version of mascu-
linity, exemplified by disinclinations to support co-workers for fear of
disrupting one’s own productivity or position in the eyes of the boss.
While there is an awareness among Gahman’s co-workers that they are
essentially exploited blue-collar workers, there is a total inability to orient
themselves towards solidarities of any kind. There is, of course, an enjoy-
ment of homosociality manifested in camaraderie among the men, but their
narratives are characterized by what Gahman sees as

a fragmented sense of being in which ‘pulling your weight’ and embodying
competitive self-reliance is given precedence over collective unity, mutual aid
and even personal/community wellbeing.

In this context, ‘teamwork’ and ‘collective enterprise’ are merely buzz-
words, part of a discursive illusion that clouds the reality of the acid bath
of competition. This environment leads to lateral hostility, with workers
‘complaining about, and negatively critiquing, their co-workers more often
than their bosses, managers, or even capitalist economic systems as a whole’.
Ultimately, the men’s inability to see social conditions as anything but
individually made masks the fact that they are being squeezed towards
greater productivity in the name of the economy, and produces an entre-
preneurial and yet conservative masculinism that worsens social inequal-
ities—stemming from capitalism, patriarchy, colonialism—and diminishes
the possibility of collective action: a victory for the neoliberal imperative.

The tensions between continuity and change are explored again as we
return to Australia for Kirsty Whitman’s contribution (Chap. 12). Australia’s
relatively unique situation sees working-class masculinity celebrated and
exalted at a discursive level, such that many would argue that it occupies a
hegemonic position. This hegemony permits and facilitates social change,
such that, as Whitman contends, working-class masculinity can be absorbed
by, and absorb, neoliberal discourse. Part of this absorption has, as in
Gahman’s chapter, led to a greater emphasis on the central tenets of neolib-
eralism, such as individualism, personal responsibility and the logic of meri-
tocracy. Reflecting this, working-class men in Whitman’s interview-based
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research blame any perceived failure or lack of success in their public lives—
even in the context of the global financial crisis—as resulting from personal
shortcomings. However, at the same time that they appear to submit to
neoliberal governmentality in the work sphere, they appear to challenge it
in the private sphere. Destabilizing the ways Australian working-class
masculinities are constructed as being tough and unemotional, Whitman
first attends to men’s desire to establish themselves as ‘good’ fathers by
involvement with their children, and how this is obstructed by the lack of
family-friendly workplace policies (see also Roberts 2013b). As noted above
in relation to Andersson and Beckmann’s findings, then, the working class,
rather than being a repository for backward or unprogressive social views,
might be uniquely located to deliver equality by necessity. However, this
necessity does not extend to other domestic work, as Whitman notes that
despite her respondents’ openness in terms of fathering and its centrality to
their conceptualization of themselves as men, none spoke about their duties
around the house, framing ‘work’ as only paid employment. A further impor-
tant point in Whitman’s account, though, and something that should not be
underestimated, is the presence of emotion in interviews with men, even
when we might not be looking for it (see also Roberts forthcoming). This
very presence suggests that we have to become more attuned to exploring
men’s emotionality, rather than assuming that its absence remains a part of
hegemonic ideals.

NEOLIBERALISM, EMPLOYMENT AND WELLBEING

A number of the studies presented in the book address economic and policy
changes that concern different aspects of the wellbeing of working-class
men, a theme that continues in the final two chapters. As noted above,
whitewashed versions of blue-collar masculinity have come to be the object
of a kind of class voyeurism in recent years through the medium of reality
TV programmes about ‘rugged’ professions (Carroll 2011; Fleras and
Dixon 2011). Timo Aho (Chap. 13) describes the lived experiences and
identity work of men occupying one such profession—truck driving—in
contemporary Finland, and he engages in particular with the notion of
‘autonomy’ associated with this type of work. As he points out, it is the
autonomy and independence enjoyed by truckers—skilled workers with the
freedom of the open road—that leads Ouellet (1994) to argue that in the
US context, truckers occupy a heroic working-class masculinity that is
admired by other motorists. Aho also finds the autonomy and independence
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of truck driving to be central to his respondents’ construction of masculin-
ity, although they are more ‘respectable’ than ‘heroic’, and emphasize also
practical experience, professionalism and hard work. However, with the
advent of neoliberal restructuring of work and organizational settings across
Finland—despite its reputation as a strong adherent to the Nordic welfare
state model—the autonomy traditionally enjoyed by men in this profession
has been placed under threat by technological monitoring systems enabling
new forms of surveillance in the name of better performance management.
In the face of such technological impositions that now adorn their cabins,
Aho’s truckers recall with fondness the old times when they were entrusted
to do their jobs using their skills and experience, and were given instructions
in person.

There is thus a frictional relationship between the neoliberal shift in the
haulage sector’s new operational environment and the truckers’ gendered
habitus, which, as another example of Taylorist deskilling processes threat-
ening to invalidate their skills and discretion (Burawoy 1985), undermines
the self-respect that truckers derive from their work. In this context, Aho
finds his respondents defending themselves against what is experienced as a
process of occupational degradation, finding ways around the technological
straightjackets placed on them, and emphasizing their continued value,
particularly in relation to road safety. The loosening of licensing restrictions,
for example, which has widened and thus pressurized the labour market of
the sector, is regarded by the truckers as having opened the door to
dangerous drivers, the only antidote to which is their skills and experience.
In this way, Aho’s respondents are able to shore up a respectable blue-collar
masculinity, albeit one that is under threat.

The impact of employment change on men’s relationships with work and,
in turn, on their wellbeing is addressed more directly in the final contribution
by Steve Robertson, Brendan Gough and Mark Robinson (Chap. 14), which
draws on studies and secondary data from a range of neoliberal economies.
Robertson et al. begin by pointing out some of the ways that neoliberalism
affects the health of working-class men through its impact on the health
policy arena, where different groups of men in subordinate locations are
often stigmatized as risk-takers, and where a tendency towards a short-
termist, results-driven agenda prevents the development of programmes
that might be able to reach them. With regard to employment change, as
well as indicating the link between forms of inequality and deprivation caused
by neoliberal economic reform and male suicide rates, Robertson et al.
highlight the connection between in-work poverty and the mental, physical
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and social wellbeing of both individuals and communities. However, drawing
on both macro- and microlevel secondary data, they stress above all the
disproportional impact of the forms of insecure and unsatisfying labour that
have proliferated under neoliberalism, as well as unemployment, on working-
class men, arguing that ‘neoliberal working practices have the greatest neg-
ative health impacts on men from areas of multiple disadvantage’, and that
such men ‘may be reluctant to engage with a quasi-privatised health service
which reinforces dominant neoliberal messages of self-care, autonomy and
(self-)blame.’

They are also critical of the notion that new forms of employment charac-
teristic of service-dominated economies, and the performances they require of
men, may bring about or signify any fundamental or far-reaching change in
the waysmasculinities—working-class or otherwise—are constructed. Noting
and accepting that the assimilation of previously marginalized or subordi-
nated masculinity practices that blur social and symbolic boundaries is now
widespread, Robertson et al. suggest that this apparent ‘softening’ of mascu-
linity is simply a reflection of the demands of a more feminized economy and
the success of neoliberal governmentality in its service, rather than of any
significant shift in existing systems of power and inequality. As such, they
conclude that if we are to understand men’s health and wellbeing within
neoliberal societies,

it is clear that we must retain a relational model which highlights power differ-
entials and intersubjective encounters predicated on material and discursive
forces.

Indeed, at a moment in history when social divisions fomented under
conditions of neoliberalism are being sharpened, politicized and mobilized
so effectively in countries from the USA and the UK to France, the Neth-
erlands and Russia, it is clear that an approach that is cognizant of power
differentials between men should remain central to the study of all dimen-
sions of men’s lives. Taking the chapters of this book together, it is difficult
not to conclude with the argument, set out by Gahman (this volume), that:

Neoliberal governmentality in general disciplines subjects into consenting to
more acute forms of surveillance and control that covertly exacerbate already-
existing arrangements of oppression, exclusion, and privilege.

It is for this reason that such covert processes—and pockets of resistance to
them—should be made visible, which is the primary aim of this book.
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CHAPTER 2

Men, Masculinity and Labour-Force
Participation in Kaduna, Nigeria: Are There
Positive Alternatives to the Provider Role?

Colette Harris

INTRODUCTION

The contradictions between men’s socially assigned position as family
breadwinners and the increasing impediments to their achieving this any-
where in today’s neoliberal world are exposed in many of this book’s
chapters. This most severely damages the working classes because their
historical sectors of employment, those requiring hard manual labour,
have declined significantly since the 1970s. Young men have been particu-
larly badly affected by a lack of access to decent jobs, especially the manual
labour considered appropriately manly for their social class (Jimenez and
Walkerdine 2011; Willis 1977), resulting in many finding themselves in a
precarious situation, with little hope of job security or opportunities to
further their career aspirations (Standing 2011).

Historically, sub-Saharan Africa had a distinct social and political orga-
nization from the other settings dealt with in this volume, in relation to both
class and gender. Prior to the invidious effects of colonialism, women were
central to most productive labour, particularly agriculture and trading, so
that their status within family and society tended to be high (Falola and
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Heaton 2008), including among Muslims in the north of Nigeria, the
region this chapter deals with (Mack and Boyd 2000).

From the late nineteenth century on, life in Nigeria was unsettled first
by contact with Christian missionaries and later by the governing style of
colonial officials. These white men worked hard to inculcate Western
gender ideology into their subject peoples, including the capitalist-based
concept of the male provider. Nevertheless, for the most part, women’s
productive roles remained strong—they dominated the lucrative palm-oil
industry, for instance (Falola and Heaton 2008). However, by the time
Nigeria gained its independence in 1960, breadwinning had largely been
adopted as essential to masculine identity for all classes, despite the fact
that few men could live up to it and that fewer than 10 % were ever
formally employed (Lindsay 2003). In the intervening years this has not
significantly changed, and today Nigeria’s position within the global polit-
ical economy has made it even harder for men there to support their
families financially.

Nigeria’s economy has long been dependent on oil from the Niger Delta.
Discovered in 1956, oil became significant with the global price rises of the
1970s. As a result the oil price slumps of the 1980s severely affected national
finances, forcing the then military government to ask the international
financial institutions for a loan. The latter attempted to impose their neo-
liberal ideology through a set of conditionalities known as structural adjust-
ment, with the avowed aim of improving economic efficiency. The
conditions included liberalizing the currency, removing subsidies on staple
foodstuffs and fuel, privatizing state enterprises and cutting back the public
sector, thus significantly increasing unemployment and drastically affecting
both education and health services. The result has been high levels of
impoverishment, increased mortality rates and a major skills decline
(Ekanade 2014; Falola and Heaton 2008). Since the return to electoral
democracy in 1999, this has been exacerbated by the sale of large numbers
of state enterprises at giveaway prices and a reduction in essential infrastruc-
ture required for industry to function. Today Nigeria has Africa’s lowest
formal employment rates (Ekanade 2014), aggravated by the doubling of
unemployment between 2007 and 2011 as a result of the Global Financial
Crisis (ILO 2017; Muqtada 2012).

The city of Kaduna, the main geopolitical focus of this chapter, lies in the
middle-belt northern Nigerian state of that name. Populated by similar
numbers of Muslims and Christians, it is best known abroad for periodic
episodes of sectarian riots, sufficiently violent to kill thousands of people and
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make many more homeless. The last of these followed the presidential
election of April 2011. The resulting destruction has negatively affected
employment rates, particularly for youths. Thus today, while fathers strug-
gle to meet their families’ needs, their sons may have a hard time even
gaining the resources to marry (Harris 2016).

The cutbacks mentioned above have deeply affected the Kadunan econ-
omy, forcing the closure of most large enterprises. The city had previously
been a centre of textile production with multiple large plants employing
mainly Christian men from southern ethnicities (Andræ and Beckman
1998). Although the oil refinery and the bottling plant still provide some
jobs for the more skilled, most men from local ethnic groups come from a
background of farming or petty business and currently survive mainly
through casual labour. Their sons are finding even this difficult. The drop
in the number of formal workplaces means that many of today’s youths are
unlikely ever to gain a permanent position despite possessing considerably
higher education levels than their fathers.

This situation has been described by Guy Standing as having produced a
new class—the precariat. Its members no longer inhabit a stable society or
hold realistic expectations of following a life trajectory similar to that of their
forefathers. Instead they occupy ‘a status that offers no sense of career, no
sense of secure occupational identity and few, if any, entitlements to the
state and enterprise benefits that several generations of those who saw
themselves as belonging to the industrial proletariat or the salariat had
come to expect as their due’ (Standing 2011: 24). As with the majority of
youths I knew in Kaduna, most members of the precariat globally have
minimally completed high school, some even holding postgraduate degrees.
Few, however, are likely to work solely in the field of their education.
Rather, they are condemned to a lifetime of constant retraining for precar-
ious work, generally without benefits.

This chapter addresses the problems associated with the failure of such
men adequately to meet the breadwinner role. It shows how Kadunan
youths, essentially members of the precariat, seek alternative paths to
status even if this may not provide the financial rewards necessary for
acquiring those crucial components of adult life—a wife and children.
My data come from fieldwork carried out in Kaduna city between 2007
and 2011 while implementing, along with local facilitators, community-
based non-formal education projects with women and youths aimed pri-
marily at reducing violence and improving social relationships. Altogether
the projects served some 60 young men and 80 women, both Christians
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and Muslims, from five different neighbourhoods. Some of the data come
from the education sessions themselves, the rest from interactions with
other community members and informal discussions. Since my approach
draws largely on participant observation, I rarely carry out formal inter-
views, instead drawing on notes written up at the time of my observations
and discussions.1

The chapter starts by examining the effects of colonialism on Nigeria,
focusing mainly on the introduction of Western notions of gender and its
impact, with an emphasis on the masculine breadwinner role. It explores
the consequences of this in Kaduna today for the lives of the young men
concerned. Finally, it focuses on the current high levels of unemployment
resulting from the neoliberal-inspired cutbacks outlined above and dis-
cusses what this means for young men struggling to find an alternative to
becoming socially redundant and thus losing status in their communities.

THE NIGERIAN ECONOMY

The Protectorate of Nigeria was formed in 1914 by amalgamating a south-
ern region ruled directly by the British, supported by a large number of
missionary schools, with a north ruled indirectly via local Muslim kings or
emirs, where Christian missionaries were sidelined to facilitate the local
Hausa population’s conversion to Islam. Thus southerners gained skills
relevant for employment in the nascent capitalist state, including the civil
service, the railways and, after independence, in the burgeoning textile
industry, while the north struggled to overcome its considerable disadvan-
tages. The result was a country politically divided and economically
underdeveloped.

Since the 1970s, the importance of oil as its major export has made
Nigeria vulnerable to global price fluctuations, a situation exacerbated
since the mid-1980s by the effects of the neoliberal conditionalities
discussed in the previous section and worsened by the corruption of elites
competing for the benefits of its sale (Falola and Heaton 2008). The poor
educational infrastructure has hampered the development of industry, pro-
ducing a lack of key professionals, particularly engineers and competent
business managers capable of running large enterprises (Ekanade 2014;
Lindsay 2003; Teal 2014).

Neither the military regimes that governed Nigeria during most of its
postcolonial history, nor the succeeding democratic administrations, have
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managed to formulate adequate and realistic economic planning, while the
vast majority of state funds continue to come from oil exports. During the
oil boom of the 1970s, money was squandered on non-productive con-
struction, such as of monumental buildings, rather than on crucial industrial
infrastructure, while the few well-run factories were owned and/or oper-
ated by foreigners (Falola and Heaton 2008; Kohli 2004; Rodney 1973;
Teal 2014).

The neopatrimonial character of the state at all levels from the federal to
the local means that merit has been taken into consideration less than
ethnoreligious and other client-related links. Oil monies have been diverted
into private pockets, funding major excesses of the elites, while the incomes
of the masses have fallen in real terms since independence. The reliance on
oil rents has diverted government attention away from the now-neglected
agricultural sector, which had previously accounted for the majority of
exports as well as of national income, and which continues to employ the
majority of the population. This has heightened rural poverty, greatly
increasing rural–urban migration (Kane 2003: 43ff; Kohli 2004). According
to the Nigeria Poverty Profile Report 2010, 90.5 % of the inhabitants of
Kaduna State considered themselves poor, with 61.8 % living on less than
USD1 per day (NBS Press Briefing 2012: 5, 10). While rural poverty levels
are likely to be higher than urban ones, this nevertheless suggests that a
considerable number of the inhabitants of Kaduna city live in absolute
poverty.

GENDER IN NIGERIA

I use gender here as an analytical concept standing for a power relation
deriving from a belief in the inferiority of women and the superiority of men.
By the late nineteenth century whenNigeria was being colonized, biological
and social reproduction as occurring in the English household under con-
ditions of industrial capitalism were viewed as inferior to the activities in the
recently established separate economic sphere. This created an ideologically
based public/private division whereby women were situated firmly in the
household, men in the workforce. Led by the middle classes, by the late
nineteenth century its attainment had become an important goal of the
working classes too (Hall 1992; Rose 1986).

In many precolonial sub-Saharan African cultures, women played impor-
tant political as well as economic roles, something the colonial powers
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refused to acknowledge (Amadiume 1997; Arnfred 2011; Oyěwùmí 1997;
Smedley 2004). Authority was less an effect of biology than of the more
fluid categories of age and/or seniority. Under Western influence this has
changed significantly. While age/seniority retains importance, this has now
been combined with gender to produce what I have termed a gender-age
system in which power inhabits both attributes. This gives older women
considerable clout, since youths of both sexes are expected to obey them.
However, this is rarely publicly acknowledged since, unlike that of men,
women’s power is tacit, perhaps because it does not fit the biologically based
global gender ideology so that even in the gerontocratic societies of Africa
(and Asia) where age holds such a strong power connotation, public dis-
course follows Western ideology in limiting articulation of male–female
relations to the simple binary of masculine domination (Harris 2012a).
This has become so ingrained that it has totally obscured the fact that as
currently constructed, far from originating in local history, masculinity and
femininity were in fact forged over the relatively recent colonial and
postcolonial periods by combining local practices with alien ideas imported
from the West (Oyěwùmí 1997; Tamale 2013).

European notions of gender as a strict binary hierarchy were brought to
Nigeria in the late nineteenth century by missionaries and British colonial
officials. Rather than starting by carefully assessing the local situation, they
assumed that their own mores and lifestyles were automatically superior to
those of other peoples, especially those living in such ‘primitive’ circum-
stances as the inhabitants of sub-Saharan Africa (Amadiume 1987; Nzegwu
2006; Oyěwùmí 1997). A major goal therefore was to ‘civilize’ the local
populations, a project in which the inculcation of European gender norms
was a crucial component (Ayandele 1966; Oyěwùmí 1997: 129; Prevost
2010). On the one hand, the white men bewailed what they saw as the poor
treatment of African women, exemplified by polygynous marriage and their
significant participation in production (Arnfred 2011), while on the other
they tried to remove women from both political and economic domains.
Moreover, they endeavoured to replace local rituals relating to the super-
natural that lacked prescriptions of gender-normative behaviour with
Europeanized Christianity and its emphasis on masculine superiority,
claiming this improved women’s position (Ayandele 1966; Leith-Ross
1939).
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The Four Foundations of Contemporary Nigerian Masculinity2

One of the most insidious and damaging effects of these efforts to inculcate
Western-style gender performance into African societies was the legitima-
tion of masculine domination in societies where patriarchy in the Western
sense had been absent.3 The result was the institutionalization of female
inferiority, whereby women lost their political and much of their personal,
social and economic power, and found themselves bound by a new form of
marriage that could be dissolved only with great difficulty and in which
husbands were placed in positions of authority over them (Amadiume 1997;
Nzegwu 2006; Oyěwùmí 1997).

Meanwhile, African men had to endeavour to live up to a supposedly
superior masculinity embodied in white men, putting new kinds of pressure
on them that they could rarely meet (Ayandele 1966; Lindsay 2003). In
Nigeria at least, this has not lessened, as gender has been institutionalized
within a strongly Westernized framework, albeit with local accretions,
whereby family status has become dependent on men’s ability to project
appropriate masculinity.

Certain characteristics are particularly vital in this respect, comprising
what I have termed the foundational elements of masculinity. Although
these occur in some form or other among all the sociocultural groupings
with which I have worked over the last 20 years or so, they derive not from
some universal norm but rather from exposure to (neo)colonialism, includ-
ing the gender and development paradigm, globalizing capitalism and
Western media, melded with earlier practices and influenced by religion.

The foundational elements are control over material resources/bread-
winning; control over human resources, particularly wives/children; virility;
and the performance of bravery/protection, very often through forms of
violence. In Africa, all this is predicated on the understanding that adults are
by definition married with children. Irrespective of age, those failing to meet
these criteria may spend their entire lives conceptualized as youths.

Control over Resources: Breadwinning
As stated in the Introduction, the notion of breadwinning was introduced
to Nigeria by the colonial state along with wage labour. Ideologically, both
were the purview of men alone. This contradicted African family organiza-
tion where all members were expected to contribute to productive labour
and women’s role was crucial. Moreover, as we shall see, for the majority of
those in lower-level jobs, the structure of state salaries did not permit

MEN, MASCULINITY AND LABOUR-FORCE PARTICIPATION IN KADUNA. . . 35



Nigerian men to meet the entire costs of sustaining their families, but
neither did the earnings of men doing informal work, something that has
not changed significantly in the meantime.

The recent increase in rural–urban migration occasioned by the difficul-
ties of living off farming alone, mean wage labour and self-employment have
become crucial, with few families existing on the earnings of the male
household head alone. Nevertheless, the colonial-period ideal of the male
breadwinner as sole provider is now firmly entrenched in Nigeria, despite
ongoing labour market retrenchments (see below).

Thus when youths in Kaduna were interviewed about their understand-
ing of men’s roles, they characterized them as breadwinners and not for the
nuclear family alone, since ‘[i]f you get a job, you are supposed to support
your whole [extended] family’ (Barker and Ricardo 2005: 6). A group of
Christian youths in my own projects stated that ‘a man that cannot provide
for his family is term[ed] as useless in the society’. This forces men both to
assume sole responsibility for breadwinning and to link any failure to do so
with an overall deficiency in masculinity. No allowance is made for the
inherent structural bias of neoliberal capitalism that severely limits the
earning capacity of the most deprived. Rather, individuals are blamed for
their personal shortcomings as if everyone started out on a level playing
field, placing the majority of men in a particularly invidious situation.

As a result, poor men in Kaduna complained that their wives expected
them to be ‘heroes’ in meeting their families’ basic needs.4 The secluded
Hausa Muslim women I worked with confessed that when their husbands
could not do this, they would openly reproach them in front of children and
neighbours, something also noted in northern Nigeria’s Hausaland
(Salamone 2007). The women had met their feminine obligations, taking
care of the children and carrying out household tasks as best they could
within the limited means their husbands provided. The men, however, had
not done their part, so the women felt justified in complaining. The Chris-
tian women, meanwhile, were somewhat more understanding since their
greater participation in public life gave them a better grasp of economic
realities.

Gender-Age Positionality and Control
Men who are unable to meet the provider role not only find their mascu-
linity under threat if they permit their wives to become economically active
but also find it difficult to project the second element of masculinity
whereby they are expected to exert control over their wives and offspring.
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Despite the fact that, ideologically, adult male superiority is inherent in their
dispositional positionality (Harris 2012a)—that is, in their position as senior
men—in practice this depends on their ability to satisfy their families’
material needs. This means that men’s capacity to comply with this second
element is dependent on their ability to fulfil the first one. As the statement
in the previous section by the Kadunan youths I worked with suggests, a
man unable at least to appear to live up to this ideal may well find himself
lacking in the authority his positionality should entitle him to within the
family, as well as the lineage and the community at large. Moreover, while
placing breadwinning and familial control in the hands of men produces an
image of male domination, it is also a means of pressuring them to spend
their time and energies for the benefit of their families rather than in the
pursuit of their own short-term desires, something that could explain the
Muslim women’s public reprimands of their husbands (see also Vera-Sanso
2000).

Discursively, adult women hold a secondary position—higher than that
of youths of both sexes but lower than that of their husbands. Young men
are not yet expected to display full masculinity, although they should show
themselves to be on the way to it, while the lowest position is held by young
women. The age of legal majority might be 18 but, culturally, young people
are not considered adults until they are married with children. The costs of
this for men are high because they must pay bride price and other wedding
expenses, as well as showing that they can provide for their families, making
youths reliant on their fathers to help themmarry, and thus emphasizing the
generational aspect of gendered power relations.

As long as a father can fulfil this role, his authority is likely to be
respected. The trouble starts when he is visibly unable to do this. Financially
independent youths may not feel bound to honour their fathers’ authority.
A wife who makes a significant contribution to the family budget may also
refuse even to show herself as submissive, in accordance with the norms,
thus further damaging this second element of masculinity. To counteract
this, the Hausa Muslim men verbally attacked by their wives often retaliated
with physical violence.

Virility
The third element of the norms is the exhibition of appropriate sexuality.
Men must show themselves to be sexually active, penetrating and thereby
impregnating a wife or wives, with at least some of the resultant children
being sons. The ability to marry multiple wives is important not only for
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Muslims since, as the Christian youths I worked with insisted, a ‘man that
has [only] one wife they call him a fool and he cannot help the community’.
The importance of polygyny ultimately derives from historical processes
whereby families needed to maximize their numbers for labour power,
which formed the main limitation for wealth production in precolonial
Africa. Unfortunately, today, especially in urban areas, it tends to have the
opposite effect by increasing the number of dependents per worker.

The capacity to marry is again dependent on the possession of material
resources, particularly among Christians, where women are likely to choose
their own partners, often judging them on their ability to provide. Thus a
man with insufficient resources may be unable to marry even one wife,
let alone several (Barker and Ricardo 2005).

Bravery/Protection
This element essentially concerns the physical protection of family and other
ascriptive-identity groups, such as state, nation, ethnicity and religion. It is
often therefore interpreted as facilitating men’s participation in violence. In
Kaduna, the episodes of rioting discussed in the Introduction have assumed
an ethnoreligious form (Kazah-Toure 2002), the obligation of protection
thus adhering to the religious group. At such times, men are especially
commanded to look after women and children, conceptualized as inher-
ently vulnerable and thus unable to protect themselves (Enloe 2000).

Before colonialism, African women could become warriors. Thus in the
mid-nineteenth century in the large and well-trained fighting force of the
West African Kingdom of Dahomey (now Benin), a third of the soldiers
were women (Tucker 1855). In some parts of Nigeria, too, women acted as
warriors, demonstrating bravery and protecting their cultural group. How-
ever, for the most part, it was younger men who took on such roles (Achebe
2005). To be a brave warrior was in many places an important aspiration for
youths who were formally allotted the protector role for their household,
clan, lineage or state.

It is no longer considered appropriate for women to be actively involved in
fighting, although Christians in Kaduna said that during sectarian clashes
their womenfolk helped them defend their homes and communities, for
instance by bringing them refreshments or amassing stones for the men to
throw. For the latter, however, the performance of violence, whether public,
as in participation in rebel armies, gangs or riots, or private, as within the
household, remains one of the few ways whereby those unable to comply
with the previous three elements can claim masculinity. Many are pressured
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into engaging in violence through accusations of cowardice and threats of
ostracism or worse for those refusing to comply (Harris 2012b, 2013). As
James Gilligan, an American psychiatrist working in prisons with male perpe-
trators of violent crimes, suggests, the norms of masculinity push many men
into situations in which the only way of ‘ward[ing] off . . . feelings of shame,
disgrace and dishonour [is] by means of violence . . .Masculinity. . . is literally
defined as involving the expectation, even the requirement, of violence, under
many well-specified conditions: in times of war; in response to personal insult
. . .etc.’ (Gilligan 2001: 56). This facilitates the use of taunts and mockery
focusing on the loss of masculinity to push men and even quite young boys
into violent behaviour.

The Gender Framework

These four foundational elements form the basis of what today are often
referred to as ‘traditional’ gender systems, suggesting a long history. How-
ever, they turn out to be largely invented traditions that have developed into
useful tools that individual men and governments can call on to preserve
notions of male superiority against the demands of their own women for
equality, as well as against pressures from the international community
(Tamale 2013).

MEN, MASCULINITIES AND BREADWINNING IN NIGERIA

Employment in Nigeria

The colonial institutionalization of wage labour in Nigeria made it clear not
only that this concerned men alone but also that it underpinned the supe-
riority of European gender orders in which men were the sole economic
providers, their womenfolk correspondingly domesticated. When Nigerian
state employees tried to emulate this by demanding a family wage and the
other benefits received by white employees, they were refused on the
grounds of their wives’ earnings5 (Lindsay 2003).

During colonialism only a small percentage of Nigerian men, mainly
from the south, ever gained formal employment, and independence
brought little change. In 1975, formal employment rates were estimated
at 7.8 % (Lindsay 2003: 132, n. 93) and they have barely grown since. In
2006, less than 10 % of the adult population was formally employed. Today
an additional almost 25 % of the urban adult population is self-employed,
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with a quarter of adults and a far larger percentage of youths claiming to
have no earnings. The vast majority of the self-employed work informally,
mostly in low-skilled casual labour (Teal 2014), rather than running the
small but profitable enterprises visualized by theWorld Bank as the future of
the neoliberal economic order (2012). Incomes are generally low, to the
point that some of the least skilled apparently see little point in working at
all, given its minimal contribution to status and income. Moreover, since
agricultural employment is the only category to have registered a significant
rise since the 1990s, the implication is that secondary and tertiary education
contribute little to employment/income opportunities, reducing parental
interest in sending their sons to school (Teal 2014).

Kaduna, the Breadwinning Role and Men’s Employment

The city of Kaduna was constructed by the British in 1912 to serve as the
capital of northern Nigeria (see Harris 2013). For many decades a major
political and economic centre, it lost much of its importance after 1991
when Abuja became the national capital.

In the city’s early years, southerners educated in missionary schools
formed the bulk of formal employees, working as low-grade civil servants
and later on the railways. The local population, meanwhile, was mainly
engaged in informal activities. After independence and enhanced by the
oil boom of the mid-1970s, Kaduna prospered as the centre of northern
Nigerian economic and political power, and a number of major textile
factories was established there. Owing to the local population’s lack of
relevant skills, most employees were southern immigrants. The fall in the
global oil price of the early 1980s greatly reduced government funding,
aggravated from 1986 by the structural adjustment programme discussed in
the Introduction. Together with the opening up of Nigeria to cheap foreign
textile imports, the government’s inability to provide the necessary infra-
structure, including power, water and roads, hit Kaduna hard, forcing most
of its textile plants first to cut their workforce and reduce the wages of those
remaining, and then to close. This significantly decreased formal employ-
ment opportunities, leaving those laid off struggling to survive (Andræ and
Beckman 1998; Ekanade 2014; Meagher 2013).

The last factory battled on until 2007, managing to retain some 7000
employees, but lack of demand has caused a large percentage of these to be
laid off. Although PresidentMuhammadu Buhari has promised to revive the
textile industry—once Nigeria’s largest employer after the government,
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with hundreds of thousands of workers nationally—it is not clear that he will
be any more successful than his predecessors (Akhaine 2015).

Meanwhile, although some highly skilled workers have shifted to infor-
mal labour such as tailoring (Meagher 2013), many have died due either to
the stress of unemployment or the resulting poverty. One widow said that
her husband had been forced to go from a well-paid industrial position to
daily labouring in farming and bricklaying. The low remuneration rates
meant that when he became ill they could not afford medical attention,
leading to his death. Many of those still alive have become desperate,
struggling to get by on so little that almost all their income goes on feeding
their families, while their wives do their best to supplement this with their
own earnings. During their last few years as industrial employees, the men
worked for partial pay, agreeing to this because of promises of compensation
once the factories recovered. However, as of 2014, this had not yet
occurred (Adama 2014).

In the meantime, many became motorbike taxi drivers, forming a large
percentage of those plying this trade in Kaduna, along with former civil
servants and unemployed university graduates. However, the large numbers
involved have reduced profitability. Moreover, while those with their own
bikes can earn quite well, those forced to rent them make significantly less
(Meagher 2013).

The situation has been exacerbated by the episodes of sectarian violence
that have not only created tensions between Muslims and Christians but
also increased impoverishment, reducing the demand for goods and ser-
vices, and so producing a vicious circle that negatively impacts employment
opportunities.

Since the 1990s, Nigeria’s unemployment rate has been rising even in
times of high gross domestic product (GDP) growth. In 2011 it was
estimated at 23.9 % (ILO 2017), with youth unemployment around
43.3 % in 2016 (ILO 2016). These figures derive from national surveys,
and employment here refers to both formal and informal labour, the latter
comprising full-time, part-time and sporadic work, and even unpaid labour
on family enterprises, including farms (Teal 2014).

In Kaduna, few youths have meaningful employability skills, making it
impossible for them to enter trades such as tailoring, or the fine embroidery
work that older Muslim men are known for (Meagher 2013). Like the
young men I worked with, youths in Barker and Ricardo’s study of Kaduna
struggled to make a living. Halim ‘was an apprentice (unpaid). . .
[He] found work fast, but it [was] very difficult and offer[ed] meager
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pay.’ Ali used to help his housepainter father and later some of the latter’s
friends, but for some years he had been unable to find more than odd jobs.
When he could get it he did ‘bricklaying, building, and digging’, but this
was very sporadic. Khaled did casual labour and occasionally helped his
welder brother (Barker and Ricardo 2005: 8).

These youths had little formal schooling. However, while higher educa-
tion is much coveted for its prestige, it does little to increase employability,
providing limited skills with minimal relevance to the job market (Teal
2014). Moreover, formal positions are usually available only to those with
appropriate contacts or who can pay large bribes, especially those desirous of
entering state employment, which although offering relatively small wages
provides some stability and is thus worthwhile despite recent reductions in
pension rights (Ekanake 2014). As a result, many youths struggle to earn
anything at all.

The last few governments have attempted to rectify this through the
neoliberal doctrine that attaining formal employment should no longer be
the goal of education, even for university graduates, but rather that individ-
uals should be encouraged to start their own small enterprises. National-
level attempts at publicizing and financing this approach have so far failed to
change the population’s thinking, so that families continue desperately to
hope that a university degree will be a sure path for their sons to decent
employment. Regrettably, for most beyond the well connected, this turns
out to be an illusion. However, few Nigerians have either the appropriate
mindset or skills to become profitable entrepreneurs. From the perspective
of neoliberalist doctrine, this brands them as risk averse and thus feminized,
inferior, ‘sensitive, dominated types’ as opposed to ‘courageous, dominant’
and thus masculinized risk lovers (Dardot and Laval 2013: 181 n. 72). In
this worldview, the truly masculine is not the warrior of realist international
relations but rather the successful businessman of liberal political thought
(Ashworth and Swatuk 1998), now increasing national GDP by running
‘his’ own business. This is far from the preference of most Nigerians for the
more respectable and less hazardous route of formal employment (Okorie
2016).

In Kaduna the lack of options for productive work is visible in the
number of young men idling on street corners. Both the participants in
our projects and local community leaders reported that many young men
had taken to alcohol and drug abuse, abandoning homes and families in
favour of hanging about in cemeteries where they can engage in their
preferred activities with little hindrance. It was they whom society termed
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‘redundant’ and whose example thus made the young men with whom I
worked so determined to avoid attracting this label to themselves.

Although most of them also had limited economic opportunities, they
tried hard to find alternative paths, such as by joining youth groups. In our
projects, considerable emphasis was placed on analysing issues related to
masculinity, especially the fourth norm of bravery and protection. This
turned out to be key to the mechanisms described by Gilligan (2001) that
encouraged young men to engage in violence, whether in the shape of a
bout of fisticuffs following a traffic accident or the far more lethal riots
(Harris 2012b).

Most people with whom I discussed such issues were convinced that
unemployment was to blame; those with jobs or in education would not risk
involving themselves in such behaviour (see also Barker and Ricardo 2005).
The so-called redundant on the other hand could only gain by it, hoping to
attain status and achieve masculinity via the fourth normative element after
failing to do so via the first. Men’s deployment of violence to protect against
emasculation for such failure can be found in other contexts in Africa
(Izugbara 2011) and elsewhere (Gilligan 2001). In Kaduna the breadwin-
ner norm was particularly strong among Muslims, who saw it as a religious
obligation, but Christians were also raised with this doctrine. This is cor-
roborated by research carried out in another middle-belt state that found
both teachers and pupils in a mixed-sex, mixed-religion high school sub-
scribing overwhelmingly to the importance for masculinity of the male
provider role, despite acknowledging the difficulty of achieving it.6 Thus
an ideology originating in the protocapitalist environment of colonial Nige-
ria has been largely stymied by the neoliberal ideology forced upon Nigeria
since the mid-1980s that has produced the cutbacks which have so signif-
icantly reduced labour market opportunities.

The young men involved in our project insisted that today the only road
to formal employment was via a ‘godfather’ or sponsor, but a figure pow-
erful enough was rare in their social groups. The few who managed to
attend university and to move into formal employment had fathers in a
position to back them. Christians could study to become priests or ministers
in the hope of gaining a living that way. This path was not open to Muslims
since mosques rarely pay imams, so they have to fund themselves, such as by
taking pupils for religious education.

Popular opinion suggested that those involved in the riots were mostly
the abovementioned idlers (Barker and Ricardo 2005). This was also the
perspective of a panel of civil-society agents working on youth affairs, who
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claimed that unlike those with jobs and money, unemployed youths were
easy targets for crooked politicians willing to ply them with drugs to get
them to fight. It was the government’s responsibility to remedy this situa-
tion, and they should do this first by revitalizing the education system so
that schools and universities would deliver skill sets relevant to the work-
place, and then by helping unemployed youngsters to establish their own
small businesses, in line with the strong emphasis on individual responsibil-
ity characteristic of neoliberal ideology. However, it was pointed out that
endemic corruption meant that monies set aside for national-level
programmes had been ‘eaten’ by politicians, so that unoccupied young
men remained easy prey for involvement in violence (Bobboyi and Yakubu
2005).

The first step proposed to remedy the situation was the establishment of
programmes to teach trades such as carpentry, mechanics and plumbing to
provide the means for young men to earn a living. A few such programmes
had been established, mainly by non-governmental organizations or private
philanthropists. Unfortunately, no market research had been carried out
either to discover the extent of the demand for these skills or to ascertain
what would be needed to help graduates to establish themselves.

In 2007 I was involved with a small trade school providing precisely this
kind of training. The women learned tailoring, jewellery-making and bas-
ketry, while the men studied plumbing, welding and carpentry—identical
skills to those taught by other similar schools in the city. Most of the women
were married with children and functionally illiterate. The men were under
30, unmarried and had minimally completed primary school.

While the women focused on skills they could use at home to make items
for sale so they could make a small contribution to the family purse, the men
were looking for a trade that would allow them to earn enough to marry and
start a family. On graduation they received a small sum of money to help
them start their own businesses but little if any other aid. In other words,
this was an example of following neoliberal principles—encouraging the
poor to become independent small entrepreneurs, while oversupplying
workers for a few relatively low-skilled trades and ignoring those requiring
more complex skills, as well as failing to provide sufficient capital for the
acquisition of the necessary tools and business premises.

As far as I could tell, the crafts training for the women had some positive
impact in that they learned enough to produce some basic craft items and
one group even studied dressmaking. Here, little start-up capital was
needed other than for sewing machines. The women thus emerged
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equipped to make small items for sale or to sew dresses for family members
and neighbours. The young men, on the other hand, were in a less
favourable position since on graduation they were neither sufficiently skilled
nor experienced enough to work independently. Much more effective
would have been a programme of apprenticeship whereby the government
would provide small grants to both parties to encourage participation and
the master would agree to offer assistantships to apprentices reaching a high
enough standard. The neoliberal ideal whereby these young men would
somehow automatically be ready on graduating from a trade school to start
individual enterprises that would be sufficiently profitable to allow them to
marry and support a family was without foundation. Thus the trade schools
in Kaduna appeared to be no more likely to help youths out of penury than
the national-level programmes discussed earlier in this section, which the
government planned to start to support the development of small-scale
enterprises among youths.

Since many Hausa Muslims seclude their women, few of the latter even
today work in the public sphere. However, they have long run often quite
lucrative small businesses from their homes (Coles 1991), hence the desire
of the women in the trade school to improve their skill sets to facilitate this,
and their families’ decision to permit them to attend classes. While Christian
women in Kaduna are not usually kept out of public life, many of the
husbands of the women in our projects were apparently influenced by
their Hausa neighbours to consider men who secluded their wives as
superiorly masculine. This may account for the fact that almost none of
our female participants of either religion went out to work, and, despite
learning in our projects to produce a few commodities such as lotions and
soaps, few were able to earn more than a few hundred naira (USD1–2)
a day.

From the perspective of the men, since the first element of masculinity
places the onus for breadwinning on males, those unable to comply are not
seen as real men, irrespective of whether the fault lies with the system or the
individual. Part of the problem is that working for a living is the only
masculine characteristic relating to daily activities. While even unmarried
women are expected to help in the house, unemployed men have nothing
with which to occupy themselves. They are expected to spend minimal
waking time at home, so most unemployed youths have nowhere to go
and nothing to do except to hang around the streets, looking for ways to
relieve the monotony. Such large numbers of unemployed youths suggest
that almost anyone could be drawn into violence.
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The projects I was involved with could not increase the youths’ earning
power but they did help them to learn to recognize how masculinity could
trap them into involvement with violence. Through role-playing exercises
the young men demonstrated how a refusal to participate in street-level
violence could result in taunting and ostracism by their peers. It further
became apparent that during sectarian riots, men might even be killed for
declining to support and thus protect their own side since this was viewed as
a rejection of adherence to the fourth foundational norm, at least in its
common interpretation as an obligation on men to protect their own via
participation in violence. No such expectations were placed on women.

Once the youths started to think through the notion that the norms were
being used as a highly effective way to secure their support for what they
realized were essentially projects of political elites, they became interested in
how to stop this. They pointed out that a critical mass was required in order
to be able to withstand such pressures, requiring the incorporation of much
larger numbers. The first approach to gaining this was through street
theatre, which the youths improvised and then performed in their own
communities, thus spreading the project’s impact far beyond the direct
participants. Towards the end of each youth group’s participation in the
projects, they started to plan how to pass on what they had learned to other
young people in local schools and youth clubs, placing considerable empha-
sis on violence prevention through teaching them how to resist having the
fourth norm of masculinity used against them. In this divided and violence-
torn city, these were very practical and relevant skills (Harris 2012b).

While this did little to earn them a living, it did provide them with the
tools and credibility to gain positions as community-based volunteers,
giving them a certain status and respect that helped to compensate for
their lack of progress towards meeting the norms. It demonstrated more
potentially effective approaches to keeping young men off the streets and
out of violence than the simple provision of basic income-generating skills.
The explicit addressing of issues pertaining to masculinity was crucial to this.
The youths might be no nearer to becoming breadwinners so as to be able
to marry and thus comply with the first three elements of the norms, but
being treated with respect was nevertheless of considerable importance to
them. They felt they were on their way to becoming leaders in their
communities and thus no longer in danger of being relegated to ‘redun-
dant’ status. In the one group that had already started to do this by the time
of my last visit to Kaduna in the summer of 2011, it had produced a visible
improvement in their self-esteem.

46 C. HARRIS



The commitment to non-violence was tested by the post-election riots of
April 2011 that once again assumed a sectarian form. Project participants,
both youths and women, worked hard to prevent the involvement of family
members and neighbours in the rioting, with considerable success, thus
producing feelings of real accomplishment (Harris 2012b). This suggests
that through explicit engagement with the norms of masculinity it is possi-
ble to rethink certain facets of them as well as to discover other ways to gain
respect besides via material wealth. However, this does not of course answer
the question of how these youths are to become culturally accepted adults.
To accomplish this they will still need to find a way to earn sufficient money
to maintain themselves and a future family.

CONCLUSION

While Kaduna has its own specificities, the struggles of its young men are
reminiscent of those in other places where neoliberalism has significantly
reduced employment opportunities, leaving masculinity—often, as in
Kaduna, in the shape of violence, particularly riots, facilitated by the fourth
foundational norm—as one of their few remaining resources. These youths
are effectively members of the precariat, most probably condemned to a
lifetime of unstable short-term jobs, often in several different trades or
professions rather than in the one they originally trained for. It may take
them some time to realize that they are unlikely ever to be able to live up to
their ideal and that of their families and communities in the shape of full-
time, permanent employment with decent benefits, something only a select
and diminishing few will ever achieve. Meanwhile, placing the blame on
their shoulders is in part an indication that they are viewed less as individuals
than as social locations (Connell 2005: 188) who must perform appropri-
ately according to their gender/lifecycle position. The norms function as a
means of enforcing this, hence their obduracy, which becomes more crucial
the more changes in material circumstances hinder the vast majority of men
from complying with them.

The projects I was involved with in Kaduna used participatory gender
analysis to encourage young participants to seek other ways of gaining
respect and status than through the foundational norms discussed here.
This allowed these youths to find alternatives to being labelled redundant.
However, in today’s poor employment situation, exacerbated by the lack of
state provision of social safety nets, paid work is essential for survival.
A better understanding of masculinity may help young men to avoid
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participating in riots (Harris 2012b), but it can neither provide an income to
enable them to marry nor serve as an alternative to the foundational norms
in the eyes of their families and other community members. This is as true
for the poorest and least educated as for university graduates. The bread-
winner norm continues to place tremendous burdens on those unable to
support their families decently, as demonstrated by the stresses that the
older men in Kaduna experienced after losing their factory jobs and failing
to replace them at a similar level of status and earning capacity. In keeping
women either completely out of the labour force, like the majority of Hausa
Muslims, or relegating them to a minor role in income-generation on the
grounds that women are not breadwinners both increases men’s obligations
and raises overall poverty levels. An additional negative side to normative
masculinity emerges from the alternative approach to gaining status
through complying with the norms that has significantly encouraged male
participation in the sectarian violence that has plagued Kaduna off and on
since the late 1980s.

While pressures to conform to the breadwinning norm weigh most
heavily on lower-class and unskilled men who have the least capacity to
comply, the global lack of decent employment resulting from neoliberal
processes has also affected university-educated men. The unsuccessful
attempt in Nigeria to put into practice the neoliberal doctrine of individual
entrepreneurship discussed in this chapter is symptomatic of the employ-
ment situation (Cornwall 2016) that has produced a global precariat.

Deconstructing the gender norms in our projects helped the youths deal
with issues they had not previously understood and to find ways round
complying with the most pernicious of them. This provided them with a
level of respect irrespective of their economic capacity. In this way, they
found alternative paths that enabled them to avoid the worst eventualities of
the trap posed by scarce employment opportunities, despite being unable to
gain decent jobs themselves. This does not mean that the youths have faced
up in more than a minor way to the problems posed by the norms, or
embraced gender equality. They continue to believe in their rights as men
implied by the first three foundational norms and thus to wish to keep for
themselves, as far as possible in their circumstances, Connell’s ‘patriarchal
dividend’ (2005: 79), thereby exacerbating the marginalization and lower
power positions of women and children. This nullifies any positive effects of
the fact that the economic situation has forced more women to enter the
workforce, albeit for the most part in even more highly precarious jobs than
their menfolk.
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Increases in poverty and unemployment since structural adjustment in
the mid 1980s suggest that the impact on Nigerians of the neoliberal
practices described here, especially insofar as they have contributed to a
lack of access to decent education and training as well as to formal employ-
ment opportunities, has been to push lower-class men, as well as many of
the more educated, more deeply into the precariat, making it progressively
more difficult for them to offer long-term provision to their families and
thus increasing the importance of shifting away from the norm of sole male
responsibility for breadwinning.

NOTES

1. For more details, see Harris (2012b, 2013, 2016).
2. For more details, see Harris (2016).
3. By patriarchy I mean a structure based on the European political ideology of

masculinism. This is the ‘ideology that justifies and naturalizes male domina-
tion . . .Masculinism takes it for granted that there is a fundamental difference
between men and women, it assumes that heterosexuality is normal, it accepts
without question the sexual division of labour, and it sanctions the political
and dominant role of men in the public and private spheres. Moreover . . . it
tends to be relatively resistant to change’ (Brittan 1989: 4).

4. Personal communication from Maji Peterx of the non-governmental organi-
sation Carefronting.

5. This situation was doubly contradictory. Nigerian men claimed to be proud of
their wives’ earning capacity but shamed into wanting to destroy it by the
white men’s notions of superior masculinity, while the white men wished to
maintain their supremacy by refusing Nigerian men the same status (Lindsay
2003).

6. Personal communication by the researcher Noelle Oputa.
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CHAPTER 3

Yearning to Labour? Working-Class Men
in Post-Industrial Britain

Darren Nixon

INTRODUCTION

Economic restructuring since the late 1970s has had a profound impact on
the employment structure in Britain. Deindustrialization (particularly dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s) and the continued globalization of production
have resulted in large-scale male job losses in the manufacturing and extrac-
tive industries, and a falling demand for skilled, and particularly semiskilled
and unskilled, male manual labour (Alcock et al. 2003; Nixon 2009).
Conversely, the development of what has been variously termed the ‘post-
industrial’ (Bell 1973), ‘knowledge-driven’ (OECD 2000), ‘informational’
(Castells 2000) or ‘service’ economy (Gershuny and Miles 1983) has
impacted both the type of work being generated and the kinds of skill
required to enter employment.

Thus, in contrast to the technical, practical and physical skills previously
utilized by the predominately male industrial workforce, today’s increasingly
service-dominated economy places muchmore emphasis on workers’ formal
educational credentials and their ‘social’, ‘people’, ‘interactive’, ‘emotional’ and
‘aesthetic’ skills (Felstead et al. 2007). In the contemporary economy it is
communication, presentation, team-working and customer-handling skills
that are increasingly demanded. The growing importance of these key skills,
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along with the increased implementation of computers and information
and communication technology in the workplace, has precipitated an
upward shift in the level of education held by those in employment (see
Felstead et al. 2007; UKCES 2011). However, labour demand for highly
skilled workers has not matched the increasing supply of graduates in
Britain, leading to increases in graduate unemployment and underemploy-
ment (skills and hours), ‘bumping down’ within the occupational struc-
ture and ultimately greater competition at the bottom end of the labour
market (MacDonald 2011).

As a result of longstanding patterns of occupational segregation by sex,
these economic shifts have had a major impact on the composition of the
workforce. One of the most striking features of employment trends since
the 1970s has been its ‘feminization’ (McDowell 2014) caused by the rapid
growth of female service sector employment combined with dramatic
declines in male manual employment in manufacturing and the heavy and
extractive industries. The male employment rate in Britain fell from 92 % in
1971 to 76 % in 2011, while the female employment rate rose from 53 % to
67 % during the same period (ONS 2013a). Future employment growth is
predicted to continue on this path with women (albeit working part time)
expected to occupy the majority (57 %) of new jobs created in Britain by
2020. Full-time male employment will constitute around 30 % of new jobs
created (UKCES 2011).

These trends have served to at least partly disturb one of the most
pervasive and longstanding social ‘norms’ of industrial society—the male
breadwinner/female homemaker/caregiver ideology (Crompton et al.
2007). The breadwinner role has been central to the construction of mas-
culinity in industrial society, and a wealth of sociological literature has
documented how men experience the loss of paid work and unemployment
(Jahoda et al. 1933; Jahoda 1982; for a review, see Cole 2008). Historically,
entry into paid work served as a ‘rite of passage’ for young men—a key
waypoint in the transition into adulthood. Through carrying out particular
types of work, men have ‘performed’ and articulated different constructions
of masculinity, and through working and earning money they have carried
out their historically constructed role as fathers and providers (Honeyman
2000; Bradley 1999).

Economic change has dislocated these relationships, particularly for
working-class men (McDowell 2014). The 1980s and 1990s saw ‘the rise
of the detached male workforce’ (Alcock et al. 2003), marked by mass male
redundancy and unemployment, and increasingly problematic transitions
into employment among poorly educated, low-skilled younger men (Gangl
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2002). In this postindustrial labour market context, unemployed working-
class men found that their work orientations and previous work-related skills
and experiences were increasingly ‘redundant’ (McDowell 2014) as the jobs
that dominate the vacancy boards in job centres are mainly low-level,
flexible, ‘servicing’ occupations that are often female-dominated and
require very different kinds of skills, dispositions and attributes to the
men’s ‘usual’ or desired occupations (Nixon 2006, 2009). Increasingly,
such men find themselves under scrutiny from tightened neoliberal welfare
regulations to broaden their occupational horizons and develop their skills
in line with the kinds of attributes now demanded at the lower end of the
contemporary service economy.

Such transformation may be easier said than done because occupational
identities are built on and reflect longstanding historical associations
between skill, gender and class. The relationship between men, certain
forms of manual labour and the skilled trades is perhaps one of the most
pervasive and enduring. Indeed, Thiel (2007) argues that the working-class
masculine cultural practices still evident in the construction industry
pre-date industrialization. ‘Skilled trades’ remain the most male-dominated
area of the economy, closely followed by ‘plant and machine operatives’
(ONS 2013a). Yet women dominate key growth areas of low-level service
sector employment, such as ‘caring, leisure and other services’ and ‘sales and
customer service’ (ONS 2013a). Previous research suggests that low-level
service work may be particularly unattractive to unemployed men (Lindsay
and McQuaid 2004), especially very low-skilled men who may struggle to
perform the required skills and dispositions, particularly emotional labour
(Nixon 2009). In this context it seems unlikely that predicted future
employment growth will provide suitable opportunities to alleviate the
labour market problems experienced by working-class men.

This chapter documents and explains working-class men’s labour market
difficulties in contemporary postindustrial, service-dominated labour mar-
kets in Britain. After first discussing longstanding historical associations
between gender, skill and work with a particular focus on constructions of
working-class masculinity, I explore in more detail why and how economic
restructuring has problematized labour market participation for this group
and discuss how working-class men have responded to these changing
labour market conditions. The chapter then moves on to discuss the expe-
riences of particularly disadvantaged low-skilled and poorly qualified unem-
ployed men struggling to find work in contemporary Britain. It is suggested
that recent economic restructuring, ‘austerity’ and welfare reform have
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served to exacerbate the long-term labour market marginalization of the
most disadvantaged working-class men. In concluding, the chapter reflects
on the consequences of these shifts for different groups of working-class
men and constructions of working-class masculinity.

MASCULINITY AND WORK IN INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

Engagement in waged employment outside the home, as the primary
‘breadwinner’, was central to the male role and the construction of mascu-
linity in industrial society (Honeyman 2000: 107; Bradley 1989). Indeed, a
number of writers have argued that the key characteristics of ‘traditional’
masculinity are analogous to the skills and characteristics required of the
industrial worker. Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1987: 148) ask:

What does it mean to be masculine? It means, obviously, holding male values
and following male behavioural norms . . . male norms stress values such as
courage, inner direction, certain forms of aggression, autonomy, mastery,
technological skill, group solidarity, adventure and a considerable amount of
toughness in mind and body.

The literature on men and masculinity has highlighted the importance of
recognizing that there are multiple forms of masculinity and therefore that
we should speak of masculinities rather than masculinity (Mac an Ghaill
1996; Connell 1995). Significant differences exist in men’s practices, and
different definitions and understandings of masculinity cut across multiple
lines—for example, of class, ethnicity, age, region and sexuality. Work has
been central to hegemonic constructions of masculinity because it has
provided men with independence, economic and symbolic power, and
status. Yet, although their dominant role in waged employment provided
all working men with some degree of power over their partners and families
within the industrial economy, the type of work that men have carried out
has been a key source of differentiation between competing forms of
masculinity (Willis 1977; Gray 1987). The meaning of particular types of
work is very different for men from different class backgrounds, and in this
section my focus is on constructions of working-class masculinity, as it is this
form of masculinity that is particularly threatened by economic
restructuring and the growth of ‘feminized’ service sector employment
discussed in the next section (Bradley 1999; McDowell 2014). As Bradley
notes (1999: 212),
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Masculine identities are bound with dominance at work, but take different
forms for men of different classes . . .Working-class men are the chief sufferers
from feminization as they see their jobs vanishing . . . but they have not so far,
shown a disposition to compromise their masculinity by seeking to enter
‘women’s jobs’ in great numbers.

Historically, occupational segregation by sex has clearly separated ‘men’s
work’ from ‘women’s work’ (Bradley 1989). Because ‘men’s work’ has been
constructed as superior to ‘women’s work’ and has been more highly
remunerated, men have shown little interest in carrying out ‘women’s
jobs’. Thus, through carrying out particular types of work, working-class
men have gained a ‘patriarchal dividend’ (Connell 1995) or ‘masculine
compensation’ (Cockburn 1988) that has served to actively reaffirm and
reinforce their masculine identity. In his classic study of working-class youth
and their orientations to work, Willis (1977: 148) argues that what we see in
working-class ‘lads’ is the: ‘cross-valorization of manual labour with the
social superiority of masculinity’. He goes on to suggest:

Manual labour is associated with the social superiority of masculinity and
mental labour with the social inferiority of femininity. In particular manual
labour is imbued with a masculine tone and nature which rends it positively
expressive of more than its intrinsic focus in work.

Thus, working-class masculinity is a form of masculinity that valorizes
certain types of ‘embodied’ hard and heavy manual labour, and highly
skilled trade and craft occupations. Working-class men see such work as
appropriate because the type of skills required mean that the work has
strong masculine connotations and has been constructed as ‘men’s work’
(see Willis 1977; Bradley 1989). The masculine character of such work was
established in the industrial period through the designation of heavy manual
labour as more suited to men than women, and gendered constructions of
skill, which have associated men and masculinity with skilled trades and craft
occupations, and mechanical, technical and industrial expertise (Honeyman
2000).

The gendered construction of skill, particularly the association of tech-
nical and mechanical expertise and skilled trades with working-class men,
has been a key source of the divisions that differentiated working-class men
from women and middle-class men in the industrial economy. While
middle-class men gained access to high-level occupations and professions
through academic success, working-class men often developed their skills
through the apprenticeship system. Sons followed in the footsteps of their
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fathers as skills, knowledge, experience, expertise, tradition and custom
were passed down from generation to generation from man to boy
(McClelland 1987; Alimahomed-Wilson 2011). Daughters and women
were often excluded from this process and were barred from guilds and
unions that sought to protect the prestige and high wages associated
with the male-dominated skilled trades (Honeyman 2000: 62; Cockburn
1985: 8). Thus since men have historically dominated (and protected) the
process of acquiring skill, they have dominated skilled trades and craft
occupations, and skill has come to be seen as a male property conveying
honour, prestige and masculine dominance (Rule 1987). Skill thus became
a key source of power for men, which differentiated them from other
workers in the labour force. Skilled tradesman and craft workers were the
‘labour aristocracy’, distinguished from unskilled workers and women by
virtue of their possession of valuable and prestigious skills. The possession of
skill gave men power and status over women and other men, both symbol-
ically and materially, and was therefore a key source of masculine power,
identity and authority, both in the workplace and in wider society. The
possession of skill also gave men a personal investment in their work and a
degree of power over employers. Skilled tradesman could argue that only
they had the necessary skills and experience to carry out certain tasks, and
therefore that they were highly valuable workers.

Yet within the industrial economy, many working-class men were neither
highly skilled nor carried out work that required high levels of skill or
expertise. The vast majority of work in manufacturing, construction and
the extractive industries was, though, still constructed as masculine and was
male dominated. Central to the construction of such work as masculine was
that much of it was very hard, heavy, dangerous and physically demanding.
Although women have historically carried out such work, their participation
in particular types of heavy manual work was gradually curtailed throughout
the nineteenth century as it was increasingly seen as inappropriate for
women within dominant constructions of femininity (Honeyman 2000).
Hence the construction of physically demanding work as masculine and
better suited to men’s bodies was a key factor, along with the gendered
construction of skill, which differentiated ‘men’s work’ from ‘women’s
work’ in the industrial economy.

For unskilled men during industrialization, their bodies were often the
‘tools of their trade’. The harder these men worked, the more they
contorted, twisted, marked, scarred and sacrificed their bodies in the labour
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process, the more they demonstrated, proved and performed their embod-
ied working-class masculinity, as Moorhouse argues (1987: 242):

Danger and bravery, drawing on notions of masculinity, become important in
the meanings surrounding work. Men can gain pride, respect, confirm iden-
tity, by pitting themselves against fear or furnace.

The use of the body as a tool within the labour process has been a defining
aspect of low-skilled working-class men’s work and has served to reinforce
the masculine nature of manual work, and the masculine nature of the
workers who performed it (McDowell 2003; Cockburn 1988). The mas-
culine and ‘heroic’ character of hard and heavy manual work and the masculine
prestige associated with high-skill trade and craft occupations is valorized and
celebrated. It is contrasted with and constructed in opposition to ‘women’s
work’ and middle-class non-manual work, both of which offer few of the
‘masculine compensations’ provided by heavy or highly skilled manual work
(see also Slutskaya et al. 2016). Hence McDowell (2003: 11) suggests:

The idealized embodied masculinity of working-class men, for example, both
differentiates them from the rational cerebral masculinity of middle class men,
but also constructs them as inferior.

Stan Gray (1987: 225), a former union leader in a factory, vividly describes
how the use of the body within the labour process is central to this con-
struction of working-class masculinity, and can provide such men with a
sense of masculine superiority over women and middle-class men:

Working men are treated like dirt everywhere: at work they are at the bottom
of the heap and under the thumb of the boss; outside they are scorned by
polite society. But, the men can say, we are better than them all in certain
ways; we’re doing men’s work; it’s physically tough; women can’t do it;
neither can the bankers and politicians. Tough work gives a sense of masculine
superiority that compensates for being stepped on and ridiculed.

As working-class men are below middle-class men in terms of class and
status, they may feel threatened by more powerful, educated and ‘civilized’
men of the middle classes whose ‘cerebral masculinity’ is rooted in the
possession of high levels of cultural and economic, rather than physical,
capital (see Connell 1987; McDowell 2003). They may also feel threatened
by women who enter ‘their’ work and thereby question its masculine
construction (Alimahomed-Wilson 2011). But, as Gray (1987) suggests,

YEARNING TO LABOUR? WORKING-CLASS MEN IN POST-INDUSTRIAL. . . 59



through carrying out hard, dirty and often dangerous labour in unenviable
conditions, working-class men can regain some power and authority
because they are engaged in ‘real men’s work’ that only they are capable
of doing. Hence large amounts of masculine pride, self-respect and superi-
ority could be earned from being involved in such work, as Gray (1987:
226) suggests:

We control the nuts and bolts of production, have our hands on the machines
and gears and valves, the wires and lathes and pumps, the furnaces and
spindles and batteries. We’re the masters of the real and concrete; we manip-
ulate the steel and the lead, the wood, oil and aluminium. What we know is
genuine, the real and the specific world of daily life. Workers are the wheels
that make society go round, the creators of social value and worth. There
would be no fancy society, no civilized work conditions if it were not for our
labour.

Gray’s (1987) comments evocatively depict the relationship between
working-class masculinity, technical and mechanical competence, and the
mastery of machinery and production. For working-class men this is ‘real’,
useful and productive work that has an obvious value. This ‘concrete, real
and genuine’ work reinforces working-class men’s masculinity, provides
them with masculine status and is often contrasted with ‘women’s work’
or middle-class ‘pen-pushing’ (Mac an Ghaill 1996). Hence implicit in
working-class notions of masculinity is the idea that working-class men are
more masculine than middle-class men, and this is evidenced by the differ-
ent types of work that the two groups do (Willis 1977; Carrigan et al. 1987)
and informs negative constructions of non-manual work (Nixon 2006,
2009).

Yet, as we shall explore in the next section, such work is providing an
ever-shrinking share of employment in contemporary Britain. Indeed, in an
era characterized by the globalization of production and industrial decline
in the country, accounts of the heroicness of hard and heavy manual labour
seem increasingly nostalgic (Strangleman 2007); out of sync with the skills,
attributes and dispositions required in the contemporary postindustrial,
service-dominated economy.
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POSTINDUSTRIAL RESTRUCTURING

While the classed and gendered orientations to, and understandings of,
work outlined above have been long in the making, economic restructuring
associated with deindustrialization and the rise of the ‘postindustrial’ (Bell
1973) or ‘service’ economy has served to severely challenge them. With
more than 3 million male manufacturing jobs lost between 1978 and 2004,
by 2009, manufacturing accounted for only 10 % of British employment
compared with 29 % in the late 1970s (Grint and Nixon 2015). Mass
shedding of male manual labour in manufacturing was accompanied by
historically unprecedented increases in male unemployment, with ‘official’
rates peaking at more than 12 % in the early 1980s and 1990s (ONS 2016a).
‘Official’ male employment rates have since recovered, although they
remain much higher for the poorly qualified and low skilled (Dunn 2014).

Declines in male economic activity have been particularly enduring. Male
economic inactivity doubled over the 1980s and 1990s rising from 8.6 % to
15.5 % of all men of working age in Britain. The growth of the ‘econom-
ically inactive’ category reflected a significant rise in ‘hidden unemploy-
ment’, particularly among older male manual workers displaced by
redundancy, recession and industrial decline. Up to a third of the inactive
(1 million workers) actually wanted to work. The characteristics of the male
economically inactive confirm the legacy of what Beattie (1998) calls ‘neg-
ative deindustrialization’. Economic inactivity rates are upwards of 35 % for
men with no qualifications, compared with 8 % for men with a degree. The
male economically inactive are disproportionately unskilled and semiskilled
workers—younger poorly qualified men experiencing elongated school-to-
work transitions and older manual workers displaced by industrial decline—
although skilled manual workers are also over-represented (Leaker 2009).
Male economic inactivity is also geographically concentrated in the old
industrial heartlands where male economic inactivity rates reach above
50 % (Nixon 2005). In these areas in particular, lack of demand for male
manual labour is the key explanation for increasing male economic inactivity
and unemployment (Shildrick et al. 2012). The male economic inactivity
rate now sits above 16 %, highlighting that the ‘problem’ of male economic
inactivity was not confined to the 1980s and 1990s and continues to be a
problem in contemporary Britain.

Working-class men have been falling out of the labour market during
periods of sustained service sector employment growth (see Nixon 2006,
2009). In this context, explanations have turned to the nature of new
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employment growth as a key problem facing low-skilled men. Early knowl-
edge economy theorists such as Bell (1973; see also Castells 2000)
predicted that future productivity and competiveness of developed nations
would depend less on workers’ ‘brawn’ and increasingly their possessing
formal educational credentials. This reflected the rising importance of ‘cod-
ified theoretical knowledge’ (Bell 1973) and the increased interpretation
and management of information needed to maximize the utility of data
generated by the increased diffusion of advanced information technologies
throughout the labour process (Castells 2000). In Britain the influential
Leitch report (HMSO 2006) reviewed the country’s skill base and noted
that, compared with European competitor nations, Britain displayed a
relatively ‘long tail’ of poor qualifications and a significantly smaller per-
centage of workers holding level 3 vocational qualifications. Leitch declared
that skills were the ‘key lever’ to economic competitiveness and prosperity.
However, currently more than 10 million people (aged 16–64) in Britain
hold less than NVQ level 2 qualifications—the equivalent of less than five
‘good’ (A–C) passes at GCSE (secondary school) (ONS 2016b).

Thus the labour market problems facing low-skilled men reflect techno-
logical change and the general shift in labour demand towards highly
educated highly skilled workers (Nickell 2004). ‘Finance and business
services’ has been the fastest-growing industrial sector since the
mid-1980s, followed by ‘public administration, education and health’ and
then ‘distribution, hotels and restaurants’ (Grint and Nixon 2015). Educa-
tion requirements are very demanding in finance and business, and the
sector employs significantly more men than women, especially in the
highest‐paid occupations. Conversely, the public administration, education
and health sector is an employer of large numbers of women, but generally
has significant educational requirements, despite the range of occupations
covered by the category. However, jobs in distribution, hotels and restau-
rants generally have much lower entry requirements; indeed ‘distribution’
has been a key sector generating male-dominated working-class jobs, such
as in transportation and delivery services. Thus, unlike the universal
upskilling associated with knowledge economy predictions, as employment
decline has been heavily concentrated in ‘manufacturing’ and to a much
lesser extent ‘energy and water’ and ‘construction’, these trends have been
interpreted by some as contributing to the bifurcation or polarization of the
occupational structure as we witness simultaneous growth in highly skilled
managerial and professional occupations and low-level ‘servicing’ occupa-
tions, but declining opportunities in manufacturing, manual work and
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‘middling’ jobs vulnerable to offshoring and automation (Grint and Nixon
2015).

Low-level servicing jobs increasingly, then, dominate employment
opportunities at the lower end of the labour market. Yet various studies
suggest that this may also be a significant barrier to employment for
unemployed or economically inactive working-class men (Nixon 2009;
McDowell 2014). Nixon (2009) argues that there is a clear mismatch
between the ‘technical’ and ‘practical’ skills possessed by unemployed
men and those demanded in growth areas of employment (‘communica-
tion’ and ‘customer handling’). As noted above, skills are gendered and
classed, and historically women have dominated many forms of low-level
service work. Importantly, women continue to significantly outnumber
men in key areas of low-level employment growth, such as ‘caring, leisure
and other services’ and ‘sales and customer service’ (Grint and Nixon
2015). Bradley (1999: 96) has suggested:

Now there seems to be a new phase of capitalist accumulation as women are
seen to possess qualities apt for consumerised customer service employment:
skills in customer care and ‘emotion work’, communication skills and the
ability to manage other women.

Indeed, a range of literature has documented how many forms of low-level
service work have been coded feminine through their association with
women’s ‘naturalized’ skills, particularly in relation to care, emotional and
sexualized forms of labour (Nixon 2009). ‘Social’, ‘people’, ‘interactive’,
‘emotional’ and ‘aesthetic’ skills have all become more important in the
contemporary service economy (Felstead et al. 2007), and they are all skills
historically associated with ‘women’s work’ rather than ‘men’s work’. His-
torically, men have shown little interest in entering ‘women’s jobs’ owing to
the lower status and wage. Yet as such jobs are providing an increasing share
of employment, a growing literature has explored men’s experiences enter-
ing ‘non-traditional’ gender atypical service occupations. Findings suggest
that doing ‘women’s work’ and working in female-dominated environ-
ments can challenge men’s masculine identity in a variety of ways. Lupton
(2000) argues that men’s ability to reinforce and regenerate their mascu-
linity within the workplace is reduced because, being surrounded by
women, they are unable to establish the homosocial relations characteristic
of masculine work cultures. They may also fear being stigmatized by other
men as effeminate or gay. Other studies find men suffering from ‘role-strain’
(Simpson 2005), ‘compromising their masculinity’ and opening themselves
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up to ridicule from peers (Cross and Bagilhole 2002). Men have difficulty
articulating hegemonic constructions of masculinity within such spaces. Yet,
as McDowell (2015) discusses, previous research also suggests that men
utilize a variety of strategies to reconcile potential conflicts. These include
reconstructing, regendering and reperforming the occupational role in
more masculine ways, and a range of other ‘distancing’ strategies whereby
men separate themselves from the more feminine attributes of the role (see
McDowell 2015; Anderson 2008). Much less frequently observed is men
reconstructing their identities and practices in line with more feminine
workplace cultures and practices (see McDowell 2015; Lupton 2000).

Given the characteristics of working-class masculinity discussed in the
previous section, it seems that entry into female-dominated areas of service
work may be particularly challenging for such men, whose embodied mas-
culinity seems particularly at odds with the kinds of skills, attributes and
dispositions required in entry-level service work (McDowell 2014; Nixon
2009). Lindsay and McQuaid (2004) report a general rejection of low-level
service work as a route into work among unemployed men, with the pay and
skills being key issues. Nixon (2006, 2009) explored very low-skilled unem-
ployed working-class men’s orientations and attitudes towards a range of
jobs currently available in the local labour market and found that they
remained strongly oriented to male-dominated manual occupations and a
small range of male-dominated masculine occupational niches in services
(e.g. security and driving jobs, or ‘backshop’ environments in retail). The
men tended to discuss difficulties in performing ‘emotional labour’, partic-
ularly when confronted with angry customers, when discussing the merits of
various services jobs.

Interestingly, Roberts’ (2013) study of young working-class men in retail
found precisely the opposite—young men embracing service work in retail,
albeit while retaining some of the distancing strategies discussed by
McDowell (2015). Yet all of Roberts’ (2013) respondents’ possessed at
least some NVQ level 2 qualifications, while the majority of Nixon’s (2009)
sample had no education qualifications. Thus within these different findings
we see the significance of the possession of different forms of capital for
different labour market orientations and outcomes (Atkinson 2008).
Nixon’s (2009) poorly educated ‘lads’ have few resources or capital to fall
back on aside from their physical bodies, experience a limited range of
labour market possibilities and show little sign of reflexive reconstruction
of their masculine occupational identities. Roberts’ (2013) ‘ordinary’ young
working-class men did better in school, developed better non-manual
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verbal communication and written skills, and are thus better able to perform
and present a wider variety of ‘selves’, including the enactment of a more
‘inclusive’ and ‘effeminate’, less oppositional and homophobic masculinity,
which is more in tune with prevailing cultural attitudes and changing skill
demands in the work place (see also Anderson 2008).

This is interesting because, as we have seen, constructions of working-
class masculinity rooted in the experience of hard, heavy and skilled manual
labour have historically been positioned directly in opposition to ‘softer’ or
more inclusive forms of masculinity. While some contemporary in-depth
studies of both highly and low-skilled male-dominated manual workplaces,
and unemployed male manual workers, suggest continued adherence to
some of the key cultural values of working-class masculinity described earlier
(see e.g. Simpson et al. 2014; Slutskaya et al. 2016; Thiel 2007), it also the
case that, as McDowell (2014: 34) suggests,

In increasing numbers working-class men are becoming ‘women workers’, in
the sense that they are now employed in growing numbers in feminized jobs at
the bottom end of the labour market, in sectors such as retail, hospitality and
care

A raft of sociological literature has documented working-class men’s nega-
tive experiences of economic restructuring and deindustrialization in Britain
since the 1980s. Early studies of those experiencing unemployment and
redundancy as a result of deindustrialization highlighted the devastating
impact of the loss of economic independence and the breadwinning role on
men’s identity (Fineman 1987; Gallie et al. 1994). Findings also often
implicitly reinforced the importance of Jahoda’s (1982) five latent functions
of work that are missing during unemployment: activity, time structure,
social contact, exterior goals, status and identity (Fineman 1987). Thus the
importance of pay for economic independence and work as meaningful
activity was expressed in the universal finding across the literature that
unemployed men strongly disliked unemployment and still expressed a
very strong desire to work, indeed stronger than the employed (Rose
1994: 291; Gallie and Vogler 1994: 124), but were severely challenged by
changing labour market conditions and a lack of local labour demand.
Nonetheless, there is no universal experience of ‘life on the dole’ (McRae
1987) and, as Parry’s (2003) research on Welsh coal-mining communities
demonstrates, households adopt a range of strategies in response to men’s
redundancy and unemployment. Yet, notably, most of Parry’s (2003) male
respondents were unable to ‘effect occupational flexibility’ and adopted an
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increasingly instrumental ‘survivalist strategy’ based on ‘getting by’ and
finding meaning outside the paid labour market. Parry (2003: 242–243)
notes:

Most informants were unable to acquire paid work which provided the
security and fulfilment associated with their former experiences . . . the labour
market opportunities created by restructuring have met these needs only for
more privileged individuals.

It is clear that the labour market difficulties experienced by working-class
men reflect the continuing effects of deindustrialization, economic
restructuring and the collapse of demand for low-skilled male manual
workers. Yet recent neoliberal welfare reform and the widespread implemen-
tation of ‘austerity measures’ in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis
have served to further exacerbate the labour market (and social) marginali-
zation of working-class men, particularly the very low skilled, poorly edu-
cated and multiply disadvantaged (McDowell 2014; Russell 2016; Reeve
2017). Thus the final section turns to a discussion of the experiences of
unemployed working-class men seeking work in a period characterized by
austerity and increasingly punitive neoliberal welfare reform.

UNEMPLOYMENT, AUSTERITY AND WELFARE REFORM

In the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis and in the context of the
Great Recession, governments across Europe implemented ‘austerity mea-
sures’ in order to reduce state spending during a period of spiralling public
debt. In Britain, austerity was accompanied by historically unprecedented
cuts in welfare spending and the development of the

harshest regime of conditionality and benefit sanctions in the history of the
UK benefits system, significantly increasing the level of conditionality placed
on some benefit claimants and the severity of sanctions for failing to comply
(Reeve 2017: 65)

As Dunn (2014: 3) notes, recent welfare reform in Britain is rooted in the
belief that there is ‘a lack of employment commitment amongst unem-
ployed benefit claimants’. Policy-related speeches and reports have fre-
quently invoked concepts such as ‘welfare dependency’, ‘workless class’,
‘culture of poverty’ and ‘poverty of aspirations’ in an attempt to explain
persistent poverty and unemployment, and to justify increasingly punitive
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welfare reform (Shildrick et al. 2012). Thus the unemployed are said to be
trapped in a ‘dependency culture’, over-reliant on hand-outs from the state,
lacking motivation to work, not trying hard enough to find work or too
‘choosy’ about what jobs they’ll take. These ideas are highly significant
because they locate both the problem of, and the solution to, unemploy-
ment firmly within the characteristics and/or supposed behavioural traits of
the unemployed. As such they can be seen as part of a broader neoliberal
shift in social policy towards a rolling back of the state’s role and responsi-
bility in ensuring the welfare of its citizens through the promotion of
discourses that individualize the causes of poverty and unemployment by
suggesting that they reflect individual deficiencies (Wright 2012; Russell
2016; Reeve 2017).

Welfare reform underpinned by such behavioural explanations of poverty
and unemployment has had important consequences for working-class men
whose labour market participation has been hit particularly hard in the
aftermath of the Great Recession. Warren (2015) notes that semi- and
unskilled manual workers report the greatest increases in underemployment
in post-crisis labour markets, while skilled manual workers report experienc-
ing the greatest increase in financial insecurity. Furthermore, young,
low-skilled men have borne the brunt of increases in unemployment and
long-term unemployment. For example, in 2013 some 21.7 % of men aged
18–24 were classified as unemployed (compared with 16.5 % of young
women). Furthermore, over a third of those young men had been unem-
ployed for a year or more and were therefore classed as long-term unem-
ployed, and 44 % of that category had been unemployed for more than
two years (ONS 2013b). Such increases in long-term unemployment are
suggestive of the growing labour market exclusion of young low-skilled
working-class men and reflect the prevalence of ‘repaired’, ‘stagnant’ and
‘downward’ school-to-work transitions among this group (Walther and
Plug 2006). The most disadvantaged young men end up among the
180,000 currently categorized as ‘economically inactive’, not in education,
employment or training, or among the 230,000 young men currently
classified as unemployed (Mirza-Davies 2016).

In-depth research on young disadvantaged unemployed men suggests,
however, that their labour market status may be better understood as being
defined by increasing ‘marginalization’ or ‘precariousness’ rather than com-
plete exclusion (Simmons et al. 2014; Hardgrove et al. 2015). This is
because their labour market experiences are characterized by what Shildrick
et al. (2012) call the ‘low-pay/no-pay cycle’, whereby they repeatedly churn
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between spells of short-term ‘poor-work’, unemployment and government-
mandated training schemes. The key problem, then, is not labour market
exclusion but underemployment and increasing precariousness caused by
the prevalence of flexible jobs at the bottom of the occupational structure
that are insecure in terms of hours and pay. Crucially, such jobs do not move
young men out of poverty or provide economic independence. Indeed, as
Hardgrove et al. (2015) show in their study of young unemployed men in
the south of England, the prevalence of short-tem, flexible hours contracts
at the bottom of the labour market has created an extended adolescence for
young working-class men whereby they are increasingly dependent on
family support in order to navigate increasingly unstable working hours,
pay and employment statuses, or to avoid such work altogether.

Disadvantaged young unemployed working-class men lacking family
support are much less able to avoid ‘poor-work’ and the low-pay/no-pay
cycle. Indeed, the cycle is exacerbated by increasing unemployment benefit
conditionality that compels them, under threat of benefit withdrawal, to
take any job offered and/or repeatedly attend a variety of employment
‘training’ schemes of dubious value (Russell 2016). In this context it is
interesting to note that young unemployed people are significantly more
likely to receive benefit sanctions than other groups of benefit claimants
(Crisp and Powell 2016), which may suggest their resistance to welfare
reform and increased conditionality. However, increasing benefit condi-
tionality combined with the growing use of more punitive sanctions for
non-compliance has had severe effects for the most disadvantaged unem-
ployed men. For example, Reeve’s (2017) study of homeless, predomi-
nately male, jobseekers showed that they were four times as likely to be
sanctioned as benefit claimants as a whole. Reeve (2017) argues that vul-
nerable and disadvantaged homeless unemployed men are ‘set up to fail’ by
a benefits system that sets them conditions that they are unable to meet and
then sanctions them for non-compliance. The effects of benefit sanctions are
severe (Garthwaite 2016). Some 1.1 million people accessed emergency
food supplies from Trussell Trust food banks (Britain’s main provider) in
2015/2016, which represents a tripling of the figure since welfare reform
was introduced in 2012/2013 (Butler 2016). Perhaps even more perti-
nently, the most frequently cited reason for referral to Trussell Trust food
banks was ‘delays to benefits and sanctions’, which accounted for nearly half
of all referrals in 2015/2016 (Butler 2016).

There is little doubt that the revival of behavioural explanations of
poverty and unemployment has contributed to the increased stigmatization
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of the poor and unemployed in a contemporary era characterized by both
rising inequality and the hardening of social attitudes towards poverty
(Taylor-Gooby 2013; Patrick 2016). Studies demonstrate a variety of con-
sequences of increasing stigmatization. Patrick (2016) suggests that
although benefits claimants may internalize stigma—with negative reper-
cussions for self-esteem and self-worth—they also engage in othering prac-
tices whereby they attempt to distance themselves from stigmatizing
discourses by stigmatizing other, supposedly less deserving, individuals in
the community. Pemberton et al. (2016: 31) thus suggest that

Political rhetoric has served to pit neighbours and communities in opposition
to one another, creating an environment of intolerance, misunderstanding
and hostility.

Similarly, McDowell (2014) suggests that in ‘austerity Britain’, media
portrayals of young working-class men have shifted from a discourse of
‘masculine disadvantage’ that constructed them as victims of structural
economic change to a more insidious construction that presents them as
‘feral’, dangerous or a threat to broader social values and cohesion. In this
context of increased labelling and weakening labour market opportunities,
McDowell (2014: 35) wonders whether ‘proletarianized’ young working-
class men on the margins of work may increasingly seek to construct their
identities outside work, through their consumptive or leisure activities, or
whether, indeed, they may inhabit a position of ‘aggressive outsiders’. Yet, a
multitude of contemporary studies continue to suggest that, despite their
repeated experiences of ‘churning’, ‘poor-work’, underemployment and
unemployment, the identities of working-class men (of all ages) remain
strongly oriented around paid work because of the continued value placed
on economic independence and ‘breadwinning’ (McDowell 2014; Jimenez
2014). Jimenez’s (2014) research on the consequences of the closure of a
local steelworks on a town in South Wales provides a compelling example.
He (2014) documents young unemployed working-class men being ‘bul-
lied and shamed’ by peers, family and the wider community for accepting
low-paying ‘gender-inappropriate’ forms of service work. Key here then is
not that such shaming reflects continued adherence to forms of the ‘hard
and heavy’ working-class masculinity discussed earlier but that in their
commitment to obtain economic independence and provide for their fam-
ilies, young working-class men are taking such jobs despite their experiences
of shame and stigma.
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It is perhaps telling that two recent cinematic portrayals of unemployed
working-class men have focused heavily on how welfare reform and eco-
nomic restructuring have combined to generate profound feelings of shame
and embarrassment among working-class men. Both films depict the indig-
nities experienced by unemployed men while being processed by welfare
systems that are built on the premise that unemployment reflects individual
deficiencies. The award-winning British film I, Daniel Blake (2016) tells the
story of a carpenter, in the heavily deindustrialized north of England, who,
having been told to give up work by his doctor because of his ill health, is
denied sickness benefit and forced to engage in a range of humiliating
activities in order to ‘prove’ he is doing enough to look for work and is
therefore eligible for unemployment benefit. The film is unflinching in its
depiction of the brutal effects of benefit sanctions in generating absolute
poverty and incredibly moving in its depiction of the shame experienced by
those relying on food banks for survival. Interestingly, it depicts Blake
taking great meaning from supporting and providing for a young single
mother whom he meets in a job centre while she is having her benefits
sanctioned for missing an employment service interview. The French film
The Measure of a Man (2015) also focuses on humiliating experiences with
welfare agencies in depicting the experience of an unemployed male factory
worker struggling to find work in a postindustrial French town. It vividly
portrays the often patronizing and demotivating nature of the employability
classes that the unemployed are compelled to attend. Yet it also provides an
interesting slant on the difficulties that working-class men may face in
low-level service jobs. Thus we see the film’s main protagonist confronted
with what appears to be an overwhelming moral dilemma as he finally takes
up a new job as a security guard in a supermarket. In order to earn money to
provide for his family, he is required to apprehend other poor men who
claim that they are only stealing to provide for their families, which they can
no longer do because of widespread male unemployment.

CONCLUSIONS

The continuing legacy of economic restructuring and deindustrialization is
still clearly apparent in the labour market difficulties experienced by
working-class men in contemporary labour markets. Working-class men
have been hit hardest by restructuring and recession but have benefited
least from service sector employment growth, which has done little to
ameliorate the problem of high levels of unemployment and economic
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inactivity among working-class male manual workers and low-skilled and
poorly educated younger men. These problems developed during the 1980s
and 1990s but continue to mark the experiences of such men in contem-
porary labour markets. Indeed, it appears that the growing prevalence of
‘poor-work’ at the bottom of the labour market, plus recent welfare reform,
have served to further exacerbate the economic and social marginalization
of working-class men in Britain, particularly the most disadvantaged, such as
those possessing low-level skills and educational qualifications, those suffer-
ing from poor physical and mental health, or those lacking family support
networks.

It is important to recognize differences between working-class men, and
there is evidence to suggest that the less disadvantaged among this group,
such as those with better educational qualifications, may be more able to
take advantage of contemporary service sector employment growth. It also
appears that while adherence to the cultural values of older forms of ‘hard
and heavy’ working-class masculinity are still apparent, identification with
particular forms of ‘masculine’manual work may be dwindling, as economic
restructuring, welfare reform and the generalized importance of work for
economic independence increasingly compel working-class men to enter
gender atypical forms of service work.
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CHAPTER 4

Formulating the Postindustrial Self: The Role
of Petty Crime Among Unemployed,
Working-Class Men in Stoke-on-Trent

Ian Mahoney and Tony Kearon

INTRODUCTION

It has been widely argued (not least elsewhere in this edited collection) that
‘work’ has been a fundamental aspect of the identity, routines, collective
cultural practices, ‘ontological security’ (Giddens 1991) and general ‘struc-
tures of feeling’ (Williams 2003) of working-class men (see e.g. Charlesworth
2000; Collinson and Hearn 2001; Jefferson 2002; Leidner 1991; McDowell
2004; Pyke 1996; Sennett 1998, 2012; Walkerdine and Jimenez 2012;
Winlow 2001), and that deindustrialization and globalization have had a
profound existential impact on this group (see Standing 2011, 2014; Winlow
and Hall 2013). It is not the intention of this chapter to restate these
arguments. Rather, it focuses on examples of the responses, coping strategies
and alternative narratives of self that were produced and mobilized by a
specific set of young working-class men faced with profound and systemic
economic and social insecurity in a former working-class industrial heartland
in the English Midlands.
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The arguments developed in this chapter draw heavily on a series of
longitudinal interviews conducted with 18, predominantly young, unem-
ployed and insecurely housed working-class men in Stoke-on-Trent by one
of the authors (Mahoney) over a two-year period between 2010 and 2012.
Two of the men (Pickles, aged 38, and Craig, 45) were older, but their
testimonies show that these experiences are shared not just spatially but also
across age ranges, highlighting the challenges to understandings of self
across generations. These men were scattered across Stoke-on-Trent in
a patchwork of formerly close-knit industrial working-class communities
traditionally associated with coal-mining, pottery production, steel
manufacturing, tyre and related rubber production and a range of other
large-scale employers that profoundly shaped the locality but have now
almost entirely disappeared from the region. They lived in a range of
accommodation, including council and social housing, private rented,
supported housing, and several in one of two hostels that agreed to help
facilitate access and participation. These men, many of whose families were
rooted in these localities over several generations, found themselves in an
ambiguous and ambivalent situation. On the one hand, they were all too
conscious of the local collective memories and mythologies of close-knit
working-class communities and the employment that delivered social and
economic security as well as a sense of status and place to those communities.
On the other hand, they lived a far more fragile and precarious existence
marked by homelessness, sofa-surfing and short-term accommodation, long
periods of unemployment interspersed with insecure, low-paid, low-status,
unskilled work, and underpinned by routine alcohol, drug and substance
misuse and outbreaks of petty criminality.

THE ONTOLOGICAL CHALLENGE

Like many English postindustrial cities, Stoke-on-Trent has endured signif-
icant decline in the face of deindustrialization and a reconfiguring of the
economy away from traditional forms of manufacturing and production
towards knowledge and service industries. The city was historically domi-
nated by the pottery, steel and coal industries, which had largely gone by the
early 1990s (Rosenthal and Lawrence 1993: 133). Now only a handful of
potteries remain. In their place, the jobs that have been created are com-
paratively low-skilled service industry roles as the city continues to struggle
to reinvent itself. More recently, large employers such as NPower and
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Phones4U have closed down operations in the city, indicating that even
contemporary service sector roles are unsafe and insecure.

Echoing (among, others) Sennett (1998, 2012) and Sennett and Cobb
(1972), the traditional working-class occupations that shaped communities
in Stoke on Trent fulfilled an ambivalent role—being both dangerous and
physically demanding as well as injurious to workers’ health and wellbeing,
yet at the same time offering workers a feeling of place, belonging and
community, shared experiences, pride in their work, routine in their day-to-
day activities and thus a sense of purpose in their lives. Braverman (1998)
and Standing (2011, 2014) have argued that the rise of neoliberal econom-
ics is responsible for increased labour market flexibility and a coinciding
transference of risk and insecurity onto workers and families. Similarly, for
Connell (2005: 93), the decline of stable and secure work has, on a global
level, seen many young men ‘growing up without any expectation of the
stable employment around which familiar models of working-class mascu-
linity were organized. Instead they face intermittent employment and eco-
nomic marginality in the long term, and often deprivation in the short
term.’ These groups have been further socially and economically excluded
and marginalized as they struggle, and frequently fail, to adapt to new
employment expectations (Standing 2011; Winlow and Hall 2013; Slater
2014).

Simultaneously, in North Staffordshire as elsewhere, consecutive gov-
ernments have targeted the unemployed, underemployed, sick, disabled
and allegedly disengaged, who have increasingly been the subjects of derog-
atory portrayals as a homogenous, mythical bogeyman and branded as
abject, feckless and dysfunctional (Elizabeth Finn Trust 2012a, b). This
has occurred alongside a reintroduction of Victorian notions surrounding
the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor, ideas which the populist and right-
wing press and politicians have willingly propagated. Increasingly coercive
strategies, purportedly aimed at alleviating poverty and improving engage-
ment with the labour market (particularly among deprived and marginal-
ized communities), have been deployed in the hope that those out of work
will be forced to comply. Suchmeasures include the use of sanctions to force
people into compliance or face financial penalties, despite questions over the
efficacy and ethicality of such approaches (Griggs and Evans 2010; Rolfe
2012; Watts et al. 2014), and have coincided with a hardening of social
attitudes towards welfare recipients (Park et al. 2012). As will be seen, this
has seen a rise in animosity among those affected, and attempted resistance
as people seek to exercise some form of control over the direction of their
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lives in an increasingly fragmented and isolated existence. This process of
alienation and abjection, discussed in detail by Tyler (2013), was first
outlined by Bataille (1934), who argued that

the basic element of subversion, the wretched population, exploited for
production and cut off from life by a prohibition on contact, is represented
from the outside with disgust as the dregs of the people, populace and gutter.
(6, original emphasis)

The construction of people as dysfunctional, feckless and lazy carries
significant ramifications. This collective bogeyman and the criminality,
deviance and marginality it represents ‘disturbs identity, system, order.
[It] does not respect borders, positions, rules’ (Kristeva 1982: 4). Such
entrenched representations explain the manner in which depictions of
marginal groups resonate effectively with wider society as a result of the
precariousness of their own existence, particularly among the low-paid
working poor (Young 1999: 165), reminding people of the apparent
chaos and disintegration which could descend on their own lives. As Julia
Kristeva argues, where people are ‘affected by what does not yet appear to
[them] as a thing [i.e. they are not unemployed], it is because laws, con-
nections, and even structures of meaning govern and condition [us]’ (1982:
8). Experiences combine with mediated and politicized discourses to influ-
ence and condition understandings and beliefs on a subject. ‘Normal soci-
ety’ is neither stable nor secure, for society does not exist as a simple binary
(Young 2007). These abject late-modern folk devils are ‘vomited out’
(Young 1999: 56) and left stranded on the liminal margins of society, in
sink estates on the literal and metaphorical periphery of the urban experi-
ence (Young 2007: 17). ‘Disgust is political’ (Tyler 2013: 24), and this ‘[d]
emonization allows the problems of society to be blamed upon [these]
“others” on the edge of society . . . instead of acknowledging that we have
problems in society because of basic core contradictions in the social order’
(Young 1999: 110); a useful strategy for proponents of the status quo.

The apparent counterpoint to abjection—encouraging people to pull
themselves up by the proverbial bootlaces, take any job and everything else
will fall into place—is a misguided fallacy (Foster and Spencer 2012: 5)
dependent on laissez-faire assumptions surrounding social mobility and
ignorance of wider contemporary and historical social and structural influ-
ences on their lives. As Foster and Spencer argue, such approaches assume
that middle-class norms are universal; that, with a little help and access to
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the same facilities and means, the less fortunate can share in the benefits of
society. Such views fail to understand the different lenses through which
the different classes see the world. These ideas pose considerable threats to
the security and understanding of self of someone who is, or perceives
themselves to be, among the abject and who lacks the traditional resources
relied on by working-class men to construct their identity and project their
masculinity.

There are signs of internalization of these messages. For Beck (1992), the
individualization of failure can lead to the internalization of feelings of
shame and inadequacy, something explored further by Miller (1997) and,
more recently, Walker (2009). For some, senses of self-worth are weakened
through internalization of such discourses and seeing themselves as abject
(Young 1990 in Tyler 2013: 202). Michael, despite his middle-class forma-
tion, private schooling and master’s level education, blamed himself for his
failure to secure work:

I don’t like taking money off of people if at all possible . . . I never did like the
idea of taking money off people . . . I suspect I’m falling prey slightly to our,
erm, beloved government’s, erm, plans for demonizing people on Job
Seeker’s which is, erm, fair enough I guess . . . I just, call it an admission of
defeat as well I guess. (Michael, 23, added emphasis)

Laziness was a regular theme throughout his narrative. Michael spoke of
activities that he had undertaken: handing out hundreds of CVs; intern-
ships; temporary contracts; even attending back-to-work programmes.
However, because others around him had found work where he had not,
he identified his own personal failings as the source of his struggles. He
appeared as a reflexive actor, identifying his internalization of rhetoric
surrounding being lazy, feckless and undeserving of support and believing
that this applied to him. We see the contradictory nature of the understand-
ings developed based on his experiences—working hard to secure work,
while always assuming he could do more—and this assimilation of wider
discourses into his thought processes. Moreover, he reflects on his experi-
ences, something Giddens (1991: 52) has stressed is essential to identity
creation and sustenance. Michael was not alone in internalizing his experi-
ences of failure. Pickles stated:

I grew up with no parents and went into the army, and yeah, I did have a
period when I was on drugs and shoplifted and being unemployed as well.

FORMULATING THE POSTINDUSTRIAL SELF: THE ROLE OF PETTY. . . 81



That was my doing. That was my fuck up. Unnerstand? No one’s to blame for
that. (Pickles, 38, original emphasis)

Despite acknowledging the disadvantages that he had faced, Pickles, who
grew up in a children’s home and had to cope with continual challenges and
abuse from staff and other children, internalized the idea that he was to
blame for his actions. The process of individualization identified by Beck
(1992) and Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) had a particularly profound
effect. As the security of class-based solidarities and identifiers has
fragmented and been replaced by individual reflexivity (Beck 1992), ‘each
person’s biography is removed from given determinations and placed in his
or her own hands’ (135). Such feelings are internalized as personal failures
where events are reflexively identified as resulting from bad choices rather
than wider societal and structural changes and inequalities.

Not everyone is as accepting of such portrayals, however:

They tell everyone to take a pay cut but I don’t see none of these fuckin’MP’s
willing fuckin’ to slash a couple of grand a year, do you? Then I’d be willing to
take a pay cut, but no, they aren’t willing to take a pay cut but they fuckin’ hike
up all the fuel tax n’ everything. Everyone’s gotta pay more money, they aren’t
gonna pay more money are they? It’s just wrong. Just a vicious cycle and
they’re in power and that’s just wrong to be honest. (Mohammed, 23)

There is an underlying resentment of the prime minister of the time and
the policies and practices implemented by the former coalition government
as it was. Such statements were expressed throughout the study, and with
many living in various forms of social or supported housing, these men had a
shared understanding of the divide between rhetoric surrounding cultures
of unemployment, fecklessness and irresponsibility, and the lived reality of
unemployment, deprivation and marginalization. Their responses varied.
On the one hand, we see the impact of wider societal condemnation
manifesting itself as forms of acceptance and internalization. On the other,
we see subversion, resistance, and the formulation and reaffirmation of a
defensible self-identity which provides a sense of belonging, purpose and
order in the face of continual ontological insecurity, individualism, and
social and economic isolation. Their responses pose significant questions
for society and the manner in which it seeks to engage with people finding
themselves in vulnerable and precarious positions.
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REAFFIRMING THE DEFENSIBLE SELF

When investigating unemployment and new masculinities among men in
Sunderland, Winlow (2001) found that some men identified alternative
roles in the illegitimate markets, and the use of violence and intimidation,
as ‘marketable assets’ (103). To illustrate this he draws on the testimony of
‘Jimmy’ and his experiences of door work and bouncing, which subse-
quently provided access to additional income through drug-dealing on
the side (103–112). Such skills and activities are identifiable within the
narratives of the men who form the foundations of this current study and
occur frequently within the communities of Stoke-on-Trent. They provide
resources on which these men can begin to formulate part of a defensible
self-identity, and, as will be explored in more detail in the discussions
around street capital, reciprocity and solidarity later in the chapter, also
provide alternative forms of capital with which these men further their
own status in the community. Darren, for example, left the city on an
apprenticeship to work in a southern coastal town and became involved in
drug-dealing. He never completed his training so, when later returning to
Stoke-on-Trent after the operation he was involved in was closed down by
the police, he had little legitimate experience to fall back on. Meanwhile,
Mohammed was kicked out of his mother’s home after she found crack
cocaine in his room, and Jay regularly burgled pharmacies, making large
sums of money from the proceeds, which in turn fed his own habit but also
made him a target for others:

I actually went to rob a chemist to get medication . . . to get me off the drugs I
was on, but that didn’t happen. I ended up selling the medication that I’d
stolen and because I got so much money for it, I ended up robbing more
chemists. For the money. Erm, I had me own place, but because all the people
in the area new that I was stealing medication from the chemists, me place
kept getting burgled to see if they could find medication in me, in me home.
(Jay, 26)

Not all engaged in criminality, nor did they enthusiastically embrace
formal employment. Taking on available work—often low paid, temporary
and precarious, with little if any chance of advancement—means surrender-
ing any remaining sense of self-purpose and control. It means jeopardizing
the networks that have been developed in the face of adversity for minimal
gain and potentially compounding ongoing insecurity and subordination.
They are trapped by their precarity (Standing 2011), something illustrated
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by Hatman, in searching for work through the job centre, and the recog-
nition that much of the work available is likely to leave him worse off:

It’s like you can put in . . . ‘Stoke’ and it’ll come up with like a warehouse job
in London and it’s like “Eh? How is that local to Stoke?” . . . Or like most of
the jobs are like eight hours a week cleaning or you know, things like that and
it’s just pointless, especially if it’s not nearby, you’re gonna have to use travel
costs or things like that just for the sake of an hour a day or couple of hours a
day. (Hatman, 24)

To counter this, the young men deployed the means available to them to
provide a sense of self-control and security. They established support net-
works and practices that enabled them to make sense of the world in what,
to them, was a meaningful way. Many were already working, albeit employed
in some form of illegal activity or other. Phil and Darren were fencing (the
handling and selling of stolen property) and locating new sources to supply
them with goods that they could sell. Spanish had been involved in growing
and supplying drugs, and orchestrating gangland activities (including mug-
gings, burglaries, robberies, vehicle theft, and intergang and drug-related
violence). Jay, too, had been involved in the illicit drugs trade, engaging in
street dealing and burgling chemists; Pickles had dabbled in drug-dealing
and hire purchase fraud. Gandi, Hatman and Shaun had been heavily
involved in theft, stealing fuel from logistics hubs and lorries parked along
local trunk roads, and stripping valuable wiring from empty industrial and
residential properties. Michael, Shaun andMohammed regularly engaged in
informal work for friends and anyone who would employ them. Indeed,
Mohammed was ‘tattin’ (collecting and selling on scrap metal) with friends,
themselves unregistered, for £25 a day. Since this is well below any sort of
minimum wage, he too was arguably complicit in his own subordination,
particularly given that his friend was earning up to £200 per load. He,
alongside Michael and Shaun, fulfilled the ideal image of a flexible worker
in the gig economy able to perform a variety of tasks drawing on a diversity
of skills, yet they did so in deviant and socially unacceptable ways.

Moreover, they were engaged in a complex and intensive process of
meaning-making as they sought to make sense of their existence given the
precarious position in which they found themselves. Reputations and trust
were crucial, providing recognition and meaning which they were unable to
find in the formal employment available to them. However, as Bowring
argues, their actions may in turn compound their marginality:
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The adverse consequences for the individual of small-scale illegal activities,
such as petty fraud when poor people subsidize their low wages or taxes, the
criminalization of their industriousness means they frequently find themselves
barred from a whole host of other services and rights . . . these entitlements are
for many impossible to claim without exposing self-incriminating personal
details. (Bowring 2000: 313)

Indeed, future opportunities to engage legitimately and meaningfully
with the labour market and wider society were constrained—for example,
the need for a Disclosure and Barring Service check automatically closed off
options ranging from teaching careers to forms of security work, the latter
an area which Darren and Simon in particular were keen to explore but for
their previous records. Engaging in informal employment of various kinds,
then, provided an essential source of income, alongside borrowing from
peers and relatives, and drawing on wider contacts in their attempts to
develop further earning opportunities and become financially independent
while developing a sense of respect from those around them (although, as
will be seen, this was frequently challenged by the exploitative and low-paid
nature of the informal work in which some became engaged). This meant
that they did not have to be entirely dependent on state support, which
could not be relied on anyway.

The low-paid nature of informal labour in deprived communities has
been discussed elsewhere (see e.g. Williams and Windebank 2000, 2002),
with attention being drawn to the fact that, while informal work occurs
throughout society, the returns for it are generally much greater for those
from more affluent communities taking on second jobs than for workers
from deprived and often unemployed households (ibid.). Crucially, though,
such work provided some ‘semblance of control . . . in the face of the
changes and upheavals associated with late modernity’ (Hayward 2004:
162). For Hayward it is possible to feel simultaneously insecure and
overcontrolled, and as a result people increasingly engage in risky behaviour
despite their awareness of potential repercussions (Hayward 2004: 158–164).
A significant degree of risk was associated with many of the activities,
particularly metal theft, undertaken by these men—breaking into abandoned
industrial sites carries with it safety risks in addition to capture and identifica-
tion, but this can provide a sense of excitement for some:

I’ve done it [metal theft] like three times. That’s it really. I’ve never been
caught. I’ve been in the situation and the police have come and I’m hiding
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behind the door. They walked straight past me sort of thing. My mate’s been
caught though a couple of times, they spotted his shoes [laughs]. He was
hiding under a desk and they spotted his trainer [laughs], they just pulled a leg
out and he was like ‘oh no!’ I was pissing meself laughing I was. (Simon, 25)

Simon, then, was motivated by material reward, breaking into properties
to seek valuable scrap metal, but was also getting a ‘kick’ out of it, laughing
at his friend’s inability to evade capture while he got away with it, and
thereby underlining the seductive nature of crime (Katz 1988).

Alongside the attractive temptations of crime, the young men’s undi-
rected anger required a new outlet. This can manifest itself in attempted
subversion of and resistance to attempts at enforced conformity. Stan, for
instance, rather than proactively engaging with the job centre advisors, in
his own words ‘doesn’t try as hard’ as he might:

Like on Job Seekers’, I’d do what they tell me but err like the whole rebellious
side like pops into play then and I don’t do well with people telling me I have
to do stuff and, yeah, I do it because I want a job but when I’mbeing forced to
do something it’s a lot harder so I don’t . . . I don’t try as hard. (Stan, 21)

However, for those in precarious positions, attempts to exercise some
form of control over the trajectory that one’s life is taking are difficult. The
increasingly stringent measures deployed by the Department of Work and
Pensions have seen greater use of sanctions, placing many in financial
hardship, so people have to ‘play the game’ with care as the practicalities
of surviving with limited income and support means that they are frequently
forced into narrow conformity:

They’ve changed the sanction part so it’s a lot harder to be on Job Seekers’, or
actually get paid Job Seekers’ . . . they’ve given me a piece of paper now and it
says everything you can possibly do wrong and there’s very little you can do
right basically. (Stan, 21)

This experience is not isolated: Darren was sanctioned for failing to attend
an interview he stated he had never received notification of in the first place,
and Hatman was sanctioned for not attending a meeting over Christmas.

Like Paul Willis’s (1977) ‘lads’, these men were engaged in a process of
symbolic resistance and meaning-making. The personal, symbolic role of
this perceived resistance is vital for providing a sense that they are not simply
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passengers subject to external forces—such acts have intrinsic value in the
maintenance of a defensible self, which becomes increasingly important
when one has nothing left to lose:

I woke up one morning, I’m in that place, my life’s so down and low, I
thought “What have I got to lose?” because that’s the point, I’ve just
answered the question, what have I got to lose anyway? (Pickles, 38, original
emphasis)

These signs of subversion are unsurprising, something Simon
Charlesworth identified when analysing working-class experience in
Rotherham:

A person devoid of respect will tend towards transgression of the accepted
forms of valuation, because—since they cannot be invested with the value of
forms they cannot embody—their own strategy has to be that of subversion:
of embracing and even celebrating their alienation as an emblem of what it is:
their humanity, a human form that is degraded and stigmatized.
(Charlesworth 2000: 94)

Signs of attempted resistance against the systems and programmes in place,
and animosity shown towards the current political elite, should be unsurpris-
ing. However, this shared outlook did not translate into some form of
collective engagement. As a number of commentators have argued, the
atomizing and isolating nature of existence within the contemporary neolib-
eral state has led to a fragmentation of estates, communities and identities
(Foster and Spencer 2012; Hall and Winlow 2005; Standing 2011; Winlow
and Hall 2013). There is a lack of unity of purpose, owing in part to the
success of the complex ‘labour of division’ (Hetherington andMunro 1997).
Rather than uniting to present a more positive picture, neighbours and
communities emphasize each others’ flaws to distance themselves from
derogatory, abject portrayals. Bourdieu summarized this fragmentation and
isolation, arguing that ongoing processes of economic marginalization have
meant that ‘the unemployed and casualized workers, having suffered a blow
to their capacity to project themselves into the future . . . are scarcely capable
of being mobilized’ (1998: 82–83).

Unemployed, particularly young, men are bereft of wider links provided
through close-knit industrial communities and the socialization opportuni-
ties afforded them by traditional forms of manual labour, which provided a
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sense of identity and the ability to fulfil conventional norms of supporting a
family and oneself. Many are unable to fulfil even the role of being a
marriageable man or father figure capable of providing financial support
or security (see e.g. McDowell 2014; Young 1999; Wallace 1987). While a
woman in a community may be able to derive a sense of pride, purpose and
identity by raising a family (see Measor 2012; Wallace 1987; Young 1999),
men must seek alternative ways in which to provide themselves with a sense
of purpose, belonging and identity. Pyke has argued that ‘class-based
masculinities provide men with different mechanisms of interpersonal
power that, when practiced, (re)constitute and validate dominant and
subordinate masculinities’ (1996: 528). As we shall see, alternative forms
of capital, reliance on social networks to secure an income, and a refusal to
engage in demeaning back-to-work programmes or jobs offering little
short- or long-term benefit become important in establishing a sense of
control.

STREET CAPITAL, RECIPROCITY AND SOLIDARITY

Ordinarily a lack of unity is common when confronted by the atomizing
nature of neoliberalism, particularly among deprived communities fre-
quently characterized as having low levels of social cohesion and social
support (Neutens et al. 2013). Paradoxically, however, we see a forced
reliance on others to reinforce senses of self and ontological security
among these men. This cohesion is not premised on organizational capacity,
however, but rather on survival; they are a group in themselves, not for
themselves. Networks play key roles in reaffirming a defensible self-identity
in the face of ongoing derogatory and abject portrayals. We use the concept
of ‘street capital’ (see Sandberg 2008a, b; Sandberg and Pederson 2011) to
understand this. This draws on subcultural theories developed by the Chi-
cago School (see e.g. Anderson 1990, 1999; Bourgois 2003; Whyte 1981)
and the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (see
e.g. Cohen 1955; Willis 1977), as well as Bourdieusian field theory (see
Shammas and Sandberg 2016). According to Sandberg (2008b: 156),
street capital ‘can capture the cultural capital of street culture: it is a form
of legitimate power, it is relational and it has capacity to generate profit’. It
provides a tool to understand responses to processes of marginalization in
mainstream society, allowing us to focus on the practical rationalities of
negotiating the codes and cultures of the streets and communities in which
these groups and individuals live. Furthermore, the concept facilitates
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comprehension of the decision to engage in illicit activities, such as is
exemplified by these young men, and highlights their ‘ability to navigate
the assistive agencies of the welfare state, including the narrative invocation
of victimhood and social marginalization [which are] . . . integral to “street”
survival’ (Shammas and Sandberg 2016: 198). For Ilan (2013: 4), ‘street
culture [i.e. the local cultures of the street and subcultural communities]
becomes a resource utilized by a group of socio-economically disadvantaged
young men to navigate their lives, exclusion and experiences of the post-
industrial city’. The possession of appropriate forms of street capital thus
facilitates a sense of control over their own lives (Sandberg 2008a: 616),
something fundamental to the maintenance of a sense of identity and
purpose among these men.

As argued elsewhere in relation to protest masculinities (Connell 2005;
Connell and Messerschmidt 2005: 847–848), some draw on aggressive,
anti-social and often violent displays to achieve such aims (see also Bourgois
2003; Sandberg 2008a, b; Ilan 2011, 2013; McDowell et al. 2014).
A reputation for being able to look after oneself and avoid being viewed
as ‘soft’ means avoiding being ‘subject to the will of other males’ (Winlow
2001: 19). Where others seek to dominate, signs of weakness can be
debilitating (MacLeod 1995; Charlesworth 2000), limiting their ability to
get by in the community. Physicality becomes ingrained within the psyche
and was a common theme in the narratives explored here. It was vital for
maintaining one’s standing in the community, as well as a—literally and
figuratively—defensible self. Mohammed, formerly an amateur boxer,
actively sought confrontation, including with local workmen who had
recently laid a new section of pavement and were annoyed at his deliberately
walking over it; Phil, Spanish and Pickles worked out regularly; and Jay was
an accomplished kickboxer. Their physicality afforded protection and
respect yet posed a risk as others sought to knock them off their perch.
Spanish experienced the risks of appearing weak first hand while incarcer-
ated, matter-of-factly drawing attention to the scars he had gained in the
process:

I’ll admit at first I was scared. ‘Oh no! Everyone wants to batter me!’ Because
it was like that in the young offenders’ institution, like with the boys. Like,
obviously they all think that they’re hard and they’re trying to prove a point so
every day you’re fighting. Someone’s got a problem with you for something.
Even if you don’t want to you can’t avoid it . . . it’s horrible! I was lucky in
prison, I can handle meself, you know? Yeah, you know? Yeah. They’re all

FORMULATING THE POSTINDUSTRIAL SELF: THE ROLE OF PETTY. . . 89



trying to prove a point in prison: ‘I’m, I’m fucking Bruce Lee!’ You know
what I mean? ‘I’m harder than you’, sort of thing. Like, I’ve got missing teeth,
and a broken nose [points to broken nose]. That’s from someone’s shoe, it’s
mental. (Spanish, 25)

Some, however, seeking protection, turned to Spanish because of his
physical size and reputation for violence, further elevating his standing in
the community:

because I’m an older person and they come up to me: ‘oh this guy’s bullying
me, what should I do?’ And I normally end up having a word with them, like
you know, ‘fuckin’ leave him alone or you’ll have me to deal with. I’ll fuckin’
throw you out that window, and they wouldn’t know about it mate, and I’d
make it look like an accident. Now leave him alone’. Because there are a lot of
people in here try and bully innocent, like vulnerable people. I don’t like
bullies. I was bullied myself at one point and I did not like it. Erm, yeah, I sort
everyone else’s problems out. (Spanish, 25)

His presence and reputation for violence provided a form of capital with
which both to protect himself and to advance his own position within the
community. However, it had limited effect outside those communities,
exhibiting a fundamental problem with street capital: that its long-term
‘effectiveness’ is limited (Sandberg 2008b: 157). This echoes the findings
of MacDonald et al. (2005) in their research on young people in deprived
communities in Teesside. They noted high levels of bonding capital, which
facilitates engagement with the localized norms, groups and communities
within which individuals are immersed, enabling people to ‘get by’, while
also identifying that these resources rarely if ever assisted young people in
‘getting on’ in wider society.

In line with previously discussed findings, and Ilan’s (2011, 2013)
examination of life in inner-city Dublin, there are a range of ways that the
young men depended on each other which similarly embedded them in
place. This was exemplified in the narratives of many of these young men
where they lived in homeless hostels. The hostel environment—often a
concentration of unemployment, social exclusion and deprivation—in
which a number of the men who took part in this study lived, provides a
unique example of the importance of street and bonding capital, and
reciprocity. In many respects it shares key characteristics with a total insti-
tution (Foucault 1991; Goffman 1961); curfews, timetabled meals, room
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inspections and strictly enforced rules regarding acceptable behaviour are
the norm. As Karabanow found in research on street children in Canada and
Guatemala, this environment ‘fosters a sense of symbolic space in which
participants feel as if they belong’ (2003: 379). Sharing and borrowing was
commonplace, with frequent reliance on others to support them when they
are short:

When I’ve got money, I’ve got tobacco. I will share with other people in here,
and it is a few people in here that share alike. It works out pretty well if you
help people out ’cos some people get paid on the second week. So one week
they haven’t got any money and I’m helping them out, the other week I
haven’t got any money and they’ll help me out and stuff. (Hatman, 24)

‘Helping each other out’, then, is vital in maintaining relationships.
Sharing cigarettes and tobacco, for instance, offered a degree of comfort
in the face of continual upheaval and uncertainty. Its use in reciprocal
arrangements, as discussed below, belies conformity to the consumerist
expectations of wider society in which they are unable to meet wider
conceptions of success regardless of what they do—either as failed con-
sumers or as failed citizens who are irresponsible for consuming ‘luxury’
goods they can ill afford (Winlow and Hall 2013). This small modicum of
consumption, however, appeared essential to the maintenance of relation-
ships based on trust and reciprocity (Gouldner 1960; Whyte 1981: 257;
Panchanathan and Boyd 2004).

Reciprocity can play a significant role when faced with the atomizing
nature of neoliberal society. Gouldner (1960: 161) suggested that reciproc-
ity ‘is a key intervening variable through which shared social rules are
enabled to yield social stability’ (Gouldner 1960: 161). More recently,
Panchanathan and Boyd (2004: 499) have suggested that ‘ “indirect reci-
procity” occurs when individuals help others in order to uphold a reputation
and so be included in future cooperation’, and that punishing free riders and
hangers-on can be used to maintain cooperation. This was exemplified in
testimonies suggesting that more ‘selfish’ individuals who would take with-
out giving found themselves untrusted and ostracized. Below we see two
examples of the abuse of trust and reciprocity, and the ramifications for
those who do not repay favours:

some people in there that haven’t got no money you’ll help them out and
when they get their money they’ll disappear off to relatives or whatever and
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come back and be like ‘Oh sorry, I’ve got nothing left.’ And it’s like ‘Yeah,
thanks.’ (Hatman, 24)

I’ve just been asking people, borrowing, lending but I can’t even lend any-
more because I was lent that much. (Simon, 23)

This was a regular theme among those who had experienced hostel life.
Craig actively stopped lending to others because his generosity was fre-
quently taken advantage of, with little return for himself:

Last year I was in this hostel yeah . . . and then I left on me own accord, I just
upped and left . . . Because I were sick of people asking me time and time
again, every day, have you got a fiver, have you got two quid, have you got one
pound fifty, have you got some tobacco, have you got some smokes . . . every
day and I was lending people money and not getting none back . . . I made it
clear when I come [back] . . . I said ‘Listen, before we start, I’ve been here
before, I’ve got the t-shirt. I know what goes on borrowing, lending, asking.’
I said ‘I’ve lent money out when I was ‘ere last time, I’ve never got it back,
I’ve lent tobacco out last time, all sorts and never got it back so don’t bother
ask me.’ Truthfully though I was straight with ’em mate. (Craig, 45)

We see a combination of self-preservation and avoidance of being seen as
a pushover, alongside the permeation of a natural form of expectation and
politics among such groups. Trust is vital in maintaining informal disciplin-
ary structures in street cultures, and repayment of favours when the means
are available is crucial, with the loss of trust as people ‘take advantage’
widening the scope for isolation of such individuals.

This is important where economic capital is scarce and, underpinned by
shared expectations surrounding acceptable practice, can maintain positive
social relations. The social history shared by these men in communities that
no longer offer the opportunities for the formulation of legitimate
masculinities is a foundation for this reciprocity (MacDonald et al. 2005).
In line with the findings of MacDonald et al. (2005) and Sonn and Fisher
(1998: 45), localized norms and support networks help to reduce the
insecurity of those discarded on the margins of society, reinforcing new
senses of belonging and community in the face of adversity:

Moving ’ere, it was just great because I had all me mates, I started getting
close to people and that and started getting really good friends and that ‘cos
there are some really, really good people in there. (Hatman, 24)
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It’s kind of really brought me out of my shell a lot since I’ve been here. I’m a
lot happier. Erm, I’ve kinda, I’m a lot more jokey than I used to be, I used to
be really reserved erm but err, having friends for the first time in like six years
and my relationship, it’s nice to have friends. (Tim, 23)

Among the poorest, marginalized and most vulnerable in society, these
men are forming new links to ensure that they are able to survive the
processes of social exclusion (Forrest and Kearns 2001; MacDonald et al.
2005). They provide the desired sense of belonging and kinship in the
search for a defensible self-identity. Moreover, these statements draw atten-
tion to the multifaceted nature of self-worth and identity, and, as further
elaborated by Darren, the notion that work in and of itself will not provide
the security or sense of purpose and belonging desired (consciously or
otherwise) by men in such a position:

The only thing I can go for is like training in a job or like, I dunno, just doing
easy jobs, you know what I mean. Just retail and stuff like that but I don’t
wanna get into it, just doing dead end jobs like that’. (Darren, 23, emphasis
added)

Developing this, despite their precarity, these young men have quite
conventional aspirations including wanting to be remembered for having
‘done something useful’, something best exemplified by Storm, who, when
asked what is important in life, replied:

Family and friends, and feeling proud and doing something make a difference
around the place. I wanna leave a mark when I go, I don’t wanna be forgotten
for nothing and people think “what did he actually do?”

When asked about how he wanted to achieve this, he went on to say:

Finding a job and being able to provide for myself and my girlfriend . . . my
mum is still young so to look after her when she gets older’ . . . I would like to
run my own company. (Storm, 23)

The desire to be remembered for positive rather than negative aspects of
one’s life was further elaborated by Spanish, who wanted to be seen as a
‘good father’:
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I don’t want my kids growing up thinking ‘my dad was a right knobhead
selling drugs and was a bad person’. I want them to go, ‘yeah he might have
been bad in his past but he sorted his life out’. (Spanish, 25)

However, they are aware that their ability to achieve these aims is
constrained by the options available under the neoliberal, marketized soci-
ety in which their decisions are to be made. There is a wider awareness that,
to achieve the desired security, more foundations are required. This is
precisely why social, cultural and street capital are important among men
without work, particularly in areas with a high concentration of poverty and
social exclusion, and a sense of abandonment by the state.

CONCLUSION

There is a deep-rooted crisis born of a social and economic system that
plagues many of the most vulnerable. The neoliberal leviathan (Wacquant
2009) continues to evolve and to challenge the understandings of many
men on society’s margins. The status quo fails to serve everyone equally, and
these men are acutely aware of this. The nature of deindustrialization and
the subsequent lack of status now afforded to many sees people struggling
to come to terms with their experiences (Charlesworth 2000; Wallace 1987;
Winlow 2001; Young 1999). In line with Ilan’s (2011) findings, the men
described in this study share the same fundamental normative desires and
expectations as many others, but their experiences have shaped their views
and understandings of the world in such a way as to breed scepticism and
resentment towards the political establishment. Despite these shared expe-
riences, they are not organized but rather are focused on individual identity
work, drawing on those around them as and when they need to. They are
not a homogenous, two-dimensional, faceless mass but, rather, complex,
reflexive and creative social actors formulating and maintaining a defensible
self with a sparse and unconventional set of building blocks. Their defensible
yet socially problematic narratives enable these men to understand and
articulate their experiences in a manner that provides a small degree of
meaning, while the activities they engage in provide them with at least a
modicum of control over the direction in which their lives are headed.

Continual tensions arise under globalized neoliberalism because of the
hyperpluralization of society. Groups falling outside the bounds of respect-
ability, and which do not conform to normative behavioural expectations,
are refused entry and branded anomic, requiring banishment (in the case of
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refugees and migrants) or reconstruction (of those already within society)
(see Ilan 2011; Tyler 2013; Winlow and Hall 2013). This failure of toler-
ance and understanding must be challenged if all are to be afforded oppor-
tunities to succeed, particularly now when faced with ‘post-truth’ politics
and a rising tide of anger among abandoned and disenfranchised
postindustrial communities, which has manifested itself in Brexit in the
UK and the election of Donald Trump in the USA. Despite shared goals
and conventional aspirations, not all can, or wish to, conform to (neo)liberal
understandings of the routes and means to achieve success, and this is to be
expected in a diverse society. It is essential that this is respected rather than
forcing conformity (Young 2007: 202). The working classes and dispos-
sessed are not homogenous but, rather, are diverse groups whose experi-
ences are heavily informed by their localities. These localized subjectivities
are crucial to being able to respond to the challenges of life in their
communities. Their narratives indicate a deep desire to be able to fulfil
traditional roles as well as inherent contradictions as they seek to make
sense of their experiences and forge a defensible self-identity. There is a
real and pressing need to find ways of engaging people existing on the edge
of society in a progressive, positive and meaningful manner so that they feel
that they are of society and not its margins. Only by engaging in the
bottom-up enfranchisement of people and the coconstruction of new iden-
tities, rather than the demonization of difference, will we see the effective
incorporation of the marginalized back into society. Currently, the precar-
ious nature of the forms of employment available to men such as those
discussed in this chapter would threaten the perceived stability afforded
them by the marginal lifestyles that they have evolved and adapted in the
face of ongoing adversity.
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CHAPTER 5

Young Working-Class Men Without Jobs:
Reimagining Work and Masculinity

in Postindustrial Sweden

Åsa Andersson and Anita Beckman

I finished school in 2008. Then I worked for a couple of months
in the autumn. But then the company gave me notice and then those of us who

were the last to be employed were the ones who had to go. I had an industrial job then,
in a small factory, installing ploughs. That’s when the years of financial crisis began

so they got rid of half the staff.
Isak, 24

This chapter discusses the narratives of young working-class men, living in a
small town in Sweden that is located outside the regions with economic
growth. As in many other European countries, the rate of unemployment
among Swedish youth is disproportionally high. Since working-class mas-
culinity has traditionally been closely connected to wage labor and to the
ability to provide for oneself, as well as being the breadwinner of the family,
the lack of resources associated with unemployment implies a need to
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redefine one’s own self-understanding. Masculinity and its relational impli-
cations must be re-evaluated and, hence, reimagined. The young men’s
narratives presented in here reflect social and cultural changes that have
taken place on a structural level related to the labor market, the educational
system and the changed conditions for the formation of social identities in a
postindustrial society.

First this chapter describes the character and prevalence of youth unem-
ployment in a Swedish context. It then discusses the implications for a
marginalized masculinity, based on an empirical interview-study with
young unemployed men.

YOUNG SWEDISH WORKING-CLASS MEN IN CONTEXTUAL

DISCONTINUITY

With the Global Financial Crisis of the 1990s, Sweden’s longstanding
economic success came to a critical point. The industrial sector diminished
considerably and the public sector began to be radically downsized (Jonsson
2010). Considerable structural changes have since taken place, with com-
petition on the labor market continuously increasing as a result of
employers’ demands for employees with academic degrees, work experience
and advanced skills—circumstances that undermine young people striving
to establish themselves in the labor market.

High youth unemployment rates are common in many European coun-
tries, but the discrepancy between youth and adult unemployment rates in
Sweden is conspicuous.1 One contributory factor is the high frequency of
temporary jobs on the labor market (Nordstr€om Skans 2009).2 According
to official estimates, seven in ten new jobs will, in the coming years, be
temporary, low-income private service sector jobs. Paralleling this, the
influence of trade unions has diminished sharply. A radical increase in
trade union membership fees introduced by the new center-right govern-
ment in 2007 resulted in a significant reduction in trade union members in a
short period of time (Kjellberg 2009).3 The Swedish labor market has thus
undergone a radical process of flexibilization—sometimes also referred to as
a process of feminization (Standing 1999). Working conditions resemble
those that women, historically speaking, were, and often still are, subjected
to: low wages, irregular and insecure jobs, and a lack of strong unions.

As a group, young Swedish men are more vulnerable than young women
in several respects: they experience higher unemployment rates and lower

102 Å. ANDERSSON AND A. BECKMAN



education levels, and they more seldom migrate, from smaller hometowns
and municipalities for regions with economic growth. Literally as well as
figuratively speaking, young men, to a greater extent than young women,
seem to be left behind. As industries close down and the expansion of the
private service sector continues, the number of jobs that resemble women’s
traditional work is increasing considerably, somewhat benefiting young
women’s employment possibilities. Moreover, today almost 70 % of grad-
uates from Swedish universities are women, and women dominate almost
every area of higher education, even subjects traditionally dominated by
male students.4 As a result, young men in general and young working-class
men in particular have been labeled the socioeconomic losers of the
postindustrial era (Bolin and L€ovgren 1995; Bunar and Trondman 2001;
Berggren 2006).

In discussing the changing conditions for the formation of social identi-
ties, and how this is reflected at the biographical level, “contextual discon-
tinuity” and “contextual incongruity” are suitable concepts (Archer 2007).
Archer describes postindustrial society as being characterized by contextual
discontinuity as a result of its rapid structural changes of different kinds, and
the way these changes are taking place parallel to, but at a different pace, in
various places and contexts. This means that the speed of the structural
change causes uneven effects in different places and in different social
groups, thus complicating intergenerational socialization. The conditions
for the emergence of stable collective communities have thus changed,
particularly those that are linked to work and social position in society.
Concomitantly, there is an increasing contextual incongruity—that is,
there is a discrepancy between the younger generation’s dreams, expecta-
tions and needs in relation to the opportunities and resources that the
contextual conditions offer (Archer 2007: 155). Owing to the rapid struc-
tural changes in the labor market and the fact that fewer young men than
women apply for, and complete, higher education, young working-class
men are, because of their lack of suitable qualifications, even more liable to
experience this kind of contextual incongruity.

To live in, and experience, contextual incongruity implicates the absence
of obvious and predictable life scripts. This can lead to discomfort and
instability, but can also open up possibilities for changes and redefinitions
of one’s own self-understanding as well as of the social formations to which
one is related, which will be exemplified and discussed in the rest of this
chapter.

YOUNG WORKING-CLASS MEN WITHOUT JOBS: REIMAGINING WORK. . . 103



THE STUDY CONTEXT

The municipality of Västervik, on the southeast coast of Sweden, is one
among many small towns and communities whose main industries have
closed down or drastically decreased their workforce during recent decades.
A resettling of young people is at stake on a national level. In many Swedish
municipalities the population of young men and women is declining as
young people tend to abandon their hometowns and move to bigger cities,
where job opportunities are more plentiful and where large universities are
located. The number of people in Västervik between 18 and 30 has
decreased by a third since only 2000. This pattern is typical of small Swedish
towns.

This town is also a typical small Swedish community, formerly the
industrial center for a rural region that is now experiencing various clo-
sures of its industrial enterprises. Today the biggest employers are a
regional hospital and the municipality of Västervik, both clearly gender-
segregated working sectors. More young women migrate from Västervik
than young men, and more young men than young women are registered
as jobseekers. Young men and women who have not finished high school
are over-represented in the statistics of youth unemployment, and the
average educational level of the Västervik population is relatively low. In
all, youth unemployment rates in this municipality are higher than the
national average, with lower education levels.5

Our discussion derives from in-depth interviews with 12 men aged
21–25, conducted during 2014. Informants were recruited through student
counselors and professionals working on community projects for the unem-
ployed. Criteria for selection were that informants were formally registered
as unemployed in the municipality of Västervik, identified themselves as
being involuntarily unemployed, and aged between 19 and 25 years. Inter-
views used a semistructured approach, focusing on life history with partic-
ular emphasis on unemployment, and they lasted between one and
two-and-a-half hours. They were transcribed verbatim and interviewees
were given pseudonyms.

Informants’ unemployment varied from six months to seven years, so
their worklessness can be referred to as long-term unemployment. Only a
few of them had had any work experience at all and then only for short
periods. This meant that they did not have access to unemployment insur-
ance funds since these require regular employment for at least six months.
The young men were instead dependent on economic support from social
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services and thereby lived under significant economic constraints. With few
exceptions, the informants can be categorized as working class, based on
their family background and self-descriptions, but also by their employment
aspirations, which were mostly oriented towards semiskilled or unskilled
manual work. Concerning their families, the majority of the parents had at
the most upper secondary education and held blue-collar jobs; most of the
fathers did manual labor and the mothers worked in similar sectors, or in
caring professions or the service sector.6

LOSS AND NOSTALGIA

A common denotation of young Swedish people today is that they are the
first generation that will live under worse conditions than their parents. This
statement was repeated by some interviewees and although it is a general-
ization in referring to a whole generation, it seems quite appropriate in
depicting the experiences narrated by young, small-town working-class
men. During the 1970s and 1980s, the decades when the young men’s
parents started working, one could do reasonably well if one was in good
health and fit to work. A completed two-year vocationally oriented program
meant good chances for a steady job and pretty decent circumstances in
terms of stable employment and a respected position in the local community
(Bunar and Trondman 2001). Since then the conditions for the working
class in Sweden, as in many other similar countries, have been in a state of
disruption and decline (Bihagen 2007). As an effect of deindustrialization,
employment prospects for poorly educated young people are scarce, espe-
cially for young men (Berggren 2006).

Robin, 21 years old, characterized the social transformation in terms of a
decline taking place in his generation:

There are many kids who live in their parents’ illusion, or their illusion of class.
So there are also many who will experience class mobility, but downwards
instead, or into kind of working-class. Or working-class but unemployed.

Jonathan, 25, would be categorized as working class if defined by his
parents’ education and professions, and also when taking into account his
own aspirations for work. However, when asked to identify himself with
regard to class, he was reluctant to use the term.
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Interviewer: What would you call yourself in terms of class, or
background?

Jonathan: I don’t really know, below the middle.

Interviewer: Below the middle, what would you call that—working
class?

Jonathan: I am unemployed.

Since being working-class alludes to being employed, the label contra-
dicts the experience of being unemployed for the seven years that Jonathan
describes. This differentiates him from his parents’ generation and the
circumstances surrounding their experiences. As shown in studies about
the effects of class and subjective social placement, Sweden is considered
to be a society within which the effects of class are exerted primarily through
a work-experience-centered view rather than by a consumption-centered
view (Karlsson 2016), which means that class identification may seem
difficult or irrelevant for the long-term unemployed.

Clearly, though, the young men’s narratives indicate experiences of a
recent socialization into labor-oriented culture with certain understandings
and values connected to the meaning of work. The prevalent foregrounded
figure here is that of the “modern industrial worker,” defined as a white
male breadwinner, working full time (du Gay 1996), a notion that seems to
have survived into the era of postindustrialism. This figure represents the
ideal and the normality in accordance with which both the young men and
their parents, especially the fathers, have learnt about the way a decent and
normal adult male life should be structured (Roberts 2013). Several of our
interviewees also expressed a wish to follow this path in relation to what kind
of job and social position they wanted. A link between generations was
referred to as a continuity that one is at home with and where foundational
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elements are defined by work and a belonging to the local community. This
is also expressed by an acknowledgement of one’s own talents, what posi-
tion and function one identifies with, and what other places and tasks one
does not see oneself as being suitable for. Unlike Jonathan, Hannes,
22, described his aspirations by referring to himself in terms of class:

I’m not the studying kind of person. I’ve always known that higher education
is not for me. My talents are more about hard work. I think that it has
influenced me that you want to do something for real, like my parents and
their friends and my grandparents did. Like . . . you carry on in these rather
well-trodden tracks. I’m working-class, my job is to keep the wheels turning
and the country going. I see myself like . . . one should be part of the labor
force. (original emphasis)

Hannes further emphasized how he wanted “a real job,” working with
something physical, ensuring that his efforts made a difference that he could
see and grasp; a core quality defining him as working class. As has been
discussed by Connell and others in terms of multiple masculinities, being
socially constructed and hierarchal in relation to each other, the idealized
masculinity of working-class men has traditionally been characterized by
social embodiment and “hard work” as opposed to the cerebral rational
masculinity of middle-class men that privileges intellect and academic suc-
cess (Connell 1995; Nixon 2006; Roberts 2013). As Nixon (2006) notes in
his study of low-skilled unemployed men, they, much like the 1970’s “lads”
in Willis’s classical study (1977), constructed manual work as “real” and
superior to non-manual work. By stressing physicality as opposed to intel-
lectual resources, masculine respectability became classified and secured by
the young men in their construction of masculinity. The valuation of
manual labor occurring in narratives should, however, be related to other
contexts before concluding whether these statements, as suggested by
previous research, make up part of a masculinist discourse (Nixon 2006,
2009). The young men expressed great awareness that by not aspiring to
further studies—or finishing upper secondary school, which for some of
them would be the first step in that direction—they were going against the
uniform advice directed at them from institutional contexts, such as
employment officers and training programs. It was rather the opposition
between being the studying type or not which seemed to sort out the
positioning of sticking to a wish to be “learning to labour” (Willis 1977),
but without underestimating or feminizing studies per se. The attachment
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to manual labor in some narratives was, however, expressed in strong
emotional and physical terms as a sense of belonging and simultaneously
naming what capabilities one knew how to master, like Elias, 22:

People are telling me: “Well, start studying then!” But you can’t learn any-
thing practical by reading about it. And I had problems in school, I got tired of
it and then it just got worse. I’m good at doing practical things. To work, that
feels more like home, to be able to touch things and use them rather than just
to sit and watch a picture of something and read about it. I want to feel the
stuff and work with it.

Where the meaning of becoming a man is related to becoming a worker
(Willis 1977; McDowell 2003), production and practicality have tradition-
ally been, and are still, given strong emotional and social value, even outside
the sphere of regular employment. This is particularly evident in small towns
surrounded by countryside and agriculture. One central aspect of this is the
tight connectedness to vehicles, where the car is of central, practical and
symbolic importance. Owing to their economic constraints the young men
had limited opportunities to participate in consumption and recreational
activities and spheres. One of the more severe consequences of this that the
young men talked about was that few of them had been able to acquire a
driver’s license, which is quite expensive in Sweden (the average cost in
2015 was about SEK18,000/GBP1700/USD2150). This was something
that concretely and symbolically affected the young men since it became an
additional limitation for their jobseeking, but also in forming an adult
masculine identity in line with what is expected and seen as normal, espe-
cially in the community of a small town. This places those young men in a
marginalized or even displaced position in the local culture of masculinity.
Being unable to get a driver’s license stood out as a signifier of the loss of
control over one’s own life situation, and thereby also of the overall vulner-
ability that several of the young men described. Kalle, 24, pointed out the
belittling experience of being left out and behind:

I think it’s important for everyone to feel that one is contributing to society . . .
to be able to feel like an adult, to work . . . and things like that. Because when
you see your friends who can take that step while you are still stuck . . . then it
feels a bit like still being left at the children’s table.
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The dislocated and insecure situation that the young men were
experiencing formed an obvious contrast to the narratives about the pre-
ceding generations and their life. In these narratives, nostalgic images
abound, depicting a recently lost way of life, where employment meant
hard labor but also a durable and respected position in the local community
where (especially male) status was determined by a worker identity. This
also meant a functional position in society and the nation as a whole—where
one was needed as a part of a collective whose task it was to “keep the wheels
turning and the country going”—that is necessary and valuable as opposed
to the redundant masculinity which McDowell (2003) characterizes as the
position of today’s young, white, working-class men. Since nostalgia is an
emerging feature here, it could serve as a sign of cultural conservatism or
even reactionary tendencies, something often attributed to the working
class. Nostalgia may, however, carry a double-edged potential as both a
reactionary and a radical reworking of the past, as discussed in the writings
of Lawler (2014). Where traditional ways of gaining status as a man are less
accessible, backward-looking tendencies may function as a defense mecha-
nism by rejecting change on both the personal and the cultural level. Yet in
another sense nostalgia may serve as a point of mobilization in a critique of
the present. We will return to this aspect in the last section of this chapter.
By first focusing on the emotional qualities of nostalgia, though, the narra-
tives give indications of feelings of loss, sorrow and sometimes also shame
about being unable to continue the life script of earlier generations, or even
reaching a ‘proper’ adult status. When comparing himself with his parents
and their work ethics, Isak said:

My mom has worked in a supermarket, and my dad, for as long as I recall, he
has been working in industry. I have always had role models for how it should
be, with orderliness and respectability. You should have a job to make ends
meet for yourself and for your family. That’s the kind of view you’ve had of
how it should be. But then my generation came and kind of destroyed this.

Isak showed a tendency to feel guilty and blame himself for the situation
that he and many others in his generation find themselves in. The tendency
of self-blaming evident here may be seen as an effect of the contextual
discontinuity where structural changes are interpreted on a biographical
level in line with dominant cultural discourses about individual responsibil-
ity. As Beck and Beck-Gernsheim suggest, in late modernity, collective
communities and experiences become severely weakened, making the
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individual responsible for forming their own life by strategic choice-making
(2002). In this logic of individualization, even social differences and
inequalities are seen as being caused by wrong choices made by an individ-
ual responsible for his own miscalculations. While orderliness and respect-
ability are values stemming from a more collectivistic working-class culture
transferred between generations, the possibilities for achieving them have
changed drastically. Not being able to gain respectability and economic
independence was, however, depicted not only as an individual failure but
also as a generational one. This kind of reflection can be related not only to
idealization and nostalgia when dwelling on the past but also, as we show in
the section on reflecting on the meaning of work and masculinity, in
formulating some critical notions about the given masculine role models.

The familiar working-class culture was narratively placed back in time.
Conditions and demands more prevalent in the labor market of today were,
however, more pressing for the young men when reflecting on what they
defined as their abilities, or rather their lack of abilities.

UNMARKETABLE SELVES

I have to find out what makes me attractive for the future job market.
(Hannes, 22)

In Sweden, as well as in other national contexts, there has been a clear shift
in responsibilities concerning the matching of the workforce to the needs of
the labor market. Where it once was the government’s responsibility to
maintain a relative balance, today the responsibility for acquiring the right
education and competencies that the market requires is more fragmented,
but also a highly individualized matter (Berglund 2009; Garsten and
Jacobsson 2004; Ulfsdotter Eriksson and Hedenus 2014). This has also
severely impacted the education system.

Some of our interviewees had not finished upper secondary school, while
some had graduated with poor grades. Few could, in their current situation,
see further studies as a reasonable way to improve their life situation. When
dwelling on the subject, many of them saw further studies as risky since they
would force them to take a student loan, which could make a vulnerable
situation even more insecure.7 Some of the young men had, however, taken
part, or were currently taking part, in training programs for craftsmanship,
which were arranged as a collaboration between the local unemployment
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office and a temporary work agency. Attending such programs means
retaining unemployed status, and to continue receiving unemployment
benefits one must continuously search for other jobs and immediately
drop out when another job turns up. That kind of vocational training
program was, however, appreciated by several of the young men since this
would result in licenses for specialized crafts in manual labor. This was
something which they hoped, as per Hannes’s comments, would be a way
to make them “attractive for the future job market.” Such a phrase is
explicitly part of the language stemming from the contexts of training and
coaching programs that the majority of the young men had taken part in—
some of them for several periods—and where “learning to be employable” is
the core issue encapsulating a certain set of strategic attributes (Garsten and
Jacobsson 2004; Mäkinen 2015). The ruling term here, “employability,”
marks a shift of focus between the worker and the labor market where
employability security (the presumption of finding a job with a given,
although preferably flexible, set of skills) is replacing employment security
(Kelan 2008).

Skeggs notes that, in the realm of the global economy, particular forms of
self are deemed to be necessary according to neoliberal understandings of
governance: “New workers have to create themselves into marketable
products, to be sold and resold on a rapidly changing market” (Skeggs
2004: 73). To succeed in this one needs abilities and competencies, both
formal and informal. The right education and marketable skills are, of
course, the formal foundation, but besides those there are the more infor-
mal qualities, such as the right way of presenting oneself as attractive and
valuable. This is well captured in du Gay’s concept of “the enterprising self”
(1996), which stands for the ability to present an energetic self that is keen
to act strategically and build useful networks. It is an ideal that requires
workers to become entrepreneurs, not only in their approach to their
professional activities but also for their own sense of self, in relation to the
labor market (Kelan 2008). Consistent with neoliberal ideas, this formation
of the self is promoted in institutional and public contexts, such as the
school system, and in professional as well as more informal career guidance,
such as training programs for the unemployed. Retold experiences from
coaching programs were the most obvious examples of how these ideas were
acted out in relation to the participants in our study. Several training
sessions in self-presenting, formulating and constantly updating resumés
and personal letters (even when there was nothing to update) for jobseeking
were practices they were familiar with though saw little meaning in.
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Work-related coaching is a sphere brought about by the anticipatory
economy where value is produced more in terms of future expectations
and potentialities than of formalized abilities and skills already achieved
(Mäkinen 2015). Crucial in stressing potentialities is the ability to present
and market them, which merges into the project of presenting and market-
ing the individual self as valuable. This means strong pressure and high
expectations on the individual to be able to act strategically, and to identify
and name one’s prime virtues and find the most effective and striking way to
make oneself desirable to potential employers, something that requires
material and social resources that are not equally available to everyone
(Mäkinen 2015). The kind of resources most successful in this matter have
much in common with the kind of masculinities conceptualized by Connell
and Wood (2005) as “business masculinities,” where life is treated as an
enterprise and thereby bodies and emotions are managed entrepreneurially.
This kind of masculinity, reflected in life-history interviews of managers,
Connell and Wood claim to be hegemonic, since it is in line with the
dominant globalized, cultural, political and economic discourses of neoliber-
alism (Connell andWood 2005). Even if this is a kind of elite masculinity, and
thereby only attainable by the few, it bears qualities which in more moderate
form are prevalent in contexts of more general relevance, structuring a gender
order that sets apart different groups of men in accordance with how they are
related to this hegemonic norm (Aboim 2010).

Several interviewees expressed an awareness of the virtues one should
embody but saw great difficulties in living up to them. Some talked about
the alienation and uneasiness they felt in situations of self-marketing and
when pressed to formulate their potentials. Sebastian, 22, explained that he
has always had difficulty in specifying his goals and ambitions. Similar to
several others, he saw himself as learning easily as long as the learning was
about hands-on activities. What he saw as most problematic was promoting
himself in the process of jobseeking:

I do want a job. I don’t feel so good when I don’t have one. I have major
problems applying for jobs and can easily get nervous. It’s the actual act of
applying that is the problem and even more so if I have to call someone. I’m
not very good at writing resumés or personal letters and things like that,
hardly anything ever comes of that. . .

The precariousness in relation to the alternatives supposedly offered on
the contemporary labor market becomes an effect of the structural

112 Å. ANDERSSON AND A. BECKMAN



disadvantage for young men with a low-skilled working-class background,
while the alternatives may seem unreachable from their present horizon
(Gillberg 2010). Capacities such as strong confidence in one’s own abilities
and the capability to strategically navigate between different choices and
possibilities tend to work as a selection mechanism within the educational
system and the labor market. There is also an irony here where several of the
men, as per the earlier quotations, certainly did know their talent and
potentials, and could clearly name them. A few of them even had a license
from completed training in craftsmanship, but they were not, since they
remained unemployed, acknowledged in terms of having the right kind of
marketable value. These young men were not able to perform the kind of
masculinity preferred by the culture brought about by the anticipatory
economy, withinwhich their skills seem outdated and themasculinity related
to it redundant (McDowell 2003). Hannes describes the effect of this:

It’s easy to accept the idea that you have nothing to offer, you’re good for
nothing. I think it’s easy to get stuck in that. Especially if you haven’t had the
opportunity to even try to work and haven’t got any references either. Like . . .
no, it seems as if I haven’t done anything right. It would have been easier if
one had been at a workplace, been able to work and get . . . some credits to
strengthen your self-confidence a bit.

Johan, 22, also describes himself as not living up to what he knows is
required for succeeding in a competitive labor market—that is, being able to
market himself:

It’s probably people like me . . . it’s hard to explain but for some people it
comes easier. If you have a strong drive and are in the forefront then you make
it most of the time. Then it comes easier to you, even to make contacts. I think
I could have come further in life if I had been more forward, more of an
extrovert. I’m thinking why didn’t I do it that way, why didn’t I try, why
wasn’t I more forward? Then these things get stuck into your head. [. . .] It’s
obvious . . . let’s say there’s me and there’s someone else and there’s a job
available. If he is positive and vivacious and all of that you know, then he will
be chosen instead of me who is more introverted.

The young men often positioned themselves as deficient in relation to the
dominant cultural forms of what the ideal employable (male) worker should
be like: enterprising and competitive (Hanlon 2012). They spoke about
experiences of failure, often blaming themselves and their lack of desirable
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abilities in relation to the contemporary labor market. This can also be
seen as an example of contextual discontinuity (Archer 2007) since
intergenerational socialization loses its earlier function; the working-class
gendered intergenerational experience of working life is of little help to the
young men where they are right now. Neither being industrious and loyal
nor mastering a crafts is enough if the qualities cannot be integrated in the
self as a marketable product.

REFLECTING ON THE MEANING OF WORK AND MASCULINITY

In terms of masculinity, both contexts that have been considered here—the
local intergenerational working-class culture on the one hand and neoliberal
ideas permeating activities for the unemployed, such as training and
coaching programs, on the other—serve as reference points for the young
men’s experience of subordination. Certainly, these contexts differ in several
ways; in discursive impact they are most uneven and one central dimension
of this unevenness is time. The felt deficiency in affiliating with a desirable
working-class continuity is defined by its rupture in relation to the former
generation and a local history. The experiences of falling short in fulfilling
the marketable self are connected to the cultural and economic projects of
neoliberal globalization and the forms of subjectivity and masculinity
emerging there (Connell and Wood 2005), and are thereby more related
to the situation of today and future prospects. The displacement in the latter
context is, however, partly related to the former and can be seen as an effect
of it in terms of contextual discontinuity and incongruity experienced by the
young men. The transition from “learning to labor” to “learning to enter-
prise the self” is not easily mastered. The aforementioned nostalgia about
working-class continuity may here serve as a critique of the present. In
contrast to the prevalent figure of the working-class man as left behind
and without a legitimate place in the present (Nayak 2006), a counter-
image is being recalled where important and consistent features such as
“hard work,” orderliness and respectability—that is, being included among
the ones who “keep the country going”—should mean having a legitimate
place in society and in the nation as a whole.

In many ways the situation that the young men described was marked by
deficiency and vulnerability, which is unsurprising since being professionally
successful is a central component of the hegemonic form of masculinity
(Aboim 2010). Being categorized as long-term unemployed means often
being depicted as “abject others,” by the media and in public debate, and
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even more so if placed in subordinated categories such as (non-)working-
class males (Nayak and Kehily 2014) living in rural areas of the country.
Materially as well as symbolically, this becomes a form of highly marginal-
ized masculinity. From this unfavorable position, besides narratives of
decline, some critical reflections and possible alternative ways of forming
social identities and masculinities were recounted. This was furthermore
related to different kinds of work ethics than the familiar one that the young
men had been socialized into when growing up and the other one that they
had encountered as jobseekers. The critical indications were then directed
both at some of the attitudes and behaviors of their parents’ generation,
especially the fathers, and at the neoliberal approaches that the young men
have encountered in other settings.

Beginning with the former, even if feelings of loss, sorrow and shame
were, as we saw, expressed by some of the young men as a consequence of
not having succeeded in following in the footsteps of earlier generations,
there was in some narratives also a mild form of critique articulated against
what was perceived to be a kind of self-righteousness regarding the mascu-
line culture of their fathers’ generation. Such men, it was remarked, had
never needed to reflect on their selves, their position and role in relation to
the labor market. Given that they had been able to start working right after
school, they were described as lacking empathy and understanding for the
circumstances of others affected by radically shifting employment opportu-
nities. Isak described this as being a contentious issue between him and his
father:

We’ve had discussions and we’re always at odds with each other about why
one is unemployed nowadays and why one can’t find a job. He claimed that I
was being lazy and didn’t want to find a job, while I claimed that I’ve realized
how things are done at the unemployment office nowadays and what the
situation is like on the labor market now. And he hasn’t seen that since he’s
been working his whole life, he’s never really known what it is like to be
unemployed. We’ve had discussions and I’ve gotten really irritated with him
so many times.

Comments were also made about a perceived narrowminded way of
defining oneself solely in relation to work—that is to say, the centrality
and dominance of work as the exclusive source of worth in (male) life.
Robin described that kind of logic:
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You’re thinking that if you don’t have a job you have no value. As if the job is
the central thing in life and you can’t build anything to be engaged with
outside of work, then it means that you measure success in having a job or not

Being the breadwinner—being the head of the family (Lewis 2001;
Kelan 2008)—had been a rather unquestioned role and position of the
fathers’ generation, but was criticized by some of the young men. They
suggested that this had resulted in an authoritarian and narrowminded way
of fathering which was seen as an undesirable form of role modeling. “He
wanted to show me who was in charge, he almost became like a dictator,”
was Isak’s description of his father’s behavior towards him when growing
up, asserting that this was somehow sanctioned by the other family mem-
bers because they knew the father to be hard-working and thereby showing
his responsibility and care. But what it means to be responsible and caring
towards others, and what it means to practice care, were being re-evaluated
by some interviewees. The traditional way of connecting breadwinning with
care was rejected, and so was the authoritarian, dominant way of fathering, a
behavior described as an emotional defect, characteristic of older genera-
tions of men and stemming from an avoidance of showing any kind of
weakness. Here the instability of masculinity and its relation to work and
class become sites of more open-ended redefinitions, revealing how mascu-
linity is always formed by tension and conflict (Aboim 2010).

The rejection of dominance and the integration of values such as
interdependence, relationality and caring have been central features in
recent discussions in critical studies on men and masculinities (Aboim
2010; Hanlon 2012; Elliot 2015). We would tentatively stress that this
may also occur in a position marked by marginalization, and that this
position partly brings about the re-evaluation and reimagination of mascu-
linity, but also partly limits the possibilities of practicing a caring form of
masculinity since this demands material and social resources. As some of the
young men noted, being unemployed, with all the economic and social
restraints this amounts to, had meant that they had learnt a lot in terms of
perspective. In contrast to the kind of restricted masculinity that they
attributed to their fathers’ generation, they narratively constructed their
own masculine identity in terms of being more open-minded and reflective.
This kind of critical re-evaluation opens up an alternative masculinity related
to another kind of work ethic concerning both one’s role in the family and
the meaning of work. Hannes, who was earlier quoted as explicitly calling
himself working class and wanting “to keep the country going,” was a
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young father, living with his girlfriend and their daughter. He described
how he wanted to see himself and his position in his own family:

It’s not about me providing for my family but I want to be able to domy share.
I wouldn’t have a problem with being the one without a fulltime job and my
girlfriend having a fulltime job. I wouldn’t have a problem with that, it doesn’t
de-masculinize me at all. But I still feel a bit traditional, at least I want some
kind of income, to be able to provide, to show my child that Daddy is doing
this for us. I’m not stuck in any particular way of providing or that I should
have the main burden of providing or anything, but still, I want to be a
contributing partner.

This is one example of several where close relations are of central concern
when defining what is valued most in one’s current life situation and what
motivates the actions one would be ready to take. The outspoken worth and
importance attributed to the close relations with family and longtime friends
become a central concern to engage and invest in, and to identify with in a
way that has traditionally been more connected to the responsibilities and
identity of women. Here the ethics of care and relation-orientation stand
out as important features. However, Hannes’s quote also expresses that the
possibility of being a contributing partner and practicing care is limited by
his state of unemployment. With severely restricted economic and social
resources, he is deprived of the possibility to do his share of providing and,
as he explains, he is very limited in terms of taking part in social activities—
such as going to children’s birthday parties, going swimming or visiting
relatives—since they cannot afford it.

A dislocation in terms of gender and class was also evident when partic-
ipants explicitly reflected on possible future careers, with some identifying
that spheres usually gender-labeled as feminine presented a possible future.
Isak had, as per the quote at the outset of this chapter, a short experience
from working in industry. What he wanted for his future, though, was
service sector employment, something he had learnt from a temporary
position in a chain store—that service professions corresponded well with
what he saw as capacities he had and wanted to develop further. His
foremost strategy was to try to get as much temporary work there as possible
in the hope of gaining steady future employment.

Another example is Ibrahim, 21, who was one of the few preparing for
further studies. When explaining his future plans, he stressed that he wanted
an education that would give him good chances for employment, but he
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also articulated that his professional interest was directed at working with
people:

I have talked with many who said that there’s a great need for nurses and that
it’s a profession for the future. That’s why I have chosen that profession
because there is a future in it.

Both Isak’s and Ibrahim’s aspirations serve as examples given in relation
to a labor market being in a state of restructuring and how this affects
gendered class identities. The young men’s wishes and strategies were
explained by a combination of assessments of employment prospects, the
possibility of staying close to one’s family and friends, and an interest in
professions dealing with care and relations. Relating this to previous
research on gender, class and working life, both similarities and differences
are found. McDowell’s (2000, 2003) and Nixon’s (2009) studies on largely
unemployed young working-class men show an unwillingness to change
when it comes to aspirations for work, with socialization and educational
background being seen to situate service sector work for unskilled working-
class men as too connected with femininity and a kind of emotional labor
that traditional masculinity rejects. McDowell further writes about a gender
stereotyping taking place in the way that men and women often talk about
their work within the service sector in different ways, women tending “to
emphasize personal interrelations, empathy and the emotional exchange
between sales assistant and customer” (McDowell 2002: 51). These qual-
ities were, though, very similar to the ways some of the young men in our
study described what they saw as valuable for gaining employment in the
service sector. They did not connect such qualities with any specific gen-
dered attributes but, rather, saw them as aspects of their personalities that
they could make use of if given the opportunity to enter the job market.
There was thus some resonance with Roberts’s (2013) findings that note
changes in attitudes among young working-class men employed in the
service sector who value the work they have become accustomed
to. Importantly for our participants, whether they saw these sectors as
possible and desirable for future employment had most to do with whether
they perceived the professions in question as necessitating further studies,
which, as discussed before, could be an obstacle.

As Skeggs showed in her seminal work on class and gender, the devel-
opment of a caring self has for a long time been a feminine working-class
task, serving as a way of gaining respectability in a severely restricted
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situation. Investments in responsibility and care for others are not given a
strong or durable value, neither in economic nor in cultural terms, but they
serve as a reproduction of social division and a continuing subordination of
working-class women (Skeggs 1997). It remains to be seen whether
approaches to emotional labor and to the ethics of care— in relation to
both work and the private sphere—observed in the narratives of the young
men will be part of a similar pattern. That is, even if gender identities are in a
state of redefinition both concerning masculinity versus femininity and
different masculinities relating to each other, economic and social subordi-
nation may, and often does, still persist (Roberts 2013), drawing on other
dividing principles such as the division of labor imbued in the era of
neoliberalism. However, what we would stress by highlighting these exam-
ples and tendencies is that a form of working-class masculinity, through its
relation to the ethics of care, is in a state of redefinition, and that this can be
observed among men in the most marginalized positions.

The ethics of care was also one of the alternative values formulated in the
critical reflections directed at individualism and market-oriented definitions
of work, self and career-building that the young men had met as jobseekers.
As discussed above, the young men had unpleasant experiences of feeling
exposed and inadequate in contexts where the enterprising self was meant to
be developed and demonstrated. Even if these experiences could result in
self-blame, several of the young men also expressed strong disapproval of
the training programs, especially the mandatory periods of job-coaching.
These were labeled as a waste of time, repetitive and misguided in relation to
their needs and wishes. The programs tended rather to work as a confirma-
tion of the increasing distance between the young men and the regular labor
market; between what one had to offer and what seemed to be in demand.
Robin clearly formulated a critique of the individualization of the problem
of unemployment. He pointed out how this tends to result in defining
deficiencies at the personal level:

Many tend to think it’s about them or that the problem is their own, that one
is not socially competent, maybe can’t speak up for themselves . . . being shy,
nervous, not knowing what to do. But no one knows what to do on the job
before you are at the job. You know, this nervousness, as if: ‘I don’t know,
maybe I don’t have anything to offer’.

Robin meant that the sought-after, socially competent individual who is
articulate, self-confident and can market himself in every situation because
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he knows he always has something to offer which is attractive to others is
nothing but a fiction. As such this fiction works as an instrument of control
within the anticipatory economy, to keep the unemployed as well as
employed workers on their toes. In his well-developed social critique,
Robin clearly stood out, yet hints were present in other participant narratives
of similar ways of reflecting on the effects of being trained to present the self,
while constantly being rejected by employers. Alternative designations and
meanings of work, its content and function, and thereby alternative designa-
tions of the masculinity related to it were here indicated. Ibrahim, for exam-
ple, spoke about the voluntary work he did in training children in sports
activities, and how this gave him a sense of value in knowing that he contrib-
uted to the wellbeing of others. These experiences can be seen to form a
different ground for outlining alternative work ethics, where caring and
collectivistic definitions emerge, partly situationally adapted, partly nostalgic.
If the radical potential for nostalgia is being stressed, it may harbor utopian
strains. As expressed by Robin in his vision of the meaning of work,

The way it’s defined today, then work is, well it’s paid labor, that you get
money for something. But that’s not the way it’s always been when it comes to
defining work and I hope that’s not the way it will always be. Work is
something that’s useful for society or for the community, for the whole lot,
for you and me to be able to live side by side. Then you have to work together
. . . no matter if there is any money or nor, or what you gain from it.

CONCLUSION

The reimagining of work and masculinity that we have identified in the
narratives of the young unemployed working-class men should be seen in
relation to two important contexts, the first of them being the local
intergenerational working-class culture, and the other the market-oriented
definitions of work and self, characterizing not only institutionalized activ-
ities directed at the unemployed but strongly permeating the labor market
and education system of today. Being unemployed and with little or no
working life experience, for these young men, work becomes the ever-
present absence. Employment and consumption are held to be two of the
most central elements in the social construction of the young masculine
identity (McDowell 2003), and since the young jobless men have no or very
little access to these realms, other sources of meaning are being used. From
a situation much characterized by deficiency and marginalization, we saw an
alternative understanding of the meaning of work developing, intertwined
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with alternative conceptions of masculinity, similar to what has been
described as “caring masculinities” (Hanlon 2012; Elliot 2015). We see
these tendencies partly as being related to the state of unemployment and
the marginalized position stemming from it, indicating that important and
critical changes to masculinity are taking place there too, far from the more
privileged locations.

NOTES

1. In 2013 the rate of youth unemployment was as high as 4.4 times the
rate for adults, which put Sweden in a leading position among
comparable countries (http://www.scb.se/statistik/_publikationer/
AM0401_2013A01_BR_AM76BR1301.pdf).

2. Other possible explanations exist. For example, the lack of an official appren-
ticeship system counted as paid work, as in Germany and Austria; the fact that
neither upper secondary school students nor university students receive grants
and/or student loans for all 12 months of the year, as is the case in, say,
Denmark (http://www.scb.se/sv_/Hitta-statistik/Artiklar/Statistiken-ove
r-ungdomsarbetsloshet-ar-jamforbar/ – downloaded 2016–12–27).

3. During 2007 and 2008, Swedish trade unions lost 235.000 members in total,
which is a remarkable number for a small nation (Kjellberg 2009).

4. In lower levels of education, girls achieve better grades in all areas except
sports—even in mathematics, which was formally an area where boys used to
perform at a higher level (SOU 2009: 64).

5. In 2014, 17 % of young men and 13 % of young women were looking for jobs
in Västervik. A larger percentage of young women had academic degrees:
35 %, compared with 22 % of youngmen (https://www.vastervik.se/Global/
kommun-och-politik/kommunfakta/scb/scb-kommunfakta-vastervik-2013.
pdf-).

6. After nine years of compulsory school, youth in Sweden are entitled to a three-
year upper secondary school education. It is voluntarily, free of charge and
provides a choice of 18 different national education programs. The vast
majority choose to attend upper secondary school.

7. This avoidance of economic and timely investment in higher education among
working-class families, and even more so among individuals living in harsh
economic circumstances, has been discussed in terms of a rational strategy of
risk-reducing (Beach and Sernhede 2011; Gillberg 2010).
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CHAPTER 6

‘I Am Going to Uni!’Working-Class Academic
Success, Opportunity and Conflict

Michael R. M. Ward

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1970s observable anxieties have been developing in popular
discourse about the position of boys and young men (MacInnes 1998;
Morgan 2006; Kimmel 2006; Roberts 2014; Ward 2015a). In the UK,
these concerns have centred on a range of issues including boys’ supposed
educational ‘underachievement’ (when compared with the achievement of
girls), high rates of suicide and poor mental health among young men, and
boys’ involvement in offending and anti-social behaviour. Similar concerns
about these issues are emerging in a range of other countries around the
world (e.g. Edstr€om et al. 2015).

These problems are often framed as outcomes of a ‘war’ on boys (Hoff
Sommers 2013) or a ‘crisis’ of masculinity (Morgan 2006; Syal 2013).
However, as others have pointed out, this discourse is far from novel and
has a much longer history than the current ‘crisis’ suggests (Connell 1995;
Roberts 2014; Tarrant et al. 2015). Nonetheless, some studies have shown
that some men are more disadvantaged by these economic shifts than others
(Nayak 2006; McDowell 2012; Ward 2014, 2015b; Robb et al. 2015).
Therefore, although the generic categories of ‘men’ and ‘boys’ are
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often used in policy and cultural commentaries, in reality it is young,
working-class men living in postindustrial places who most embody this
anxiety (Morris 2012; Ward et al. 2015).

Therefore, while there has been a significant debate in recent years around
boys’ and young men’s educational engagement at primary and secondary
level across the global north (Epstein et al. 1998; Martino 2008), concerns
have also grown about young men’s ‘underachievement’ in the
higher education sector (Hillman and Robinson 2016) and their
non-continuation (dropout) rates when compared with young women
(Quinn et al. 2006). Yet further studies specifically show that in a similar
way to the ‘crisis’ of masculinity discourse, not all men experience higher
education in the same way. Just as in the primary and secondary sector,
difficulties and challenges are more likely to be experienced by white, and
black and minority ethnic, young men from working-class backgrounds
(Lehmann 2009; Reay et al. 2009; Cobbett and Younger 2012) than their
middle-class counterparts (Ingram and Waller 2014; Waller et al. 2017).

Drawing on ethnographic fieldwork with young men (aged 16–18) in a
deindustrialized community in South Wales (UK), in this chapter I add to the
literature on white working-class men by focusing on how academically suc-
cessful men transition to higher education. I address how the performance of
an alternative form of working-class masculinity linked to academic success,
often coded as studious and compliant (see Connell 1989;Mac anGhaill 1994;
Frosh et al. 2002), proved problematic in a former industrial community.
However, contradictions within these young men’s in-school studious perfor-
mances become apparent when their out-of-school activities are considered.

I begin this chapter by looking at the literature on white working-class
boys’ educational achievement. I focus especially on the role of place, and I
address how this impacts on the development of a studious performance of
working-class masculinity. After outlining the study and research methods, I
look at what academic success means in this context. I then analyse in detail
the displays of this more studious form of working-class masculinity, before
moving on to outline some contradictions to this performance.

WORKING-CLASS EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT

AND THE PERFORMANCE OF STUDIOUS MASCULINITIES

Sociological work that has centred on working-class young people in the
UK has often focused on their difficult relationships with educational
engagement. In particular, this work has addressed three main themes.
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First, studies have concentrated on the role of education as a route to social
mobility and as a way out of working-class origins. For a small minority, this
pathway occurs through the grammar school system (Jackson and Marsden
1962; Douglas 1964; Lacey 1970; Halsey et al. 1980). Second, a prominent
focus has been on anti-school or rebellious behaviour, poor performance and
educational underachievement (Hargreaves 1967; Willis 1977; Corrigan
1979; Jenkins 1983; Epstein et al. 1998; McDowell 2003). Third, this
work has begun to look at the costs associated with educational achievement
for working-class identity, once one has progressed to university or reached
adulthood (Skeggs 1997; Weis 2004; Reay et al. 2009; Wakeling 2010).

However, this early work has been criticized by some feminists for lion-
izing working-class men and has accused male authors of glorifying oppres-
sive forms of masculinity (Skeggs 1992; Delamont 2000; Ingram 2009).
Alongside these criticisms, some studies have offered a more nuanced cri-
tique of the problems and practices associated with being a working-class
young man, and have explored male dominance and power inequalities
between men and between boys (Mac an Ghaill 1994; Reay 2002; Francis
et al. 2010). Alongside these issues, what also seems to be important is the
role that the locality or geography plays in the social and cultural construc-
tion of masculinity (Massey 1995; Berg and Longshurst 2003; Kenway et al.
2006; Gorman-Murray and Hopkins 2015), and what it means to be a
young working-class man in certain communities (Ward 2015b, Ward
et al. forthcoming). This chapter adds to the literature by exploring the
difficulties of academically successful working-class boys displaying a studi-
ous form of masculinity (see Francis 2009; Ingram 2009, 2011) when older
traditions of masculinity, shaped by a locales industrial heritage and culture,
are the default reference point in the community they inhabit.

CONTEXT AND METHODS

The South Wales Valleys were once a leading area of coal production. For
nearly two centuries they were one of the largest industrial centres in the
UK, employing up to quarter of a million men (Rees and Stroud 2004). A
strong division of labour accompanied these communities where distance
from anything seen as ‘feminine’ was essential for a strong masculine
identity. Men earned respect for working arduously, and these roles were
often seen as heroic, with punishing physical labour that involved different
degrees of manual skill and bodily toughness, creating a hard, stoic mascu-
linity (Walkerdine 2010). Male camaraderie, which was established through
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physicality and close working conditions underground, was also developed
through jokes, story-telling, sexist language and banter at the work site.
This was further supported through social institutions such as miners’
institutes, chapels, pubs, working men’s clubs and sports. ‘Real’masculinity
was not formed through academic labour and book-based knowledge.

During the 1980s, owing to economic restructuring, the region underwent
rapid deindustrialization (Smith 1999; Day 2002). This acute collapse
coupledwith the decline of themanufacturing industry led to a drastic increase
in economic inactivity. The area suffers with high levels of social and economic
deprivation and low levels of educational attainment. These industrial losses
were accompanied by the erosion of traditional apprenticeships and youth
training schemes, whichwould have supported these industries and provided a
platform into adulthood and other forms of skilled-manual employment
(Adamson 2008).

Given this context, this chapter draws on findings from an Economic and
Social Research Council-funded ethnographic study which looked at the
diversity of gender performances of a group of white, working-class men
aged 16–18 (n ¼ 35) within the former industrial town of Cwm Dyffryn1

situated in the SouthWales Valleys (see Ward 2015a). The overall aim was to
investigate howmasculinities were formed, articulated and negotiated by one
school year group at the end of their compulsory schooling, and then to
follow them through their different post-16 educational pathways. Access was
granted by the headteacher of the high school where much of the research
was conducted. The fieldwork included participant observation supported by
extensive fieldnotes, focus group interviews, ethnographic conversations, and
more formally recorded one-on-one interviews over the two-and-a-half year
research period. The interviews were fully transcribed and, along with the
detailed fieldnotes, coded using a CAQDAS software package for key themes.
At the school, fieldwork included observing and actively participating in
different lessons; ‘hanging around’ in the sixth-form common room and
various canteens during break times; playing football and scrabble; and
attending school events, such as prize nights, parents’ evenings, school trips
and sporting occasions. As ‘young people’s gender identities cannot be
adequately comprehended within the microcosm of the school institution
alone’ (Nayak 2003: 148), this research was also undertaken across multiple
other arenas of their lives. This was carried out to further understand the
numerous ways that these young men performed their masculinities to dif-
ferent audiences and in different contexts.
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Several themes emerged from the ethnographic study. First, the multiple,
nuanced ways young men’s lives were lived in a specific deindustrialized place
emphasized that a degree of code-shifting occurred, where respondents
adjusted and altered their performances of masculinity for different audiences.
Second, different academic and vocational educational pathways framed the
definition of the situation for these young men. Through these pathways,
young men learnt what roles were expected of them when studying a certain
subject or course and what was also expected of people around them. Third,
outside their education institutions, the legacy of the region’s industrial past
and the working-class cultural milieu of the locale were re-embodied and
retraditionalized in different ways across other local sites and spaces.

Using Goffman’s framework for interpreting social interaction (Goffman
1959, 1974), I drew together the data based on friendship ties that became
apparent as the fieldwork progressed.2 Goffman (1959: 85) argues that
within social interaction it is the front stage or front region of the actor’s
performance that is on display, and which functions ‘to define the situation
for those who observe the performance’. He also uses the term ‘team’ to
refer to sets of individuals who come together to perform specific acts
through different interactional ‘frames’. These cooperations then help to
express meaning within different social relations. The overall ‘team’ impres-
sion can be seen as a performance alongside the individual acts, through
forms of impression management. The back stage or back region, which
occurs behind the front and the ‘team’ performances, is further defined by
Goffman (1959: 114) as ‘a place, related to a given performance, where the
impression fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted as a
matter of course’. Away from the front display, things can be adjusted and
changed. However, other actions, which might spoil or ruin the perfor-
mance and the overall impression, are suppressed. In the remainder of this
chapter I shall explore the performances of a studious form of masculinity
displayed by one of these ‘teams’ or friendship groups within the study, the
academically successful working-class ‘geeks’.

INTRODUCING ‘THE GEEKS’: EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT,
SUBJECT CHOICE AND FAMILY BIOGRAPHIES

Those young men who transgress a locality’s social norms by being aca-
demically successful and having different cultural interests are often bullied
and receive labels by their peers such as ‘nerd’, ‘dweeb’, ‘dork’, ‘freak’,
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‘brainiac’, ‘boffin’ ‘swot’ and ‘geek’ (see Connell 1989; Martino 1999;
Pascoe 2007; Mendick and Francis 2012). While the word ‘geek’ is a
relatively simple term, it is full of ambiguity and has multiple meanings
that change from place to place. Nonetheless, what these labels all tend to
have in common is that those who receive them are deemed to be stigma-
tized (Goffman 1963) in some way or other as overtly intelligent, shy,
unattractive social outcasts who often shun other people who do not share
their stigmatized status. Accompanying these labels are particular attributes
of personal front (Goffman 1959) that are deemed socially abnormal, such
as unfashionable hair and dress styles, glasses and reputations for bad
personal hygiene. The word ‘geek’ is likely to be used as a pejorative marker,
and to be labelled as such is to be defined as a social misfit (Kendall 2000;
Pascoe 2007). However, as will become clear, for some, this label was
embraced and used to describe oneself and one’s friendship group.

‘The Geeks’ friendship group consisted primarily of Leon, Gavin, Ruben,
Scott, Nibbles, Alan, Sean, Ieuan, Sam, Sin and Nixon.3 Apart from Sin,
who was of Chinese heritage, all were white and had been born in the town,
and when I met them in year 11 they had the highest grades in their year
group. In the extracts below, a ‘geek’ is described by the young men
themselves as someone who does not participate in sports and is more
interested in video games, films and comics:

Sam: Get a sporting accolade and you’re already like the greatest
person ever.

Alan: If you don’t do sport in school you’re like. . .
Sam: . . .a geek. . .
Sean: . . .yeah, a geek basically.

(group interview year 11)

MW: So do you play a lot of video games then?
Sean: Yeah, I’m a geek I am, I love games!
MW: So are you really a geek like when you say you are?
Sean: Yeah, I love all the geeky things, like um games, films um. . .
MW: . . .you’re well into your films are you?
Sean: Ah yeah! Graphic novels, comics, things like that.

(individual interview year 12)
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As Sean indicates here, being defined as a geek was also evident in other
ways rather than just being positioned as academically successful. In year
11 some of The Geeks were smaller in stature and less physically developed
than many others in that year group, making them easy targets for bullying.
They turned up for lessons on time with their own pens and pencil cases, did
their homework, and carried their books and other equipment in bags. The
majority of their year group, which amounted to 134 pupils, tended not to
be so studious. Along with this compliance to rules, they correctly adhered
to the school dress code of white shirts with red ties, black V-neck jumpers,
black trousers and black shoes. This uniform was accompanied by neat
haircuts and, for some, horn-rimmed glasses or braces on their teeth that
completed the stereotypical geek persona. These artefacts operate as forms
of what Goffman (1959: 32) refers to as ‘expressive equipment’ of personal
front and marked The Geeks with their own recognizable identity.

While The Geeks adhered to school rules and policy, the majority of the
year group sought to disrupt uniform policy and replace compulsory items
with their own. It was common practice to replace the standard black,
V-neck jumper with a round-neck one, because this then meant that the
school tie could be removed and it would go unseen by teachers. Other
attempts by those in the year group to disrupt school rules included
replacing shoes with trainers, wearing hooded jackets and baseball caps,
and for some, adorning their bodies with flashy rings, chains and single
earrings or studs. The Geeks’ display of a more studious, compliant mascu-
linity really did mark them out as a minority when compared with their
peers. Besides these uniform alterations, a large group of pupils who were
registered on sports educational programmes were also allowed to wear a
tracksuit instead of the regular uniform. This not only validated a specific
form of masculinity based on sporting prowess by the educational institu-
tion (Mac and Ghaill 1994), but also acted as a symbolic marker of status
which The Geeks did not have access to, thereby ‘othering’ them as a group
for not belonging to the sporting elite.

After achieving good General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) grades at age 16, all The Geeks returned to the school’s sixth
form (years 12 and 13). By the end of year 13 approximately 32 young
men from the year group had completed their courses, with 15 progressing
to institutes of higher education. The subjects of study chosen by The Geeks
were predominantly in the arts (English, history, fine art), natural sciences
(biology, chemistry, physics), maths and IT. ‘The Geeks’ had been in the
highest sets for all their core subjects at GCSE level and, even though they
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were a close group of friends, they were fiercely competitive over their
grades.4 They all harboured aspirations to go to university. This is not to
say that others in their year group did not aspire to go to university or gain
well-paid and meaningful employment, but for The Geeks this seemed to be
of paramount importance in their projected futures. As Sam illustrates here,
he had thought of a course he wanted to study at university and planned on
spending a year in the USA as part of this:

Sam: Journalism is what I’d like to get into at the moment.
MW: Alright.
Sam: And I’d like to go to America as well for my university course.
MW: So you’ve thought a little bit down the line where you want to go?
Sam: Yeah, I have done a bit of research into it and they do offer it in

some of the English universities and the exchanges into American
universities, so I’ll aim for that first ... If I get rejected I’ll just go
lower down the ladder.

MW: So you’ve thought about going to uni then?
Sam: Yeah! [shouts] I am going to uni!

(individual interview year 11)

Sam’s final statement here shows not only a powerful sense of agency but
also a commitment that he is not constrained by place, and his ambitions
clearly illustrate a rejection of the locality and a willingness to move on. This
marked him out as unusual, as remaining local was the norm. His determi-
nation to find a way to his goals by attending different universities if his first
choice was unavailable is also clear. Attending a university for Sam is
therefore a way to gain a specific form of hegemonic masculinity (Connell
and Messerschmidt 2005) based on middle-class cultural norms, so often
denied him and other boys like him who have invested in academic capital in
the community.

The Geeks’ parents’ occupational backgrounds give some indication of
their positive outlook on academic qualifications and they shared similar,
although not identical, family biographies. A few of the boys had fathers and
mothers who had some experience of higher education (Ruben, Nixon,
Ieuan and Leon) and were employed in professional occupations as sur-
veyors, teachers, secretaries or midwives. Other parents owned their own
businesses in the form of motor repairs (Sean) and a takeaway food shop
(Sin). However, there were also some parents who worked in more tradi-
tional working-class occupations, such as a lorry driver (Scott), a caretaker
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(Sam), or in supermarkets or were unemployed (Gavin, Alan). Three of the
boys (Scott, Ieuan and Gavin) said that their mothers stayed at home and
described them as housewives, emphasizing traditional working-class gen-
der divisions of labour within the family. Sadly, Nibbles’ mother had died
when he was 14 and his stepdad (his biological father had left the family
years before) was on long-term incapacity benefit after being injured in an
accident while driving a lorry.

Although some of these young men’s parents could be seen as employed
in middle-class occupations, my justification for using the term ‘working-
class’ to refer to the youngmen as a group is that it is important to recognize
the inequalities that they experienced by coming from a deprived locale and
the levels of social, economic and cultural capital they had access to. I
suggest that even having a professional parent in a deindustrialized area
(with high levels of unemployment, and low levels of health and educational
attainment and employment opportunities) is very different from having a
parent who is a professional in a more affluent area (seeWeis 1990). It is also
important that the geodemographics of place are considered when defining
class and how successful boys from poorer communities experience educa-
tion (Burrows and Gane 2006).

THE PERFORMANCE OF A GEEKY FRONT: CLASSROOM PRACTICES

AND SOCIAL INTERACTION

For Goffman (1959) the front stage is the part of the performance that
functions to define what is occurring in a particular setting or before a
particular audience. In Cwm Dyffryn High School the focus on sport was
strong and for many young men this was a clear way of projecting a
successful heterosexual masculine image. This focus on sporting success
infuriated The Geeks and their front performances of a studious masculinity
continued to be at odds with the school’s emphasis on sport.

Sam: Get a sporting accolade and you’re already like the greatest
person ever!

Sean: Do you know where the old gym is by there?
MW: Umm.
Sean: Well on the wall outside it, there are photos on the wall of sports

men from the school, but you won’t find any photos of people
who done well and that . . .it’s just all sports.
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Ruben: Yeah, that’s a point, yeah. . .
Nibbles: . . .yeah. . .
Ruben: Like with all the past students they got this one played football

for, or amateur football, for Wales turns out he’s now just a bin
man now, but he did play amateur football for Wales once . . . so
have his picture up. Then you’ve got other people then, who’ve
gone, like Mark Bowen, who recent left he’s gone to Oxford to
study in Oxford [University] and they haven’t got, you know, no
recognition of him around the school.

(group interview year 11)

The Geeks occupied a difficult position in their deindustrialized commu-
nity and, as I have shown, were often seen as socially deficient as a result of
their lack of interest in sports. In the extract from a group interview above,
they position their own performance of masculinity as superior to that of the
school environment, as they felt the institution itself was complicit in
producing a form of masculinity based on sporting prowess and physical
attributes. Their studious form of masculinity based on academic interests is
not seen as an essence of ‘real’masculinity, forged through industrial labour
or associated with specific cultural or sporting practices. It therefore illus-
trates a more feminized and socially marginalized form of masculinity in the
community (Phillips 2005). Ruben is also aware that some occupations,
such as being a ‘bin man’, have distinct markers of status and class, and that
by achieving academically he hopes to be able to distance himself from these
lower-class occupations.

The front performance of this studious, geekier masculine brought with
it certain disadvantages. Bullying and intimidation was often a problem in
year 11 for The Geeks. Some of this bullying had been physical further
down the school years, but it was still present through verbal altercations,
subtle gestures and smirking. Sam in particular found solace in feeling
intellectually superior to others and as a way of combating this bullying.

Nixon: They do try and bully us, or try.
MW: Obviously they’re not stealing your dinner money. . . [group

laughter]
MW: So what type of bullying would it take?
Sean: Verbal abuse like.
MW: Alright.
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Ruben: I wouldn’t say I get bullied by them really, but they do always do
their little in-jokes, like ‘Nixon, Nixon high five’ and then they
expect Nixon to turn around and they all find it funny that Nixon
doesn’t turn around.

Sam: It’s like little smiley little faces. . .
Ieuan: [talks over the top of Ruben]. . . it’s so retarded that it’s funny but

it’s easy to beat them just by speaking.
Sam: We’re more intelligent than them, as you probably all know, so

you can just speak, you know just talk really fancy to them and
they get annoyed and they just walk off, and you insult them
without them realizing it, which makes us feel big.

(group interview year 11)

Here Sam and his friends here are illustrating a form of what Redman and
Mac an Ghaill (1997: 169) call ‘muscular intellectualness’. This was a way
for them to combat the verbal abuse that was targeted at them and to seem
superior by using their intellectual capital. This front performance helped to
articulate a form of masculinity that differed from that which traditionally
defined being a ‘proper’man in their community. It also contradicted much
of what the school culture tended to validate through its focus on sports.
The development of ‘muscular intellectualness’ was also evident between
lessons when it was common for The Geeks to play scrabble. Scores were
kept and a record of who had won each game was collected. A dictionary
was used to check words and cheating was frowned on. During one game in
the school’s library, Ieuan had tried to use the internet on his mobile phone
to look for a specific word, and, when discovered, this was met with disdain
by the others. The value of words in the scrabble game was a way to
symbolize capital and power within the friendship group, but outside it
the capital provided less protection and it was not equal to the power held
by the more sporty boys in terms of popularity (for a similar process, seeMac
an Ghaill 1994).

While the bullying had decreased as The Geeks had grown older and the
year group had grown smaller (at the start of year 13 only 35 pupils
remained out of 134 who finished the end of compulsory schooling in
year 11), Sean still found that Sam wasn’t really able to deal well with
confrontation, and even with the reduced pupil numbers, being academi-
cally successful was still seen as abnormal:
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Sean: Sometimes he (Sam) doesn’t really think about other people like.
MW: I remember in year 11 sometimes boys used to take the piss out of

you but most of them have left now, so he used a bit of humour to
deflect it?

Sean: Yeah, but sometimes when he does that, it doesn’t really help the
situation! Like say they’re like, you know, casually taking the piss. . .

MW: . . .yeah. . .
Sean: . . .and he’ll get really bitchy and snipe at them or something and

they’ll just get worse and you’re thinking by doing that you’re
making yourself look weirder! Just take it like!

(individual interview year 13)

The ‘piss take’ described here is a practice with a direct link back to a
working-class occupational culture where male chauvinism, together with
racist and sexist humour, were part of the industrial workplace and were
accompanied by practical jokes, coarse language, banter and messing
around. In Sean’s eyes, Sam needed to ‘take it’ (the piss taking or the
banter) to stop being seen as ‘weird’ in front of some of his peers. In an
individual interview with Sam, I enquired more about the banter that went
on between his close friends and he said:

We (do) take the mick out of each other, take the piss out of each other, if you
fall over or spell something wrong, we laugh at each other. (individual
interview year 13)

For The Geeks this banter was just another extension of their academic
abilities, where ‘having a laugh’ came through picking out errors in others’
academic work or commenting on their personal faults. The industrial
legacy behind the ‘piss take’ was expressed in a different way by The
Geeks, but it still illustrated the importance and power of it in determining
one’s ability to perform an acceptable version of manhood within the
friendship group.

Whereas Sam struggled with other forms of banter, Sean was good at
this. Being really quick witted and in the context of the reduced student
numbers in the sixth form, he could answer back with a joke and almost
always get a laugh from others around him, even those who were trying to
‘take the piss’ out of his friends. Alongside his ‘geekier’ interests (computer
games and reading comics) he supported Liverpool Football Club and
would regularly talk to others in the sixth-form common room about
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whose team had beaten who, and whose team was better. However, because
of his ability to take part in a football discourse and to make others laugh
(he could also laugh at himself), I never witnessed any ‘piss taking’ experi-
enced by others.5 Scott, who was a lot shorter and slighter in stature than
Sean and who did not have the quickness of wit, often attracted negative
attention for his long hair, and beard which grew longer and longer as year
13 progressed. He was often referred to by others outside The Geeks group
as ‘Jesus’ because of his supposed similarities to the religious figure. Only
when his closest friends, Sam, Ruben and Ieuan, stressed how scruffy he
looked and threatened to physically force him to shave and cut off his
straggly beard and hair did he decide to get them cut. This then prompted
much hilarity and questioning when he walked into the sixth-form common
room the next day. It would seem that Sean’s ability to perform a traditional
version of working-class masculinity by investing in football banter, along-
side his geekier masculinity, allowed him to code-shift and get something
that Sam or Scott were unable to do.

Boyishness: The Geeks Doing ‘Mature’ Heterosexuality

Through their position as academic achievers in the year group, The Geeks
were able to validate a form of masculinity through their high grades and by
performing a studious presentation of self (Goffman 1959). However,
others in their year group tended to reproduce and perform a version of
masculinity based on traditional forms of white working-class credibility.
These included non-academic work, sports, rejecting schoolteachers’
authority, sexism, homophobia, misogynistic language and going out on
‘the pull’ (see Grazian 2007). In the school, and in the community more
generally, there seemed to be official and unofficial ways of being male, with
The Geeks occupying a difficult position as academic achievers, not just in
terms of their studiousness but also in the way they treated the young
women in their lives:

Sam: Some boys you know are very boyish!
MW: So between the boys (friends), do you talk like that about your. . .
Sam: . . .no, no I keep my private life private, I’ve only had one girlfriend

and everything I know and everything I have done has been with
her, that’s it, she is the only person.
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MW: Well in some ways I think that it’s really nice ’cos some of the boys
the way they talk about it you know ‘I was with her last night and
cor!’

Sam: Yeah I know, it’s callous, something to do a bit of fun ... I know it’s
as if they treat them, not to sound clichéd, as an object. You know
like I’ve got the latest mobile phone, I’ve got the latest girlfriend,
that sort of thing.

(individual interview)

In this interview, Sam criticizes others in the year group for being what
he terms ‘boyish’. He portrays himself as against the objectification of
women, a practice he perceives some of his peers are involved in.

While The Geeks’ performances of a more studious masculinity are to a
certain extent self-fashioned, Goffman (1959, 1974) argues that agency is
mediated through the social context and interaction order where the indi-
vidual is positioned. Selves cannot be totally created outside the social
milieu that one is situated within, which can constrain one’s actions and
shape interactions with others. So despite their front performances outlined
so far, The Geeks were far from the one-dimensional stereotype depicted by
popular culture. The desire to distance one’s self from the locale and from
an archetype of masculinity was clearly evident, but at other times their
masculinities seemed to be performed in often contradictory ways. In the
final section of this chapter I want to move on to look at some of the
contradictions to this studious front that I have outlined so far.

CONTRADICTIONS AND SOCIAL PRESSURES

As The Geeks reached the legal drinking age of 18, they started to frequent
the pubs and clubs of Cwm Dyffryn and consume large amounts of alcohol.
For Scott’s birthday, Ruben had arranged for a game of ‘pub snooker’ to be
played. Everyone invited had to attend dressed as if to play snooker in ties
and waistcoats. A chart, which Ruben was carrying, had been drawn up with
the names of all the players (Ruben, Scott, Alan, Sean, Sam, Ieuan, Sin and
my name) on one side with the points scored or ‘balls potted’ on the other.
However, alcohol was to be substituted for ‘balls potted’. Pints of lager or
cider were the ‘red balls’ and worth a point each, shots of various coloured
spirits were the ‘coloured balls’, and the more sprits that were drunk, the
more points could be earned. In theory one had to drink a pint or pot a ‘red
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ball’ and follow it up with a shot of spirits or a ‘coloured ball’, progressing
through the colours in sequence, just like in the traditional game of snooker.
However, as my fieldnotes illustrate, it soon got a bit messy:

When we got to the rugby club the game of ‘snooker’ was really beginning to
get out of control. I had deliberately shied away from drinking spirits so as to
last the night, but Ruben who was in the lead and still keeping score, kept
downing shots one after the other. Scott, the smallest guy in the year group,
was beginning to slur his words and I couldn’t quite understand what he was
saying . . . as the night wore on Ruben got in a bigger and bigger mess and at
one point spilt a pint of lager all over the table, himself and the seats.
(fieldnotes)

Even though a few years previously they had mocked their peers for indulg-
ing in underage drinking, and acting out of character when drunk, playing
pub snooker provided a way for The Geeks to perform the more traditional
working-class masculinities they missed out on by being academic achievers.
But remnants of their front display of a studious geeky masculinity are also
evident and not totally discarded. Here the young men are drinking with an
aim not just to get drunk, but also to score points and record their achieve-
ment on a chart as they went along, in keeping with their geekier
masculinities and to gain a form of accreditation for the act. By embracing
social practices (e.g. dressing up in costumes) and drinking games of many
undergraduates in higher education institutions, they could also be seen as
preparing themselves for university life, highlighting howmasculine pursuits
such as binge-drinking cut across social class groups (see Thurnell-Read
2012).

Away from the town and within their own close friendship group, The
Geeks were able to further participate in some of the practices that they
criticized their peers for engaging in. On one occasion when The Geeks
went out to celebrate Sean’s 18th birthday in the capital city, Cardiff, they
went into a lap-dancing club and paid for private dances with the women
who worked there. The Geeks, who normally distanced themselves from
many of the attitudes that their peers expressed towards women, when away
from their home town felt much freer to indulge in many of the same
practices they chastised others for doing. Without the risk of being judged
by anyone they knew, or having their usual studious front performance of
self challenged, the outing to a lap-dancing club was a chance for them to
live the heterosexual fantasy and act like the ‘real’ men that their marginal-
ized geeky position did not often allow.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has highlighted how a ‘team’ of academically successful young,
working-class men, who I have termed The Geeks, progressed through
postcompulsory education in a deindustrialized community.6 I have
explored the challenges involved in presenting a studious form of
working-class masculinity, which differs from more credible performances
of manhood in the region. I argue that this studious or ‘geeky’ performance
rather than being a straightforward practice for these young men illustrates
that a high degree of complexity exists in young working-class men’s lives,
and this must be understood when trying to understand the performance of
young working-class masculinities and its relation to schooling, achieve-
ment and the wider ‘crisis of masculinity’ discourse (see also Jenkins 1983;
McDowell 2003; Nayak 2006; Ingram 2011). While there are undoubtedly
instances of studious practices of masculinity performed by The Geeks, and
the adoption of middle-class academic aspiration, these are loaded with
risks. The drinking and birthday trip to the lap-dancing club show that
older versions of traditional working-class male culture (speech, practices
and social activities) appear within these narratives. These young men were
trying to be successful and embrace a neoliberal agenda within a globalized
workplace. However, their agendas came into conflict with the heritage of
their locale and the associated expectations of manhood. These working-
class ‘achieving boys’ offer a hybridized form of masculinity, trying to escape
but also falling back and feeling the pressure to perform traditional classed
masculinities. The implication of this on their ability to achieve their goals is
important and illustrates how much harder working-class boys must work
than those from more privileged backgrounds in order to be successful in
different aspects of their lives.

NOTES

1. A pseudonym which translates from Welsh into English as simply ‘valley,
valley’.

2. See Ward (2015a) for a full description of these friendship groups.
3. The young men chose their own pseudonyms
4. All school subjects were streamed into ability groups or sets.
5. In the UK, football or soccer (along with other contact sports such as rugby

and boxing) has traditionally been thought of as a male working-class leisure
activity and was a particular way to perform working-class masculinity away
from industrial workplaces.
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6. With the exception of Sin and Gavin (neither of whom did as well as expected
and returned to the sixth form to resit their final year), all of The Geeks
progressed to university. Sam, Ieuan, Scott and Leon left Wales to study and
made the largest moves out of their community. While the rest stayed in South
Wales, Ruben and Sean did move to the capital Cardiff to study, so they did
make a break from Cwm Dyffryn.
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CHAPTER 7

Becoming a Working-Class Male Adult
Learner: Formations of Class and Gender

in the Finnish Learning Society

Toni Kosonen

INTRODUCTION: CONCERN ABOUT MEN IN ADULT EDUCATION

This chapter draws on my doctoral research study (Kosonen 2016), which
focuses on Finnish working-class men’s relationships with qualification-
oriented vocational adult education and learning, and in particular on how
class and gender inform these relationships. This group of men has become
an increasingly important focus of attention in Finnish education policy since
the turn of the millennium. Among other things, men with low educational
levels and relatively low educational participation levels (in comparison to
women and to men with higher level of education) have been identified as
‘perhaps [. . .] the most challenging adult group’ to recruit in training in the
context of a nationwide policy programme to increase educational participa-
tion among low-skilled adults (Ministry of Education and Culture 2010: 26;
see also Kilpi-Jakonen et al. 2014). A clear gender pattern favouring women
with regard to participation in both vocational and liberal postcompulsory
training in Finland has contributed to a concern about men, and in particular
about less-educated men, among policy-makers and practitioners of adult
education (see Official Statistics of Finland 2009, 2013).
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The discussion concerning men’s ‘underrepresentation’ in adult education
has expanded in Finland since the end of 1990s, as it has inmany otherWestern
countries (see Bowl et al. 2012). This relatively recent discussion can be seen as
parallel to a longer-standing concern about school boys’ ‘underachievement’
and relative disadvantage to girls, which are often attributed to the supposed
‘feminization’ of schooling (Epstein et al. 1998). Similarly, the discussion
concerning men often addresses a need to ‘remasculinize’ education by chang-
ing the provision and practices to better reflect men’s ‘innate’ needs, usually
conceived in a rather gender stereotypical fashion as ‘practical’ or ‘instrumen-
tal’. While there are calls to changing education to fit men, those to change
men to fit education are also prominent. Here it is necessary to set men free
from outdated ways of being a man that prevent them from engaging in
‘lifelong learning’, which in the currently hegemonic transnational policy
discourse signifies each citizen’s moral obligation to engage in learning activ-
ities throughout one’s life (see Bowl 2012; Koski and Filander 2013).

A concern about men is usually put forward as a concern about all men.
A persistent discourse concerning the ‘crisis’ of men and masculinity (see
e.g. Roberts 2014) is drawn on especially by the advocates of ‘men’s rights
and equality’, who often generalize their case from the predicaments of only
some men, usually from the lower strata of the society. What remains unsaid
is that they themselves usually have a middle-class background, and that
problems may not concern all men (see Messner 2000; Julkunen 2012).
Consequently, gender is often valorized over other dimensions of inequal-
ity, such as social class, and the problem with men’s participation is rendered
as a problem related first and foremost to male gender and masculinity.
Social class, for its part, remains a ‘silenced’ category in the Finnish context,
even though it is usually men with a working-class background who are
specifically targeted, problematized and even stigmatized by various policy
measures. As in other Nordic countries, a strong ethos of egalitarianism
prevails in Finland, which works to undermine the significance of class.
Indeed, popular, moralizing discourses as well as explicit policy debates
concerning working classes and working-class men, found in the UK and
other traditional class societies, are absent. Still, class arguably prevails in
Finland too (e.g. Tolonen 2008), and the current education policy with its
neoliberal, individualizing tendencies is producing new kinds of class-based
division, in particular between those who are willing and able to engage in
lifelong learning and those who are not (Koski and Filander 2013: 595).

The study at hand endeavours to engage with current discourses in adult
education that are often based on an unproblematized, ‘categorical’ notion
of gender in which manhood forms a unitary category (Connell 2012:
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1675–6), and that tend to ignore class differences in general and between
men. Against this backdrop the work focuses precisely on how class and
gender inform the ways that men from working-class backgrounds engage
with adult education and vocational learning. It considers how they respond
to various normative expectations prevailing in the contemporary Finnish
society, which could be described as a late modern ‘learning society’, where
a notion of continuous engagement in learning activities pervades all areas
of life (Koski and Filander 2013). In this chapter I analyse specifically what
kinds of gendered and classed identity categories, which will be referred to
as ‘categories of being a working-class man’, are available for these men as
they position themselves as ‘adult learners’ and as ‘citizens of a learning
society’, or alternatively refuse such positionings. The analysis of these
categories finally draws attention to divisions and dimensions of inequality
that emerge between men with different kinds of resource. Before entering
into the empirical discussion, I shall examine the emergence of the current
policies of widening educational participation related to politics of lifelong
learning that set the context for the study. I shall also introduce a relational
approach to gender and class that informs my analysis and the empirical
material consisting of thematic interviews with 32 men who have recently
participated in vocational adult education.

CLASS AND MASCULINITIES IN A NORDIC LEARNING SOCIETY

In Finland, vast structural and demographic changes (i.e. urbanization) from
the 1960s onwards have led to calls to make vocational and adult education
available to larger groups of people. In the postwar reforms, education was
turned from a privilege into a universal right with principal aims of securing
equal opportunities and social inclusion in the context of building up a
Nordic welfare state. From the 1980s onwards, a gradual dismantling of
welfare state structures has taken place with the accentuation of economic
objectives. Currently, while old ideals of the welfare state remain a weighty
part of the Finnish education system, evidenced by features such as national
core curricula and extensive public funding, many commentators have
pointed out how ‘neoliberal reasoning’ is fundamentally restructuring in
particular how relations between citizens and the state are conceived
(Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014; Koski and Filander 2013). Most notably, a
rights-based model of citizenship, emphasizing everyone’s right to education,
has been superseded by a responsibility-basedmodel, emphasizing everyone’s
responsibility to engage in education and lifelong learning (O’Rourke 2012).
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This turn, which has taken place in most of the industrialized world, has also
been characterized as a cultural shift from a modern era to a late modern one
in which lifelong learning has indeed turned into a prerequisite for full
adulthood and ‘proper citizenship’ (Koski and Filander 2013: 595).

An effectively ideological shift in terminology from ‘education’ to ‘learn-
ing’ and from ‘a student’ to ‘a (lifelong) learner’ has meant a detachment of
educational activities from institutional boundaries to encompass virtually
all areas of life, including what each individual chooses (or chooses not) to
do. Drawing onMichel Foucault, a recent body of work in critical sociology
of education has highlighted how the choices of each citizen, their ‘self-
governance’ and ‘conduct of their conduct’ are central to the new forms of
governance in adult education policy (e.g. Nicoll and Fejes 2008). The
policies of widening educational participation, in this context, target specific
groups whose members fail to choose as expected in failing to participate,
and who allegedly lack ‘aspirations’, ‘motivation’ or ‘will’ to engage in
‘lifelong learning’ (e.g. Burke 2006; Simons and Masschelein 2008). In a
neoliberal framing, social exclusion and other social problems become
attributed to individuals’ shortcomings, while structural, social and eco-
nomic factors are overlooked. Individuals are ultimately held accountable
for the fate of national economies. Through these processes, new kinds of
moral and class-based divisions emerge, not on the level of collective
relations between groups but rather on the level of ‘individualities’ of
isolated individuals (Brunila et al. 2013; Koski and Filander 2013).

To investigate how working-class men become affected by these processes
and by the new kinds of societal expectation, my analysis draws on cultural
and feminist analyses of class that emphasize an understanding of class as well
as gender as experienced and ‘lived’ categories (e.g. Skeggs 1997, 2004;
McNay 2004). This kind of approach to class differs from ‘traditional’ class
analysis, which has focused on objective, predefined class categories, and on
how people position themselves in these categories and define their class
identities (see Devine and Savage 2005: 14–5). Instead of class identities, a
‘new’ understanding of class emphasizes subjective processes of ‘class identi-
fication’ and ‘disidentification’ through which class categories become
defined in the first place and turn into effective structures. In these processes,
class is centrally about a struggle for recognition and value, about who are
seen as ‘subjects of value’ and who are not (see Skeggs 1997, 2004). In the
context of a contemporary learning society, tendencies to devalue masculine
working-class identities arguably prevail (e.g. Archer 2001; Burke 2006). The
various kinds of responses to this context are central to my analysis.
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A relational approach to both gender and class informs this study. In
addition to the mentioned cultural and feminist approaches, I draw on the
work of Raewyn Connell (2002: 9; also 2012) who has called for a shift from
differences to relations in theorizing gender. According to her view, gender
categories, multiple masculinities and femininities, are first and foremost
relational categories that become defined in ongoing gendered practices
and processes, which include specific processes of ‘hegemony’, ‘complicity’,
‘subordination’ and ‘marginalization’ (Connell 1995: 76–81). The notion of
‘hegemonic masculinity’ is central in Connell’s analysis of how gender orders
are established. It refers to a culturally ‘exalted’ form or configuration of
masculine practices in relation to which other forms of masculinity and also
femininity become organized (see Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).
‘Marginalization’, for its part, is related to a process that concerns subordi-
nated groups of men, such as working-class and coloured men. My analysis
here is informed by Connell’s (1995) view that a marginal position in relation
tomiddle-class men does not define the category of a ‘working-class man’ in a
straightforward and fixed manner. Rather, what is of interest are ongoing and
multiple processes in which these categories become defined in the first place
and ordered in societal gender and class orders.

Thus my investigation focuses on how men occupy, and simultaneously
reproduce, various (identity) positions available to them in gender and class
orders, and respond to various societal expectations from these positions. I
also draw on notions of resources and ‘capitals’ to address how access to
these positions is circumscribed (see Skeggs 1997; Bourdieu 1986). In
analysing the divisions that emerge between men, I highlight what kinds
of resource are crucial for working-class men to attain respectability, legit-
imation and worth in the context of a late modern learning society.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The data of the study come from thematic interviews with 32 Finnish men
(aged between 30 and 64) who have recently participated, or were partici-
pating at the time of the interview, in vocational adult education. These men’s
educational experiences have been little explored to date in Finland and also
internationally. I used databases provided by adult education institutions
located in Eastern Finland to contact men who had enrolled on vocational
degree programmes in the fields of construction, manufacturing, technology,
mining and transport. I chose to focus on these male-dominated sectors in
order to reach ‘ordinary’ working-class men who have made conventional

BECOMING A WORKING-CLASS MALE ADULT LEARNER: FORMATIONS. . . 151



gender-segregated and classed career choices, and who occupy traditionally
masculine spaces in working life and in this sense represent masculine
working-class culture.

I sought those over 30 years old in order to secure interviewees who could
reflect on their experiences of adult education and learning in relation to their
experiences of working life. A relatively wide age range enabled a comparison
of experiences and insights across generations. However, in my analysis, age
did not emerge as a constitutive category per se. Rather, similarities in
responses from younger and older participants were notable. The majority
of interviewees shared a similar social background as being raised in working-
class or rural families by parents with relatively low educational levels. Most of
them were working, or had worked, as wage earners and had a secondary-
level vocational education. A few exceptions had some experiences in mana-
gerial positions or as entrepreneurs, or some prior tertiary-level education.
However, these men had also returned to secondary-level vocational training
via a variety of career paths and were studying to become workers. While
these men, of course, represent a select group—first, as participants of adult
education and, second, as ones willing to share their experiences of it—their
insights enable an analysis of more general patterns of masculinity prevailing
in working-class social milieus.

During interviews I invited the men to discuss their experiences of voca-
tional education and learning across their lives and both in institutional and
working life settings. A thematic interview schedule, including themes of
career history and choices, experiences of initial and further training, working
life experiences and learning at work, was followed quite freely. A mental
guideline followed in the process of interviewing was to encourage narratives,
telling stories under thematic areas. In total, the data comprise around
38 hours of transcribed recorded material. Individual interviews lasted from
30 minutes to two hours, with the average length being 72 minutes. The
interview excerpts are translated from Finnish by me, and marked with the
interviewee’s pseudonym, most recent occupation or training, and their age
group (in parentheses).

The methodological approach to the data was informed by discussions in
the fields of gender studies and especially critical studies on men and
masculinities (Pini and Pease 2013; Schwalbe and Volkomir 2001). Reading
of the data focused on performative aspects of interview interaction. I have
paid special attention to how men, as they narrate their experiences of
education and learning, simultaneously assert what kind of men they are as
working-class men—that is, how they ‘do’ gender and class and adopt various
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identity categories culturally available for them (see West and Zimmerman
1987). The situational context of the interview interaction added an impor-
tant dimension to my analysis, which focused in this regard on how gendered
and classed social relations were brought to life in the interview interaction.
This meant paying attention to situational positionings and position-takings
between the interviewer (a young male researcher representing the middle
class, though coming from a rural, working-class background) and the inter-
viewee (usually an older working-class man) (see e.g. Pini 2005).

WORKING-CLASS ADULT LEARNER MASCULINITIES

The analysis of men’s accounts of their experiences of education and learning
resulted in identification of three categories of being a working-class man, or
forms of working-class masculinity. These categories include what I call
‘being a proper man, being an independent man, and being an honest
man’. With these terms, I refer specifically to what in each case is central to
men’s constructions of masculinity—namely, to be acknowledged as a
‘proper’ (here in the sense of being a ‘worthy’ or ‘right kind of’) citizen of a
learning society, as an ‘independent’ (i.e. self-reliant and autonomous) pro-
fessional worker or as an ‘honest’ working man with moral integrity. The
categories in question do not refer to individual men or groups of men but
rather to gendered and classed identity positions that are situationally available
for men to take up in the context of positioning themselves as ‘adult learners’,
or refusing such a positioning altogether. Depending on the context, men
sometimes adopt more than one of these positions and oscillate between
them. More often, though, one position comes to dominate their narratives
and their idea of what kind of men they are as working-class men. However,
all categories or identity positions are not readily available for all men. Instead,
access to them requires specific kinds of resource that are unevenly distributed
among men as well as (identity) work to mobilize various resources.

In the following I shall demonstrate how the mentioned categories reflect
classed and gendered processes of howmen, occupying a working-class social
standing, relate to education and learning in various settings. Central to my
analysis is to illuminate how the categories of being a working-class man
emerge in relation to, and inform men’s ways of responding to, various
normative expectations prevailing in the contemporary learning society. The
data show that the studied working-class men are in fact quite aware of, and
have internalized the novel expectations concerning, what could be described
as flexible, loyal, cooperative, learning- and self-improvement-oriented
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‘worker-citizens’ (Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014). This internalization in turn
evokes a variety of responses to these expectations, spanning from aspiring to
meet them to protest against them.

Proper Men Aspiring to be Worthy Citizens

Being a proper man is characterized by attempts to meet the prevailing
societal expectations. In the data, men adopting this particular category
form the majority, partly reflecting the fact that participating in the study
meant for a number of men engaging, from the start, positively with the idea
of reflecting on their own educational and learning experiences. In contrast,
some men, who are discussed in the following two sections, seem to have
participated rather in order to challenge various expectations related to
being interviewed about educational issues. In the interviews, a proper
man places great emphasis on showing how he appreciates education and
learning, and understands their significance. One aspect of this is how he
gives legitimacy to vocational training and qualifications as accurate
measures of a worker’s skills and competencies:

[Having completed a qualification] shows on what level you are as a builder. I
guess I’m at least on the further vocational qualification level then.
(Tero, construction worker, 30–4)

It sure does measure your skill level, depending on whether you can pass it [the
qualification test] or not. There is also that advantage that you’re able to
internalize that you can do your job, when you’ve passed it. (Leo, construction
worker, 60–4)

These excerpts also illustrate how being a proper man involves willingness to
discuss rather openly one’s skill level and learning needs. This emphasis
differs drastically from men adopting the other two categories, discussed in
the following sections, who commonly claim not to have any learning needs
and portray themselves as fully qualified workers. A proper man, in contrast,
asserts that he sees education as a suitable means to meet his needs and often
expresses, as it were, ‘faith’ in education as a guarantee for success in the
labour market (see Jauhiainen and Alho-Malmelin 2004). For instance,
Arto, an unemployed metal worker (55–9), states that, having completed
a degree in labour market training, his ‘skills are updated’ and he ‘should be
able to work for a few more years’. With regard to education paying off as
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employment, his view is rather optimistic in relation to the more pessimistic
outlook of some other (unemployed) men approaching retirement age.
Indeed, this kind of optimistic view of education characterizes being a
proper man in comparison to other categories.

In fact, there is a particular strategic sense in how a proper man portrays
himself as a ‘believer’ in education and lifelong learning. He endeavours to
come across as a ‘proper’ or ‘worthy’ citizen of the contemporary ‘learning
society’ as he profiles himself as a man who, being able and willing to learn
and open to changes, meets the contemporary societal expectations. How-
ever, what simultaneously characterizes being a proper man in my data is
that such a ‘worthy citizenship’, a legitimated societal status, is not easily
and readily available to the studied men. Instead, a certain amount of
(identity) work seems to be required to assert one’s ‘worthiness’—namely,
being a proper man means for the studied working-class men being con-
stantly faced with a question of whether or not one actually is ‘worthy’.
Addressing this question, a key pattern appearing repeatedly in the data is
how a proper man distances himself from his ‘improper’ peers, who are
described as failing to meet the assumed normative criteria in failing to
appreciate education and learning ‘in a right way’, as well as in failing to
accept changes at work and to break from outmoded attitudes and routines.
For instance, Jaakko, a senior construction worker (60–4), shows great
appreciation for learning by asserting:

You’re never too wise. There are always things to learn, even if it might feel
sometimes that you master it [your work]. You can always find new working
methods. So, you have to be humble.

Later, Jaakko reinforces his position by differentiating himself from men
whom he describes as ‘old-fashioned thinkers, who think that “this is how
it’s been done, so this is how it’s going to be done”, [who] don’t approve of
new working styles to try out’. By keeping a distance from his peers who
possess rather outmoded attitudes, he profiles himself as a man who is open
to changes and continuous learning. A similar motif appears in the data in
relation to learning as well as in relation to a general attitude towards new
things. Mikko, a concrete industry worker (30–4), talks proudly about a
new work method he introduced at work, which was, however, opposed by
the senior workers ‘who are set in their ways and cannot see things a little
differently’. In comparison to these workers, he profiles himself as an
innovative individual who is able to take initiative and wants to contribute
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to the company’s success. Veikko, a senior concrete industry worker (55–9),
wonders why the introduction of a task circulation system at his workplace
was opposed by many of his colleagues. He distinguishes himself as a person
who, in contrast, welcomed change and saw it as a significant, positive step
forward.

These examples highlight how being a proper man, in the sense of
claiming a ‘worthy’ citizenship, is marked by keeping a distance, in partic-
ular, from one’s working-class peers. Following Beverley Skeggs’ (1997)
seminal argument, the category of being a proper man entails a need to
‘disidentify’ with particular problematic forms of working-class masculinity
(see also Burke 2006). A proper man adopts, in a sense, a middle-class
perspective from which he perceives himself as belonging to a potentially
problematic category of men in line with the stigmatizing undercurrents of
education and labour market policy discourses concerning working-class
men (cf. Käyhk€o 2015: 449). There indeed are direct references to an
awareness of being potentially positioned as problematic in the data. For
instance, Jouko, a machinist (55–9), refers to a song by a Finnish folk singer,
Jaakko Teppo, which tells a humorous story about an unemployed adult
male metalwork student and deals quite explicitly with class-based stereo-
types. Jouko wonders whether ‘that place [the adult education centre] is
seen like that [as it is described in the song]’. He displays awareness of
culturally present, stigmatizing stereotypes that are connected to adult
education centres and their students, and simultaneously distances himself
from them.

With regard tomasculinity, being a proper man involves claiming to possess
what could be defined as ‘masculine control’ (Schwalbe and Volkomir 2001),
in particular of the arenas of education and learning and, notably, of discourses
and terminology related to these arenas. Portrayals of mastery of the educa-
tional realm distinguish being a proper man from two other categories that are
predominantly focused on demonstrating prowess in the field of work and in
the labour market. A proper man seeks to demonstrate his mastery of educa-
tional discourses as he describes, for instance, what kind of learner he is by
using pedagogical notions such as ‘learning styles’ and ‘self-directedness’.
Simultaneously, he legitimates these discourses as a proper modality for self-
presentation:

I learn most effectively when someone shows me how to do it [. . .] I’ve
noticed that I learn best by seeing. Then it’s a bit slower if you have to learn
by reading. (Kimmo, machinist, 40–4)
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According to tests I’m a self-directed [learner], or what’s the term. I guess I
read a lot, not only about this field but in general, and use a lot of web. They
say that it’s good for your studies, and studying is not unfamiliar to me [. . .]
So, I don’t disagree with [the test results]. (Olli, building maintenance
worker, 30–4)

On the whole, a proper man places great emphasis on profiling himself as a
rational and knowledgeable man (cf. Pini 2005), who is willing to discuss
openly issues related to vocational learning, and who is able to discuss them
with the interviewer in a correct way with a correct vocabulary. He wants to
come across as a man who is able to reflect on and take responsibility for his
learning, as a man who possesses, in a sense, mastery of himself—who is
‘self-directed’. Consequently, men adopting this category align themselves
with the prevailing normative ideas concerning ‘self-reflective’ and ‘self-
directed learners’ and ‘active citizens’ (see Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014).

Independent Men’s Disregard for Societal Expectations

An independent man, in contrast, shows no interest in trying to meet the
normative societal expectations. The data hint that men in this category are
well aware of the prevailing expectations and of the discourses that may
render them as ‘rough’ working-class men, not up to the standard. They
nevertheless disregard these expectations by portraying themselves in a
particular way as indifferent to them. One way this is exemplified in the
data is how such men talk very little about their engagement in learning
activities. A significant motif running through their responses is how they
claim not to have learned anything useful in training and not to have any real
learning or training needs. An independent man may appreciate education
and learning in general terms, but concerning himself in particular he often
asserts that he is a fully qualified worker—an autonomous, sovereign pro-
fessional in his own fields (cf. Illeris 2006). Indeed, claiming to be auton-
omous and self-reliant, especially in relation to one’s middle-class superiors,
is central to being an independent working-class man.

The following example illustrates central emphases related to being an
independent man. Jorma, a road worker (50–4), acknowledges that qualifi-
cations are required in the current labour market, and he states that he has
participated in training in order to secure his position in the labourmarket and
to gain a rise in wages. He instrumentalizes education, which is typical of
being an independent man. However, in the extract he also grants training
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symbolic value; it is something that distinguishes ‘dedicated’ workmen from
‘drifters’, uncommitted temporary workers, echoing how a proper man dis-
tinguishes himself from his ‘improper’ peers. However, when asked about his
own training needs, he is very strict in claiming not to have any:

Jorma: Those who participated [in training], they are dedicated to this line of
work, they are no drifters. That’s why they took it.
TK: Did you think that you yourself had a need for training?
Jorma: No. No need at all. I know what I can do, so, it didn’t have any
significance in that regard.
TK: So, it was only the diploma. . .?
Jorma: The diploma and the raise.
TK: Did you gain anything new or useful out of that then?
Jorma:No, I didn’t gain any, like, new knowledge. The guy who was teaching
there, I used to work with him. He had to quit. And now he has been a teacher
at the adult education centre, teaching this field. He had to quit this work
because of his back, and he moved into training.

Jorma’s assertion of ‘knowing himself best what he can do’ exemplifies lucidly
how an independent man positions himself as a sole authority concerning his
own professional competence.Unlike a properman, an independentman gives
no legitimacy to the views of educational authorities. He refuses strongly a
possibility that someone else, especially someone from a middle-class position,
could evaluate his skills and competence. Jorma solidifies his position in this
regard by bringing up how his teacher used to be his co-worker, an equally
competent workman. The next excerpt illustrates also how an independent
man instrumentalizes education and refuses to adopt a position of an adult
learner:

Well, I thought that it won’t make much difference to sit there [in the training]
for a few hours, if there’s that raise in hourly pay. [. . .] It took place during
working hours and the wages kept running as well. There we sat by with a wage
and watched what the teachers did. (Erkki, construction worker, 45–9)

Here the interviewee describes how he and his colleagues did not actually
participate in learning activities but merely ‘sat by and watched what the
teachers did’. Erkki emphasizes how he took advantage of the situation of
being indirectly obliged by his employer to participate. He proudly describes
how he used paid training time for his own leisure entirely on his own terms.
These kinds of informal strategy applied by male workers to claim autonomy
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at the workplace and to turn things over to their advantage, by ‘pissing their
superiors about’, have also been identified by previous research (see
Turtiainen and Väänänen 2012). In this sense, being an independent man
is marked by class antagonism, by portrayals of working men as superior to
their middle-class counterparts. In contrast, being a proper man entails a
tendency to avoid such class antagonisms. As a proper man emphasizes being
able to take responsibility also for the success of his company, he needs to
portray himself as cooperative in relation to his superiors. In contrast, an
independent man invests in winning the respect of his working-class peers by
‘screwing his bosses over’.

Consequently, the class processes related to being an independent man
differ drastically from those related to being a proper man. While a proper
man distances himself from stigmatized forms of working-class masculinity,
an independent man, in a sense, celebrates working-class masculinity and
distances himself from forms of masculinity represented by the middle-class
men. Practical, physical and moral (masculine) capabilities of working men
are often underlined by portraying middle-class men as impractical, weak
willed and physically effeminate (cf. Willis 1977). With regard to the
teachers, men adopting this category may, for instance, bring up how
those, who have a degree in engineering but ‘who haven’t worked for a
day, really worked out there’, may know how things are in theory but, in
practice, ‘when you go out there, it won’t follow that formula’ (Jouko,
welder, 55–9). Consequently, an independent man affords value only to
learning by doing and learning at work from other more experienced
workmen, from his working-class peers (see Roberts 2013). From middle-
class men he has nothing to learn.

Disregard for the societal expectations related to being an independentman
is based on a belief that one is capable of succeeding without education. An
independent man often emphasizes how his success and value in the labour
market are based predominantly on his solid experience acquired through hard
work, not on education. Juhani, a construction worker (55–9), for instance,
explains in a proud tone how he left his previous job without another job in
sight because he felt that he was not paid enough: ‘The others doing the same
job were paid more, so I told them what my price is.’He portrays himself as a
sovereign player in the labour market, who has confidence and power to
negotiate what he is worth—namely, because he is a skilled worker with
extensive experience. In this vein, a longstanding working-class ideal of an
autonomous, self-reliant workman characterizes being an independent man
(see Turtiainen and Väänänen 2012). Consequently, an independent man
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disregards the societal expectation because he can afford to do so in a particular
sense. His labour market success provides him with social value and respect,
especially among his working-class peers. Since he can claim a valuable identity
in this sense, he can afford not to engage in a discussion concerning his
learning experiences. Instead, he places emphasis on constructing a masculine
identity based on his prowess in working life and in the labour market.

Honest Men’s Protest Against Societal Expectations

Being an honest man is characterized by protesting against societal expec-
tations. In the data, this category is adopted mainly by some of the men who
are struggling at the margins of the labour market. Even though only a few
of the studied men consistently take up this position, it still has cultural
presence and is referred to by many of the interviewees. An honest man
engages in heavy criticism with regard to education and learning. Men who
take up this category often feel obliged or forced to participate, and afford
virtually no value to adult education. An emphasis on the moral integrity of
working men and on virtues such as straightforwardness in contrast to moral
weaknesses of middle-class men is central to being an honest man (see
Lamont 2000). From marginalized and precarious positions, these men
commonly emphasize being ‘at least honest’.

As an honest man describes his engagement in educational and labour
market interventions directed at him, he often adopts a rather passive
position. Anssi, an electrician (45–9), for instance, describes how the labour
bureau officials started ‘tricking him into training’ after he faced a need to
retrain himself for a new job as a result of health problems. Jorma, a road
worker (50–4), already quoted in the previous section, may be facing a
similar situation. In the context of describing a need to retrain himself once
more, he also adopts an emphatically passive position:

You can’t tell, what the insurance company will say, you have to attend to that.
It’ll come out [soon], what they are planning there [. . .] They will definitely
ply you with something. Say, if I was two years older, they wouldn’t put me in
training anymore [. . .] You have to see what they prescribe, is it schooling or
what. But then they have to teach me the alphabet from scratch and the
arithmetic as well, if they sit me down on a school bench. And they have to pay
a full wage during the training.
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In this way, an honest man often talks about himself in a passive voice in order
to position himself, as it were, as an object of the undertakings directed at him.
He emphasizes his detachment from these processes and refuses to afford any
legitimacy to them. The next statement by Anssi (electrician, 45–9) further
illuminates how an honest manmay detach himself also from the official goals
of training which he finds imposed on him, and emphasize how he was able to
use education for his own purposes on his own terms instead:

I joked a little, that the purpose of the studies was to run electricity to my
summer cottage. And so, I did the installations there as a competence demon-
stration. Got that done. I would have done more, but they didn’t agree with
that. I would have done an automatic control system [. . .] proper heating
controls and more. Teachers [disapproved of doing] only one’s own projects,
but would it make much difference.

Like an independent man, an honest man often instrumentalizes education.
However, for him it is not a means to portray his prowess in using education
strategically to achieve his self-defined goals, but rather a way to retain some
worth in a context where he feels disqualified and even humiliated. For
instance, Anssi tells how he sometimes felt that the teachers thought he was
stupid because he couldn’t draw on a computer.

In a sense, an honest man cannot afford to take such an indifferent stance
towards the prevailing expectations that characterizes independent man-
hood. He cannot claim to be autonomous like an independent man who is
able to rely on his ‘proven’ labour market success. Because an honest man
cannot claim to have in this sense ‘succeeded’, he finds himself in a precar-
ious position, under a constant threat of being positioned without worth
and honour. Against this threat, an honest man resorts to what could be
called ‘masculine protest’ (see Connell 1995: 109–19). For instance, Anssi
rebels above in this sense against the goals of training set by middle-class
teachers. While engaging in protest, an honest man is well aware of the
possibility of being looked down on from a middle-class perspective—that
is, also from the interviewer’s perspective. For instance, Tapani, a machinist
(55–9) who criticizes heavily both adult education and employment admin-
istration, suggests that what he says could be understood as ‘rather rough
text’ by the interviewer. Still, he wants to challenge the ‘official perspective’
by speaking his mind:
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The adult education centre was just in it for making profit. You know, it’s
based on that they show the government that we have this many [students].
It’s like it used to be in Russia [. . .] Nothing matters but that the figures match
up. Rather rough text, or what?

Tapani insists that the employment officials and also the adult educators are
‘high-salaried guys’ who just sit on their tenures and fail to do what they’re
supposed to. He states how he hasn’t got any help with finding a job from
the employment office. With regard to adult education, he explains how he
expected it to be more ‘school-like’. Instead, he found out that everything
had to be done by oneself ‘because it’s adult education’:

In a way, they don’t teach anything [. . .] [I hoped] that they would have taught
something [. . .] No. You have to do everything by yourself. It is like the
employment office, it’s a fucking useless institution’.

Challenging the normative expectations is a key practice through which an
honest man constructs himself as masculine. In the abovementioned way,
responses related to being an honest man are marked by attempts to retain
worth by protesting and challenging those above, the authorities who are
not afforded much value. The emphasis on working men’s moral integrity in
relation to corrupted middle-class men is central to being an honest man.
Connell’s (1995: 109–19) analysis of ‘protest masculinity’—a form of
‘marginalized’masculinity usually adopted by men at the bottom of societal
hierarchies, which is based on making claims to power in a context where
there are no real resources to do so—illuminates well what I have identified
as being an honest man. Men adopting this category operate with scarce
resources, not being able to portray themselves as ‘worthy citizens’ who
meet the societal expectations, or as self-reliant, independent men who can
claim to have succeeded in the labour market. Consequently, they need
constantly to prove that they are not entirely without worth, honour and
integrity.

EMERGING HIERARCHIES AND DIVISIONS

The analysis above has illustrated how the specific categories of being a
working-class man simultaneously emerge in relation to, and inform a variety
of, responses to the normative expectations prevailing in the contemporary
learning society. It has also shed light on how class and gender inform these
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processes in various ways. Now I shall draw attention to how the categories are
hierarchically organized in relation to each other and in relation to middle-
class masculinity that becomes positioned as ‘hegemonic’. Even though the
interviewedmen do not identify withmiddle-class masculinity but consistently
assert being first and foremost ‘practical working men’, a normative middle-
class ideal still organizes their ways of being a man.

All the categories identified in the analysis are marked by what Connell
(1995: 78–9) has described as ‘marginalization’, though in a variety of ways.
Connell describes how ‘marginalization’ may involve on the one hand
seeking ‘authorization’ from those occupying hegemonic positions, or on
the other hand challenging and protesting against those in power. Being a
proper man is, in this sense, characterized by seeking authorization as
described in the previous section. From a working-class position, men
who take up this position need constantly to prove their ‘worthiness’.
Whether one is worthy or not is presented to them as a question they
need to address. To do this they tend to distance themselves from and
disidentify with particular, problematic forms of working-class masculinity.
Being an independent man and being an honest man, in contrast, are
marginalized because they refuse to seek authorization. They are well
aware of the possibility of being disapproved of and even stigmatized by
those holding positions of power. Consequently, they resort to class antag-
onism and invest in more ‘traditional’ forms of working-class masculinity.

While all the categories can be described as marginalized, the class and
gender processes involved take a variety of forms. In addition, two specific
kinds of division emerge between these categories that consequently divide
men with different kinds of resource. The first division emerges between
those who engage in attempts to claim a ‘worthy citizenship’ (i.e. the proper
men) and those who refuse such an endeavour (i.e. the other two catego-
ries). As illustrated in the previous section, being proper men requires them
to engage in educational discourse. Men adopting this category make
considerable investments in portraying themselves as competent in this
domain. In addition to displaying competence in educational terminology,
these men often draw on their successes in education and in working life by
bringing up, for instance, how they have successfully participated in devel-
opment processes at work during their careers. For instance, Arto (55–9)
tells how he has often taken the initiative in developing work and working
methods. He emphasizes his role by stating how ‘there has never been a
boss [he hasn’t] been able to win over’.
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Consequently, a certain amount of specifically cultural resources are
required since men adopting a category of a proper man also risk being seen
as ‘not to have got it right’ from a middle-class perspective. They need to be
confident enough to prove themselves. Those without such resources and
confidence, on their part, exclude themselves from an endeavour to claim a
legitimated societal status and invest in other ways of being a working-class
man. This division is rather similar to what Diane Reay (2002) has identified
as a division between individualist and collectivist factions of the working
class—between those who take a risk in attempting to change themselves and
‘escape the fetters of working-class existence’ (404) to become what they
think they really (authentically) are, and those who refuse such risks and
hold on to a working-class identity and to a working-class definition of
authenticity.

The second division emerges between those who can claim to have
‘succeeded’ and are able to take an indifferent stance towards the societal
expectations (i.e. the independent men) and those who cannot claim to have
‘succeeded’ in this sense and who need constantly to defend themselves
against being rendered worthless (i.e. the honest men). This division is
marked by centrality of work as a working-class ideal—and by what could
be defined as material resources that circumscribe access to independent
manhood. These men draw on their successes in the labour market to
demonstrate their autonomy and self-reliance. While independent men invest
in their relatively stable labour market positions, those without such positions
are excluded and are likely to resort to the ‘masculine protest’ described in the
previous section.

Consequently, particular kinds of resource bear significance in
circumscribing working-class men’s access to a legitimated citizenship in the
context of a late modern learning society, on the one hand, and to a respect-
able working-class manhood, on the other, which is constructed on being
successful in what could be called a ‘wage labour society’. On the whole,
being a working-class man or working-class masculinity is thus not a unitary
category but a multiple one, including various gendered and classed processes
as well as specific kinds of hierarchy and division.

CONCLUSIONS

The study reported in this chapter focused on a group of men that has not
been to date researched in Finland in the context of adult education and
from a perspective addressing issues of gender and class. Also, international
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research, published in English, onmen in this context, is still relatively scarce
(see e.g. Archer 2001; Burke 2006; Bowl et al. 2012). Even though
research on men and masculinities has expanded in Finland, especially
after the turn of the millennium, the studies in the field of adult education,
including vocational, liberal and higher education, addressing gender and
class dimensions, have focused predominantly on women (e.g. Käyhk€o
2015). Recently, though, a scholarly discussion concerning Finnish school-
boys’ (multiple) masculinities has been initiated (see e.g. Manninen et al.
2011). Indeed, in the context of schooling, gender issues and also issues
concerning boys have been debated for a relatively long time in comparison
with adult education, where a ‘concern over men’ is quite a recent
phenomenon. Consequently, while a gender perspective has been
‘mainstreamed’ to an extent in the context of schooling, the discussion in
the context of adult education, in Finland as well as internationally, lags
behind and, as argued in the introduction, often resorts to rather stereo-
typical and essentializing notions of gender, manhood and masculinity.

This study hopes to contribute to these debates by providing empirical
evidence on various forms of being a working-class man, which are available
for men occupying working-class positions in a late modern Nordic learning
society. The results challenge in particular a notion of working-class men as
a unitary category of men who are culturally prone to opposing and resisting
education, who fail to appreciate it and understand its significance, and who
thus need to be either changed or responded to by altering the provision of
training. An idea of ‘traditional Finnish manhood’, often referred to in the
debate, has also been challenged in recent historical research on men and
masculinities in Finland (see Markkola et al. 2014). This research highlights
the fact that manhood has always taken multiple forms and that these are in
a process of constant change.

With regard to historical dynamics, the men of my study find themselves
between what could be described as two, overlapping societal orders: the
‘receding’ modern wage labour society and the ‘predominant’ late modern
learning society (see Koski and Filander 2013). Independent and honest
men are the ones who (still) subscribe to the ‘promise’ of the wage labour
society, in which employment afforded men a legitimated social status and
was a central building block for their masculine identities. Simultaneously,
these men are aware of the fact that in the contemporary learning society,
‘full citizenship’ is granted only to those who are able to prove their
employability by displaying readiness and willingness to engage in constant
learning and self-improvement. However, they refuse to take up these new
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challenges and keep investing in forms of working-class masculinity that still
carry some value, at least in local circles and among their working-class
peers. Men taking up a ‘new proper manhood’, on their part, subscribe to a
new order and engage in efforts to claim a ‘worthy citizenship’, even though
it is not easily and readily available to them as working-class men and
requires them to constantly seek authorization from their middle-class
counterparts.

A longstanding emphasis on equal opportunities along with more recent
neoliberal, individualizing tendencies in Finnish education policy have
turned attention away from social class and in general from structural and
material dimensions of inequality (e.g. Käyhk€o 2015). Instead of addressing
these issues, for instance, attempts to widen educational participation have
focused solely on individuals belonging to various ‘identity groups’, such as
gender or ethnic groups, or on individualized shortcomings, such as having
not acquired enough training. Against this backdrop, the results of the study
highlight the centrality of class in the lives of men occupying a working-class
social standing in a Nordic context where class is a less visible category than
in traditional class societies with longer industrial histories. The results
attract attention to a variety of class processes and (intraclass) divisions
(cf. Reay 2002) that develop in a late modern learning society. The
working-class men remain a marginalized category, even though recent
attempts have been made to raise the social status of vocational training
and working-class occupations, as well as to place an emphasis on validating
informal forms of learning and skills, and competences acquired at work.
However, the agenda and priorities of education remain to be set by men
and women occupying middle-class social positions. Since class differences
are not recognized, made visible and discussed, working-class men and
women continue to be marginalized from education, as they are excluded
from discussions concerning what it should be about.
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CHAPTER 8

Automobile Masculinities and Neoliberal
Production Regimes Among Russian

Blue-Collar Men

Jeremy Morris

INTRODUCTION

This chapter focuses on a social group of young blue-collar men in Russia in
a small industrial town. They see each other as ‘confrères’, to use Michael
Burawoy’s (1992) classic conceptualization of working-class communist-
era sociality. This notion of classed masculine sociality at the nexus of
workplace, domestic space and leisure space is relevant in the postsocialist
era (Morris 2012). Using long-term ethnographic immersion in the lives of
informants, the chapter investigates how seemingly enduring socialist-era
working-class masculinity is increasingly inflected by global changes in
production and labour: the challenge to traditional Russian factory work
by the informal economy and transnational corporations (TNCs). In paral-
lel, it shows how performative masculinity through cultural norms of con-
sumption and do-it-yourself (DIY) (car ownership, mechanical repair and
tinkering) is subject to change. At the core of this chapter are portraits
of ‘Petr’ and ‘Nikita’—ethnographic composites. It follows them as they
move from local factory jobs—via detours in the informal economy—to a
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production line in a TNC automotive factory, and in parallel it traces
debates about automobility in this circle of friends.

Car ownership and the DIY skills involved in repairing mechanically
simple old Russian cars speak to issues around the display of working-class
masculinities. In addition, the chapter explores automobility as emblematic
of uneasy social mobility and fraught engagement with new neoliberal
regimes of work on the self and flexibility. Choices about what kind of car
to own, whether to use credit, whether to buy Russian-built or ‘foreign’,
whether to learn from others how to maintain it or pay a stranger—all these
forks in the path of becoming automobile are statements of what kind of
man a person wants to be. They are similarly subject to interpretation by
others in a working-class setting. Conversations and conflicts about auto-
mobility come to dramatize aspects of social class mobility, immobility and
contrasting performances of masculinity. Automobility marks how particu-
lar forms of masculinity intersect with both aspirational fantasies (that
largely remain inaccessible) and stubborn retrenchments of more traditional
classed identities. These ‘debates’ bespeak an uneasy relationship with the
‘desired’ automobile as status symbol and object of labour in the ‘Western’
factories in which these men work.

WORKING-CLASS MASCULINITY AND THE POSTSOCIALIST

NEOLIBERAL ORDER

This section is necessarily only a short summary of a wide-ranging debate.
For more extensive treatments, see Ashwin (2000), Vanke (2014) and
Walker (2017). After 1989/1991, postsocialism gave rise to a dominant
narrative of marketized relations and challenged traditional working-class
masculinity across Eastern Europe. ‘Shock’ economic reforms led to long-
term and massive declines in the purchasing power of the male blue-collar
wage, and a steady deterioration in conditions and social benefits. The
latter was significant in underpinning traditional notions of value associated
with manual work and masculinity. While female employment was much
more the norm in socialist societies than in the West, a single male bread-
winning wage often provided accelerated access to social housing (also the
norm), and subsidized or preferential access to goods and services essential
to household reproduction.

It is therefore no surprise that the unprecedented deterioration in
the economic positioning of working-class men after communism was

172 J. MORRIS



accompanied by an equally unprecedented peacetime demographic crisis as
millions of men died early or were debilitated by psychosocial stress
(Stuckler et al. 2009). This was not only the result of economic dislocation
and dispossession but also due to the social ‘crisis’ in masculinity that
pre-dated the end of communism. Authoritarian and ‘patriarchal’ state–
citizen relations saw men’s social roles severely truncated during and after
communism (Ashwin 2000). Men’s ‘coping’ responses to rapid social
change post-1991 reinforced a longstanding pathologized view of men as
infantile and feminized as a result of the coercion and violence of commu-
nist rule. Working-class men’s responses to economic, social and political
marginalization led to masculinity becoming associated with deviant behav-
iour (Ries 1997), and working-class masculinity in particular as subject to
association with criminality and extreme lumpenization (Stenning 2005;
Walker 2014). Socialist-era worries about masculinity have evolved since to
relate to men’s perceived inability to cope with neoliberal roll-back of the
state and new labour relations. They continue to be seen as ‘weak: inappro-
priately feminine, drunk, irresponsible, shiftless’ (Ashwin 2000: 17). The
‘crisis in masculinity’ also concerns the rate of highly self-destructive behav-
iours (Zdravomyslova and Temkina 2002)—almost a collective form of self-
harm that can be interpreted as a response to a real and symbolic loss of roles
and status—particularly for working-class men, who Walker (2009) sees as
fundamentally ‘devalued’ by the process of socioeconomic transformation.

At the same time, the loss of the ‘patriarchal’ socialist-era state has seen a
resurgence in retraditionalizing narratives of gender roles after generations
of at least nominally legal equality and a degree of real social and economic
mobility for women. This was most notable in the media, but reflected a
concerted effort, a compensatory mechanism, of the particular form of
neoliberal reform in post-communist societies, which stressed the
rediscovery of men’s biologically essentialized masculinity (Zdravomyslova
and Temkina 2002) at the same time as asserting familiar traditional mas-
culinity through breadwinning as, if not an achievable norm, an idealized
type. This led to Kay (2006), in a landmark study of the crisis of Russian
masculinity, to ask whether men could resist the urge to reassert patriarchy.

For working-class men in the present, all these factors remain pertinent,
but increasingly dominant is their growing awareness of the socioeconomic
and symbolic subaltern positioning of workers since the end of communism
(if not before; cf. Burawoy 1992). The transition from communism to a
form of neocapitalism (Kideckel 2008) can be read as a multigenerational
experience of trauma, albeit in a different form to deindustrializing
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working-class communities in the global north (e.g. Walkerdine 2010;
Morris 2016). In Russia, working-class male dispossession was not so
much characterized by ‘widespread unemployment [. . . as] impoverishment
of prospects for those employed in the industrial and agricultural sectors, in
which poverty wages, unsafe working conditions and extended periods of
unpaid leave continue to be the norm for many’ (Walker 2009: 532; see also
Yaroshenko et al. 2006).

Working-class men have found themselves in an unparalleled position of
subalternity in such societies (Kideckel 2002). They are faced with an
‘illusory corporatism’ (Ost 2000): state and employer relations are exclu-
sionary and seek to impose a strong form of neoliberal labour disciplining
and dispossession. Elites and the emergent middle classes alike see workers
as little more than politically quiescent, ‘Mechanical Turk’ operators of
moribund Soviet plant in dying factories of industrial hinterlands far from
Moscow. Workers experience the sharp end of welfare-state residualization.
They are victims of widespread patronizing attitudes (particularly in the
media): they should gratefully remake their socialist-era selves into more
productive and pliant postsocialist workers. Biographical analysis of workers
(including those featured in this chapter) and their interpretations of bodily
practices, risk and wellbeing, underline their awareness of their
replaceability and marginality (Vanke 2014; Morris 2016). At the same
time they display a clear articulation of how both traditional factory work
and more neoliberal production regimes of monitoring and (self)-
disciplining offer ‘poor work’ and bad jobs (see Walker 2009; Morris
2012, respectively).

AUTOMOBILE WORKING-CLASS MASCULINITIES

Private car ownership and use as representing differentiated performances of
masculinity has long been a staple of youth studies. However, the majority
of research has focused on the automotive articulations of gender in terms of
subcultures; cars express a form of refracted hegemonic masculinity, partic-
ularly among the dominated faction of working-class male youth in the
West (e.g. Bengry-Howell and Griffin 2007; Lumsden 2010). Often exam-
ining street-racing, cruising and car modification, research on automobility
is associated with delinquency and deviance, which is less representative of a
non-Western experience. In addition, there are few intersecting treatments
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of automobility and masculinity in non-Western contexts (e.g. van Eeden
2012; Grace 2013). With a few exceptions (e.g. Notar 2012; Trumper and
Tomic 2009), class does not feature as a unit of analysis. Moreover, the
sociocultural significance of automobilities retains a similarly Western-
centric perspective that does not do justice to the plural experience of
private car use (let alone ownership) under globalization. By contrast, in
two recent treatments of automobility in Russia, globally universal aspects
of the performance of masculinity through automobility are highlighted
(symbolizing individualized, masculine sexual dominance), but so too are
locally contrastive meanings—collective affordances extending to the realms
of shared car ownership and homosocial tinkering in garages (Kononenko
2011). Similarly, a classed perspective finds car ownership less to do with
conspicuous consumption, but as a store of value (ibid.), and, in the
creation of ‘carholds’, automobility, and mobility itself, as a household
rather than individual achievement (Broz and Habeck 2015). This paints
a very different picture of automobilities’ implications for masculinity.

As well as acknowledging alternative understandings of automobilities
outside the core global north, the meaning of cars for men in Russia requires
a historical contextualization in the light of the socialist experience of
consumption and ownership. Car ownership in socialist societies became
increasingly important for defining self and class. Even as cars increased in
quality and accessibility, they remained objects of ‘relative scarcity’ and were
invested with particular symbolic value ‘because of the lengths to which
aspirant and real owners would go to obtain and maintain them’

(Siegelbaum 2011: 2). More than any other consumer object, the car
came to represent the particular forms of socialist consumption (Siegelbaum
2008). Scarce yet desirable, practical and useful yet difficult to maintain, cars
retain the aura of objects of desire that require reserves of patience and the
cunning use of networks to obtain and keep them. There is a long history of
unspoken and guilty desire associated with foreign cars in Russia
(Siegelbaum 2011: 4), which continues in the present. In addition, there
is the continuing association of high-status vehicles with the ‘ruling’ class
and those that have seemingly undeservedly gained access to material riches
(ibid., 5). Car ownership of any kind remains a political and class-ridden
issue as much as a gendered one.
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AUTOMOBILITY AS THE NEXUS OF THE NEOLIBERAL HAILING

OF RUSSIAN SUBALTERN MASCULINITY

This ethnographic section is divided into three parts. First, I contextualize
working-class masculine sociality as embedded in automobility by examin-
ing its placeness—the garage spaces as male refuges from both ‘feminized’
domestic space and the increasingly harsh neoliberalized workspace.
Second, the discussion of garage space serves as a way to introduce ‘Nikita’,
an ethnographic composite representing one model of Russian working-
class masculinity. Reluctant to remake his working personhood in the image
of the flexible neoliberal subject, he remains in the town’s moribund Soviet-
style factories, eking out a living—in the cement factory and in informal
(underground) labour making plastic window frames, and, later, in
unregistered gypsy-cab driving. For him, cars are not just a practical neces-
sity and desired in and of themselves; they are emblematic of his rejection of
new production regimes (often found in foreign transnational contexts). He
buys a ‘banger’ and spends much time maintaining it with support from
others who share his self-positioning: the car comes first, work, second. In
addition, his automobility is grounded in non-utility, exuberance even. In
contrast, ‘Petr’, as owner and car user, is supremely practical, instrumentalist
and more individualistic. Not only does he carefully mould himself to the
rigorous demands of the German car plant where he works on the assembly
conveyor, his embodiment of neoliberal flexibility and economic calculation
extends to car ownership—it cocreates or ‘assembles’ a new form of
working-class personhood as machinically subjectivated (Lazzarato 2014:
9–10).

FIELDSITE DESCRIPTION AND METHODS

This chapter comprises materials collected during long-term ethnographic
fieldwork with blue-collar workers in Izluchino, a small industrial town near
the city of Kaluga, to the south west of Moscow, which is the site of a new
TNC’s car plant. About 15,000 people live in Izluchino, an urban space that
developed as the result of a ‘town-forming enterprise’ in the postwar era.1

Local manufacturing includes aggregate extraction and processing (into
bricks, lime and powders, and other construction materials), and steel and
plastic fabrication (including tubing and cables for the domestic plumbing
market and extractive gas industry), all of which date from the Soviet period.
Many of those laid off in the 1990s post-communist economic crises never
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returned to blue-collar work—they either died off in the massive demo-
graphic collapse, survived on meagre pensions or disappeared into the
informal economy—typically driving unregistered cabs, working on con-
struction sites in Moscow or engaging in petty trades. Nonetheless, since
2010, some younger workers (aged 25–35) have started to commute from
this town to the automotive plant and two other TNCs based in Kaluga.

Materials (recorded and unrecorded interviews, participant and
non-participant observations) for this research were gathered in
2009–2014 in over a year’s worth of intermittent fieldwork. Both partici-
pant observation and semistructured interviews were conducted in a variety
of settings. Long-term interactions with 50 informants form the bulk of
materials, with a group of eight men being the focus here: key informants
include union activists, ‘ordinary’ assembly workers and ex-workers from
the car plants. In addition to anonymizing workers’ names and jobs, various
minor details pertaining to the identity of the settlement have been
obscured or changed.

The Freedom, Not of the Road, but of the Garage: Spaces of Masculine
Working-Class Sociality

Despite the specifically postsocialist meanings of mobility detailed above,
automobility and masculinity are no doubt as closely linked symbolically in
Russia as in any other postindustrial society. And this is perhaps even more
the case for working-class men as for others as a result of the historical
scarcity and unfulfillable desire associated with ownership. Now most blue-
collar workers can realistically aim for ownership of a basic Soviet-era
AvtoVAZ Lada model (a low-tech vehicle based on the 1960s Fiat
124 and produced in large numbers until the early 2010s), or buy a
‘Western-style’ car on rather crippling credit terms. Technical skills in DIY
maintenance have long been desiderata for long-term ownership for three
reasons: (1) very poor road maintenance and severe climatic conditions;
(2) poor automobile network infrastructure generally—a preponderance of
low-grade roads and poor distribution of vehicle maintenance businesses;
and (3) the simple construction of most Russian cars. ‘Tinkering’ in garage
blocks with acquaintances also has a long history and is a significant part of
working-class homosociality, among young and old alike (Morris 2016).

Whether for commuting to better blue-collar jobs in the regional capital
Kaluga (an hour away by car, served by only one slow public bus per hour),
or more locally allowing informal work as an unregistered taxi driver,
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transport for moonlighting jobs in trades and construction, or just a marker
of appropriate adult and breadwinning masculinity, the car is seen as a
symbolic and practical necessity for most men in the aggregate-extracting,
cement-mixing town of Izluchino.2 As most people own Ladas, with own-
ership comes the necessity of skills and a sufficient social network of other
workers to make repairs without resorting to paying a workshop. While in
the summer men group together and repair cars in the open squares
surrounded by crumbling block housing, most have access through rela-
tives, friends or confrères to a brick garage space on the edge of town.

The garage in Izluchino is built by its owner (also requiring ‘member-
ship’ of a mutual aid network) side by side with similar constructions
forming long rows of often spacious workshops-cum-garages. There are
two 5 hectare garage territories in the town at either end. Like the use of
‘sheds’ in anglophone culture, the garage is a masculine reserve devoted to
practical activity, often for its own sake; the car may never get completely
‘fixed’, but a lot of talk and drinking ensure that homosocial ties are
cemented and broadened. While anglophone culture promotes the individ-
ualistic notion of the lone tinkerer (Cavanagh et al. 2014), in Russia, garage
use is predicated on men coming together to reinforce bonds of competent
masculinity, and the garage can be a cosy shared space, whether used as a bar
or a mechanic’s shop. Some have glass-brick windows and heating; all have
electricity and ventilation pipes sticking out of their roofs. Opposite Petr’s
garage another owner has added not only a summer ‘terrace’ of sorts
(a room made from steel sheeting and polycarbide glass) but also a pigeon
coop to the roof.

What is a garage for? Ironically, even in the winter, it is rare to find them
occupied by a car. The garage context serves as a perfect private society in
microcosm for men to debate differences in attitudes towards cars, which
themselves have increasingly become linked to changing ideas about time
value and adaptability to ‘new’ production contexts requiring ‘self’ disci-
pline (e.g. conveyor work at the TNCs). In addition, there is the ever-
present symbolization in car ownership of more and less worthy forms of
masculinity, and the dilemma of foregoing consumption in the present for
the sake of ownership of ‘better’ forms of vehicle transport in the future.
This is best illustrated by two positions in the social circle of informants. The
first position is represented by Nikita: men who avoid having to ‘adapt’ to
neoliberal production regimes. Nikita purchases an unreliable, rusty, if racy,
Moskvitch ‘banger’, necessitating long periods of maintenance and mutual
aid, and which cannot reliably be used for commuting, but which is ‘fun’
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and a source of socialization. The second group is represented by Petr. This
group sees Nikita’s frequent change of car ownership as part of his inability
to remain in permanent employment. For Petr’s group, the physical mobil-
ity of ownership links to ‘mobility’ more widely, valued positively
(e.g. willingness to adapt to the Western demands of the TNC production
lines). In contrast, Nikita’s mobility is seen as negative: he is called a ‘flyer’—
a person who can’t knuckle down and be a ‘new’ working-class man.

One day, when Petr has gone to Kaluga to work his conveyor shift, his
mother, Masha, talks about the garage spaces of her children and husband.
Kideckel (2004) characterizes the use of space in the yards outside housing
blocks in Romania as ‘bench work’, where sociality, drinking and ‘tinkering’
coalesce in space. Masha describes the ‘garage work’ of the men in the
family in a similar way:

For some wives it is a problem—if the blokes leave for the garage that’s it. You
don’t know when you’ll see them again. But on the other hand it is a blessing
and you can get some peace. When Lyova [her husband] goes on a bender
(zapoi), he doesn’t go to his own garage as it is too far away. It’s good that he
can go to the garage nearby as I know he’ll be safe and even in the winter he
won’t freeze to death there.

Narratives about garage ‘work’ continue a couple of weeks later in a far
more salubrious garage space owned by Zhenya, a young lathe operator in
an informal metal and plastic fabricating shop. Nikita, then a 24-year-old
cement kiln operative, had been asked by Zhenya to help him change the
beam axle on a car he was working on. Nikita used to work with Zhenya in
the cement works, but the latter had quit about six months earlier and gone
to work ‘underground’, in the informal economy. The car doesn’t belong to
Zhenya but to a ‘client’, an old school friend. The vehicular object of envy in
question is a 1980s Moskvitch Sviatogor, a copy of a 1970s Chrysler with a
powerful Renault-made injection engine, more comfortable to drive than
most Russian cars, and with sporty looks and performance. Later Nikita will
buy this car. There isn’t a monetary agreement involved in this work:
Zhenya has the skills and space to work on the car, as well as a wide enough
social network to be able to call on Nikita and others for help at short notice.
Nikita is keen to work on the car. Not only will he get to learn a new skill but
he will be introduced to Sergei, Zhenya’s ‘boss’ and the foreman. It is
through participation in ‘tinkering’ that Nikita is able to leave the cement
works and get informal employment, working for Sergei with Zhenya, thus
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‘avoiding’ having to go to the TNC conveyor plant in Kaluga with his
friend Petr.

This garage is clean and spacious, it has two old sofas and a plastic table,
as well as an old computer and a speaker system through which the latest
pop hits blare out, accompanied by music videos. Zhenya has even salvaged
a metal shop display rack for flavoured powdered milk that now serves as
storage for CDs. They hold forth about ‘garage work’, picking up the theme
where Masha left off:

It’s only for some wives that the garage is a problem—the guys don’t have to
make an excuse; they just say ‘I’m in the garage’, that’s all. [. . .] Also it’s a
place where you can find your ‘theme’, not just about cars, but motorbikes,
pigeons even. And the guys can discuss it for hours. (Zhenya, 25-years old)

It’s not about getting away from women, from the flat. No, why do you say
that? How many hours have we spent hanging around here? Here in our
company we’ve spent so much time here that we call the garage not just a
garage but a café-club garage. ‘Cos you can have a beer here. Or some vodka
[. . .] You can watch a film, have a tinker with the car and everything else. So it
is a café-club garage. We phone up Zhenya and say—come on, open up the
café-club . . . There’s only one table for the clientele though—a ‘night caf-
é-club’. . . so this is where we live. (Sergei, 31)

While for Kideckel, benches and bars comprise the gendered separation
of space in Romania, they also indicate the semipublic affirmation of places
of subaltern solidarity (2004). These are almost entirely absent in Izluchino.
If men drink in public they are harassed by residents and police alike.
Women at least are able to continue ‘bench work’ in the beautifully kept
front gardens of the town, amply provided with wooden benches. But
masculine sociality—always closely linked with drinking alcohol—remains
pathologized. Thus the garage looms large, occupying an important real
and symbolic space in the lives of men. At the same time it bears witness to
the relative subalternization of blue-collar masculine sociality as such, or
what Walker (2017) sees as its real and ‘symbolic’ impoverishment.

However, the very marginality of the garage space makes for a vibrant
sense of the possibilities of masculine sociality. The police rarely if ever
patrol such places. Similarly, the kind of modifications to buildings outlined
above would not be tolerated in the housing blocks. This gives the practices
and activities of the garage spaces a feeling of lacking inhibition, if not
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‘freedom’. Often, even late at night, Zhenya would crank up the volume of
the CD player and light a barbeque. On the other side of town in a different
garage, Nikita and a group of younger workers he barely knows would make
repairs to his Moskvitch until the small hours, making a racket as they
attended to a faulty clutch. Certainly the very relegation to the garage of
so many practices related to the performance of masculinity-in-common by
blue-collar men inflects such activities with an intensity of feeling, of
belonging and of delight among the participants. Even mundane everyday
activities take on a festive, cheery character. Symbolically it is a masculine
domain where working-class ‘authenticity’ can be performed and even
experimented with.

The second time I visit Zhenya he is working, again, ‘informally’ with
some friends on another car. This time he is drinking alcohol-free beer. In
response to my visible shock he says: ‘I don’t feel like drinking at the
moment . . . What are you looking at? It’s my garage; I can do what I
want!’ With the private and marginalized nature of these male spaces
comes a meagre sense of freedom from conventionality, even while strong
markers of normative blue-collar masculinity are continually replayed and
performed, such as the necessity of displaying ‘practical’ and resourceful skill
in mechanics or DIY work. The garage provides an example of the fraught
search for ‘propertizing’ of marginal spaces in a way that allows the main-
tenance and expansion of the horizontal social network of workers (Morris
2016).3 They can encounter others here and build weak and strong ties of
confraternity. This was particularly true of the younger Nikita: once he had
bought the Moskvitch he would strike up conversations with other owners
and he obtained a particular form of local class-related ‘prestige’ (ibid.).

Workhorse Cars Reflecting Their Owners’ Calculating Values

‘She’s my friend, but she’s a workhorse; she’s no beauty, unlike the Skodas
we assemble! But that’s the way I like her.’ Petr, a slim, careful man in his
late 20s strokes the bonnet of his Lada Samara sedan as he says these words.
The car is the new model—one of the first Russian cars built to Western
standards of design, safety and reliability. Petr has taken out a bank loan to
buy it—bigger than the average local mortgage and crippling to his dispos-
able income for the next two years. We have just inspected some road
damage to the chassis and front wing that occurred while Petr had been
driving home from his new job at the TNC car factory, an hour away along
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treacherous roads. There he works on the conveyor, assembling shiny
German cars he is unlikely to ever be able to afford to buy himself. Nikita
had shaken his head in disbelief when he’d learned that his childhood friend
Petr had ‘taken the bait’. In Nikita’s view, the back-breaking conditions and
harsh labour discipline in the plant were hardly worth the marginally better
pay—better off to stay in the cement works; better the devil you know, or
do a bit of lucrative work in the informal underground economy, with no
tax, no commitment and no permanent boss. And, after all, now Petr would
have to commute in his Lada and driving would no longer be for pleasure.

Petr had organized a recovery truck to get towed home. He remarks:

Only 2000 roubles for the recovery [$30 at the time]. Really that’s quite
cheap. The first one I phoned wanted five thousand. That’s when I realized I
was out of my depth and needed help so I called Nikita [. . .] But now I get a
decent wage I can afford little misfortunes like that. Not like Nikita and his
rust bucket Moskvitch. His ‘Qashqai’ breaks down all the time. It’s a real
lemon that he was tricked over. But because of that he knows all the recovery
truckers around here.

Petr’s talk reveals his interpretation of his ‘new life’ since joining the car
plant in 2011, two years after I first met him. Now he is ‘earning’, as he puts
it, as opposed to drawing a ‘survival’ wage in the cement works. But this is a
matter of debate. Nonetheless, he has been able to build a small buffer of
savings for life’s ‘misfortunes’. Petr is money-minded in a responsible way.
He worked hard to pay off a small mortgage on his one-room flat and always
tries to buy ‘the best’ for his young child, born in 2012. Recently he bought
the Lada Samara to commute by car instead of taking the (free) works bus—
a careful calculation discussed below.

Petr’s critical attitude towards friends like Nikita, who maintain rust-
bucket ‘bangers’, is reflected in his ironic mention of Nikita’s car as a
‘Qashqai’—actually the aforementioned Moskvitch. British-built Nissan
Qashqai SUVs are heavily advertised on television in Russia as a status car,
indicative of the achievement of social mobility into the (lower) ranks of the
newmiddle class. Petr’s ironic joke is a claim to his retaining ‘in’ status in the
group of friends despite simultaneously aspiring to a high status by virtue of
his joining the German plant and buying a Samara Lada. Informants use
such language play to articulate genuine desires for the material trappings
and status associated with ownership of a ‘Western’ car, as well as a simul-
taneous suspicion of the motives of an individual with such aspirations
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(more liable to ‘get above his station’—somehow less manly: the Qashqai
has a reputation as a ‘woman’s’ car).

By contrast, Nikita’s history of car ownership and approach to mobility is
strikingly different from Petr’s. For a short time Nikita had owned a Korean-
built SUV but had soon sold it on, partly because of the cost of upkeep but
also because of the social opprobrium from family, friends and confrères. As
his father had said, shaking his head, ‘a foreign car like that is a cap that
doesn’t fit him. Why is he trying to be something that he isn’t?’ The Korean
SUV seemed perfect at first. I travelled with Nikita as he used it for all kinds
of practical purposes. Like ownership of any car, the SUV was inseparable
from Nikita’s self-interpretation and interpretation by others as a breadwin-
ner and as a suitable masculine working-class self-resourcing person. This
was the ‘prestige’ enjoyed by his father and others in the old days of the
USSR when to work at the factory meant you were building socialism for
the whole country and looking after your family and doing okay for your-
self—you were valued. But now ownership was also a resource that could be
leveraged—practical transport—you could make money as an informal
delivery or taxi driver. However, quickly it became evident that, unlike
Petr’s cautious and parsimonious perspective on car ownership, Nikita’s
car marked him out as a miscalculating risk-taker—like a gambler who
does not know when to quit, or an impulsive drinker who lacks self-control.
After a series of costly repairs, Nikita sold the car on for a loss. This
confirmed his father’s prior comment: a ‘cap that doesn’t fit him’.

For those around him, Nikita’s ‘extravagant’, abortive ownership of the
SUV mirrored his lack of self-discipline when it came to staying the course
in formal work. ‘He’s fine until the first misfortune and then it seems like he
can never get over it,’ said one person. ‘His work history is like his car
history—he is enthusiastic until it “breaks” and then he gives up and gets
another one.’ A friend commented:

Instead of dealing with the conflict he’ll leave. Like with his car. In seven years
he’s changed his car many times. You need to look after it. Just like with work.
It’s hard and you need to sort out the faults, and instead of changing himself
he tries to change his environment.

There are clear parallels here to global processes of self-transformation
and improvement as central elements of normative masculinity, now inten-
sified in the contexts of neoliberal production regimes such as that of the
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TNC (Walkerdine 2003, in Griffin 2011: 255). By 2014 these criticisms
seemed vindicated in the minds of some of Nikita’s friends and relatives
when he seemed to have completely given up on formal work for informal
taxi-driving, but now in a humble and rusty 1990s Lada. However, as
indicated above, among those young men in the garage scene, Nikita
maintains his masculine working-class status, prestige even. He does not
experience the same ‘burden’ as Petr in ‘consuming himself into being’
through automobility (Croghan et al. 2006, in Griffin 2011: 255); the
question of ‘lack’ versus ‘possession’ of appropriately valued working-class
youth masculinity is problematized (cf. Griffin 2011: 255). Both men are
subordinated but try to claim domination in relation to other men (cf. Coles
2009)—one in ‘laddish’ resistance, the other in conforming to a plasticized,
remade version of the ‘good worker provider’. As Walker (2017) notes in a
similar context, the resistance of men such as Nikita to neoliberalized
versions of working-class masculinity are ‘increasingly difficult to uphold
[. . .] as opportunities to dissociate oneself from the mainstream become
limited’.

Around the same time as Nikita is leaving dreams of his SUV ownership
behind, Petr, his girlfriend, Katya, and I discuss car ownership. Petr had said
that to have a car was ‘advantageous’ or even ‘profitable’. What had he
meant by this? Katya takes up the theme:

It shows you are more than just another bloke with no prospects around here.
Sure it is just transportation, like Petr said, but it shows your own advantage
too among others. He’s not a man without a car now. When cars really
appeared ten years ago I remember how it started to be that cars became
associated with higher paid men.

[Petr cut in quickly:]
But that’s not really the case now. You don’t have to have a lot of money to

keep up a car if you are willing to learn, use the internet, ask people how to fix
it. Look at your car [indicating me]—you took the carburettor apart didn’t
you? Lada’s don’t have them anymore and people are losing this skill. Also,
there is the flexibility in terms of time, even with a cheap car. Sure I will spend
time learning how to keep it up, but that’s an investment. And then I can
choose to go by works bus or my own transport. It is much more convenient
by car. It is a lot easier to get there by car than on the bus—I can leave home
later. [. . . And] I can save by investing in my own transport.
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Here, themes of parsimony, calculation, as well as work- and
personhood-related flexibility, are reflected in the meanings of car
ownership.

Later, Nikita, Petr and confrères are celebrating the purchase of Nikita’s
Moskvich banger with a party. If Petr’s choices about car ownership mark
him as a ‘careful’, future-orientated worker, willing to defer gratification,
Nikita presents quite the opposite, at least in Petr’s eyes. We talk at the party
about Nikita’s first ‘outing’—cruising for 50 kilometres or so at night in the
Moskvich along rural backroads:

Me: Nikita, you need to be lighter on the gas pedal or the radiator will
boil over again.

Nikita: I can’t help it. I love her, you know. I’m just so smitten.
Petr: You can’t love your car. You’ll find out later why. Only now do I

understand with time that I am allowed to love my car. You
already allowed others to drive her, so she isn’t your love. It’s
like a prostitute. On the other hand if you don’t let us, we won’t
be able to judge her. A woman with experience, you could say.
[everyone laughs]

Nikita: I am the second or third owner of my love and that’s
it. [all laugh]

Petr: What are you saying? I am just kidding, I want you to be glad . . .
but you haven’t understood us . . . We are happy you bought the
car, but you are not paying attention to the right thing. I am glad
you got a car after all, but you haven’t yet really understood what
it means to be an owner.

Petr goes on to explain more clearly that ownership of the car entails
responsibilities and planning, as well as ‘enjoyment’. Behind the male banter
comparing ownership and use to promiscuity and cuckolding lies a rather
hard criticism by Petr of Nikita: he isn’t yet ‘man’ enough for ownership of
such a ‘demanding’ mistress; after all, on his first outing with me, the
radiator had boiled over, provoking further sexually metaphoric joking at
his expense. Petr, now speaking less harshly, but perhaps even more point-
edly criticizing Nikita’s profligacy and lack of circumspection, describes how
since Nikita lives with his parents it is less unfortunate that he had been
‘tricked’ into buying a ‘lemon’ [razvaliukha]—a car with many ongoing
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and difficult-to-fix faults. It is easy to be spontaneous and give in to one’s
desires when one is backed up by the bank of mum and dad:

Petr: Spontaneity is always tempered by the brain. You see a car you
like, check it out, talk to the owner, come back, talk to your
friends—your friends; and then you don’t make an offer, you ask
how much they want. I can’t believe you did this without
thinking and planning. Don’t you admit that in reality you
won’t really get behind the wheel for three months until you
can get your full licence and fix the chassis?

Nikita: Yes, I know. [sheepish and suddenly sobering up]
Petr: But I know you will [drive it illegally] and that will fucking be it

when the cops take it away.
Nikita: I can admit more. Maybe I won’t even ever drive it. I might not

pass the medical.
Petr: Don’t give me that crap. You only won’t pass it if you don’t really

want to. A ‘father’ [of the car] cannot think of his health. He just
needs to have the desire and will to do something. Look at
Zhenya: he didn’t cheat or pay a bribe, even though they
wanted him too. He passed his test through hard work and
application.

Sure enough, within six months, after finding the repairs too costly to
make and despite passing his test, Nikita sold the car on as scrap. This
‘waste’ of precious resources reinforced the view of Petr that Nikita was
unwilling to ‘adapt’ to economic necessity—to become a new kind of
breadwinner in a new kind of working-class reality. Whereas for Nikita,
the more instrumental attitude of Petr to cars marked him out in a negative
way as part of the ‘new’ aspirational group of workers who did not value
ownership for its own sake.

Nikita: Ok, the lad will have a flat in Kaluga. And a discount or credit on
a fancy foreign-style car that will fall apart on our roads. So
fucking what? To break his back for the ‘new deal’ at the plant
that they only won after the strikes? Physically that job, despite
the shiny foreign plant and showers and clean overalls, is no
different from my old one at the Cement. And we have showers
too you know.
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DISCUSSION

The Russian case shows the need to acknowledge both the constrictions of
working-class masculinity after the socialist project—its doubly subaltern
positioning—and also the anchoring and solidaristic communities of the
former second world that remain; automobile working-class masculinity is a
site for the production of ‘small agency’ in the face of the onslaught of
neoliberal processes of self-making.

Two visions of vehicular performative masculinity emerge within the
social group, the first of which, represented by Petr, is broadly understood
as accepting of the neoliberal challenge of working on themselves to
become flexible subjects of Russia’s harsh neocapitalist order (cf. Kideckel
2008; Morris 2012). His story represents the transition from work in a
Soviet-type labour habitus to ‘making the grade’ in TNC production
regimes. Petr’s ‘new’ working-class masculinity is entrepreneurial, striving
and progressive. Aspiring to ownership of a Western car goes hand in hand
with (and is the reward for) becoming a flexible neoliberal subject, taking on
consumer credit, yet also delaying gratification. These dispositions are
symbolized by the purchase of a ‘new’ or, more likely, ‘nearly new’ foreign
car, often on credit. Yet such cars are associated too with risk, fear and
uncertainty; less used for leisure, they are objects of reverence and nurture in
a guarded garage block, where men pay ritual homage in cleaning and
maintaining them. As Nikita notes, the car drives the man, whereas it should
be the other way around.

The second group examined here are those who choose to remain in
lower-paid traditional industrial employment or even semilegal informal
work, represented by ‘Nikita’. They are wary of the new neoliberal order,
seeing it as restrictive of autonomy and presenting an unequal compact. To
them the ‘contract’ offered by new work and new cars is ‘unmasculine’—
automobility is about the use of cars in the ‘now’ for pleasure regardless of
the ‘risk’ of damage. The ‘risk’ to them is ownership on credit of a ‘delicate’
foreign car. Thus they interpret the care for cars by the first group as
unbecoming. They compare this kind of car ownership to new production
regimes, involving loss of autonomy and control over life (the car controls
the owner). They emphasize a more traditional performative masculinity
linked to ‘banger’ car culture that revolves around self-reliance, DIY skills
and the car as a source of eternally tinkering homosociality. For those who
‘give in’ to calculated self-moulding according to neocapital’s requirements,
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the social affordances—the garage, the key spaces and making of automo-
bile masculinity—are lost.

Thus each group’s competing versions of subordinate masculinity are
linked with either adapting masculine personhood to neoliberalism or not.
A particularly classed performance of gender comes to dramatize the
response of persons to changes in production regimes and the advent of
the neoliberal order more generally. The significance of this case study lies in
the need to acknowledge localized yet globally inflected subaltern
masculinities and how they intersect with similarly non-Western working-
class responses to both neoliberalism and automobile versions of global
modernity.

Contemporary Marxian-inspired critiques of neoliberalism often suffer
from the separation of the actually existing production-scapes of neoliber-
alism outside the West, the expansion of the global working class, indeed,
the continued salience of working-class identity, and the production of
subjectivities generally. Lazzarato (2014: 13) has recently argued that
‘machinic enslavement dismantles the individuated subject, consciousness,
and representations, acting on both the pre-individual and supra-individual
levels’. He is referring less to traditional models of working-class alienation
from labour and more to the postmodern condition, where the person
cannot escape incorporation into the (increasingly digitalized) quantifica-
tion and measurement of self. Nonetheless, the arrival of TNCs in Russia
presents a significant example of the renewed confrontation of labour and
capital, this time in the former-second world, and with it, it offers the
opportunity to witness at least one version of the globalization of
working-class struggle.

In this chapter’s case study, the machinic assemblage of male, worker and
automobility is enslaving but nonetheless dynamic and not uncontested. It
recombines new subjectivation (not subjectification—see below) in neolib-
eral work, as worker, as man, and in relation to that arch-symbol of the
machine–human interface, the car. Such dynamism is inevitable as the
‘production of subjectivity constitutes the most fundamental of capitalist
concerns’ (Lazzarato 2014: 14). While major aspects of the entwining of
neoliberal self-moulding and claims to approved, if subordinate, masculinity
are visible in Petr’s story, Nikita’s performance of gender and class is
interpretively problematic. The deindustrializing community of masculine
practice that he inhabits is a fraught place; traditional values of what it meant
to be a Soviet-era working-class man remain important but are everywhere
under threat. The garage is a refuge, but it is immobile and a compressed,
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marginalized space of ‘small agency’ (Honkasalo 2009; Morris 2016) and
meagre solidarity in the face of a hostile neoliberalizing society.

The social self-organization of working-class men through the shared
experience of automobility and the continuing class salience of the com-
pressed social space of the small industrial town sees subaltern masculinity
reconstituted as a meta-occupational community of confrères. Just as they
are hailed by the neoliberal reconception of the labouring subject, the spaces
of masculine automobility also produce alternative responses. Here,
retreating into garage spaces, men articulate and perform practices of
homosociality and car-dom that articulate, if not enact, alternative forms
of personhood to those offered by the TNC. Nikita’s case illustrates
Lazzarato’s argument about the need to link the ‘subjective economy
with political economy’ (2014: 8) and highlights the potential weakness
of capitalism in the production of (masculine, working-class) subjectivity—
even as this production of subjectivity is proposed by thinkers as diverse as
Foucault and Guattari as the ‘sole contemporary political questions’ and
source of capitalism’s power (Lazzarato 2014: 14).

Lazzarato calls for a new cartography of the production of subjectivity,
particularly in relation to production-scapes of neoliberalism and what he
terms as the ‘machinic enslavement’ of the global assemblage of the self.
Elizabeth Dunn argues that these assemblages are part of ‘making legible’
production processes in Eastern Europe as they take on Latourian ‘immu-
tably mobile’ forms inflected by socialist-era contexts of personhood (Dunn
2005; Ong and Collier 2005: 11). This shows the need to take account of
agency despite what Lazzarato sees as a process in which the subject is
overwhelmed by their structural positioning. In a sense, Lazzarato’s posi-
tion can be seen as a digital-age continuation of the Althusserian arguments
by Willis (2003) on interpellated ‘lads culture’: where subordinate
masculinities simultaneously contest and perpetuate the reproduction of
capitalist relations as young men learn ‘their place’. However, Lazzarato’s
approach is noteworthy as it is more subject focused. ‘Subjectivation refers
to the state of being a certain collection of identities whereas enslavement
refers to the immanent process of becoming’ (Slothuus 2014: 82). Given the
focus on processes, it may be less appropriate in these contexts to think of
hegemonic or dominant forms of masculinity that are ‘competing’ (Clarke
and Roberts 2014: 5) for attention. Instead, a plural or unfocalized sense of
masculinity may be more appropriate for men in a subaltern position—they
have a Hobson’s ‘choice’ as to how to respond to neoliberalism, but it is still
a choice that includes rejecting ‘enterprenurial subjectivation’ (Slothuus
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2014: 79). Russian men’s automobility and ‘garage culture’ is witness to
working-class masculinity as process: renegotiated, refracted in a particular
way both in relation to and in contrast to Western models. Many Russian
men are subject to symbolic violence and unable to ‘propertize’ working-
class masculine identity (cf. Griffin 2011: 255; Skeggs 2004). But this
study would also suggest that Skeggs’ search for autonomist working-
class values is not in vain (2011); automobile worker-masculinity is a project
of personhood inexorably bound to, yet revealing the limits of, projects of
neoliberal globalization (Connell and Wood 2005).

NOTES

1. Izluchino is a pseudonym. It is not officially a town but an ‘urban settlement’
(poselek gorodskogo tipa), reflecting its connection to rapid industrialization
after World War II. Locally, the town is emblematic of a process that occurred
throughout the Soviet Union—the proliferation of small and medium-sized
towns. By the end of the Soviet period nearly 30 % of Russia’s population lived
in industrial cities with less than 100,000 inhabitants (Collier 2011: 111).

2. The town, like all informants, is a composite of several industrial spaces in the
Kaluga region and is similarly anonymized.

3. I adopt the term ‘propertizing’ from Skeggs, who uses it to propose the
potentiality of autonomist working-class values among women in the UK
(1997: 32). Skeggs’ more recent work attempts to deal with the difficulty of
applying Bourdieusian ‘capitals’ analysis in contexts where subjects’ claim to
personhood are delegitimized by virtue of a lack of access to ‘dominant
symbolic circuits’ (2011: 503).
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CHAPTER 9

Masculinities, Bodies and Subjectivities:
Working-Class Men Negotiating Russia’s Post-

Soviet Gender Order

Alexandrina Vanke

In union, there is strength.
Aesop

INTRODUCTION

The collapse of the SovietUnion led to political and economic transformations
in Russian society that changed its social structure significantly. During the
period of transition, some social classes and groups, which had been sustained
by the state and respected in Soviet times, were devalued and downshifted.
Working-class people, especially men, experienced this downgrade in the
greatest measure. In the Soviet Union they had relatively high living standards
thanks to welfare and social protection, including social benefits, free medical
services, access to education and public housing. To some extent, this allowed
working-class men to perform normativemasculinity, which, on the one hand,
manifested itself in masculine domination, physical strength, commitment to
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labour and traditional values. On the other hand, the masculinity of Soviet
workers was connected to a lack of initiative and civic virtues, passivity and
pessimism, which were produced by institutions of the socialist system
(Makovicky 2014).

The post-Soviet gender order reflects Russia’s new liberal economic and
political ideologies, which have brought new forms of governmentality
(Foucault 2010), but these have appeared against the background of Soviet
structural elements based on the values engendered by the command
economy. The Soviet gender order was organized around hegemonic mas-
culinity expressed in images of Stalin as the father of nations, of heroic
soldiers winning the Great Patriotic War, and of the shock workers of
communist labour. However, after the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991, the new masculine images of businessmen and entrepreneurs became
more and more popular (Rotkirch 2000: 249–50). In this period a new
gender order began to generate new strategies of creating masculine sub-
jects, which were differentiated by successfulness in a variety of different
fields, including economic, political and even sexual. At the same time, the
unstable situation in the labour market in the 1990s, which brought a sharp
reduction in workers’ incomes and rise in unemployment and underem-
ployment, undermined working-class men’s self-confidence (Kay 2006).
They could hardly ever sustain normative masculinity in these new
circumstances.

Neoliberal reforms introduced by the Russian government from the early
2000s resulted in an intensification in competitive struggle between
working-class men and men of other professions (see Vanke and
Tartakovskaya 2016). In the new rat race, working-class men have become
characterized as ‘losers’, incapable of reinventing themselves for the new
capitalist economy (Walker 2017), although in reality disadvantaged by
macrostructural causes rooted in national and transnational features of
pervasive neoliberalization. According to Jeff Hearn, neoliberalism gener-
ates a new transnational politics of life as well as hegemonic masculinities
and patriarchies, which are reproduced by men of the transnational govern-
mental class (Hearn 2015: 67, 129) and which intensify class, gender, age
and other inequalities, thus polarizing social structures. Loïc Wacquant
expresses the same idea, arguing that “neoliberalism is a transnational
political project aiming to remake the nexus of market, state, and citizenship
from above. This project is carried out by a new global ruling class. . .”
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(2010: 213). Neoliberalism thus underpins local nationalisms, reflecting the
efforts of different elites to succeed (Schreiner 2013: 45; Harvey 2005: 85),
the neoliberal state stimulating competition (Davis 2014) and producing
“ephemeral winners and losers in the global struggle for position” (Harvey
2005: 85). As Nicolette Makovicky writes, interpreting David Harvey’s
approach, “neoliberalism can be seen as a regime of ‘accumulation by dis-
possession’ ” (Harvey 2005: 159), and its effects are manifested in the
dominance of capital over labour (Makovicky 2014). This dynamic is best
expressed by Pierre Bourdieu, who argues that

The neoliberal programme draws its social power from the political and
economic power of those whose interests it expresses: stockholders, financial
operators, industrialists, conservative or social-democratic politicians who
have been converted to the reassuring layoffs of laissez-faire, high-level finan-
cial officials eager to impose policies advocating their own extinction because,
unlike the managers of firms, they run no risk of having eventually to pay the
consequences. (Bourdieu 1998)

If this occurs, working-class people, grassroots labour movements and
independent trade unions are viewed in the neoliberal order as needless and
even obstructive elements (Walker 2012: 523), preventing the mobility of
global and local capitals.

However, in post-Soviet Russia the neoliberal regime has co-existed
alongside Soviet forms of policy and governance. Soviet governmentality
referred to the maintenance of the political regime with the help of ideo-
logical categories—ideologemes—such as ‘the new man’, ‘the Soviet per-
son’, ‘qualified labour power’ and ‘the working class’ (Guseinov 2003: 19).
Similarly, since 2010, the Russian authorities have returned to some Soviet
discursive strategies and begun actively to represent male workers as
national heroes in public speeches. For example, Vladimir Putin referred
to workers as ‘the backbone’ of the Russian economy (Putin 2012), while
Dmitry Medvedev has stated that Russia’s modernization would be impos-
sible without qualified workers (Medvedev 2010). Not surprisingly, use of
this discursive strategy has been highly instrumental, acting to stabilize the
political situation during, for example, the mass civic protests against elec-
tion fraud in 2011–2012 and the economic crisis at the end of 2014.

Thus considerable changes in social, political and economic spheres in
the period of transition at the end of the twentieth century, and the
establishment of the neoliberal regime and new governmentality at the
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beginning of the twenty-first century, opened up the opportunity for
transforming and constituting various types of masculine subjectivities in
the Russian gender order. Following Michel Foucault (2004: 311),
I understand masculine subjectivity as a set of body-discursive practices,
helping to constitute the masculine subject through techniques of care of
the self and the body, which acts at work and at rest (Connell 1996: 84).
These practices are oriented to self-transformation, self-invention (Walker
2015: 109), and the creation and enactment of the self as a man (Foucault
1986: 58–60). According to Raewyn Connell, masculine subjectivities are
multiple (1995) and organized hierarchically, with hegemonic masculinity
occupying the top position, justifying the domination of men over women
and representing the normative patterns of gender attitudes and practices
(1996: 37). The concept of normative masculinity referring to the collective
norms of masculine behaviour is deemed fruitful in the analysis of masculine
subjectivities among working-class men in contemporary Russia, insofar as it
can reveal the widely shared beliefs about what a ‘true man’ should do or
be. As Irina Kosterina argues, normalization is an integral part of conserva-
tive masculinity, while a variation from the norm is a trait of the modernist
masculine project (Kosterina 2013: 20, 22). Norms are constantly negoti-
ated, culturally conditioned and vary from one society to another, for which
reason it is difficult to say exactly what components normative masculinity
contains (Vorontsov 2015). In addition, the concept of normative mascu-
linity is used by some scholars within the meaning of hegemonic masculin-
ity, implying that a dominating group of men imposes their beliefs, patterns,
meanings and so on as a normative mode (see Chernova 2002: 528–29).
I also draw special attention to the masculine corporeality of workers and
their bodily capital, meaning their accumulated physical labour, which
activates social energy and is used for the acquisition of profit (Wacquant
1995: 66). I take as a starting point that the concept of masculine corpore-
ality helps to trace a connection between the neoliberal regime of
governmentality and masculine subjectivity through the aspect of the
body, and that neoliberal values and ideologies regulate the bodily-mental
schemes of workers through power and biopower techniques (Foucault
1995; Wacquant 2010: 205, 210).

In the chapter, I aim to reconstruct the masculine subjectivities of
working-class men in early twenty-first-century Russia. These subjectivities
are being created through bodily-mental subjection at work as well as
through care of the body and the self in private life in the contemporary
gender order and labour regimes, which themselves contain both Soviet and
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neoliberal elements of governmentality. The chapter is based on 27 in-depth
biographical interviews with working-class men conducted during two
related research projects. The first of these took place between 2010 and
2013 in Moscow and St. Petersburg and aimed to examine the masculine
corporeality of male workers aged 20–50. The second was carried out in
2015 in Nizhny Tagil as part of a wider project on intergenerational social
mobility and it contained biographical interviews with respondents of two
generations, the first aged 25–30 and the second 45–50.1

MASCULINE BODIES OF WORKERS

IN THE NEOLIBERAL LABOUR REGIME

Nowadays in the Russian industrial sector, old, Soviet-era factories co-exist
with foreign-owned enterprises that were established in the 1990s and
2000s. These two types of enterprise have different business and labour
cultures. Their directors use different techniques of regulation, which cor-
respond to Soviet and neoliberal types of governmentality, respectively. On
the one hand, some Soviet factories have experienced significant decline,
manifested in, for example, staff cuts, reductions in salaries and working
time, and the obsolescence of capital equipment, and reflecting an inability
to restructure their activities in the new market context. On the other hand,
some Soviet factories have received significant support from the state and, in
turn, support the authorities. A good example of this is Uralvagonzavod
(Ural Coach Factory), a state unitary enterprise in Nizhny Tagil in
Sverdlovskaya oblast’ launched in 1936 to produce tanks and metallurgical
products. The state holds 100 % of the company’s shares, and in Russian
broadsheet newspapers and on central television stations, the workers in this
enterprise have been depicted as a pillar of stability (see Vanke and Kulaev
2015). However, against the background of economic crisis in 2014, the
salaries of workers at the enterprise were dramatically cut, undermining
both their material and their social position, while the mass media continued
to depict the factory as a successful industrial complex. In spite of this,
workers at Uralvagonzavod have continued to be loyal to the authorities
and to express their commitment to the country, but they have also expe-
rienced social insecurity and, understandably, they feel a sense of social
injustice: “Of course, it is very hard with this crisis at the factory . . . I am
offended for my country . . . for the people who toil and toil but cannot live a
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normal life” (driver, 46, Ural Coach Factory, 4 November 2015, Nizhny
Tagil).

In the meantime, new foreign enterprises (automobile, chemical and
others), launched in the 1990s, function according to neoliberal rules, and
use neoliberal techniques of managing workers and generating profit,
including the need to overcome obstacles presented by the state and inde-
pendent trade unions. In this part of the chapter I focus on the managerial
strategies of foreign-owned factories in Russia, and show how the masculine
corporeality and bodily capital of working-class men are produced and
alienated in the labour regimes of such factories. Among my respondents
were six working-class men aged 30–35 who were resident in St. Petersburg
and had experience of working in a range of foreign-owned enterprises,
both in the city and the wider Leningradskaya oblast’, such as Nissan,
Nokian Tyres, Shin Young Rus, Hyundai, Ford, Tikkurila and Pepsi-Cola.
In addition to these I draw on interviews with young workers from the
private enterprise EVRAZ in Nizhny Tagil, which illustrate the effects of
neoliberal governmentality in enterprises in the Russian regions. I recon-
struct the neoliberal labour regime of an enterprise based on respondents’
interviews, videos and photographs.

The neoliberal labour regime should be seen in several dimensions. First,
it functions on the level of discourses with a particular type of argumenta-
tion (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005), which transmit values of pure market
relations, the intensification of competition between enterprises within the
country and beyond, as well as competition between workers inside the
enterprise. Concomitantly there is a lack of social protection and guarantees,
leading to a destabilization of workers’ social positions and a sense of
insecurity: “it is true that a worker is unprotected. There are no guarantees.
In other words, you could be screwed, put down, thrown out” (loader
operator, 30, Shin Young Rus, 4 November 2010, St. Petersburg). In
addition, respondents often talked about the different working conditions
experienced by blue-collar and white-collar workers in the same enterprise:

We have 900 people working in production, and probably 350-400 people—I
don’t know exactly how many there are—in the office. They [office workers]
will definitely not join the trade union. Because when you go upstairs from the
enterprise to the office, there it’s calm, graceful, nice . . . (rubber compounder,
25, Nokian, 18 April 2011, St. Petersburg)
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Thus, as Wacquant argues, there is an intensification of social differenti-
ation between types of worker and the marginalization of precarious fac-
tions of the working-class (Wacquant 2010: 198). Such developments
contradict the values of solidarity, unity and mutual support of employees
from the same enterprise. In addition, reflecting the position of trade unions
within neoliberal discourse as a useless and harmful element in the value
chain, companies were reported to be actively suppressing grassroots initia-
tives among employees, as suggested by a young worker from Nokian:

We are not allowed to be engaged in trade union activity. The managers are
always pressing us. They say: ‘You do not have rights.’ (rubber compounder,
25, Nokian, 18 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

In order to resist this pressure, working-class men need to gain knowl-
edge of their legal rights in relation to collective action, and the organiza-
tional skills to become engaged in such action.

Second, the neoliberal labour regime functions as a system of norms
determining both practices and models of management (Dardot and Laval
2010: 35). This means at least that the enterprise with neoliberal strategies
of governance aims to reach maximum efficiency and to capture the full
benefits from workers’ bodily capital and labour (Wacquant 1995: 70).
These goals are achieved with the help of biopower techniques through
the management of workers’ bodily and mental conditions, both on the
individual and collective levels of being. Let us first look at such techniques
in the Soviet example. In archetypal constructions of working-class mascu-
linity, the bodily capital of working-class men contains several dimensions,
such as physical strength, constitution, health conditions, working effi-
ciency, craft, skills and practical knowledge inscribed in the masculine
body (Keller and Meuser 2011). In the Soviet regime the project of
working-class masculinity was based on some of these parameters—for
example, physical skills and qualifications—which helped men in working-
class occupations to sustain normative masculine patterns though their
corporeality. The following quotation from an interview with a worker in
a Soviet-type enterprise illustrates the ‘intrinsic traits’ of a ‘real man’,
represented through elements of bodily capital:

I like working with my hands . . . I like doing something with my hands. I can
do everything with my hands . . . Aman [muzhik] must . . . know how to work
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. . . I mean, he must be able to do things and know how to do things. (driver,
46, Ural Coach Factory, 4 November 2015, Nizhny Tagil)

The Russian verb umet’, to ‘know how to do’, gives us the word umelets,
which refers to someone who has the know-how to perform a range of
(usually practical) tasks, and is a badge of pride for many working-class men
both at home and at work. In the factory context, such men have tradition-
ally been valued assets because Soviet governmentality necessarily func-
tioned in a more ‘gentle’ way owing to the inconsistency of working
patterns, with state orders and often failing capital equipment making
work in many enterprises intermittent and disorganized. In addition, in
Soviet times, such enterprises bore social responsibility for workers and
even for inhabitants of industrial neighbourhoods where they were located
(Danshina and Soloyova 2015: 67, 71). This social responsibility of enter-
prises forced and underpinned by the state manifested itself in the advance-
ment of the living standards of workers and the care of their needs,
including disability benefits, health insurance and housing improvements
(ibid.).

In contrast to the Soviet labour regime, its neoliberal counterpart tends
to regulate workers’ bodily capital more harshly in order to increase pro-
ductivity and maximize profits and efficiency. This labour system orders
workers’ bodily actions and movements through production turnarounds.
It divides up labour practices and, in turn, creates a ‘biomass’ of individual
masculine bodies, as indicated by one respondent: “at work . . . we are just a
brain dead biomass. . .” (general mechanic, 33, Nissan, 19 April 2011,
St. Petersburg). The ‘biomass’ as an ‘unintelligent’ collective refers to
Foucault’s notion of biopower, the practice of transforming, regulating
and controlling a given population through techniques of subjection (Fou-
cault 1978: 140), in this case a population of employees. Thus neoliberal
governmentality penetrates workers’ bodies and minds by alienating bodily
capitals in order to maximize economic profits in correspondence with
market demands, while Soviet governmentality exploits or co-opts the
corporeality of working-class men by orienting them towards state demands
and support of the political regime.

In the neoliberal labour regime the bodies of working-class men are
automatized; they merge with machines, while body work (Wacquant
1995: 73) is also instrumentalized in the process of production. At this
level, workers frequently work overtime to earn more money, in correspon-
dence with neoliberal ideas of efficiency (Dardot and Laval 2010). In doing
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so they exhaust their bodily capital along with their mental health. The body
of a worker does not belong to him anymore. Indeed, overtime work by
employees allows employers further to win and take advantage of them. In
such a labour regime the masculine body ages and wears out fast. Following
Wacquant (1995: 83), I call this process bodily deterioration and erosion of
bodily capital. Working-class men suffer industrial injuries and even experi-
ence sexual disorders because of the stresses they undergo at work. In
answer to the question ‘What happens to the body at work?’, a young
welder from Nissan answered simply: ‘It is dying’ (welder, 27, Nissan,
4 January 2011, St. Petersburg). This means that in the labour regime of
neoliberal enterprise, the body of a working-class man is being exhausted by
labour-intensive practices, adverse working conditions and neoliberal tech-
niques of control. An interview with a 31-year-old conveyor operator from a
Nokian Tyres plant provides a further example of corporeal exploitation
aimed at the increase in efficiency:

There are harsh working conditions and an unwillingness [of top manage-
ment] to admit health hazards at the plant, there’s no compensation and salary
. . . There are some people who were ready to drop at work because they had
to work constantly . . . A 22-year-old man worked 12 hours a day every day.
He was dead on his feet at work and taken away by an emergency ambulance.
He had something like a micro stroke. (conveyor operator, 31, Nokian,
18 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

As Alexander Bikbov (2011) argues, increasing the number of working
days and reducing rest periods, both of which lead to overloads and health
problems for workers, are among the new techniques of labour force
regulation that are an integral part of Russian and other neoliberal politics
(Bikbov 2011).

Countermeasures against the erosion of bodily capital include the exer-
cise of self-care techniques (Foucault 1986: 43; Wacquant 1995: 86) and
investment of various resources—time, intellectual and financial—in the
masculine body and health. According to Foucault, “taking care of oneself
is not a rest cure. There is the care of the body to consider, health regiments,
physical exercises without overexertion, the carefully measured satisfaction
of needs” (Foucault 1986: 51). These practices help to constitute the
masculine subjectivity in neoliberal regimes through the protection of
bodily capital and cultivation of the self.
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As I have shown elsewhere (Vanke 2014), working-class men are dis-
tinct, even if they work in the same enterprise. In that regard, my respon-
dents demonstrate various strategies in relation to their masculine bodies
and health: cautious, destructive and mixed types of behaviour. In the
interviews they talked about their desire to take care of themselves, ‘to
keep in good shape’ and ‘to be good-looking’. These practices refer to
neoliberal patterns of investment in the body and cultivation of the self,
which are not usually associated with Russian working-class men. For
example, most of my respondents pay attention to their nutrition and
keep to a diet because they believe that healthy eating habits can minimize
the harmful impact of their menial working conditions (see also Vanke
2014: 157). Paradoxically, on the one hand, neoliberal governmentality
destroys the bodies, minds and health of workers by overloading them, but,
on the other hand, it prompts male workers to take care of themselves in
order to maximize the profit from their bodily capital. In contrast, Soviet
governmentality, represented today by Russian national industry, does not
imply strict discipline or provide medical cover. There are fewer worries
about the prevention of accidents at such factories in comparison with
foreign-owned enterprises in Russia:

Well, at a Russian enterprise, say you can go without a safety helmet. Then a
brick falls on you. Well, it’s your problem. Nobody’s going to make you wear
a helmet. But if you’re not wearing a safety helmet in a European factory,
you’ll get disciplined. They’ll cut your bonus. You’re forced to take an interest
in following the rules. (loader operator, 30, Shin Young Rus, 4 November
2010, St. Petersburg)

However, in general, Russian working-class men often demonstrate a
combination of cautious and destructive bodily practices. They can mix
healthy diet with smoking and alcohol abuse, or combine worries about
being overweight with disregarding occupational safety.

MASCULINE SUBJECTIVITIES OF WORKERS

IN POST-SOVIET GENDER ORDER

In this section I define the shape of working-class masculinities in the
current Russian gender order, which combines Soviet and post-Soviet
gender patterns. Raewyn Connell understands a gender order as “the
current state of play in . . . macro-politics [of gender]” (Connell 1996:
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139). According to her, a gender order produces the categories of ‘mascu-
linity’ and ‘femininity’ through power relations and creates relationships
between gender regimes in society (Connell 1996: 135, 137). Using her
approach, I argue that the contemporary gender order in Russia is at once
reproductive and contradictory, containing both traditional and novel ele-
ments. Zdravomyslova and Temkina (2007) describe the Soviet gender
order as patriarchal and etacratic,2 organized around the concept of hege-
monic masculinity and represented by state paternalism and militarism (see
also Vanke and Tartakovskaya 2016: 140). During the post-Soviet period, a
number of patterns that were typical of the Soviet gender order have proved
highly stable, such as the expectation on women to combine employment
and motherhood, the transmission of traditional family values, and the
normative performance of traditional gender roles across a variety of spheres
(Tartakovskaya 2012). At the same time, the current gender order is char-
acterized by less state control over private life, the absence of a singular
ideological frame, and more liberal freedoms, as well as by the dominating
presence of men in the public domain and the inegalitarian organization of
domestic labour (Tartakovskaya 2012). The post-Soviet gender order has
also generated a new normative model of hegemonic masculinity,
expressed, for example, in the image of a successful, independent and active
businessman who has plentiful resources of economic, social, symbolic,
bodily and other capitals. This model is hardly ever achieved in practice
but constitutes a new vision of masculine success in Russia (Zdravomyslova
and Temkina 2012; Walker 2017).

As this latter point suggests, the post-Soviet gender order is not only
embedded into a local context of social, economic and political transforma-
tions but also experiences the effects of globalization, transnationalization
and neoliberalization (Hearn 2015: 68). That is to say, new transnational
hegemonic masculinities penetrate the post-Soviet gender order, against
which working-class masculinities hold inferior positions both in Russia
and beyond. Against the background of decreased social welfare and
increased inequality in the labour market, male Russian workers have to
choose between the performance of old masculine subjectivities and
inventing new ones under conditions of intensive competition between
men of different social classes that leads to the production of ‘successful’
and ‘unsuccessful’masculine subjects. Thus, on the basis of the results of my
research, I argue that the masculine subjectivity of working-class men could
be expressed in two distinct ways, defining both old, Soviet and new,
neoliberal masculinities embedded in the post-Soviet Russian gender order.
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Classic Masculine Subjectivity

The reproduction of old, classic masculinity was typical for working-class
men who grew up in the Soviet Union and were over 40 years old at the
time of the interview. This type reconstitutes masculine patterns of
the Soviet gender order and forces men to incorporate themselves into the
new social reality. Old masculine subjectivity is the result of a pact with the
authorities: silent obedience to the neoliberal and political status quo in
exchange for a certain level of security, albeit very minimal. However, this
results in an alienation from work, industrial injuries, and more stringent
regulations on the body and the mind of workers:

There is . . . even an illness. I don’t remember how it is called . . . When you
work with a rock-drill for a long period of time, . . . even your bones are aching
. . . It is a hard job. When you work a lot, you can hurt yourself. (shaft man,
46, construction site, 5 February 2011, Moscow)

Political passivity and loyalty to the employer thus lead to a situation in
which working-class men have to pay a heavy price for their illusive ‘stability’
and the reproduction of traditional masculinity.

Workers adopting a classic masculine subjectivity try to correspond to the
hegemonic normativity heavily imposed by the Russian mass media and
consumer society. This hegemonic pattern includes playing the roles of
earner, breadwinner, and defender of the family and the nation:

Of course, the man must be a head of a family. He must be . . . a breadwinner,
loving . . . Well, he must love his children and wife. Well, he must be a
defender. That’s all. (shaft man, 46, construction site, 5 February 2011,
Moscow)

However, as both Kay (2006) and Walker (2017) argue, in most cases it
is impossible to perform classic masculine roles absolutely because of the
unstable economic and symbolic positions that working-class men hold
within Russian society. Anxieties about the downgrading of their social
status compared with what they had in the Soviet period undermine
workers’ masculinity and make them vulnerable and unconfident, which is
exacerbated by worries about the ageing masculine body:

Certainly, as a young man you slammed a fist [on the table] and your wife did
everything for you. But now you don’t put your foot down. Where are you
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going to go? Who needs you [turning to another worker]? ... Who needs me?
Look, I’m bald already. (foreman, about 50, construction site, Moscow,
12 February 2011)

Indeed, workers in this position frequently mentioned in interviews that
their wives had equal rights with them, or dominated, in family relations,
which is contrary to hegemonic normativity, and can be explained to some
extent by Russian women’s high level of education and independence
(Tartakovskaya 2012). A middle-aged crane hoist operator based in Mos-
cow gives an example of an egalitarian family relationship and an equal
distribution of power between a husband and a wife:

Well, for some reason, and not only in my case but in all cases, wives dominate.
Once I had a go—tried to put her in her place. It ended with her having a
nervous breakdown. Since then I haven’t bothered. . . (crane hoist operator,
54, construction site, Moscow, 12 February 2011)

At the same time, female ‘domination’ usually operates within the private
sphere and is mostly connected to the running of the household and
bringing up of children rather than breadwinning.

Workers who aim to create classic masculinity try subjectively to com-
pensate for the masculine vulnerability caused by their unstable social status
(Walker 2016) with the help of their corporeal parameters, including phys-
ical strength, sexual potential, health and courageous behaviour. This
returns us to the Soviet model of a man corresponding with the image of
an industrial worker, who was expected to be strong, respectable, and to
hold a prestigious position (Kay 2006: 73–5). According to research
conducted byMeuser and Behnke (1999: 65–6; Meuser 2010) in Germany,
working-class men over 40 demonstrate a pragmatic attitude to masculinity
and femininity, and they use their physical strength to sustain habitual
certainty, building egalitarian relationships with their wives. In Russia, to
create classic gender identity, male workers mostly use skills, abilities, per-
sonal characteristics and corporeality (Mescherkina 2002: 284), the
worker’s body really becoming a resource for the reproduction of masculine
subjectivity and allowing, insofar as it possible, a recovery of masculine self-
confidence. For example, one of my respondents focused on the masculine
body and its parameters in describing a ‘real man’:
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He must have a chiseled chest, broad shoulders. What does a bloke [muzhik]
need? And strong hands. (crane hoist operator, 54, construction site,
12 February 2011, Moscow)

In research on the reconstruction of masculine identity in Russia, Elena
Meshcherkina (2002: 287) finds that working-class men brought up in the
Soviet period are rational, pragmatic and less patriarchal in their approach to
gendered divisions of labour in their own lives, and they experience much
less gender uncertainty in comparison with middle-class men in situations
where their wives earn more than them (Mescherkina 2002: 283).

While, as noted above, the men in the current research were certainly
happy to play a supporting role in the home, the pragmatism that
Meshcherkina finds in relation to breadwinning was largely unnecessary,
as respondents were in most cases able to continue to represent themselves
as ‘providers’, albeit not without significant efforts. During the period of
transition they tried everything in their power to find better-paying jobs,
even migrating to other cities or changing occupation in order to support
their families:

I began to work here [inMoscow] on rotation. What forced me to come here?
We educated our eldest daughter. Then, when the bad times started [after
1991], I began to earn . . . how much? No more than three, four thousand
rubles [USD80–USD100]. There was no money . . . We needed to educate
our [younger] child, and she is my smart girl . . . I put my own education on
the back burner. . . and retrained as a crane hoist operator I have been working
here for five years to educate her . . . (crane hoist operator, 54, construction
site, 12 February 2011, Moscow)

Thus, unlike middle-aged working-class men in a number of other
studies, who have been ‘defeated’ by the economic dislocations of the
post-Soviet period (Zaridze et al. 2014; Pautova and Pautov 2015: 68),
men in the present study were able to respond to the downward social
mobility they had experienced by adapting to their new circumstances,
thereby maintaining the roles expected of them within their family and, in
turn, their masculine self-confidence.
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New Masculine Subjectivity

A different kind of masculine subjectivity was typical of young working-class
men who were born in the decline of the Soviet Union or after its collapse
and were between 20 and 35 years old by the time of the research. Most of
my respondents from this age group worked in foreign-owned factories and
demonstrated various strategies of cultivating masculine subjectivity
through social, bodily, sexual, mental and discursive practices, which were
exercised in correspondence with processes of neoliberalization and the
spread of transnational masculinities in the post-Soviet space. For example,
young working-class men with this new masculine subjectivity tended to
invest economic and intellectual resources in their appearance and personal
development. Some of them engaged in a variety of practices surrounding
care of the self, including the performance of ‘new age’ practices such as
listening to mantras and reading self-help literature on how to earn their first
million. Alongside this, during interviews, younger workers spoke more
about their sex lives and sexual pleasure compared with old workers, who
tended to avoid answering questions on this topic.

The new masculine subjectivity of young working-class men was culti-
vated with the help of intensive forms of consumption that might more
readily be associated with other social classes and socioprofessional environ-
ments, and as such were indicative of a sense of upward social mobility
among the respondents, or at least a desire for it. For example, one young
worker who was the leader of his trade union rode a ‘chopper’ motorcycle
and wore an expensive leather biker jacket and spiked gloves; a young
worker from a chemical enterprise had embraced an outward-bound life-
style, engaging in a range of outdoor pursuits including canoeing, snow-
boarding, alpine skiing, climbing and cycling (see also Vanke 2014).
Needless to say, the maintenance of both of these lifestyles required signif-
icant financial investment. Furthermore, I observed these consuming prac-
tices not only in Moscow and St. Petersburg but also among working-class
men in regional Russian cities. For instance, a 27-year-old crane operator
from Nizhny Tagil similarly informed me about his love of extreme sports
such as rock-climbing, and that he had recently used credit—something
many older workers would baulk at—to buy both a car and a single-
bedroom flat, notably in a ‘good district’. Again, a desire for social mobility
loomed large, in this case both materially and symbolically, but in all such
cases, young working-class men emphasized that it all costs money (stoit
deneg), and in doing so they recognized and drew attention to their often
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limited resources compared with the more affluent social groups whose
lifestyles they were aspiring to (see also Tartakovskaya and Vanke 2016).

While the pursuit of high-status lifestyles through consumption made
younger workers appear entirely accepting of new forms of neoliberal
subjectivity, paradoxically, they also opposed neoliberal reforms in the
labour arena, as evidenced by their involvement in trade union and strike
activity, which demanded wage increases and improvements in working
conditions. Such men attempted to emulate a heroic, romanticized and
freedom-loving image of man who is an active fighter for social justice and
equality. One respondent working at the Nissan car plant in St. Petersburg
represents this new romanticized image rather well, speaking about the
necessity of trade unions for the establishment of a healthy work-life
balance:

Nowadays, even at Nissan, there are these young lads who’ve never heard
about trade unions and the idea that you can actually increase your wages
without losing your free time [by working overtime], which is given by law for
relaxation, self-improvement, educating yourself. It’s possible [instead] to
spend this time with your loved ones. For that to happen, you need to be
doing overtime only if it’s to work to defend our rights. (conveyor operator,
31, Nokian, 18 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

As a rule, this masculine image is heterosexual and includes some elements
of archetypal forms of hegemonic masculinity with regard to strength,
proactivity and heroism. However, it differs from the normative model,
balancing between strength, hypersexuality, homophobia (Vorontsov 2015)
and political loyalty to the state insofar as it builds on defending the social
rights of workers and participating in political protests. At the same time,
young working-class men tend to build egalitarian and romantic emotional
relationships with wives or girlfriends, which allow them to cultivate a differ-
ent kind of masculine subjectivity in the private sphere. Notions of gender
egalitarianism were expressed through principles of the equal distribution of
power and absence of a head of the family, as well as in mutual support and
trust:

There must not be a head [in a family]. If someone is a head, sooner or later a
relationship will end . . . neither the woman as a person, nor the man as a
conqueror will like to be defeated. There should be absolutely equality.
(conveyor operator, 31, Nokian, 18 April 2011, St. Petersburg).
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[There must be] equality and trust [in a relationship] . . . and mutual
support from both sides . . . (crane driver, 28, EVRAZ Nizhny Tagil Metal-
lurgical Plant, Nizhny Tagil, 28 October 2015)

This orientation to equal gender relations distinguished young working-
class men from male workers of the older generation. At the same time, in
the first quote the distinction between the gender roles of ‘a person’ and ‘a
conqueror’ within the context of what is described as ‘absolute equality’
shows the complexity and ambivalence of the gender relations he is involved
in, where apparently progressive views can be expressed through tradition-
alist terminology. Similarly, while talking about the necessity of both giving
and receiving emotional support and care, such commitments to equality
may have stemmed from the problems these young men experienced in
constructing their gender identity and living up to notions (and women’s
expectations) of masculine success in the context of their inconsistent social
status.

In reality, some of the younger men in the research experienced difficul-
ties in building emotional, sexual and family relationships because of the
harsh labour regimes they were subjected to at work. As well as feeling
simply incapable of starting a family life because of the restrictions and
physical exertions they experienced, they often had low self-esteem, per-
ceiving themselves as unsuccessful and unattractive in the intensely com-
petitive labour and marriage markets:

Sexually—yes, it’s really sad . . . [I have problems] precisely because of the
rhythm [the amount and nature] of my work . . . And why would I bother
[with a relationship], if I know that in the end it’ll all break off, and then
everyone’s unhappy? (welder, 27, Nissan, 4 January 2011, St. Petersburg).

Such working hours do not allow for the creation a family. (general
mechanic, 33, Nissan, 19 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

While some respondents, such as the former, passively accepted the logic
of neoliberalism, partially blaming themselves for their failures, others, such
as the latter, tried to resist the object of their criticism by engaging in trade
union activity.

As mentioned above, neoliberal governmentality is aimed at the maxi-
mization of productivity, and as such results in the exploitation of male
workers leading both to health problems and to sexual and emotional
disorders. At the same time, the neoliberal regime forces working-class
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men to constitute ‘the neoliberal self’ (Honey 2014: 6) through ‘techniques
of the self’ and ‘work on the self’, including self-care, self-education and self-
cultivation. However, a lack of material and cultural resources and the
unstable social position of working-class men limit their capacity to achieve
the normative form of masculinity that these techniques of the self are
supposed to realize. For that reason, some of the respondents perceived
themselves as ‘losers’. In response to questions about the parameters of
success, a young worker from Nokian, for example, said that he did not
consider himself a successful person because he has a low financial status and
has achieved nothing:

[Success] . . . for me it is a person’s status, something that he has achieved in
life in terms of personal development, at work, his financial status. (conveyor
operator, 31, Nokian, 18 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

Speaking about a past relationship, another young worker from the
Nissan car factory draws attention to the significance of a man’s social status
in marriage and starting a family. His narrative both reflects and entirely
recognizes wider constructions of working-class men as low-status ‘failures’:

For a young guy it can be a problem . . .when you get to know a girl, you need
to tell her your status. Well, I’m . . . jeez, you work on a three-shift rota, and
you’re a worker . . . What will I do with you? Why the hell would I need you?
... That’s why I won’t ask a girl to marry me . . .Why would I ask this question,
if I know I’ll receive an answer that . . . ‘you’re a loser’? (general mechanic,
33, Nissan, 19 April 2011, St. Petersburg)

In this way, Russia’s neoliberal gender order devalues the masculinity of
working-class men and, through the social and gender uncertainty it creates,
prevents them from establishing stable sexual and emotional relationships
with their partners. Working-class masculinities in contemporary Russia are
subject to anxieties, rueful feelings and vulnerability. In this context, young
male workers try to invest money, time and knowledge in their bodily
capital to recover masculine subjectivity. As I have explored elsewhere
(Tartakovskaya and Vanke 2016), this strategy of construction of the self
is also realized by office clerks, who use their bodily capital as a means of
representation at work and in their everyday lives, while workers use it for
raising self-esteem, improving their social status symbolically and constitut-
ing masculine subjectivity.
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CONCLUSION

My brief reconstruction of the neoliberal regime in contemporary Russia
suggests that it is aimed at maximizing the effectiveness and productivity of
industrial enterprises, intensifying competition between workers, reducing
social welfare and increasing the social insecurity of employees. A
distinguishing feature of the Russian neoliberal regime is that it co-exists
with elements of Soviet governmentality, which can be seen as constituting
a barrier to uncontrolled neoliberal expansion. Alongside this, the delinea-
tion of the features of an emerging Russian gender order demonstrates that
this also combines some stable patterns from Soviet gender models with
new neoliberal practices and regulations. Crucial aspects of the contempo-
rary gender order in Russia include the diminished control by the state over
the private lives of individuals, alongside the more or less independent
position of women. In such a context, the post-Soviet gender order
allows/demands male workers to create multiple masculinities by forcing
them to compete with each other, losing self-confidence in the chase for
success. In addition, the Russian gender order imposes traditional gender
roles and promotes family values, responding to hegemonic masculinity,
which is hardly ever achieved by working-class men because of their inferior
social position. However, some of them are able to develop strategies that
allow them to represent themselves as breadwinners and defenders, be this
through labour migration, changing profession or taking on additional
work, as well as through the demonstration of their bodily capital, including
physical strength and manual skills.

My research based on local case studies supports Connell’s thesis about
multiple masculinities (1995), allowing the definition of several types of
masculine subjectivity among working-class men in Russia: ‘old’ and ‘new’
masculinities generated by both gender order and political regime distin-
guished by the specific configuration of state socialist and neoliberal ele-
ments. By this specific configuration, I mean an ensemble of local gender
and political practices, attitudes and regulations. Classic masculine subjec-
tivity is typical of working-class men over the age of 40 who exercise
conservative and traditional gender practices. This type reproduces ‘old’
patterns of the Soviet gender order, trying to sustain a normative gender
model, while at the same time accepting neoliberal trends and following
them. The impossibility of sustaining normative hegemonic patterns under-
mines the masculinity of this age group of male workers and complicates the
system of gender relations they inhabit.New masculine subjectivity, which is
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mostly typical of working-class men younger than 40, can be divided into
two subtypes: consuming and protest masculinities. Consuming masculinity
emerges from the intensification of competition in the labour and marriage
markets. It is because of this intensification that, in the context of neoliberal
politics, male workers try to invent new ways of creating the self as a man,
investing time, money and knowledge in their bodily capital and consuming
fashionable goods and lifestyles. These styles of consumption provide a
common ground for young male workers and office clerks (see
Tartakovskaya and Vanke 2016), helping them to constitute the consuming
masculine subjectivity through demonstration of their well-groomed body
and fashionable appearance. However, young workers’ intensive consump-
tion and aspirations for class mobility indicate the vulnerability of their
masculinity, which is evidenced among other respondents in low self-esteem
and, in turn, problems in the spheres of sexual, emotional and family
relationships. Meanwhile, the organization of trade unions, participation
in protests and coordination of grassroots initiatives brings about the
opportunity for the creation of protest masculine subjectivity. This masculine
type is politically active and critically reflective. It tries to resist neoliberal
challenges through the critique of contemporary labour regulations and
creates the image of a heroic, romantic and independent man. The response
of protest masculinity to neoliberalism lies in its resistance to neoliberal
values of individual success, which should be replaced by values of collective
cooperation, oriented to the improvement of the working and living con-
ditions of the working class and transformation of an unjust social order.
Working-class men with protest masculine subjectivity have a strong sense
of social justice and understand the necessity of transnational trade unions
and alliances with other dominated social groups.
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NOTES

1. The city of Nizhny Tagil is located in Sverdlovskaya oblast’, which is part of
the Ural region, famous for iron, metalworking and engineering industries.
The respondents whose interviews are cited in the chapter were engaged in
manual labour and worked in the industrial sector. The interviews with
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working-class men from Nizhny Tagil were generated for the project
Intergenerational Social Mobility from XX to XXI Century: Four Generations
of Russian History’, supported by Russian Science Foundation grant
No. 14–28-00217.

2. The etacratic (gender or political) system is a system in which the state
dominates over other social institutions. In case of gender it means that the
state produces and imposes particular gender patterns and practices. In such a
system the state tries to regulate gender and sexual behaviour of population.
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CHAPTER 10

The Inertia of Masculinity:
Narratives of Creative Aspiration Among

Arab-Australian Youth

Sherene Idriss and George Morgan

There are three dominant representations of the figure of the young
Arab-Australian. The first is in relation to his criminality, as a member, or
potential affiliate, of violent ethnicity-based gangs. The second is as the
sexual predator, preying especially on Anglo-Australian women. The third is
as the national security threat—a religious fanatic practising some extremist
form of Islam with an agenda to commit crimes against ‘the West’. Such
media stereotypes bear little resemblance to the lived realities of
Arab-Australian young men. Noble (2007) has outlined how notions of
‘respect’ and ‘respectability’ feature heavily as organizing themes of these
young men’s lives. As it relates specifically to young Muslim Australian men
(the majority of who come from Arabic-speaking backgrounds), research
has demonstrated that those who have a strong sense of religious identity
are in fact more likely to engage in civic and political participation in
Australia (Johns et al. 2015). Our chapter seeks to address a different
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facet of young Arab-Australian men’s lives, one that has been overlooked in
favour of an emphasis on issues around multiculturalism, belonging and
nationhood: work and career aspiration. We offer three case studies illus-
trating how young men of Arab-Australian backgrounds from Western
Sydney, an area of high cultural diversity and socioeconomic disadvantage,
adapt to the new economy and labour market insecurity. Despite lacking the
contacts and other social resources, they develop aspirations to work in
creative vocations. Among their parents and other relatives there was nei-
ther much understanding of what constituted the creative career, nor
patience with the precarious circumstances that such a career entailed. We
argue that longstanding patriarchal ‘narrative scripts’ around self-employ-
ment and independence shape our interviewees’ aspirations but that in
becoming ‘creative workers’ these young men challenged communal
norms around working life. We found a disjunction between how these
young men narrate their future working selves and the harsh realities of the
‘gig economy’ (Ross 2008, 2009).

The case studies will show these young men do not radically break with
the parent culture by pursuing creative vocational pathways. Rather, the
communal aspiration for social mobility and the radically changing eco-
nomic landscape compels these Arab-Australian young men, to weigh up
competing forces. Young adulthood, and more specifically the post-
compulsory schooling phase of their lives, becomes the point of bounded
agency (Evans 2007), of pragmatic reckoning with perceived creative and
vocational opportunities and possibilities. In a similar vein to Hardgrove
et al. (2015) our aim in this paper is to closely examine the intergenerational
relationships of young people entering precarious labour markets. We sug-
gest that the intergenerational dialogue that occurs between grandfathers,
fathers and sons about the importance of social mobility, achieved through
financial security and independence, is a key way in which young
Arab-Australian men articulate their future selves. While there is a body of
research that has explored young people’s desires for economic security in
unstable working environments (Furlong and Cartmel 1997), our chapter is
explicit in its focus on the patriarchal cultural templates that continue to
guide the way men frame their ambitions and the enduring forms of
masculinity that Arab-Australian young men perform within creative sectors
wherein the gendered divisions of labour are often blurred.
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RUSTBELT ETHNOGRAPHIES

Despite considerable academic research—mostly in community and educa-
tional sociology—in the mid- to late twentieth century on how young men
from the white working class reproduced the industrial masculinity of their
elders (Corrigan 1979; Robins and Cohen 1978; Willis 1977), the literature
on postindustrial masculinities is less well developed, particularly in relation
to those from minority backgrounds. Paul Willis’s classic 1970s study
Learning to Labour describes the collective subcultural resistance of school-
boys in a British industrial city. His ethnography shows how they fell foul of
the discipline and regulation of the education system and, as a result, found
themselves in lives of low-paid blue-collar work, where their precocious
masculinity could be accommodated. Young men in the West, however, are
no longer factory fodder because outside the construction trades, the blue-
collar jobs have almost disappeared. As Nayak (2003) observes, in the past,
trade skills held the working man in good stead, but today the ‘rich reservoir
of labouring jobs has all but evaporated’ (148), mainly because of techno-
logical change and the flight of capital to places away from the West and to
places where labour is cheap. Young men in particular face uncertain and
fragmented futures (Stokes and Wyn 2007; Furlong and Cartmel 1997),
and what Chatterton and Hollands (2003: 81) call a ‘bewildering array of
labour market transitions’, including education and training courses with
uncertain labour market destinations, and spells of precarious employment.
While employment growth is in traditionally feminized occupations—
including much service sector work and caring professions—traditionally
masculine sectors have declined dramatically.

A small but growing literature has documented the formidable chal-
lenges faced by young men in adapting to the loss of old labour. This is
not simply a practical challenge of finding steady and reasonably paid work
but of finding the kinds of work and work arrangement congruent with
residual masculine identities. As Taylor and Jamieson argue, the disappear-
ance of traditionally masculine work does not lead to ‘the sudden and total
evacuation of men from the symbolic terrain of work, or the loss of work
references in the discursive construction of hegemonic forms of masculinity’
(1997: 162). Nixon’s (2006, 2009) research into the work aspirations of
working-class men uncovered resistance towards white-collar confinements,
a short-fuse masculinity that rejects the masquerades of service and emo-
tional work and that seeks to replicate the blue-collar knockabout commu-
nity of practice and camaraderie. Kenway et al.’s (2006) study explores
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youthful masculinities in four Australian regional towns using the frame of
globalization to understand the profound social and economic change these
areas face. The researchers found that despite the disappearance of blue-
collar work in these places, employment remains central to masculine
identities. Fathers struggle to fathom the situation that the only jobs avail-
able to their sons are in service roles (Walkerdine and Jimenez 2012).

The effects of the decline of old labour are visible other than in the field
of work and vocational aspiration, specifically in various youth cultural
practices. The early work of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies (Hall 2006; Cohen 1972) recognized and explored the
connection between industrial decline and subcultures. The idea that sub-
cultural sites and solidarities provide the means for the magical/symbolic,
though not real, resolution of intractable social problems was central to the
way scholars made sense of groups such as skinheads and punks. Their
resistance and forms of expression betrayed a yearning to recover the social
fabric of urban village territoriality of communities that were based around
local manual work. While this scholarship attracted a deal of intellectual
critique (Thornton 1995; Bennett 1999; Hesmondhalgh 2005), it con-
tinues to influence the analysis of contemporary youth cultures and
identities.

Such studies are most effective where they are situated in the histories
and industrial traditions of place. As Taylor and Jamieson observe, ‘the form
of gender identity in place in particular localities will be inflected not only by
actually-existing regimes of work but also by nostalgic evocations of such
regimes, even in the aftermath of their disappearance’ (1997: 150). In her
book Redundant Masculinities,McDowell (2003) identifies key differences
between her two research sites, the postindustrial northern city of Sheffield
and the relatively prosperous southern town of Cambridge, where the
young undereducated working-class men who formed her sample fared
much better in the environment of economic restructuring, and where
hardscrabble blue-collar masculinities are less deeply embedded. This con-
trast is reinforced in Anoop Nayak’s ethnography (2003) of young men in
Newcastle in Britain’s north east. This shows that after the collapse of the
occupational and social structures of the industrial era, young men perform
analogous forms of masculine identities in their leisure and subcultural lives.
Nayak follows a group of supporters of Newcastle United Football Club and
finds that those who define themselves as ‘Real Geordies’ reject the forms of
service and mental labour characteristic of the new economy: ‘the Real
Geordies still viewed mental labour as “soft and babyish” and had yet to
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adapt to the new demands of the global economy’ (152). In a similar vein,
Michael Ward’s study of masculinity in postindustrial South Wales (2015)
identifies a retraditionalized masculinity enduring in the ‘Valley Boiz’, one
of three subcultural groups that form the focus of his ethnography. While
the coal-mines are gone, the forms of precocious working-class masculinity
(what Connell (1995) terms ‘protest masculinity’) endure even among
those who undertake post-school education. While there are numerous
studies of these resistant (and often patriarchal) forms of youthful expres-
sion, less attention has been paid to more conformist young men (the ‘ear
’oles’ in Willis’s study) who sought social mobility from poorer backgrounds
(as Roberts 2011 argues). Such young men generally seek to distance
themselves from traditional masculinities, and they are the focus of this
chapter.

Models of traditional masculinity/gender roles still provide them with
key reference points in framing their ambitions, values and understandings
of working life. However, these reference points are not absolute brakes or
anchors on their fortunes. While recognizing the enduring structures of
masculinity, there are elements of agency and adaptability. There is now a
considerable literature—much based on Connell’s work (Poynting et al.
2003; Howson 2009; McDowell et al. 2014)—that identifies masculinities
as plural and hierarchical, as subject to forms of redefinition in different
contexts. As Nayak (2003: 148) notes, ‘masculinities are contextually con-
tingent and always located in time and place’. ‘Hegemonic masculinity’, as
Messerschmidt argues, ‘legitimates gender relations hierarchically between
men and women’ (2011: 206). This includes the gender division of labour,
with the figure of ‘man-as-provider’ (see the discussion below of Dasgupta’s
study of the Japanese salary-man 2000, 2013), which cuts across class
divisions. So while structural change in the labour market has profoundly
altered the experience of work and working life for men, the cultural models
of gender roles have been much slower to change.

CREATIVE WORK AND ASPIRATION

In the postindustrial world where both jobs and skills are precarious, West-
ern governments implore young people to develop their creative skills,
believing that economic salvation will be built on intellectual property and
the growth of the knowledge/symbolic economy. Our interview subjects
heeded this call by aspiring to make a living out of cultural enthusiasms they
had developed in their youth. Where in the past those interests might have
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been confined to hobbyism/amateurism, now the creative career appears to
offer a path to social mobility as politicians promote the idea that intellectual
property is the ‘new oil’ and that prosperity rests on our capacity for
symbolic innovation (Ross 2009).

However, for many aspirants, this is frustratingly out of reach because of
the systemic insecurity and exploitation operating in many creative indus-
tries (Morgan and Nelligan 2015; Hesmondhalgh and Baker 2011; Murray
and Gollmitzer 2012, Gill and Pratt 2008; Ross 2008). Much work avail-
able in the new economy fits the ideal neoliberal economic arrangements—
flexible and fast burn—with very little security or predictable rhythm.
Young workers are expected to be versatile and entrepreneurial, embracing
the constant churn and uncertainty of the creative career. Worker exploita-
tion is normalized as aspirants agree to work for little or no pay in ‘cool’
industries in order to increase their chances of landing well-paid and crea-
tively satisfying work in the future. Many eventually become supplicant
subcontractors—working irregular (and often long) hours in conditions of
‘flexploitation’ for a single employer. They are forced to spend their
non-working time chasing contacts in the informal networks through
which work is allocated. Creative workers generally experience considerable
poverty (Throsby and Cunningham 2009; Throsby andHollister 2003) and
are forced to seek supplementary work in the down times through ‘episodic
migration to other parts of the economy’ (Murray and Gollmitzer 2012:
419). Morgan and Nelligan (forthcoming) argue that creative aspirants
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds generally lack the resources and
contacts required for their careers to get off the ground.

The gendered dimensions of creative labour are also problematic. In
circumstances where work is allocated informally, and by word of mouth,
and where work patterns hours are irregular, there is effectively a
retraditionalization of gender roles because those with caring responsibili-
ties— almost always women—are unable to accommodate such arrange-
ments (Adkins and Lury 1999; Banks and Milestone 2011). Without the
institutional rights, routines and safeguards associated with the traditional
career, and in circumstances where work is allocated through channels of
social influence, there is more scope for sexism to operate. Morgan and
Nelligan (2015) have also argued that the demands of an entrepreneurial
networking creative worker, with the capacity for dissimulating and
bartering skills in the marketplace, is inconsistent with the model of phleg-
matic, blunt working-class masculinity. So while some men (and women)
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from middle-class backgrounds may thrive in these circumstances, those
from socially disadvantaged backgrounds rarely do.

One of the ironies of the discourses of creative capitalism is that the figure
of the ‘starving artist’, once the enemy of free enterprise, has become the
model neoliberal worker: independent, risk-taking, innovative and embrac-
ing circumstances of upheaval and precariousness. The bohemian lifestyles
of young, inner-city creatives suit the needs of new capitalism for rapidly
changing stylistic and aesthetic skills, restlessness, enterprise and novelty
(Hartley 2007). Affect is central to creative identities and lifestyles—the
passion associated with calling something ‘my own work’, thus representing
an extension of the self (McRobbie 2002). In our analysis below, however,
we will argue that there are cohorts of creative aspirants for whom such a
lifestyle is altogether unappealing. Drawing on biographical interview data
with four informants—Matt, Nabil, Jacob and Mahmoud—we evaluate the
attitudes of young men from working-class, migrant backgrounds towards
the precarious conditions of contemporary creative labour. We argue that
residual models of masculinity mean that they navigate through creative
careers with hesitation and caution, without the readiness to embrace the
uncertainty of the creative career (Threadgold 2015).

INTERGENERATIONAL DIALOGUE: BEING COMFORTABLE

AND DEPENDABLE

The findings and discussion presented in this chapter are drawn from a
larger collaborative project on the creative aspirations of three cohorts of
young men—from Anglo, Aboriginal and Middle Eastern backgrounds,
around 80 in total, aged between 18 and 30 years, from areas of social
disadvantage in Sydney. Using life history interviews, we explored the
development of their creative ambitions and vocational choices. Most
attended local government high schools, and their parents who arrived in
Australia with rudimentary English skills worked in menial and/or low-paid
labour jobs. Many of the Arab-Australian informants reported family histo-
ries of self-employment and small business enterprise, a finding that aligns
more generally with the literature on the large number of family business
ventures within migrant communities (Collins et al. 1995; Anthias and
Cederberg 2009). According to our informants, these family businesses
often required the labour of the entire family from children to grandparents
in order to survive. Parents running these businesses aspired for their
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children to achieve the kinds of social mobility afforded through higher
education that was closed to them as migrants from a non-English-speaking
background.

All of our interviewees were enrolled in, or had recently completed, post-
school courses in creative skills such as film, multimedia, design or fine arts,
but few had found steady work. We did not restrict our sample to one
particular vocational field but instead kept the parameters around what
constitutes creative work loose enough to cover film, television and media
industries, music and theatre, design and production. Few studies have
examined the performative function of working-class, migrant masculinities
in young people’s transitions from aspirant or student to that of a specifically
creative worker. Allen and Hollingworth (2013) have considered how some
young people in Britain are constrained by their social class in their attempts
to ‘make it’ in emerging creative industries. Here we aim to build some
connections between creative labour analysis and theories of masculinity
using qualitative narrative analysis.

Aspiration, as has been explored in a number of youth-based studies
(Allen and Hollingworth 2013; Evans 2007; Hardgrove et al. 2015), is
often framed by young people as being about upward mobility. Govern-
ment rhetoric in the West has endorsed and encouraged young people to
think this way (Allen 2014). To be middle class is good; to be working class
is bad. Achieving middle-class status, through personal creative career
ambitions, is important to our informants. The weight given to upward
mobility, as we will see in the following case studies, manifests itself in
narratives around being financially ‘comfortable’ and also, importantly, as
becoming someone who can be depended on by their future hypothetical
families.

Hassan

Hassan, a 20 year old part Jordanian, part Iraqi-Australian enrolled in a
three-year interior design course at his local technical college. His family
migrated to Australia from Iraq when he was 13 years old and set up
residence in a suburb outside Bankstown, an area with a large number of
Middle Eastern refugees and unskilled migrants. Hassan attended a local
high school but found it ‘disruptive’. The students ‘acted like they were in a
zoo’, and he claimed this was the cause of his poor final results, which meant
he failed to get into university. While initially reluctant to enrol in the
interior design course purely out of a complete lack of knowledge and
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mentorship about what was involved, he told us he could now see connec-
tions between his studies and his childhood interests in ‘drawing and
painting’. In describing his earliest memories of being creative, he said:

I was so hard on myself though . . . when I was a child I used to draw things
and rip them—like rip them apart. Like, I would draw something, leave it for
one or two days and then look at it and consider it as rubbish and then I just
. . . yeah rip it up.

As he grew older, Hassan realized that his main hobby was building and
designing new objects out of existing materials, saying:

I would get a toy and just break it andmake my own out of it. Like I would get
a car, smash it, smash it, smash it, break it and then I was so interested in like
how the dynamics inside the car worked and stuff so I would get pieces, then
put my own wheels and then like, get a coat hanger and then just keep
bending it to make my own car.

In spite of this clear interest and skill in design, Hassan told us that his
first ambition was to be an airline pilot, explaining that this short-lived
aspiration was based on his fathers’ line of work in Jordan. An aeronautical
engineer in his home country, his father designed military aircrafts. His
qualifications were unrecognized in Australia and so he worked on a con-
tractual basis in ‘the mining industry, like helping design machinery. It’s
kind of similar I guess’. Of course, the two are not similar, and what Hassan
reveals here is a lack of familiarity with what is actually involved in his
fathers’ work. He also glosses over what was presumably a very difficult
migration and jobseeking process because of the inspiration he takes from
his fathers’ professional identity. When asked why he wanted to initially
become a pilot, Hassan admitted: ‘it’s the dad influence. Everyone is like
that though.’

Hassan did not speak of experiencing paternal pressure about career
choice, but he had nonetheless internalized the idea of a ‘good job’ based
on financial security. He was one of the top students on his interior design
course yet he was considering enrolling in an architecture diploma if he
could not find a ‘good job’ in design:

Hassan: I’m really into architecture because like, it’s more of a nine-hour
shift. I don’t want to go do like six month contracts. It’s just
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more of a normal job. And if you notice, all the best architecture
companies are in the city. . . (trails off)

Q: Right, so you see architecture as more stable?
Hassan: Yeah.
Q: What would your idea of a good job be?
Hassan: Um, well if I finish architecture and get my degree, I’ll start at

$70 an hour as a junior, first year working for a company. The
only thing is that the best companies they prefer someone from
Uni that’s why it’s a bit challenging. But it’s alright, I’ll go for it.

Q: Right, so you want to get in the prestigious companies and the
ones that you get paid well?

Hassan: Yeah [pause] oh, not really, uh pay wasn’t really like . . . it’s not
my first thing in a job. . .

At one level, Hassan covets the well-paid corporate career, but this
expressed aspiration trips over the recognition that financial rewards were
not central to the original creative ambitions. We pressed Hassan on
whether he felt living in the city, in the creative and professional clusters
where the jobs are on offer, was important to him.

Q: How do you feel about living in Western Sydney?
Hassan: Well, this is the first area I came to. I’ve just always been here, all

my mates are from here
Q: Right, so you like it?
Hassan: Ohh now I’m not really into it anymore. It’s just a bit too much

trouble, it’s just interesting to me anymore. I’d like to move
somewhere. Like all the good jobs and companies are all in the
city so if I got a proper job in one of the companies obviously I’d
try to buy a flat somewhere there

Q: Right, so you’d move out of home
Hassan: Oh not really, only if I got married because then I’d always be

coming back to this area to be with my mates anyway so why I
would I move out you know?

Hassan makes multiple references to a ‘proper’ job, a ‘good’ job, in a
corporation or large company with regular hours and in a central location.
He has a very clear, albeit unrealistic, impression of what is in store for him
after he graduates. He does recognize some of the structural limitations of
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not having a degree, which hinders his chances, but he is not strategic in
how to overcome this problem; the language of entrepreneurship or col-
laboration with peers or friends in the industry never enters his life history
narrative. In spite of calling himself a creative person who spent much of his
childhood ‘making things’, excelling in art subjects at high school and
completing a design course, he still approaches a future creative identity
with a rather traditional mindset, reproducing the templates of his father as a
working professional rather than as an artist. He is hesitant to leave home
before marriage, preferring instead to remain embedded in the familial and
social relationships in which he has grown up as they offer security, but
moreover are just ‘how things are done’. As in other studies of young
people’s ‘transition’ into the labour market (Hardgrove et al. 2015), we
find here that Hassan does not demonstrate increased autonomy as he
strives for individual goals but instead reveals enduring class- and place-
based masculine identities.

Nabil

For some, the experiences of older individuals in their personal networks
acted as cautionary tales against blindly following personal creative ambi-
tions. Nabil was 19 years old and had recently graduated from a local
Lebanese Maronite high school. In deciding on his post-schooling pathway,
he says he thoroughly researched the career more likely to offer financial
security and settled on a law degree, justifying his decision by saying ‘at least
it still involves writing and language instead of like medicine [pause]. My
dad wanted me to be a doctor because it makes more money, especially if
you’re a specialist.’ He chose this pathway in spite of the fact that his ‘true
passion’, as he called it, is fiction-writing, a hobby he had developed in
primary school initially to overcome the sudden death of his mother.

I would write a lot of high fantasy stuff, mostly using motifs like death angels,
stuff like that. Only later, like after I left school that I wrote more realistic
pieces.

Nabil was obviously talented. He participated in a local writing and
poetry competition and won the top writing prize, resulting in his work
being featured in aWestern Sydney literary magazine. Despite this talent, he
offered a pragmatic explanation for refusing to pursue fiction-writing as any
sort of career. He said:
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I’d love to be able to write and make money but very few people who do that
are lucky enough to get published and make a decent amount. I had a teacher
who was a published author and she was only making about thirty grand a year
off her writing. It would take me 10, 20 years to be able to buy a house and
that’s if I squirrel away every dollar. It’s just too long, it’s not enough money.

Like many of our informants, Nabil was realistic about the financial pros-
pects of a creative-based career and had no desire to struggle in this way for the
rest of his life. As we noted earlier, the creative industries favour those who can
transfer skills such as creative writing to other employment fields, such as
marketing or advertising. Nabil rejects such malleability on two grounds. In
the first instance, he treats his writing as a craft, something to be worked on and
taken up outside the realm of paid employment rather than abandoning the
hobby entirely. He says: ‘I do love writing and I will happily write for free just
for the satisfaction of it, I don’t care whether I’m published or not. I just
wouldn’t make it my main career’. Second, he acknowledges that while a
handful of artists might ‘make it’, he has seen first hand

A lot of people go through life like my grandfather for instance; he went
through life never saving much because he wasn’t making much money, just
too busy chasing dreams. And umm I look at him now, he has nothing, he’s in
a wheelchair and they’re not very comfortable at all.

Q: Financially comfortable you mean?
Nabil: Yeah and I don’t want to end up like that. I want to live life

to the fullest. Like, my grandfather wanted to be a designer
landscape artist. And he just missed it. He never really had
the, umm, he couldn’t see outside the box to make
something that would stand out. So he never really made it
big and he just [pause] just never made it

As Allen has astutely explained, ‘aspirations play a pivotal role in institu-
tionalizing neoliberal forms of governance. . .’. In this system, poverty is
‘subject to stigma and shame, constituting the working-class as not just
Other but as wholly responsible for their plight’ (Allen 2014: 761). This
mentality is clearly evident in our interview with Nabil. The disappointment
he displays about his grandfathers’ vocational pathway is sharply contrasted
with the admiration and respect for the entrepreneurial spirit of his father

230 S. IDRISS AND G. MORGAN



who has achieved some financial success as a bread supplier for local super-
markets, a business in which Nabil works when not studying at university.
He finds the work ‘annoying’ at times as a result of the early morning starts,
but, because his father sustained a work injury a couple of years earlier, Nabil
is expected, as the eldest child, to take up some of the responsibility of the
family business. Despite his frustration at the lack of sleep involved with the
job, the business remains a source of pride for him, as demonstrated when
he says: ‘Dad put a lot of money into it and it is making decent money,
which is great.’ Again, like Hassan, the ability to make money is central to
ideas of success.

Furthermore, it is this model of the self-employed business man, com-
parable to that of the ‘salaryman’ in Dasgupta’s (2000) analysis of upwardly
mobile young men in postindustrial Japan, that Nabil seems to be emulating
in his own career aspirations. According to Dasgupta (2000), the ‘salary-
man’ is embodied by ‘middle class, often university-educated’ young men
who enter the world of paid employment on graduation. It is precisely at
this moment, postgraduation, that the ‘salaryman’ is most intensely crafted
by individuals, in speech, dress and everyday behaviours, when ‘a great deal
of stress is placed on the need to rid oneself of one’s “gakusei kibun”
(loosely, behaviour/values associated with being a student) and take on
the serious responsibilities [that come with being the household provider
and breadwinner]’ (2000: 194). Such dynamics around responsible mascu-
linity are by no means exclusive to a Japanese context and influenced Nabil
as he refused to ‘chase dreams’ as his grandfather had, observing this to be a
selfish and foolish pathway, and instead envisioned for himself a future as a
lawyer, doing

Something that would make be [financially] comfortable but that I also enjoy.
Like I see myself being up front in court, not behind the scenes, it would
irritate me other people using my work to represent something ‘cause they
wouldn’t understand. No one understands your work better than you.

As Butler has argued, it is through language that gendered identities are
produced and performed (1994). Nabil repeatedly mentioned ‘comfort’ as
the underlying purpose of work. This signifies a particular way of doing
masculinity, associating work with being the breadwinner. This accords
with working-class scripts of masculinity inherited from his father and, by
way of reflection, his grandfather. Nabil’s mother and grandmother have
never been in paid employment; he described his grandmother as a ‘typical
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Lebanese housewife’. This status among the women in his family is never
contested or elaborated on in our interview exchange, a silence that can be
understood as part of the performativity of hegemonic masculinity where
the nuclear family in which males and females occupy traditional roles is
taken for granted. It is only at the mention of his father’s and grandfather’s
successes and failures that Nabil seems to reflect on how his career options
align or depart from the generations of males in his family before him.
Again, this intergenerational dialogue was a recurring theme among our
informants; very few referred to their mothers or older women in their lives
as aspirational role models.

Jacob

In her analysis of the hypermasculine performances of investment bankers
on the trading floor, McDowell (2011) suggests that ‘workers do not enter
their place of employment with their gender firmly fixed in place, rather
gender is a fluid and multiple performance which varies according to type of
work and its location. What might be suitable in one place is not in another’
(345). While our informants’ ideas around gender are not firmly fixed in
place, the data suggest that they are less likely to embody fluid and multiple
versions of gender identity in their creative vocational endeavours. Their
approach to work is informed first and foremost by the working attitudes
and outlook of their fathers, most of whom were self-employed tradesmen
and small business owners.

Jacob is a 19-year-old Lebanese-Australian, from a Maronite Christian
background, who works part time as a security guard at a local pub. He had
just completed a semester at a local TAFE (Technical and Further Educa-
tion) studying design and illustration, a decision he says was based on the
fact that ‘it’s hands on’ as opposed to sitting in a university lecture theatre
learning theory. He referred to himself as

A creative person. I just love creating stuff. I can create sculptures out of small
pieces of rock, I can make couches, I can draw things whenever I want.

He recalled one of his earliest childhood memories, aged six, when

I got a Play Doh set for Christmas and I ended up making a crocodile out of it
and I still can’t believe how realistic it looked and ever since it’s like, I’ve got to
do more. Even my parents were impressed.
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In his study of craft artists, Mishler (1999) argued that creative identities
are always dialogical and emerge out of biographical narrative reconstruc-
tions of past events. This is evident in Jacob’s case as he recalls that particular
memory of impressing his parents with a very life-like crocodile model, but
these memories also serve the discursive function of revealing how it is that
Jacob understands what it means to be creative more generally. Throughout
the interview he described creativity in terms of tactile skills rather than
abstract, symbolic expressions of the self. He repeated multiple times in our
interview that he simply ‘loves creating stuff’. One such example is when he
envisioned a future career pathway, saying:

Say someone comes up to me and says, ‘I want you to create a sculpture for an
entrance to a building’ or say a movie producer comes to me and says, ‘I need
you to help me build a movie set or make props or costume design or
whatever’, I want [to] get into everything creative, I’m not fussed. If it’s
creative, I’ll do it.

In spite of the fact that Jacob says he will do ‘whatever’ so long as it is
creative, we can see here that he understands creativity in specific and
narrow ways that appear to be informed by the kinds of labour that gener-
ations of men have done before him. Jacob’s father is a self-employed
garden landscaper, and his grandfather ran a farm in New South Wales on
which Jacob used to help out often during school holidays. He laughs,
saying: ‘I’ve slaved away in the dirt so much it’s not even funny.’ What is
interesting about Jacob’s narrative is that he draws on the manual labour of
his father and grandfather to build a case for why he wanted to pursue a
creative career, calling manual labour ‘boring and repetitive’. However, his
ideas about potential future vocational pathways do not reflect a clear
departure from the hands-on, rough work his father did for a living. He
stresses the manual work of building a sculpture for a hotel lobby and was
less inclined towards more abstract forms of creative expression.

We often found that informants commonly referred back to childhood
hobbies and particular skills to rationalize their decisions to pursue a creative
career, but as they began to imagine their future selves, they always balanced
their youthful creative interests with concerns about financial stability. We
asked Jacob:

Why haven’t you sought out casual work in your art/design field?

THE INERTIA OF MASCULINITY: NARRATIVES OF CREATIVE. . . 233



Jacob: I’m trying to do that now but there are certain things you have to do
before you can jump into the industry. I know how to use Photoshop and
Illustrator, I can come up with ideas but I need to show that I can work and I
need to learn how to set up files. Otherwise people won’t be able to come to
me for a job if I’m a solo designer. Say someone comes up to me and says can
you create a logo, a t-shirt, a couple of business cards and set these all up for
print. I say, Ok I can do the first two but I can’t do the last part. And they’ll
go, ok we better find someone else. So that’s why I’ve enrolled in this 6 month
course which will teach me the essential part of the business and then I can get
a job in the industry. But I will continue studying as well, I wanna get a
diploma and a Masters in Illustration. And then I can run my own business
properly. But I firstly just wanna start off in the industry, learn how it runs,
learn how to communicate with clients and set up a proposal because it’s very,
very difficult to get a job in this industry.

Taylor and Littleton (2008) have explored conflicting narratives of
creative vocational aspirants torn between ‘art and money’. While some of
their informants saw the logic of business as staunchly antithetical to creative
expression, many of their informants developed new narrative repertoires to
position themselves as both business-minded and as fine artists. The end
goal for Jacob is to ‘run my own business properly’. In making claims about
who he is and what he plans to do with his youthful creative interests, he
makes pragmatic, logical connections between his current situation and
future career pathways. We found this to be a recurring trend among our
sample, which can partly be explained by the fact that there is an overrep-
resentation of small business enterprise in Arab-Australian communities
(Collins et al. 1995), and the communal aspirations for social mobility
through traditionally masculine ways.

This is the main model of employment that Jacob has come to know
through his father and other male relatives, where men work autonomously
and treat their craft as the basis of a small business where the clients’ needs
must be met, irrespective of whether or not this compromises individual
self-expression.

We can also note that Jacob’s concerns about financial risks are devel-
oped relatively early on in his career, even before he has ‘jumped’ into the
industry in any capacity. Like so many of our informants, he is keen to
protect himself from financial insecurity as early as possible, in part because
he has seen first hand what this actually looks like. He says: ‘My parents have
struggled financially, they’ve been through the hardships but it’s not for me
to talk about.’ This attraction to self-employment, in the terms he describes,
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is thus a key indicator of residual working-class masculinities at play because,
unlike aspirants from wealthier backgrounds, Jacob has no financial safety
net if he were to persevere with a creative vocation without a clear, logical
plan to navigate through potential roadblocks and financial setbacks. He
speaks about turning his original creative passion, drawing and designing, in
the same manner with which one would approach a career in, for example,
law or finance—a trajectory that requires formal qualifications, business
acumen and interpersonal skills with potential clients. The language Jacob
employs around ‘business’ and especially self-employment is very much at
odds with the ways creative workers and artists tend to speak about creativ-
ity more generally.1 The swift leaps made in the interview, from a childhood
passion for drawing and sculptures to ‘creating a logo, t-shirt and business
cards’, suggests that Jacob does not have the freedom to meander for too
long in search of a creative identity. We might hypothesize that working-
class men feel they have limited time for cultural experimentation when
social mobility is at stake.

Mahmoud

Mahmoud was from a Catholic Lebanese background. His parents had a
hard life in war-torn Lebanon, living in a village close to the Israeli border,
before migrating to Australia. His father worked in various trades and, like
many migrants, had his ambitions curtailed: he is a mechanic, a plumber,
carpenter, electrician, plumber, you name it, and he would have loved to do
something in aviation but couldn’t. His father established a family business
installing kitchens and wanted Mahmoud to follow in the trade when he
finished school, but Mahmoud refused: ‘I told him no, and I wanted to get
another job, we had a massive fight over it and the whole family got
involved, which wasn’t good.‘Mahmoud was typical of many youngMiddle
Eastern men in our sample, who resisted the scripted lives in the building
trades, in the quest for something more creatively fulfilling. At school he
had been inspired by his art teacher—‘She gave us the right to be whatever
we liked . . . and art was sort of like a freedom and escape’—to the point
where, in the mid-teenage years, he preferred being in the art room to being
at home: ‘When I was on holidays I used to go to school and do my artwork
there, instead of going home and make a mess [and Mum] . . . telling me
off.’

Mahmoud’s school grades were not enough to get him into university.
He wanted to continue studying art but needed a course that would mollify
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his parents’ concerns about his employability. So he applied for a place on a
graphic design course at a technical college, expressing a sentiment com-
monly heard among young people striving to resist lives of repetitive manual
work: ‘Like you have got that chance to express yourself more passionately.’
However, like many people from poor backgrounds, he was walking blindly
into a new economy and creative fields with little work or career prospects:
‘I got knocked back because I didn’t really know what it was, and like I
thought it was just an extension of art except you go more into the business
side of things.’ He enrolled instead in a digital media course with the
intention of transferring to graphic design after a year, and he told us that
he would apply to study at university if his grades were sufficient.

Our research produced numerous narratives describing the quest to
parlay a cultural enthusiasm into a vocationally viable credential. For
Mahmoud and others like him, this was prompted by the encouragement
they received for their creative talents. But with little knowledge of job
prospects, nor contacts to help them succeed in oversupplied labour mar-
kets, they were likely to struggle to survive in their chosen career.

Additionally, we get the sense that there are aspects of residual mascu-
linity that work against the niceties expected from a freelancing creative
worker. Mahmoud tells the story of conflict that his father had with a
customer that he observed when he was helping with the installation of a
kitchen:

we were putting the kickboard . . . and she saw a speck of dust underneath
there, she was like ‘what are you doing you are ruining my floor’, and . . . she
started complaining and whinging and my dad turned to her, ‘listen if you
don't like it that is it I will leave the stuff here, I will pack up my tools and I will
go see you later’. She accepted it. . .

Mahmoud reflected on how he would handle these sorts of demands in
working to commission briefs for graphic design. The thing that drew him,
and most others, to art/symbolic work in the first place was the ludic
autonomy, the magical insulation of the creative space and the support of
the artistic community of practice. But to succeed in the creative industries,
such people must compromise their independence and meet client expec-
tations. In the larger history of industrial supervision, blue-collar workers
have often fiercely resisted Taylorist direction, the interference of those
whose understanding of what they do is, at best, only abstract and theoret-
ical, at worst, non-existent. While the artist is very different from the trade/
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manual worker, there is something in Mahmoud’s description of his early
experiences of dealing with commissioned work that suggests that he is
brittle, reluctant to assimilate to the demands of the freelancing life:

at the moment I am doing a job for myself with a client and she sees all these
great things and all this other stuff, I am more than happy to do it for her
because I love doing what I love doing . . . [but] the way I see it, like if you get
knocked back by people it is just I take it as . . . if they don't want the type of
stuff that I like to do then they can go and find someone else that they like.

This is an attitude that is both old and new. It represents both the tension
between the personas of artist and creative worker—the difficulty of making
that transition from the independent ‘passionate’ artist to the flexible
gun-for-hire—and the worker’s resistance to outside interference.

The other frame for understanding this narrative is around the idea of
service work, the sovereign customer and emotional labour. Nixon (2009)
has noted that the notion that the ‘customer is always right’ grates with the
model of the taciturn, brittle and implacable working-class masculinity. We
are suggesting here that there are residual working-class masculine sensibil-
ities that structure the way kids such as Mahmoud inhabit the identity of
artist in the first place and that limit their capacity to reinvent themselves as
creative freelancers. In navigating a course from the old economy to the
new, young people draw on inherited cultural templates. For men from
blue-collar backgrounds in particular, this inheritance works against the
rigours of the postmodern career, with its requirements that workers engage
to network and perform their worthiness to outsiders; and that they be
malleable and ready to parlay their skills and vocational identities in the
direction of market demand (Morgan and Nelligan 2015).

CONCLUSION

There has now been much scholarship illustrating the problems associated
with what McDowell calls ‘redundant masculinities’ in the West, and in
particular the problems faced by low academic achievers who in an earlier
era would have ended up in blue-collar work. Less attention has been given
to the fortunes of those who are academically successful and seek to build
careers in the volatile and precarious circumstances of contemporary job
markets. In this chapter we have reported on a particular group, young
Middle Eastern-background men from modest family circumstances who
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aspire to creative careers. The economic importance of creative skills is now
a policy commonplace but, in the absence of sufficient public support, those
who seek to develop these skills often find themselves cast into a competitive
neoliberal economic environment where there is very little foreseeability
about future work and income prospects. We have tried to show here that
although our interview subjects have not framed their ambitions by what is
communally conventional, they do not embrace the full precarious package
of the creative economy. Rather than seeking to conserve the creative purity
of their work, being true to the pure ludic and expressive roots of their
medium, they are very quickly forced to consider how to become econom-
ically ‘steady’ so that they can take up their roles as husbands/partners,
fathers and providers. While they made a bid to break with the conventional
narrative scripts of working life, they are nevertheless pulled back by residual
masculinities, and in particular the sorts of script for working life and values
about what makes good men, which are inherited from their fathers and
other key male figures. These things inform both their decisions about
practical vocational options and the way they seek the work and the cus-
tomers/clients they work for, as well as their attitude to money and financial
security. While our subjects are not simply walking in the footprints of
those who came before them, their agency is nevertheless curtailed, and,
in reckoning with what is vocationally achievable in practical terms, com-
munal masculine templates continue to exercise considerable influence.

NOTE

1. Various scholars have argued that, despite their reliance on the sale/com-
modification of their work, artists have traditionally believed that their creative
vitality depends on remaining at one remove from such processes (Bourdieu
1993; DiMaggio 1977).
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CHAPTER 11

Gender, Neoliberalism, and Embodiment:
A Social Geography of Rural, Working-Class

Masculinity in Southeast Kansas

Levi Gahman

INTRODUCTION

We don’t have time to fuck around . . .
. . . time to get to work. (Rick, 27-year-old Kansan)

I received this brusque comment in jest (along with a firm pat on the back)
from a smiling, long-time friend of mine as we prepared to start work for the
day. After being away for nearly seven years, I had just returned to my home
community in Southeast Kansas to conduct participant observation research
on rural masculinity.1 The statement caught me off guard (much to the
delight of both my friend and my co-workers) as I had not been exposed to
such directives in quite some time. It caused me to falter a bit in my
thoughts as I was still in somewhat of a ‘researcher’ frame of mind, or
what was referred to several times by my friends as ‘being up in my head
too much.’ After abruptly redirecting my behavior so I was not ‘standing
around and thinking so much,’ I began the actual process of physically
moving, and started loading up the truck with fencing supplies. As we
finished tossing the dull, dented, and grime-caked tools into the back of
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the truck, my boss and long-time acquaintance started up the sputtering,
sun-faded tan, 1987 Ford F-150 while the rest of us jumped into the back,
took our respective seats along the truck bed, gripped the rusty bedrail
tightly with our worn, beaten cowhide gloves, and headed down a dusty
gravel road towards one of the many sprawling wheat fields and enclosed
cattle pastures that lay ahead. It was at this moment (and what would prove
to be several to follow) that I began to further ponder just how powerful
(yet oft-banal) of a relationship ‘manhood’ has with working-class senti-
ments in the area.

I realized that my friend’s comment, while highly laden with gendered
power dynamics, hierarchical subject positioning, and masculinist framings
of capitalist production, did very much resonate with me. I had grown up
amid such assertions, they had become normalized over the course of my
childhood, teenage years, and early 20s; and up until my introductions to
feminist praxis, decolonial thought, and critical discourse studies, served as
the edifice on which my ideological perspectives were built. As it was my first
week of work back in Southeast Kansas, I quickly realized the discursive and
non-discursive practices of masculinity associated with ‘working in the
country’ were loaded with gendered complexities, some of which reinforce
both overt and veiled displays of power, control, and dominance. What
follows, then, is an examination of these dynamics, as well as an articulation
of how working-class masculinity in rural Southeast Kansas is being
transformed and embodied in everyday life through the logic and discourse
of neoliberalism.

MASCULINITY AND PLACE

In her theorizations on masculinity, R.W. Connell (1995) suggests we take
into account the culturally produced nature of gender by recognizing that
masculinity takes multiple forms and consequently can be best understood
as masculinities. Connell (1995: 44) thus defines masculinities as ‘configu-
rations of practice structured by gendered relations’ that are influenced by
‘bodily experience, personality, and culture.’ From this perspective, mascu-
linity can be most accurately conceptualized as relational, pluralistic, and
context dependent. This standpoint argues that masculinity is not a static
archetype but rather that masculinities are social constructs iteratively pro-
duced by the actors seeking to embody them, as well as by the discourses,
spaces, and flows of power within which they operate (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005).
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In elaborating on the power relations inherent in practices of masculinity,
Connell (2005, 2000, 1995) has also developed the concept of ‘hegemonic
masculinity,’which can be thought of as the normative ideals operating across
differing cultures that define the most socially acceptable ways of being a
‘man.’ Her notion of hegemonic masculinity stresses that within given cir-
cumstances, certain masculinities are granted superiority over ‘others’, which
become subordinated or marginalized (Connell 1995). In recognizing
masculinities as fluid and relational, it should be noted that wholly embodying
hegemonic masculinity is impossible because it is an imagined ideal that
forever remains in a constant state of flux and redefinition, largely because
of its spatiality and mutable nature (Hopkins and Noble 2009; Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005; van Hoven and Horschelmann 2005).

The unstable and variegating nature of masculinity, as well as its inextricable
link with space and place, has thus become an intriguing topic of study,
particularly in regard tomarginalized, subordinated, and complicitmasculinities
(Gorman-Murray and Hopkins 2014; Ní Laoire 2005; Longhurst 1997;
Jackson 1991). This has been reflected in the increase in literature pertaining
to the relationship of geography with non-hegemonic (e.g. queer, transgender,
non-citizen, racialized, disabled, aged) masculinities, which started gaining
momentum in the early 1990s (Gorman-Murray and Hopkins 2014; Little
2006; vanHoven andHorschelmann 2005; Ní Laoire 2002; Knopp 1992). As
a result of these analyses, there is now greater acknowledgment thatmasculinity
is neither innate nor inert, but instead is the gendered product of sociospatial
relationships operating across personal, cultural, and institutional levels of
society. Researchers focusing on this area of study have thus carved out more
room for critical scholarship to explore how gendered subjects/subjectivities
are (re)fashioned by place, as well as how masculinity is (re)produced and
(re)asserted across space (Gorman-Murray 2014; Lewis 2013; Myrdahl 2013;
Hoven and Horschelmann 2005; McDowell 2003; Connell 1995).

It must be noted that while theorizations of hegemonic masculinity have
been instrumental in advancing critical research on men, ‘manhood’, and
masculinities, numerous academics have indeed taken the term to task
(Beasley 2008; Collier 1998; Hearn 2004). Thus, notwithstanding the
fact that the general premise of hegemonic masculinity is widely accepted,
contestations have argued that the concept is monolithic, immaterial, and
structuralist, and even, contradictorily, does the work of instantiating mas-
culinist practices as normative, despite its emergence being prompted by
scholars recognizing the exigency of exposing, unsettling, and destabilizing
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what is considered ‘normal’ (McInnes 1998; Whitehead 1998; Demetriou
2001; Beasley 2008).

Critiques also contend that foregrounding hegemonic masculinity fails to
address the experiences and occurrences comprising day-to-day life, unwit-
tingly reifies and categorizes static ideals of what manhood is, and does not
account for the sociopsychological complexities permeating processes of
masculinist subjectification that do not necessarily reproduce hegemony
(Anderson 2009; Edley and Wetherall 1996). While many of these
appraisals certainly have merit, many can be read as calls for the concept
to be further clarified, expanded on, and reconfigured (rather than
jettisoned completely) so as to center and grapple with the complexities,
nuances, anomalies, and paradoxes involved in the contexts, assertions
(as well as non-assertions), and emplacements of both masculinities and
power. It is with the aim of expanding on critical interrogations of situated,
particular, and localized forms of masculinity, then, that I call back to the
concept of hegemonic masculinity throughout the chapter.

EMBODIMENT AND SPACE

I follow a line of thought suggesting that masculinity is partially produced
through the material performances and actions of the body. In this way any
efforts made to analyze masculinities need to take into account the ‘norms
and assumptions that surround the body’ by recognizing that the body is
culturally constructed and reflects many of society’s expectations itself
(Little 2006: 183). From this perspective I also suggest that material actions
are spatialized, meaning that place is an essential part of the mutual consti-
tution of gendered practices. With this in mind, it is essential to note that the
body itself is a place that becomes a representation of identities and is
inscribed with socially produced meanings and values.

In taking this stance regarding the production of masculinity and its
relationship to the body, I want to be clear to note that the body is not
simply one side of a dualistic mind/body dichotomy, nor is it simply a passive
receptacle that becomes unknowingly marked by shared norms (Butler
1993). It is important to steer away from reductionist and biologically
deterministic standpoints that suggest that the body is imbued with
predetermined characteristics causing particular behaviours and actions. It
is also crucial to realize that the body is not merely a blank canvas on which
cultural values are written. Rather, I adhere to a non-essentialist and rela-
tional perspective, as promoted by numerous poststructuralist and feminist
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theorists, that the body matters because it plays a key part in the spatialized
reproduction of masculinities and femininities (Nunn 2013; Gorman-
Murray 2009; Lawler 2008; Hopkins and Pain 2007; Browne 2006;
Grosz 1994; Butler 1990; Foucault 1977). More precisely, bodies matter
not because they are the origin or genesis of masculinity and femininity,
but rather because they are sites on which masculinity and femininity are
signified and implied to exist (Abrahamsson and Simpson 2011; Connell
and Messerschmidt 2005; Butler 2004).

This theoretical framework similarly echoes Judith Butler’s (1990) con-
ceptualization of performativity. She suggests that bodies are not merely
objects blanketed by gender; rather, gender is ‘a continuing performance
between bodies and discourses’ (Brook 1999: 14). As such, the gendered
body is the product of both structural interpellation and individual agency
that becomes discursively and materially fashioned by the complex
interlocking relationships of power, personality, and differing subject posi-
tions (i.e. race, class, gender, age, citizenship, nationality, religion, sexuality,
ability etc.). More recently, one area of research that critical theorists have
been particularly exceptional at investigating involves the recursive dynamics
operating between gender, place, and the body (Kidd 2013; Simonsen 2013;
Ní Laoire 2005; Longhurst 2000; Gregson and Rose 2000; Rose 1993).
Current intersectional research on embodiment and space has focused on
how power, identity formation, and heteronormativity influence notions of
masculinity across urban and rural settings (Pini 2008; Pollard 2013; Cowen
and Siciliano 2011; Pease 2010; Dixon and Grimes 2004; Little and Leyshon
2003; Binnie and Valentine 1999). This area of work has proven to be
diverse, wide-ranging, and nuanced, as well as explicitly geographical, pri-
marily because of the prominence it has granted to place as a key factor
operating in the construction of masculinities (Gorman-Murray 2014;
Hopkins and Noble 2009; van Hoven and Horschelmann 2005).

Thus, for scholars researching gender, the emphasis on multiple
masculinities, interlocking social identities, and the production of space has
become a rich area of enquiry. This can be seen in a variety of studies ranging
from corporate, academic, rural, military, gay, disabled, Latino, and black
masculinities, to the ways in which masculinity is implicated in advertising,
home life, suicide, addiction, health, aging, and fathering (Bryant and
Garnham 2015; Gorman-Murray and Hopkins 2014; Aitken 2012; Alston
and Kent 2008; Bryant 2006; Day 2006; Ní Laoire 2005; Hubbard 2004;
McDowell 2003; Herod 2000; Jackson 1994). This growing area of place-
centric research can be further expanded through empirical investigations into
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how masculinities are being mediated and slowly transformed by neoliberal-
ism and the ideals it promotes.

NEOLIBERALISM AND GEOGRAPHY

Academic research pertaining to neoliberalism has seen a marked increase
dating as far back as the mid-1990s, which is reflected in the amount of
studies focusing on the escalating roles that free enterprise and global
market forces play in shaping society (Larner et al. 2013; Peck 2011;
Samson 2010; Kimmel et al. 2004; Larner 2003; Mac an Ghaill 1996;
Jackson 1991). Neoliberalism, broadly, is the term typically ascribed to
the constellation of socioeconomic and politico-cultural relations that
have became the status quo during the post-Keynesian era. This period
has largely been marked by the intensification of economic liberalism, along
with a rise in pro-capitalist, sociopolitical theories that largely promote
privatization, deregulation, and a purported ‘opening up’ of markets
(Peck 2011; Hubbard 2004; Herod 2000; Larner 2003). Neoliberalism
can therefore be explained as a philosophy purporting to promote ‘free
trade, open borders, and less government,’ which argues ‘the marketplace’
will expand consumer-citizen sovereignty.

More recent studies critiquing neoliberalism are now suggesting that its
rationales, in addition to generating a multifaceted web of highly managed
international economic policies, are also a governing logic shaping cultural
norms, assembling new ‘regimes-of-truths’, and establishing their own hege-
monic discourses (Springer 2012; Lemke 2001). Feminist, poststructuralist,
queer, crip, and critical race theorists have also applied the notion of neoliberal
discourse to the politics of identity, alterity, and recognition, as well as pro-
cesses of subjectifications, by interrogating the influence of neoliberalism in
relation to the spatialized reproduction of racial hierarchies, capitalist exploi-
tation, heteronormative gender orders, ableist exclusions, and structural
violence (Springer 2012; Roberts and Mahtani 2010; Van Hoven and
Horschelmann 2005). In focusing on the spatiality of these relationships,
critical scholars are making important contributions to theories of gender by
highlighting how the impacts of neoliberalism are emplaced, situated, and
inherently geographical, in addition to being embodied (Pain 2014; Joronen
2013; Peck 2011; Roberts and Mahtani 2010).

Thus, for critical social theorists looking at neoliberalism as a ‘technology
of power’ (Foucault 2010), we are confronted with the question: What,
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then, is produced by the interlocking relationship of neoliberal discourse,
gender, and place? In many cases there is evidence to suggest that neolib-
eral governmentality disciplines subjects into consenting to more acute
forms of surveillance and control that covertly exacerbate already-existing
arrangements of oppression, exclusion, and privilege (Springer 2012;
Roberts and Mahtani 2010; Dean 2008; Marcos 2002). Concurring
with this perspective, my chapter thus takes up the task of illustrating
how neoliberal discourse is accelerating market-centric notions of ‘man-
hood’ in rural Southeast Kansas, as well as magnifying the seemingly
prosaic configurations of exploitation and privilege that working-class
men are at once complicit with, compromised by, benefiting from, and
subordinated to.

In stating this, I should be clear in saying that I am not arguing that hard
work and rugged individualism are new signifiers of hegemonic masculinity
being brought on by neoliberalism. There exists a great deal of literature
underscoring how these characteristics have been attributed to masculinity
in colonial and capitalist societies dating well back into the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries (Campbell et al. 2006; Kimmel et al. 2004; Kimmel
1996; Mac an Ghaill 1996). Rather, I am suggesting that neoliberal dis-
course is pushing the prevailing ideals surrounding rural, working-class
masculinities in distinctively market-oriented directions. In this way my
study adds to the niche of critical scholarship addressing masculinity and
embodiment by articulating how the practice of neoliberal self-making is
reshaping the assertion of manhood for working-class men in rural South-
east Kansas.

CONTEXT, METHODS, DATA COLLECTION

For the project I moved back to Southeast Kansas to live near my former
hometown of approximately 600 people and once again experience the
rhythms of everyday life in rural America. The community where the
research was located is set among sprawling agrarian countryside and main-
tains, as several participants noted, a stereotypical ‘slow pace of life.’ The
area is situated in an economically depressed region of the central USA lying
just outside the western cusp of the Ozark Mountains. The majority of the
participants’ incomes were dependent on large-scale industrial agriculture
and livestock production, as well as employment in the hydraulic fracturing,
construction, manufacturing, and transportation sectors of the economy.
During my nine months in the field I conducted 60 in-depth interviews,
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held eight focus groups (each with five informants), and recorded daily field
notes as a participant-observer (i.e. farmhand).2 In responding to specific
questions I developed for demographic information during individual inter-
views, participants all noted being ‘local/from the country,’ as well as
‘white/Caucasian’, ‘heterosexual’, ‘Catholic’ or ‘Christian’, and ‘working’
or ‘middle’ class, with their ages ranging from 19 to 77.

As I was raised in the area, obtaining access simply consisted of a few
upfront conversations with friends-of-friends about the nature of my pro-
ject, after which I found myself regularly, yet informally, working for a local
farmer. The arrangement we made was that I could conduct research in the
way of participant-observer (i.e. ‘hanging out and pitching in here and
there’) in exchange for a bit of manual labour, which primarily consisted
of day-to-day physical upkeep of his farming/cattle operation. He had
agreed to let me ‘tag along’ regardless of whether I worked or not, but I
felt it more appropriate to offer and contribute. The chores I was tasked
with included the necessary maintenance needed to keep his ‘small rural
enterprise running like a well oiled machine.’ The bulk of my activities
consisted of mending fences (electric and barbed wire), feeding cattle,
bush-hogging (mowing pastures), bucking hay, applying chemicals to
unwanted weeds/shrubs/bushes/trees/etc., burning brush/trash, as well
as planting, fertilizing, and harvesting fields of wheat, corn, and soybeans.
As the nature of the work was primarily manual, and not overly technical, I
received little other than quick hands-on training and refreshers of how to
use tools and equipment, most of which I had used during my youth,
teenage years, and early 20s while living in the area (e.g. driving tractors
and loaders/forklifts, using chainsaws, pump-action/pressurized sprayers,
air compressors, ‘crimpers’ [to fix fences], and mixing chemicals).

I was not paid a formal wage; rather, I was allowed to be present during
the day-to-day regularities, movements, and conversations that took place
on his, as well as other, farms and at local meeting places (e.g. hardware
stores, banks, bars, butcher shops, pharmacies, sale barns (cattle), churches,
‘mom and pop’/‘greasy spoon’ restaurants, gas stations, convenience
stores, and cafes). I was also compensated through what essentially unfolded
as mutual aid, which meant that in several instances I was quite generously
offered ‘fresh, homegrown beef’ (e.g. cuts of meat, steaks, ground ham-
burger, and ribs) to share with my family, purchased lunch nearly every
Friday (generally at a Mexican restaurant in a slightly more populous
neighboring town [‘big enough to have stoplights’]), and occasionally
handed 10 or 20 dollars for ‘fuel’, ‘my trouble’, or ‘the hassle’ (i.e. gas
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money for the time it took to get from place to place as I was traveling across
the countryside for several miles everyday). In essence, the arrangement was
one of reciprocal support, gift exchange, and equal benefit, in addition to
being a sharing of knowledge, conversation, and rapport as I got to know
more about my ‘boss’ and his community network (‘all the local folks’), and
he got to know more about me, the nature of my curiosities, and even had a
‘helping hand to kick around with.’

Over the course of my time in the field, I occupied a liminal insider-
outsider position, meaning that I benefited from differing degrees of
‘insiderness’ or ‘outsiderness’ depending on the places I was in, as well as
who I was around (Butz and Besio 2009). More precisely, there were
several instances when my status as a ‘local boy’ was blurred as a result of
my role as a researcher. This dynamic meant that my standing with partic-
ipants was in a constant state of flux, as was evidenced in the fact that some
of the interviews I conducted elicited forthright and blunt statements owing
to participants’ familiarity with me, but in other circumstances our conver-
sations were tentative and hesitant because many of the informants also
realized I knew several people in the community. Despite the inevitable
murkiness that ensued as a result of my indistinct role as a researcher
returning home, I was able to tease out a host of tendencies and aberrations
about masculinity from the empirical data I gathered. Some of the major
themes that arose on analyzing my transcriptions and field notes pertained
to being ‘guys from the country’, a label also largely tied to participants’
perceived notions of being a ‘hard worker,’ ‘competitive,’ and worthy of
‘respect.’ Socially conservative viewpoints were also espoused quite exten-
sively, as participants widely cited ‘traditional values’ and a generational
work ethic as a source of pride. This dynamic is similar to that in other
studies on masculinity, suggesting that the ability to be a ‘hard worker’
within the realms of labour, athletics, history, politics, fathering, and family
carries significant meaning for men (Pease 2010; Pini 2008; Little 2006; Ní
Laoire 2005; Parr et al. 2004; Kimmel 1996).

While the research I conducted in rural Southeast Kansas echoes similar
findings, one unassuming yet ubiquitous factor attributed to working-class
masculinity that emerged was the emphasis placed on the link that mascu-
linity has with ‘succeeding in the market.’ The men I spoke with intimated
that being a ‘hard worker’ in and of itself is no longer enough. Rather, they
noted that ‘hard work’ must now be coupled with innovation and entre-
preneurialism, which in turn was evaluated by being able to ‘turn a profit,’
‘reduce company costs,’ and ‘help the bottom line.’ Put differently, what
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surfaced in my interviews is that, despite being exposed to the socially
conservative views I expected, I also ran into the fact that rural working-
class masculinity in the area is being neoliberalized. The following sections will
thus examine the social construction of masculinity in rural Southeast Kansas
and how notions of ‘manhood’ are gradually being reforged by neoliberalism.
The chapter proceeds by interrogating the ways in which, both materially and
discursively, men embodymasculinity in the face of the neoliberal self-making
practices of entrepreneurialization, self-commodification, fragmentation, and
responsibilization.

ENTREPRENEURIALIZATION AND SELF-COMMODIFICATION

Entrepreneurialization relates to the pressures that people face to monetize
their capabilities, passions, and desires for the goal of financial self-
capitalization, and the accumulation of profit and individual recognition
(Sparke 2012). In rural Kansas, one’s status as a ‘man’ is intimately tied to
the practice of personal ‘work ethic,’ particularly in regard to being a ‘pro-
vider.’ While this is neither unique nor new to many conceptualizations of
hegemonic masculinity, what is interesting about this phenomenon in con-
temporary settings is how entrepreneurship is increasingly being attached to
notions of both work ethic and manhood. Throughout my conversations
with participants, common characteristics that all the men stressed as being
important in terms of ‘being a man’ as well as having a ‘good work ethic’
included having a ‘bootstraps’mentality, ‘not freeloading,’ ‘not taking hand-
outs,’ ‘being the earner of the family,’ and ‘contributing to the economy.’
This focus on market-centered breadwinning is largely tied to attaining
waged labour, capitalist production, and what many of the participants
referred to as ‘earning a paycheck.’ Again, while these statements are not
pathbreaking with regard to gender theory, uniquely emergent is that most of
the working-class men I interviewed also quite readily discussed the impor-
tance of ‘staying on top of the market,’ being seen as a ‘financial asset,’ and
striving to become more ‘innovative/productive’ in the workplace. In short,
the conversations we had surrounding ‘work ethic’ were emblematic of time-
honored notions surrounding hegemonic masculinities; however, they also
provide novel insight into how working-class masculinities are being
neoliberalized because of the focus that the participants had regarding entre-
preneurial self-commodification, as well as their continual references to a
(perceived-to-be) naturally existing, inescapable ‘market.’
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Accordingly, as the vast majority of all participants I interviewed had
spent at least some of their childhood or adolescent years in the country
‘working fields/cattle/hogs/etc.’ (e.g. on farms, bucking hay, fixing
fences, tending to/castrating livestock, or doing maintenance on farm
equipment), they maintained that ‘hard work’ was cultivated in rural
areas, was part of the community’s tradition, and, more tellingly in terms
of neoliberal logic, was something that served them well when ‘entering the
market.’ This was evident in a variety of statements of most participants, and
summed up aptly by Bruce, a 46-year-old who noted:

Growing up out in the country you learn what hard work is when you are
young. Hell, we were probably doing chores from the time we could walk.
When we got to junior high and high school we would go help out in the fields
. . . it was backbreaking work, but I will tell you what—we were all better for
it. It kept our priorities straight, we learned the value of a dollar, and we could
go to sleep at night knowing we were earning our keep. ‘Round here, guys
know how to ‘man-up’ and put in a good days work. It pays off for them in the
end too. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the fellas who worked the hardest
growing up end up owning land, knowing to how manage their money, and
can turn a profit. Something to be said for that given how the world, and
market, operates nowadays.

Bruce’s account sheds light on how longstanding disciplinary capitalist
exercises of ‘learning the value of a dollar,’ ‘earning one’s keep,’ managing
money, and owning land have become, and continue to remain, normalized
rites of passage for men in Southeast Kansas. More revealingly, though, is
his statement about accumulating profit in relation to global processes and
the ‘market,’ which subtly, yet distinctively, exposes a neoliberalizing ten-
dency in masculine subjectification, particularly in how it is intimately linked
to the practices that male bodies perform in rural spaces and how such
actions are reaffirmed as being an inherent part of ‘growing up out in the
country.’ This ‘growing up’ in a rural area is subsequently applied to how
the lessons learned from working in the countryside serve as a foundation
and catalyst for later (neoliberal) success in an ever intensifying capitalist
global economy.

In defining ‘neoliberal’ I am proposing that neoliberalism is not only an
arrangement of free trade economic policies regulating finance and industry
but also that it produces ways of thinking, doing, and being that condition
people to understand social relations as discrete, individual choices that exist
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in an omnipresent global market (Fraser 2013; Peck 2011; Dean 2008;
Marcos 2002; Lemke 2001). This contrasts with classical liberalism, which
suggests that while the world does indeed contain markets, operating
outside of non-monetized social interaction (e.g. being involved in family
life, getting an education, participating in government, practicing religion,
and engaging in leisure activities) can also constitute life, albeit one in which
people are reified as Homo oeconomicus (‘economic man’). In other words,
classical liberalism posits that life comprises individual, economically rational
choices, some of which involve making the decision to participate
(i.e. ‘succeed’ or ‘fail’) in markets. Neoliberalism’s regime-of-truth, on the
other hand, argues that life is essentially a series of transitions from one
economic transaction to the next, that the world itself is nothing more than
a market, and that the only choices individuals have with regard to life are
how they respond to the incentives and disincentives of said world/market.
Strictly speaking, then, since there is no escaping the world/market, people
must entrepreneurialize themselves and commodify their talents and pas-
sions in order to survive in it.

This imposition of capitalist social relations can be seen in the most banal
of everyday interactions. This is because neoliberal metaphors seep into
commonplace occurrences on a day-to-day basis—for example, ‘pulling
yourself up by your bootstraps,’ ‘business as usual,’ ‘a rising tide lifts all
boats,’ ‘competing to win,’ and ‘letting the market decide’. Statements such
as these are hallmarks of neoliberal discourse and entrench individualistic
notions of what life’s goals should, as well as can, be. Comments of this
nature made their way into the vast majority of the conversations I had as
several participants noted that ‘success/profit,’ ‘achievement,’ ‘competi-
tion,’ ‘pride of ownership,’ and having an ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ were
important qualities to have. They also avowed that these characteristics
were part of being a ‘man’, and ultimately were ways in which one could
‘earn respect.’ An instance of this is reflected by Gary, a 52-year-old rancher,
who, while driving me around the countryside and showing me the land and
cattle he owned, stated:

These [cattle] are basically my bank account. Running a farm and owning
property is the same as managing any other business. I work hard at it, and it
takes a lot of smarts to make it in today’s economy. I actually think it’s a little
more work for a guy to make a profit running a farm than it is for a paper-
pusher in a business suit [laughs]. We don’t quite get the credit they do, but
I’m basically running a successful commercial enterprise out here in the
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countryside . . . I know how to make money, and I get to live the American
Dream while doing it. I also know how to put my land to use. Nowadays a
guy’s got to learn to do that. Hell, some of it I use for ranching, some of it I
plant on, some of it I lease, and some of it I even rent out to rich city guys who
want to come down here and play ‘hunter’ on their vacations. They pay a
pretty penny to do that shit, and I’mmore than willing to let them. You see, I
had to diversify my land . . . I got pretty innovative with it and now it’s turning
a profit for me.

The neoliberal ambitions expressed in this comment, and ultimately the link
they have with settler colonialism, masculinity, capitalism, and nationalism,
are distinctly entrepreneurial and illustrate how the work performed in rural
settings is deeply meaningful, yet mediated by market-oriented notions of
success and intelligence.

In addition to his nationalistic sentiments regarding the ‘AmericanDream,’
particularly telling about Gary’s testimony is just how neoliberalized dis-
courses in the area have become. This is highlighted in his description of
colonially appropriated rural land and how he is ‘managing it as a business,’
‘diversifying it,’ has gotten ‘innovative with it’, and has transformed it into a
‘commercial enterprise’ that is ‘turning a profit.’ Assertions such as these were
not uncommon among the participants, whether about land or themselves
(i.e. self-commodification). This is underscored by the several instances in
which the participants also stated that they frequently thought about, and
discussed, ways in which they could ‘capitalize’ on the hard work they did, as
well as the land and possessions they owned.

Market subjectivities such as the ones above were observable in the
statements of many of the men I spoke with, which in addition to exposing
how masculinity is being neoliberalized also elicit understandings of how
rural, working-class masculinity remains tied to ongoing colonialism and
settler nationalism. This was evident in how the occupations of many of the
men (e.g. hydraulic fracturing, heavy equipment operation, highway/
bridge/building construction, automechanical, trucking and transporta-
tion, factory work, logging, carpentry, and farming) were described on
several occasions as the type of work that ‘the country was founded
upon,’ as ‘what keeps the economy going,’ and as what ‘is good for all
Americans.’
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FRAGMENTATION AND RESPONSIBILIZATION

Fragmentation involves the withholding of one’s thoughts, time, and even
presence for the purpose of eventually selling them at a given rate. It also
involves drawing boundaries around and marketing personal skills and assets
(i.e. ‘branding of the self’) for the intended purpose of ‘separating yourself
from the pack’ in order to attain profit, status, or recognition (Sparke 2012).
In describing their jobs, many participants pointed out that the labour they
performed was ‘not for everyone,’ that it ‘separates the men from the boys,’
and being in their line of work meant one should .‘not be afraid to get their
hands dirty.’ They often followed up by describing their mentalities as ‘blue-
collar,’ ‘lunch pail,’ and ‘roll-up-your-sleeves,’ and all argued that the jobs
they performed demanded someone who ‘took pride in what they did.’ In
making these statements many often specified that there was underappreci-
ated economic value in their efforts, acumen, and skills, which is reflected by
the fact that several stated that other people, and even co-workers, ‘can’t do
what I do.’ In this regard the participants’ perspectives surrounding their
status as exploited labourers having surplus value extracted from them was
readily acknowledged. However, their general disposition in regard to
workplace relationships was not oriented towards class/race/gender soli-
darity and common struggle. Rather, much of what was spoken about in
terms of the working environments that the participants found themselves
in was dominated by reflections about the pressures and anxieties they felt to
prove that they were productive individuals who, as many stated, ‘were
worth keeping around.’

Many, but not all, of the participants also confessed to being less inclined
to take time out of their shift to support a co-worker because it disrupted
their own productivity and they needed to prove to the ‘bossman’
(or ‘brass’) that they were distinctly a ‘hard worker,’ as well as irreplaceable.
Several disclosed ‘just not having the time to worry about everyone else.’
This dynamic, that of becoming competitive, anxiety-riddled, and making
sure to ‘cover my own ass,’ was iterated countless times and often elevated
above the practice of mutuality, interdependence, and camaraderie, despite
the fact that collaboration and cooperation among workers might otherwise
benefit the whole company through overall productivity, as well as a more
healthy workforce. This contradiction was not lost on several of the partic-
ipants, as numerous of them noted that it was ‘bullshit’ that their bosses told
them that ‘teamwork’ was essential because when it came down to it, as one
participant affirmed, ‘you know god damn well that you’re being watched
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individually . . . and they’ll find ways to “can your ass” [fire you] if you start
missing days ‘cause you’re hurt or sick.’

This is not to say that every instance of the participants’ lives were
dictated by alienating, market-centric, survival-of-the-fittest practices, as
there was a great deal of affinity, friendship, and fraternal bonds expressed
by the men, particularly with regard to leisure (e.g. sports, cars, hunting,
fishing, and even commiserating about their jobs), as well as family
(e.g. fathering, religious practices, home renovation projects, yard mainte-
nance, rites of passage). What neoliberal notions of work ethic and efficiency
often produce for working-class men, then, is a fragmented sense of being in
which ‘pulling your weight’ and embodying competitive self-reliance is
given precedence over collective unity, mutual aid, and even personal/
community wellbeing. This occurs despite the paradoxical fact that an
environment of cooperation may actually lead to potential boosts in effi-
ciency and output, as well as health. As a consequence, many of the
participants reproduced social fragmentation by complaining about, and
negatively critiquing, their co-workers more often than their bosses, man-
agers, or even capitalist economic systems as a whole.

These fractured social relations disconcertingly mirror the infamous
neoliberal decree of the former British prime minister, Margaret Thatcher,
who stated: ‘there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and
women. . .’ (Margaret Thatcher Foundation 2014). This interpretation of
society (or rather, entire dismissal of it) negates any recognition of under-
lying systemic relationships by omitting the exploitative forces of capitalism
that marginalize multitudes of people at both cultural and institutional
levels, in favor of blaming victims and responsibilizing individuals for the
hardships they endure. Responsibilization is the process of framing the
social conditions that individuals or groups face as the accumulative result
of their individual choices, which negates a recognition of systemic forces at
play (Ong 2006). Sentiments such as these were also carried forward by
men in Southeast Kansas who readily made statements about poor, often
racialized (but also other white, working-class) people needing to ‘quit
being so lazy,’ ‘stop expecting hand-outs,’ and ‘stop blaming everyone
else for the problems they have.’ Perspectives like these erase any structural
analysis that may be offered for the institutional barriers that others are
facing, further divide the working class via lateral hostility and claims to
racial superiority, thereby entrenching individualistic behaviours as neces-
sary and natural.
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The liberal ambitions mentioned by the participants in relation to work
ethic also shed light on howmasculine subject positions have become linked
to capitalist economies. While I should like to steer away from archetypes and
generalizations in terms of theorizing masculinity in the area, it became
conspicuously clear that in Southeast Kansas, work ethic and paid employ-
ment provide opportunities for men to define themselves as competitive,
skilled, independent, and even entrepreneurial. As reflected above, of the
many values stressed by participants, ‘being competitive’ and ‘preparing
yourself for the market’ featured prominently. One 34-year-old, George,
believed that his financial stability and ‘success’ in life were attributable to
being raised in a competitive household, which he illustrated by pronouncing:

Everything we did was competitive . . . we were taught to win, we were taught
to push hard, we were taught to be better than the other guy. I mean,
everybody likes to win, it’s in our blood. I know I work hard in all I do, and
if a guy sticks with it long enough, eventually all that hard work will pay off.
Learning to compete prepared me to make it. Competition is an important life
lesson to learn, especially when it comes to surviving in today’s economy.

When asked whether he thought any form of privilege (race, class, gender,
ablebodiedness, religion, citizenship etc.) was a factor in any of his success,
George responded by declaring: ‘No one gave me shit, I worked my ass off
for all I have . . . never complained, never was on welfare, never asked for a
damned hand-out.’ These narratives, which exalt the capacity to work hard
as an individual in order to attain success in the arena of free enterprise,
while concurrently denying the systemic exclusions and privileges that result
from capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchal social relations, further rein-
force neoliberal logic by depoliticizing social relations and reducing human
interaction to disintegrated individual acts and isolated personal decisions
(Razack 2002).

CONCLUSION

In returning to the question posed at the beginning of the chapter
pertaining to what is produced by the nexus of neoliberal discourse, gender,
and place, my research in Southeast Kansas sheds light on how notions and
practices of hegemonic masculinity, neoliberal self-making, and rurality are
recursive and mutually constitute one another, as well as normalize individ-
ualistic and hierarchical social orders. The empirical evidence I draw on also
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demonstrates that trying to tease out what working-class masculinity in rural
Southeast Kansas determinedly is remains a dubious, indeterminate, and
context-dependent task. Nonetheless, readily apparent from the data is that
neoliberal logics are affecting working-class men not only in terms of the
privilege and enablement they have been historically and still are socially
afforded, but also in terms of their experiencing intensifications in political
alienation and economic exploitation at the same time.

From one vantage point, they are facing subordination in new ways as a
result of how they are situated within ever-liberalizing, capitalist class rela-
tions, meaning that their earning power, livelihoods, and traditionally-
granted cultural notions of masculine currency are being destabilized owing
to declines in industrial production and a rise in the service and technology
sector, which desires workers from the formally educated/credentialed and
professional-managerial class. From another vantage point, neoliberal policies
and practices are refashioning masculinity in ways that further entrench the
material and symbolic dividends afforded to (normative) men over other
social groups (e.g. women, migrant labour, racialized workers, queer folks,
transgender people, and disabled people) through the continued propagation
of the idea that ‘men’ are more equipped to, and must, be individualistic,
hard-working, and self-reliant. The expectation emerging is that these char-
acteristics should now be embodied in more entrepreneurial, capitalocentric,
and profit-oriented ways.

To end, the realities that this research points to indicate that there are
indeed neoliberalizing tendencies operating in rural Southeast Kansas,
which are simultaneously reasserting rigidly hierarchical gender orders and
promoting market-anchored subjectivities that both compromise and
enable men. The situation that rural working-class men in particular cur-
rently face with regard to masculinity and geography is thus one in which
they are reaping both the luxuries and anxieties that neoliberal reason has
sown. And while many aspects of the status quo in rural Kansas are
explained away as ‘natural’ (consequently allowing interlocking oppressions
to continue in an unfettered and unchecked manner), there also remains
room for confronting and contesting these marginalizing and exploitative
forces, principally through resisting the discourses and practices of both
sexism and neoliberalism. In light of what this research exposes, then, it
becomes evident that struggling against and abandoning neoliberal logics
and patriarchal mindsets will not only create more harmonious social rela-
tions with others, but also contribute to the overall wellbeing of working-
class men themselves.
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NOTES

1. Southeast Kansas is the colonial name of a region found within the ancestral
territories of the Osage Nation. It is used throughout this chapter because it is
the commonly referred to vernacular region of the area, as well as chosen
descriptor of all the people who were part of the research project.

2. Participants have been given aliases. Ethics for this project was issued on behalf
of the University of British Columbia’s Behavioural Research Ethics Board:
H11–02552.
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CHAPTER 12

Working-Class Masculinities at the Nexus
of Work, Family and Intimacy in the Age

of Neoliberalism: Or, Are the Times
Really A-Changin’?

Kirsty Whitman

INTRODUCTION

Neoliberal discourses are becoming increasingly pervasive in Australia.
Constructions of the individualistic citizen, a meritocratic social and eco-
nomic order, and personal responsibility have become ‘mainstream’

common-sense knowledge (Howson 2006). Politically, the acceptance of
neoliberalism as the prevailing discursive ‘truth’ has allowed for widespread
market deregulation, a weakening of the social safety net—and the contin-
ual stigmatization of those members of Australian society who rely on the
welfare system—and changes to industrial relations policy. Changes in the
labour market have seen employment opportunities for working-class men
increasingly shift from largely traditional modes of blue-collar labour
(including manufacturing and semiskilled trades) to service sector work, as
explored by Roberts (2013). Such labour market shifts are common in
postindustrialized societies. However, the Australian experience of labour-
market deregulation and the increasing hegemony of neoliberal discourse
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are different from other postindustrial societies in several ways. First,
Australia has thus far weathered the Global Financial Crisis relatively well,
in part owing to a robust resource sector. Furthermore, Australia has a
unique relationship with working-class masculinity, one that has allowed
mainstream discursive constructions of such to shift and adapt to neoliberal
discourse. Working-class masculinity occupies a position of hegemony in
Australia (Beasley 2008; Whitman 2013), allowing for it both to be
absorbed by and to absorb neoliberal discourse. This chapter will explore
this, considering the hegemony of working-class masculinities (for they are
both multiple and changeable), and the neoliberalism embedded within
mainstream cultural and political manifestations of them. The main focus of
this chapter will rely on both theoretical and empirical research, undertaken
during the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis. This research showed
that in terms of engagement with discursive constructions of working-class
masculinities, working-class men largely ‘stuck to the script’ in their rela-
tions with and to the labour market. However, normative gendered dichot-
omies were more likely to be either challenged or disrupted within the
private sphere of the home, the family and intimate relationships. Using
these data, the chapter will explore this phenomenon and deconstruct the
way in which an increasingly neoliberal labour market may actually be seeing
progressive shifts occur in the ways that people ‘do’ and ‘undo’ gender and
class in the private sphere (Lyonette and Crompton 2015).

WORKING-CLASS MASCULINITY IN AUSTRALIA: CONTEXTUALIZING

HEGEMONY, INDUSTRIAL CHANGE, THE ‘PRIVATE SPHERE’

AND EMOTION WORK

With the focus of this chapter being on how working-class men engage with
working-class masculinity in Australia in relation to neoliberal industrial
change and involvement in the emotion work of the ‘private sphere’, it is
necessary to unpack the complexities around this area of inquiry. Before
looking at the data supporting a claim that men may be finding new spaces
in which to ‘do’ gender and class, I want to engage with the theoretical
frameworks around which working-class masculinity can be defined as
hegemonic, ongoing changes to the Australian industrial landscape, the
role of the ‘private sphere’ and the theoretical construction of ‘emotion
work’.
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I have previously argued that, in Australia, a very narrowly constructed
(white, heterosexual, aspirational) working-class masculinity occupies a
position of considerable hegemony, one that is both coercive and achieves
consent, not only about what it means to be an Australian man but about
what it means to be the ideal Australian citizen (Whitman 2013, 2014).
Within masculinity studies, the theory of hegemonic masculinity is one of
the most widely debated. This theoretical construct is, however, important
to this chapter in terms of the argument that working-class masculinity does
occupy a socially and culturally hegemonic position in some spaces. While it
may not occupy a position of hegemony in all spaces, even in those where it
does not, it is still complicit. Complicity and hegemony are closely
intertwined. Australian working-class masculinity operates between hege-
mony and complicity, in a constant state of what Gramsci defines as ‘unsta-
ble equilibria’ (1971: 182). Like all such discursive constructions, working-
class masculinities are never static but shift in terms of practice, being and
process. Whether it is occupying a position of hegemony, or complicitly
working class, masculinity is always ubiquitous in relation to an increasingly
neoliberal Australian national identity in a way that helps configure the
hegemony of masculinity itself. Raewyn Connell argues that

At any given time, one form of masculinity rather than others is culturally
exalted. Hegemonic masculinity can be defined as the configuration of gender
practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the legitimacy of
patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position
of men and the subordination of women. (1995: 77)

Connell’s definition of hegemonic masculinity as the answer to the
‘legitimacy of patriarchy’ is a key theoretical concept, albeit a highly
contested one (Demetriou 2001; Beasley 2008). The hegemony of
working-class masculinity and its legitimacy bolsters neoliberal discourse
and supports a neoliberal social, political and economic paradigm. It is how
hegemonic identities, as discourse as well as practices, create spaces in which
neoliberalism is ‘common sense’ (e.g. in most workplaces) and yet is simul-
taneously challenged (e.g. in the gendered structures within working-class
families) that this chapter will explore.

Working-class masculinities in Australia do indeed occupy a position that
is somewhat central to discursive constructions of class, gender, ethnicity,
sexuality and national identity. The everyman ‘battler’ archetype (Beasley
2009) can be represented in positive, negative or highly ambiguous ways,
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but his image informs the way Australians are invited to identify with socially
sanctioned or ‘normal’ ways to do masculinity. As Elder argues, ‘the trope
of the working man centralized what were regarded as unique and positive
characteristics of being Australian’ (2007: 43). However, as neoliberalism
has become the commonly accepted paradigm, working-class masculinities
have morphed in ways that have absorbed its central tenants of individual-
ism, personal responsibility and meritocracy. Increasingly the collectivism
associated with more traditional modes of working classness has been
replaced with this more aspirational, individualistic version of working-
class masculinity in Australia (Whitman 2013, 2014).

While neoliberalism ‘dominates primarily through a combination of
economic and extra-economic coercion’ (Cahill 2008: 215), discursive
working-class masculinity is often employed to gain consensus. Indeed, as
Damien Cahill argues, neoliberalism has a harder time creating the consen-
sus needed for social and cultural hegemony than it does being coercive
(2008: 214). Therefore, working-class masculinity is extremely useful as a
political tool because it encourages social and cultural consensus through its
position as highly legitimized. In particular, the individualistic neoliberal
version of Australian working-class masculinity encourages cultural consen-
sus to systems of privilege and inequality.

This takes up Beasley’s (2009) assertion that hegemony rests in legiti-
macy. It is not the dominant position. Indeed, the anti-elitism that is such a
part of working-class masculinity cannot operate as a dominant position.
Legitimacy is granted though authenticity, and it is the subjective white,
male, heterosexual and often working-class position that is portrayed as
truly authentic in terms of Australian national identity. As Beasley argues,
‘the notion of an idealized working-class-inflected ‘every-bloke’ may work
in certain contexts as a generalizable representation of proper, honoured
manliness—that is, as a form of hegemonic masculinity’ (Beasley 2009: 61).

In their content analysis of an online forum for the partners of mining
industry employees, Pini and Mayes (2012) found that overwhelmingly,
despite some challenges to mainstream ways of ‘doing’ gender, gendered
norms were often upheld within these relationships. In research on emer-
gency service technicians and gendered divisions of labour within the private
sphere, Shows and Gerstel (2009) found that often for these couples
traditional modes of ‘doing gender’ were challenged. Brady et al. (2017)
found that class was also a deciding factor in how gender was ‘done’ with
regard to bonding with infants and gendered roles within families. Lyonette
and Crompton (2015) also found class to be highly salient in shaping the
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time spent undertaking domestic duties. Previous research considering the
relationship between gender, class and approaches to paid and unpaid
labour have often argued that in working-class households, the necessity
for both partners to work allows for various challenges to the ways that these
couples ‘do’ gender in terms of parenting and intimacy (Shows and Gerstel
2009; Legerski and Cornwall 2010; Brady et al. 2017; Liong 2015;
Lyonette and Crompton 2015; Hunter et al. 2017). Furthermore, these
challenges to normative gendered expectations of who will do ‘what’ within
the private sphere may also be challenging neoliberal narratives about the
importance of labour market participation and the devaluing of the unpaid
labour that is associated with the private sphere, and is still often undertaken
by women (Pocock 2005). Before teasing this out, the gendering of inti-
macy and the private sphere needs further exploration.

Jamieson (1999) notes that intimacy is often a site for the reiteration of
gendered divisions, and that often, even in relatively egalitarian sexual
relationships, the focus is phallocentric and that women are often posited
as the ‘sexual carers’ (1999). Beasley argues, however, that heterosex can be
a site for challenging gendered and sexual norms (2011). Furthermore, she
posits that heterosexual intimacies can challenge normativity and that het-
erosexuality is not automatically heteronormative. One assumption that
such non-normative heterosexuality may challenge is that men are more
concerned with sex and women more concerned with intimacy (Jamieson
1999). Emotion, specifically emotional maturity, is often constructed as
feminine, or, as Whitehead posits,

The idea that emotional maturity is the province of the female, and that men
are emotionally incompetent, only serves to further reinforce the gendered
public and private dualism at the heart of most societies, modern or otherwise.
(2004: 175)

The relationship between intimacy and sexuality becomes fraught when
intimacy and sexuality are separated along gendered lines. Connell (1995)
found that intimacy, sexuality and equality were difficult for men to recon-
cile in light of embodied masculinities. Working-class masculinities in
Australia are constructed as being tough and unemotional (Murrie 1998),
while also being represented as sexual (in an aggressively heterosexual,
phallocentric sense). Such constructions are limiting in relation to sex and
sexuality (Beasley 2011). However, this is beyond the scope of this chapter.
What this chapter does explore in more detail is the tension between
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constructions of the stoic, unemotional ‘Aussie Bloke’ and emotional inti-
macy within familial groups, in relation to intimacies with both children and
partners. It is here that constructions of work (both paid and unpaid), family
and gender collide, creating new spaces in which to ‘do and undo gender’
(Lyonette and Crompton 2015).

As previously discussed, class is an important factor in how people
navigate paid and unpaid labour, particularly in relation to family, childcare
and intimacy (Hunter et al. 2017). In turn, class intersects with ethnicity,
ability, sexuality and age to influence approaches to the balance between
paid and unpaid labour. This is further complicated by national neoliberal-
ism. In countries such as Australia, where neoliberal constructions of the
‘good citizen’ are tied directly to engagement with the labour market,
unpaid labour is often devalued. In Australia this has been manifested in a
punitive and paternalistic welfare system (Brady and Perales 2016), and
cultural narratives about the ‘problem’ of mothers not being engaged in
the labour market. Furthermore, much of the research on parental engage-
ment around gender has focused on middle-class families (Brady et al.
2017). Liong (2015: 2) takes a Bourdieusian cultural capital approach to
the study of ‘doing’ parenting at the intersection of class and gender,
arguing that in relation to cultural capital, ‘class, therefore serves as an
important social dimension that differentiates fathers and their fathering
practices in a hierarchy, as indicated by the concept of hegemonic mascu-
linity proposed by Raewyn Connell’.

It becomes clear that the link between middle-class gendered and classed
constructs of family with working-class masculinities creates a significant
tension. However, it is resolved in a variety of ways. For example, Gillies
(2005b) notes that working-class parents are expected to raise middle-class
children in order to have access to narratives of the ‘worthy’ parent,
reflecting neoliberal discursive constructions of the ‘worthy’ citizen being
one who is economically successful. Political, media and cultural represen-
tations of working-class fathers are sometimes less than flattering—particu-
larly when being working class is correlated within such mainstream cultural
and political discourse with ‘being poor’ and the stigma of unemployment
(Liong 2015). Within neoliberal discourses, poverty is constructed as a
direct result of having made ‘bad’ choices, and the poor and welfare reliant
are constructed as being in direct opposition to the ‘good’ citizen who is
engaged with the labour market and pays taxes (Morris 2016). In relation to
families and parenting, provision of a middle-class lifestyle, or the aspira-
tional striving to achieve a middle-class lifestyle, is posited as the best choice,
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while working classness is defined as a ‘lack’ (Skeggs 2003). Gillies explains
how this results in some choices being included as right or ‘worthy’ while
others are not:

the ‘included’ worthy citizen subscribes to middle-class values and ambitions
and can therefore be trusted to raise the next generation. The excluded,
however, are destined, through their own personal failings as parents, to
reproduce their poverty. (Gillies 2005b: 840)

A reduced focus on providing could arguably allow for new, more
involved ways to be engaged with parenting. Yet, for working-class fathers
in Australia, the desire to establish themselves as ‘good’ fathers by involve-
ment with their children may be tempered by the lack of family-friendly
workplace policies. While workplaces may be argued to be becoming more
family friendly, this is often not the case because, as Pocock argues, ‘public
policy discussion about the ‘family friendly’ workplace, and men’s changing
roles, is revealed as more rhetorical than real’ (2003: 258). In their research
on primary caregiving fathers, Hunter, Riggs and Augoustinos (2017)
found that the role of the engaged father is still embedded within hege-
monic masculinity:

Families that have a primary caregiving father may not be breaking away from
traditional norms, and rather, may be enacting understandings of masculinity
and femininity in a similar way to more traditional understandings. (5)

If this is the case, are working-class fathers indeed more likely to subvert
gendered roles within the family, or are they merely engaging with a
different iteration of hegemonic masculinity?

While there are some limits to working-class fathers’ abilities to subvert
gendered discourses about parenting, particularly the importance of the
‘breadwinner’ role as part of a socially constructed set of Australian
working-class masculinities, there are also several opportunities for them
to do so, as explored below. Discourses about parenting, and specifically
fathering, are changing. Pocock argues that

some commentators assume that a slow and inevitable convergence between
men’s and women’s sharing of domestic work will occur in countries such as
Australia, as young women assert their right to a fair sharing of work and care.
(2005: 91)1
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The desire for more equitable parenting practices is becoming more
common. The ‘new father’ takes a more hands-on role as a parent, as Wall
and Arnold explain: ‘the “new fathers” of today are ideally more nurturing,
develop closer emotional relationships with their children, and share the
joys and work of caregiving with mothers’ (2007: 509). In circumstances
where a father is unable to fully perform the breadwinner role, owing to
unemployment, part-time employment or lower wages, taking on the ‘new
father’ role is more likely (Shows and Gerstel 2009; Liong 2015). Men are
more likely now to want to spend more time with their children (Western
et al. 2007; Elliot et al. 2017). However, often fathers are more likely to
undertake what Shows and Gerstel deem ‘public parenting’ (2009), as is
explored in the next section. What needs further exploration is the fact that
despite women’s increasing role in the workplace and men’s increasing
desire to be more hands-on, women are still more likely to do more in
terms of caring for children (Western et al. 2007: 248; Elliot et al. 2017).

In Australia there are several reasons why women continue to carry most
responsibility for unpaid labour. Workplaces are becoming less flexible, mak-
ing it harder to balance work and family (Pocock 2003). The Australian
Council of Trade Union’s 50 Families report by Pocock et al. (2001) on
unreasonable working hours found that for many men and women neoliberal
workplace policies had severely affected their family lives: ‘limited time at
home affected intimate relationships, and relationships with children’ (34). In
fact, the implementation of WorkChoices, the neoliberal Coalition Govern-
ment’s key industrial relations policy, that was implemented in 2006 and led
to sweeping changes to industrial relations law that saw an erosion of worker’s
rights, increased use of indidivial contracts, and the removal of unfair
dissmissal laws for businesses with less than 100 employees, had further
negative effects on the work–life balance (Muir 2008). Even with
WorkChoices having been largely overturned, work–life balance is still a
major issue for many Australians Peetz (2006). One factor is arguably the
ongoing cultural ubiquity of neoliberalism. Despite challenges to the gen-
dered nature of parenting, the image of the working-class ‘bloke’ as a ‘pro-
vider’ still lingers (Hunter et al. 2017). Furthermore, in Australia, working-
class masculinity is often used to reinforce notions of workplace loyalty
(Whitman 2013). Culturally, individualistic neoliberal attitudes to work are
still deeply entrenched in the Australian psyche, particularly in relation to
masculinity. Challenging the gendered nature of families, and the gendered
nature of parenting, is difficult to achieve whenmore traditional, conservative

272 K. WHITMAN



and highly individualistic models are so often reinforced culturally, socially
and, most importantly, in the workplace itself.

The theorizing of class often concentrates on employment and economic
issues, while paying less attention to the more intimate, personal ways of
doing class. However, class impacts on the intimate and personal. As
Johnson and Lawler explain, ‘when related to personal issues such as love,
class is ruled out of an analysis of matters deemed more ‘cultural’ than
economic’ (2005: 1.2). Yet they state that it is

doubly important to analyze class in terms of the personal and the domestic
(‘home’): first because class has always been forged in the private sphere, as
well as the public; and secondly because we need to investigate the ways in
which class continues to matter despite a rhetoric which would place inequal-
ity ‘within’ the person. (Johnson and Lawler 2005: 1.5)

Indeed, Johnson and Lawler (2005) found that class is still a major
structuring force that determines how people will enact and experience
their personal relationships. The limited research available on class and
relationships has shown that people tend to partner with members of their
own class grouping (Weis 1990, 2004, 2008). Furthermore, when hetero-
sexual couples come from different classed backgrounds, it is more likely to
be the woman who comes from a working-class background and the man
who comes from the middle/upper classes (Johnson and Lawler 2005: 5.5).
Indeed, Johnson and Lawler found that heterosexual romantic relationships
were not only based around class but also maintained classed and gendered
hierarchies within them (2005: 5.9). Class then exists as a determining
factor in creating an intimate relationship, while it is also replicated within
intimate relationships. Research on working-class students’ experiences of
higher education found that for working-class women, the challenge that
undertaking university study posed to gendered and classed power struc-
tures within their intimate relationships often led to familial breakdown
(Habel et al. 2016).2 For working-class men, their gender and their class
intersect in ways that shape their intimate relations. Furthermore, their class
and gender are embedded within each other in ways that create unique
spaces for the forging of intimate relations and sexualities that may either
maintain or disrupt gendered and classed intimacies.

Research considering the links between gender, class, intimacy and
unpaid labour has become more prominent since the mid 2000s, with
several studies exploring such diverse areas of inquiry as parenting at the

WORKING-CLASS MASCULINITIES AT THE NEXUS OF WORK, FAMILY. . . 273



intersection of gender and class (Shows and Gerstel 2009); young men
‘doing’ hegemonic masculinity in the UK (Roberts 2013); masculinity
and class in representations of stay-at-home fathers in Hong Kong (Liong
2015); partner earnings and the division of domestic labour (Lyonette and
Crompton 2015); men’s narratives of fathering young children in the UK
(Elliot et al. 2017); and primary caregiving fathers in Australia (Hunter et al.
2017). In their 2009 paper, Shows and Gerstel explored class and fathering,
and compared the fathering practices of working-class and middle-class
men. They found that working-class men employed as emergency medical
technicians were not only much more flexible in their parenting practices
than the middle-class medical practitioners they interviewed but that their
parenting styles were much more likely to challenge gendered notions of
parenting. In particular, they found that the working-class men were more
likely to engage in what they defined as private parenting, while the middle-
class men were more likely to engage in public parenting. They define public
and private fathering as follows:

we distinguish between ‘public’ fathering, which entails primary involvement
with children in leisure activities and events outside the home that are visible
to the larger public; and ‘private’ fathering, which entails a primary focus on
the quotidian tasks of families, typically less visible to the larger public because
much occurs at home. (2009: 169)

For the working-class men in Shows and Gerstel’s study, family time was
a carefully considered part of doing overtime in order to earn more money,
whereas the middle-class fathers were largely reluctant to sacrifice money for
more time with their families. Lyonette and Crompton (2015) also found
that class played a role in the division of domestic labour, finding evidence of
‘a larger contribution [to housework] by men in lower-earning families’
(36). Their findings differed from Shows and Gerstel in that they found that
families from both upper-middle and working-class backgrounds were more
likely to share domestic labour, but for different reasons. The upper-middle
class families had access to resources, most specifically the paid labour of
working-class women. This allowed them to offload domestic duties and
therefore decrease the need for either partner to undertake much of the
unpaid labour (2015: 37). Their findings were particularly interesting in
that they found that upper middle-class men were more likely to engage in
‘spoken egalitarianism’, whereas working-class men were more likely to
engage in ‘lived egalitarianism’ (Usdansky 2011 in Lyonette and Crompton
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2015). In both cases, working-class families’ lack of access to material
resources led to equality by necessity.

The lack of access to resources that is a common reality for most
working-class families as a factor influencing the gendered division of
unpaid labour is further supported by Brady et al. (2017) and by Legerski
and Cornwall (2010), who find that working-class families often need to
rely on dual incomes to get by. Cha and Thébaud argue that men’s attitude
to gender ‘is distinctly related to their individual breadwinning experiences,
not just the degree to which women have an overall presence in the labour
market’ (2009: 237). Thus, as indicated above, Shows and Gerstel (2009)
argue that some middle- and upper-class men who earn more and are
therefore more able to be the sole breadwinner of a single-income house-
hold may be more likely to have traditional views than men from working-
class households (which are often dual income). However, as Lyonette and
Crompton (2015) found, many middle-class men have highly educated
middle-class partners who are invested in their careers, and indeed, for
inner-city, younger, middle-class couples, adherence to traditional gender
roles may be something they actively avoid. Liong found that for men in
Hong Kong where the breadwinner role remains privileged, working-class
men were far more likely to adopt a nurturing role outside hegemonic
masculinity discourses. In contrast to this, Elliot et al. (2017) found that
class didn’t have much impact on the likelihood of men taking an active
nurturing role with young children, although they do argue that it is an area
in which more data are needed. While this is a burgeoning area of inquiry,
research considering the emotion work involved in family life, and the
intersection of class and gender on intimacies, is still relatively new.

METHODOLOGY

The data discussed in this chapter come from a series of qualitative inter-
views undertaken with self-identified working-class men, looking at the
hegemony, or what I argued were, in fact, hegemonies (Whitman 2014),
of working-class masculinities in Australia and how this informed and
enmeshed with the lived experiences of those men who did identify as
working class. I undertook qualitative, semistructured interviews with
seven working-class men in the aftermath of the Global Financial Crisis
and after the election of the first Labour government in Australia in more
than ten years, utlilising a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 2006).
During these interviews we discussed several key sites at which gender and
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class are ‘done’, including experiences with education, the labour market,
families and intimacy. Data collection relied on a grounded theory
approach, one in which a reflexive and subjective researcher stance was
employed to permit the recognition of the subjective position of both the
researcher and the participants (Gomm 2004). The open-ended, conversa-
tional interviews considered the ‘micro-histories’ of the participants
(Hughes 2012). In doing so the data reflect how participants ‘experience
the world and/or make sense of it’ (Gomm 2004: 7).

The data gathered from the interviews was then analysed using critical
discourse and textual analysis (Charmaz 2006). Critical discourse analysis
allowed for a deeper understanding of how socially constructed working-
class masculinity reflects a cultural shift towards individualism as one of the
more distinguishing features of neoliberal society in Australia. In consider-
ing the data from a critical perspective, I was able to explore both what was
said and the silences in between, recognizing the subjective nature of
participants’ discursive constructions of themselves and those around
them (Charmaz 2006). Reflexivity allowed me to recognize my own posi-
tion as researcher, but also as a white, working-class women who is also
highly educated. Researcher subjectivity is an increasingly important factor
in both gender and class research (Mauthner and Doucet 2003; Stahl
2016b). Most important to the collection and analysis of these data was
the utilization of a grounded theory approach. I was not originally looking
for data about intimacy and emotion work; indeed, I doubted my partici-
pants would be overly forthcoming in this area. However, as shown by the
following responses, it was when discussing intimacy and emotion work that
I received the richest data, and that gendered and classed constructions of
working-class ‘blokes’ were most challenged and disrupted.

WORKING-CLASS MEN AND NEOLIBERAL INDIVIDUALISM

The data from interviews reflected the type of individualism that is typically
a factor in neoliberal constructions of the idealized citizen (Stahl 2016a).
This was particularly notable in relation to participant responses pertaining
to work, education and the opportunities they were afforded as working-
class men. For example, T discussed his relationship with education as
follows:

Uh, one, I was going to fail so I didn’t want to deal with the concept, and also
I had probably reached the stage where I realized I wasn’t going to be that
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academic, so it was take the easy option out and perhaps look at a trade and
that sort of thing, so I looked in those areas and came across a pre-vocational
course at TAFE and, uh, and went and did that in carpentry and that’s how I
started my working life I guess. (T, union worker, 41, married)

Another participant, B, discussed how his working-class high school
failed to provide the opportunities for him to move in to the science,
technology, engineering and medicine fields he was interested in:

K: If you could do it again would you make any different decisions
regarding your education?

B: I wouldn’t go to [Adelaide Northern Suburbs Public High School],
because they stuffed me up big time.

K: Did you want to expand on that?

B: My classes weren’t the classes that I chose. I chose IT courses and
stuff like that and they couldn’t put me in there because of lack of
funding and they basically didn’t have the resources so I was stuck in
courses which I had no interest in and they wouldn’t help me at all
which pretty much didn’t help me find a job. For example, my
psychology class didn’t have a teacher. I was just left in the library
the whole lesson, I had no work to do, and I couldn’t pass at all
but I still got Ps (pass grades) because the teacher said ‘we’ll give
you an average grade of B even though I did not work at all’.
(B, Unemployed, 18, living with partner and her family)

In this narrative, B was aware that he ‘missed out’ on specific educational
opportunities as a result of the issues with his very working-class school. Yet
most participants still constructed their educational selves in neoliberal
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fashion, blaming their lack of opportunity on personal failings and ‘bad
choices’ as opposed to structural social, cultural and economic factors that
often make it difficult for working-class men to engage successfully with
education (Aaltonen and Karvonen 2016; Loveday 2016).

As Stahl explains, neoliberal educational systems work to shape the ideal
neoliberal citizens, ‘who must espouse values of ‘self-reliance, autonomy
and independence’ in order to gain ‘self-respect, self-esteem, self-worth and
self-advancement’’ (Davies and Bansel 2007: 52, in Stahl 2016a: 665). For
example, T blamed his failure to go beyond high school on a failure to ‘try’:

T: Um, yeah, I’d probably try a lot harder, you’ll probably find that a
lot of people say that! . . .Um, yeah, if I had my time over I’d probably
study harder, do all the right things, you know, and perhaps reach
my full potential which I didn’t think I did in terms of an academic
education. (T, union worker, married)

He viewed his ‘choice’ to work in labouring roles, which have become
increasingly insecure, as a personal one. However, he also recognized the
inequity in educational opportunity in Australia:

We had a culture of haves and the have nots and, look, we’re always gonna
have it, particularly in terms of a university education . . . If you have the smarts
and the drive money shouldn’t hinder you from being a better person than
you are. (T, union worker, 41, married)

Structural inequality, gendered and classed norms (which are closely
linked to Australian national identity and are therefore socially and culturally
sanctioned and monitored) are ignored. In these arenas, neoliberal dis-
course is peppered throughout the participants personal narratives. They
construct themselves in neoliberal terms: as having ‘failed’, as having made
‘bad choices’, as needing to own complete personal responsibility for the
outcomes of their lives. While these participants didn’t find blame with a
constructed ‘other’ (e.g. women, lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer
and intersex (LGBTQI) people, and people from non-white cultural and
ethnic backgrounds), other research has found that often if blame is
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allocated, it will be with individuals and groups that are further maginalized,
as opposed to overall structures of power, inequality and privilege (Reay
2001: 335). Furthermore, neoliberal constructions of white, working-class
masculinity were not challenged when participants were discussing their
working or educational lives, the choices they had made and the circum-
stances they were in. They had largely bought in to hegemonic neoliberal
discourses, which champion the notion of individual responsibility, capitalist
aspirationalism, and a meritocratic social and economic system. As G
discussed in relation to opportunity and privilege,

K:Do you think Australia is equal as far as opportunities and privileges
go?

G: Yep. For sure.

K: Why do you think that is?

G: Because it’s made so easy. It’s all out there if you want it and you’re
motivated to do it. You can do whatever you want, you can get there.
There’s nothing stopping you. I think people complain about not
having options half the time, I mean, there’s obviously people who
don’t have jobs, but most of the time it’s just laziness. (G, contract
worker, 25, single)

There was a theme in participant self-construction of individualism, of
taking ‘responsibility’ for life opportunities and outcomes, and of stoicism in
relation to work, education and the equity of Australian society and culture.
As previously iterated, they largely ‘followed the script’ that might be
expected from men engaging with working-class masculinity. Indeed, it
was only when talking about family, intimacy and emotion work that their
responses were surprisingly candid, open and in contrast with social and
cultural construction of Australian working-class masculinity.
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FAMILY, INTIMACY AND EMOTION WORK: UNDOING GENDER?

While a largely neoliberal narrative emerged in the bulk of the interviews
and in relation to the majority of the areas discussed, there was one very
interesting and unexpected exception. In their discussions of their families
and intimate lives, a different narrative emerged, one that aligned with
several of the studies discussed previously: that within working-class fami-
lies, economic pressures and the need for both partners to work had an
effect on the ability to ‘do’ gender in normative ways. Furthermore, as
Roberts found in his 2013 exploration of young working-class masculinities
employed in the retail sector, access to ways to ‘do’ traditional working-class
masculinity are on the decline, with service industries overtaking
manufacturing and other blue-collar labouring industries. This, he found,
leads to working-class men negotiating with hegemonic masculinity both in
relation to work, and in relation to family and domestic duties (Roberts
2013).

In the present research, the responses from participants did illustrate
some egalitarian attitudes to parenting in working-class households, with
parenting being central to the men’s concepts of themselves as men. How-
ever, while my respondents were relatively forthcoming in terms of father-
ing, none spoke about their duties around the house, or their ‘work’ outside
paid employment. Nevertheless, it is important to note that although these
participants did not discuss other unpaid domestic labour in detail, previous
research shows this as a further site where gendered familial constructs are
being challenged. Parenting and unpaid labour are sites where gender can
be done and yet undone, as Lyonette and Crompton argue: ‘[parents] are
simultaneously challenging or ‘undoing’ (Deutsch 2007) as well as ‘doing’
gender’ (2015: 34). In the case of working-class families, this was often
produced through necessity, both partners needing to work, as opposed to a
desire to challenge gendered norms (2015: 35).

While participants in this study did not discuss non-childcare domestic
duties in detail, they did discuss actively working to challenge more tradi-
tional notions of the ‘good’ working-class father as breadwinner alone. The
following quote represents a willingness to learn from the past and challenge
a ‘macho image’:

I think you have this concept of parenting that comes from your experiences as
a child, and sometimes I think that’s not the best way. I think as males we have
a lot of pride, and we tend to, even if we might be wrong we tend not to admit
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it. I think one of the best things you can do as a man is be able to learn how to
say ‘sorry’ not only to your partner but to your kids. And I think we have this
perception of this macho image that we need to sort of break down and we
need to realize that it’s okay to even say to your son that you love him.
(T, union worker, married, 41)

Much like the responses about intimacy, this response highlights a lack of
concern with maintaining a façade of unemotional masculinity in favour of
being open, caring and loving not only with a partner but also with children.
This certainly defies the theory that men are unlikely to want to be actively
engaged on an emotional level with children and partners, and supports
arguments such as those provided by Roberts (2013) and Brady et al.
(2017), and indeed may challenge some of the assumptions about hege-
monic masculinity itself, especially constructions that fail to recognize the
fluid and changeable nature of hegemonic masculinities (as they are multi-
ple), and the nature of changes to discursive constructions of class and
gender across space and place.

While this may illustrate some disruption to gendered mores surrounding
parenting, it does not prove definitively that a working-class household
equals an egalitarian one. As Cha and Thébaud recognize, attitudes to
gender are often ‘negotiated through private experience of norm contesta-
tion and resolution within the family’ (2009: 237). However, these authors
did note that hegemonic masculinity had an effect on how men felt about
gender within the family (2009: 238). Despite the fact that working-class
identity is linked with traditional masculine mores and breadwinner mascu-
linity, the working-class family offers some powerful spaces and places for
gendered change. The importance of ‘family’ to the working class has been
established (Donaldson 1991: 25). Certainly, the importance of family as
central to having a good life was often established in the interviews:

I think what’s important in life is to have a good family life and ... a good
environment where you can pass that on to your kids. (T, union worker,
41, married)

Family is a classed and gendered construct. While the family is seen as
being central to working-class life, different aspects of family life are marked
by class, including parenting (Gillies 2005a) and marriage (Johnson and
Lawler 2005). Different types of family are classed. For example, research
shows how single-parent families with several children by different fathers

WORKING-CLASS MASCULINITIES AT THE NEXUS OF WORK, FAMILY. . . 281



are associated with the subjective position of the ‘disgusting’ working-class
woman (Lawler 2002; Skeggs 2005). This is evidenced in both cultural and
political discursive constructions of the welfare-reliant single mother, who is
represented as antithetical to the ideal responsible, individualistic neoliberal
citizen in terms of both her poor ‘choices’ and her continual reliance on
welfare. In Australia, the ‘working families’/‘battler’ archetypes so strongly
linked to working-class masculinities are represented by a very classed and
gendered notion of what a family entails. In part this is linked with ‘bread-
winner’masculinity, which creates a source of tension when well-paid, local
work may be hard to find.

As evidenced below, some of the most interesting responses during data
collection for this project came about when discussing relationships. There
were few in-depth questions about intimacy, but several of the men were
quite forthcoming about their relationships and what they defined as impor-
tant in their intimate lives. For the interviewees between the ages of 30 and
45, there were some very specific and emotive responses when asked about
their partners, their lives and what was important to them.

You don’t need heaps of money, because if you enjoy each other’s company
it’s half the battle. Like if you can sit all night and have a talk with no TV on or
anything you’re laughin’ I reckon, y’know there are lots of people that are
materialistic . . . to have love, to be able to get along, I mean there’s plenty of
simple things you can do like you can go for a walk or whatever just if you
enjoy each other’s company that’s the biggest part of it. You’re not entertain-
ing yourself with outside influences like you can come home and just sit and
watch TV for like, five hours, and say, ‘we have a relationship’ but you’re
watching telly, you’re not talking and to have a great relationship you’ve got
to be by yourself as you are straight and normal. (M, manufacturing worker,
engaged, 35)

This illustrates the importance of intimacy to this participant’s life, and
shows that he has no concerns about discussing intimacy. This inverts the
notion that intimacy is something ‘done’ by women and that ‘real’ men, as
are often represented in Australian pop cultural manifestations of working-
class masculinity, are largely unconcerned with intimacy and relationships.
Indeed, one interviewee stated that the

Qualities of being a man would be, I think, mostly is to be a person that ... is
loving and caring. I guess a person that understands people, understands their
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families and contributes not only in a monetary sense but in an emotional
sense as well. (T, union worker, 41, married)

These responses show that emotional intimacy is important to these men,
not only as part of their relationships but as a part of their embodied
masculinity. This offers a contrast to more deterministic constructions of
hegemonic masculinity that link it directly to set behaviours and beliefs
inherent in men as a distinct category (Hearn 2004; Connell 2005). Fur-
thermore, much of the literature problematizes working-class men as
hypermasculine, homophobic, sexist and resistant to change (Legerski and
Cornwall 2010; Nixon 2009). Responses from the participants in this study
challenge these assumptions about working-class masculinities, and indeed
men. When these participants answered questions about their family, it
became clear that, for them, enacting intimacy was not a way of subverting
discourses about masculinity but was in fact part of an embodied Australian
working-class masculinity that was fluid and changeable.

This illustrates a very important division between working-class men
doing intimacy and contractions of working-class masculinities; and it high-
lights the problems with ‘slippage’ between talking about men and talking
about masculinity that Beasley (2008) discusses in relation to the concep-
tualization of ‘hegemonic masculinity’. Indeed, working-class masculinities
are constructed as individualistic, unemotional and averse to any real,
deeper forms of intimacy that could be construed as feminine, while these
men were not only happy to discuss intimacy but it was an important part of
their classed and gendered identities. This could suggest that, for these men,
their intimate relationships are a space in which they disrupt mainstream
gendered ideologies. While Jamieson points out, that ‘there is a general
taken-for-granted assumption that a good relationship will be equal and
intimate’ (1999), he argues that intimacy is not necessarily correlated with
gender equality. A sense of equality is often an important part of intimacy.
However, ‘creative energy is often deployed in disguising inequality, not in
undermining it’ (Bittman and Lovejoy 1993 in Jamieson 1999). In contrast
with Jamieson’s theory, the desire for a more equitable intimacy that
involves a willingness to open oneself up to emotional equality in a relation-
ship may be a contributory factor in challenging gendered inequalities
within the family.
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CONCLUSION

The family is obviously an important site within which the working class can
construct themselves. These constructions can either challenge dominant
ideologies around gender or reflect and maintain such ideologies. The
importance of the family in this context is somewhat at odds with the
neoliberal individualism and the conservatism that are becoming an increas-
ing part of Australian working-class masculinities, and which are so clearly
evident in the character of Kenny Smyth from Kenny (2006) or images of
the ‘Aussie bloke’ engaging with the mining industry. While Pini andMayes
found an adherence to traditional gender roles in mining families, in other
working-class families it seems that there may be space opening up to
challenge the dominant paradigm—the one in which men are largely
engaged with the labour market and women are responsible for the main-
tenance of the private sphere, including not only unpaid domestic labour
but intimacy and emotional work. In a neoliberal society in which individ-
ualism is championed and engagement with the labour market is positioned
as being paramount, finding new ways to ‘do’ gender in the private sphere
may provide a space in which to challenge not just gender but also class and
neoliberalism. Clear at this point is that this is an area in which far more
research is needed, research that takes into account the importance of
intimacy and private sphere work in relation to both gender and class.

NOTES

1. It must be noted that Pocock is taking issue with this assumption.
2. Out of 14 women interviewed for this project, 6 had split with their partners

within the first 18 months of commencing university study. As argued by
Habel, Whitman and Stokes (2016), this is an area in which further study is
needed.
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CHAPTER 13

Driving Through Neoliberalism: Finnish Truck
Drivers Constructing Respectable Male

Worker Subjectivities

Timo Aho

INTRODUCTION

This chapter analyses how Finnishmale truck drivers (re)produce themselves
as respectable male workers in the face of the recent economic, technological
and institutional transformations impacting the European haulage sector.
Departing from the economic deregulation and neo-Taylorist work process
control that characterizes truck drivers’working conditions within the mod-
ern haulage industry, the chapter examines how these neoliberal tendencies
challenge truckers’ autonomy, occupational image, practical knowledge and
ability to earn, which have all traditionally been essential for truck drivers’
occupational identity and their class-based, gendered construction in the
USA, Sweden and Finland (Bergholm 1999; Ouellet 1994; Nehls 2003;
Pettersson 2006; Levy 2016). In the context of neoliberal restructuring of
work and organizational settings (Crowley and Hodson 2014), this study
asks to what extent trucking in Finland can be perceived as a particular kind
of blue-collar occupation offering resources for gender construction not
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available in manufacturing or (other) service sector work, as Lawrence
Ouellet (1994) has described male truckers’ work in the USA.

While Finland has traditionally had relatively strong support for the
Nordic welfare state model, neoliberal doctrines such as the deregulation
of financial markets, global competition, new public management proce-
dures and competitiveness policy began to influence the Finnish economy
and working life back in the 1980s (Patomäki 2007: 55–68). With regard to
the development of Finnish working life from 1977 to 2008 (Lehto and
Sutela 2009), different work organization models aimed to increase flexi-
bility as well as leadership methods, with an emphasis on local arrangements
and competition being introduced across various occupational sectors.
Performance in the workplace and organizations became assessed more
according to their productivity and profitability, which intensified the com-
petition between employees, work groups and departments. While techno-
logical advances have created new jobs, requirements and competencies,
uncertainty among workers has increased and many fear losing their jobs
(Lehto and Sutela 2009: 141–2).

The trucking industry, as a link between complex manufacturing and
global distribution chains, provides a powerful example through which to
investigate how an intensified neoliberal economy fashions the experiences
of men working in a male-dominated blue-collar occupation in Finland.
Drawing on ethnographic data, the study argues that unlike Ouellet’s
(1994) portrayal of trucking as work that allows men to demonstrate heroic
working-class masculinity based on independence, mobility and motorists’
admiration, Finnish truckers have experienced their independence and value
in the work process becoming challenged and they are being occupationally
stigmatized. In the face of neoliberal degradation, however, Finnish
truckers are able to mobilize a narrative of respectable working-class mas-
culinity that is based on valorizing their practical experience, manual skills,
professional capacities and a role as a hard-working wage-earner. It seems
that unlike working-class women who strive to move away from stigmatized
working-class femininity into recognized middle-class qualities (Skeggs
1997), male Finnish truckers are able to draw from archetypal blue-collar
masculinity in order to construct their own sense of respect.
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THE HAULAGE SECTOR IN THE CONTEXT

OF NEOLIBERAL TENDENCIES

At the beginning of the twentieth century the transportation system in
Europe and the USA relied mainly on horses and trains. However, owing
to improvements in infrastructure and automobile technology, as well as
the expansion of mass consumption, road freight transportation developed
rapidly in both regions after WorldWar II (Belzer 2000: 22–3; Vahrenkamp
2011). In Europe, purchasing a truck and entering the road haulage indus-
try was an opportunity for employment, and investment capital remained
low as army lorries could be used to begin such a business (OECD 1997:
16). While the haulage industry was subject to the need for permits and
driving licences from the beginning, more extensive regulation and super-
vision practices were needed to prevent the unintended effects of fierce
competition, such as conspiring between hauliers, bankruptcies, unreliable
service, road damage, accidents and disturbance to residents (OECD 1997:
16–7; Blomberg 1996: 94–108).

Until the last quarter of the twentieth century, trucking in Europe and
the USA remained a strictly institutionally regulated business (OECD 1997;
Belzer 2000, 2002: 375). Competition in the haulage sector, however, was
intensified by the global expansion of markets and by systematic economic
deregulation (Gentry et al. 1995; OECD 1997; Belzer 2000; Hilal 2008),
which started to gain favour in the USA and Europe as part of broader
worldwide liberalization processes from the 1970s onwards (Harvey 2005).
The pursuit of economic growth, cost efficiency and flexible services by
reducing entry barriers, collective rate-making, and abandoning quotas and
fixed tariffs worsened the hauliers’ and truckers’ conditions in both regions:
the great numbers of subcontracted, self-employed and unskilled hauliers
who entered the market decreased hauling rates and forced haulage com-
panies and their employees to operate within tighter time margins set by
large-scale shipping and consignment companies. As a consequence, traffic
safety worsened, hauliers received smaller profits, hundreds went bankrupt,
turnover rates increased while drivers’ unpaid work increased, their work–
life balance suffered and earnings declined by nearly 30 % (Belzer 2000,
2002; Hilal 2008; also Belman and Monaco 2001). These undesired effects
of the competition and impaired image of the sector, in turn, led to the
enactment of a patchwork of social and safety regulations concerning
drivers’ formal qualifications, working and driving time, as well as equip-
ment standards and certifications (Belzer 2000; Salanne and Rantala 2008;
EC 2014).
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Another effect of the intensified global capitalism is that industries and
companies now operate in an extremely hectic and competitive global
environment, which has pushed them to rationalize their businesses by
enacting neo-Taylorist principles and methods: logistic services have been
outsourced and many companies have moved into a lean manufacturing
process accompanied by just-in-time (JIT) management in order to opti-
mize their effectiveness, and to save inventory and storage costs (Sewell and
Wilkinson 1992; Belzer 2002: 380–2; Vidal 2007). The logistics process
where goods are delivered at the moment a company needs them requires
the precise coordination of information flows and tasks between actors
within a supply chain, which is conducted by the extensive use of informa-
tion and communication technology (ICT) (Belzer 2002; Kallberg et al.
2005). As a result of ICT, the interconnections between trucking compa-
nies and large-scale forwarding agencies, manufacturing, sales and supply
chains is becoming more transparent, which increases their receptiveness to
the pressures of the various business domains, as well as the influences of the
whole distribution chain (Belzer 2002). While the ICT–assisted real-time
delivery process has improved the collaboration and productivity of the
supply chain (Hubbard 2003; Rishel et al. 2003), it has pushed truckers
to drive for more hours without receiving additional compensation (Belman
and Monaco 2001) and made their work more heavily pressurized, service
orientated and controlled (Belzer 2002; de Croon et al. 2004; Salanne and
Rantala 2008; OSH 2011: 19–20). Levy (2015), for instance, has shown
how the abstracted and aggregated data streams of the electronic fleet-
management systems allow dispatchers to quantitatively assess truck drivers’
work performance across new metrics and to challenge truckers’ accounts of
local and biophysical conditions.

The intensification of truckers’ labour is not caused solely by economic
pressure, but also by the difficulty of synchronizing economically driven
logistics rhythms with an institutionally driven juridical rhythm (driving
time regulation, Europa 20061) (Aho 2015). Juridical rhythm, in particular,
has become an extra burden for truckers because its rigidity contradicts the
logic of highly receptive logistics rhythm that call for constant adaptation and
readiness for quick temporal changes. Juridical rhythm not only hinders
truckers’ ability to get their work done but also stigmatizes them, as has
happened in Swedenwhere the constant gazing of the police and the state has
generated ‘an underdog identity’ for truckers (Nehls 2003; Pettersson 2009).
In this regard, Lotta Pettersson (2009) claims that truckers are governed
more by the state and associated control apparatus today than by their
employers. Belzer (2000, 2002), in contrast, asserts that unprecedented
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growth of institutional control over hauliers and truckers is a paradoxical
result of the replacement of institutional regulation with market regulation.

WORK, CLASS AND RESPECTABLE MASCULINITY

The fact that 90 % of Finnish truckers are male (Olkkonen et al. 2003) means
that observing truckers’ occupational performance is very much about
observing ‘men’s practices’ (Hearn 2004). Working as a male trucker is not
just doing the work per se; it is also a conduct where gendered meanings,
practices and expectations are created, reproduced and challenged (West and
Zimmerman 1987). However, the way gender works cannot be fully under-
stood without considering class, and vice versa (see Connell 2005: 75–6). In
the modern industrial era, as DavidMorgan (2005: 172) points out, relations
between work, masculinities and class were recognizable because class was
conceptualized through occupations and a (male) person’s position in the
production process. A respectable working-class masculinity, in this respect,
was performed traditionally through (paid) work, breadwinning and by such
occupational characteristics as manual skills, physical strength, enduring hard-
ships, the ability to control machinery and tools, independence and resistance
against authorities (Tolson 1977; Willis 1977; Cockburn 1983; Collinson
1992; Morgan 1992; Collinson and Hearn 1996). While trucking has shared
these qualities, it has also provided a sense of exclusivity, stemming from the
mobility, variegated rhythm and freedom afforded bymanoeuvring a valuable
vehicle and cargo away from an employer’s direct supervision, which, as
Ouellet (1994) argues, has distinguished truckers from their peers and the
average wage-earner.

In the postindustrial era, however, the identification of class-based
masculinities is becoming more complicated, as economic restructuring
blurs the clear-cut boundaries of production relations and occupations
(Morgan 2005: 173–4). Recent studies suggest that men, especially in
blue-collar occupations, face clashes between their gendered selves and
their surroundings, as market transformations, global competition, techno-
logical innovations, environmental concerns and new regulative practices
change labour markets and reorganize work and its embodied requirements
(McDowell 2003; Dolby et al. 2004; Nixon 2009; Filteau 2014). While
some men are more reluctant to adopt new occupational practices and skills,
others begin to redefine their masculinity through these new practices and
requirements. In the Nordic agricultural industry, for example, technolog-
ical innovations and new regulations have unsettled the picture of a ‘tough
man’ who controls nature through his brute bodily strength to a more
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‘business-like masculinity’, favouring rational economic decision-making
(Brandth and Haugen 2000).

Instead of perceiving class merely as a given objective category derived
causally from society’s economic or occupational structure, class in this study is
understood also as a mode of cultural differentiation (Bourdieu 1984; Skeggs
1997). Class, as Bourdieu (1984) and Skeggs (1997) perceive it, refers to a
person’s position in an economic process, but it is also a culturally formed
classifying process, lived experience and constellation of capitals accumulated
in different overlapped societal fields during a person’s lifetime. The notion
that class is manifested in and through a person’s embodied habitus (Bourdieu
1984) is important for this study because the concept of habitus enables us to
see, in Darren Nixon’s (2009: 319) words, ‘how classed and gendered dispo-
sitions to act or think in particular ways are internalized in the unconscious and
manifest themselves in embodied social practices’. Nixon (2009) thus explains
that poorly educated unemployed men in northern England are reluctant to
apply for entry-level jobs in the service sector because such work requires
(emotional) skills, dispositions and demeanours which are antitethical to these
men’s working-class masculine habitus.

In line with Nixon, gender and class are understood as culturally and
materially formed structures, intertwined in a person’s habitus, which
unconsciously generate the practices, routines and dispositions of an actor
within a given social field (Bourdieu 1984; Skeggs 1997). The ‘field’ in
which truckers engage in this study is perceived as an occupational site
within the haulage sector influenced by the broader intersecting field of
the economy. By the gendered and classed structure of the occupational site
itself (see Adkins and Skeggs 2004), certain occupational resources, perfor-
mances and competencies are regarded as more valuable than others for
constructing oneself as a recognized worker and as a man. Within the limits
of one’s gendered habitus, a truck driver tries to apply his resources to the
degree that feels natural to him and valued in the occupational site in which
he participates. In the face of economic, legislational and technological
transformations, however, skills and practices once regarded as valuable
may lose their potential as a gendered resource, which may cause dissonance
and conflict between a truck drivers’ habitus and the field he operates in
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 95–140). Truckers can resist changes,
adapt to them or try to change the relative weight of the valued capitals
and resources of the ‘game’ in order to maintain their positions (Bourdieu
andWacquant 1992: 98–100). By using the concept of habitus, I try to map
out whether truck driving still invites men to reproduce practices, skills and
dispositions favourable to their working-class habitus.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND ANALYSIS

This study is based on ethnographic methodology, which is understood as
an intense participation in the life of the informants in order to produce a
plausible cultural description of the phenomenon (Hammersley and
Atkinson 2008). The data were gathered during the years between 2012
and 2016 by riding along on assignments with ten Finnish male truck
drivers who work in different fields of operation in Finland. On the whole,
I conducted 18 different trips with the truckers, varying from six hours to
four days, and the total time spent on the road with the drivers was around
350 hours. The informants in this study are highly experienced male
truckers, having been involved in trucking for periods of 15–35 years.
They all have spouses and (grown) children, and are aged between 45 and
62 years. Two of the drivers were classified as owner-operators, but the rest
had employee status. None of the informants had acquired any other formal
education for driving a heavy truck besides the appropriate driving licence
because their enrollment into the sector took place in an era when other
formal qualifications were not required in Finland.

The analysis is based on two intertwined data sets. The first was produced
by taking notes at different work-related arenas such as loading sites,
terminals, harbours, gas stations and especially in the truck cabin. I observed
and wrote down how driving and other work practices were performed,
what was involved in these practices, how the informants reacted to the
events occurring in traffic, and how they commented on their actions in
relation to other truckers and motorists. The second data set consists of
open-ended field discussions conducted while driving, which were also
tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The tapes are relatively long (five
to eight hours each) because the recorder was kept on constantly while in
the cabin. This enabled me to recall events and discussions, and situate them
while reading my notes. In practice, the field discussions and observations
were produced and utilized together. I was, for example, able to experience
how technological surveillance worked in practice, but also to discuss these
observations with the drivers on the spot and take the conversations as my
‘interview frame’ for the next field trip.

The objective in the analysis was to identify how a respectable male
worker was constructed by the truckers, and what might challenge this
construction. While the informants were not purposively picked for their
experience or age, their relatively ‘old’ age and long-term experience on
the road directed my attention to the historical (temporal) dimension in
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their accounts. By applying the concept of habitus as my theoretical-
methodological lens, I found that a significant contrast between the
accounts describing present work practices and those describing work prac-
tices in the past emerged quite systematically while discussing regulations
and digital tachographs, or when the drivers were using work-related ICT
applications. By evaluating these accounts further against work process
theory and masculinity studies, I figured that respectability as a male worker
was structured by the question of how he could maintain himself as valuable
in the work process. These findings are presented in the first section of the
analysis.

In the second section I extended my reading outside the work process as
such to examine accounts where the truckers expressed their concerns about
the haulage sector’s professional image. The idea of paying attention to
these accounts was directed by the contradictory picture made by Ouellet
(1994) and Nehls (2003) in previous studies. While Ouellet’s truckers
appear to see themselves as iconic working-class heroes whose self-image
is constituted partly from the admiration of motorists’ and thus a sense
of highway superiority, Nehls’ truckers see themselves more as providers
as well as ‘criminals’ and ‘underdogs’ who are constantly gazed on by
the police. I found that Finnish truckers’ experience of being in the
middle of negative attention and unprofessional practices generated a
counternarrative that valorizes not only their practical knowledge but also
their role as a man who has earned his wage through extremely hard work.
The second section of the analysis describes how truckers defend themselves
and their respectability by exploiting and valorizing the occupational
resources they have.

MAINTAINING ONE’S OCCUPATIONAL VALUE

IN THE WORK PROCESS

In industrial capitalism, timekeeping has been a central way to discipline
workers’ performances and rationalize human value of time in the Taylorist
work process (Braverman 1974; Blyton et al. 1989 Thompson 1969;
Hassard 1989). While the time and space control of ‘traditional’ factory
work has typically been used as a point of comparison with truckers to
highlight the autonomous and mobile nature of trucking (Ouellet 1994;
Nehls 2003: 68–9), the extension of technological monitoring systems
and devices into the trucking industry challenge this experience. Being
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‘unreachable’ is no longer possible because hauliers have pushed to have
technological tracking systems, onboard computers, telematics and cell
phones in constant daily use in order to enhance logistic efficiency, produc-
tivity, flexibility and responsiveness to their customers’ demands, as
described in previous studies (Belzer 2002; Hubbard 2003; Levy 2015;
Kallberg et al. 2005).

My own material provides further confirmation of these developments.
Signals of driving computers, laptops and cell phones in the truck cabin
activated the informants’ habitus (Bourdieu 1990: 54), and many started to
recall ‘the old times’ in the 1980s and 1990s by explaining how the
instructions for the assignments were given face to face at the transport
coordinator’s office. In a time before the advent of global positioning
systems (GPSs), and when cell phones and other electronic receivers were
scarce, employers, shippers, consignees and transport coordinators were
unable to monitor the truckers’ progress on the road and additional instruc-
tions for the next assignment were typically received after the delivery by
using a phone booth or the unloading site’s landline telephone (see also
Ouellet 1994: 29). Comparing with the past, the truckers explained how
their location could now be tracked by GPS, and the driving computers in
their trucks enabled the employers and management to monitor practices
concerning driving behaviour, such as fuel consumption, steady driving,
breaking and routing. Updated information from loadings and unloadings
was received in real time via cell phones and laptops, while in many com-
panies the drivers were also obliged to mark the starting and ending times of
the loadings and unloadings into the product management system so that
shippers, consignees and transport coordinators could follow how quickly
goods proceeded within the supply chain. Despite the fact that technology-
driven monitoring has enhanced the truckers’ possibilities to communicate
with other actors in the supply chain (de Croon et al. 2004; Kallberg et al.
2005), this neoliberal rationale of optimizing economic performance by
applying ICT-based JIT management made the truckers’ work more trans-
parent and controlled, which is distinct from former occupational practices:

I mean, well, companies do not have stocks as they had before, the stocks are
on the wheels today. That’s the reason for the insane rush (...) At the
beginning of the 90’s, when I started to drive heavy vehicles . . . well, it was
totally different, from a different world. Oh, it was so relaxed and peaceful and
a nice way to work.

TA: At the beginning of the 90s?
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Yeah. You could drive in peace and there were no phones, not this kind of
e-mails [tapping a laptop] When you got an assignment, well, of course you
knew at the same moment where you were going to be empty. And if there
were any changes you were asked to call from the last unloading place after
unloading. Then we phoned and asked what next? [laughing] You could just
drive and whistle in peace and nobody knew where you where. (Kari, 49, field
discussion)

The frictional relationship between the neoliberal shift in the haulage
sector’s operational environment and truckers’ (gendered) habitus
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 39, 95–140) was structured by the ques-
tion of how to maintain one’s value and autonomy in the work process (see
also Levy 2015: 167–8; cf. Burawoy 1985). Nehls (2003) argues that a
trucker who is being entrusted on the road alone with a valuable cargo and
an expensive truck signals the employer’s trust, which he defines as a
hegemonic ideal in Swedish male truckers’ gendered working culture.
Pettersson (2006: 116) similarly asserts that the capability to overcome
challenges and solve practical problems on the road is an essential part of
the construction of hegemonic masculinity among Swedish truckers. In this
respect, my informants’ experience of being valued at work was fostered by
the idea of being unreachable because it emphasized the ideals and qualities
presented by Nehls and Pettersson. It seems, as Levy (2015: 167) also
points out, that the non-existence of technological monitoring and tracking
systems allowed truckers to feel that they had almost exclusive possession
and control of the information concerning the delivery proceeding, ship-
ment location, speed and rhythm of driving. Drivers, for instance, could sit
on information, lie about locations and explain delays by referring to traffic
jams and changing weather conditions. While ICT-based surveillance has
not managed to invalidate truckers’ ‘hidden’ knowledge, discretion and
autonomy completely as expected in traditional Taylorist deskilling pro-
cesses (Braverman 1974; cf. Burawoy 1985), the adoption of neo-Taylorist
principles has generated the feeling that formerly truckers had more power
over their work than today and felt less accountable for their time and
actions, because the shipping and consignment companies, employers and
dispatchers had to rely on truckers and their word.

In truck drivers’ gendered working culture(s) there has traditionally been
a particular salience around one’s ability to drive and endure fatigue
(Blomberg 1996; Levy 2016; Ouellet 1994: 134–6). Ouellet (1994), for
instance, claims that truckers in the USA brag about how many kilometres
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and hours they have driven without breaks, how little they have slept and
how quickly they have accomplished assignments, because hard effort not
only increases their (economic) worth in the eyes of their employers but also
among their counterparts. I found similar practices in my data, but these
were attached either to assignments ‘in the past’, in the 1980s and in the
1990s when regulations were looser and supervised by the old-fashioned
paper disc tachograph, or they were sustained by truckers whose company
had not yet adopted digital tachographs. Despite the fact that the rules in
principle were the same regardless of the tachograph one was using, a paper
disc tachograph provided more leeway to rhythm driving within given
un/loading schedules because the machine cannot recognize overruns of
several minutes and it enables the covering of one’s tracks by forging and
hiding discs. While the informants rarely profit directly themselves from
giving up their statutory breaks, the ability to respond to rapidly changing
logistics rhythms affirmed the truckers’ feeling that their embodied poten-
tial has an indispensable role not only for their employers’ economic success
but also for the functioning of the whole industry, which is dependent on
quick and flexible hauling services (see also Eastman et al. 2013):

A year ago, I did one pretty tough assignment and broke the law . . . well,
because I understand that there are certain shipments which are in a real hurry.
I was heading to Helsinki for loading when I received a call telling me to
forget that loading and go to [a town in Finland], there is a company which
manufacturers rollers for the paper industry. I had to pick up a roller and
deliver it to [a Swedish company], because there was a paper machine that
needed a new roller to replace a broken one. And actually we got a much
better rate for that delivery, because, well, it is understandable that if a paper
mill is shut down for two days, it will cause a tremendous loss. So they asked
me when I would be in ‘Lake’? I counted a moment and replied that 20 hours
and I will surely be there. ‘You won’t take a break at all?’, they asked. ‘Didn’t
you say that the roller is in a hurry’, I replied. (...) I pushed myself and just got
by, changing the paper discs after they filled up . . . without a wink of sleep.
The guys [in ‘Lake’] where totally baffled, you can’t be here yet!? I am, take it
off. (Kari, 49, field discussion)

It also seems that the drivers using the old-fashioned tachographs in
particular felt they were ‘expected’ to cheat a little for the reason that they
‘could’. The drivers’ consent to drive more than permitted while
confronting the new tightened surveillance environment was unsurprising
in a sense that they had already internalized the effects of economic
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deregulation that favour ‘the survival of the fittest’ mentality as a desirable
way of conducting trucking (see Belzer 2000). The paper disc tachograph
meant that their habitus could still continue to produce some of the old,
familiar practices which reasserted their sense of usefulness compared with
that of the truckers who had switched over to the digital tachograph. While
the latter often express their relief at not being able to drive endlessly now,
they felt that the tightened regulations alongside the accuracy of the digital
machine ignored their embodied experience and hampered their chance to
use their bodily potential in full for the appropriate purposes, such as
advancing a delivery. Regulations that make you interrupt driving during
an urgent delivery when you still have energy oppose the economic rationale
of trucking and the practical sense of ‘the game’ (Bourdieu 1990), which
has typically enabled truckers to control their work and bodily limits within
broader temporal boundaries:

It sometimes feels a bit funny . . . I mean, how could it be possible that the
most important thing about the work is when you take your break?!

TA:Do youmean that it is too regulated or you think that you can freely. . .
That’s exactly the point, I mean, it is too regulated from the outside. For

example, when you are hungry, when you are able to go take a crap, when you
should feel tired and so on . . . the pause must always be in your mind, now you
must take it, no matter how keen you are to continue (...) It is good that the
regulations exist, so that one is not driving these rigs exhausted, but it gets too
regulation-based. There is no room for common sense, it’s starting to work
against its purposes. (Veikko, 47, field discussion)

Interestingly, truckers who had switched to the digital tachographs also
made numerous references to the hours driven and lack of sleep in the
1980s and 1990s, similar to ‘Kari’ earlier, which implies that the persistence
of endurance driving as a sign of a valuable and respectable worker was
deeply rooted in their habitus and occupational identity. By bringing up
their past experiences and embodied effort in the present (Bourdieu 1990:
54), the truckers reproduce themselves as a hard and valuable male worker
in the context where the focus of pacing work for the sake of delivery has
shifted more in the direction of pacing work for the regulations themselves
(see also Pettersson 2009; Aho 2015). Criticism towards the impracticality
of the law can also be seen as an attempt by drivers to distance themselves
from the middle-class, ‘white-collar’masculinity represented by bureaucrats
who, as Pettersson (2006) argues, while designing and enacting the regu-
lations, lack practical sense.
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DEFENDING ONESELF AGAINST OCCUPATIONAL DEGRADATION

Ouellet (1994: 171) argues that truckers in the USA feel that getting
support from motorists means that their work is regarded as skilled and
notable, because truckers tend to be ‘predisposed to interpret responses by
their audiences as indications of respect’. In this study, Finnish truckers
acknowledge that driving a massive vehicle commands attention, but, unlike
Ouellet’s truckers, the informants feel that the size and visibility of their
trucks places them under constant suspicion, as happened to their col-
leagues in Sweden (see Nehls 2003; Pettersson 2009). Many of the infor-
mants felt that they were an easy target for the police, motorists and the
media because substantial damage resulted often when trucks were involved
in accidents on the road, while some complained that the mere existence of
trucks was enough to generate a hostile attitude against truckers who were
always blocking motorists’ and other road users’ path with their enormous
vehicles (cf. Moore et al. 2005). Becoming misrecognized on their ‘home
turf’ by people who lacked practical experience of driving big rigs was an
affront to a trucker’s identity as a ‘professional driver’ because the road was
the site where truck drivers’ hard-earned (driving) competence should come
into its own. Instead of taking on this occupational stigma, truckers
redressed such misrecognitions by mobilizing a heroic narrative in which
they valorized their traffic skills as superior to those of motorists (see also
Ouellet 1994: 155–179). Confronting dangers on the road and overcoming
risks caused by motorists affirmed the truck drivers’ sense of their skills and
bravery.

Heavy vehicles themselves have only a minor role in accidents, something
always occurs before (an accident) which causes that accident. The general
perception, though, is that the heavy vehicle is the guilty party (...) let’s say
that from the Konginkangas2 incident onwards, there has been talk about
‘killer trucks’.

And you take it to heart, because once there was the saying ‘big but well-
mannered’ attached to trucks’ rear bumpers. (...) That time has passed. We are
being pressurized so heavily in traffic and every day we have to assess risky
situations in traffic, which are caused by someone else. (...) Motorists can’t
recognize their behaviour while shuttling on the road. It becomes extremely
visible from the bus driver’s or heavy truck driver’s viewpoint what is going on
around the vehicle. (Pete, 62, field discussion)
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As this example illustrates, then, turning to practical knowledge was
common, especially in situations where someone outside truckers’ occupa-
tional position questioned their performance. While truckers’ tendency to
defend occupational respect by valorizing and exploiting practical knowl-
edge is not surprising given that practical knowledge has been identified as a
constitutive part of truckers’ occupational identity (Nehls 2003; Pettersson
2006, 2009), it was interesting also how the value of practical knowledge
was protected. Many asserted how access to recognized trucking compe-
tence can only be achieved by years of practical involvement in trucking (see
also Nehls 2003: 52–53), which typically followed a certain age-related
trajectory in the drivers’ accounts: as young rookies, many had begun
their careers at the ‘bottom’ by driving a delivery truck before getting
more responsible assignments and bigger vehicles to handle. The point
here is that by presenting the achievement of their practical knowledge as
an arduous, hierarchical and long-lasting process, my truckers not only
valorize their competence by the fact of being a ‘trucker’ but also simulta-
neously distinguish themselves from those who cannot (yet) be recognized
as professionals. The truckers’ occupational habitus uniformly positioned
age as central to the acquisition of practical knowledge by classifying youn-
ger drivers as incompetent because of their presumed inexperience:

A guy who is 20 or 25 cannot have such driving experience . . . he has not yet
reached the point when he can feel the behaviour of the vehicle in his bones.
Driving big rigs comes from the backbone. I have always said that even I have
had to learn to drive on a slippery road every autumn over the past 50 years.
And while there are discussions about labour shortage and many insist that
you have to give youngsters a chance, the path there used to be one in which
you work your way up from journeyman to driver, from a single lorry driver to
a semi-trailer combination driver, and then proceed to drive heavy full-trailer
combinations, but that path does not exist anymore. There is a guy around
20 who got his driving license for heavy full-trailer combinations and they give
him a half million euro truck and say go and drive. Well, then what we saw in
Lahti [a city in Finland] happens (...) a completely inexperienced driver
crashed his truck loaded full of sulfuric acid into an apartment building wall.
(Pete, 62, field discussion)

Some of my informants complained that reducing the entry barriers had
tempted incompetent amateurs and dishonest hauliers to enter the sector
and experiment with trucking as a subsidiary trade without any serious
intention to stay and develop their competence and business operations in
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a professional direction. These accounts can be seen to reflect the situation
in the USA after deregulation when experienced truckers exited the industry
and were replaced by less experienced drivers who appeared to have weaker
safety records and were more likely to make mistakes that led to accidents
on the road (Belzer 2002: 392). By setting a high standard for entry and
approved competence, my experienced truckers attempted to protect their
occupational expertise and the sector’s reputation from the deskilling
engendered by the open-door policy of the neoliberal era, positioning
themselves as ‘true professionals’ against the unskilled charlatans apparently
making their way into the trade:

Liberating the licence was the very last straw.3 They should not have done it, it
was a shock for this sector. Licenses should have remained means-tested at all
times. We had a guy who operated as a subcontractor for us, and, god damn it,
he can’t even reverse! He was a metal worker all his life and then he gets an
inheritance from his dad and decides to start a haulage company, and the poor
guy can’t even reverse his truck (...) There has been such a motley group of
people and hauliers [since deregulation] (Pentti, 53, field discussion)

While it was important to get symbolic approval for one’s experience and
hard-earned practical knowledge, many felt that it should also be recog-
nized financially. Unsurprisingly, most truckers emphasized the importance
of money, and many of my informants mentioned having rejected jobs that
paid below the minimum level collectively agreed by unions.4 Truckers tend
to be relatively satisfied with payment practices in their present job, but their
numerous references to illegal practices in certain subsectors and hauling
companies, such as tax avoidance, price dumping and employees’ exploita-
tion, imply that getting decent compensation was not straightforward, as
has been found in studies elsewhere (Belzer 2000; Belman and Monaco
2001; Hilal 2008). By insisting on their ability to avoid exploitative jobs, the
informants positioned themselves as honest men who are not willing to sell
their labour on the cheap and be party to illegal practices in the sector.
Accounts imply, however, that taking this position would have been much
more difficult without having years of experience from different assignments
and without being a Finn. In this respect, the neoliberal principle that
favours unrestricted movement and competition of labour, goods, services
and capital (Harvey 2005) keeps haulage rates low and gives the haulage
companies a constant incentive to hire the most defenceless labour, such as
young, inexperienced and foreign (Eastern European) drivers.
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TA: how about the pay, is the collective agreement followed here?
Yes.
TA: I have understood that the collective agreement is not followed within

semi-trailer traffic?
No. They can’t pay, hauling is so low-priced there. They try to cop out at

every payment . . . it’s a totally wild segment. And that’s why they often hire
youngsters, they’ve got poor wages and they cannot fight for their rights and
don’t dare to insist on their rights (...)

TA: Yeah, I got the picture that they don’t follow the collective agreement.
And while I have been looking through different vacancies and heard

about the pay. . .oh phew, they are not for me.
TA: Is it that youngsters more often apply for jobs on the semi-trailer

sector?
It depends on what you manage to get at the beginning of your career. If

you don’t have connections, you have to take what is offered and acquire
experience somewhere. Without experience it’s difficult to find anything.
(Pentti, 53, field discussion)

They operate with poor rates, the guys in semi-pulling traffic, I mean . . . that’s
the reason why the sector is mostly occupied by Russians (Antti, 51, field
discussion)

It became clear, however, that many of the experienced truckers were
ready to endure relatively extensive hardships as long as the compensation
remained agreeable. This finding was interesting in relation to Ouellet
(1994: 199–224), who claims that the wage is a major motivator only for
truckers he called ‘workers’, while the truckers he labelled ‘super truckers’
are primarily attracted by qualities such as adventure, variety and fancy
equipment. While ‘the adventurous nature’ of trucking had attracted my
informants especially at a younger age, and some mentioned the fascinating
cities and villages they had driven through, trucking as a glamorous lifestyle
or ‘adventure’ was strongly rejected. Instead, many pointed to the rugged
daily routines and rhythms of trucking: working frequently by night, endur-
ing fatigue, waiting for hours to get loaded and unloaded, constrained social
and personal facilities on the road, and an inability to participate in ‘normal’
daily leisure pursuits and social activities (see Aho 2015; Belzer 2000). By
stressing the difficulty and unconventional rhythm of trucking, informants
emphasized that the earnings from the road had not come without sacrifices
and a substantial effort, which reinforced their sense of themselves as
particular (male) wage-earners:
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Earning money has always been a motivator for doing this, although it means
that you can barely have a life outside work. But I chose this job and I have
been doing this for so long that it is difficult to think of [other] options.

TA: ...not driving for fun?
No, no. The money, but it’s kind of a pity that you have to work crazy

hours for your wage at this job, it would be nice if you got the same money for
200 hours [a month]. (Kari, 49, field discussion)

It seems that wages form an important signal of respect for my truckers
because it compensates for harsh work and the men’s alienating experiences
within the capitalist system (see Tolson 1977; Willis 1977). In this respect,
my informants are close to Ouellet’s ‘workers’, who despise ‘super truckers’
for giving their time and effort to their employers without getting decent
compensation (1994: 206–7). But while it seems that the truckers acknowl-
edge their value, their accounts are also reminiscent of the situation in the
USA after economic deregulation, which reduced hourly wages so much
that the only option to earn a living was to extend working hours hugely
(Belzer 2000: 8–9).

CONCLUSIONS

This study broadens the discussion of truckers’ gendered working culture
by illustrating how the Finnish male truck driver’s position as a respectable
male worker is constructed in the context of recent economic, technological
and institutional transitions. Based on my findings, I agree with Ouellet
(1994), Nehls (2003), Pettersson (2006) and Levy (2016), who all suggest
that maintaining authority over one’s own work is a vital component of
truck drivers’ masculinity. In line with Levy (2015), however, the study
shows that technology-based economic and institutional surveillance nar-
rows truckers’ autonomy, which not only hinders their ability to retain
exclusive control over their work procedures but also devalues their hard-
earned practical knowledge. Preventing drivers from exploiting this embod-
ied competence in full is experienced as a limitation on truckers’ ability to
perform their position as a respectable worker and as a man. This study,
then, challenges and updates Ouellet’s study, which sees trucking as an
attractive and special kind of blue-collar work based on its autonomous
nature. While the mobility of trucking ensures that truck drivers cannot
easily be subjected to Taylorist-Fordist forms of control similar to those
operating in factories, mines or construction sites, the case of Finnish
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truckers nevertheless concurs with Levy (2015) and Belzer (2000, 2002) in
finding that contemporary trucking in Europe, as in the USA, is becoming
an extremely rationalized business affected by a combination of global
competition and neo-Taylorist control. An unreachable trucker, whose
performance has a huge impact on companies’ economic success, is at
odds with organizations’ neoliberal rationale that pursues economic effec-
tiveness by calculating, quantifying and measuring workers’ performances.

The analysis also revealed that truckers in Finland, as in Sweden (Nehls
2003; Pettersson 2009), tend to feel themselves less celebrated and recog-
nized than their counterparts in the USA. A striking finding, however, was
that despite the experience of decreasing autonomy, the intensified work
pace, occupational stigma and fierce competition, Finnish truckers were
able to sustain their sense of respect by creating a defence that valorized
their practical experience, manual skills, embodied effort and hard-earned
wage. This finding comes close to Nixon’s (2009) in the sense that in both
cases a male workers’ habitus continues to produce quite traditional
working-class practices and dispositions in order to sustain a respectable
male worker subjectivity. These results of the study also carry relevance in
relation to Skeggs’ (1997: 74) assertion that working-class men can use class
as a positive source of identity, in contrast to working-class women, for
whom class is experienced more as a source of exclusion. While working-
class women in Skeggs’ study have to work on themselves continually in
order to live up to the standards established by the middle classes (Skeggs
1997: 67, 74–95), experienced male truckers in this study were not uncer-
tain about themselves for a moment. Unlike Skeggs’ women, who seek
acceptance through criteria set by someone else, male truckers rejected
assessments that came from outside their socioeconomic position and, by
contrast, evaluated themselves and their colleagues through the standards
they set themselves. Despite the fact that economic restructuring has
undermined some components of traditional forms of working-class mas-
culinity (e.g. McDowell 2003; Dolby et al. 2004), this study has shown that
masculine codes surrounding manual skills, physical effort and a hard-
earned wage, where it is available, still provide a language for making oneself
a respectable male worker.

NOTES

1. Regulation (EC) 561/2006 set the maximum driving hours and minimum
rest periods for truckers and makes the onboard digital tachograph
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compulsory for all new vehicles registered in the European Union from May
2006. The regulation restricts the truckers’ driving time within a 24-hour
period to a maximum of nine hours, while the daily rest period must be at least
11 hours. Breaks should be taken after four-and-a-half hours at the most and
they must be at least 45 minutes long (see Europa 2013: 26–7, Europa 2006).

2. The collision of a truck and a bus in 2004 led to the death of 23 people, which
is the most disastrous road accident in Finland.

3. In 1991 the means-tested licence system was replaced by applicability
discretion.

4. Set out in a bilateral agreement between employers’ and employees’
organizations.
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CHAPTER 14

Masculinities and Health Inequalities
Within Neoliberal Economies

Steve Robertson, Brendan Gough, and Mark Robinson

INTRODUCTION

There has been recognition that shifting employment patterns, particularly
the move frommanufacturing towards service industries, within the UK and
across other areas of the ‘Western world’, has had a particularly negative
impact on male employment, especially for working-class men (Bell and
Blanchflower 2011; Gulliford et al. 2014). Furthermore, the working pat-
terns often required within service industries—such as the increasing
requirement for ‘flexible working’, the (re-)emergence of zero hour con-
tracts and associated underemployment, what has been termed the ‘gig
economy’—are regarded as especially alien and problematic for some
men, many of whom continue to identify with traditional notions of being
the main ‘breadwinner’ and ‘provider’ for themselves and their family
(Nixon 2009). There is related concern that many men, particularly
those from poor socioeconomic backgrounds, are ill-equipped for service
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industries, particularly lacking skills involving proficient interpersonal com-
munication and the concomitant emotional labour that this requires (Nixon
2009).

Such shifts and changes are known to impact on the health of individuals
and populations. For example, the impact of recent economic austerity and
related redundancy and unemployment are suggested to have had a partic-
ular impact on the health and wellbeing of men. Evidence from the USA
(Mossakowski 2009) and Spain (Artazcoz et al. 2004) shows that unem-
ployment has a stronger negative influence on men’s mental wellbeing than
on women’s, and evidence from Greece shows the more significant impact
of economic recession (fiscal austerity) on male suicide compared with
female suicide (Antonakakis and Collins 2014). The anticipation of unem-
ployment, even when still in work, affects health and wellbeing (Bambra
2010), and the impact of this (and of unemployment) is likely to be more
marked for those from poor socioeconomic backgrounds as they are less
likely (lower skilled) to find future work (Green 2011).

It seems then that the embedding of work as fundamental to a positive
male identity (Oliffe and Han 2013) might lead to greater mental and
physical health issues for men during times of economic change and uncer-
tainty. However, despite emerging literature that links masculinities, patri-
archy and neoliberalism to men’s health outcomes (Stanistreet et al. 2005;
Williams et al. 2009; Scott-Samuel et al. 2015), and health inequalities to
masculinities (Lohan 2007), little attention has yet been paid to shifts in
male employment. This chapter therefore aims to draw together and inte-
grate relatively disparate literature relating to neoliberal policy agendas and
employment patterns; masculinities; and men’s health and wellbeing. We
will give consideration to how work on gender relations and masculinities
can inform our understanding of the relationship between employment
patterns and men’s health in the neoliberal context. Particular attention
will be paid to men from poor socioeconomic backgrounds in the UK, with
the majority of studies being based on white working-class men. Finally, we
will develop a conceptual framework for understanding the links between
neoliberal employment patterns, masculinities, and men’s health and
wellbeing.
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NEOLIBERALISM AND HEALTH SYSTEMS

While definitions of neoliberalism undoubtedly vary (Bell and Green 2016),
in this chapter we take the general view that it is a system that privileges
economic growth and imperatives over principles such as democracy, equity
and social justice. After McGregor (2001), we see this system as
underpinned instead by the three principles of individualism, privatization
and decentralization. Others have described the conditions that gave rise to
the adoption and spread of these neoliberal economic principles from the
1970s, mapping its globalizing impact following the election of conservative
governments committed to embedding these principles first in the USA and
then the UK, Germany and beyond into other ‘economically advanced
countries’ (e.g. Labonté and Stuckler 2016: 313).

Within the USA, this move to neoliberalist principles has perhaps inten-
sified rather than radically changed how healthcare is structured and deliv-
ered given that there is a long history of a mixed and fragmented economy
of health and of services being delivered mainly by the private sector with
minimal state or federal intervention (Carter 2015). In the UK, however,
the situation is different because the history of the National Health Service
(NHS) is tied to a commitment to government-led social welfare situated
within a Keynesian economic system. The NHS was established and subse-
quently dedicated to universal coverage of healthcare that was free at the
point of use. However, following the election of the Conservative govern-
ment under Margaret Thatcher in 1979, neoliberal principles became
established in legislative frameworks and applied within the NHS. Initially
these measures were tentative, commencing in 1983 with the opportunity
to contract out certain non-clinical services (cleaning, catering and laundry).
However, by the time of the NHS and Community Care Act of 1990, the
foundation of the ‘purchaser–provider split’ had developed significantly and
extended to include initiatives such as general practitioner fundholding,
thereby increasing internal competition to provide NHS services (Scott-
Samuel et al. 2014). However, it was not until later that clinical services
were legally allowed to be contracted out. As others have noted (Scott-
Samuel et al. 2014), in this way the Thatcher era created key system changes
that laid the foundations for the even greater marketization and private
sector developments that followed under New Labour (1997–2010), such
as the Private Finance Initiative, and under the Coalition government
(2010–2015). This later era of ‘neoliberalism with a human face’ culmi-
nated in the Health and Social Care Act of 2012, which ‘unveiled a robust
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pro-market agenda for the NHS, including plans to allow commissioners to
purchase services from “any willing provider” and to allow up to 49 % of
NHS trusts’ work to be in the private sector’ (Sturgeon 2014: 409).

The implementation of neoliberal principles across the policy agenda was
not without problems, though. The unfettered nature of what some have
called ‘roll-back’ neoliberalism soon began to enter a period of difficulty
through the late 1980s and into the 1990s. Specifically, high levels of
unemployment, and increasing social inequalities, generated political con-
flict and social breakdown, resulting in financial costs to the state in terms of
welfare, policing, incarceration and so on (Collins et al. 2015). This led to a
new era, under Clinton in the USA and Blair in the UK, of ‘roll-out’
neoliberalism where ‘The state looked proactively to regulate the relation-
ships between the state and the market on terms which were ultimately of
greatest benefit to the private sector’ (Collins et al. 2015). This ‘neoliber-
alism with a human face’, while representing a move away somewhat from a
neoliberal agenda of minimal state interference (to one of actively produc-
ing a market uninhibited by rules and regulations; Grzanka et al. 2016), still
maintained a heavy emphasis on the principles of individualism, privatiza-
tion and decentralization, including, as mentioned above, the continuation
of these into healthcare policy and delivery. To this extent, then, as Tickell
and Peck (2003: 165) note, more recent incarnations of neoliberalism
revolve not so much around the shrinking of the state but on the extension
of market rule primarily by means of state power.

NEOLIBERALISM AND THE IMPACT ON HEALTH AND WELLBEING

In thinking through the impact of the above on health and wellbeing, it is
important to further consider the nature of neoliberalism. In a recent
editorial, Bell and Green (2016) outline the importance of being mindful
of how we use the term/concept in respect to public health. In light of their
paper, we are particularly interested here in neoliberalism as policy and
programme (e.g. policies enacted under the banner of privatization, dereg-
ulation and liberalization) and neoliberalism as governmentality (the orga-
nized practices and techniques through which subjects are governed at a
distance) (see also Ward and England 2007). We will look at these in turn
(while recognizing that, in practice, they are interrelated).
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Neoliberalism as Policy and Programmes

We have outlined above, mainly using the example of the UK, how neolib-
eralism influences the legislative and policy structure of health systems. Yet
this occurs in a wider context of neoliberal economic policies that extend
beyond country borders. The impact on health has therefore been said to be
global. While life expectancy has continued to improve for many ‘devel-
oped’ regions of the world since the 1970s, other regions, most notably
sub-Saharan Africa and the former USSR, have experienced reduced gains
in life expectancy and increasing mortality rates (De Vogli 2011). This has
been linked to the inculcation of neoliberal economic policies in interna-
tional contexts and executed by organizations such as the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund, and the subsequent wealth gap experi-
enced by the richest (Organisation for Economic and Co-operative Devel-
opment) and the poorest (sub-Saharan African) countries, which has grown
since the start of the neoliberal period (De Vogli 2011: 317). However,
more ‘developed’ countries have not been immune from the impact of
neoliberal policies and programmes, as attested to by the widening of
‘within country’ health inequalities. Schrecker and Bambra (2015) draw
interesting comparisons about the inequalities in health in the UK between
the laissez-faire liberalism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and
the situation since the neoliberal period from the late 1970s. They suggest
that these two periods are strikingly similar ‘in terms of income inequalities,
poor working conditions, lack of access to services and unequal power
distribution’ (17). Subsequently, they show that despite significant overall
improvements in life expectancy, the patterns of inequality in life expectancy
remain. They note that by 2007 (pre-financial crisis and subsequent auster-
ity measures), the likelihood of death before 65 years of age between local
authority districts with the highest and lowest 10 % prevalence of poverty
was larger than at any point since the Great Depression (87/88). In
Scotland, Parkinson et al. (2016) provide evidence of increased suicide
among men born between 1960 and 1980, especially for those living in
the most deprived locations. They suggest that ‘this is consistent with a
hypothesis that exposure to neoliberal policies created a delayed negative
health impact’ (194), especially for these men.

It is often argued by supporters of neoliberal approaches that, through
processes of marketization, they improve efficiency and drive up quality
through competition, including improving these within health service deliv-
ery. However, in addition to adversely affecting health outcomes (e.g. life
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expectancy and other health inequalities), the neoliberal principles under-
lying current policy and programme planning in healthcare have done
nothing for, and indeed may have harmed, the quality of care provided, as
concluded in an evidence review of this area:

‘the privatization and marketization of health care systems does not improve
quality, with most financial and organizational reforms having either incon-
clusive or negative effects’. (Footman et al. 2014)

In considering the work of health promoters in New Zealand, Lovell
et al. (2014) outline how many involved in health promotion have worked
to overcome the competitive elements that neoliberal reforms and market
ideology have inserted into health services, including public health services.
However, the short termism that such ideologies engender continues to
exert pressure and constrain the ability of those working in the field to
respond to community health needs given the often tight time frames for
interventions to achieve outcome targets (which themselves are often linked
to market notions of cost reduction and/or improved efficiency). This focus
on time-bounded, economically driven outcomes is particularly problematic
in health promotion work with men where processes of developing trust in
co-developing projects have been shown to take longer, with early results
often more focused on process, particularly success in genuine engagement
itself, rather than on any ‘hard’ outcome measures (Robertson et al. 2015).

This issue of short termism can be compounded by the tendering and
contracting out of services required within a market economy. In the UK,
within community health services, there has been an increase in the
contracting out of services demonstrated by a tripling of expenditure on
independent sector activity (to 18 % of the total) since 2006/2007 (Lafond
et al. 2014). Yet fear of ‘market failure’ (Hudson 2015) means that certain
‘difficult to engage’ groups, where men are often placed in health-
promotion rhetoric, are likely to be avoided by private contractors, thereby
leaving them to the mercy of ever-shrinking and resource-challenged state
provision.1

Neoliberalism, Governmentality and Gender

Having considered the issue of neoliberalism in policy and programming,
we also note concerns about neoliberalism as a form of governmentality.
Neoliberal principles can clearly be witnessed within the health context of
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countries where modes of health (and other welfare) governance have
increasingly aimed to create subjects who are obliged to self-manage their
health through the individualization of responsibility. As Crawshaw (2012)
demonstrates, within neoliberal systems, individuals become abstracted as
rational, health-seeking subjects motivated to achieve wellbeing by engag-
ing in appropriate lifestyle choices and, to this extent, they are presented as
somewhat disembedded from everyday experiences and the wider socioeco-
nomic context. As part of the ‘choice’ rhetoric within the neoliberal project,
it becomes only (morally) right that individuals have a diverse range of
health-optimizing options to choose from in order to make the ‘correct’
decisions to best sustain (and even improve) their health. As such, being
limited to a state health system that presents limited options and opportu-
nity to ‘choose’ becomes unethical. Instead, there is a need to decentralize
services and reduce government regulation, or rather increase marketiza-
tion, in order to encourage private companies to offer these new health
consumers a range of ‘products’. Ideas of universal healthcare as an element
of equity and social justice are again replaced by the desire to let markets
regulate themselves under a thin guise of individual choice (and associated
individual responsibility). As Sturgeon (2014) points out, casting health as a
‘commercial opportunity’ requires (indeed demands) that people recognize
themselves as active consumers of the services provided, and this necessitates
both an acceptance of personal responsibility and an ability to be assertive in
relationships with healthcare providers (414). Yet some have more access to
the financial and social capital required to take such an active role than
others.

Important research on the role that such neoliberal discourses play in
women’s experiences of health inequalities (Peacock 2012) shows how one
particular discourse—that of ‘no legitimate dependency’—was manifested
as self-criticism, self-blame and irresponsibility. In particular, the difficulties
of protecting their children from the stigma attached to being unable to
purchase ‘appropriate goods’ (e.g. certain designer-labelled clothing) was
taken as a personal failure rather than an outcome of structural inequalities.
This discourse, in which dependence on others is disavowed and self-
reliance valorized and expected, was seen to be a partial internalization of
neoliberal notions of individualism and particularly of ideas about ‘individ-
ual choice’. Given that hegemonic notions of masculinity strongly promote
autonomous practices, it is quite possible that men are equally (or possibly
more) likely to feel the negative impact of the internalization of a ‘no
legitimate dependency’ discourse. Certainly, when asked directly about
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health, men in one study we carried out (Robertson 2006) articulated that
responsibility for staying well—mainly operationalized in narratives as
‘healthy lifestyle’ choices—resided firmly with them and not with the health
service. Similarly, Sloan, Gough and Conner (2009) found that ‘healthy’
men drew onmasculinized notions of self-reliance, independence and (self-)
control when accounting for their lifestyle practices relating to smoking,
drinking and exercise. Such notions are particularly problematic for those
men who have least access to available material and social resources, and are
therefore most likely to need to engage in dependency—or to suffer the
consequences of resisting dependency. Work by Dolan on working-class
men’s health practices and experiences is illustrative in this regard. In
considering these men’s experiences of income inequality and material
standards (Dolan 2007a), he demonstrates that negative health impacts
occur not necessarily as measures of absolute deprivation. Rather, in line
with neomaterialist explanations that consider not only material living
conditions but how these come about, these health impacts occur through
the negative effects of reduced access to the ‘neo-material goods and
resources necessary for health in contemporary society’ (726), and the
worry, anxiety and stress this inculcates. When considering these men’s
perceptions and experiences of social capital and health (Dolan 2007b),
he links this also to aspects of masculinity, noting how practices of self-
sufficiency and self-control made it difficult for these men to ask for help
or support (to engage in dependency) despite their often difficult
circumstances.

In addition, there are ongoing concerns about the positioning of cer-
tain social groups as posing a ‘threat’ in public health terms (Lupton
2015). We suggest that ‘men’ are often presented as one such public
health threat through rhetoric about the taking of unnecessary ‘risks’,
male violence, and the damage done to their own health and that of others
(Peate 2004; Smith et al. 2016). As Brown et al. (2013) point out, risk
discourses (and we would add associated ‘fear’ and ‘threat’ discourses) act
as a dividing social practice and link to notions of the ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’. Yet ‘risk’ is not a gender-neutral term, with some
suggesting that risk itself may be a masculine value (Lyng 1990; Adam
2016). Such discourses become even more significant in times of financial
austerity, which act to foster a wider ‘blame’ discourse and lead to situa-
tions where certain groups, in this case ‘men’, are seen as those costing
the nation through their irresponsibility and risk-taking (Tucker 2012).
Furthermore, particular groups of men are discursively presented as more
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of a threat than others: gay men (e.g. through the fear attached to HIV
and other sexually transmitted diseases); minority ethnic men
(e.g. through fear of higher rates of violence and mental health psychosis);
and, of course, men from areas of social deprivation (e.g. through higher
rates of crime, violence and drug use). These communities are dispropor-
tionately construed as generating public health risks and the associated
economic expense.

In public health (and other) policy and practice terms then, ‘men’,
especially specific subgroups, become constructed as a particular burden
and problem within a neoliberal discourse that forefronts individualism and
personal responsibility. However, these men are also simultaneously
represented as those least likely to be provided with, or engaged by, the
approaches and services required to meet their health needs and address
their poorer life expectancy.

NEOLIBERALISM, WORK/LABOUR AND HEALTH

So far we have considered the development of neoliberalism and its impact
on health structures, policies and outcomes. We have also started to link
these to gender and masculinities, and we continue to develop this aspect
further throughout the rest of the chapter. Within this section we begin the
process of linking neoliberalism and labour, including formal paid working
practices, but also aspects of ‘work on the self’, which, as mentioned in the
previous section, are integral parts of the process/requirements within
neoliberal governmentality.

We do not wish here to fully revisit the way that neoliberal policy has
influenced employment practices and patterns, as this is well covered else-
where in this book. We are interested in considering how the implementa-
tion of neoliberal policies has impacted on men’s employment conditions,
self-regulatory practices and, ultimately, their health and wellbeing. In
terms of how working practices are influenced within neoliberal environ-
ments, and the impact of this on (men’s) health practices and outcomes, it is
important to consider how structure and agency, or more accurately struc-
ture/agency, are at play. We begin the next section, then, by looking at
macrolevel studies on neoliberalism, employment and men’s health before
considering this within studies undertaken in local (micro) contexts.
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Understanding the Macrolevel of Neoliberalism, Labour and Men’s
Health

Understanding work as being good for the human condition and its absence
as harmful is nothing new. A decline in manufacturing industries in certain
regions of the UK, other areas of Europe and the USA has created situations
where whole communities of young working-class men have seen antici-
pated employment routes disappear. In the UK, for example, the once high
rates of manufacturing employment were reduced to just 8% of all employ-
ment by 2014 (Tait 2016), having been primarily replaced by finance,
banking and service industries. As Pickavance (2016) points out, even
when employment is present, within the modern work context of rapidly
increasing technology and globalization, working practices that foster
‘drudgery’ and leave people trapped in in-work poverty can also act to
erode a basic sense of self, undermine communities and thereby become
‘detrimental to our mental, physical and social wellbeing’ (15). The issue,
then, is not just one of unemployment but also one of neoliberal working
practices that increase dissatisfaction and insecurity in the pursuit of maxi-
mizing profit, often in the guise of improved efficiency (Neilson 2015).

Despite some of the shifts in masculinities noted since the mid‐1990s
(discussed further later in this chapter), the importance of being able to
provide adequately financially, a working identity, remains an enduring part
of personal identity for manymen (e.g. Oliffe andHan 2013). As others have
stated, ‘Being a working man is a symbolic resource’ (Butcher and James
2014). This is borne out in other empirical work. In the USA, Mossakowski
(2009) showed that the association between being out of the labour force
and depressive symptoms was stronger for young men than for young
women. Likewise, using data from an area of Spain, Artazcoz et al. (2004)
demonstrate how the impact of unemployment is greater on the mental
health of men than women. However, they made other specific links show-
ing that, for men with family responsibilities, the impact is significantly
greater than for women. These responsibilities seemingly provided a buffer-
ing effect for women who were unemployed, but an enhanced negative
effect for unemployed men with family responsibilities (there was no signif-
icant difference in impact for single men and women). Furthermore, for men
with family responsibilities, the impact of unemployment was greatest
among those in the manual labour group. The mental health impact of
unemployment, then, seems to be linked to both gender and class, with
family men from manual labouring backgrounds being those most impacted
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by unemployment. Similarly, the work of Antonakakis and Collins (2014) on
the impact of neoliberally driven fiscal austerity measures on suicide rates in
Greece shows a greater impact on male suicide rates, perhaps also suggesting
a link to a perceived failure to perform a provider function under such
circumstances.

This is not just about the impact of unemployment, though, because
another key component linked to neoliberalism—employability and the
tenuous nature of employment in a reduced welfare environment—has
also been shown to be important. Bambra (2010) shows how the precarious
nature of neoliberal work and related concerns about anticipating times of
unemployment (e.g. for those on zero hours contracts) affect health and
wellbeing—and particularly so when welfare safety nets are not present or
vastly reduced. Nolan (2005) notes something similar but specifically links
job insecurity to a threatened male breadwinner identity. Yet this is not the
same for all men. Green’s (2011) work in Australia demonstrates how
positively perceived employability among higher socioeconomic status
men moderated the effects of both unemployment and job insecurity on
life satisfaction and mental health. This again provides supporting evidence
that neoliberal working practices have the greatest negative mental health
impacts on men from areas of multiple disadvantage. Having considered
some of these patterns from population-based studies linking neoliberalist
working practices with health outcomes for men, it is important to consider
some more locally based qualitative studies to help to explore more about
how and why these patterns occur.

The Local Contexts of Neoliberalism, Labour and Health

In her interview-based study looking at employment change and working-
class young men in the UK, McDowell (2003) highlights in detail the shift
from industrial manufacturing to finance and service industries, and the sex
differences in employment patterns that have accompanied this.2 This shift,
a suggested feminization of work (see also Scott-Samuel et al. 2014: 57), is
dependent on the social relationship between the producer (provider) and
the consumer of that service rather than on the manufacture of material
products. AsMcDowell goes on to highlight, within such socially interactive
service work, employee identities are integral and use is made ‘of workers’
looks, personalities and emotions, as well as their physical and intellectual
capacities’ (McDowell 2003: 29). This process is not limited to the low-paid
service sector, and Connell and Woods (2005) also demonstrate the
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incorporation and internalization of specific identities into the successful
work of international businessmen. Important here then is a reflexive work-
related self-identity that can be aware of and responsive to the needs of the
consumer and able to change accordingly to shifting requirements. Yet the
skills required in this service economy—such as caring, empathic commu-
nication and flexible workplace identities—are qualities associated with
more normatively feminine practices and many men may be less well
equipped for work within such contexts. As such, men from within com-
munities that have lost their industrial manufacturing base and have less
access to such social capital are often left feeling redundant and unsure of
their identity; they are less likely to have the ‘individual portfolio of expe-
riences that both facilitates and demands occupational and residential
mobility’ (McDowell 2003: 221).

This work is borne out by Nixon (2006, 2009) in his research with
unemployed low-skilled men in the North of England. The men in this
study discursively highlighted how ‘good jobs’ were those requiring manual
skills and that took place in male-dominated environments where shouting,
swearing and having a laugh were the norm (2009: 319). Conversely,
service jobs with high levels of customer interaction were constructed to
be ‘bad’ (2006: 214). The younger men in this study were explicit about
their lack of social skills and requirements, and particularly the emotional
labour needed to control their temper, that were expected in customer-
facing employment. This left low-skilled, low-paid work, such as manual
labour in warehouses or gardening, as the only employment options they
could see as being not only desirable but also realistically feasible. This
rejection of interactive service work, Nixon (2009) suggests, is because
the skills required are ‘antithetical to the male working-class habitus’
(318)—that is, antithetical to how society has structured the ways these
men think, feel and act (Wacquant 2005: 316). He is rightly careful to point
out, however, that this is not necessarily always a conscious rejection of such
employment opportunities but rather that classed and gendered dispositions
often mean that such men ‘lack the cultural capital and resources to reflex-
ively play with their identities’ (319) and therefore adapt to the new skills
required. The fact that this gender-specific working-class habitus is so
deeply embedded is recognized when McDowell (2003) returned to gather
information on her participants two years after the study was completed to
find that their lives ‘remained remarkably similar to the way they had been
two years earlier’ (241). Likewise, in a study looking at working-class
masculinities in a deindustrialized area of South Wales, Ward (2015) notes
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the often ongoing struggles of these young men to continue or return to
education in order to try to prepare for employment within new working
environments, with varying degrees of success.

These struggles for employment within this new neoliberal economic era
are not only experienced individually. Given that people function within
relationships, within different combinations of intersubjective encounters,
there is an impact on the wellbeing of families and communities. Dolan’s
(2007b) work exploring working-class masculinities, social capital and
health demonstrates how the context of deindustrialization and economic
change, specifically redundancies and insecure working, had shifted social
relationships in the community being studied such that ‘a general disposi-
tion of good will toward others had given way to one of suspicion and
mistrust’ (492).

Successive government policies in the UK and elsewhere have also
implicitly emphasized notions of individual responsibility through policies
that tie the receipt of needs-benefits to demonstrations of preparation to
make oneself ‘work ready’; a morally ‘good’ self-identity is then one that is
always looking to reflexively shape itself to meet the requirements of these
increasingly varied work contexts. In doing so, policies place an ‘overriding
emphasis on the responsibility of individuals to ensure their labour market
participation’ (McDowell 2003: 39) and thereby link strongly to neoliberal
governmentality. Importantly, McDowell (2003: 54) highlights how new
neoliberal working practices are also characterized by the growth of
non-standard hours, non-standard contracts and an increased need for
flexibility. This creates situations where many individuals and families
require ‘continual productivity’ or multiple market participation (rather
than a sole male breadwinner) if even a basic standard of living is to be
maintained. Caddick et al.’s (2016) study considering the health concerns
of UK lorry drivers highlights the contradictions present for these men.
Specifically, they demonstrate how, within neoliberal working environ-
ments, such men are required to be ‘entrepreneurial selves’ committed to
being ‘tireless producers of labour while simultaneously assuming a personal
responsibility to improve their health’ (15). Ironically, the very system and
policies that makes their working context so health diminishing simulta-
neously places the onus on them to maintain good health and wellbeing
(in order to be ‘good’ producers). Health promotion efforts within such
systems, Caddick and colleagues suggest, are wrongly oriented towards the
provision of health information that these lorry drivers are expected to
consume and act on rather than on making material changes to their
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social/work environment and conditions. Within these constraints, then,
the men focused on presenting themselves as ‘average’ in terms of their
health practices (compared with their peers) and as ‘doing a reasonable job’
of maintaining their health—both of which are discursive strategies
intended to deflect potential moral criticism that their efforts are not
enough and that they are failing as health consumers.

It is clear then that neoliberal requirements of the tireless producer of
labour also mean that ‘risky work practices’ are rooted in the material reality
of these men’s lives. The working-class men in Nixon’s (2006, 2009) work
and the lorry drivers in Caddick et al.’s (2016) study both desired manual
work and recognized their lack of skills, ability and desire for the new
flexible, interactive service-sector era. This, of course, is about a gendered
habitus of expectation and desire but not without its own attendant health
problems. As Stergiou-Kita et al. (2015) show, men are more likely to suffer
and die from work-related injuries than women, and they link this to
dominant forms of masculinity. Likewise, within the desired ‘male’ manual
labouring arena, Dolan (2011) shows how class and gender interact to
embody some ‘risky’ working practices, such as enjoying demolition work
(with high injury/death statistics), having speed races when doing piece-
work in a butchers (resulting in frequent knife wounds) and not wearing
regulation safety equipment (to avoid being labelled a ‘sissy’)—all attempts
to earn respect and gain ‘masculine capital’ from colleagues. When com-
bined with neoliberal working environments that preface ‘efficiency’—often
through the setting of dubiously achievable targets or timelines that thereby
increase exposure to occupational hazards—it is no surprise that such
statistics remain, and others have noted this link between working-class
masculinities, productivity pressures and occupational ill health (Stergiou-
Kita et al. 2015: 217).

Yet men are not a homogenous group and some men, even those
considered to be working class, have shown themselves able to perform in
the new interactive service work environment. Roberts (2012) interviewed
men in the South-East of England who were frontline retail employees, the
majority from working-class backgrounds. These men demonstrated a more
positive, and even enjoyable, approach to such work, including the ‘emo-
tional labour’ it entailed, than is suggested by many of the studies noted
above. In addition, Roberts suggests that this is consistent with wider shifts
in what constitutes an acceptable male identity and how this has come to
incorporate a ‘softened version of masculinity’ (671). While it is clear that
the men in his study experienced this work in a positive way, it is possible
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that this explanation of a ‘softer’, more inclusive, male identity is only
partial. As noted earlier, the new patterns of neoliberal working within the
UK have seen something of a north–south split, with more men working in
the service sector (with higher paid jobs mainly in finance and banking)
being situated in the South-East of England. We suggest then that there
may be a greater cultural acceptance of male-oriented service work generally
within that region than within northern areas that have historically relied
almost wholly on industry and manufacturing for male employment, and
where the regional structure has more recently been biased towards sectors
employing less well-qualified service economy workers (Erdem and Glyn
2001; McDowell 2003). In addition to this, the narratives of the young
men in Roberts’ (2012) study show that they have to somehow account for
working in what is constructed as the feminized service sector; it cannot just
be accepted ‘as is’. This is suggestive of a situation where those experiencing
marginalized masculinities—whether through choice or through con-
straints placed on them—have to legitimate this in relation to wider hege-
monic norms (for a fuller discussion of this see Robertson et al. 2016).
When thinking about gender, labour and health, then, it is important to
understand how masculinities are conceptualized.

NEOLIBERALISM AND THEORIES OF MASCULINITY

So far we have alluded to masculinities without being clear about how they
are being understood. In this penultimate section we explore concepts of
masculinities and link these back to the notions of neoliberalism and labour
discussed earlier in the chapter.

We take as a starting point that while ‘sex’ is about the biologically
constituted male and female, ‘gender’ is about the social and cultural
constructions of what embodies ‘being a man’ or ‘being a woman’ in
given places and times. For many working in the psychology of men and
masculinity, particular traits or characteristics associated with being male can
be determined and measured by the use of various psychometric measures.
The degree to which these are embodied for particular men can then also be
measured, and correlations made with a range of practices, including health
practices (for a discussion of this, see Gough and Robertson 2017). Early
sociological work echoed some of this approach and explored how men
internalized (or did not internalize) expectations about these characteristics
and traits, and the social roles related to them (e.g. being ‘strong’ to prepare
them for physical work or battle; being associated with ‘rationality’,
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enabling them to best perform management roles; and being a ‘provider’,
creating expectations for full-time employment). However, such trait and
role theory explanations of ‘masculinity’ have been criticized for insuffi-
ciently taking historical perspective into account (thereby limiting under-
standing of ‘change’ in social relations), failing to address issues of power in
social relations, and not adequately separating sex/gender and thereby
falling into binary and essentialist ways of thinking about and describing
complex issues (Robertson 2007: 30ff). Connell (1995) proposed a well-
known and influential relational model for understanding gender and
masculinities. Here there is a focus on sets of relations between men and
women but also on relations between men and between women that
provide ‘a way of understanding the different dimensions or structures of
gender, the relations between bodies and society, and the patterning or
configuration of gender’ (Connell 2000: 24). Within this framework,
masculinities are understood not as sets of characteristics or traits that
men (or women) possess to a greater or lesser degree but as various sets of
social practices that men (and women) move within and between in differ-
ent moments and different contexts as part of a changing structure of
relationships. However, as we have highlighted elsewhere (Robertson
et al. 2016), these sets of relationships, these gendered configurations of
social practice, also become embedded within social structures in ways that
then act to facilitate and constrain particular practices, thereby generating
acceptable or expected gendered norms: masculinities should therefore be
best understood as both the producer and product of both social structures
and human agency (64). In this way, configurations of practice may vary—
they are diverse and dynamic—but they are also hierarchical in terms of the
material and representational benefits they bring, and relatively enduring
through their incorporation within social structures.

As Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) go on to consider, different
configurations of masculinity practices are dynamically interacting at the
local, regional and global levels, and these three levels also interact with each
other. There is not sufficient space here to rehearse the complex debates
about linking masculinities to neoliberalism in a global sense—that is linking
it to globalization—but for an excellent review of this, see Connell’s work
(2016). However, what is apparent from such work is how the wider
neoliberal agenda influences these multiple tiers where different configura-
tions of masculinity come into conflict while simultaneously yielding little
ground for democratic projects of change in masculinity (313). Within new
managerial business masculinities, for example, Connell and Wood (2005)
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note the incorporation of non-hegemonic elements such as increased body
awareness and management, emotion management and an endorsement of
gender equality. However, these aspects of libertarianism and gender flex-
ibility attached to these masculinity practices often seemed to run alongside
traditional aspects of hegemonic configurations of practice among the
participants in that study, such as the fierce scrutiny these managers have
of each other and how this highly pressured, competitive environment
embodies itself as part of ‘both a gender-making process and a strategy of
profit making’ (361).

These ideas are important in the context of this chapter. They allow us to
situate both the macro- and the microlevel empirical work discussed earlier
within a gender relations framework that helps to illuminate the relationship
between men’s everyday working lives (their agency) and the social contexts
(structures) that both influence and are influenced by these. In addition,
work undertaken within what some have termed the ‘third phase’ of
research on men and masculinities (Hearn et al. 2012) can help us move
beyond ‘the more uniform uptake of hegemonic masculinity theory’ and, in
so doing, allow for a more diverse and inclusive type of understanding
around gender and masculinity practices (Anderson and McCormack
2016: 10). For example, the work of Roberts (2013), highlighted earlier,
draws on notions of ‘inclusive masculinity’ (Anderson 2009) to demon-
strate how some young men are able to function well within the new flexible
UK service industry, including performing the emotional labour and inter-
personal skills that this requires. However, other researchers within this
third phase might make a different interpretation of the inclusion of these
previously signified feminine attributes. Those who have pursued a notion
of ‘hybrid masculinities’ (Bridges and Pascoe 2014) may see this incorpo-
ration of ‘softer’ forms of masculinity not as a significant change in gendered
inequality, or certainly not only as that, but rather as an important way in
which hegemony has shifted in order to maintain historical privilege and
particularly to maintain patriarchal systems. As Bridges and Pascoe (2014:
256) state, ‘Privilege works best when it goes unrecognized.’ So, under
neoliberal working practices, the incorporation of these ‘softer’ skills that
enables the young men in Roberts’ (2013) study to engage well in the low
pay service economy do not represent any positive change in challenging
social inequalities and related health inequalities. Indeed, such incorpora-
tion may feed into a system that promotes income inequalities. A recent
report from the UK Institute for Fiscal Studies shows that the amount of
part-time work for men among the poorest fifth has risen from around 10 %
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to more than 25 % over the last 20 years, and that relative income for this
poorest fifth of men has remained flat or even reduced while that for the
wealthiest fifth has increased by around 1.5 % (Belfield et al. 2016). Simi-
larly, while flexible and libertarian aspects of gender are undoubtedly incor-
porated, rhetorically demonstrated and even to some extent practised,
within the global business masculinities (Connell and Wood 2005), the
overall configurations of practice expected of these business masculinities
still act to maintain, and even extend, systems and power relations that
create local, regional and global inequality.

We agree with Anderson andMcCormack (2016) that the assimilation of
previously marginalized or subordinated masculinity practices that blur
social and symbolic boundaries is now widespread. However, we would
question both how and why these forms of inclusive or hybrid masculinities
have arisen at this historical moment and, as mentioned already, the extent
to which they challenge existing systems of power and inequality. Within
the context of this chapter we would tentatively suggest that the incorpo-
ration of the more emotionally expressive forms of masculinities that denote
hybrid masculinity is in fact a system requirement for neoliberal working
practices in service- (rather than manufacturing-) led economies. As we have
described, for both those men seeking employment in lower-paid service
sector jobs and those operating at the international business end of the
service sector, these new skills of flexibility, communication and a reflexive
work-related self-identity are necessary for success. It is perhaps no coinci-
dence that the geographic areas with the most advanced aspects of inclusive
masculinity (according to Anderson and McCormack 2016) are also those
that have led the neoliberal economic shift.

FINAL REMARKS

In sum, there is growing evidence linking neoliberal policies to precarious
labour, low pay, unrewarding (and often feminized) work, stress and ill
health—compounded by a health service which itself is subject to neoliberal
directives and a concomitant impoverished level of service and reach. There
is also evidence that men in general, and disadvantaged men in particular,
are disproportionately impacted by the implementation of neoliberal ideol-
ogy, since masculine identity is traditionally bound up with work, homoso-
cial interaction and breadwinning. While educated, middle-class men may
be in a position to embrace service sector jobs and reconstruct their mas-
culinity accordingly, men from working-class and black and minority ethnic
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communities, for example, will be constrained by circumstances and local
masculinities predicated on meaningful, ‘manly’ work. Hence unemploy-
ment, underemployment, and/or employment in unfulfilling jobs, will inev-
itably create psychological and physical health problems for many men, who
in turn may be reluctant to engage with a quasiprivatized health service
which reinforces dominant neoliberal messages of self-care, autonomy and
(self-)blame. In contrast, more privileged, professional men can more easily
align themselves with an individualist, entrepreneurial ethos, evolving a
hybrid masculinity which can accommodate feminized notions of service,
care and relationship alongside more conventional ideals such as breadwin-
ning, leadership and rationality. Although (some) working-class men can
and do practice new versions of masculinity in employment contexts, the
capital, mobility and desire required make this transformation difficult for
many men from poor communities who have previously relied heavily on
industrial and manufacturing employment. Instead of deploying individual-
ist concepts such as ‘inclusive masculinity’ to theorize men’s health and
wellbeing within neoliberal economies, it is clear that we must retain a
relational model which highlights power differentials and intersubjective
encounters predicated onmaterial and discursive forces, while also signalling
the potential for context-bound flexibility and transitioning highlighted by
concepts such as ‘hybrid masculinities’ (Bridges and Pascoe 2014).

As others have previously suggested (Blue et al. 2016), it seems that
social theories of practice, as opposed to individualistic theories of behaviour
change, or a deterministic model of the impact of social structure, provide a
useful way forward for understanding the influence of neoliberalism on the
health of low-income men, and also for thinking about public health
solutions to improve health outcomes for these men.

NOTES

1. We recognize that the independent sector, which provides health and social
care services, is diverse, including charities and non-governmental organiza-
tions as well as for-profit companies, and therefore motivation for engagement
with ‘difficult to engage’ groups does vary across this sector.

2. These shifts demonstrate a ‘hollowing out’ of the labour market with a demise
of middle-tier employment (Tait 2016) and a north–south divide where newer,
highly paid service sector work in banking and finance (predominantly ‘male’
work with fewer jobs) has mainly developed in the south, whereas much lower
paid service sector work such as hospitality and retail (predominantly ‘female
work’ with many more jobs) are geographically more widely dispersed.
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