
Summer 2006  13

     M
ale Fem

inists

Much to our bemusement, some 
people find it hard to understand 
how a man could be the driving 

force behind Wears The Trousers’ femme-
friendly ethos. Jo Harrison asks why and 
explores a wider, very modern phenomenon. 

Is it possible for a man to be a feminist? 
Should men be feminists? And if so, do they 
get to keep their trousers? Such questions 
are the tip of the iceberg where this subject 
is concerned and there are no definitive 
answers, so let’s start closest to home. Is a man 
who is interested in redressing the balance 
of gender representation in the music press 
(or indeed any aspect of our culture) really a 
feminist, and what does the term imply? My 
own personal take on the subject is that men 
can and should be feminists, but that has 
much to do with my own take on feminism 
as a cause, a movement or, maybe more  
aptly, a belief system. By this I am  
not advocating that to be a feminist 
is to live under quasi-religious 
doctrine, but simply that it should 
affect the way in which people 
conduct their lives. 

To me, feminism is a banner for 
humanity, acceptance, diversity and 
inclusion. In the past, there have been 
situations where militant action was 
required to make our society and 
politics more fair and tolerant. It 
seems unthinkable now that women 
were excluded from such basic rights 
as voting, owning property and 
being educated to the same standard 
as men, but they were very real 
prohibitions that had to be opposed. 
Despite the many advances, these 
inequalities have their relevance 
even today and the sacrifices made 
cannot be taken for granted. Today, 
the issues that need tackling are primarily 
rooted in misconceptions of gender and 
sexual stereotypes, lingering patriarchal 
attitudes and insidious institutional sexism 
than in denying basic rights. But whilst we 
cannot ignore the fact that these attitudes 
can be the root of violence and injustice 
that vindicate angry protest and demand for 
change, there’s a Catch-22. Being militaristic 
can alienate many people from a cause, for 
want of a better term, especially when the 
aims involve the changing of minds and 
more subtle shifts of perception than a 
petition or forceful political protest can 
realistically achieve.  

It is unfortunate that the stereotype of 
the hairy, ball-busting feminist woman still 
prevails. I was once asked by a man if I had 
become a feminist as a joke, implying that 
I was being deliberately exasperating. Both 
my slack-jawed, dumbfounded silence and 

the irony of the question were sadly lost on 
him. With this 2D perception of the lady 
feminist in mind, it’s interesting to note that 
the stereotypical blueprint of a man with 
similar principles is either a liar trying to 
score someone with more overt compassion, 
gentleness and femininity than is ‘correct’ for 
a man to exude. He is the polar opposite to 
his dungaree-wearing sister; his balls have 
been busted and he’s either surrendered 
his trousers or had them cruelly pinched! 
Thankfully, most people are far more 
complex and difficult to pigeonhole.

So what can feminism mean for men 
who are disgusted by misogyny and believe 
that something should be done about it? 
Can they really be feminists? Well, without 
being too academic about it, the very 
term lets men in on a technicality. If one 
subscribes to the notion that femininity and 
masculinity are not dependent on anatomy, 

then for men to be excluded it would need 
to be called ‘womanism’ (side-stepping the 
tricky subject of gender reassignment). Also, 
one of feminism’s chief goals of the 20th 
century was to secure for women the right 
to be included in all areas of professional, 
political and cultural life. To exclude men 
from feminism seems almost perverse, since 
any support for change is valuable regardless 
of the campaigner’s chromosomes. There’s 
a great episode of Friends where Ross and 
Rachel are interviewing nannies. Ross is 
incredulous that one of the applicants is a 
man, saying “that’s like a woman wanting to 
be a…”. “A woman wanting to be a what?” 
Rachel quizzes him fiercely as he struggles 
to dig himself out of a very large hole. 
“King,” he replies meekly. And feminists are 
supposed to have no sense of humour! 

In researching this article, most people 
I spoke to agreed that male feminism is 

a difficult subject, mainly due to ideas of 
representation and self-interest. It’s difficult 
enough to convince some women that 
feminism is a valid concept to invest in, 
since it might undermine their femininity 
and post-feminist licence to raunch it up 
without a care in the world. So what’s in it 
for a guy who claims to be a feminist? Why 
would a man demand equal pay and realistic 
maternity rights for women when it might 
encroach on his own income and work 
pressures? Why would a straight man express 
the idea that women should not be treated as 
sexual objects in the media if it meant that 
there were less bare-breasted lovelies on the 
cover of Nuts in the newsagents? And why 
would a gay man care one way or the other? 
Does a man who professes to be a feminist 
prove how secure he is in his masculinity? 
That’s an attractive way of looking at it, but 
doesn’t that devalue femininity somewhat? – 

that a man has enough testosterone 
to spare that he can dabble in 
‘women’s business’. Or is he just in 
touch with his ‘feminine side’, the 
opposite of the female feminist who’s 
ground her girlish side to dust and  
is busy smoking a cigar and waxing 
her ‘tache? 

And we’re back to stereotypes 
again. Perhaps it’s best to consider 
that people don’t necessarily have 
‘sides’, or at least not just two strictly 
opposed ones, and that it is such 
black and white thinking that leads 
to conflict. It’s true that constant 
trawling through the grey areas of 
life can lead to indecision and what 
some might describe as wishy-washy 
liberalism, but there needs to be a 
balance. The under-representation 
of women in the music industry 
is just one issue that needs to be 

addressed. Others are the commodification 
of women’s bodies in the media, violent 
pornography, rape and prejudices against 
single mums etc. A music magazine in 
the context of such matters may seem 
frivolous, but things must change across 
the board. If nothing else, the existence of 
such a publication opens up debate, which 
is always a good thing.  

One response to my questions simply 
read “women should know their place”, 
and that’s right. Women should recognise 
that their place in the world is equal to 
that of men, and having men with feminist 
tendencies who acknowledge this fact as 
common sense only makes change seem 
more possible. So everyone please don their 
trousers/skirt/jodhpurs (or whatever your 
garment of choice), doff a jaunty-angled cap 
and join Wears The Trousers in saluting the 
possibility of the male feminist! n




