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Abstract 

 

 Although men as a group enjoy the structural benefits in our society, 

not all men are enjoying the structural benefits especially for a group of 

working-class men who are situated in a marginalized position. Even 

though working-class men find it difficult to maintain a stable job, work is 

still reported important in their life. To find out how men’s work is important 

in influencing other aspects of life, this study has a dual focus. Firstly, it 

explores the ways employment and unemployment are affecting men’s 

masculine identities. Secondly, it highlights the ways men construct their 

masculinity in relation to work. In exploring these issues, the study draws 

on insights from the literatures on masculinities especially on the 

typologies of masculinity, gender relations, men’s breadwinner roles, 

fatherhood, men’s gender habitus and capital theory. This study 

contributes to the knowledge in the fields of the interrelationship among 

Chinese working-class men’s work, family life and social life. The 

knowledge is derived from the analysis of the qualitative data obtained 

from the stories of nine informants living in Hong Kong. The findings of the 

study suggest that working-class men place specific importance to work in 

constructing their masculinity. When they experience unemployment, they 

try various ways to enhance their employability. They are holding a 

traditional belief in masculinity and that work means everything in their life, 

and they see that unemployment emasculates their masculinity. Men’s 

work has also affected their beliefs and behaviours in family and social life. 

These men demonstrate that they are holding a traditional outlook of 



iv 
 

masculinity, and they tend to emphasize their breadwinner status in 

household and they are instrumental in social relationship. Although the 

findings suggest that these working-class men are holding a traditional 

masculinity, they are constructing an alternative masculinity which is 

shaped by their experiences and responses to the challenges they are 

encountering and the specific Chinese context they are situating. Findings 

in this study also shed light on the implications of social policy and social 

services for men.  
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Chapter One 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1. Introduction  

 The traditional male breadwinner model prescribes that men should 

go out to work and to make a living for their families. In such a model, men 

are also expected to take the financial responsibility for all family members. 

Pascall (1997) further describes that the role of men as breadwinners has 

pinpointed men’s responsibilities and has legitimated men’s patriarchal 

position. Such a position enables men to enjoy the social privilege not only 

because of their economic contribution, but simply because they are 

‘men’. 

 Paid employment which enables a person to earn wages is, therefore, 

a means for men to go into the public sphere and to maintain the family’s 

living. Paid employment then, is considered important in sustaining the 

traditional masculine identities of men (Morgan, 1992), and, as such men 

are brought up to identify themselves with work (Seidler, 2010). 

Unemployment, on the contrary, deprives a person of the ability to earn 

wages, and therefore hinders men’s ability to earn a living for their families. 

Unemployment also implies that men have no work place to go to. 

Unemployment therefore, affects how and where men spend their time 

(Morgan, 1992). Undermining the ability to provide a living for the families 

and affecting men’s use of time, unemployment is challenging the 

traditional masculine identities of men (Willott & Griffin, 1996). While most 

of the studies on men’s masculine identities are done in Western societies, 
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there is a need to investigate how employment and unemployment are 

affecting the masculine identities of men in the Chinese context. As such, 

this study has focused on investigating the lived experience of 

employment and unemployment among men in order to understand how 

they construct their masculine identities as well as to reconstruct an 

alternative meaning of masculinity in relation to work.  

In studying a man’s lived experience, the focus is on one’s subjectivity, 

as well as the “physical, political, and historical context of that experience” 

(Ellis and Flaherty, 1992: 1). Lived experience is also seen as “an 

interpretive rather than a causal story” (Ellis and Flaherty, 1992: 5). An 

interpretative story should have the capacity in “embracing the power of 

language to make new and different things possible” and to “recounts 

improvisations, changes, contradictions, ambiguities, and vulnerabilities” 

(Bochner, 1990: 5-6).  

The goal of studying subjectivity is to arrive at an understanding of 

lived experience that is both “rigorous and imaginative” (Ellis and Flaherty, 

1992: 5). We can achieve the goal by rigorously observing an individual’s 

lived experience systematically. In other words, to study subjectivity, we 

have to blur the distinctions between scientific and humanistic modes of 

interpretation (Ellis and Flaherty, 1992), and that is to put aside the said 

objectivity. More importantly, through studying lived experience, we can 

understand how one interacts with other social structures, and gives 

meaning to self (Brickell, 2006). As a researcher, what I have done is to 

interpret the way men construct their masculinity through daily lived 

experience and the meaning they have given to masculinity.  

This introductory chapter will discuss how men's conception of 
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employment has affected their work life, family life and social life. This 

description will pave the way for a deeper understanding of the situation 

working-class men are experiencing. The chapter will then conclude by 

mapping out the structure of this thesis.  

 

2. Masculinities at Risk? What Are the Risks? 

 In his book Cultures of Masculinity, Tim Edwards (2006) raises 

several areas of concern that are related to the crisis men are 

experiencing nowadays. These include work, education, family, health, 

sexuality, crime, and representation. In concluding whether or not men 

experience crisis, Edwards (2006) argues that the said crisis is based on 

an outdated understanding of the roles of men, and that the burden of 

misunderstanding is not shared evenly among men. Edwards explains that 

men of different social classes, ethnicities, and cultural backgrounds may 

experience crisis at different levels. It is, therefore, significant to address 

diversity among men, and thus, not all men share the same riches and 

resources. Working-class men are considered to be the group of men who 

do not enjoy the riches and the resources that men of higher social 

classes are enjoying. Instead of covering all the areas suggested by 

Edwards (2006), I have focused on certain areas that are considered to 

have the greatest effect on working-class men’s masculine identities. As I 

have mentioned in the previous section, these are work, family life and 

social experience. In this section, I will sketch the general phenomenon 

that working-class men are experiencing in relation to these three areas.    

 

 



4 
 

2.1 Why Focus on Working-class Men? 

 The focus of this research is on working-class men, and that as will be 

seen in the coming sections, working-class men represent a sub-group of 

men who may not enjoy the structural privileges that men enjoy as a whole. 

They also represent a group of men who do not have as many forms of 

capital as men with higher socio-economic status. Working-class men are 

predominantly working in jobs that require manual skills where physical 

labour is especially emphasized. This differs from the middle-class men in 

that they are not required to use much physical labour in their work. 

Instead, middle-class men are required to use their knowledge either in 

technology or in management to handle their work. It is becoming 

prevalent to use this knowledge in most industries, something that many 

working-class men lack. When talking about the work that working-class 

men are occupying, it is important to consider that these are jobs but not 

careers. In addition, as will be illustrated in the next section, with the 

restructuring of the economy, the manual-skilled jobs that working-class 

men have dominated are becoming fewer, and this has limited the job 

opportunities of the working-class men. If work is important to a man’s 

masculinity, limiting one’s job opportunity will have an adverse influence 

on a man’s masculine identity, and this will at the same time affect one’s 

position in the family and other aspects of life.   

 

2.2 Work and Changing Labour Force Participation  

 Work has always been considered a man’s sphere, especially for 

those men who are considering themselves as the breadwinner in the 

family. In Western society, men are dominant in the public sphere of 
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employment, whereas women are staying in the private sphere of 

domestic and caring work (Crompton, 2006). In a Chinese society, this 

form of division of labour is also a common social practice. Actually, not all 

men are able to earn a wage that is sufficient for the living of the family. It 

is rather common that women have to take on part of the breadwinning 

responsibility. Such changing social structure is challenging the traditional 

Chinese gender division of labour as the traditional dichotomous division 

of labour in a household was “public men, private women (nán zhŭ wài, nǚ 

zhŭ nèi)” (Lu, Maume & Bellas, 2000). This traditional belief describes the 

division of labour in a Chinese household. Chinese men are supposed to 

participate in labour force in the public sphere while women are to be 

responsible for the caring work in the private sphere, and that is the 

household. However, as the economy is going through a restructuring 

process, the proportional participation rates in the labour force in the past 

thirty years show a notable increase in women’s participation rates and a 

dramatic decrease in men’s labour force participation rates. With the 

change in labour force participation, it is questionable whether or not the 

traditional male provider role can still be sustained.   

 Statistics show that both men’s and women’s populations in labour 

force participation were gradually increasing in these thirty years. Men’s 

labour force participation has increased from 1,600,300 in 1982 to 

1,942,700 in 2011 (Table 1). The comparable figures in the same years for 

women were 897,800 and 1,760,000 (Table 1). Even though men’s labour 

force population has increased, the participation rate has decreased from 

81.3% to 68.4% (Table 1) in these thirty years. Men’s employment decline 

is also noticed in other western countries since the 1980s (Juhn, 1992; 
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Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003; Nixon, 2006, 2009). Juhn (1992) and 

Nixon (2009) argue that the pattern in the decline in men’s labour market 

participation is mostly concentrated among those who are less-educated 

and low-earning. It is further argued that there is a growing tendency that 

job market opportunities are declining for the less-skilled male workers 

(Nixon, 2006, 2009), and that men’s declining labour market participation 

is in line with their wage decline (Juhn, 1992).   

At the same time, the women’s labour force participation rate has 

increased from 47.5% to 53% (Table 1) during the same period in Hong 

Kong. Juhn (1992), in his study, also notices a rising trend in women’s 

labour market participation in western countries. Nixon (2006, 2009) 

argues that the trend in the change in employment structure is related to 

de-industrialization, the decline of manufacturing industries, and the 

increase in service work. He argues that male manual workers have 

traditionally dominated employment in heavy industries, but that, the 

growth of the service sector has led to an increasing demand for female 

workers. Nixon (2006, 2009) also finds that male manual skill workers and 

those with few skills and lower education attainment are more likely to face 

unemployment. The studies of Juhn (1992) and Nixon (2006, 2009) 

suggest that working-class men are encountering a less favorable 

situation under economic restructuring.   

Local studies also show that Hong Kong has been experiencing 

economic restructuring since the 1980s; de-industrialization has taken 

place, and there is an obvious growth in the service economy (Chiu and 

Lui, 2004; Lee et al., 2007).  

Instead of working full-time, quite a number of working-class men are 
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working as part-time employees. The largest proportion of male part-time 

employees in the second quarter of 2005 and 2009 were engaged in the 

construction sector, where the percentages were 82% and 31.4% 

respectively (Census and Statistics Department, 2006, 2010). It seemed 

that there was a sharp decrease in the number of part-time employees in 

the industry mainly occupied by men. Instead many of the part-time 

employees working in certain industries are forced to change their 

employment status to become self-employed. The Census and Statistics 

Department (2012) reveals that 96% of the self-employed were previously 

employed. Self-employed persons can be referred to as those whose main 

employment is to work for profit in their own business and are not 

employed by someone else (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). 

This definition cannot represent clearly those who are forced to change 

their employment status to self-employed. Women are dominating in 

part-time employment, with 64.4% part-time employees are women in 

2009, while men are dominating in self-employment, as 73% of the 

self-employed persons are men (Census and Statistics Department, 

2012).         

The above discussion shows that the alteration in the gendered 

labour force participation rate has resulted in narrowing the difference 

between the male and female population in labour force participation. The 

increase of women’s engagement in paid employment has challenged the 

traditional male breadwinner model. Thus, the ‘sex-based constitution’ of 

the labour force is changing (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003), and has 

led to the transformation to an adult-worker model (Lewis, 2001). However, 

this is not to suggest that women enjoy advantages in this labour market. 
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Though it seems that women have more chances in this service economy, 

the salaries women are able to get are still at a low level, and the jobs they 

are occupying are mainly low-skilled service jobs, which are predominantly 

part-time jobs.  

 Apart from the declining men’s labour force participation rate, the 

unemployment rate is another indicator showing the erosion of the male 

breadwinner model. Men’s unemployment rate in 1982 was 4.5%, and in 

2003 was 9.2%, and the percentage dropped to 4% in 2011 (Table 2). 

Women’s unemployment rates in the same periods were 3.1%, 6.2% and 

2.8% (Table 2) respectively. Although there is not a remarkable difference 

in the unemployment rates between men and women, with the change in 

the nature of job market, men are less able to find a job than women are 

(Juhn, 1992; Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003; Nixon, 2006, 2009). From 

government statistics, industries that working-class men are engaged in, 

have seen a fall in labour force participation. Industries such as 

construction, manufacturing and transportation have a recorded 

percentage of 7.6%, 1.3% and 2.2% underemployment rate in 2011 (Table 

3), while the overall underemployment rate is 1.7% in the same year 

(Census and Statistics Department, 2012). Unemployment rates in the 

same industries have a recorded percentage of 5.6%, 4% and 3% (Table 

4). The overall unemployment rate in all industries in 2011 is 3.4% 

(Census and Statistics Department, 2012). These figures indicate that as 

the industries in which working-class men are more likely to be engaged in 

are dropping in their employment rate, working-class men are more likely 

to experience underemployment and unemployment.          

 The changes in the increasing labour force participation of women 
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and the increasing unemployment among men challenge the patriarchal 

assumptions of men as breadwinners (Giddens, 1991). With this change in 

labour force, as in the argument of Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (2003), 

the ‘feminization of work’ has taken place. Employers are increasingly 

hiring women because costs of employing women as part-time, temporary, 

and casual workers are lower than employing men as full-time employees. 

Chiu, So and Tam (2008), in their study, have found that the employment 

pattern in Hong Kong is employer-driven, and that there is a trend in the 

increase of part-time employment, irregular working-hour employment, 

and temporary employment. Such flexible employment patterns have 

become prevalent in Hong Kong. One of the implications of this trend is 

that there is a gendered difference in the level of wages. Women are more 

likely to engage in these types of employment because they may find the 

flexibility in employment enables them to take care of the family. Haywood 

and Mac an Ghaill (2003) further argue that with the changing nature of 

work, men’s position in society is also changing. The increasing rates of 

employment for women in comparing to the overall drop in men’s labour 

force participation have led to the decline of the male breadwinner model 

(Warren, 2007). Warren (2007) also states that such decline is 

supplemented by the end of secure, full-time jobs for many groups of men.  

 

2.3 Changing Roles in the Family 

 Apart from the increasing numbers of women entering the labour 

market, Lewis (2001) articulated that family change was another factor for 

the decline of the male breadwinner model. Lewis (2001) argued that 

“family breakdown, more fluidity in intimate relationships, and a large 
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increase in single-person households, has also contributed to the erosion 

of the male breadwinner model at the behavioral level” (Lewis, 2001: 153). 

As discussed previously, the shift to the adult-worker model is another 

factor leading to the decline of the male breadwinner model. Whether 

working part-time or full time, there is an increasing number of women 

participating in the labour market. A reason for this is caused by the 

erosion of family wage. Men may not be the main provider for the family, 

and women have to enter the labour market to share the breadwinning 

responsibility. Another reason for the formation of the adult-worker model 

is the trend toward individualization (Lewis, 2001). Both men and women 

are looking for economic independence from their respective partners, and 

thus more women entering the labour market. Even though women have 

participated in paid work, however, they still perform the unpaid care work. 

Therefore, the gender division of labour in caring duties has not changed 

significantly (Lewis, 2001).        

 In considering the changing gender relations, Crompton (1999) has 

suggested variations in the gendered division of labour. These variations 

are arranged according to the possible transformations in gender relations. 

The arrangements ranged from the traditional male breadwinner/ female 

carer model, dual earner/ female part-time carer model to the less 

traditional dual earner/ dual carer model (Crompton, 1999). It is observed 

that the traditional model is one that can protect patriarchy but it is the 

least gender equal. While the dual earner/ dual carer model is considered 

as one promotes gender equality; disrupting men’s patriarchal privileges. 

These arrangements show that gender relations have been changing with 

reference to economic and social changes. Crompton’s model is useful in 



11 
 

understanding how gender relations change. Changing women’s labour 

force participation would inevitably affect the traditional gender relations, 

and this would also affect men’s breadwinning role in a household. 

 In addition to the changing family structure and work pattern, fathering 

is another aspect that may frustrate men. In addition to fulfilling the role to 

provide for the family, men are also expected to spend more time to take 

care of the children, and most of the time, men do spend time in playing 

with children but not necessarily taking up the caring duty. Arrighi and 

Maume (2000) argue that the expectation of men’s increased participation 

in caring duties has been conflicting with their perceived role as a 

breadwinner. They also suggest that when men’s masculinities are 

challenged in the workplace, they will cease to commit more time in 

household duties.   

 

2.4 Men’s Social Life 

 Men’s social life is always considered to be more instrumental than 

their female counterparts (Walker, 1994b). Women are described as more 

emotionally involved in a relationship and are more eager to engage in 

expressive interaction. Men, on the other hand, are portrayed as 

emotionally unexpressive, and are more likely to engage in health risking 

activities. Men’s behaviours in social life, especially friendship, have been 

described as closely related to performing their masculinities, and that 

such behaviours are to be matched with the socially expected masculine 

behaviours (Migliaccio, 2009). This means that men have to present 

themselves to be tough, not worry about being hurt, able to take control of 

one’s life, and are more likely to share activities than to emphasize 
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expressiveness in interaction. As such, men are not keen to develop 

intimacy with others, as developing intimacy is associated with abnormal 

male behavior (Walker, 1994b).  

 Studies show that in western societies, men of different classes will 

define meanings and functions of friendship in different ways (Walker, 

1995). Working-class men do consider that friends should be able to 

provide needed material and services, and they rely on friends to get 

information for paid employment. Reciprocity is stressed as a good 

friendship pattern among working-class men. Working-class men like to 

meet their friends in public spaces, and such activity has financial 

implications. Whereas according to Walker (1995), middle-class men are 

more financially independent, and will share leisure with their friends. In 

addition to dining outside, they also have shared activities like going on 

trips, to concerts or other forms of cultural activities. All these activities 

allow them to gain access to and accumulate their cultural capital, and to 

reaffirm their middle-class status (Walker, 1995).       

 Given the difference of friendship and social life between working- 

and middle-class men and the instrumental nature of friendship among 

working-class men, it is assumed that if working-class men are unable to 

secure themselves with paid employment, they will be unable to spend 

leisure time with their friends in public spaces, and that they will be unable 

to treat their friends in kind if they have received material or financial 

assistance from others.   

 This section has aimed at depicting the risks that men, especially 

working-class men, are experiencing. Such risks can be observed from the 

areas of work, family, and social life that have been discussed. Discussion 
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so far supported the argument that paid work is important to men in 

maintaining their expected social roles, privileges in the family and their 

social life. The argument of paid work is central to a man’s masculine 

identity and is also the focus of this thesis. Whether a man has paid work 

or not seems to affect his status in the family and in society.     

  

3. Research Questions 

 This study examines the lived experience of working-class men, and 

develops an understanding of the relationship between working-class 

men’s status of employment, masculine identities, and perspectives on 

work. The overarching research questions are therefore:  

 

In what ways are the experiences of employment and unemployment 

affecting the masculine identities of men? And, how do men 

construct their masculine identities in relation to work?  

 

To answer these main questions, four objectives will be used to explore 

the topic in greater depth. 

i. To find out in what ways the experience of employment 

and unemployment affect working-class men’s life; 

ii. To reveal in what ways working-class men locate themselves 

in relation to the discourse of masculinities; 

iii. To understand how working-class men construct their 

masculinity; 

iv. To deconstruct the meaning of masculinities in relation to work. 

In addition to the status of employment, there might be some other 
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aspects that are affecting how a man constructs his masculine identity. 

Answering these questions will help open up discussions on the interactive 

aspects in the relationship between men and work, masculinity and other 

aspects of life. If men are able to change their views on masculinities, they 

may expand their choices and life chances. 

 

4. Structure of the Thesis 

 The central focus of this thesis is on paid employment and 

masculinities, in Chapter 2, the relations between these two aspects 

according to theories on masculinities will be discussed. Chapter 2 

therefore, is the foundation of the discussions in the three analytical 

chapters which follow the chapter on research methodology.  

The first analytical chapter deals with men and work. The analysis in 

this chapter is crucial in understanding how men construct their 

masculinities in relation to work. In this chapter, areas such as men’s 

health conditions and work, how men construct the meaning to work, in 

what way men differentiate paid work from volunteer work, and their views 

on living on welfare are covered. The second analytical chapter focuses 

on men and their family life. In this chapter, issues of men’s role as a 

breadwinner and as a care giver are discussed; this leads to the 

discussion of whether working-class men are unwilling to relinquish their 

breadwinner status. The third analytical chapter discusses the social 

experience of the working-class men, issues in relation to men’s friendship, 

other forms of social network, and the way they perceive what a man 

should be.    

In the concluding chapter, the main findings of the study will be 
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examined in relation to the discussion among men, work, family and social 

experience, in order to explain how the interactions of these aspects have 

affected working-class men’s construction of masculinity. Implications of 

this study, suggestions for future research and the limitations of this study 

are also covered in the final chapter.  
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Chapter Two 

 

MASCULINITY, EMPLOYMENT AND MEN’S LIFE 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the relationships between 

men, masculinity, paid employment and life I general. First, I examine the 

various studies on men and employment issues. These studies inform why 

paid employment is always considered important to men. Next, I discuss 

the concepts of masculinity, among which, I have used as a foundation, 

Connell’s (1995, 2002a, 2005) theories of masculinities and the 

dimensions of gender relations in examining the various forms of 

masculine identities. Such discussion is important in understanding the 

masculine identities working-class men possess and their relations with 

dominant masculinity. Men’s social class and Bourdieu’s theories of 

habitus and capital will be covered in the later part of this chapter. By 

including these themes in the discussion, I am able to map out why men of 

various social classes are adhering to expected social roles. The 

discussion can as well clarify the forms of capital working-class men are 

possessing and this can give insights on why men are unwilling to 

relinquish their breadwinner status. In the final part of the chapter, the 

concepts of breadwinning and work will be discussed. As Lewis (2001) 

has argued, the changing employment pattern has been one of the 

reasons leading to the decline of the male breadwinner model in western 

societies. This position will be linked with the rationale that paid work is a 

blessing to some men.   
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1. Men’s Experience in Work, Family and Social Life 

This research has focused on the life experiences of working-class 

men, and thus, discussion in this section will deal with men’s experience in 

work and other aspects of life. Work experience is important in formulating 

a man’s masculinity, and it influences the various aspects in a man’s life. 

This section will examine the previous studies that have covered the three 

specific aspects of men’s life – work, family, and social life. To begin with, 

the aspects of men and work will be discussed.      

 

1.1 Men’s Commitment in Work 

A number of studies have addressed the relationship between men 

and work, and with an emphasis on how the status of work has affected a 

man’s masculinity. In studying the masculinity of a group of Peruvian men, 

Fuller (2001) suggests that work is a key dimension in a man’s life, and 

that work represents different things at various stages throughout. For the 

younger generation, work represents autonomy, while for married men, 

work means capability, supporting the family, and accumulating one’s 

respect from others. In Fuller’s interpretation, work does not carry fixed 

meaning, but it is crucial to men as work creates a masculine space for 

men (Fuller, 2001: 111).        

In their study of working-class men, Willott and Griffin (1996) 

interviewed a group of adult working-class men who had been long-term 

unemployed in West Midlands in the UK. The purpose of their study was to 

explore the relationship between long-term unemployment and 

masculinities. They find that long-term unemployment emasculates “the 

basis of hegemonic forms of masculinity” (Willot and Griffin, 1996: 89). But, 
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the informants in their study resist feeling powerless and commit 

themselves to casual work, so as to re-establish their masculine identities. 

Their study also indicates that unemployment does not necessarily lead to 

shared household responsibilities or a shift towards “more pro-feminist 

alternatives” (Willot and Griffin, 1996: 90). The study demonstrates that 

men, especially the working-class men, are not eager to give up their 

breadwinner role.      

Men’s unwillingness to give up their breadwinner role is based on 

three reasons. First, the breadwinner image offers greater symbolic capital 

to the group of working-class men and this may be the only type of capital 

to which they can access. Second, no one could guarantee that they can 

resume their breadwinner image in the future. Third, the limited availability 

of capital and the type of capital available reduced the tendency to change. 

Willott and Griffin (2004) suggest that working-class men are unwilling to 

relinquish their breadwinner role because they consider the breadwinner 

role as a form of symbolic capital and a social status for them. 

In the previous section, I have argued that with the re-structuring of 

the economy and the increase in the service industry, working-class men 

are encountering limited chances to get employment. Based on interviews 

with 35 unemployed low-skilled men in the UK, Nixon (2009) argues that 

the male informants in his study show reluctance to shift to service work. 

He argues that working-class men have embodied a masculine way of 

behaving and belief in their manual work, and they find it difficult to adjust 

to emotional labour and service work. Even if they have to enter the 

service industry, they still tend to join driving work and security work which 

are male-dominated. Nixon has used Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to 
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argue that “class and gender are internalized in the subconscious as 

dispositions to act or think in particular ways” (Nixon, 2009: 310). As 

British working-class men have internalized their perceived gender 

identities, Nixon (2009) argues that change is not an easy process, and 

service work is “antithetical to the male working-class habitus” (Nixon, 

2009: 318). Thus, working-class men are not willing to work in service 

employment sectors. Even if they do, they would choose the jobs that will 

display less emotional labour and more masculine identities. That is why 

these men will choose jobs such as security guards, delivery workers, and 

truck drivers.  

 

1.2 Men and Family 

Several local studies have addressed employment issues and men’s 

gender identities. These studies have indeed pointed out men’s status of 

employment do affect their household commitment. In researching single 

fathers’ perspectives on men’s gender role, Chan and Yu (2005) 

interviewed 10 single fathers in Hong Kong and found that most single 

fathers had to perform full time child care duties. This results in 

experiencing conflict in their traditional male gender role and their care 

giving role. These single fathers still prefer maintaining a breadwinner role.   

 In a study on men's living situation, the Caritas Community 

Development Service (2003) surveyed 80 local working-class men, and 

found that informants perceived ‘good men’ as those providing quality care 

to the family, being the breadwinner, and having the competence to solve 

one’s own problems. Men have chosen to perform the traditional male 

gender roles. When they cannot meet these demands however, they feel 
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distressed. The way for these men to achieve caring for the family is to 

make more money for the family.     

 In a later study, the Caritas Community Development Service (2005) 

surveyed 100 local working-class men to explore how they define their 

breadwinning role. Men in the study expressed their identification with the 

socially constructed breadwinning role for men. Regardless of whether 

they are capable of earning a living for the family or not, they still choose to 

maintain the provider role. 

 Leung and Chan (2012) surveyed 547 men and interviewed 10 men 

who were living in Hong Kong. Men in their study show that they 

experience work-family conflicts. This is largely related to men’s belief in 

their role as the family breadwinner but not as the family carer. These 

responses demonstrate that traditional values towards the division of 

labour and gender roles remain prevalent. When men are unemployed, 

their masculinity is challenged, and they worry that they cannot fulfill their 

responsibility to the family.   

 Choi and Lee (1997) interviewed 14 Chinese families to explore the 

basic patterns of housework arrangement, and found that men in these 

families do not necessarily increase their participation in domestic labour 

even if their wives are also engaged in paid employment. Men in their 

study tend to limit themselves to heavy-duty cleaning of electrical 

appliances or repair work, and women still take on the majority of domestic 

duties. They argue that men take a more rigid stance in sharing household 

duties, and they adhere to the traditional gender ideology.  

 These local studies have reinforced the view that men in Hong Kong 

are socialized to meet the demands and expectations of their traditional 
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male breadwinning roles. Once they fail to meet the demands and are 

unable to take care of the family, they will encounter role conflict. These 

studies also bring about the argument that men’s perception on their 

familial role is largely related to their breadwinning role and the ability to 

bring home money. Men in these studies did not talk much about their 

domestic duties. Family life is however, an important aspect in men’s lived 

experiences, and understanding the domestic duties in which 

working-class men commit can contribute to the knowledge of how men 

construct their masculinity.   

In addition to the local studies, other overseas studies have also been 

focusing on men’s familial role and the issues of employment. Doucet 

(2004) studied 70 stay-at-home fathers in Canada with the purpose of 

exploring how work and family interact for fathers who are ready to earn 

less and to spend more time with families. Doucet’s findings show that 

although the group of fathers stayed at home, they still maintained their 

masculine identity by engaging in paid employment or in unpaid 

community work that was related to traditional masculine interests. The 

men in Doucet’s study demonstrate that they are trying to keep their 

‘masculine identification’ and are attempting to ‘carve out their paternal 

and masculine identities within spaces traditionally considered maternal 

and feminine’ (Doucet, 2004: 293). Even though the fathers in the study try 

to maintain their masculine identities and to keep distance from femininity, 

they have inevitably incorporated some aspects of femininity into their 

caring work. Thus, Doucet argues that the men are ‘creating new kinds of 

masculinities that join together varied configurations of masculinities and 

femininities’ (Doucet, 2004: 293). While some of the fathers are engaging 
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in unpaid community work, Doucet also suggests that the meanings of 

work should be reconstructed and expanded. Doucet’s arguments have 

pointed out that men are actively constructing different masculine 

identities in their daily experience.   

Some studies discuss men’s views on women’s work and whether 

they will adopt a more egalitarian view on division of household labour. 

Zuo (1997) has used longitudinal data to examine a group of married men 

who were living in the USA on their changing beliefs about gender and the 

impact of men’s breadwinner status on men’s change in beliefs. Zuo’s 

findings are somewhat different to the findings of Willott and Griffin (1996, 

2004). Zuo finds that ‘men whose wives are earning income close or equal 

to theirs are more likely to hold egalitarian beliefs’ (Zuo, 1997: 813). In 

other words, if a man holds a relatively low breadwinner status, as his 

previously sole breadwinning responsibility is shared by his wife, he is 

more willing to hold egalitarian beliefs. Zuo argues that by sharing the 

breadwinning duty with their partners, men can free themselves from 

“primary economic responsibilities for the family”, and can protect them 

“from an insecure labor market” (Zuo, 1997: 804). Although the men in 

Zuo’s study show their tendencies to let women share their breadwinner 

role, they want to earn more than their partners, and that they still consider 

that women should have the primary responsibility for housework. Thus, 

making money for the family is still a prevalent contribution men think that 

they should do.    

Kan, Sullivan and Gershuny (2011) found that there is an upward 

trend for men in 20 countries in Western society to increase their time 

spent on domestic work in the last decade, but men still spend less time in 
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routine domestic and caring duties. This implies that when doing domestic 

work, men choose duties that they think are associated with masculinity. In 

a recent study in Hong Kong, the Women’s Commission (2011) found that 

men do not participate in most of the domestic duties that are traditionally 

performed by women. Taking care of family members, doing the washing 

and cleaning duties, and buying family items are still mainly performed by 

women. The findings in the study review that 70.6 % of the female 

informants will take care of the children while only 14.8% male informants 

will participate in this caring task. In addition, the report found that 64% of 

the women informants will do the cleaning and washing duties, but only 

25.9% of the male informants will do similar household duties (Women’s 

Commission, 2011).    

In addition to the above discussions, it is noticed that change in family 

structure is also a challenge to men. As seen from the government 

statistics, the divorce rate is exhibiting an upward trend. In 1981, the 

number of divorced cases in Hong Kong was 2,062, whereas in 2001 and 

2011, the number of divorce cases had a remarkable increase to 13,425 

and 19,597 respectively (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). The 

increased number of divorce cases has led to the increase of single parent 

families. In 2011, the number of male single parents was 17, 665 which 

was around 21.6% of the total number of single parent (Census and 

Statistics Department, 2012), and there is a rising trend in both male and 

female single parents. Increase in male single parents means that men 

have to take on a more active role in domestic work, further challenging 

men’s perceived role in the family.   
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1.3 Men and Social Life 

 In a cross-sectional study, Waters and Moore (2002) collected 

self-completed questionnaires from 201 Australian unemployed men and 

women. The purpose of their study was to examine the contribution of the 

factors of financial status, alternate roles, and social supports to the 

self-esteem of unemployed people. Their study also examined if gender 

has any effect on the relationship between the three factors and 

self-esteem. Their findings demonstrated that men’s identity is heavily 

based on the employee role. Unlike women, when men become 

unemployed, they are less likely to ‘expand their identity by engaging in 

alternate roles’ (Waters and Moore, 2002: 182). Waters and Moore (2002) 

also found that unemployment has a stronger negative association with 

men’s self-esteem than with women’s. In addition, unemployed men are 

less engaged in social support than unemployed women are. Waters and 

Moore (2002: 184) explain that the action to seek for social support 

‘reduces masculine competence by demonstrating that the man cannot act 

independently’. This explains why some men are less eager to seek help 

when they encounter problems, as such help-seeking behaviour is seen to 

represent one’s weakness and dependence.  

 In a study examining the self-reported emotional intimacy among 

same-sex friendships among students at the University of Texas in the 

USA, Williams (1985) found that male informants reported having a lower 

level of emotional intimacy in same-sex friendship than female informants 

did. Williams (1985) suggested that this happens because the traditional 

gender role expectation compels s a man to avoid behaving in an 

expressive way with their same-sex friends.  
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 In her study on male and female friendships, Walker (1994b) 

interviewed professional and working-class men and women in the USA, 

and found that there are specific meanings for men’s use of public space 

to meet friends. Men do not only treat the public space as a place where 

they can talk about jokes, family and work, they can, at the same time, 

make use of the occasions to meet friends to ask for services from their 

friends and to find some jobs in the public space.  

 Migliaccio (2009) in his study examining men’s friendship among a 

group of male military and teacher informants in the USA finds that men, in 

general, report to be higher in instrumentality and lower in expressiveness. 

In other words, men tend to avoid what is perceived as ‘the feminine side’, 

and he further argues that in interacting with friends, men are performing 

their masculinity. This means that they are behaving in the way that they 

consider will meet the social expectation about how men should behave.  

 A commonality can be drawn from these studies: in daily interactions, 

men tend to behave in a socially expected way and that their behaviors 

reproduce their masculinity. As West and Zimmerman (1987) have 

commented, the construction of gender identities results from social 

interaction. In this sense, men are formulating their masculinity in their 

daily lived experiences.       

  

1.4 Men’s Work, Family and Social Life 

 Amongst the findings in the studies discussed, one common theme is 

observed. Men in these studies are not willing to relinquish their traditional 

masculine identities—having work and not only staying at home. Some will 

engage in paid employment, but in the form of casual work (Doucet, 2004; 
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Willott and Griffin, 1996). Some will engage in unpaid community work 

which is still related to male interests (Doucet, 2004). Some choose not to 

take action to seek help because they are afraid that such behaviour 

implies that they are lacking the competence to handle problems on their 

own (Waters and Moore, 2002). The findings of these studies have 

demonstrated that employment, breadwinning responsibility, and 

masculine identities are interwoven.  

 The studies cited (Willot and Griffin, 1996, 2004; Fuller, 2001; Nixon, 

2006, 2009; Leung and Chan, 2012) provide the support that men’s 

gender identities are largely developed from work. Whether men are 

occupied in paid employment or in community work, they still choose to 

work on something that is related to traditional masculine identities. When 

taking care of their family members however, men will inevitably 

incorporate some aspects of femininity (Doucet, 2004). Thus, it is 

reasonable to question if masculinity can only be displayed in paid work, 

and if only paid work should be defined as work.  

 Work is fundamental to a working-class man’s life, and as can be 

seen from the cited studies, work is important in sustaining a man’s 

breadwinning role, and this is men’s expected contribution to the family. 

Therefore, when relating to family, working-class men tend to fulfill the 

expected breadwinning role first, while other aspects in family life are 

neglected. Men’s social life faces similar situations as men tend to focus 

on the instrumental aspects while emotional expressiveness is 

undermined. Seidler (2010) argues that work is supposed to give meaning 

to life, but men are brought up to identify themselves with their work rather 

than on their needs and wants. Working-class men can develop other 
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interests and other forms of relationships in life, but they are dominated by 

their work and have to struggle to work to earn a wage. These studies 

demonstrate that men, especially working-class men, treat meeting with 

friends as informal resources to look for jobs. If men are not able to have 

any social activities in public spaces, they are limited in their chances to 

gain access to jobs. 

The present research in studying the lived experience of 

working-class men in Hong Kong has explored the subjective experience 

of this group of men. This study contributes to filling the gap in existing 

literature in that the majority of studies in relation to work and masculinities 

are located within a western cultural context. By listening to men’s 

narratives, the current study is an attempt to look into aspects of 

working-class men’s life with the emphasis on the interactions of work and 

aspects of family life and social life.   

 

2. Theories of Masculinities 

2.1 Are Masculinities Socially and Culturally Constructed? 

A fundamental debate on the shaping of masculinities has been split 

into two perspectives—“nature” and “nurture” (Connell, 1995). As an 

attempt to retreat from feminism, essentialists insist on the nature and 

instinct of men and women, and argue that masculine identity is acquired 

naturally. Essentialists propose that biological sex determines one’s 

behaviour (Cheng, 1999). With this position, essentialists believe that only 

men are able to perform masculinity, while femininity can only be 

performed by women. In the essentialists’ perspective, men are to comply 

with some naturally acquired roles and behaviours. Men must perform in 
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specific ways so as to demonstrate their masculinity, and the attributes of 

real masculinity are always linked with risk-taking, aggressiveness, 

dominance and getting rid of the association with femininity. In other words, 

there is no difference among real men, as real men should behave in the 

same way. Therefore, the masculinity of men who are unable to perform 

the socially expected roles and behaviours will be questioned. Schwalbe 

(1996) argues that essentialists treat “gender, masculinity, and the 

category ‘men’ as if they were primitive constituents of the universe” 

(Schwalbe, 1996: 66) rather than social constructs. With the stance that 

masculinities are naturally acquired, essentialists contradict the works of 

social scientific research on the social construction of gender (Messner, 

1997); especially that gender identities should not be limited to the bi-polar 

male-female categorization. 

Although masculinity is considered as a man’s gender identity, this is 

not naturally acquired. Gender identity is an attributed gendered 

self-image, and such identity develops in relations to one’s experiences in 

social interaction and cultural surroundings (Järviluoma, Moisala and 

Vilkko, 2003). Järviluoma, Moisala and Vilkko argue that gender identity is 

not something given, but develops in relation to “our experiences of social 

interaction and cultural surroundings” (2003: 17). This notion highlights the 

importance of social interaction in developing gender identity. Järviluoma, 

Moisala and Vilkko argue that men and women are not born with an 

identity. We acquire an identity when we have experiences in localizing 

ourselves into social reality. However, Järviluoma, Moisala and Vilkko 

(2003) do not agree that we have a static gender identity throughout our 

lives. Instead, gender identities should be in a process of constant 
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transformation.  

 In asserting that masculinities are culturally constructed, Beynon 

(2002) has identified some key factors that shape masculinities. These are 

historical location, age and physique, sexual orientation, education, status 

and lifestyle, ethnicity, religion and beliefs, class and occupation, and 

culture and subculture (Beynon, 2002). Beynon (2002) suggests that when 

a man changes his geographical location, he encounters upward or 

downward movement in social mobility, and that he will modify his 

experience and the enactment of his masculinity. Beynon (2002) calls this 

“masculinity-on–the-move” (p. 10); thus, this phrase can summarize 

Beynon’s view on the changing pattern of masculinity, and even for the 

same man, he will still experience such changes when he is in a different 

social position.      

 The origin of the argument on gender identities as socially 

constructed can be traced back to the 1970s, when social scientific 

research showed that our assumption about the naturalistic gender 

differences are socially constructed (e.g. Connell, 1994, 2005; Messner, 

1997; Zuo, 1997). This discourse is supported by other interdisciplinary 

works. Freudian psychoanalysis described that “the adult character was 

not predetermined by the body but was constructed, through emotional 

attachments to others, in a turbulent process of growth” (Kimmel, Hearn 

and Connell, 2005: 5). Although many take psychoanalysis as a theory of 

the individual, Connell (1994) suggests that it is indeed a social science. 

Connell (1994) argues that psychoanalysis is about “the relationships that 

constitute a person, the prohibitions and possibilities that emerge in that 

most extraordinary and complex of social processes, the raising of one 
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generation of humans by another” (Connell, 1994: 33-34). Connell offers a 

detailed description on the position of psychoanalysis in the discussion of 

formation of masculinity. In recognizing psychoanalysis as a social 

analysis of masculinity, Connell states, “[l]ong before social 

constructionism became influential in discussions of gender, 

psychoanalysis had offered a picture of adult character as constructed 

through a long, necessary conflict-ridden, process. This process produces 

a layered and contradictory structure” (Connell, 1994: 33). In brief, 

Freudian psychoanalysis demonstrates that the formation of people’s 

gender identities is associated with their interactions with others.  

 Connell (2000) argues that masculinity is not acquired by biology. 

Instead, masculinity is “a configuration of gender practice”, and is 

necessarily “a social construction” (Connell, 2000: 29). Saying that 

masculinity is socially constructed means that it is formulated through the 

social process between the interaction of gender and other structures 

(Connell, 1995, 2000).  

 Connell’s argument that masculinity is socially constructed has 

highlighted the importance of configuration and structures. Connell (1995) 

suggests that even though configuration is a static term, its importance is 

in “the dynamic processes of configuring practice through time” (Connell, 

1995: 72). In this sense, a man’s masculine identity is subject to changes 

when he exists in particular times and places (Connell, 1995), and may 

find different meanings of masculinity among different social groups 

(Hearn and Collinson, 1994b). To adopt what Connell has suggested, the 

meaning of masculinity is different between employed men and 

unemployed men; between middle-class men and working-class men; 
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between men holding a primary breadwinning role and men sharing the 

breadwinning role with their partners. Masculinity, as a gender identity, 

does not “have fixed features; it is fluid and can be reconstructed, 

deconstructed, or mediated between two or more social divisions under 

certain social circumstances” (Zuo, 1997: 801). It is in these senses that 

masculinity is not static, and may constitute different meanings in different 

cultures and at different times.     

 Structures, in Connell’s explanation, are the “patterns in social 

relations”. Such relations constitute a social practice and are organized in 

“personal life, interpersonal interaction, or on the larger scale” (Connell, 

2000: 24) and as gender is also seen as a “way in which social practice is 

ordered” (Connell, 1995: 71), gender can be described as a structure 

(Connell, 2000).  

In describing the structures of gender relations in modern society, 

Connell (1987) has suggested a three-fold structural model of gender 

relations: power relations, production relations, and emotional relations. 

Power relations can be highlighted as the dominance of men and the 

subordination of women. Production relations can be understood as the 

sexual division of labour, and such division is not limited to households but 

workplaces. Emotional relations emphasize emotional and sexual 

attachments. Connell (2002a) later added the dimension of symbolic 

relations to make her original model a four-fold structural model. Connell 

emphasizes that the meanings and interpretations of gender relations 

should be put in a cultural context.   

 As Connell (2000) has pointed out, adult masculinities are configured 

through a process of growth and development involving negotiation in 
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multiple social relationships. Masculinities, in this sense, are dynamic. 

According to Connell, every man, in his growth and development, will 

inevitably have relations with other social structures. The development of 

one’s masculine identity depends on his social interaction with other social 

structures. Thus far, the discussions reveal that masculine identities are 

socially and culturally constructed. In other words, different patterns of 

masculinity will emerge when persons are situated in different places and 

positions. In this sense, unlike what the essentialists have suggested, 

there is not a universal masculinity that is solely based on biological 

determination; but rather that masculinity as a concept should be regarded 

as pluralistic. This can reflect the various facets of masculinities.   

 

2.2 Masculinity or Masculinities 

As illustrated in the previous section, the plurality of masculinities has 

been stressed, and this has moved away from a fixed model of a singular 

masculinity (Collier, 2000). Yet, the usage of masculinity and masculinities 

is still sometimes interchangeable. In describing the traditional assumption 

of masculinity, Beynon (2002) states that if “masculinity is a standardized 

container, fixed by biology, into which all ‘normal’ men are placed, 

something ‘natural’ that can be measured in terms of psychological traits 

and physical attributes” (Beynon, 2002: 2), there should only be a single 

pattern of masculinity in this assumption. In fact, Beynon (2002) argues 

that when we link masculinity to culture, it becomes varied, fragmented, 

and should not appear in only one form.  

Clatterbaugh (1998) points out that men of certain groups may share 

similar masculine characteristics, as they may uphold a similar culture, 



33 
 

have similar economic class, and other similar aspects. Clatterbaugh’s 

view recognizes the differences of masculine characteristics among 

different groups of men, and hence, identifies diversity among men. In 

stating the importance of conducting studies on masculinities, 

Clatterbaugh suggests that the these studies have strength in that, by 

“understanding what creates and maintains a masculinity, new and 

healthier ways to be masculine can be found” (Clatterbaugh, 1998: 25).  

In addition to the argument that there should be more than one form 

of masculinity, masculinity is also formed in relation to one’s background 

and network. Behnke and Meuser (2001), for example, argue that the 

developments of images of masculinity depend on ones “social affiliations”. 

If a man is to have affiliation or joint activities with a group of men, he may 

share similar cultural and social backgrounds as others have, and he will 

acquire the similar masculinity that men surrounding him have. Therefore, 

men’s masculine identities vary according to their social background, class, 

race, culture and other factors (Behnke and Meuser, 2001).        

Connell (1987, 1995) emphasizes the multi-pattern of masculinity. 

She states that what we used to call “the male role” is understood as 

hegemonic masculinity, and this hegemonic masculinity is characterized 

by the dominancy a man has. This form of hegemonic masculinity is 

considered as the dominant form of masculinity, and its existence is in 

relation to other patterns of masculinity. Because of the suggested 

dominancy it has, other relatively ‘weaker’ patterns of masculinities 

co-exist. These include subordinated masculinities, marginalized 

masculinities, and complicit masculinities (Connell, 1995, 2000). 

Disregarding the debate of whether hegemonic masculinity is really the 
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dominant form of masculinity or whether it really exists, it is clear that 

multiple masculinities exist.    

Pease (2000) also suggests that there exists a range of masculinities 

in society to reflect “the differences amongst men fluctuating over time and 

space and expressing men’s ways of living and acting differently” (p. 8). 

Pease’s idea has emphasized that the diversity of masculinities is caused 

by men’s difference in lifestyle and that this range of masculinities is not 

static. It can be assumed therefore, that the masculinity of a middle-class 

man and a working-class man is different if they do not share a similar 

lifestyle. Working-class men whose lifestyles are not the same may display 

different masculinities.    

 These perspectives show that when linked to social and cultural 

transformations, masculinities change accordingly. However, social and 

cultural aspects are not the only two factors affecting a man’s masculine 

identity. Social status, economic class, sexual orientation, and race are all 

factors affecting how a man exhibits his masculine identity. Apart from 

hegemonic masculinity, there are also black masculinity, white masculinity, 

working-class masculinity, gay masculinity, and other patterns of 

masculinity. The presence of these alternate masculinities demonstrates 

that multiple-patterns of masculinity can co-exist in our society.    

 Using masculinities has also avoided the stereotypes of masculinity 

and the drawback of essentialism (Clatterbaugh, 1998). As discussed in 

previous paragraphs, there are differences in masculine identities among 

different groups of men. To further this point, it is important to restate that 

individual men may interpret their own masculine identities subjectively. 

Clatterbaugh (1998) describes such subjective perception as an 
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“undeniable truth” for every individual man.  

So far, I have demonstrated that the use of the plurality of 

masculinities in defining masculine identities is becoming prevalent in 

academic studies, and I have argued that there should be diversified 

masculinities with respect to the arguments of various scholars (Beynon, 

2002; Clatterbaugh, 1998; Behnke and Meuser, 2001; Connell, 1987, 

1995, 2000; Pease, 2000). The words of Collier (2002) can be used to 

summarize the discussion in this section. Acording to Collier (2002), the 

diversity in masculinities has driven us “towards an understanding of the 

complexity, fragmentation and differentiation which exists between the 

diverse lives of men” (Collier, 2002: 738). Hence, we may observe that 

there are hegemonic masculinity, subordinated masculinity, marginalized 

masculinity, gay masculinity, working-class masculinity, black masculinity, 

and so on. But, among the various types of masculinities, hegemonic 

masculinity is still considered the dominant type. In the following section, 

the discussions of why hegemonic masculinity is the dominant type will be 

examined.  

 

2.3 Hegemonic Masculinity and Power 

 Prior to the introduction of the concept of hegemonic masculinity, sex 

role theory was the main theory to account for the differences between the 

two sexes. Sex role theory has emphasized the expected behaviours of 

both male and female, but because of the fixed roles suggested in the 

theory, it has been criticized for being reliant on biological determinism 

(Demetriou, 2001) and has difficulties in grasping power (Connell and 

Messerschmidt, 2005). Because of its deterministic position, sex role 
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theory has been criticized for lacking the capacity to accept the plurality of 

masculinities (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). Connell (1987) argues 

that sex role theory has collapsed into an abstract account of sex 

differences.  

The concept of power is important in understanding masculinity, and it 

is a significant aspect of men’s social relations (Hearn, 2004). Hearn 

states that men’s power and dominance can be “structural and 

interpersonal, public and/or private, accepted and taken-for-granted 

and/or recognized and resisted, obvious and subtle” (Hearn, 2004: 51). 

Men’s power also includes “violations and violences of all the various kind” 

(Hearn, 2004: 51). Regarding the different aspects of power and the 

relations with men, it is important to include power in understanding 

masculinities.   

Connell introduced the concept of hegemonic masculinity in the early 

1980s when the concept was proposed in the debate over the role of men 

in Australian labour politics (Connell, 1982), and in discussion of the 

making of masculinities (Connell, 1983). Hegemonic masculinity is 

understood as the pattern of practice that “allowed men’s dominance over 

women to continue” (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005: 832). This notion 

however, is only one-sided. Hegemonic masculinity also legitimizes the 

dominance of one group of men over other groups of men. As Connell 

(2005) has suggested, hegemonic masculinity is not a “fixed character 

type, always and everywhere the same. It is, rather, the masculinity that 

occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender relations, a 

position always contestable” (Connell, 2005: 76). Just like the general 

concept of masculinity, hegemonic masculinity is also not a static form.  
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In fact, hegemonic masculinity cannot exist alone and its existence is 

in relation to the existence of other forms of masculinities, such as 

subordinated and marginalized masculinity. Such a relation is understood 

as the dominance of the hegemonic group of men over other groups of 

men. A homosexual man is an example of subordinated masculinity. 

Homosexual men are oppressed in many aspects of social relations, for 

instance, they are teased for their effeminate traits, and are subsequently 

not considered real men. This oppression can be considered as a result of 

homophobia, but this may not be related to the structures of class and 

race. Connell (2005) stresses that the interplay of gender with other 

structures will create further relationships between masculinities. If class is 

put into this interplay, middle-class and working-class masculinity will be 

formulated. Working-class masculinity is a form of marginalized 

masculinity. Working-class men are marginalized because of the limited 

chances in employment under the restructure of the economy. 

Marginalization of working-class men has indeed highlighted the authority 

and the privilege middle-class men have, this also marks the difference 

among men.   

Messner (1997) holds a similar perspective in that there are 

differences and inequalities among men. Messner (1997) argues that not 

all men share equally the “fruit of patriarchy”. Men other than those who 

are holding a higher socio-economic status are less likely to enjoy such 

‘fruit’. Messner (1997) also considers that hegemonic masculinity is 

constructed only in relation to femininities and other forms of masculinities. 

In fact, Messner (1997) argues that some groups of men who are enjoying 

privileges at the expense of other men. To Messner, the concept of 
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hegemonic masculinity should be a concept to understand the power 

relations between and within the genders.   

Other scholars have also described hegemonic masculinity as related 

to power and domination. Kimmel (1994) describes hegemonic masculinity 

as having the quality of “being strong, successful, capable, reliable, in 

control. That is the hegemonic of manhood is “a man in power, a man with 

power, and a man of power” (Kimmel, 1994: 125). Craig (1992) suggests 

that hegemonic masculinity consists of the traditional characteristics of 

masculinity in which men find that domination is a natural demand (Craig, 

1992: 3). When we consider however, that hegemonic masculinity should 

be in certain forms of expected characteristics, we are prone to argue that 

hegemonic masculinity is deterministic.   

It is considered that the introduction of the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity is an attempt to grasp the power relations between and within 

genders (Demetriou, 2001). Such an attempt highlights Connell’s critique 

to the inadequacy of the sex role theory in grasping power and change 

(Demetriou, 2001; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). To further the 

discussion in what way a man holding hegemonic masculinity can 

maneuver the power on women and other groups of men, Demetriou 

(2001) has attempted to theorize these two aspects. Demetriou (2001) 

names the dominance over women as “external hegemony” and the 

dominance over other groups of men as “internal hegemony”.  

External hegemony, in Demetriou’s definition, can be related to 

Connell’s structural model of gender relations, particularly in the 

dimensions of power relations, production relations and emotional 

relations (Connell, 1987, 1995). Regarding production relations, 
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Demetriou (2001) argues that men take the advantages from patriarchal 

society, such as earning higher income or easier access to education. 

These examples reflect men’s advantaged positions in the labour market. 

Regarding power relations, men are in control of institutionalized power, 

such as the state or political power. In relation to emotional relations, 

Demetriou (2001) argues that men have superiority and may use violence 

inside families. The institutions identified in these structures of gender 

relations are labour market, the state, and the family. Demetriou’s external 

hegemony can be used to understand gender relations between men and 

women. Because of this external hegemony, men are likely to expect 

themselves to be in a position that they can claim power in the family. 

Internal hegemony is referred to “the hegemony over other 

masculinities”, and is a “social ascendancy of one group of men over 

others” (Demetriou, 2001: 341). To Connell, such ascendancy is best 

exemplified by the hegemony of heterosexual men over gay men. Gay 

men are subordinated to heterosexual men in terms of social status and 

prestige, and they suffer political, cultural, economic, and legal 

discrimination (Carrigan, Connell, and Lee, 1985). Apart from gay men, 

working-class men, black men, and other marginalized men are all 

subordinated to the hegemonic type. The concept of internal hegemony 

has indeed emphasized the domination of one group of men over the 

others. The concept of internal hegemony can help to further the argument 

that not all men are enjoying the same privileges as most other men have 

and that some men do enjoy this privilege at the expense of other men.   

Though emphasizing hegemonic masculinity as the dominant type, 

Connell does not suggest that the majority of men are enacting hegemonic 
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masculinity, but rather, that is only a minority who do (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). What Connell suggests is that the concept 

hegemonic masculinity is a “cultural ideal” (Connell, 1995). Such an ideal 

is constructed through the production of exemplary masculinities such as 

movie stars and sports professionals. As an ideal way of being a man 

however, men as “an interest group are inclined to support hegemonic 

masculinity as a means to defend patriarchy and their dominant position 

over women” (Coles, 2007: 2). This explains why even though only a small 

group of men are enacting hegemonic masculinity, the hegemonic type is 

still dominating forms of masculinities. Thus, men who do not enact the 

hegemonic practice are still in relation with it or at least want to be in 

relation with it. Connell calls the type of men who are receiving benefits of 

patriarchy but not enacting masculine dominance as showing a complicit 

masculinity (Connell, 1995). It is noted that although not all men are in a 

dominant position, some groups of men still prefer to be affiliated to this 

dominant position.  

 

2.4 Critique of Hegemonic Masculinity 

 Even though the concept of hegemonic masculinity has been widely 

used in the studies ranging from the areas of sexuality, gay studies, 

criminology as well as prison sociology (Demetriou, 2001), it has also 

aroused a wide scope of debates (Lusher and Robins, 2007). One of the 

critiques of the concept of hegemonic masculinity is related to its strengths 

and weaknesses. As Coles (2007) has indicated, the strength of 

hegemonic masculinity is “its ability to describe the layers of multiple 

masculinities at the structural level” (Coles, 2007: 3). However, as Coles 
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(2007) argues, while the use of hegemonic masculinity is to describe 

men’s power at a structural level; the concept does not provide a real 

understanding of how a man organizes and resists power at an individual 

level. Whitehead (2002b) also argues that hegemonic masculinity fails to 

incorporate agency. Thus, Coles (2007) and Whitehead (2002b) suggest 

that the concept of hegemonic masculinity is insufficient to understand 

how men negotiate their masculinity (Lusher and Robins, 2007). Although 

some men are prone to support men’s hegemonic power, it is unclear why 

they choose to support this even if they do not enjoy the privilege and 

resources other men have.   

 Apart from the above critiques, Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) 

have summarized five principal critiques of the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity. The first criticism is related to the underlying concept of 

masculinity. Collinson and Hearn (1994b) criticize the concept of multiple 

masculinities as having the tendency to produce a static typology. 

Whitehead (2002a) criticizes the concept for dichotomizing the conception 

of gender and ignores differences within the genders.  

The second criticism is related to the ambiguity of the concept. The 

concept of hegemonic masculinity is criticized for leading to inconsistent 

applications. Martin (1998) argues that the concept sometimes refers to a 

particular type of masculinity such as white men holding higher institutional 

positions in Western societies, but sometimes refers to other types at a 

particular time and place. In Martin’s view, hegemonic masculinity should 

mean a specific form of masculinity. Yet, as Connell (2005) has argued, 

the meaning of hegemonic masculinity is not static, as masculinity as a 

gender is a configuration of social practice. Hegemonic masculinity is 
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relational to other forms of masculinity and is open to challenges. In other 

words, new forms of hegemonic masculinity will be constructed if the old 

one is challenged, and new meaning is given to it. The nature of 

hegemonic masculinity however, will not change, thus, dominance and 

power are still emphasized even if a new hegemonic masculinity is 

constructed.  

The third criticism comes from Collier (1998) who criticizes the 

concept for its association with violence, crime, and negative 

characteristics. He argues that these negative aspects depict men as 

unemotional, non-nurturing, aggressive, and dispassionate.  

Hegemonic masculinity is also criticized for only emphasizing 

structures, and that the individual subject is missed. As discussed in 

previous paragraphs, Coles (2007) and Whitehead (2002b) hold similar 

arguments. Men’s agency in adhering to hegemonic masculinity is 

overlooked.   

Another critique of the concept comes from Demetriou (2001), who 

argues that hegemonic masculinity should not be simply a white or 

heterosexual configuration of practice but a “hybrid bloc that unites 

practices from diverse masculinities in order to ensure the reproduction of 

patriarchy” (Demetriou, 2001: 337). In other words, Demetriou (2001) 

suggests that hegemonic masculinity should interact with other forms of 

masculinity rather than the sole dominant type.  

The debates in the conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity have 

inspired the discussion in the reformulation of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) 

propose that hegemonic masculinity should be reformulated in four areas: 
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(i) a more complex model of gender hierarchy; (ii) a recognition of the 

geography of masculinities at local, regional and global levels; (iii) an 

emphasis of social embodiment; and (iv) an emphasis of the dynamics of 

masculinities and the possibility of democratizing gender relations.       

It is also important to note that the concept of hegemonic masculinity 

should be used to bring out its relationship with other forms of masculinity 

(Connell, 1995; Hirose and Pih, 2009). Though, as Connell (1995) has 

argued, while not all men possess the characteristics of hegemonic 

masculinity, men generally support hegemonic masculinity. The concept of 

hegemonic masculinity is important in understanding masculine identities 

as the concept itself cannot stand alone. The existence of hegemonic 

masculinity is in relation to other forms of masculinities and femininities. 

One of the arguments is the dimension of power in gender relations, and 

such power relations do not only exist among the genders but can also be 

observed within the same gender (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). 

Discussions so far have examined why hegemonic masculinity is treated 

as the dominant type of masculinity and its relations with other forms of 

masculinities. Nonetheless, the concept of hegemonic masculinity is 

formulated in Western context, and whether or not this concept is 

applicable in a Chinese context needs to be addressed.  

In the previous section, I have discussed the origin of Connell’s theory 

of masculinity as in relation to the Australian labour politics and 

masculinities, it is wondered whether or not her theory is applicable to 

understand masculinities in the Oriental society, such as Hong Kong. 

Connell (2008) argues that Australian sociologists are dependent on 

metropolitan concepts and methods, and this has resulted in a lack of 
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distinctive cultural formation in Australian sociological publications. 

Connell’s words remind us that depending on metropolitan concepts and 

methods may limit the development of a local perspective. In discussing 

whether or not Connell’s theory is applicable to the Chinese context, it is 

through the social practices of the working-class male informants, we can 

see how her theory can be applied in this study. Besides, Connell’s theory 

does not only emphasize on hegemonic masculinity. Her theory also 

stresses on multiple masculinities, and marginalized masculinity is one of 

these forms of masculinity. Having said this, we also need an additional 

framework that can help us understand Chinese masculinity.  

 

2.5 Chinese Masculinity  

 The model of Chinese masculinity is developed from its distinctive 

cultural background in which men’s characteristics in mental and physical 

strengths are emphasized. The wen-wu model has been considered as 

one of the paradigms that can reflect Chinese masculinity in the modern 

society (Louie, 2000). Wen-wu can be understood as the attributes that a 

man possesses, and it is an ideal if Chinese masculinity comprises both 

wen and wu (Louie, 2000). In general, wen is considered having the ability 

to use one’s brain and literacy, while wu is related to the use of martial arts 

and brawn (Louie, 2000; Hirose and Pih, 2009). Though wen and wu are 

said to be comprised of different attributes, the phrase itself denotes that 

wen is preceding wu. As Louie (2000) has quoted, “those who work with 

their brains rule, those who work with their brawn are ruled” (Louie, 2000: 

1066). This expression indicates that wen is preceding wu, and is 

associated with the ruling classes (Louie, 2000). From this notion, a man 
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having the wen masculinity is obviously enjoying a higher social status 

than someone who is having the wu masculinity. In a modern Chinese 

society like Hong Kong, men demonstrating the wen masculinity are 

mainly those who are holding higher institutional positions, attaining higher 

education, and those with knowledge and skills in management and 

advanced technology. While the working-class men who are mainly those 

who are working as manual-skill labourers, hold lower institutional 

positions, and have to rely on their physical labour to make a living.     

 It is note-worthy that what the Chinese masculinity emphasizes may 

not be the same as what has been emphasized in the Western style of 

masculinity. It seems that the Chinese masculinity is different from the 

Western masculinity as both literacy and physical strength are 

emphasized in the Western model, but literacy is emphasized more in the 

Chinese model. According to Louie (2002), “wu was then related more to 

the non-elite men who had less social power while wen is more clearly the 

masculinity of the elite” (Louie, 2002: 18). The differences between the 

Chinese and Western types of masculinity reflect cultural differences. 

Hence, it is appropriate to understand the cultural foundations when 

theorizing Chinese masculinity. Louie considers that the Western type of 

masculinity is inappropriate to the Chinese context because “their 

application would only prove that Chinese men are ‘not quite real men’ 

because they fail the (Western) test of masculinity” (Louie, 2002: 8-9).  

Louie’s words remain relevant in that while the meaning and 

emphasis of masculinity will be different when the concept is placed in 

locations with different cultures, we should not over-emphasize such 

difference. In the Western model, hegemonic masculinity does not only 
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emphasize physical power, dominance and authority, but knowledge and 

specific skills are also emphasized.  

 Therefore, when looking into the dominant types of the Western and 

Chinese masculinity, it can be seen that the two have commonalities. The 

dominant Chinese type of masculinity is a combination of both the 

attributes of wen and wu. In the Western world, hegemonic masculinity as 

the dominant type are not actually possessed by many men, and this type 

may only be an exemplar (Connell, 1995; 2005). In addition to the physical 

power, hegemonic masculinity also emphasizes managerial ability, 

knowledge, and power (Cheng, 1999). According to Cheng (1999), there is 

the managerial form of hegemonic masculinity that highlights the power of 

domination without stressing physical strengths. There is also the 

technical/ professional form of hegemonic masculinity which emphasizes 

technical or professional knowledge that ensures a person maintain power 

over others. Both forms enable a person to have power over others 

through knowledge other than physical strengths. Considering this, Louie’s 

wen-wu model has commonalities with the Western hegemonic 

masculinity. Although this ideal type stresses obtaining both literacy and 

martial abilities, the attributes of wen are still the emphasis. 

 Some argue that the wen-wu model would result in a return to the 

essential approach (Hirose and Pih, 2009). Hirose and Pih (2009) assert 

that the wen-wu model “tends to show signs of being a ‘trait’ approach that 

treats one form of masculinity as a collection of fixed character types” 

(Hirose and Pih, 2009: 7). Though emphasizing the trait, Louie does not 

attempt to develop the model in an essentialist sense. Louie asserts that 

the wen-wu model “can and does change with social transformation” 
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(Louie, 2002: 13). Louie (2002) also suggests that with the effect of 

globalization, in which Chinese men can interact with the outside world 

more frequently and closely, wen-wu will inevitably change.  

Following the discussions in previous sections, as masculinities are 

socially constructed, Chinese masculinity should not be confined to the 

fixed traits as stipulated in the wen-wu model. Nonetheless, Louie’s 

wen-wu model performs a foundation in understanding Chinese 

masculinity in the modern society. It is obvious that no matter in the 

Western model of masculinity or in the Chinese model, a man’s power and 

the social class are affecting the type of masculinity he possesses. A point 

should be made here; Louie developed the wen-wu model by deducing the 

attributes of the male characters in Chinese literature. His work was not 

directly related to social sciences researches; yet, Louie’s model is maybe 

the only model that can help us understand Chinese masculinity.              

 

2.6 Men and Class 

In the previous section, I have discussed how hegemonic masculinity 

dominates other types of masculinities to illustrate the inequalities among 

men. In this section, it is demonstrated that contradiction and difference 

among men should be noted, and that not all men share the same 

privileges and power that men should have in social relations (Connell, 

1987; Messner, 1997; Pease, 2000). Connell (1987) explains this 

difference by distinguishing hegemonic masculinity with other forms of 

masculinities including subordinated and marginalized masculinities. 

Messner (1997) states that men share unequally in the fruits of patriarchy, 

and men obtain privileges at the expense of other men. Although using 
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different perspectives, it is noted that there are differences and inequalities 

among men, and such differences and inequalities are based on men’s 

social class, and the form of masculinity they are possessing.  

 To illustrate the relevance of class as a determinant in having power, 

Pease (2003) argues that the marginalized, such as the working-class 

men, are experiencing a threat to masculinity. Except from using the body 

and energy as a means to manifest masculine identity (Connell, 1987), 

many aspects of working-class men’s work are wearing away their sense 

of masculinity (Pease, 2003). Working-class men do not enjoy the 

authority their superiors have, and with the diminishing demand of manual 

skilled labours, the physical power they have been using is no longer a 

necessity in the modern labour market. In order to compensate for their 

lacking of social power and being oppressed in the workplace, 

working-class men are more likely to treat women as underlings (Pease, 

2003). To exercise their power, women become working-class men’s 

objects. To theorize such domination, Pease (2003) states that 

“[w]orking-class masculinity becomes strung between the contradictory 

poles of the powerlessness of men’s wage labour and the power and 

privilege they have over women of the same class” (Pease, 2003: 132).  

Since working-class men do not share the patriarchal power of 

middle-class men, they are placed in a contradictory location in the 

structure of power relations (Connell, 1987, 2002a). Asserting power over 

women is a way to perform working-class men’s masculinity. Pease’s 

arguments have furthered the point that power is inevitably an important 

element in gender relations.  

 In relation to power, Kaufman (1999) considers that exercising power 
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is a learnt behavior. He asserts that: 

This is a discourse about social power, but the collective 
power of men rests not simply on transgenerational and 
abstract institutions and structures of power but on the ways 
we internalize, individualize, and come to embody and 
reproduce these institutions, structures, and 
conceptualizations of men’s power. (Kaufman, 1999: 63)  

What Kaufman argues is that as an individual man experiences the 

privileges that power has given to men, men have indeed internalized 

what they have enjoyed. Kaufman (1999) argues that power stands for 

one’s capacity to exercise control. This can explain why working-class 

men want to uphold the social power or the symbolic power, as they can 

exercise control in the same way they have been controlled by other 

classes of men. In this sense, men’s power and the social class they are 

affiliated with are closely related. Whichever social class men are situated 

in, they will still exercise power.  

 The discussion above has illustrated the contradiction among men as 

a group. As Whitehead (2002a) has argued, the use of hegemonic 

masculinity tends to describe male power at a structural level but has no 

real understanding of how power is organized at an individual level. As 

masculinity does not mean the same identity to all men, what a man 

chooses to do should also be based on his individual choice and not just 

on following the structural order. To overcome this, a theory is needed that 

can account for an individual’s choice to support one’s position in this 

society. This is what I will discuss. 
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3. Men, Habitus and Capital  

3.1 Men and Habitus 

As discussed, not all men enjoy the same patriarchal privileges as 

other men. It is worth to understand why some of the men who are not 

sharing the same privileges still uphold hegemonic masculinity. It is also 

worth to understand if men’s choice is an individual choice or if this is a 

structural arrangement. In this part, I will discuss men’s choices of life with 

the use of Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, fields, and capital. Bourdieu’s 

theory is seen as having the strength in the “ability to cross the 

structure/agency divide by theoretically integrating both subjective 

experience and objective structures” (Coles, 2007: 5). Habitus, in 

Bourdieu’s words, is:  

…the strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope 
with unforeseen and ever-changing situations……a system 
of lasting and transposable dispositions which, integrating 
past experiences, functions at every moments as a matrix of 
perceptions, appreciations and actions and makes possible 
the achievement of infinitively diversified tasks. (Bourdieu, 
1977: 72)  

In addition to a system of transposable dispositions, habitus is also 

the “result of an organizing action, with a meaning close to that of words 

such as structure; it also designates a way of being, a habitual 

state…..and, in particular, a disposition, tendency, propensity, or 

inclination” (Bourdieu, 1977: 214).  

Wacquant (1992) reasserts that an individual adopts a particular 

habitus as a result of “the internalization of external structures” (Wacquant, 

1992: 18), and has gone through an individuated process of “individual 

collectivized by socialization” (Wacquant, 1992: 18). In brief, habitus is a 
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“socialized subjectivity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 126).  

 Giddens (1984) states that people do not acquire gender appropriate 

habitus by intention but through socialization. Giddens highlights that 

gender habitus is acquired structurally. In stating that one does not acquire 

a habitus by intention however, Giddens does not agree that an 

individual’s behavior in acquiring habitus is based on one’s strategy. To 

understand whether an individual will also acquire a habitus intentionally, 

the relations between habitus and fields are discussed in the following 

paragraphs. 

 Habitus does not operate alone, and it operates in relation to fields 

(Sweetman, 2003; Cole, 2007). Sweetman (2003) points out that “each 

field is representing a relatively distinct social space -- occupational, 

institutional, cultural – in which more or less specific norms, values, rules, 

and interests apply” (Sweetman, 2003: 533). In describing the relation 

between habitus and fields, Coles (2007) states that “[f]ields shape the 

structure of the social setting in which habitus operates and include social 

institutions such as law and education” (Coles, 2007: 6). Sweetman (2003) 

argues that individuals have different values and different interests when 

placed in fields. Therefore, individuals may behave differently in different 

fields, and even when individuals are placed in the same field but in 

different positions, they will behave differently (Sweetman, 2003).  

The arguments of the relations between habitus and fields may be 

one way to tackle the structure/ agency problems. Regarding an 

individual’s agency, Behnke and Meuser (2001) suggest that if an 

individual finds that male habitus is able to provide fundamental security, 

he will choose to live in it. Connell’s concepts of hegemonic masculinity 
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and subordinated masculinities are able to analyze domination within and 

between the genders. These concepts are however, unable to analyze 

why subordinated men are willing to support hegemonic masculinity as the 

dominant type. Bourdieu’s habitus can be used to explain this. Although 

situated in a subordinated position within the field of masculinity, 

subordinated men have internalized the external structures such as 

gender power relations and patriarchal structure, and they see that they 

still enjoy symbolic privilege in the gender relations. In fact, how men 

oppose one another affects the way they oppose women (Risseeuw, 

1991). Furthermore, the methods men use to oppose women “reflect and 

(re)construct particular forms of masculinities” (Pyke, 1996: 532). Having 

such symbolic privilege and the opportunity to (re)construct masculine 

identities, subordinated men still have the propensity to support 

hegemonic masculinity.   

To simplify the concept of habitus, Maton (2008) suggests that the 

choices we make depend on the history that we bring into our present 

circumstances, and the options available and visible at that moment of life. 

Maton says that:  

Habitus links the social and the individual because the 
experiences on one’s life course may be unique in their 
particular contents, but are shared in terms of their 
structure with others of the same social class, gender, 
ethnicity, sexuality, occupation, nationality, region, and so 
forth. (Maton, 2008: 53)  

Therefore, we may say that middle-class men do share different 

experiences in terms of content with working-class men as they are not of 

the same social class. Yet, to understand the concept in a broader sense, 

working-class men and middle-class men may share similar experience in 
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terms of structure because they are of the same gender. However, simply 

realizing the sharing of similar experience in terms of structure is 

insufficient to understand why men choose to support the hegemonic 

masculinity they do not have. It can also be understood that men have 

internalized an external objective structure. As mentioned, the concept of 

habitus cannot stand alone, and has to be linked up with Bourdieu’s 

concept of field.  

Field is in Bourdieu’s words a social space where a set of specific 

norms are constructed and an individual has to follow the set of norms 

when they are placed in such a social field (Thomson, 2008). Bourdieu 

suggest that people can occupy more than one social field at one time 

(Thomson, 2008). In the example of a working-class man, he is involved in 

the field of men, the field of masculinity, the field of hegemonic masculinity, 

the field of alternate masculinity, and so on. Therefore, when looking into 

the lived experiences of a working-class man, it is impossible to just simply 

understand his life from only one social field he is in as the life of a 

working-class man is constructed in relation to other social fields.  

 

3.2 Men and Capital 

Capital is another important concept in Bourdieu’s theory. Coles (2007) 

states that “the accumulation and value of capital has the potential to 

influence the position of individual within any given field” (Coles, 2007: 7). 

In Bourdieu’s own words, capital is “accumulated labour” (Bourdieu, 1986: 

46), and through which a social agent can have access to appropriate 

“social energy” (Bourdieu, 1986: 46). Thus, the accumulation of capital 

enables either an individual or a social group to reproduce profits. 
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Bourdieu (1986) has observed several fundamental forms of capital: 

economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital. Basically, the various 

forms of capital can be converted from economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Economic capital, as the term has already suggested, is related to 

monetary resource and property right. Cultural capital, as Bourdieu (1986) 

has suggested, is convertible to economic capital, and is related to one’s 

educational qualifications, whereas, social capital is the resource one has 

to develop a durable network. Considering the definition of capital, capital 

can be expanded to other forms. For instance, working-class men have to 

make use of their bodily strength in their paid work; physical capital is 

unique to working-class men.  

 Bourdieu’s concepts of capital indicate an individual’s lifestyle and 

capital are linked with social class. Apart from monetary resources, the 

amount of time devoted to acquiring these forms of capital is also 

significant in deciding the strength of the capital. Working-class men who 

have to work long hours a day and can earn only a barely sufficient income 

are at a less advantaged position to accumulate materialistic forms of 

capital. Nonetheless, it is inappropriate to exclude working-class men from 

possessing other forms of capital.    

Symbolic capital, as a non-material type of capital, differs from 

economic capital, and is what the working-class men may possess. 

Bourdieu (1986) considers that all forms of capital can be derived from 

economic capital, and this will end up in producing the power that will be 

suitable in a particular field. Symbolic capital is “…a credit, it is the power 

granted to those who have obtained sufficient recognition to be in a 

position to impose recognition…” (Bourdieu, 1990: 138).  
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If a social agent or an individual is to possess symbolic capital, the 

individual is said to have gained the recognition of others in one’s 

particular position. Thus, a father, a mother, a husband, or a wife are 

possessing symbolic capital, as they should have the sufficient knowledge 

to be in that status and they have the power since they are in that position. 

The same logic can also be applied to a breadwinner. In this sense, 

symbolic capital can be considered as a social status and a respect to a 

particular individual who is in a certain social position. Like other forms of 

capital, symbolic capital of any individual “is not only open to 

transformation, but is continuously fluctuating in response to changing 

field position and changing field structures” (Hardy, 2008: 132). Hardy’s 

words remind us that when understanding the concept of capital, we have 

to place it in the context of a social field.    

The concept of symbolic capital has been used by other scholars in 

the study of the male breadwinning role and unemployment. In studying 

long term unemployed men’s unwillingness to relinquish their 

breadwinning role, Willott and Griffin (2004) adopted Bourdieu’s concept of 

capital for analysis. As discussed previously, Willot and Griffin (2004) 

argue that one of the reasons for working-class men’s unwillingness to 

relinquish their breadwinner role is because of the symbolic capital; the 

social status they can accumulate. Willot and Griffin (2004) highlight that 

symbolic capital is the only capital working-class men have.  

Willot and Griffin define social capital as a “social status and is often 

conferred simply by belonging to a particular sex, race or age” (Willot and 

Griffin, 2004: 55). They further suggest that different groups of men will 

have greater or less access to different capital resources. Unlike 
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middle-class men who have access to various forms of capital, and can 

accumulate the values of capital, working-class men only have access to 

symbolic capital and limited social capital. In acquiring symbolic capital, 

men can at the same time claim their symbolic power, and without such 

symbolic capital, they are unable to claim other forms of power. Different 

from what they are lacking in the workplace, symbolic power gives 

working-class men the power in the household, where they can exercise 

their dominance. In relation to social capital, as it is considered that 

working-class men may only have a horizontal network, their ability to 

expand their scope of available resources may be limited.  

Bourdieu’s theory has the strength in accounting for why men will 

support and resist different forms of masculinities. In applying Bourdieu’s 

theory of capital, we may understand why working-class men are unwilling 

to abandon their breadwinner role. Relinquishing the breadwinner role 

requires also giving up their symbolic social status. Pease (2010) 

comments that Bourdieu’s theory of capital is also useful in analyzing class, 

as the accrual of the various forms of capital, such as the attainment in 

educational qualification in cultural capital and group membership and 

connections in social capital. The accumulation of these forms of capital 

leads one to have access to legitimized power. This also highlights the 

argument that if working-class men give up their symbolic capital, they will 

as well give up their symbolic power.    

Their unwillingness to abandon the breadwinning role also reflects the 

importance of paid work in a man’s life. In the following section, I will 

discuss the relations between men and work.  
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4. Reconceptualizing Work 

4.1 Concepts of Breadwinning Role 

 In the first chapter, the pattern of changing labour force participation 

and the influence on men’s employment were discussed. It is worth noting 

that with the changing structure in the economy, working-class men are 

more vulnerable to unemployment. Men have been associated with paid 

work, and in paid work, men can demonstrate their breadwinner status in 

the family. Warren (2007) argues that there are several ways to 

understand breadwinning. One is simply the literal interpretation of 

breadwinning, and that is who wins the bread for the family. Another draws 

on the financial contribution, which means who is the main financial 

provider for the family as well as the main labour market participant. 

Therefore, as Lewis (2001) has argued, the debate of breadwinning has 

traditionally been linked to the consideration of a family wage. The 

breadwinner should be paid enough by one’s employer to support one’s 

family.  

With respect to men’s masculine identities, Warren (2007) suggests 

that the male breadwinning role offers a source of identity for many men. It 

is arguable that the word breadwinning is never gender neutral; it upholds 

patriarchy. This traditional male breadwinner model has the policy 

implication for taking men as an individual but women as part of the family 

and is dependent on men’s wages (Lewis, 2001). Crompton (1999) argued 

that men were assumed to be the major breadwinners, and women’s 

responsibilities rested with the domestic duties. Crompton’s view 

highlights that the traditional male breadwinner model was not gender 

neutral as it rested upon a particular division of labour between men and 
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women.     

 

4.2 Men and Work 

In relation to the traditional discourse of men’s breadwinning 

responsibility, work has become the core part in men’s life. Haywood and 

Mac an Ghaill (2003) suggest that work and men have become 

synonymous as a result from the “reordering of gender landscape of work” 

since the eighteenth century, and this led to the “breadwinner/ homemaker 

dichotomy” (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003: 21). Such re-ordering of 

work has also led to the implementation of family wage, under which the 

employment of women was seen supplementary to men’s wage. Acker 

(1992) suggests that although the presentation of work is gender neutral, 

the concept is gendered. Acker (1992) argues that the concept has the 

assumptions that the public and private spheres are separated.  

On one hand, the re-ordering of work has made men’s breadwinning 

role more explicit. On the other hand, men have been closely identified 

and invested in being a worker (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003). 

Alverson and Billing (1997) argue that work does not only have explicit 

meanings, but also implicit meanings and unconscious fantasies. These 

unconscious fantasies can be considered as related to men’s symbolic 

power.   

Considering the historical changes in the relationship between men 

and work, Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (2003) argue that the relations 

between men and work should not be understood as static or fixed. With 

the changes in the sex-based constitution of the labour force in the 

twentieth century, this has blurred the gendered domination of public and 
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private spheres. Breugal (2000) articulates that women have participated 

in the public spheres of health and education, while men have dominated 

the private spheres of manufacturing, construction, electricity, water, gas, 

and communication. In using the term feminization, Breugal (2000) tries to 

illustrate the changes in certain labour markets, and he suggests that not 

all men participate in manly work. Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (2003) 

suggest that feminization of work can be described as a result of 

employers’ increasing tendency in employing women. Feminization of 

work is, as suggested by Breugal (2000), a shift from industrial (masculine) 

work to service (feminine) work. Thus, when men work in the service 

sectors like banking, catering, and hotels, they are exhibiting attributes in 

emotional labour which is associated with femininity but not “dominant 

occupational masculinities” (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003: 27). Nixon 

(2009) argues that even if men are to work in service industries, men 

choose the kind of occupations that are related to their masculinity, for 

instance, truck driving, logistics, and security. By engaging in these 

occupations, men are reinforcing their masculinity. On the other hand, if 

men are to work in the occupations that are largely occupied by women, 

they can make them a man’s job. This however, happens mainly in cases 

when men are holding senior positions in offices, where their managerial 

skills and professional knowledge help them transform the job into a man’s 

occupation. Nonetheless, this is not the case for working-class men. If 

work brings men social status and power, with the increase in women’s 

labour force participation and men’s decrease in labour force participation, 

and the change in the nature and contents of work, it is likely that men’s 

position in society would also change (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003).          
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In an attempt to expand the meaning of work, Collinson and Hearn 

(2005) have stated that work is a “socially contextualized phenomenon” 

(Collison and Hearn, 2005: 290), and work should not be confined to the 

meaning of paid and employed work in the public sphere. Feminists have 

argued that domestic labour is also work, and they show that the division 

of labour in housework varies. Men tend to concentrate in less 

time-consuming tasks, such as putting children to bed, playing with 

children and household repair (Choi and Lee, 1997). Women have to do 

other time-consuming tasks such as cleaning, shopping, washing, ironing, 

cooking, and routine caring work (Oakley, 1985). In this sense, women 

work longer hours than men do, assuming that women have both the paid 

work in the public sphere and nonpaid work in the private sphere. Work 

should therefore include the meaning of domestic, nonpaid, and 

non-employed labour in the private sphere (Collinson and Hearn, 2005). 

Holter (2005) shares a similar view, and points out the traditional 

wage-work-only definitions of work cannot reflect the reality in time-use 

and the quality of work. Such critique of the wage-work-only definitions of 

work is mainly observed in gender equality theories (Holter, 2005).  

 For many men, work provides economic resources and symbolic 

benefits that reinforce their position of power, authority, and discretion both 

at work and at home (Collinson and Hearn, 2005). But, not all men share 

the same economic resources. Working-class men such as manual skilled 

workers, whose job statuses are considered insecure, are the group of 

men who do not share economic resources. Even though male manual 

workers do not share the same economic resources, they still enjoy the 

symbolic benefits from work, especially at the expense of women. This 
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can be observed from the inequalities in salaries, job segregation, and sex 

discrimination (Collinson and Hearn, 2005). Collinson and Hearn (2005) 

suggest that male manual workers have constructed working-class 

masculinity as a counter-culture to the negation of management officers 

and women.  

 Not all men; however, share the same economic resources and 

symbolic benefits. Carrigan, Connell and Lee (1985) have used the 

concept “multiple masculinities” to analyze men at work. It can be deduced 

from this concept that various forms of masculinity “may be constructed 

and persist in relation both to femininity and other forms of masculinity” 

(Collinson and Hearn, 2005: 294). There are observed differences 

between hegemonic masculinity and other forms of masculinities (Connell, 

1995). Hegemonic masculinity, which represents the management and 

administration, dominates the subordinated masculinity—the manual 

workers. It is quite clear therefore, that the status of work will determine a 

man’s masculinity.  

So far, the discussions in this section have echoed the theories 

developed by Connell (1995) and Messner (1997). Messner’s themes in 

“men’s institutionalized privileges, the costs of masculinity, and differences 

and inequalities among men” (Messner, 1997: 3) can be used to 

understand gender relations as well as the inequalities among men. 

Messner’s first theme is generated from the social construction of gender 

power relations. Messner’s second theme can be understood as resulting 

from men’s individual commitment to the traditional definition to 

masculinity. His third theme is a synthesis of his first two themes. Messner 

does not rest on the point that all men enjoy the same institutionalized 
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privileges. According to Messner (1997), inequalities are not only 

observed between the two genders, but also exist among men. Not all 

men share the same privileges from the patriarchal regime in our society. 

Masculinity, such as working-class masculinity, is encountering 

marginalization.  

The above discussions have also echoed the suggestion of Tolson 

(1977). He connects masculine identity with the types of work that men do. 

He expresses the view that men will develop different male gender 

identities when working in different occupations, and that work sustains 

certain masculine beliefs and values. Tolson (1977) however, sees that 

men’s work is the operation of fundamental contradictions. This is 

especially obvious among working-class men. One such contradiction is 

alienation and dependence. He states that working-class men show 

alienation to capitalism as expanded capitalist society takes away their 

psychological unity of home and work. Working-class men have to depend 

on wages from their work. Tolson considers the wage as compensation to 

working-class men’s alienating experiences. Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 

(2003) consider that the wage acts as a buffer to disrupt masculine 

identities. In this sense, as Willis (1979) has argued, the wage becomes a 

prize to masculinity, such that if a man has a higher wage, he will have a 

stronger sense of masculinity. Considering the types of work that 

working-class men do, it is possible to argue that working-class men’s 

masculinities are produced through work and by their own body. The 

words of Haywood and Mac an Ghaill (2003) would be a suitable phrase to 

reflect on the work of working-class men and the above discussion: 

“[h]arsh work becomes the symbol of masculinity” (Haywood and Mac an 
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Ghaill, 2003: 30).   

In this section, I have discussed the relationship between men and 

work, and have argued that working-class men’s masculinities are affected 

by the type of work they do, by the use of their physical ability, and by the 

amount of wages they earn. With the emergence of the post work society 

however, the nature of work is changing, the hours of work are changing, 

and the amount of wages is also changing. Whether or not the male 

breadwinning role can withstand these changes is debatable. In the 

following part, I will move to the discussion of post-work society and 

discuss the ways it affects the lives of working-class men.  

 

4.3 Men and Post-work Society 

 As mentioned earlier, men’s masculinity is largely related to one’s 

work, and it is through engaging in work, that men can provide for the 

family and can exercise power in the family. It is therefore important for 

men to earn a sufficient income so as to maintain one’s position in the 

family and in society. In this sense, a man has to keep working to fulfill this 

family responsibility and to meet the social expectations. However, in his 

book Reclaiming Work: Beyond the Wage-based Society, Gorz (1999) 

argues that “[t]he imperative need for a regular income is used to 

persuade people of their ‘imperative need to work’” (Gorz, 1999: 72). In 

this statement, Gorz criticizes capitalism for persuading a person to strive 

to work in order to get paid, and this makes a person sacrifice one’s time 

and concentrate on work.  

Nonetheless, not everyone is able to find a stable job in the post-work 

society. Bowring (1999) has suggested several features in the post-work 
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society. One of which is jobless growth. According to Bowring (1999), due 

to office automation and advancement of technology, productivity gains 

are higher than in previous time when labour was the major source of 

production. Bowring (1999) argues, such technological advancement has 

resulted in “labour-saving effects” (Bowring, 1999: 70). The labour-saving 

effects are mainly observed in the labour-intensive service sectors, such 

as banking, retailing and customer services. It should be noted that the 

expansion of these sectors is considered as compensation for the job 

losses in manufacturing and industrial sectors. In the post-work society 

however, these service sectors also experience labour-saving. 

Considering that most working-class men are manual skilled labours and 

have to use their bodies (physical capital) in their work, job losses are 

related to the technological advancement in the sectors they had 

previously worked. A continuous technological advancement means that 

their skills would be further belittled.  

 Apart from jobless growth, the rapid growth of part-time work is 

another feature in the post-work society (Bowring, 1999). The growth of 

part-time work results in diminishing working hours as well as wages. As 

discussed in the previous section, women’s paid work is considered to be 

supplementary to family income. In this sense, women would be more 

adaptive to participate in part-time work. For men however, bearing the 

breadwinner role makes part-time work their final choice. In Hong Kong, 

part-time employment is also increasing, and as discussed elsewhere in 

this thesis, women are the majority of part-time employees, with men 

constituting a minority. Ngo (2002) also argues that there is a pattern of 

occupational sex segregation of the part-time workers, with women mainly 
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occupying the service sector and elementary occupations, and men 

occupying the blue-collar jobs. However, the expansion of the service 

economy is most obvious in elementary or low-skilled service jobs. These 

jobs are most likely occupied by women (Chiu and Lui, 2004; Lee et al., 

2007). If men have embodied a particular type of working-class 

masculinity in their previous work, it is unsurprising that men do not find 

service work as compatible with the expression of their masculine 

identities. This may be a factor contributing to their unemployment.  

 Another feature in the post-work society is the expansion of 

unproductive labour (Bowring, 1999). Unproductive labour is mainly 

confined to the service sector, and the sector is mainly dominated by 

workers, both male and female, who are able to present feminine 

attributes. Working-class men, who are displaying some traditional 

masculine identities and who are considered less likely to perform good 

communication with customers, have fewer opportunities to enter the 

service sector. It is also not their preference to enter the service sector 

(Nixon, 2004, 2009). Ngo (2002) has also discussed the increase in 

employees in the service sector in Hong Kong, and in his analysis, men 

are less likely to enter the service sector than women are.      

 By adapting Bowring’s (1999) position on post-work society, I argue 

that the features of post-work society, such as technological advancement, 

jobless growth, rapid growth of part-time work, and the expansion of 

unproductive labour in service economy have made working-class men 

unable to adapt to such transformation. Because of the habitus they are 

maintaining an attachment to, working-class men are more likely to look 

for jobs that can display their masculinities. Nonetheless, in post-work 
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society, there are not enough manly jobs for working-class men. As a 

result, if they persist with the traditional male breadwinning discourse, they 

will find it difficult to live up to the societal expectations of masculinity.     

 

4.4 Impact of Unemployment 

 The negative impact of unemployment on individuals has been widely 

discussed in a number of studies. The feelings of shame, humiliation, and 

degradation are experiences that an unemployed individual encounters 

every day (Borrero, 1980). Studies also reveal that suicide is strongly 

associated with unemployment (Lewis & Sloggett, 1998). These impacts 

are closely related to the cultural expectations that surround men (Willot 

and Griffin, 1997). 

 In addition, unemployment is affecting the relationship between the 

unemployed individual and other social structures. Gheradi (1995) argues 

that if employment is the basis of masculinity, unemployment is 

threatening men’s identity. Willot and Griffin (1997) hold similar 

perspectives, and claim that unemployment will cause an upheaval of the 

hegemonic ideal and the associated discourses of public and domestic 

provisions. Russell (1999) found that unemployed men are less likely to 

replicate their existing social network. Russell’s study shows that men’s 

social networks are usually related to leisure, and are not home-bounded. 

According to Willot and Griffin (1996), a man’s ability to control his 

activities in the public sphere is associated with employment. If a man is 

unemployed, he will lose the autonomy to take control over his activities. 

When a man has no money, he cannot go out. For men therefore, 

unemployment may become a hindrance to maintain contact with their 
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social network.     

Unemployment has become a growing feature in male labour force 

participation, and there is an increasing trend in studies relating to men 

and unemployment (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003; Willot and Griffin, 

1996, 2004; and Nixon, 2006, 2009). Yet, as mentioned earlier in this 

thesis, local studies on how work and unemployment have influenced 

men’s masculinities are limited. In suggesting a way to understand the 

issue, Morgan (1992: 99) states that “one strategy of studying men and 

masculinities would be to study those situations where masculinity is, as it 

were, on the line”. What Morgan (1992) suggests is that a strategy for 

understanding masculinity is to study men whose identities are at risk. 

Working-class men represent this group. As paid employment has a close 

association with men’s constructed masculine identities, it is important to 

understand the ways in which employment affects the masculine identities 

of men in Hong Kong, and in what position working-class men place 

themselves in relation to masculinities and work. 

 

5. Framework of Analysis 

 Issues such as men’s work, men’s family, men’s social life and other 

concepts linked with masculinities have been addressed in this chapter. I 

have used various theories and concepts to illustrate what masculinity 

should be referred to, especially in the aspects of whether masculinities 

are socially constructed or naturally acquired, and whether working-class 

men possess the same kind of masculinity as middle-class men.  

   As this research has been focusing on the issue of gender and 

more specifically, the way working-class men construct their masculinities 
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in relation to work, several concepts have been taken into account. These 

are masculinity, work, social class, family, and social life. These concepts 

are important aspects that I have included in my research when doing the 

analysis. In doing so, I have adopted a framework that is not solely 

adhering to a single theory.  

 Based on the research literature and the various theories and 

concepts described earlier, I have adopted a conceptual framework to 

include Connell’s theory of masculinity and Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus 

and capital. As described previously, the strength of Connell’s theory is its 

ability to contextualize gender relations with other structures, and the 

relationships between various forms of masculinity. The strength of 

Bourdieu’s concepts is its understanding individual agency in making a 

choice, which helps to explain why marginalized men such as the 

working-class men support the kind of traditional masculinity even though 

they have difficulties in fulfilling the social expectation. This framework 

also highlights the relations between men and the specific aspects of work, 

family and social relations, of which working-class men interact with in 

daily life. Thus, these aspects interact with other aspects such as class, 

life style, Chinese culture, and personal history, and these contribute to the 

way a working-class man formulates his masculine identity. Although men 

as a group will adhere to certain aspects of masculine identities, 

working-class men in particular have certain lived experience that not all 

men have experienced. The masculine identities working-class men 

display can be considered a specific form of masculinity. This is the key 

aim of this study.  

 In addition to the theories of Connell and Bourdieu, employing a social 
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constructionist perspective is also important in understanding the way a 

working-class man constructs and gives meaning to his masculinity when 

he interacts with the various social structures in everyday lived 

experience.    
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Chapter Three 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 

1. Introduction 

The preceding chapters have argued that not all men share the same 

privileges that men as a social group have. Even though some men are 

subordinated by other men, they are still eager to uphold the traditional 

privileges of men. If work is one way to manifest a man’s masculine 

identity, unemployment is a distinct challenge to a man’s masculine identity. 

This then beg the question of why unemployed men still willing to support 

the patriarchal privileges that men enjoy. To solve this agency structure 

problem, I have tried to demonstrate that Bourdieu’s theories of habitus 

and fields can help to understand this. In reference to the issue of 

structure, I argue that unemployed men are in a social space that makes 

them adopt the socially constructed masculine identities. In these spaces, 

they enjoy symbolic privilege just by being a man. They have also adopted 

a strategy that allows them to get the benefits from patriarchal social 

relations. Men are conscious of enjoying the privileges given to them. If the 

breadwinner role is a kind of privilege, then maintaining the breadwinner 

role means that unemployed men still possess such status albeit in 

symbolic form, and thus can enjoy the symbolic power and privilege from 

it.  

So far, I have discussed why working-class men are unwilling to give 

up their breadwinning role or the kind of symbolic capital, despite being 

marginalized in society and subordinated to hegemonic masculinity. To 
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obtain a possible interpretation of this, I have adopted the constructivist 

approach as my research paradigm. This chapter begins with a discussion 

on the rationale of adopting the constructivist approach as the research 

paradigm. Following this is a description on the selection of informants and 

the discussion of issues that arose from the adoption of selecting the 

informants. This chapter will conclude with a description of the method of 

data collection and data analysis.    

 

2. Rationale for Using Constructivist Paradigm  

The rationale for using the constructivist stance as the research 

paradigm will be discussed here. The constructivist paradigm was formerly 

known as the naturalist paradigm developed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

in their book Naturalistic Inquiry. They use the language of constructivist 

paradigm in later works (see Guba and Lincoln 1994, 2000, and 2005). 

Before going into the discussion of the use of the constructivist paradigm, I 

would like to state that the phrases interpretive constructionist and 

constructivist are used interchangeably in this thesis. Though scholars 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Rubin and Rubin, 2005) have used different 

terms to represent their stance, the three carry the same meaning in the 

ways the researchers use in studying and understanding human 

experiences and construction of knowledge.  

The aim of inquiry in the constructivist paradigm focuses on 

“understanding and reconstruction of the constructions that people 

(including the inquirer) initially hold”, and this leads to “new interpretation 

as information and sophistication improve” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994: 113). 

In this sense, apart from the inquiry aim, the use of reduction or 
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reconstruction denotes how the researchers treat the data in a different 

manner. The focus of this study is to understand the life experience of 

working-class men and this requires informants to share with me, as the 

researcher, the detailed account of their experience in various aspects of 

life.    

 Unlike positivists who believe that knowledge is conducted in a value 

free and objective manner (Flick, 2009), interpretive constructionists 

consider how people view an event and people’s experience in that event 

as well as the meaning they ascribe to it as more important than in 

establishing a simple objective ‘truth’. Constructionists assume that there 

are multiple realities (Flick, 2009; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994). Rubin and Rubin (2005) suggest that what interpretive 

constructionist researchers do is try to “elicit the informant’s views of their 

worlds, their work, and the events they have experienced or observed” 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2005: 28), and that they are looking for “the specific and 

detailed and try to build an understanding based on those specifics” 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2005: 28). To elaborate, I shall use the experience in 

researching working-class men in this study as an example. As a 

researcher, I have not simply assumed working-class men as someone I 

expect them to be, but have also considered the meanings that 

working-class men have created to their life experience. Through learning 

their stories and understanding their life experience, knowledge of 

working-class men’s masculinity is constructed.    

Thus, constructionists assume that people who work, play, or interact 

in the same group may hold shared meanings to certain things. Therefore, 

in the research process, in addition to understanding the distinct manner 
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of informants in encountering certain experiences, constructionist 

researchers are, at the same time, exploring the shared meanings that 

informants hold, and the shared meanings negotiated with others around 

them (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). In this sense, constructionists also pay 

attention to the “multiple knowledges” that are related to the social, cultural, 

political, economic, ethnic, and gender factors (Guba and Lincoln, 1994: 

113). In other words, when understanding an individual’s life experience, 

constructivists will take into consideration the individual’s interaction with 

the surrounding structures, and see how this will have influenced one’ s 

life experience. This matches with the theories of masculinity developed 

by various scholars (Connell, 1995, 2005; West and Zimmerman, 1987) in 

that the forms of masculinities are constructed in social relations. This also 

matches with Bourdieu’s field theory when considering that although 

working-class men are from the same social class and may share similar 

life experiences, when they are in different social spaces, they may 

demonstrate distinct dispositions.      

The epistemological issues that arise from the constructivist paradigm 

provide other forms of support for using this as the research paradigm. As 

the researcher, I have adopted a “transactional and subjectivist” position 

(Guba and Lincoln, 1994: 111). This means the researcher and the 

informants are interactively linked. Being influenced by this interactive 

relationship, knowledge is constructed as the research proceeds.    

 In adopting the constructivist stance as the paradigm in this present 

research, I have stressed the importance of interacting with the informants; 

co-constructing the meanings to the experiences that the informants 

shared in the process. And, it is noticed that values of those involved, the 
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researcher and the informants, have influenced the process of research. 

Nevertheless, this influence is seen as inevitable. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

argue that the inquiry process is influenced and bound by values in 

several ways. These include the choice of the problem, the choice of the 

paradigm, the choice of the theory in guiding the data-gathering and 

data-analyzing process, the choice of context, and the choice of format for 

presenting the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 38). This stance departs 

from the positivists’ emphasis on value-free and objective methodology. 

Thus, it is inevitable to include values in understanding the subjective life 

experience of the informants.   

 Apart from emphasizing the role of values, interaction is another 

important element in this study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) discussed why 

interactions should be included in the inquiry process. Interaction is 

important in finding the cases that fit the inquiry purpose, to foster full 

understanding and cooperation with the informants, to make use of the 

“dialectical-dialogical” nature of human research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 

108). Interaction is also essential as it allows the use of the “human 

instrument” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 39) in the process of gathering data. 

The human instrument includes the inquirer or the researcher, the 

informants and others. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that the human 

instrument is the only data-gathering tool that is capable of grasping and 

evaluating the meaning of differential interaction. Thus, using the 

constructivist paradigm, as what Diversi (2007) has suggested, represents 

“alternative ways of doing social science that accounted for subjectivity of 

experience, interpretation, and representation” (Diversi, 2007: 1178).  

 The statement of Gubrium and Holstein (2003) summarizes why I 
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have used the constructionist paradigm. I am primarily concerned with 

how “the social construction process is shaped across various domains of 

everyday life, not with how separate theories of macro and micro domains 

can be linked together for a fuller account of social organization” (Gubrium 

and Holstein, 2003: 228). This matches with my objectives in this research 

of understanding the meanings of employment and unemployment that 

have been given by working-class men, and how working-class men 

construct their masculinities in relation to their life experience.     

 

3. Use of Qualitative Research Methods 

 The choice of research paradigm has influenced the usage of 

qualitative research methods. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) explained, one 

of the characteristics of the naturalist or constructivist paradigm is the 

selection of qualitative methods over quantitative methods. Although 

qualitative methods are not the only option for constructivist researchers, 

qualitative methods are compatible with the assumptions of constructivists. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that qualitative research methods are able 

to deal with multiple realities, and are “more sensitive to and adaptable to 

the many mutually shaping influences and value patterns that may be 

encountered” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 40).    

The definition of qualitative research may vary in different moments, 

and it is difficult to give a specific definition to qualitative research. In light 

of this, Denzin and Lincoln (2003) have given a generic definition to 

qualitative research. They define qualitative research as “a situated activity 

that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive 

material practices that make the world visible” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 



76 
 

4). Regarding the role of the researcher, Denzin and Lincoln (2003) 

suggest that qualitative researchers are “attempting to make sense of, or 

to interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them” 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 5). Given that the life experience of every 

individual is unique and each individual may have varied subjective 

perspectives towards different aspects in life, specific meanings can be 

made from the interface between the various aspects in a man’s life. In 

interpreting the meanings given by the informants, qualitative research 

enables the researcher to see the men’s world from their perspectives.  

In this study, my main research questions explore the ways in which 

unemployment is affecting men’s masculine identities and the ways men 

construct their masculinities in relation to work. In answering these two 

major topic areas, I have explored the ways men live under unemployment, 

the meaning of employment and unemployment to them, and in what way 

working-class men locate themselves in relation to the discourse of 

masculinities. By answering these questions, some insights have been 

elicited to deconstruct the existing prevailing models on masculinities.  

 Flick (2009) suggests that the consideration to use quantitative or 

qualitative research methods may depend on the type of research 

question. Flick (2009) used chronic mental illness as an example to 

illustrate his argument. If the researcher wants examine the subjective 

experience of the patients, the researcher should conduct “biographic 

interviews” (Flick, 2009: 24) with the patients. However, if the focus of the 

researcher is on finding out the frequency and distribution of such 

diseases in the population, the researcher should run an “epidemiological 

study” (Flick, 2009: 24). In responding to the first question, qualitative 
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research methods are appropriate, and in the second question, 

quantitative research methods are more appropriate. Denzin and Lincoln 

(2005) hold similar view and state that qualitative studies seek answers to 

questions that emphasize how social experience is created and given 

meaning. This study aims to better understand the masculine identities the 

working-class men are holding, and how such masculine identities are 

influencing them. Therefore, learning from their point of view will be the 

appropriate method. In addition, considering the focus of the study is an 

interpretation of the life experiences of men, I have employed qualitative 

research methods in this study.  

Another consideration in adopting qualitative research method is that 

little is known about how employment and unemployment affect a Chinese 

man’s masculine identity. Glaser (1992) suggests that “qualitative methods 

can be used to uncover the nature of people’s actions and experiences 

and perspectives which are yet little known in the world of research 

products” (Glaser, 1992: 12). In addition, qualitative research design is 

considered ideal for generating thorough and holistic descriptions of 

complex processes (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). As shown in the 

preceding chapter, little is known about the life experience of 

working-class men, and as life experience involves a fuller understanding 

to the various aspects in a man’s life, qualitative research has helped 

generate a holistic description of a man’s life.   

Although quantitative and qualitative researchers are both concerned 

with the individual’s point of view, qualitative researchers try to get closer 

to the individual’s perspective through detailed interviewing and observing 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2003: 16). The ability or the intention to capture the 
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subjective perspective of the individual is considered a distinct feature in 

qualitative research which, as Denzin and Lincoln (2003) have argued, is 

seldom touched by quantitative researchers. This ability to capture the 

informant’s subjective perspective is another reason why I consider a 

qualitative research method in this study as being more appropriate.   

 

4. The Informants 

4.1 Overview of the Informants 

 Instead of using random sampling, I chose to purposively select the 

informants in this study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that this kind of 

sampling increases the likelihood that “the full array of multiple realities will 

be uncovered” (Lincoln and Guba, 1985: 40). Since this research focuses 

on the life experience of working-class men, it is appropriate to select the 

informants with a specific work history and background.  

A brief description of the informants can be found in Appendix Two. 

The informants consisted of nine working-class men aged 43 to 64, most 

of them were living in rental units, and only two were born in Hong Kong. 

All of these men had little education with only one having completed 

secondary education. Four of the men were engaged in paid-job at the 

time of the study, and the rest were welfare recipients. The jobs in which 

they had been engaged were mainly low-skills manual labour; some 

managed to work as sam-hong worker, truck driver, delivery worker and 

one owned a fruit stall. Sam-hong is an indigenous term in Hong Kong, 

which refers to interior decoration; mainly involving plaster work, wood 

work, and paint work. Although some of the informants were welfare 

recipients, some actually had a low-wage job. This was because the wage 
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was not sufficient to maintain the living of the family, and so thy need to 

apply for welfare benefits as a supplement to their low wage. Most 

informants were living with family members, and in some cases, views of 

family members were also gathered. This allowed me the opportunity to 

hear from them about how they thought a man should perform. One 

informant was divorced and was living alone, although he reported to have 

contacts with his ex-family members. 

Not all informants were in a healthy condition, and some reported 

deteriorating health. Their deteriorating health conditions were sometimes 

the results of industrial accidents, while some reported to have hereditary 

eye disease. In all cases, these health conditions resulted in them losing 

the ability to continue their previous work. It is also relevant to understand 

these men whose health conditions might make them unable to continue 

their work and make their living.  

A specific characteristic of the informants was that all of them had 

connections with social service organizations or labour unions. They were 

either service recipients or volunteers in these organizations. Although 

only nine informants were interviewed in this research, the stories they told 

demonstrated that they had different life experiences, and that they had 

specific views on various aspects of life. The rich data they provided 

enabled me to complete this thesis.   

 The decision to recruit these informants who were middle-age and 

upper middle-age, with low education attainment was partly informed by 

the process of reviewing the literature. These men could only work in 

low-wage manual labour jobs, and they were more vulnerable to the 

changing economic structure; especially in this knowledge-led economy. 



80 
 

The work history of these men showed that they were first to get laid-off, or 

that they could only struggle in low-paid jobs with rare job welfare. These 

working-class men represented men who were vulnerable to changes, 

who claimed the breadwinning responsibility, and who were also 

vulnerable to the crisis of masculinity.      

    

4.2 Recruiting the Informants 

In selecting the field and recruiting the informants, it is important to 

consider the manageability of the process of data collection and the 

accessibility of the field. Have (2004) has indicated the importance of 

maintaining access to the research settings, and stated that “maintaining 

‘access’, not only physically but also ‘socially’, requires constant relational 

management, and the gathering and recording of ‘data’ anticipates the 

report that is to be written” (Have, 2004: 110). As choosing the research 

settings would have affected the process of data gathering and analysis, I 

decided to identify the settings that I could gain access and would ensure 

that I could have contact with the potential informants.  

 I made use of my personal network to approach the social workers 

and the labour union organizers who had contacts with working-class men. 

Before starting the interviews, I had participated in some men’s group 

sessions which were organized by a welfare service organization. Two 

group members turned out to be the informants in this study and the rest of 

the informants were either referred by social workers or labour union 

organizers. While participating in these group sessions, I tried observed 

the topics that group members had interest in, and the way they 

communicated with one another. This was an important part in my field 
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work. Even though I had been working as a social worker for several years, 

and I had delivered some groups for men, I had to keep in touch with them 

to fully comprehend the concerns of working-class men as a group. This 

experience also gave me some ideas on developing the interview 

guidelines in the later stages.    

After joining some sessions, I decided to invite some group members 

to be informants. Before making contact, I requested the organization staff 

to ask the potential informants if they would like to take part in the study. 

Such experience was positive, and this source secured me with some 

eligible informants. In expanding the varieties of informants, I requested a 

social worker of another organization and a labour union organizer to refer 

some suitable informants to me. There were three unsuccessful cases. 

Their reasons for rejecting the interviews were largely related to their 

limitation of time and they were not ready to disclose their personal stories 

to a stranger. In this research, I was the stranger. I consider that their 

refusal did not only highlight their reluctance to disclose their personal 

stories, this also highlighted their sense of powerlessness. Although the 

experience was not negative, this somehow reflected that negotiations 

with gatekeepers were crucial in whether or not we could gain access to 

these informants.  

Recruitment of these nine working-class male informants depended 

on the cooperation of the gatekeepers. Including the unsuccessful cases, I 

had approached twelve working-class men who were experiencing 

unemployment or had experienced unemployment. As this research is 

about the life experience of employment and unemployment among 

working-class men, this has limited the sample. Firstly, informants’ were 
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working-class men. Secondly, informants had experienced unemployment. 

The twelve men I had approached all met these two conditions. Although I 

could only interview nine informants, I interviewed each of the informants 

twice. In addition to these interviews, I also did various forms of fieldwork 

that could help me uncover their life stories.     

 

5. Logistics of the Interviews 

The in-depth Interview with an interview guide was a major tool in 

collecting data in this research. Marshall and Rossman (1989) point out 

that the interview is a useful way to gather a large amount of data quickly, 

and allows for immediate follow-up questions and clarification. McCracken 

(1990) states that interviews enable the researcher to step into the mind 

and to experience the world of others. In this research, the prime aim is to 

understand in what way masculine identities are affecting unemployed 

men’s lives; direct contacts allowed me to learn more about the informants’ 

views on various aspects of life.  

It is worth noticing that although I had only interviewed nine 

informants in this research, the issue of multiple viewpoints had still arisen. 

This had resulted in the construction of multiple realities. As Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) have stressed, this kind of multiple realities will be uncovered 

in the interactions among the inquirer, the informants and others, and that 

this process of construction of multiple realities is the constructionists’ 

belief in the nature of reality in constructionist paradigm. In this sense, the 

construction of multiple realities is unavoidable in the process of 

understanding the subjectivities of the informants.  

 After each informant agreed to participate in the interview, I either met 
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them in the social service centre, in their home, on the university campus 

or in some public spaces. In two interviews, I had to meet the informants in 

a public space near their home, and the interviews were conducted after 

their work which was around 10 p.m. Before asking the informants to sign 

the informed consent form (Appendix Three), I provided them with the 

details of the study and informed them of their right to choose to quit the 

interview at any time should they feel too uncomfortable to continue. I also 

obtained their consent to have the interviews audio taped, and I explained 

to them that the interviews would only be used for research purpose.  

 I interviewed each informant twice, and each interview lasted one to 

three hours. One to two weeks were allowed between the first and the 

second interview. In a few cases, I allowed a month between the first and 

the second interview. The reason for this was mainly related to the time 

clash with informants and my own schedule. I listened to the audio files 

after the first interview, and noted areas that could be clarified in the 

second interview. By doing this, I could check whether the informants had 

given consistent views. In the second interview, I would review what we 

had talked about in the first interview as warm-up conversation.  

 As mentioned in the preceding section, I had participated in a men’s 

group. In addition to this, I also escorted an informant to the hospital, and 

helped an informant to pack the remaining fruit after a day’s work. These 

experiences were ways to develop a trustful relationship between the 

researcher and the informant. These forms of informal conversation were 

also used in data analysis.  

 

 



84 
 

6. Content of the interview 

 To make the interviews look more like a natural conversation, 

although I had prepared an interview guide (Appendix One), it was hard to 

follow the sequence of the guidelines, and I had given up sticking to it after 

the first interview. The reason was that following the guidelines had made 

it difficult to have a smooth conversation with the informants, while 

prompting them to respond to the pre-designed questions also raised the 

issue of unequal power relationship between researcher and participant. 

 Having said that, I still referred to the topics I had laid down in the 

interview guidelines when I was conducting the interviews. The major 

areas I covered in the interviews were basic demographic data, education, 

employment history / work experience, changes in employment status, 

fathering and family relationship, views on domestic duties and household 

participation, friendship and other forms of social life/ social experience, 

views on breadwinning, views on gender roles and their views on what a 

man should be like.  

 In some cases where informants were unemployed, topics such as 

the views on unemployment and living on social welfare were also covered. 

Three informants were unemployed because of relative degrees of 

disability. In those interviews, I also covered the topics on their views 

relating to disability. Although not all informants were asked the same set 

of standard questions, the variation in the usage of interview questions 

reflected that the individual life experiences of participants were not all 

alike, even if they were all working-class men. This again justified the 

reason to adopt the qualitative research method in this research.   

Apart from the aspects mentioned in the preceding paragraph, I drew 
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reference from the practice of Handel (1994) to start the conversation with 

men. The statement was presented as “I’d like you to tell me the story of 

your life. Begin at the beginning. Tell me as much as you remember. Then 

I’ll ask you some questions” (Handel, 1994: 297). Handel (1994) used this 

statement as an invitation to the informant to say something to represent 

their experiences. In doing this, I had given the informants a free hand to 

tell me whatever they wanted. Some informants were eager to tell me their 

life story, but some could just tell a brief history. For those who were eager 

to tell me more however, their stories did help me to understand their 

history and the way they developed their perceptions on certain issues.    

 

7. Issues Arising from Interviewing Men 

7.1 Considerations on the Masculine Self 

While everyone holds an identity of self, men also acquire a 

masculine self (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001, 2003). Though it is argued 

that the masculine self is varied by age, ethnicity, social class, sexual 

orientation, culture and other factors, there are commonalities in the 

notions of qualities and capacities that men have to possess to be fully 

creditable as men. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2003) suggest that men 

create their masculine self strategically or by unconscious habit. They also 

suggest that men tend to differentiate themselves from women by 

“signifying greater desires and capacities for control of people and the 

world” (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001: 90). Although Schwalbe and 

Wolkomir emphasize that this capacity is important among men in Western 

culture, the ability to control people and things around him is perceived as 

important among men in other cultures. Thus, the incapability to do this 
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would be a threat to a man’s masculinity.  

The process of doing an interview with men is recognized to cause 

masculine threat (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001: 93) that will induce 

defensiveness. One of my unsuccessful experiences in recruiting 

informants related to his feeling of losing control. In a telephone 

conversation with a potential informant, I tried to describe what I Intended 

to do, and how he could help me. After knowing that what he had to do 

was to tell his story to a stranger, he finally rejected my invitation and 

stated that he was not used to telling his own story to others. This, as 

Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2001) have suggested, is a masculine threat. If a 

man agrees to participate in an interview, he will “give up some control and 

to risk having one’s public persona stripped away” (Schwalbe and 

Wolkomir, 2001: 91). As a researcher and a stranger had the power to set 

the agenda, it was possible that the request to interview an informant 

could be seen as a threat to men and their sense of masculinity; possibly 

inducing them to act in a defensive way.  

Not all of the experiences were unsuccessful however, as there were 

two informants whom I knew when I was working as a frontline social 

worker, I was able to contact these men again with the assistance of the 

social worker of the organization. Although I knew them when I was 

working as a social worker, they were not my clients. That was why I had 

to seek the assistance from the social worker. The two informants gave me 

a positive response by approving to do the interviews. The positive 

experience in these two informants demonstrated that while the threat to 

the informants’ masculinity was an obstacle in interviewing, there were 

ways to overcome this. The first was to engage with the potential 
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informants in occasions other than the research setting. In doing this, I had 

visited the informants’ homes, stayed with one informant in his fruit stall at 

the close of business and helped him pack up the fruit, and even escorted 

an informant to a medical consultation. These experiences enabled the 

informants to understand my purpose more before the interviews, and this 

not only paved the way for their willingness to participate in this research, 

but also encouraged informants in the knowledge that they would not lose 

control. The second was to cooperate with the gatekeepers who have 

access to the potential informants. Without the assistance of the 

gatekeepers, it was difficult to locate these men, and although they were 

service users and volunteers, they did not go to the organizations often. As 

such, I had to rely on the gatekeepers to help me contact the informants. It 

was also noticed that informants showed that they were willing to speak 

with me in interviews not only because I am a man, but also as an 

ex-social worker, an educated man, someone who is working in a 

university, and someone who asked for their assistance.  

 

7.2 The Power of Interviewer and the Informants 

As noted in previous paragraphs, relinquishing control in an interview 

may mean losing power. To exercise control is a way to signify the 

masculine self (Schwalbe and Wolkomir, 2001). As a researcher, I had the 

power to set the agenda and to decide the questions to be asked. Having 

this power, the informants had to respond to my questions either in detail 

or in a brief manner. For their part however, informants did have the power 

to control the content they would discuss, especially in the areas I did not 

know but was interested to explore. When responding to my questions or 
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in telling their stories, informants were actually exercising this power. As 

power throughout the interview process may shift from the researcher to 

the informants, I had tried to keep myself conscious to this interview power 

dynamics (Hoffmann, 2007).  

A measure I adopted to minimize the threat of taking control was to 

invite the informant to ask a question with this sentence at the beginning of 

the each first interview, “Thanks for your willingness to help me in this 

research. Before I ask any questions, I wonder if you’d like to know more 

about what I’m interested in”. Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2003) suggest that 

this allows informants to feel less like they are losing control to a stranger 

with an unknown agenda. At the end of each interview, I asked the 

informants if they had any supplementary information they wanted to 

provide. This allowed informants to finish what they had not completed. At 

the same time, the informants could raise questions they wanted to ask. 

Although this may not carry actual meaning, symbolically, this was a 

gesture to invite them to play a more active role in this research.       

Although there were power issues in interviews, it did not mean that 

the interviews were conducted with problems. Rather, the interviews were 

conducted smoothly, and the duration of the interviews showed that male 

informants were not as silent as previously assumed. There were however, 

frequent occasions that informants did give only very brief responses, and 

this required me to use more questions to make them elaborate their 

meanings.    

Another episode is relevant to be noted here. As I have mentioned, I 

escorted an informant to the hospital for medical checkup. The informant 

asked me to negotiate with the doctor on the time he could receive the 
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medical operation. His reason of asking me to speak on behalf of him was 

that he considered that as someone educated, the doctor would be more 

willing to talk to me. The informant’s intention reflected that he did not 

perceive himself in a position to negotiate with someone whom he 

considered was in power. By making the request, the informant also 

demonstrated that he admitted a sense of powerlessness in that situation.    

 

8. Analysis of Data 

 Data analysis in qualitative research should be viewed as the process 

of making meaning from the data collected. In this study, data analysis 

was conducted alongside with data collection. Marshall and Rossman 

(1989) define this as the process of “bringing order, structure, and the 

meaning to the mass of collected data” (Marshall and Rossman, 1989: 

112).    

 

8.1 Organization of Data 

 In this study, interviews with the working-class men were the major 

source of data to be analyzed and these interviews were the tool to create 

meanings to understand men’s lived experiences. To organize the data in 

a meaningful and manageable way, these interviews were transcribed 

verbatim for data analysis.  

 One of the reasons for turning the interview data into transcripts is in 

line with Silverman’s (2000) suggestion, the transcripts can help the 

researcher focus on “the ‘actual details’ of one aspect of social life” 

(Silverman, 2000: 829). In this way, it is possible to “inspect sequences of 

utterances”, so that the researcher “make sense of conversation” 
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(Silverman, 2000: 830). An objective in this research was to understand 

the meaning of masculinity for these working-class men; the transcripts 

were an instrument to help me achieve this. Keeping the sequences of the 

conversation was also important in knowing the context of what the 

informants had told.              

 As the transcriptions were in the form of “natural discourse or speech”, 

these transcriptions were treated as the “original interview data” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995: 6). As the interview data consists of informants’ 

distinctive stories, I treated these transcriptions as a separate narrative. 

Polkinghorne (1995) also suggests that a narrative can also be referred to 

the interview data that is collected in qualitative inquiries that are related to 

“everyday or natural linguistic expressions” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 6).  

 

8.2 Analysis of Narratives 

 The approach of narrative analysis was used for analyzing the data. 

Polkinghorne (1995) suggests that narrative analysis is “studies whose 

data consists of narratives or stories, but whose analysis produces 

paradigmatic typologies or categories” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 5). In this 

study, the data I had collected were in the form of “storied narratives” 

(Polkinghorne, 1995: 12), and these were suitable to be analyzed with the 

approach of narrative analysis.  

 As a paradigmatic type of analysis, analysis of narratives examines 

the data to identify particulars as “instances of general notions or 

concepts” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 13). As this kind of analysis seeks to 

locate common themes among the stories, the procedures of coding and 

categorizing are needed to generate common themes or conceptual 
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interpretations. In doing narrative analysis, there are two types of 

paradigmatic analysis. As indicated by Polkinghorne (1995), the first type 

is in developing concepts which are derived from previous theories, while 

the second type is that the concepts are inductively derived from the data. 

Regarding this study, both types of paradigmatic analysis were applied.  

 In the preceding chapter, I have discussed that I used both Connell’s 

theories of masculinity and Bourdieu’s habitus and capital as my 

framework. Thus, using coding and categorizing, I checked which part of 

the storied narratives could be interpreted by theoretical concepts. 

Nonetheless, there were storied narratives that could not be interpreted by 

previous theories, and so by using inductive analysis, I worked to develop 

emerging themes from the narratives. As noted by Polkinghorne (1995), 

this kind of inductive analysis “includes the recursive movement from 

noted similar instances in the data to researcher-proposed categorized 

and conceptual definitions” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 13). Through these 

recursions, the definitions of the concept will be altered until the concepts 

come to a definition that best fit the ordering of the derived categories 

(Polkinghorne, 1995). To ensure this, I read and re-read the narratives a 

number of times to ensure that the emerging themes could best represent 

the meanings of the informants. Overall therefore, this research aims to 

“simultaneously study what people say or do and how they make it 

meaningful” (Marvasti, 2004: 97). 

 As will be seen in the coming chapters, with the collaboration of the 

informants, I have worked to depict an alternative meaning to masculinities 

that is beyond our understanding of the traditional working-class 

masculinity. Some of the concepts were derived from the gathered data 



92 
 

rather than by imposing existing theoretical concepts. Polkinghorne (1995) 

also argues that paradigmatic analysis “provides a method to uncover the 

commonalities that exist across the stories that make up a study’s 

database” (Polkinghorne, 1995: 14). In other words, it is able to generate 

knowledge from the storied narratives told by the informants. With the 

discussion of data gathering and analysis complete, I will now begin the 

discussion of the first analytical chapter on men and work.   
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Chapter Four 

 

MEN AND WORK 

 

1. Introduction 

In previous chapters, I discussed the importance of engaging in paid 

employment in maintaining one’s masculine identity. This theme has been 

widely discussed in other studies (Chant 2001; Fuller 2001; Jackson 2001; 

Murphy 2003; Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 2003; Edwards 2006; Fletcher 

2010). These studies address the importance of work in maintaining a 

man’s breadwinner status, the societal and household benefits men enjoy, 

work as a fundamental element in forming a successful masculine identity, 

and why men are prone to maintain the status of employment. As figures 

show however, more men are encountering underemployment or even 

unemployment. To the working-class men, the meaning of work is 

sometimes symbolic rather than having actual benefits. Yet, as Murphy 

(2003) states, “work is an essential element of an individual man’s identity”, 

and “the income and status derived from work largely define a man’s place 

in the world” (Murphy, 2003: 19). However, low pay, difficult working 

conditions or detachment from work might threaten the prestige that work 

has brought to men. Murphy’s arguments have highlighted the importance 

of work. The views of Edwards (2006) can further emphasize the 

relationship between men and work. According to Edwards (2006) work is 

an integral part of men, and states that “work not only matters to men, but 

is also part of them as a key dimension of their identity and masculinity” 

(emphasis in the original text) (Edwards, 2006: 7). Given the importance of 
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work to men, this chapter begins with descriptions of informants’ work 

histories, and will then focus on their perspectives on the issues related to 

work.  

This thesis explains the ways unemployment is affecting the 

masculine identities of men and men’s strategies to construct their 

masculine identities in relation to work. In exploring these two themes, this 

chapter will focus on the discussion of the related issues in work and 

masculine identities. To emphasize the importance of work, some may 

consider that work is an integral part of a man’s life. However, with the 

change in economic structure and the decline of industries which require 

intensive manual-skilled labours, working-class men are more likely to find 

themselves detached from the labour market. This was true for the 

informants in this study, as almost all of them had experienced 

unemployment.  

 

2. Informants and their Work  

2.1 Work History of the Informants 

 Informants in this study had been engaged in certain occupations, 

and all of them had worked in a number of sectors. Some of them even 

had worked in more than five industries. Given that they had engaged in 

various occupations, informants' working experiences varied significantly; 

which in turn, affected the ways in which they developed their sense of 

masculinity. 

 Tsui was amongst the informants who had entered the labour market 

at the earliest age. He was at 13 when he became employed. He came to 

Hong Kong from the Mainland on his own to join his family at the age of 13. 
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His first job was in a silk factory. After working in the factory for 6 to 7 years, 

he was laid-off. He recalled that at that time the silk industry competed 

with that in the Mainland, but that he was laid-off because of poor business. 

After that, he worked for the Kowloon Motor Bus Corporation as a 

ticket-selling worker. After a few years of working in the bus company, he 

encountered the challenge of the city-wide riot in 1967. He joined the 

left-wing union at that time, and he participated in a strike. He recalled that 

as he was unable to maintain continuous employment in the bus company 

after the strike, and so the labour union helped him obtain work in a 

department store which had an affiliation with the Mainland government at 

that time. He was then involved in another strike, and again lost his job as 

a result. He was able to find another job in a factory producing thread, and 

subsequently managed to work there for nearly 20 years. However, when 

the factory moved to the Mainland, he was laid-off again. At the same time, 

he was diagnosed of suffering from Retinitis Pigmentosa, and gradually 

lost his eyesight. From then on, he became unemployed.   

 Fun also entered the labour market at an early age, and had worked 

in quite a number of fields. He left school before completing junior 

secondary school, and started to work when he was around 15 years old. 

His first job was working as an apprentice in a shop repairing electrical 

appliances. This was a place where he gained knowledge in electronics. 

Unfortunately, he was fired after working for a couple of months, 

whereupon his mother then asked a relative to introduce him to work as an 

apprentice in a factory producing lens for spectacles. There, he met his 

first wife. After two years of apprenticeship, he found another job in a 

factory producing lens, during which time he got married. After having his 
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second child, he started to work as a night-shift taxi-driver. He recalled that 

the wages he earned in the factory were all given to the family. After 

having his third child, he became fully committed to working as a 

taxi-driver; investing in his own taxi and hence becoming self-employed. 

After another two years, Fun sold his taxi and invested in a restaurant. 

Running a restaurant was an unsuccessful experience for him. In addition 

to losing the restaurant, Fun's family relationship also broke down. It was 

at that time he separated with his first wife. Although encountering such 

difficult experiences, Fun did not consider that he had done anything 

wrong in running a business. He emphasized that he wanted to do 

something good for his family. Fun then worked as a lorry driver, and later 

worked in a bus company. After several years, he joined the voluntary 

resignation scheme offered by the bus company, and worked as a ‘sam 

hong’ (sān hang) worker before he became unemployed. At the time of the 

interviews, he was studying a course offered by the Vocational Training 

Council.  

 Tin, a father of two children, started to work in container terminals 

after he graduated from secondary school. At the later stage of working in 

container terminals, he had the chance to supervise some juniors. He also 

took pride of the capability to communicate with some foreigners. He 

remained working in this field for more than 30 years until he was laid-off. 

He called that a “sunset industry” as the Mainland had developed its own 

container terminals, and did not need to rely on Hong Kong as an entrepot. 

After that, he worked as a taxi driver, but owing to an accident that resulted 

in the loss of his eyesight, and having been diagnosed with heart disease, 

he was no longer able to continue working as a taxi driver. While still 
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working, he applied for welfare benefit, as the wages on the driving job 

were insufficient to maintain a living. He had tried to apply for other jobs 

but was unable to get stable employment. He had worked as a cleaner in a 

shopping mall, but again had to quit the job because of deteriorating 

health. He recalled that the cleaner job required him to work 12 hours a 

day, and the duties included cleaning of washrooms, shop floors, and even 

handling food wastes. Most of what he had done in that period were 

service jobs, which Tin considered to be more appropriate for women than 

men. He demonstrated a relatively open attitude towards women’s 

participation in the labour market. His wife was working as a part-time 

sales assistant, and the salary was sufficient for her own living. Tin 

considered that this would help relieve the tight financial burden of the 

family. Though the family was living on welfare benefits, because of the 

status as a new arrival from Mainland China, his wife was not included in 

the welfare account.  

 Tsang, a father of two children with the daughter studying in 

secondary school, started to work when he was around 16 years of age. 

He started his first job in the Mainland, and had been engaged in some 

illegal work as a youngster. He was studying in higher secondary school 

when he started to have association with some gangsters. The turning 

point was when he sustained a serious head injury at the hands of other 

gang members that nearly ended his life.. After that, he found a job in an 

ironware factory before he migrated to Hong Kong. In his first days in 

Hong Kong, he was able to find a job as a welder. The job was similar to 

the one he had been doing when he was living in the Mainland; however 

as the operation of the industry was different from that in the Mainland, he 
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was fired after having worked for only a week. He faced the same problem 

in his second job. He managed to work longer in his third job, in which he 

worked as an outdoor welding worker. Since the job was on a basis of day 

labour, he had to find other jobs on Sundays, as so to have sufficient 

wages to support the living of his family in the Mainland. He worked as a 

worker distributing newspapers, repairing roads and disposing of domestic 

waste. After an accident, he decided not to work as an outdoor welder. He 

recalled that the accident occurred when he was welding the walls outside 

a building and fell from the twenty-third to the twenty-first floor. After this, 

he shifted to working indoors. As a result of having to adapt to a new 

working environment, he had to start working in the lowest post. After 

working as a ‘sam hong’ worker for more than ten years, Tsang called 

himself a master (shī fu), but the wage was still on a daily basis. He 

reported that because he could only read a few traditional Chinese 

characters and was unable to write any traditional Chinese characters, he 

did not have the courage to take up any business as he did not have the 

confidence to sign a contract.   

 Ng, a father of three children, owned a fruit stall in a market. His 

eldest daughter was working in a fast food chain store. In Ng’s view, his 

daughter’s occupation did not have any prospects. There was a chance for 

his daughter to work as a sales assistant in a watch company, and he 

thought occupation of this sort had more prospects. Ng had been running 

the fruit stall with his wife for more than ten years. Before that, Ng had 

worked as a worker in a garment factory for a number of years. After that, 

he worked as truck driver, and it was in that capacity he met his wife. At 

that time his wife was selling fruit in the market where he used to deliver 
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fruit. After their marriage, they owned a larger fruit stall, and he was still 

working as a truck driver at the beginning. After the birth of the first child, 

his wife had to spend more time at home, and he, therefore, quit his job as 

a truck driver and spent more time in the fruit stall. Because of the nature 

of his work, he went to the fruit market before dawn, and would work till 

late evening every day. Though he was running his own fruit stall, the 

income was not sufficient to sustain the living of the family. The family was 

living on the supplement of the social security to make ends meet.      

Liu, a truck driver, was living with his wife. They had no children. 

Though they had thought of adopting one, they did not do so. Before 

working as a truck driver, he had worked in a zip factory for a number of 

years. As the factory had moved to the Mainland, he worked in the 

Mainland for a period of time. He was however, later laid-off, and so came 

back Hong Kong, and had worked as a worker repairing electrical 

appliances. After that, he worked in a kitchen utensil factory. With the 

moving of the factory to Thailand, he was laid-off again. He was 

unemployed for almost a year. Liu emphasized that though he was 

unemployed at that time, he did not allow himself to rest for a couple of 

days. He did try to get something to do, no matter what the nature of job 

was. He had been working as a self-employed truck driver for almost ten 

years. As the truck was provided by the company, he did not have any 

employment contract with the company and so was not entitled to have 

any employee benefit.  

 Cheung, who had been unemployed for two years, was living with his 

wife and his daughter. At the age of 60, Cheung still hoped that he would 

find another job. He had worked as an apprentice in a furniture making 
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factory, a sailor, and a sam hong worker. It was the job as a sam hong 

worker that had dominated most of his working experience. He started to 

work at the age of 15, and he was an apprentice at that time. He then 

worked as a sam hong worker, and after several years, being introduced 

by his friend, he changed his job and worked as a sailor. After staying in 

that industry for 6 years, he came back Hong Kong and worked as a sam 

hong worker till he was unemployed. Cheung’s unemployment was not 

because he was unable to find a job but because of health related issues. 

He was unable to kneel down, and had problems in his respiratory organs. 

Working as a sam hong worker required him to use physical strength and 

thus his knee problem had reduced his ability to work. After he was 

unemployed, he took up the caring role for the family, and was responsible 

for taking care of his daughter’s daily living. His daughter was at age five, 

and enrolled in kindergarten. To maintain the living of the family, his wife 

was working as a senior staff member in a Chinese restaurant, and so it 

was she who was the financial provider for the family. Cheung received 

several thousand dollars from his wife as monthly expenses for the family. 

There was a swap of roles in his family, with his wife taking up the 

providing role and Cheung taking up the caring role, with Cheung being 

considered as a fulltime homemaker.  

 Lee, at the age of early 50s, was working as a goods-delivery worker 

in a grocery store. His daily work was to pack things on a bicycle and to 

deliver the goods to the customers. He arrived in Hong Kong in his early 

20s, and he entered the city illegally. He recalled that he entered Hong 

Kong before the Government announced the Touch Base Policy. He 

managed to enter the urban area before November 1974 and obtained an 
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identity card. He worked as factory worker, a mobile hawker selling cooked 

food, a food-delivery worker, and in his present capacity as a 

goods-delivery worker. He was living with his wife and the four children. 

The youngest daughter was aged 14 and the eldest one was aged 20, and 

all of his children were studying in secondary school. He was the only one 

having a paid job in the family, but as he only received roughly 7,500 

dollars as monthly wage, the amount was not enough to maintain the living 

of the family with five members. As a low-income family, they were entitled 

to apply for the social security, and Lee’s family was receiving social 

security as a supplement.    

 Wah, in his early 50s, had been unemployed for some years after he 

had suffered from an industrial accident when he was working as a 

construction worker. In this accident, he fell to the ground from a work 

platform. He said that he had hurt his hips and could no longer hold heavy 

things. He was living with his wife and his son in a rented unit. Just like Tin 

and Tsui, because of health problems, he was forced into unemployment. 

Although the family was living on welfare benefits, Wah’s wife had a 

part-time job. Wah had tried to work as a security guard but because he 

could not manage to walk down the staircases from the upper floors to the 

ground floor, he quit the job. Wah also reported that his supervisor 

expressed harsh words to him and blamed him for his laziness, but it was 

actually because of his health problem that he could not walk that often. 

Before working as a construction site worker, he had worked as a hawker 

selling dolls, a worker delivering goods, and a cleaner in a bus company. 

He emphasized that although before the accident he had been physically 

fit and strong, after the accident he could no longer display his physical 
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power.  

The informants’ education achievements varied, only two had finished 

secondary school education, with one having received his education in 

Mainland China. The rest were not well educated, and some did not even 

have any formal schooling. This limited education background would have 

hindered their opportunities in looking for jobs (Murphy, 2003). Informants’ 

work histories of low-wage work, unstable income, underemployment and 

unemployment made them consider working in a stable environment and 

earning a sufficient income a blessing. Informants had worked at a variety 

of jobs such as factory worker, terminal worker, shopping mall cleaner, 

construction site worker, sam hong worker, taxi driver, truck driver, 

bus-ticket seller, goods-delivery workers, hawker and owning of small fruit 

stall. Most of these jobs were considered as manual-skilled jobs and did 

not provide enough employee welfare and protections to the informants. In 

many cases, men in this study did not enjoy any employee welfare 

because they were in a self-employed status. Despite the unfavorable 

conditions they were encountering, informants in this study showed their 

eagerness to work.  

 

2.2 Mid Age and Poor Health as Hindrance to Look for New Jobs   

 Hong Kong has been undergoing constant economic restructuring 

constantly, which has resulted in the decline of some industries, and this 

was seen in the industries that the informants had engaged in when they 

were still young. Having been engaged in these industries for a long 

period, when these industries were forced to decline, men reported 

difficulty in finding another job. In addition, the experience and the 
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networks they had accumulated would not necessarily contribute to them 

finding new work. Tsui, for example, worked as a factory worker in his 

middle-age, but with the decline of the industry and the removal of the 

industry to the Mainland, Tsui was laid-off. At the same time, he was 

suffering from Retinitis Pigmentosa, he had to give up working.  

“It was around 1994……the factories moved to the Mainland, 
my eye-sight was deteriorating at that time. I could not go to 
the Mainland to continue my work. And, I accepted the early 
retirement offer, from then on, I had no employment.” (Tsui)  

 Tin, another informant, had been engaged in the shipment industry for 

more than twenty years. Yet, with the decline of the industry, he was also 

laid-off. He described the shipment industry after the early 1990s a sunset 

industry,  

“When I was 48, because….the environment of shipment 
industry was not good, we called this a sunset industry, and 
there were quite a lot of industrial accidents while working on 
the sea, and maybe the Marine Department wanted the 
industry to move back to the harbours. There was no room for 
the development of the container sector, and as the industry 
started to collapse, I was unlucky and was laid-off. I was 48 at 
that time, approaching 50….. ” (Tin) 

Change in the overall economic environment and the decline of 

shipment industry in Hong Kong at that time was a factor that forced Tin to 

leave the industry that he had developed his skills and where his working 

experience had accumulated. From what Tin had said, age was another 

factor leading to the difficulty to find a new job. To enter another industry 

required other skills and knowledge that Tin was not familiar with. Tin 

remembered that he had several job interviews after then,  
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“I had looked for many jobs, but, firstly, when they (the 
employers) noticed my age, secondly, if you’re only a novice, 
they would have second thoughts, and they would either lower 
the wage level or to extend your working hours. I had also 
worked as a sanitary worker in a mall, it was better than having 
nothing to do. I had to work overnight, and their demand was 
so high, not only that the wage was low, I had to work for long 
hours. The official working hours were 10 hours, but I had to 
report duty earlier, and had to leave later, and I actually had to 
work for 12 hours. But, I could only earn 5 to 6 thousand.” (Tin) 

His words illustrated the job changing experience that a middle-aged 

man had encountered. At his age, Tin would expect to have a job with a 

wage that could support the living of the family, but as others treated him 

as a novice, he was only given a mean wage. Though he had tried to find 

other jobs to make a living after being laid-off, due to his deteriorating 

health condition, he was unable to find a job that he could consistently 

maintain.  

Tin raised another argument in that employers prefer younger workers. 

Working-class men such as the informants in this study were in their 

middle-age, and therefore had to face not only the challenge of their 

adaptability to a new working environment, but also the challenge of the 

younger counterparts who possess better physical strength, a crucial 

element in manual-skilled labour.  

 

2.3 Restricting Job Opportunities Due to Limited Education  

 Education may not necessarily be the sole factor affecting the 

kind of jobs one is able to engage in, but it is always a critical factor 

affecting one’s job opportunity and bargaining power (Murphy, 2003). As 

mentioned, most of the informants have only limited education attainment. 
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Looking at the types of jobs the informants had been doing, many of the 

jobs were manual-skilled jobs, and that the jobs were often considered as 

elementary jobs. In recalling the jobs he had done, Ng said that:  

I’m illiterate, and I have only worked in a few sectors, like 
ironing clothes in a factory, truck driver, and selling fruit. I 
have been driving a truck delivering fruit for 20 
years……You can do nothing else if you’re illiterate, you 
can do nothing else.  

Many of the informants in this study shared similar working 

experiences as Ng had. The jobs they had worked were often 

manual-skilled and low-waged.  

Tsang explained that his limited education had hindered him from 

taking up the role as a contractor, and he could only work under others. He 

explained that:  

If you didn’t do the job, you would have no other job 
opportunity. We could not sign any contract, if you signed 
one, it looked as if you would become a slave to it, I did 
not want to take the risk. 

The major concern was that he did not know any traditional Chinese 

characters or English. He thought that if he did not know the meaning of 

the contract, and if he had signed a contract, it would be risky. Limited 

education had deterred Tsang from starting his own business. And, this 

was what he did not want his children to succeed from him.  

 Their limited education attainment and limited job opportunities had 

also been a driving force for them to give the best to their children. They 

did not want their children to walk the same path as they did. Yeandle 

(2003) discussed that men in her study have the tendency to give the best 
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to their children, so as to let their children have the similar opportunity as 

others have. In doing so, men would limit their daily expenditure. Men in 

this study also showed this tendency. They kept using less money and 

would save the wages for the family. The detailed discussion in this area 

will be elaborated in the next chapter.  

 Apart from limited suitable jobs, in most of the situations, informants 

did not have the bargaining power to ask for better remuneration. Indeed, 

the kinds of jobs they had occupied were mainly manual skill jobs and did 

not require higher level of education attainment or advanced knowledge 

and skills. These jobs also did not entitle workers to better fringe benefits. 

As such, when these men requested better employment terms, they were 

less likely to be successful. The worst thing was, as Murphy (2003) had 

pointed out, in order to struggle for an employment, men of this kind had to 

face competition in a far lower wage environment. They might have to 

compete with women, young people and other middle-aged men who, 

without other choice, had to accept the lower wage. Lower wages among 

junior level workers is a serious social concern. Although Hong Kong has 

enacted minimum wage legislation, there are still different views on 

whether the minimum wage can help the elementary level workers.  

 In relating one’s bargaining power with the implementation of 

minimum wage, Tin considered that the minimum wage might not be 

something good to the elementary level workers. He held that for the 

labourers who were not young and did not have higher level of education 

attainment, they might suffer from the enactment of minimum wage as 

employers had other choices if they had to pay the minimum wage. He 

said,  
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Employers in Hong Kong have changed a lot, they tend to 
lower the wage level, and they want to have younger 
employees. The recent legislation of the minimum wage is on 
the surface protecting the low-waged labours, but is this the 
case? This is not the case. Many of those who are either of 
age issue or lacking of education qualification can strive to 
have a job because of the fact that their wages are low. 
Because of this, employers might think that this is a win-win 
situation, and the low-waged workers can still maintain a living. 
If the minimum wage is implemented, this group of low-waged 
worker will disappear [in this labour market]. Employers will 
consider that as they have to pay for more for the wage, they 
prefer to hire someone younger. By then, this will create 
another social burden. If a person can’t maintain a living, he’ll 
look for the assistance from the government. I didn’t think 
about these before, but as I have experienced this myself, I 
notice that it is really hard to find a job now. (Tin) 

What Tin worried about was the dwindling opportunity for the 

middle-aged men to compete with younger people in the labour market. 

The problems of the middle-aged men in looking for jobs are not anything 

new in Hong Kong. As in this study, the informants did not have a higher 

educational qualification, and were always placed in a less advantageous 

position due to their limited educational attainment. It is possible that Tin’s 

belief was affected by his experience of failure in seeking for a suitable job 

after his was laid off. Although Tin had tried a number of methods to look 

for a job, his impression was that he was rarely given a chance because of 

his age and because he was a novice in the fields of jobs other than the 

shipment industry.  

 Tin’s experience in working as a cleaning workman in a shopping mall 

echoed Murphy’s (2003) arguments in the way that men of inadequate 

education attainment have to compete in a far low-wage working 



108 
 

environment. As Tin had mentioned however, educational attainment was 

only a factor; age and inexperience in the field were other factors an 

employer might consider employing him or not. It should be further pointed 

out that lack of job opportunities had indeed affected a man’s family 

responsibilities as well as making a change in the division of labour in a 

household (Yeandle, 2003). As demonstrated in Tin’s case, with his 

unemployment, he could no longer bear the breadwinning responsibility. 

This had affected the couple’s roles in the family, with Tin spending more 

time with the children and his wife engaging in a paid job outside home. 

Given that the dominant discourse on men’s gender identity is that men 

should work and be responsible for the lives of their family members, a 

man’s inability to fulfill this demand would have threatened his masculine 

identity. Although Tin’s health condition and eye-sight were poor, he said 

that he was eager to look for a job, and that was why he did not mind 

working in whatever setting. He believed that it was inappropriate for a 

man to rely on welfare benefits and to take care of the children at home.     

 Another characteristic in the working experiences among the 

informants was that they all entered the labour market at an early age. 

Some had to share family responsibilities, and some had formed their own 

families and were responsible for the role of provider. Apart from the lack 

of opportunity to continue their education, the need to contribute to the 

living of the family was another factor leading them to enter the labour 

market at an early age. As Murphy (2003) believes, the shortening youth 

stage has affected their chances of getting better vocational skills that they 

need to find better paid jobs. Fun, Tin and Wah were among the 

informants who had taken actions to enhance their vocational skills that 
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might help increase their chance to look for a better paid job. They had 

participated in certain vocational skills training courses. Another question 

was whether or not training courses were effective in facilitating the 

trainees to get employment. 

 Decline in industries that men had previously engaged, the middle 

age issue, increasing challenges, and working-class men’s limited 

educational attainment were some of the factors contributing to their 

difficulty to look for a job replacement. In the coming section, how these 

working-class men created a meaning to work will be discussed. 

 

3. Creating a Meaning to Work 

Work has always been a core element in a man's life. The qualitative 

data in this study demonstrated that dignity, capability, responsibility, 

achievement, and making a living were meanings that work had given to 

the informants. The meaning of dignity, capability and responsibility were 

in line with Fuller’s (2001) arguments in another study with Peruvian men. 

These three aspects were what work had given to his informants who were 

living in urban Peru. Fuller (2001) argues that it is responsibility to family 

that gives men “the ultimate justification of work”, and it is through work 

that provides the “foundation of masculine predominance over women and 

children” (Fuller, 2001: 98). To the informants in Fuller’s research, work 

was the main foundation of their masculine identity, as work transforms 

them into men, guarantees them a place in masculine space as well as 

allowing them to become a responsible person and the head of the family 

(Fuller, 2001). By discussing this, Fuller (2001) pinpointed the importance 

of the legitimacy of masculine predominance in the public sphere. Fuller 
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(2001) also suggests that those who are unable to secure employment are 

becoming marginalized and dwelling an alternative form of masculinity.     

 

3.1 Dignity 

Informants in this study said that work carried a meaning of dignity. 

Tsui, for example, emphasized the dignity which employment had brought 

him, 

“If you have work, you’ll have something to commit to, and will 
have a contribution to the society. You’ll be dispirited if you 
don’t have any work, so work affects one’s outlook. If you don’t 
have any work, you won’t have any spiritual outlook. If you 
have to hurry to work, you’ll walk faster. But, if you don’t have 
(any work), you’ll be like a wandering soul. If you like gambling, 
you’ll read the material on horse racing, otherwise, you’ll read 
several copies of newspaper. Life will be boring if you have 
nothing to do.” (Tsui) 

Tsui mentioned that in the first few days of his unemployment, he was 

rather relaxed, but after eight to ten days, started to feel bored, and 

because others had to work he found himself alone, bored and without 

regular contact with friends. Apart from his family members (wife and 

daughter), there was no one else to be with him. Tsui’s situation 

highlighted that he had relied on the relationships built in the workplace. 

Work was to him a contribution to society, but without work, had become 

dispirited. In differentiating the difference between being employed and 

unemployed, he had used words like “contribution” and “dispirited”, 

“walking in a faster pace” and “wandering like a soul”. The differentiation 

showed that Tsui was eager to have paid work as work would bring him 

energy and a feeling of self-worthiness. When recalling his feeling towards 
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unemployment, he had the following words, 

“I felt sadder and sadder, I needed other’s material assistance, 
and I felt myself useless, and I could not earn a living. Even if 
living on CSSA is a choice, one can only have a thousand or 
more for monthly expenses, this kind of living is intolerable. I 
have some friends who are also with sight problem, they end 
up committing suicide. I went to a gathering yesterday, and I 
heard that someone died and some jumped down from a 
building. I felt so sad, those are whom I know…… ” (Tsui) 

The inability to work was endangering Tsui’s dignity. The inability to 

provide for himself and the family was in contrast to his belief in the 

importance of work. Unemployment had deprived him of the ability to 

provide for the family; forcing him to rely on others’ assistance. Living on 

welfare has been considered as deficiency by the informants. 

Unemployment was emasculating Tsui's masculine identity as he could not 

provide for the family. Tsui’s experience of unemployment was not solely 

related to his failure to find a job. He was also suffering from Retinitis 

Pigmentosa which caused him to lose his eye sight after his 40s. He 

became unemployed when he had lost his eye sight completely.  

Disability is another aspect that has influenced how one perceives his 

male identity (Gerschick and Miller 1995; Shakespeare 1999a; Sparkes 

and Smith 2002). Gerschick and Miller (1995) described three strategies in 

which disabled men employ in responding to the clashes between 

hegemonic masculinity and the general perceptions of disability as 

weakness. These strategies are: reformulation, reliance and rejection. 

Reformulation is how a man redefines his masculinity according to his own 

terms; reliance is how a man internalizes traditional meanings of 

masculinity and to meet these expectations; and rejection is how a man 
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creates alternative masculine identities and subcultures (Shakespeare, 

1999a). Adoption of these strategies reflected if a man has adapted to 

disability. In Tsui’s case, though he disclosed a feeling of misfortune, he 

was adopting a reformulation strategy in responding to his disability and 

the way he was emasculated from work. He did participate in some 

sessions sharing with others the ways to tackle the loss of eyesight. He did 

learn to cook and he was proud that he was able to cook some food better 

than his wife. He learnt how to walk by himself without the help of his wife 

and thus, aimed at retaining his autonomy.              

 

3.2 Capability 

Capability was another aspect that the informants in this study raised. 

Apart from the capability to work in the public sphere, capability carried 

another meaning. This meaning was reflected from Tin’s working 

experience. In summarizing his former employment in a container 

shipment company, Tin disclosed that in the later stage of his employment, 

he had the opportunity to coach other juniors; using the following words to 

summarize this experience:  

Actually……work……is a pattern for us to maintain a living, I 
work to earn a wage, and I get much experience in work. This 
is very important, such as the manner to deal with people, and 
it is important that you have the ability to teach others, I have 
taught many juniors. We have to follow a junior’s work for a 
month in the industry. We have to learn how to draw a graph 
and to do some calculations, the most important of all is the 
structure of a ship, the procedures in getting the containers 
onto the ship, we have to teach them all these. There are 
many things which you don’t know, which you acquire the 
knowledge, which you later teach others. These are what we 
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can get from work. Apart from an income, how to deal with 
others, how to solve a problem……in short, apart from income, 
one can gain some experience in life and the way to deal with 
others in work. Because one must work, from the day you 
entered the labour force to getting married and having one’s 
own kids, work is a necessary condition for meet these. If you 
don’t have a work, you won’t have these.  (Tin) 

In recalling this experience, Tin demonstrated his capability of not 

only in having employment, but the competence in coaching others. The 

capability to engage in work had given Tin a sense of pride. In coaching 

others, he was able to transfer his knowledge to others. Although this was 

not necessarily a behaviour of predominance over others, in conveying 

this capability, Tin was asserting his power over the subordinates. In this 

way, power could be seen important in maintaining a man’s identity, and it 

was through work that power was reproduced.  

It is unquestionable that this sense of competence or capability is not 

only important in a man’s work but in the way one treats others. Just as Tin 

had stated, it was through employment that one had learned how to treat 

others in a proper manner. In addition, this capability was related to one’s 

direction in life. Again, this direction in life was reproduced from work. Tin 

had the following words when talking about this issue:    

……With regard to work……to a person, disregarding health 
condition, I think it is necessary for a person to work, no 
matter if the family needs you to work or not, I think everyone 
should work. Work is a pattern for one to live, and you can’t 
open your eyes in the morning and just wait there till going to 
sleep at night. That’s not the attitude, one must have an 
objective in life, and work is one of the objectives. Some will 
say that to work hard……work is a kind of ……if you have 
eagerness to advance…… and after I have learnt the 
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knowledge, I’ll be the head later or you’ll have your own 
shop……This is what you have to struggle for. With this, you’ll 
have a direction, and you won’t end up without any direction 
nor doing nothing all day. You have a work, you’ll have an 
objective in life, so work is important to a person. (Tin) 

  Words like to “be the head of a team” or “to have one’s own shop” 

not only reflected Tin’s aspiration to work, but his ambition and the drive 

for upward mobility. His words also revealed that it was through work that 

he could do something with an achievable aim, and not just to hang 

around and do nothing. In other words, in Tin’s view, work kept him moving 

forward.  

As with Tsui's experience, Tin’s unemployment was also related to his 

health condition. It was observed that he was still occupied by a feeling of 

nostalgia to the days when he was employed. Employment was important 

to Tin as he could earn a living, and could accumulate his experience in 

life. Employment also provided him with a direction in life, and enabled him 

to gain power, this could be seen from his position of supervising some 

juniors.  His unemployment was seen as a threat to his manliness. It is no 

wonder that, to a working-class man like Tin, work was important in 

sustaining one’s male identity.    

 Unlike Tsui, Tin had not adapted to his disability. He was still 

preoccupied with traditional expectations of how a man should perform. 

Since he believed that a man must work, his inability to work had violated 

his personal belief. Using Gerschick and Miller’s (1995) strategies, Tin was 

employing a reliance strategy, in which he was still clinging to the 

traditional meanings of masculinity such as acting as a provider of a family, 

having a higher social status, with physical strength, and being 
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independent. Apart from the inability to secure employment, he had to rely 

on his wife to take him out at night. Such misfortune was demonstrated 

when I accompanied him for a medical consultation. He asked me to 

speak on behalf of him to request the medical practitioner to do surgery to 

improve his condition. The reason behind his request was that he thought 

he was in an inferior social position, and that the medical practitioner 

would not listen to him. In supplementing the reason for requesting surgery, 

he added that as a man, he wanted to have a job. Tin's words showed that 

he could not tolerate himself as an unemployed man and that employment 

was what he considered gave him the capacity he desired.  

 Tin and Tsui were both disabled, and were both experiencing the loss 

of their eye-sight. They did however, employ different strategies in 

responding to disability and their inability to meet the expectations of 

traditional masculine identities. Tsui was more likely to adapt a 

reformulation strategy and was redefine an alternative masculine identity 

in his own terms. He was adapting to his disability and was doing 

something else that would exhibit his strength. Tin, on the other hand, was 

employing a reliance strategy, and was still captured in his interpretation of 

traditional masculine identities. His present state was in contrast to his 

past experience in supervising some juniors in a crew. His situation was 

similar to what Shakespeare (1999a) has suggested, in that he did not 

automatically enjoy the power and privileges of non-disabled men. The 

different strategies Tin and Tsui employed demonstrated that individual 

disabled man differed from one another.      

 Another informant Cheung also talked about how he had used his 

time when he had a paid work. He said:  
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If you have a job, you’ll find it easy to spend a day, and you’ll 
feel happier. Although it is exhausting in working, you’ll feel 
happy when you can make money, and you’ll find the time 
passes fast. If you work from 9 am to 6 pm, you’ll start working 
in a quarter past nine, have lunch at twelve, and have tea at 
three- thirty, and then you only have to work two more hours, 
and leave the workplace at five or six. You’ll find the time 
passes fast if you have a job. If you don’t have a job, you’ll 
find……it hard to spend a day. You have to go to the market, 
then you’ll be staying at home, and reading newspaper. 
(Cheung) 

 In addition to the direction that Tin had mentioned, Cheung had 

differentiated the pattern in use of time before and after unemployment. 

Taking control of the time spent when he had paid work was to him a better 

experience, and he found it easier to spend a day when he had paid work. 

Thus, the drive to have autonomy to use the time outside of home rather 

than being confined indoors was obvious in differentiating why Cheung 

preferred to have paid work. 

 

3.3 Responsibility 

Responsibility was another meaning carried in work. Tsang, for 

example, stated that he worked for his children and the family, and in this, 

was emphasizing a provider role in the family. Growing up in a traditional 

Chinese family, Tsang demonstrated that he had learned from his family 

members, and such responsibility was reproduced from socialization. 

Tsang stated that,   

It is all for the next generation, what is done is for the next 
generation. My father brought me up, and I hope that I can 
bring them up. I also hope that my children will do better than I 
do. My parents also taught me this way. They thought that they 
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were not educated, my mother was illiterate, my father had 
only been educated for a few months, and what he did was to 
earn money for the family. He left nothing for himself, but he 
left everything for us. I’m doing the same thing as what he did 
to us. I’m teaching my children to cherish each other as in the 
way my siblings taught me. So, what I’m doing is for the 
children, I don’t think I have any achievement, to be able to 
provide for the family is a kind of achievement in this society. 
To provide for the family, it is important that one should be 
industrious and frugal……my purpose is to manage the basic 
household expenses. It is fine to just meet the basic living, the 
children won’t be lacking of money in study, though they don’t 
have much pocket money, they won’t be lacking of it. (Tsang) 

 Tsang emphasized responsibility to the family, and at the same time, 

his provider role. Responsibility has been mentioned in other studies as to 

be one of the key aspects in a man’s work (Willot and Griffin 1996; Fuller 

2001). Responsibility is related to the traditional masculine identity of 

breadwinning and of being a provider. In taking on this role, Tsang 

emphasized the importance of earning a sufficient wage for the daily 

expenses of the family. This responsibility was more than providing a 

sufficient living for the family. Tsang was expecting that by providing for the 

children, they would live a better life. Such expectations towards the 

children are also observed in other informants. Ng, for example, when 

talking about his daughter’s work in a fast food restaurant, stated that 

there were no prospects in working in the fast food restaurant. He wanted 

his daughter to follow the path of his niece who was working in a watch 

company. He stated his expectations:  

Expectation……it’s fine if they know a specific skill, to learn 
more things and will have some more chances……unlike me, 
I’m illiterate, I had worked as a factory iron worker, a truck 
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driver, and I had been a truck driver delivering fruit for twenty 
years……you could do nothing if you’re illiterate, could do 
nothing…… (Ng) 

 Both Tsang and Ng did admit that they did not have the literacy to 

allow them to work in fields other than those required only manual skills. 

Providing for the family as a responsibility was to let the family members, 

especially the children, pursue something that they themselves could not 

achieve. They were, on one hand imposing an expectation on their 

children; while on the other hand, wanted their children to live a better life. 

In this way, informants did not only treat responsibility as a matter related 

to providing for the family, they also considered that they were responsible 

to help their children have a better future.    

 

3.4 Sense of Achievement 

 Tsang stressed that he had no achievement but the capability to 

provide for a family. He said that, “I don’t think I have any achievement. To 

be able to provide for the family is a kind of achievement in this society”. 

Such achievement could as well be considered as his capital. In a study, 

Willot and Griffin (2004) suggest that symbolic capital is important in 

maintaining a man’s masculine identity. They comment that working-class 

men do “have a greater investment in the breadwinner position than men 

from more socially privileged backgrounds” (Willot and Griffin, 2004: 64). 

Working-class men do not have the equivalent access to other forms of 

capital as middle class men have. In another study, Fuller (2001) also 

suggested that middle class men are less worried about their role as a 

provider, compared with working class men. His interpretation is similar to 
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that of Willot and Griffin (2004) in the way that working-class men do have 

less access to other forms of capital.  

With reference to their points of view, and as I have stated in previous 

chapters, working-class men do not have equal access to other forms of 

capital as other men do. The wage they earned could barely maintain the 

living of the family, and in general, working-class men do not possess 

higher education qualifications and little to no cultural inheritance from 

their predecessors, and therefore, did not have the same level of cultural 

capital as middle-class men. The social capital they could access was also 

limited due to their minimal accessibility to resources and people. As such, 

working-class men like Tsang had little access to other forms of capital, but 

their perceived achievement and the authority were derived from the ability 

to provide for their respective families. It was this authority together with 

the status as the provider or breadwinner that gave men the symbolic 

power in the family.  

Bourdieu (1990) asserts that “symbolic power has to be based on the 

possession of symbolic capital” (Bourdieu, 1990: 138). In order to have 

this symbolic power, men need to possess the symbolic capital. In 

explaining what symbolic power is, Bourdieu states, “symbolic power is a 

power of consecration or revelation, a power to conceal or to reveal things 

which are already there” (Bourdieu, 1990:138). Regarding the social 

relationship, traditional gender relations and gender order are considered 

a kind of existing relationship, and it is through daily interaction that men 

are able to display this symbolic power onto women and to other family 

members. Although the data provided by Tsang did not show that he was 

displaying this power onto his family, when informants considered that 
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they were the household head and they were in the position to make a 

decision or to reject others’ view, they were asserting symbolic power.  

Lee, for example, said that he was not in the habit of cleaning up his 

home, and would wear the same pair of slippers whenever he was going 

to work or staying at home. He, therefore, would reject his children’s view 

on changing his slippers at home. He said that, “They don’t dare to give 

me words, I have been living this way for many years. They don’t dare to 

give me words”. With this short phrase, it is reflected that he held the 

status as a father, and he could display to his family members that they 

were not in a position to confront him.      

 

3.5 “To have work is to make a living” 

 Apart from dignity, capability and responsibility, to make a living was 

another meaning that work had given to the informants. To Fun, work was 

to enable one to make a living, and he considered that if someone wanted 

to continue to work, one had to upgrade oneself. In this sense, he 

considered work was a means to make ends meet. Like other informants, 

jobs that Fun had been engaged in during his middle-age were mainly 

manual skilled labour, and these jobs were unable to give him a chance to 

earn much money. As such, work was to him a way to make a living. In the 

following conversation extract, Fun expressed his views on work,  

Interviewer: I still have a few questions, you have worked for 
more than 30 years…… 
Fun: Yes, I have. I have just realized that I have wasted 
many years, I have nothing. 
Interviewer: experience……what do you think you have got 
from work? 
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Fun: Work…… 
Interviewer: what do you think you have got from work? 
Fun: Work……can make a living, I find this question very 
interesting, Work has enabled me to live a life, it is only 
through work, one can live a life. The other thing is, because 
we have to live, we need to work, and we have to upgrade 
ourselves, the relationship is very interesting. To meet the 
demand of the society, the society was previously 
dominated by factories, but it is no longer the situation, 
service industry is now the focus. It is interesting, because I 
have to live so I have to work, and if I want to work, I have to 
upgrade myself, and I have to upgrade myself so as to make 
myself able to live a life……   

The last few lines of the above quote reflect the view of Gorz (1999),  

The imperative need for a regular income is used to 

persuade people of their ‘imperative need to work’. The 

need to act, to strive, to be appreciated is used to persuade 

people that they need to be paid for whatever they do. (Gorz, 

1999: 72)  

If one wants an income, one has to work, and if one wants to maintain 

a living in this society, one has to work to get the income. In Fun’s words, 

having paid work was to make a living. To be appreciated by others was a 

motive for one to learn and to work, Fun had mentioned “I want to be 

appreciated by others” and “I felt rather happy as I was able to be 

promoted from the supervisor of a line to the head of a section. When 

someone appreciated what you had done, it wouldn’t be a waste of the 

efforts you had committed”. Fun was eager to learn and to perform himself 

as a competent staff. Appreciation as a non-materialistic driving force was 

crucial to make him work hard.   

 In the interviews, Fun revealed his ambition to make a large amount 
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of money in his earlier stage of life. Fun had owned his businesses, for 

example: running a taxi, a restaurant and a van. Although all of these 

ended in failure, he disclosed that what he did was for the sake of the 

family. He stated that the reason for running a restaurant was to improve 

the living conditions of his family and his parents. Fun stressed that his 

ex-wife did not agree with his plan to operate a restaurant. He however, 

had his own motivations. He explained: 

In fact, my intention to run a restaurant was for my parents 
because they were old, and if the restaurant had good 
business, the whole family would have work, don’t you think so? 
I own nothing. The taxi and the public housing unit were for my 
wife, and I did not have any share. She was named the 
household head of the public housing unit……In fact, my 
purpose for running the restaurant was to let all family 
members have work. Don’t you think so? I told her that it was 
good for her to become a boss. (Fun) 

What Fun had emphasized was his responsibility to family. If a 

breadwinner role was also a role to financially support the family, Fun was 

taking up the financial provider role at that time. It has been suggested in 

other studies that this financial provider role offers a source of identity to 

many men (Chant, 2001; Jackson, 2001; Warren, 2007). This matched 

Fun’s intention, since as a man, it was his responsibility to financially 

provide for the family.  

 In addition to this responsibility, Fun’s account reflected that he 

wanted to invest in small businesses to allow his family live a better life. 

His efforts however, ended in failure. Fun’s intention to work as a mobile 

hawker, to run a taxi, and to set up a restaurant was to invest what he had 

to make a living that he had thought would give a more stable and secure 
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life for his family. Though Fun had not used the term entrepreneurship, he 

said “don’t know why, I liked to do business”, and the history in running 

various small businesses displayed his entrepreneurial intentions. Harrell 

(1985) suggests that one of the characteristics in Chinese culture that 

makes Chinese people work hard is that they are driven by the ethic of 

entrepreneurship. The meaning of entrepreneurship is to Harrell, “the 

investment of one's resources (land, labor, and/or capital) in a long-term 

quest to improve the material well-being and security of some group to 

which one belongs and with which one identifies” (Harrell, 1985: 216). By 

defining this, Harrell (1985) has specified some crucial factors in this kind 

of entrepreneurship. These are long term efforts, security, and the 

collectivity as a family.  

 In setting up a restaurant, Fun's stated intention was to allow all of the 

family members a chance to work, that his parents would go to the 

restaurant when they did not have a place to socialize, and his wife would 

also be addressed as an owner. He was imagining a long term vision, and 

he was trying to do something to engage his family in that investment. Fun 

was rationalizing what he was doing at that time. Though he was trying to 

provide a secure life for his family, the eventual losses made the business 

no longer viable. In addition to gaining profits, Harrell stated that security is 

also “to establish hedges and defenses against loss” (Harrell, 1985: 216). 

And, in Fun’s case, the loss was enormous, he reported that, “doing 

businesses made me lose everything, and worsened my family 

relationship”. He regretted that he was unable to provide a sense of 

security to his family at that time. Although Fun’s case was not a typical 

case, entrepreneurship as Harrell (1985) has suggested was a value that 
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a man would uphold in order to enable his family to lead a better life. The 

ability to provide for the family was a sense of pride. This pride was highly 

related to Fun’s masculinity in that he had a family to provide for; a task 

which he had succeeded at until being forced to close down the business. 

In the interview, Fun was proud to tell me that he once had a privileged 

bank account before having to declare bankruptcy. His words and attitude 

reflected that he placed financial success on a high order in life, and this 

financial success was important to his masculinity as this was equivalent 

to the ability to provide for the family.   

 To summarize the discussions in this section, work had given men in 

this study the meanings of dignity, responsibility, capability, achievement, 

and to make a living. Informants who were unable to work because of 

disability, frequently experienced a loss of dignity, but this loss also 

depended on the strategy a man employed to cope with his disability. As 

discussed in other studies, work had also given men a kind of symbolic 

capital. This capital was related with men’s achievement in their work and 

though this capital was symbolic, it gave men the authority and status to 

access certain benefits that work had brought them. For instance, when 

negotiating the kind of household duties they had to undertake, their status 

in employment would free them from doing certain tasks or allow men to 

concentrate doing the tasks they wanted. This symbolic capital had 

allowed men to gain symbolic power, and this enabled men to display their 

authority at home. It was also a sense of pride to have a family to provide 

for, but their misfortune made it impossible for some informants to provide 

for their family; an experience that was beyond their control, and which 

was damaging to their pride. When they were healthy, the men could work 



125 
 

and earn a living for the family. Their disability was a sharp contrast to their 

previous health condition, and though they were still working-class men 

when they were disabled from work, they still displayed their priority of 

valuing the ability to make a living. After the deterioration of their health 

and disconnection from work, they were further pushed into a marginalized 

position. In addition to lacking social privilege that other men had, the 

inability to work was challenged their experience of masculinity.    

     

4. Differentiating Paid Work from Volunteer Work  

 Some of the informants in this study had experience doing volunteer 

work. The data in this study shows that informants carried different views 

when doing voluntary work. Freeman (1997) and Taniguchi (2006) found 

that men’s volunteer work experience was sometimes discouraged by 

their status of unemployment. In their studies, men who were unemployed 

did not spend as much time in volunteering as men who were employed. It 

is perhaps reasonable to assume that if men were unemployed, they 

should have more time committing in non-economic activities. In fact, this 

may not be the case as reflected from the studies of Freeman (1997) and 

Taniguchi (2006). Given the social norm that men are expected to engage 

in economic activity outside home, unemployed men may spend more 

time in looking for chances to participate in some economic activities that 

will secure the living of their own as well as the family’s. This accounts for 

one of the reasons why unemployed men are less devoted to volunteering. 

Taniguchi (2006) suggests that what differentiates volunteer work and 

paid work or family work is voluntarism. Voluntarism embraces the 

meaning of altruism and in doing volunteer work, one is able to benefit 
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others. As this is a reciprocal relationship, the volunteer will then be 

respected and recognized by others. In doing volunteer work, 

working-class men would get what they did not have in paid work.  

Although not completely different from the studies of Freeman (1997) 

and Taniguchi (2006), informants in this study did have experience in 

doing volunteer work. Some of them worked as volunteers in the social 

service units where they sought help, and some worked as volunteers in 

labour unions. Except for a few, the majority of them were engaged in 

volunteer work and these enabled them to use their previous working 

experience and the physical capital that they had, thus, to display their 

masculine identities.  

 Tin, for example, had sought help from a social service organization, 

and in the process of receiving help, had participated in a men’s social 

group as well as participating in volunteer work with other male group 

members. The duties he was involved in were mainly tasks that required 

bodily strength such as helping the elderly move into new accommodation. 

In doing so, he was appreciated by the elderly people. In re-telling his 

experience in doing volunteer work, Tin stated that:  

I will do some volunteer work when I’m in better health 
condition, I learn this in these few years. When I’m able to help 
others, to help the elders for removal, and see that others are 
happy, I’ll feel good. This is different from other forms of 
happiness, and is unlike making money. You might be less 
committed in making money, but after you have done some 
volunteer work, you’ll feel great. I totally support others to do 
some volunteer work, you’ll find this a way to release your 
pressure. I have done volunteer work for many times, and I’m 
happy about that. I see that I have the ability to help others for 
removal and can assist the service centre, the feeling is great. 
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Firstly, this can help oneself release pressure. Secondly, it is 
good to help others. I had not thought about this before, and I 
thought if I had time, I’d rather take a nap. But, after I have 
suffered from these, I noticed that others helped me for no 
reward, and at first I thought that if others had helped me, I 
could just help others once so as to repay for their assistance. 
I treated volunteer work with this attitude before. After you 
have done volunteer work, you’ll notice that when you sense 
the happiness of those elders you have helped, the feeling 
from it is somewhat different. Even if I have sweated a lot, I still 
find that doing volunteer work is great. (Tin) 

 While emphasizing the benefits in doing volunteer work, Tin saw the 

difference between paid work and volunteer work. Volunteer work, as 

Taniguchi (2006) argues, is not something taken for granted. As men are 

expected to engage in economic activity outside home, spending time in 

volunteer work is considered as another non-economic activity which is 

not preferred by men. In Tin’s case, he did not prefer engaging in 

volunteer work before he sought help from a social service centre. Instead, 

he preferred to rest; considering volunteering work as a time-wasting 

activity. His attitude towards volunteer work changed significantly after he 

had become service recipient. The appreciation and recognition he 

received from the elderly people whom he had helped made him value the 

experience of volunteering. In his words, it was seen that he treasured the 

moments in helping others, and this reflected his sense of altruism. To him, 

doing volunteer work was something that could benefit not only himself but 

others as well.   

Informants stated that the reward for doing volunteer work was 

different from engaging in paid work as the nature of the reward was 

non-materialistic. The recognition and appreciation men received provided 
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incentives for their future commitment in volunteering. In differentiating 

volunteer work and paid work, Tin said,     

I have tried to do volunteer work and I do feel great, such kind 
of happiness is a reward, and is better than giving you ten 
dollars or even some hundred dollars. Those forms are 
materialistic, maybe those money will allow you to buy things, 
and the money is what I have earned from a work. You’ll feel 
indifferent to this money. But, when you realize that you feel 
happy and others feel happy, that is already a good reward. If 
you can think about this, you won’t feel that you have lost to 
someone……these are the appreciation from what I have 
seen what others and I have done. I feel happy when the 
elders I have helped are happy. To help them move to a new 
accommodation, and they get what they want. They can live a 
better life, and they can move from a very restricted place to 
having a new home, and if you help them to tidy up the place, 
they do feel happy. (Tin) 

 The words of Tin reflected the differences between paid work and 

volunteer work. As Taniguchi (2006) argues, volunteering benefits one in 

life enrichment, and this feeling is beyond the experience gained in paid 

work. Tin's testimony echoes Taniguchi’s views. According to him, one 

could get a higher sense of achievement from voluntary work than in paid 

work.  

 It was noticed that informants in the current study tended to commit in 

the types of volunteer work that can display their bodily strength or in 

areas that their capital would be treasured. Wood work, minor indoor 

decoration, installing electrical appliances, painting, helping others to 

move to new accommodation were the types of volunteer work informants 

had been engaged in. This reflected that even if informants were not 

engaged in economic activity, they still preferred to engage in the type of 
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work where they could use their skills. In responding to my question of 

what he would do if he could not find a job in the coming days, Fun had the 

following response:  

“I have planned that even if I’m unable to find a job, I won’t 
waste what I have learnt. I can go to a temple to do some 
volunteer work like maintenance and repair. When I’m doing 
the construction work, I can learn something more 
professional. If I have a work, I can do better, if no one 
employs me, I can take up some jobs myself. If not, when I get 
older, I can help in a temple, in the service centre, and to help 
in the church, but you have to help others first. If you have 
sufficient skills, you should be able to help others, and you 
won’t feel lonely because you can help others. That’s what I 
have in mind, I can work or to contribute to the society.” (Fun) 

 What Fun said might reflect what others had in mind -- to make use of 

one’s obtained-skills in volunteer work. As previously discussed, 

working-class men did want to use the kind of capital they treasured or 

they were good at in volunteer work. This capital was also related to the 

skills they had to make use of in engaging a paid work. It was no wonder 

that when informants recalled their experience in volunteer work, the 

majority of them shared that what they had done was largely related to 

their work experience or the manual skills they had. It was rare to hear 

men’s volunteering experience in supporting others emotionally or in child 

caring. As these kinds of support are frequently considered feminine, a 

man's masculinity would be undermined by undertaking such tasks; and 

therefore, men are less likely to involve themselves in these volunteering 

activities.   

 Men did not consider replacing paid work with voluntary work. When I 

asked Fun what he would do if he was unable to find a job after he had 
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completed the retraining courses, his response showed that he had not 

thought of replacing paid work with voluntary work. He stated: “If you can’t 

make a living, you’ll express your sorrow even when doing volunteer work. 

It’s hard to imagine if one can do the volunteer work if one feels sorrowful”. 

To look for a paid job was obviously some informants’ first priority.  

 

5. Adopting a Work First Principle 

 As illustrated, some of the informants in this study were unemployed 

at the time of being interviewed. Although the duration of unemployment 

varied, informants did show a strong view of adopting a work first attitude. 

This attitude could be reflected from the efforts they had invested in 

looking for job opportunities, and the reasons behind their eagerness to 

look for a job. 

 Tin, for example, was laid-off from the shipping industry, which he had 

worked in for more than twenty years. He found a job working as a taxi 

driver two months after being laid-off. Though he could not work in this 

field for long because of his health problem, he still tried to look for other 

job opportunities by other means. Tin stated: 

I have tried many ways to look for a job, I have gone to the 
Labour Department, through newspaper, to join the 
recruitment exercises organized by some service centres, and 
have used my personal network. Besides, I have completed 
two courses in building security and computer, I wish to 
upgrade myself and to have a better chance to find a job. But, 
it is different from what you have expected……men 
nowadays……especially men at their middle age are difficult 
to find a job. (Tin) 

 Similarly to others, Tin had used various means to search for jobs. 
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Apart from using services provided by the Labour Department, he had 

upskilled himself by enrolling in several courses that would benefit him in 

job searching. He considered however, that middle-aged men under this 

economic structure were less advantaged in finding a job. Wah shared a 

similar experience, and reported that when he first came to Hong Kong, it 

was easier for him to find a job even he had only received few years of 

education in the Mainland. He could then rely on his physical strength to 

maintain employment. Now however, he was unable to find work even 

after completing a job retraining course.  

 What Tin and Wah discussed reflected the views of the middle-aged 

men who found it difficult to look for a job. Fun was another informant who 

had tried to upskill himself by taking several job skills training courses with 

the intention of not just facing his current difficulties but also planning for 

the future. The two excerpts below express Fun’s views on his eagerness 

to work, as well as the plan he had in mind in order to achieve what he was 

striving for.  

“I’m now approaching 50, I have to plan for myself, and have 
to enhance my skills, even if I will work as a security guard, 
acquiring more skills is an advantage. I didn’t have a license to 
work as an electricity worker, and I get that recently, I have 
some preparations. I had worked for the one who had hired my 
van for a period, and his mentor was his partner. I had taken a 
course in bricklaying and plastering, and he had given me a 
chance to work for him, but mainly focused on minor stuff, the 
major part was handled by the mentor. I could do the painting, 
but not the bricklaying and plastering. He only allowed me to 
do the minor part. If he had jobs, I had jobs too. But, if he did 
not have any job, neither did I. I could not continue that way, 
and as I noticed some retraining courses at that time, and I 
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therefore took the course in bricklaying and plastering, but I 
could not get the license. You need a long plan for the future, 
and I took another bricklaying course on that same day. I have 
been studying in this course for 6 months, and I started to get 
CSSA in June. As I couldn’t make ends meet with the limited 
subsidy from the course, I only had 90 dollars for daily use, I 
couldn’t make it, and I started to live on CSSA. ” (Fun) 

“At that time, I had conflicts with my ex-wife and I ran away 
from home, and stayed in a charity organization for more than 
10 days, and I applied for the CSSA. Later, a boss asked me 
to help him, and I went to work for him. I thought it would 
benefit me as I need 5 years of working experience before 
getting the license to work as an electric worker. I hope that he 
will issue me a letter to allow me to get the license. I think in 
the long run, I will be a property security guard. I won’t be able 
to take hold of heavy machine all day. If I’m unable to do that, 
no one will hire me. Besides, the nature of such job has no 
protection, apart from injuries, constant work is not guaranteed. 
Maybe you can only work one day but have to wait at home for 
another two days. I prefer to work in this field and to 
accumulate the experience to get a license at the same time. 
In the long run, I want to find a job that doesn’t require that 
much physical strength. I’m no longer young, even if I get a 
license in bricklaying, I won’t be able to do that……I have to 
accumulate experience and to learn new things at the same 
time.” (Fun)  

 Sharing the same views as Tin and Wah, what Fun did was to 

accumulate his own capital in the way that he thought would benefit him in 

looking for jobs. He also sensed the dilemma as others had mentioned 

about the difficulty for middle-aged men to look for a job. Thus, he chose 

not to compete with the younger generation in the jobs that required 

physical strength. As such, the job skills training courses he could choose 

were limited.  
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 Although working-class men like Tin, Wah and Fun had tried hard to 

upskill themselves, the courses they had attended were limited to the 

manual skills enhancement, such as electricity work, water work, painting, 

indoor maintenance, bricklaying or security guard training. All of these 

courses were largely dominated by men and were considered less 

feminine. Although informants would consider jobs in service work, they 

would limit themselves to the jobs that were mainly occupied by men, such 

as driving and security work which required some skills they had 

previously adopted, and not only service provision. Tin found a job as a 

taxi driver after he was laid off from his long-term employment, Wah tried 

to work as a security guard, and Fun reported that if he could not find 

another job with what he had learnt in the retraining course, he still had a 

driving license, and could work as a driver again.  

 Service jobs other than those being occupied by men were not 

preferred by these men. Nixon (2009) argues that service work that may 

be suitable for working-class men with limited education qualification is 

mainly occupied by women. Women are considered as having the 

attributes in deference and docility that enable them to have better 

emotional control when handling a customer. The importance in 

management of feelings when interacting with customers has been 

considered essential in low-skilled service jobs. Nixon also suggests that 

“women’s supposed gender-specific skills and attributes are often central 

to the service being provided in the low-level servicing jobs that they 

dominate” (Nixon, 2009: 306). Thus, employers may consider that women 

inherently possess such natural attributes, and therefore have more 

advantages in seeking a low-skill service job. Men however, especially 
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working-class men, are believed to lack such attributes. Tin, for example, 

related how he thought women had a better chance of finding employment. 

He stated: 

They (women) also need to find a job to make a living. Many of 
them have got used to working here, and they have worked in 
many of the jobs they did not do in previous days such as 
security guard, drivers, and restaurant waitress. This leads to 
decreasing chances for men to find a job. Employers tend to 
hire women because they have better manner in dealing with 
people, their wage is lower, and they are younger. Others may 
have the feeling that hiring a woman is better than hiring a 
man. All in all, women have better acceptance to work in 
service industry, in this way, men do have fewer chances to 
find a job. (Tin) 

 Tin admitted that women were better in interacting with others, and he 

thought women were more acceptable for service jobs. Although Tin did 

not further explain why women were more acceptable for service jobs, his 

view was related to his own experience when he was a taxi driver. He 

recalled that he had been treated rudely by some customers who thought 

he did not know the route to the destination. He said that customers were 

sometimes “very mean in what they said”, and he thought that “taxi drivers 

always suffer from mean words and rude attitude” of these customers. For 

him, it was normal to have interactions with customers when providing 

service, and one might encounter situations that would cause him to 

“suffer from mean words and rude attitude”. Tin’s words showed how a 

man who was working in the service industry was less tolerant of these 

words and more likely to express one’s negative emotion.  

 Working-class men are not completely resistant to the idea of getting 

into service jobs, but prefer to choose the job that is dominated by men 
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and less feminine (Nixon 2006, 2009). Nixon (2009) explains that service 

jobs are challenging working-class men’s masculinity, as the low-skill 

interactive service jobs are endangering the specific masculine form of 

labour. According to Nixon (2009), working-class men are less able to get 

promoted to higher ranks in service jobs which require higher education 

qualifications. They have; therefore, fewer chances as their middle-class 

counterparts who have more chances to enter higher ranks or even 

managerial positions. Working-class men are also less adaptable than 

their female counterparts in adjusting to certain low-skilled service jobs 

that require more communication skills. In this way, in order to maintain 

their masculine identity in service work, what working-class men can do is 

to look for jobs that are mainly occupied by men and in which they can 

display the strength they treasure.  

 Working-class men’s limitation in the choices of service jobs can also 

be understood as their strong identification with manual labour jobs. 

Manual labour has the specific importance in the construction of 

masculinity. Working-class men are unlikely to seek to enter interactive 

service jobs that are not dominated by men as these service jobs do not 

offer any masculine compensations provided by manual labour (Nixon, 

2009). Thus, manual labour is seen as a source of identity, pride and 

power for working-class men (O’Donnell and Sharpe, 2000). In fact, men 

in this study showed that they had adopted various means to try to tackle 

the difficulties of looking for work; showing that they were flexible in the 

sense that they did not stick to the industry they had previously engaged. 

 Enrolling in retraining courses was one of the strategies informants 

had adopted to enhance employability. Some would commit themselves in 
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casual labour as another strategy tackling the pressure unemployment 

had incurred. Liu was an informant who had experienced unemployment 

for a year, but instead of enrolling in the retraining courses, he frequently 

worked as a casual labourer during that time. He revealed that he was 

feeling bad in that year of unemployment, for he had a mortgaged flat, and 

he had to earn sufficient income to make his monthly repayments. He 

thought selling the flat was not a good idea, as this would cause him to 

lose what he had already invested. He was willing to work in any setting, 

provided that he felt competent in fulfilling the expectations of the job at 

hand. When I asked him what the feeling was like in those days when he 

was unemployed, he provided the following response, 

Liu: The feeling……of course it was bad and I felt anxious, the 
compensation I got from lay-off was……I needed to pay ten 
thousand a month for the mortgage, the money was used up 
rather fast, and I had to spend 8 to 9 thousand dollars a month, 
the money couldn’t even be used for a year. What could I do if 
I couldn’t find another job? I had paid four hundred thousand 
on the flat, if I was unable to pay the mortgage, I had nothing. 
Don’t you agree with me? So, I kept on forcing myself to find a 
job, no matter what kind of job, I had to work. Don’t you think 
so?  
Interviewer: In that year, all of the jobs you had done were day 
labours? 
Liu: Yes, those were day labours, actually, I did any job that I 
could find, and I did any job that suited me. Don’t you think so? 
I’m not those who don’t have the ability to work. It is another 
issue if no one employs you.  

 The testimonies of Tin, Wah, Fun and Liu illustrated other informants’ 

attitude to paid work. Their words demonstrated their eagerness to work, 

and willingness to engage in areas that they thought would enable them to 
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look for jobs. Though not mentioned in an explicit way, this work-first 

attitude was closely related to their manliness. Working-class men in this 

study did expect that they should be engaged in paid employment in the 

public sphere; and it seemed obvious to them that earning wages with 

their own hands was the most appropriate way to make a living. They had 

not only internalized this belief, but had also put this into their social 

practice. In addition to enrolling in retraining courses to enhance their 

employability, some had also worked as day labourers in times of 

unemployment. Though some of the informants were living on welfare, 

they considered this as a temporary solution to make ends meet, and that 

this reliance should only be a transitional period before they would secure 

themselves and their family with a paid job. 

 

6. Views on Women’s Work  

One of the arguments in this chapter is that working-class men 

consider themselves to be the financial provider for the family. In taking up 

this role, men are getting the benefits that have been given them as they 

have to work in the public sphere, and can spend less time at home doing 

household chores (Pyke, 1996; Warren, 2007). As Pkye (1996) has 

argued however, men’s advantages in using less time doing housework is 

not only because of their gender but the provider role men have occupied. 

This also matches with what others have suggested in the way that men 

do not want to give up their role as financial provider (Fuller, 2001; Willot 

and Griffin, 2004). Though the male provider role as suggested by 

Crompton (1999) and Lewis (2001) may be in a state of decline, men do 

not want to relinquish such a role because of the structural advantages 
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that it has brought to them. In the case of household chores, men have 

thought that they are entitled to do less, since they have already 

committed their time in paid employment and are the main provider in the 

family.  

However, working-class men would enjoy fewer advantages if their 

provider role is supplemented by their wife’s income. In this way, 

working-class men may have to spend more time in housework or other 

caring duties (Pyke, 1996). Although their actual financial contribution in 

family is less likely to grant them the provider status that other 

middle-class men have, working-class men are less likely to give up this 

provider role as this role itself provides the symbolic capital that brought 

them these advantages (Willot and Griffin, 2004). This sort of symbolic 

capital, as mentioned earlier, is the symbolic privilege that the provider role 

has given to men. Nonetheless, this symbolic capital may also bring men 

some actual advantages, such as committing less time to household 

duties. If women’s labour force participation would mean a threat to men’s 

symbolic privilege, it is interesting to understand a working-class man’s 

views on woman’s labour force participation, especially in cases where a 

man’s providing role is shared by his wife. In these cases, men are no 

longer the sole provider for the family, and as seen from the qualitative 

data in this study, informants’ views on their wife’s labour force 

participation were different, and such difference was partly due to the 

financial position men held in the family.  

 When I asked Tin his views on whether or not it was still valid to state 

that men should be responsible for making money to ensure the living of 

the family, and that women should stay at home taking care of the family, 
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Tin's response was that he was not bothered by his wife’s going out to 

work as the welfare payments the family obtained did not include his wife’s 

share. This was due to his wife’s status as a new immigrant from Mainland 

China, and the Government’s policy on restricting them from getting 

welfare benefits. He stated that it was fine for his wife to work part time, as 

she could secure herself with a wage that would support her own living. 

Tin still considered however, that it was important for a man to have a job, 

as the wage would sustain the living of the family, and that men were still 

considered as the main provider in the family. Tin stated:  

The way you say so……I can’t say whether it is right or not, 
but, the society is different, what you have said was referring 
to the previous days. Yes, a man must have work because the 
breadwinner in the family is the man, and he leaves home for 
work ……we say that the public man, the private women, there 
must be a man and a woman in a family. Men’s paid work is to 
maintain the daily expense, (to meet) the basic needs, you 
must have this paid work. Without this, unless you’re very rich, 
but not everyone is rich, those who are born with a golden 
spoon are exceptions. If you want to maintain the living of the 
family, you have to work. Work is a basic to meet those needs, 
don’t you think so?  (Tin) 

Although Tin still clung to the view that men should be the provider of 

the family, he did not think this remained a prevalent model in Hong Kong. 

With the decrease in the number of manual-skilled labours, and the 

increase of women’s labour force participation, working-class men 

experience increasing difficulty in securing a job. Tin considered that men 

could no longer be the sole provider in the family. He added:,     

To say that a man has to work, this was an old saying in 
previous days. For the breadwinner in the family, a man must 
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take on this role, but the society has changed. Nowadays, 
women can also be the breadwinner, maybe they are the one 
to earn a living. A man may stay at home, but a woman may 
find more money than a man does. Man’s earnings may 
become a supplementary income of the family, and men don’t 
dare to say that they are the breadwinner, am I right? What 
you have said was true in previous days, men must have work, 
but nowadays, it is not the case that you’ll have a paid work if 
you want to. The trend in Hong Kong is not the case that if you 
want to have a job, you’ll have a job. We can’t think in this way 
anymore. Even if the young people want to find a job, many of 
them can only find a job in fast food shops. No one dare to 
work in this setting in previous days, but why do many choose 
to work there? Because they can’t find any job, they have no 
choice and they have to work there, that’s it. (Tin) 

 Tin’s words reflected his view on men’s difficulty in looking for a job 

with a good wage. His words also reflected that he was still clinging to the 

nostalgic feeling that the days as a provider in the family was still his 

preference. However, societal changes as well as the change in labour 

market and increase in women’s labour force participation made him 

realize that change in gender roles was inevitable.  

 Tin furthered his points by suggesting that employers nowadays 

preferred to hire women, as women were better in communicating with 

others and because they could be paid lower wages. He said, 

Besides, I consider the employers in Hong Kong are……there 
are more new arrivals from the Mainland, and there are more 
women, they also need to find a job to make a living, Many of 
them have got used to working here, and they have worked in 
many of the jobs they did not do before such as security guard, 
drivers, and restaurant waitress. This leads to decreasing 
chances for men to find a job. Employers tend to hire them 
because they have better manner in dealing with people, their 
wage is lower, they are younger. Others may have the feeling 
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that hiring a woman is better than hiring a man. All in all, 
women have better acceptance to work in service industry, in 
this way, men do have fewer chances to find a job. (Tin) 

 Tin’s words corresponded with what Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 

(2003) have suggested in the emergence of ‘feminization of work’. With 

the increase in the service economy, women are more likely to be 

employed because the wages spent on employing them are often lower, 

while their communication skills are better than many men. Chiu, So and 

Tam (2008) found that the flexible employment pattern is becoming more 

prevalent in Hong Kong, and that this arrangement is more acceptable 

among women than among men, as the working hours are often shorter, 

allowing women employees to still devote their time in family. This can also 

explain why women are more likely to be engaged in nowadays economy. 

Men such as Tin, who was holding the provider role, preferred to work 

longer hours to earn a wage that would be sufficient for the living of the 

family. Given that most of the jobs working-class men engage are 

remunerated on an hourly basis, working fewer hours mean that they are 

unable to predict if they have sufficient income to maintain the family. Even 

though Tin held a relatively open attitude to women’s work, he still 

considered that men should work. 

 Tin’s words also demonstrated his feeling that women were more 

suitable to work in the service industry, but men were not. According to 

Bishop, Cassell and Hoel (2009), it is often argued that occupations 

offered in service industry such as the personal and caring services are 

more suitable for women because of the requirements underpinning in the 

service jobs are associated with servility and docility. Instead of displaying 
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this emotional labour, working-class men are more eager to display their 

manual labour.  

Tsang, whose wife was working as a part-time domestic helper, also 

considered that his wife’s work was supplementing his contribution to the 

family. He stated,  

It is very good for a sam-hong worker if he can work 20 days a 
month, one may earn eleven to twelve thousand, if the wife 
has the supplementary income, the family can function 
normally. (Tsang) 

Tsang’s words reflected that he was supporting the traditional male 

provider model as his wife’s wage was supplementing his wage. He further 

commented that when his wife had just completed the training course, she 

could only manage to earn three to four thousand a month even if she 

worked full-time. She could potentially earn more when she obtained more 

experience and if she was willing to stay in the employer’s household 

overnight. The family however, did not allow her to do so. He said, 

Some women centres charge a few ten dollars an hour, my 
wife could only earn similar amount, but it is better now. She 
could only earn three to four thousand a month when she still 
needed to be guided by the seniors. Three to four thousand 
dollars were only sufficient to pay for the charges of the 
women centre. We have sometimes asked the daughter to 
look after the younger brother, and I will come home earlier. I 
will come back immediately after work, during this period, (the 
children) won’t get along with the gangs, and when she’s able 
to work for 8 hours, she can earn 8 to 9 thousand dollars a 
month, and this is already good. She can’t work 24 hours a day, 
the daughter is still young, and when she gets older, she 
prefers to work 24 hours a day, but the family doesn’t allow her 
to do that, working 24 hours can earn more than ten thousand 
dollars. (Tsang) 
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 If his wife worked longer hours, the wage would be much higher. 

Tsang however, did not think that such long working hours would be an 

advantage to the family. He implied that his wife needed to take care of the 

family. His words also implied his belief in the division of household labour. 

Tsang was open to his wife’s employment as a domestic helper; however, 

at the same time, he held the belief that his wife was to take care of the 

family. Tsang's words also reflected that he was adhering to the traditional 

division of household labour, considered that his wife’s financial 

contribution was a supplement to his income, and that his wife could not 

work for longer hours at that moment because she needed to take care of 

the family. Such a belief also reflected the way his parents had influenced 

him. He had mentioned in the interview that his father had come to Hong 

Kong when they were still very young, and that his mother was in Mainland 

to take care of the siblings. Tsang himself, followed his father’s style in 

providing for the family.  

 Many of the informants in this study held a belief that a man should 

take on the major providing duty and that the woman’s employment was 

considered a supplement to the family income. Cheung; however was a 

stay-at-home man whose wife occupied the role as the major financial 

provider. In relating his experience and his views on his wife’s work, 

Cheung held an attitude that his wife should go out to work. He said “my 

wife is still young, she needs to find a job”. His wife was in her early thirties, 

and had worked in a Chinese restaurant before she migrated to Hong 

Kong. Her previous working experience in the catering industry in the 

Mainland had enabled her to find a similar job in the city. Cheung added 

that it was not difficult for his wife to find a job, stating that:  
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It’s not difficult for her to find a job if she works in catering 
service. She’s tall and she has the style, so she has no 
difficulty to find a job. Besides, she had worked in the catering 
for many years, she has the experience. (Cheung) 

It was always considered that women are at a better position to be 

employed in interactive service jobs because of their perceived natural 

attributes in communicating with others. The experience of Cheung’s wife 

was an example of how a woman was in an advantaged position to be 

engaged in certain service jobs. And, as Tin had illustrated, women might 

become the provider in the family. 

 It is interesting to see whether or not men would move away from 

traditional masculine identity if their female partners were engaging in paid 

employment. In Cheung’s case, although his wife had taken up the 

provider role, he showed that he had not given up his connection to work. 

Cheung disclosed that the amount of money his wife had given him was 

insufficient for their daily living. He still considered having a paid job as a 

measure to improve their living. He stated that “It is preferable for a man to 

earn a living for a woman, and not so good to have a woman earn a living 

for a man”. The identity as a financial provider was still at the core of his 

masculinity. Thus, his masculine identity was mainly developed from his 

financial condition. When I asked Cheung whether or not it would be 

acceptable to remain as a stay-at-home man if his wife would give him 

more money for the household expense so that he could continue the 

caring responsibility, he responded:  

It’s not the same if I have sufficient money for household 
expenses, I’ll be happier. But, it’s insufficient to have only 
5,000 dollars a month. It is barely sufficient for one person to 
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use, but the daughter is studying, after all, it’s a matter of 
money. If I have a sum of money after retirement, it’s different. 
If I was a civil servant or if I worked in an enterprise, I might 
have a pension, and I’ll be happier. But, I don’t have. Worked 
as a day labourer, I don’t even have provident fund, it’s your 
ability if you can save money, and you can use it for a longer 
term. (Cheung) 

 Although Cheung did not think that it was appropriate for a woman to 

earn a living for a man, because he had to take care of his young daughter, 

he would accept the change in the traditional masculine role. The existing 

status as a stay-at-home man however, was not preferred, as Cheung did 

not have the financial independence that he enjoyed when he was 

employed.  

The ability of the informants’ wives to find a job, had thus 

demonstrated that there was an upward trend in women’s labour force 

participation in certain service jobs (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill, 2003). 

Haywood and Mac an Ghaill's position (2003) is compatible with Nixon’s 

(2009) argument that men are less likely to participate in service jobs, 

especially in low-skill interactive service jobs. Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 

(2003: 26) suggest that this ‘feminization of work’ can be described as 

“resulting from employers increasingly targeting and employing women”. 

Having discussed, the wages spent on women are often lower, and as 

they are more adjusting to the interactive service jobs, women with 

relevant experience are easier to get employed, as in the case of 

Cheung’s wife. For men however, even if they are willing to work in service 

jobs, the salary they expect might become a hindrance for the chances to 

secure an employment.  
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7. Living on Welfare 

 Having paid employment is closely related to a man’s masculinity and 

their ability to secure the living of one’s family. Having the ability to earn a 

wage from one’s work is therefore, treasured by most men. As reflected 

from the data in this study however, men were sometimes reluctant and 

had to live on welfare benefits. The informants’ testimony raised questions 

of whether or not living a life maintained by welfare benefits was anything 

preferred and if the informants considered that living on welfare benefit 

was a way to make ends meet. Informants had been asked their views on 

living on welfare, and various responses were given.  

 It is agreed that the social security provided by any government 

serves different purposes, Alcock (2003) summarizes:  

…these include the relief or prevention of poverty, the 

maintenance of income in periods of labour market absence, 

life course investment to support retirement and the provision 

of extra resources to support child care or disability costs. 

(Alcock, 2003: 56)  

With the various purposes of social security, men also held different 

views on receiving welfare benefits. Some of the informants in this study 

were welfare recipients at the time of the interview and had received 

welfare assistance. The views on receiving welfare benefits varied, with 

some holding the view that welfare benefits helped them to make ends 

meet, while others believed that receiving welfare benefits was not 

acceptable.   

 Informants who held a relatively positive attitude to receiving welfare 

did so because it was based on their actual needs. Tsui, for example, in 
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recalling why he had to apply for the social security, said that he did not 

want to apply for social security, but that he needed the welfare payments 

to maintain the living of the family. He lost his eye-sight and was unable to 

work after his 40s. His wife worried about their living, especially since their 

daughter was still little at that time. He had no choice but to apply for the 

social security as a relief to the family’s financial hardship. He stated: 

She (his wife) was very anxious, on the one hand, she had to 
look after the daughter, on the other, I did not want to live on 
CSSA……Finally, I reluctantly applied for CSSA, and have 
been receiving it for more than 10 years. (Tsui) 

When his daughter graduated from university, the family changed to 

apply for low-income social security. Living on welfare affected Tsui’s 

habits. He used to go to a Chinese restaurant when he was still working in 

the factory. He was frustrated that he could only buy some tea for himself, 

and that he could not go to a restaurant after he became unemployed. He 

stated that the money was just barely sufficient for the living of the family. 

Changing habits had not resulted from receiving the welfare payments, but 

his unemployment. Not only unemployment had taken away Tsui’s 

autonomy in using money, it had also limited his independence. 

Nonetheless, in Tsui’s case, it was seen that social security was an option 

to relieve the financial hardship caused by disability. Although having a 

feeling of reluctance, living on welfare was a measure that could help Tsui 

find relief from financial difficulty.  

 Although informants wanted to have a stable job, some of them 

considered that living on welfare was an acceptable transition before they 

were able to find a paid job. Fun, who had been receiving welfare benefits 
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for nearly a year, thought that social security helped him a lot. Fun stated: 

Anyway, I’m receiving CSSA, I can keep on studying in the 
training program. I had set last year as my year of study, I did 
keep on working and studying. Hong Kong is a good place, the 
government has helped me, otherwise, you won’t have any 
chance to change yourself. (Fun) 

Fun considered receiving welfare benefits as a transition period in 

which he could upskill himself with the aim of finding a better job. He was 

attending skills enhancement courses and would look for a stable job upon 

the completion of the course. He further explained why he thought his 

status as a welfare recipient would help him improve his chances. He 

stated:  

Last year was set as the year of study, and I am receiving 
CSSA, I am also working in day labour jobs, and I will report to 
them (the social security office), and they will deduct the 
welfare payment. But, as they have the incentive and will not 
deduct all the welfare payment, this is good. If the boss has 
not yet settled the wage, I have to lend money from others, 
they will give you some hundred dollars……I expect that I will 
be able to find a job after completing my course in the coming 
April, and I tend to find a long term employment. I’ll be 
allocated a public housing unit in April, and I’ll settle all things. 
Otherwise, it will be in trouble. (Fun) 

It seemed that Fun had a plan in his mind. Even though he was not 

sure whether this plan would come into being, he insisted that he would 

look for a stable job after he had completed the retraining course. Even if 

Fun did not hold a negative feeling to receiving welfare benefits, just like 

other informants, he was eager to look for a paid job. What he had 

emphasized was a plan that he could make use of in the year when he 

was receiving welfare payments, and he could upskill himself so as to 
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increase the chance to find preferred employment.  In essence therefore, 

what Fun had in mind and what he had done were all related to looking for 

a chance to work.   

Some informants of this study were not living on social security. Of 

these participants, many held a negative view about receiving welfare 

benefits. Tsang, for example, was not a welfare recipient. He asserted that 

no matter how difficult life was, he would not choose to live on social 

security. In explaining the reasons why he preferred not to apply for social 

security, he stated:  

Having the chance to be allocated this public housing unit is 
already good, for a poor family. The government has treated 
us well, and we don’t have further expectation from the 
government. I’ll keep working if I can, and I can’t accept 
getting CSSA at this age, I really can’t accept that. It is a 
matter of my character, I want to live on my own hands. 
(Tsang) 

Words like wanted to “rely on one’s own hands”, and “could not 

accept to become a welfare recipient at his age” reflected Tsang’s 

negative views of receiving welfare. His underlying reasons seemed to be 

simple. He thought the government was treating them well as they had 

been provided with a public housing unit. They still had the chance to work, 

and they could continue to work with their own hands. Yet, Tsang’s 

statements showed that he had negative feelings toward a reliance on 

welfare benefits and that he preferred to earn a living with his own hands. 

Informants who were living on a variety of welfare benefits considered that 

earning a wage on their own would maintain their dignity. This belief was 

the reason why they were so eager to look for a stable job.  
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 When comparing the attitudes of Fun to other informants, it was noted 

that Fun did not perceive social security negatively. This was not to say 

that Fun was feeling comfortable staying in the welfare system, but he also 

did not have the family responsibility that other informants had. The 

responsibility of a man to provide for the family was discussed in the 

interviews. Apart from emphasizing such responsibility, informants had the 

attitude that they should act as a role model for their siblings and for their 

children. Informants such as Tsang and Tsui had mentioned these feelings, 

as seen in the following statements: 

“If you can make a living for the family, it is an achievement.” 
(Tsang)  
 
“After you have got married and have children, you have to 
pay more efforts in making money, and hope to make more 
money.”  (Tsui) 
 
“The question is you’re an elder brother, you have to set a 
model for other siblings, they would learn from me as the elder 
brother. If we’re dispirited, and did not care about anything, 
this might be a bad model.” (Tsui)  

 Apart from illustrating the value the men placed on the position of 

being a role model, these statements also demonstrated how seriously 

they took their family responsibility. Fun, who had divorced and whose his 

children were grown-up, emphasized that he did not have to consider as 

much as others who had a family. Nonetheless, his plan was still focused 

on with finding a stable job.  

The stories of these men show that even though they might hold 

different attitudes to claiming welfare benefits, living on welfare was not a 

preferred living strategy. Getting paid work that could display their 
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responsibility to the family was more desirable. Their attitudes on living on 

welfare echoed their work first principle. This also reflected that work was 

a core principle in their lives, and that this was essential in maintaining 

their masculine identities.      

 

8. Discussion  

Economic restructuring has resulted in changes in the work patterns 

over the past decades. Both men and women have been inevitably 

affected by this change in the work pattern. Such change has also resulted 

in the decline of traditional manufacturing industries, of which low-skill 

working-class men were previously heavily engaged. In encountering the 

decline in traditional manual work, O’Donnell and Sharpe (2000) suggest 

that “[w]ith the decline of manufacturing industries, and the relative rise in 

service industries and the media, men have had to make a radical 

readjustment in their jobs and careers, and indeed in their aspirations to 

regular employment” (O’Donnell and Sharpe, 2000: 126). Their statement 

emphasizes that if low-skill working-class men are to survive in the new 

economy, they have to adjust themselves by adopting new skills other 

than those they have previously acquired, to accept working in the service 

economy, and to adjust their expectations. Many of the low-skill jobs do 

not remain in manufacturing industries, but in service industries such as 

catering, cleaning, driving, retail and security work. These form the 

majority of jobs that low-skill working-class men can do. Yet, no matter the 

retraining courses they had taken or the jobs they had intended to work in, 

what working-class men in this study preferred to take were the jobs that 

would still display their traditional masculine identities.  
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There were certain service jobs that working-class men did not want 

to engage in. Some informants were laid off in their previous employment, 

and subsequently had their own strategies to cope with living. Apart from 

living on welfare benefits, some had engaged in casual labour for a year, 

and some changed their jobs to work as a driver. Some took the 

advantage of living on welfare and took the chance to upskill themselves. 

It was noted that even if they had the drive to enhance their employability 

by means of taking re-training courses or to obtain a license that would 

enable them to find a job, many of these jobs were related to what can be 

understood as traditional male occupations, such as driving and 

construction work. It seems that working-class men are reluctant to 

change their orientation to accept 'women’s jobs', as these are not linked 

with their masculinity. Informants’ choice of work also reflected that this 

was a class specific experience. Informants would choose to work in 

transportation and construction industries. Even after they had a chance to 

upskill themselves, they could only work as workers at elementary 

positions in the industries I have just mentioned. These working-class men 

knew what they could do. Therefore, when they looked for a new job, they 

would still choose to work in a setting that was similar to the previous one 

they were in.  

 Men in this study showed that they had constructed various meanings 

to work, such as dignity, capability, responsibility, achievement and to 

make a living. The first three aspects are similar to Fuller’s (2001) 

discussion in his study with a group of men in Peru. Working-class men 

such as the informants in this study were affected by their limited 

education, and were therefore limited to the exposure of manual-skilled 
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work. Given that men in this study were in their middle-age and had only a 

limited education, it would be easy to assume that they must be unable to 

adapt to the changing economy. Yet, these men demonstrated that they 

had struggled to survive in the labour market, and had worked in various 

industries, such as traditional manufacturing industries, transportation, 

construction work, and retail. The jobs that the informants had engaged in 

were mainly occupations with unstable income and limited staff welfare. 

Nonetheless, what they did was evidence that they had tried hard to 

engage themselves in employment. Informants were however, placed in a 

difficult situation that the income they could earn was little, and as a result, 

had to accept whatever settings they could work in. They demonstrated 

that they were flexible to work in various industries, but it was the 

under-valuation of their work that made them become part of the ‘cheap 

workforce’ (Gorz, 1999: 81). Even though some of these men had 

engaged in voluntary work, they tended to differentiate voluntary work 

from paid work. Such differentiation reinforced the dominant definition as 

emphasizing productivity and the generation of economic capital. Other 

forms of activities that do not carry these were not considered as work.  

Work is part of the class specific behaviours that can display 

working-class men’s masculine identities, especially in a way that they can 

identify with their bodily strength. Work is considered a habit, if not a 

necessity among this group of working-class men. Unlike middle-class 

men who will also commit themselves in other forms of cultural activities, 

work has formed the core component in working-class men’s lives. In the 

life a Chinese man, work reflects one’s values, and as Harrell (1985) has 

discussed, hardworking is considered a virtue among Chinese. As the 
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men in this study showed, they valued employment highly, and some said 

that as Chinese, they were more eager to earn a living with their own 

hands. These values explain why men in this study considered that living 

on welfare was not a solution to their difficult situation in the long run. In 

some cases, even though they were welfare recipients, the men still 

occupied a paid job, and the welfare payment was a supplement to their 

wage. The data in this study show that work is a crucial component in the 

construction of masculine identities by working-class men. Gorz (1999) 

argues that it is the imperative to earn a regular wage that forces one to 

have regular work, and that it was this imperative to have regular work that 

made working-class men commit to the process of looking for jobs. Gorz 

also argues that “[a]ll forms of workfare stigmatize the unemployed as 

incompetents and scroungers, whom society is entitled to force to work – 

for their own good” (Gorz, 1999:81). It was this stigmatization that made 

the informants believe that receiving welfare benefit was not a preferred 

option, and that the stigmatization of incompetence did not match with 

men’s perception of what they should be.       

This chapter has discussed the issue of work and especially the 

subjective experience of men in relation to their working experiences. Not 

every man interviewed in this study was engaging in a paid employment at 

the time of interview. The qualitative data demonstrated that men’s views 

on work varied. Such variation reflected men’s variation on their skills, 

work experiences, and attitudes toward the jobs they had been occupied. 

As such, the stories of these men cannot represent all working-class men, 

but can present the situations encountered by a group of working-class 

men who are also characterized by poor educational attainment, manual 
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skills, and vulnerable to changes in the job market. 

The qualitative data presented in this chapter showed that informants 

were still adhering to the breadwinner role. Men in this study did take the 

breadwinner role as a drive for them to work and to earn a living for the 

family. However, as informants in this study were working-class men and 

had only limited educational attainment, it was not easy for them to adjust 

to the rapid social change associated with the development of the 

knowledge economy. In this way, if working-class men maintained a strong 

belief in the traditional breadwinning role, the experience of unemployment 

and difficulty in finding work would compound their sense of hardship. 

Inability to provide for the family also means that men have to give up 

certain privileges that the breadwinner roles have given them, and this 

challenges their hegemonic social position. In addition to this breadwinner 

role, there are other roles the informants were performing. Men’s 

perception on their roles in the family, and their daily family experiences 

are to be discussed in the next chapter.         
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Chapter Five 

 

MEN AND FAMILY 

 

1. Introduction 

 The previous chapter has focused on the discussion of the meaning, 

importance and symbolic capital that work has given to men. In the wider 

context of this discussion, men’s roles in family should not be overlooked. 

Men perform various roles in a family in addition to the role of husband. 

Men are fathers, siblings, and sons. In performing these various roles, 

men have to strike a balance between their work life and their family life. In 

this chapter, the interrelationship between men, family and work will be 

discussed with reference to the qualitative data that have been gathered 

from the interviews. As discussed in the previous chapter, working-class 

men placed significant importance on their work life, and directly 

associated their masculinity with work. Informants also emphasized the 

importance of the breadwinner status in maintaining their masculinity, and 

thus, a change in their breadwinner status would not only affect their own 

conception on their masculinity, but also the way they perceive their roles 

in family.     

 Men have the expectation to work full time and to provide lifelong 

financial support for their wives and their children (Yeandle, 2003). 

However, with the growing worldwide trend in men’s unemployment and 

under-employment, the expectation on men’s linkage with the provider role 

has become less prevalent. In addition to providing for the family, men are 

also expected to share some domestic duties. This does not mean 
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however, that men will necessarily spend more time in sharing household 

work and child care with their spouses. As suggested by Ranson (2001: 5), 

men may be less involved in household work and child care than what the 

‘new fathers’ are expected to commit. Men do less at home, may not be 

considered to be as fulfilling their obligations (Doucet, 2004). This is 

consistent with the argument that men are now considered as ‘new men’ 

and there is a range of changes indicating a departure from the traditional 

breadwinner masculinity (Aarseth, 2009). Men have to fulfill more 

domestic roles and are expected to get more involved at home. Although 

the discussion on new men originated in Western society, it is also widely 

discussed in other parts of the world. In Hong Kong for example, the term 

‘new men’ has been adopted in recent years, especially after the 

promotion by certain social services organizations. It has been suggested 

that the term ‘new men’ was introduced to re-assert men’s involvement in 

household duties and child-caring duties.  

Given that the discussion of men’s changing roles in domestic sphere 

is widely adopted, many of the literatures have linked men’s domestic 

roles with fatherhood (LaRossa, 1988; Doherty, Kouneski, and Erikson, 

1998; Ranson, 2001; Yeandle, 2003; and Summers et al., 2006). Apart 

from suggesting frameworks in understanding the meaning of fatherhood 

from the perspectives of the informants, this literature suggests that the 

meaning of fatherhood will change over time, and is affected by social 

change. Thus, it can be argued that fatherhood is socially constructed. 

LaRossa (1988) suggested that the elements of fatherhood include the 

culture of fatherhood and the conduct of fatherhood. Culture of fatherhood 

refers to the shared norms, values, and beliefs that are surrounding men’s 
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fathering; whereas, while conduct of fatherhood refers to what fathers do, 

and their parental behavior (LaRossa, 1988). These two elements do not 

occur simultaneously, with the culture of fatherhood transforming more 

rapidly than the conduct. Echoing LaRossa’s view, Doherty, Kouneski, and 

Erickson (1998) suggest that “[e]ach generation molds its cultural ideal of 

fathers according to its own time and condition” (Doherty, Kouneski, and 

Erickson, 1998: 278). In addition to time and culture, when understanding 

the meaning of fatherhood factors relating to class, occupation, age and 

race (Miller, 2011) must also be considered. In Western society, the term 

'good fatherhood', predominantly refers to middle-class fathers (Miller, 

2011), as they can afford to spend time with their children, and can plan 

activities for their children. However, the meaning of fatherhood in Asian 

societies, especially under the context of Chinese society, may be different 

from Western society. The qualitative data in this study provides a source 

to understand fatherhood, and how the term 'good fatherhood' is 

understood among a group of Chinese working-class men.    

Although fathers' involvement in domestic duties including child care 

is emphasized, it is not certain that men will automatically increase 

domestic involvement. Even if men and women are to share providing 

financial responsibility, men may still devote less time in providing care to 

the family members. Such variance is partly contributed by the perceived 

difference in the natural attributes between men and women (Miller, 2011). 

Men perceive that they are lacking the natural caring attributes that 

women have and consider that care giving is more closely associated with 

femininity. The caring responsibility therefore, does not match with men’s 

masculinity, and thus, such caring duties are not generally perceived as 
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part of their reasonable obligations. Such discourse explains why men are 

more comfortable when they are fulfilling the role as a provider, but feel 

uncomfortable in the role of caregiver.   

This chapter will be divided into several themes, and each will be 

sub-categorized to facilitate a detailed discussion on the aspects of family 

and fatherhood from the informants’ perspectives. These themes are 

responsibilities in fatherhood, constructing a division of labour in the family, 

and maintaining family bonding. In understanding the role of a man in the 

family, the provider role has always been an indicator to whether or not 

men consider themselves as a good father. The discussion now turns to 

an examination of this role with reference to the qualitative data obtained 

in this study.  

 

2 Responsibilities in Fatherhood 

 The word ‘responsibility’ carries the meaning that someone ought to 

do something. Doherty, Kouneski and Erickson (1998: 278) argue that in 

understanding the meaning of responsibilities in fatherhood, ‘responsibility’ 

suggests “a set of desired norms for evaluating fathers' behavior”. They 

comment that this understanding “conveys a moral meaning (right and 

wrong) because it suggests that some fathering could be judged 

‘irresponsible’” (Doherty, Kouneski and Erickson, 1998: 278). Thus, 

whether or not fathers are able to fulfill their responsibilities are affected by 

various factors and some of which are related to the wider structural 

context, flexibility of employment and level of income are some of these 

factors. Doherty, Kouneski and Erickson (1998) suggest that emotional 

care, physical care, and financially support for the children are some of the 
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responsibilities fathers perceive they should exercise. Informants in this 

study also claimed that these were their responsibilities in fatherhood.  

 

2.1 Supporting the Family Financially  

The ability to provide for the family is frequently considered the major 

contribution a man can bring to the family. Men in this study were mainly 

working-class men with barely sufficient income to provide for the family. 

Even though they could only earn a limited wage, these men were still less 

likely to give up their breadwinner role. To be a breadwinner carried 

several meanings: “you have a responsibility to the family, no matter how 

bad the situation is, you still have to face it”, “a man is the breadwinner in 

the family”, “all money I have earned is for family use”, “my purpose is to 

maintain the household expenditure”. These quotes reflected men’s views 

on their responsibility to provide for the family. For example, Tsui recalled 

that when he was employed, he gave almost all his wage to his wife. He 

was eager to earn more after he had his own family and especially when 

his daughter was born. Tsang also claimed that he would give almost his 

entire wage to the family, and he would keep a small portion for his own 

daily expenses. He stated:  

Basically, what I have earned is for family use, except for the 
essential expenses, such as transportation and the lunch 
outside, I’ll give the rest to the family. I don’t smoke, and I don’t 
drink. Sometimes, I’ll join some social activities, to have a chat 
with others, and to play mah-jong. These may require three to 
four hundred dollars expense. (Tsang) 

The essential expenses Tsang mentioned were all related to his work, 

including the expenses that he used for social activities, which were 
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predominantly involved in keeping a network to look for jobs. According to 

Tsang, the most important thing was to maintain the living of the family, 

and to allow the children to have enough pocket money.     

Other men in this study shared how they made a living if the wage 

from their primary job was insufficient to provide financially for the family. 

In order to have sufficient money to provide for the family, Fun worked as a 

night-shift taxi driver and a factory worker at the same time after his sons 

were born. Fun explained,  

At that time, we had the first child, and was taken care of by 
my mother. When we had the second child, I gave all of the 
income to the family. I had a taxi license at that time, and I 
worked part-time. The income I earned from the part-time was 
for my own use. When we had the second child, I had already 
worked two nights. (Fun)  

Although working two jobs at the same time was sufficient for the 

living of the family before the birth of his third son Fun decided to work as a 

full time taxi driver, and so quit his job as a factory worker. He stated: 

The income was sufficient at that time, and we had the third 
child, after the third child was born……I felt it was hard to 
maintain the living, and I had to work night shift every other day, 
and I thought it was not a way to maintain a living. I realized 
that I could maintain the living if I worked as a full-time taxi 
driver, and I decided to be a taxi-driver. (Fun) 

Fun's clear intention was to provide for the family. This motivation was  

a significant factor in the decision to quit his long-term job, and to invest in 

another business that he thought would safeguard the living of his family.  

Men’s financial responsibility to the family was not inherited naturally, 

but developed through interaction with family practice and Chinese culture. 
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Some men commented that they held such responsibility because of their 

Chinese cultural origins. Tin commented: 

“I think that as a Chinese man……a man is the breadwinner 
and the household head, as I’m a Chinese man, I also hold 
this belief, if you don’t have a paid work, you’ll feel 
uncomfortable.” (Tin) 

He further commented that his wife’s ability to look for a job would 

provide benefits and financial stability to the family, Tin further hoped that 

he would re-enter the labour market when his health condition showed 

improvement. In Tin’s mind, as a Chinese man, it was not acceptable to 

live on without employment. For him, unemployment took away a man’s 

providing role in a family, and this increased his participation in caring 

duties including his son’s schooling. Tin’s words matched with the 

sentiment in the common expression ‘public man, private woman’. The 

persistence of this sentiment in Tin's point of view meant that his changing 

roles as a result of unemployment made him increasingly uncomfortable.  

Tin was not the only one to relate this providing role with Chinese 

culture. Tsui, for example, said that he did was learnt from his parents. He 

stated:  

As we are Chinese, the cultural tradition of Chinese, you can 
observe how your parents perform, and the relatives are all 
performing the same way, they always care about the family, 
and this responsibility is embedded in me. (Tsui) 

In saying this, Tsui was not specifically pointing out the providing role 

of a father, instead, he emphasized that he learnt this Chinese tradition 

from his parents and his senior relatives. His sense of financial 

responsibility to the family was further enhanced after marriage and the 
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birth of his daughter. He stated:  

When you have got married and have children, you have to 
put more efforts in money making, and you hope to make more 
money. When you had worked for many years, you noticed 
that you could not work anymore, the anxiety you had was 
unexpected and unbelievable. (Tsui) 

His words showed his hopelessness at his inability to provide for the 

family. From striving to earn more money for the family to losing such 

ability and the financial responsibility, Tsui described how agitated he was, 

and although he was only able to earn a barely sufficient income, he was 

proud with that as he was demonstrating to his siblings that he was 

working hard to make a living. This also echoed his belief in the reluctance 

to apply for the welfare benefit.  

Tsang was another informant who had related men’s familial financial 

responsibility to Chinese culture and the practice of his father. He stated:  

My father had only studied for a few months, and what he did 
was to give the children whatever he had earned, he left 
nothing for himself when he died, all the things were left to the 
children. I’m also doing this, just acted like him. (Tsang) 

He emphasized that he had learned from his father in leaving everything to 

his children. Though he considered that he was unable to give his family a 

'well-off' living, he stated that  

My purpose is to maintain the household expenditure, to meet 
the basic needs, and will not be lack of money in studying. 
Although I won’t give them much pocket money, but won’t be 
lacking of it. (Tsang) 

Through this statement, Tsang further emphasized his financial 

responsibility to his family. As with other informants, Tsang’s view on his 
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major role to the family was primarily linked to his providing responsibility. 

This provider role as suggested by the informants was related to the 

Chinese culture they were raised in. This does not mean that the conduct 

of fathering in a Chinese culture is different from that of the western culture. 

At least, as suggested by the informants, fathers considered that they 

were responsible for providing financially to the family, and this is the same 

as suggested in the western literature.  

Men’s provider role or breadwinner role in family has been widely 

discussed in studies on fatherhood (LaRossa, 1988; Doherty, Kouneski, 

and Erickson, 1998; Summers et al., 2006). The importance of this role is 

to provide the family members with sufficient daily food, clothes, and 

accommodation.  

Jarrett, Roy and Burton (2002) suggest that if men are unable to 

provide financial support to their children and female partners, they 

become less involved in family life. Some informants in this study showed 

that they became less involved in their paternal role when they were 

unable to provide financial support for the family. For example, Fun 

demonstrated that he was not involved in family life when he faced 

financial hardship. He told that after he had declared bankruptcy because 

of the huge deficit in his restaurant, he left his family and stayed elsewhere 

for several months. After this, he did not live with his ex-wife and the 

children. At that time, the oldest child was only a few years old. Fun’s 

decision was partly because he was unable to provide financially for the 

family. This however, should not be exaggerated as the sole factor leading 

to his leaving. His action was also a consequence of his family members’ 

refusal to lend him money. This refusal apparently led Fun to feel that his 
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position in the family had been challenged.   

Fun’s story reinforced the argument that informants’ expected prime 

role in the family was the financial provider. If they were unable to achieve 

this, they may feel that they were unable to measure up to the standard 

and the expectation of what a man should do in the family. The inability to 

provide for the family therefore, had a direct relationship with their reduced 

family involvement. Marsiglio and Pleck (2005) state, “when men are 

unemployed or underemployed, they often find it difficult to feel good about 

themselves as fathers because the provider role continues to be an 

important features of hegemonic images of masculinity and men’s 

fathering experience” (p. 260). Marsiglio and Pleck (2005) point out that 

having money is not only important to a man who is living with his family, 

but rather, a man’s socioeconomic position is also important in the way he 

negotiates and manages his fathering experience. When men have 

adequate income, they are more likely to construct their paternal identities, 

to plan fathering activities and other family arrangements, through which, 

men can display their masculine identities. The arguments of Marsiglio 

and Pleck (2005) suggest that fathers of various socio-economic 

backgrounds have different fathering experience. Middle-class fathers 

have comparatively more resources than working-class fathers to arrange 

a variety of activities for their children. Working-class fathers may find it 

difficult to fulfill their provider role and the caring role at the same time, and 

may not have the resource to arrange different activities for their children. 

Having enough to financially support their families was to these fathers, 

considered a significant achievement. Tsang expressed himself thus: “I 

don’t think I have any achievement, to be able to provide the living for the 
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family is already a kind of achievement”. His words also summed up the 

expectation of the working-class men to the family and the reasons why 

they were reluctant to relinquish the breadwinner role.    

 

2.2 Being There 

 Being there as indicated in studies on fatherhood (Summers et. al 

2006) suggest that fathers consider that to be with the children is a kind of 

protection and to support the children physically and emotionally. Others 

have used the terms accessibility, presence, and engagement (Lamb, 

1987; Doherty, Kouneski, and Erickson 1998) to represent similar meaning. 

These studies demonstrated that simply 'being there' is considered an 

important conduct of a father. The importance is to let the children know 

that fathers are there when they need them.  

Informants in this study did not specifically raise the importance of 

being there in interviews, but some shared about the experience of staying 

with their children. Informants in this study considered that being there 

was not necessarily presenting oneself in front of their children. Making 

use of mobile phone was also a means to ensure the children could find 

them when they were in need. Cheung shared his experience when his 

daughter contacted him via his mobile phone. He emphasized that the 

matters were always trivial, such as asking him to buy the kind of food she 

liked. Cheung stated, “Sometimes when I go to the market, she will give 

me a call, and tell me she likes to eat broccoli, and I’ll buy her broccoli”. 

Although, as noted by Cheung, the matters were always trivial, this still 

showed that he was ready to be there for his daughter and to meet her 

needs.  
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 Tsang also shared his experience of showing one’s presence in 

ensuring the children did not get involved with some youth gangs. 

According to Tsang, he would return home immediately after work in order 

to prevent his children's contact with gang members. He stated: “…I will 

come home earlier. I will come back immediately after work, during this 

period, (the children) won’t get along with the gangs”. Thus, to Tsang, 

being there also carried a meaning of protecting the children from being 

influenced by youth gangs.  

 Being there however, was sometimes a hindrance to the informants’ 

employment, and thus affecting their expected financial responsibility to 

the family. Although Cheung had emphasized that it would be better if he 

could be employed again, he considered that his daughter was little and 

he could not give up the caring duty. When he was asked if he would 

consider finding another job, he replied:  

The social worker asked me if I wanted to find a job, those jobs 
were……on the one hand, I don’t have time, on the other, I 
have to look after my daughter. I only have three hours free 
time, what I can do with three hours of time? I can’t do 
anything, unless my daughter has entered primary school and 
attend a full-day school, I can think of finding a job. I will 
consider those jobs requiring me to work six hours, and those 
that are not that tough, I will consider those. Will see what I 
can do, but it is hard for me to work at this moment. (Cheung) 

Unlike others whose children were older, Cheung demonstrated that 

he was not willing to give up the caring role when his daughter was still at 

a young age. Considering that his wife currently had a stable job, he 

thought he ought to be the one to take care of the daughter. He also 

indicated that he had thought of finding a job as a security guard in old 
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buildings, since he could not speak English, his chances of getting a job 

would be hindered. This also implied that he was not optimistic to find 

another job.  

Although being there is considered important to children's 

development, not all informants were capable of being there when the 

family members were in need. Failure in being there has been suggested 

to have negative influences on children, and men in this study reported 

this influence. Fun, for example, explained that after years of having been 

separated from his first wife and children, he had the chance to stay with 

them again. He realized however, that he did not have a parent-child 

relationship with his sons. Even after the teacher’s complaints, he was not 

comfortable to talk to his son, for he worried that his son might answer him 

back. As he explained: 

To be frank, I want to blame him, but I haven’t. I said to the 
teacher if my son said to me that “you haven’t taken care of me 
for more than 10 years, why you care about me now”, what 
can I say?  (Fun) 

Though he had thought of talking to his son about the teacher’s 

complaints, he did not. He considered that his leaving had negative 

influence on his relation with his son. Fun regretted what had influenced 

his son, and offered this remark: 

Actually, I do feel regret to the children, especially the 

youngest one. That makes him develop a detached character.  

(Fun) 

Fun did regret that it was now too late to show his concern to his sons, 

and he had these words,  
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It may be useless to care for them, the route I have taken has 
already……it is useless even if I want to care for them, I can’t 
change anything.  (Fun) 

Being there carries a meaning of care and concern, and in Fun’s case, 

not being there not only demonstrated a lack of care and concern, but his 

absence had also limited the communication with his sons. As a 

non-residential father therefore, he was unable to develop a constructive 

relationship with his sons.  

 In this study, being there or presence of fathers in the family referred 

to care, concern, support and protection of the children. In demonstrating 

this aspect, informants were performing a kind of masculine identity that 

they thought was a father's obligation. Being there is a conduct, as it 

depicts acceptable fatherhood behaviour. It is also a culture (LaRossa 

1988), as fathers can tell the importance of being there with the children. 

Being there; therefore, represents the fathers’ values and their beliefs. 

Even in the case of Fun, he considered that he owed his children as he 

was not with them in their development, and he regretted for being too late 

to have influence on his sons or to change their behaviours. As suggested 

by the data, many fathers faced a dilemma over whether to prioritize either 

the caring role or the providing role.        

 

2.3 Teaching and Shaping Values  

 Teaching as a fathering activity indicates that it is an everyday activity 

in daily life experience, and teaching involves transmission of values and 

particular contents that fathers want their children to learn (Summers et. al, 

2006). Informants in this study reported that they were teaching their 
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children some knowledge. Such knowledge was related to their 

expectation to the children and the values that they thought were good and 

useful when their children grew up. They wanted their children to be better 

educated and to do something other than what they were doing or had 

done. For example, when talking about the preferred job that his daughter 

ought to do, Ng expressed his feeling that he did not want his daughter to 

work in McDonalds, as he considered that the job had no prospects. Ng 

stated:  

At that time, I asked her not to work in McDonalds, the wage 
was not high, and the job didn’t provide any opportunity. My 
sister’s daughter is able to earn seventeen thousand a 
month……she can make some decisions……she says that as 
a novice in clock and watch industry, one can earns more than 
ten thousand a month, and can at least learn something new. 
Working in MsDonald is useless, it seems that she can earn 30 
dollars an hour, it is useless, and she can just earn this amount.  
(Ng) 

 What he had told his daughter was more his expectation for her. In his 

mind, choosing a job with prospects was important. His expectation was 

also related to his own experience and his limited choice in employment. 

He had added the following comments after explaining why he wanted his 

daughter to work in a watch company.  

Expectation……they acquire a professional skill, learn more 
things and will have more opportunities……(un)like me, I’m 
illiterate and have worked several jobs, such as ironing clothes 
in factory, truck driver, selling fruit, and I had been a truck 
driver delivering fruits for twenty years……if you’re illiterate, 
you can’t do anything, can’t do anything. (Ng) 

 It was common for the informants to expect their children to do 
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something that they could not do. It can also be argued that it is common 

for parents to expect their children to work in a preferred industry. In Ng’s 

perspective, it was important to learn a specific skill, and though he had 

worked in various industries, because of illiteracy, he was unable to find a 

better job. He therefore expected his children to secure career prospects 

for themselves that he had been unable to achieve.   

 Apart from expectations, fathers in this study also conveyed to their 

children some social values that they thought were important and could 

help their children’s development. Teaching the children social values may 

carry a broad meaning, and the values themselves vary from father to 

father. In a broad sense, teaching children social values can be referred to 

as “providing structure, authority, self-discipline, and a moral sense of how 

to act and treat others” (Summers et. al, 2006: 154). Cheung, for example, 

shared what he had taught his daughter. He mentioned that he would tell 

his daughter what she should do and should not do. In doing this, he was 

actually transmitting to his daughter the social values. Cheung stated:  

Much of her knowledge is taught by me, I’ll teach her if I have 
that knowledge……expectation……I’m not sure if I can see 
that, I’ll be over 70 when she is 17 to 18 and begins to earn an 
income, and I’m not sure if I have that life expectancy to see 
that. What I can do is to teach her what I know, what should be 
done and what should not be done, and explain these to 
her…… (Cheung) 

 Teaching his daughter social values was considered a way to facilitate 

her to face the ups and downs in future life. Another informant, Lee, 

shared a similar experience, and related that he would tell his children 

what should be done first and what should be done later. He emphasized 
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that he considered someone who can “keep one’s words” and “keep one’s 

promise” as fundamentally important. In describing what he would teach 

his children, Lee offered the following comments:  

The education in my family was that you’re responsible for 
your own work, and you had to complete that on your 
own……we had many house chores in village, and it was good 
to let you go to school, we had to study and at the same time 
to plough a field……so many tasks…..the four seasons in year, 
in spring, we had to cultivate the fields and to sow the seeds, 
autumn was the time for harvest, and had to sow the seeds 
again…..doesn’t like Hong Kong, we only have to remind our 
children to study hard……his own stuff, the tasks in schools, 
the home assignments, you say what you say, but they won’t 
listen to you. If tomorrow will be Monday, they will do the 
assignments tonight and to work till late midnight, [sigh!] We 
were not like them, if we had to finish the work, we would finish 
it first before going to play. My father taught me in the way that 
we had to complete the work first that was the most important, 
after then we could play. The children won’t listen to us, sigh! 
(Lee)  
 
I told them that they had to keep a healthy body, and not to 
have crooked ideas……need to have rich knowledge, they will 
benefit from these lifelong if they can do all these. If I have a 
healthy body, no matter how knowledgeable a doctor is, I won’t 
go and find him. I don’t have any sickness. If you don’t have 
any crooked idea, you will walk a right track of life, and you 
won’t get disjointed from the society. You have the 
knowledge……can make some money, you won’t be cheated 
by others, and you won’t suffer losses. I want them to live a 
better life, but whether they will listen and act as the way I 
teach them, I can’t control that. (Lee) 

 The two excerpts above illustrated Lee’s way of shaping his children’s 

values. Lee held an explicit attitude that he wanted to let his children 

distinguish right from wrong. He added however, that he could not control 
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whether his children would listen to him or not. He was also frustrated by 

the way the children responded to his words. Lee considered that as a 

father, the children should listen to his words, and that was exactly what he 

did when he was a child. He would listen to his father’s words, and if he did 

not do so, his father would punish him. It seemed that he did not possess 

the absolute power as his father had.   

 Informants also commented on the teaching methods they had used. 

Methods such as “talk to them” and “explain the reason” were mentioned 

frequently. Some would use mild physical punishment to supplement 

talking to the children. Cheung, for example, would use a combination of 

methods to make his daughter understand the reasons behind his actions. 

He stated: 

If she didn’t listen to me, I would scold her and beat her, but 
would comfort her after that. I would explain to her because 
she didn’t listen to me and I didn’t want to scold her. She would 
cry, and if she cried, I would comfort her, and she would feel 
better. If I scold her for the thing that I’d told her not to do, she 
would cry, but she would calm down if I comforted her……I 
would explain to her that I did not want to scold her but she did 
not listen to me. If I could comfort her, I would feel happy. It’s a 
matter of money, what I mean is if I have a job and can earn a 
wage, I feel happy. But now, I don’t have a job, I don’t have an 
income, I do not feel happy… (Cheung) 

 Cheung disclosed that he would use physical punishment, but he 

would comfort his daughter and explain to her the reasons. From this 

quote, it was noticed that what made Cheung lose his temper was not only 

the conduct of his daughter, but his status of unemployment. Thus, the 

inability to secure the provider role frustrated him a lot.  

In commenting why explaining rather than scolding was a preferred 
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way to communicate with children, Ng explained that the children would 

not listen to him if they were scolded. In recalling an experience when his 

son was apprehended for engaging in a fight with other students, he 

explained that he had not scolded his son since it would have been 

counterproductive. He stated:  

Have to teach him, it’s useless to blame him. He was very 
young at that time……to blame him was useless, you had to 
teach him, you had to tell him the reasons. (Ng) 

In Ng’s mind, communicating reason to his children was a preferred 

way to teach them rather than to simply force them to follow one’s way. He 

considered that the most important thing was to make the children talk to 

him. According to Ng, “It’s useless if you’re fearful, if you’re so, they will be 

afraid of you, and they dare not chat with you”.  

Explaining reasons may be a behavior involving indoctrination of a 

moral principle. Lee for example, would explain his reasoning to his 

children by sharing with them the moral principles described in the Book of 

Laotse (Dao De Jing). He expected his children to learn to be people with 

high moral standards.  

The variety of ways in handling children’s conduct highlighted the 

uniqueness of the fathers in this study. It reinforced the possibility that 

every father had his own way to communicate with children. Although the 

fathers in this study were working-class men, and were not well-educated, 

this did not mean that they must use a strict and disciplinary way to make 

their children understand their reasons. Though some would use mild 

physical punishment as a way to stop the children’s misconduct, 

explaining the reasons or moral principles was to some informants a 
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preferred way to teach their children. As mentioned, when teaching their 

children, fathers in this study were actually conveying their expectation to 

the children, and as some considered that they had their own limitations, 

what was in their mind was “I wish my children to have better 

achievements than I have”. This demonstrated that fathers were not 

satisfied with their existing status, be it socially or financially, and they did 

not want their children to follow suit.  

 

2.4 Care Giving and Physical Interaction 

 Care giving and physical interaction as commented by the fathers in 

this study referred to as playing, preparing for meal, arranging for school, 

and spending time with them. Hanlon (2012: 43) suggests that there are 

several factors that are related to men’s involvement in their children’s 

lives, including men’s beliefs in gender equality, the flexibility of paid work, 

education, income, other class-based resources, and negotiations of 

power with their wives. These were also the factors affecting the 

informants’ involvement in their children’s lives.  

 When fathers in this study were asked what they would do when they 

were with the children, their responses were “If I have time, [I] will play with 

the children”. The availability of time was crucial if men wanted to take 

care of their children, and playing with the children denoted a traditional 

paternal involvement. Yet, when responding to the playing activities with 

the children, men in this study frequently stated that they had little time to 

play with the children, as they had to work very long hours. Fun, for 

example, stated that he had played with the children when he was still 

maintaining the marriage relationship with his former wife, but that as most 
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of his time was occupied by his paid employment, he did not spend much 

time playing with his children at that time. According to Fun: “I could only 

play with them at home, occasionally……you can imagine, I worked in a 

factory and I had to work overtime till late night, I even had to work on 

Sundays”. In Fun’s description, paid employment had occupied much of 

his time, and he used to work very late; even on Sundays. The nature of 

the jobs informants were engaged in as mentioned in the previous chapter 

was mainly manual-skilled work. Some only managed to work as day 

labourers, and as a result, could not generate income if they took time off 

work. As they wanted to earn a sufficient living for the family, they had to 

work longer hours and more days. As paid employment occupied the 

majority of their time, many men in this study felt bound to the traditional 

male provider role because of the expectation to earn a stable living for 

their respective families. This also reflected that their work was not flexible 

enough to allow them to wholeheartedly involve in their children’s lives.  

 Arranging for school was another frequent activity men in this study 

would do with their children. This activity was especially obvious when the 

informants did not have any paid employment. For instance, Cheung 

shared that he was responsible for taking care of his daughter after he was 

unemployed, and arranging for school was what he had to do daily. 

Cheung stated:  

I’ll take the daughter to school, read the news, prepare for the 
food, pick up the daughter after school, she does the 
homework, stay in the garden nearby for a few hours, and then 
go home to prepare for the dinner.  (Cheung) 

This reflected a caring father’s daily life, but in Cheung’s view, this was not 
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a preferred life. In his mind, it was better to have employment and to bring 

money back to the family. He offered these words, “just like the current 

situation, I can’t make any money, having the daughter is a burden, the 

worst is, I don’t have any income, but have to support her daily life and 

schooling”. Taking up the full care giving responsibility was not a 

comfortable experience for Cheung. What was in his mind was to find a 

paid employment, and to reclaim the provider role in the family. Though he 

was concerned about the development of his daughter, when it came to 

conflict with his breadwinning role, he would still consider that taking care 

of his daughter was to him a burden.  

Hanlon (2012: 48) argues that men will “undertake caring when there 

are no women available to it for them”. This represented Cheung’s 

experience. His wife took on the responsibility as the breadwinner in the 

family, and he had taken the carer role. As reflected from his words, there 

was tension between his expected role as a breadwinner and what he 

could actually do.  

  Although preparing for meals was not a direct form of interaction with 

the children, it represented however, another way to involve themselves in 

family. It was interesting that some fathers in this study would spend time 

in the kitchen to prepare a meal for the family, and some commented that 

their children preferred the way they prepared the food over that of their 

mothers. When men were asked how they could cook the food better than 

their wives did, they would give a reply with a rationale behind. Ng was 

one of the fathers who reported that the children liked his cooking more. 

We had the following conversation on this topic:  
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Interviewer: You will still cook with your wife after a day’s work, 
this is not common, and normally only one will be responsible 
for this. 
Ng: She does the washing and preparing for the material, I do 
the cooking. 
Interviewer: Because you think that you can cook tasty food? 
Ng: The children say so, and my wife will just make the food 
done. I’m somewhat different, I have to make the food tasty, 
just like cooking the vegetable, I don’t add oil and don’t cover 
the wok. She’s not the same, and will add oil and cover the 
wok, that’s for sure different. 

 Lee was another one to have said that his children liked him to 

prepare the food, even if he only had time to cook on Sundays. Lee 

speculated why he thought he could cook the same material with better 

taste, and he shared his perspectives in preparing food for his children. 

Lee: When I have time, I’ll do the cooking for the children. My 
elder daughter likes what I’ll cook for them. They think I cook 
tasty food so they like me to do the cooking. 
Interviewer: Why? Is it that their mother can’t cook tasty food? 
Lee: Cooking requires a lot of knowledge, for instance, if one is 
a good chef, no matter what sort of material you have, he’s 
able to cook tasty food. If someone who have knowledge in 
cooking, he can make use of whatever material. My family has 
the knowledge in cooking, my father makes tasty food, my 
uncle makes tasty food. When I was studying, the cook in the 
school was a friend of mine, so my skill in cooking is not bad. 
My elder daughter likes my cooking the most, she will eat up 
what I have cooked……the way in her mother’s cooking is 
different from me. If the children like some food, she will cook 
more the next day. Unlike her, if the children like certain food, I 
won’t cook that for two days……she will cook more on the next 
day, and the children won’t finish all the food. I’m different, if 
they like to eat, I’ll cook that a few days later. 

 The informants were using some reasons to account for such 
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difference. Cooking for the family, like other domestic duties, is an activity 

in the private sphere. It is also linked with caring duties, and is therefore 

related to femininity. In differentiating themselves with women, men were 

constructing a different perspective in doing the cooking tasks.    

 Simply spending time with no specific objective and activity may also 

be regarded as an interaction with the children. Some fathers talked about 

'hanging around' with their children. Some informants reported that they 

would take the children to the park near to their residence, and to take 

them for a walk in a shopping mall. These fathers emphasized that they 

preferred activities that had no monetary cost. Cheung stated: 

It is hard to take her out to different places. If you want to take 
her to Disneyland or the Ocean Park, I’ll only mention these 
but not promise her. It costs a lot of money to go there each 
time. Sometimes, she wants to go there, and she learns these 
places from TV. I tell her that dad doesn’t have the money, and 
will take her there later if I have the money……again, it’s a 
matter of money. It doesn’t matter if I have money, and will 
take her there if I have holiday. It doesn’t matter for spending a 
thousand dollars. I don’t have any income, and I don’t have 
extra money to spend. We rarely go out even on holidays, 
rarely do that. We seldom go to places like Kowloon Park 
where we have to spend on transportation. The open space 
nearby is the place we often visit. We seldom go to a place not 
nearby. (Cheung) 

 Fathers like Cheung discussed the difficulty in bringing a somewhat 

materialistic life to their children. Because of financial difficulty, Cheung 

was unable to take his daughter wherever she wanted to go. It seems 

normal for fathers like Cheung to have hard feeling if one does not 

possess the ability to provide for the family. This further highlights the 

sense of entrapment that men experience. Men want to fulfill the provider 
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role and to make money for the family and this seems to be men’s major 

family responsibility. When men find that they are unable to fulfill this role, 

they feel frustrated.   

  

3. Constructing a Division of Household Labour 

 As suggested previously, experience of the division of household 

labour is unique in a working-class family, and it is found that 

working-class families will uphold traditional gender ideologies (Pyke 1996; 

Legerski and Cornwall 2010). These families do not have the resources to 

outsource the domestic and caring duties to others or to hire a domestic 

helper to assist them in daily routine domestic work. This does not mean 

however, that working-class men must devote less time to household 

duties. With women becoming more involved inpaid employment, it is 

suggested that working-class men should have more opportunities to 

participate in domestic work. This claim is at least supported by the 

qualitative data gathered in this study. Men in this study demonstrated that 

they had participated in certain domestic duties, such as taking care of the 

children, cooking and other household chores. In this section, discussions 

will be focused on the contents of men’s household duties and how they 

construct such a division of labour.       

 Pyke (1996) suggests that although working-class families uphold a 

traditional gender ideology, working-class men are more equal in 

household work and child care practices. This could seem contradictory, 

since if working-class men are affected by the ideology the family is 

holding, they should stand firm to the gendered division of household 

labour. As Pyke (1996) argued, this is not exactly the case, as 



181 
 

working-class men are more willing than middle-class men to share 

household labour. Considering the change in increased labour force 

participation of women and the decreasing trend in men’s labour force 

participation, it is understood that this change in the providing role has 

fostered men’s increased participation in household labour. However, this 

is not to suggest that working-class men must necessarily be willing to 

participate in household duties. Some of them do this because they have 

such responsibility to the family in addition to financial obligation. As the 

data in this study suggested, men were sometimes reluctant to increase 

their domestic participation. For example, when Cheung was asked about 

his feelings on taking care of his daughter and doing the house chores 

after unemployment, expressed his dissatisfaction and offered the 

following statement:  

Sometimes looking after my daughter annoyed me, when 
teaching her to do the homework, I will get angry. Having a job 
is better than looking after her. If I have a job, I won’t get 
irritated……sometimes, the kid doesn’t listen to me, the more 
time I spend on teaching her, the more irritated I get, but she is 
still young. If I work again, I might have to work hard, but I’ll 
feel happier when I come home because I can make some 
money. Now, I don’t make any money, [sigh.] The current 
situation is unlike the one in two years ago……the 
mood……nothing worth to talk about. (Cheung) 

 He further commented that he was not happy staying in the role as a 

stay-at-home man. He was reluctant to take on that role, and if he had a 

choice, he preferred going to work. Re-entering the labour market would 

be a way to reclaim his financial autonomy; as he stated:  

If I have a job, I surely prefer to work……well, I can at least 
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earn ten thousand a month. It is fine if I can work twenty days 
a month, I’m able to earn that. For now, I should earn ten 
thousand a month……it is better than relying on my wife, she 
only gives me a few thousand.  

After his wife had begun full time employment in a restaurant, she 

began to give Cheung a sum as monthly household expenses, while he 

took up the full caring responsibility since then. He was however, 

uncomfortable to stay in a position where he had to use his wife’s money. 

Legerski and Cornwall (2010) suggest that men are bothered if they are 

unable to provide for the family, and that their level of dissatisfaction grew 

in proportion to the degree of income gap between them and their wives. 

Cheung’s case illustrated this argument, and though he had taken the care 

giver role, he was still clinging to a man’s traditional providing role in a 

family.   

 Some informants disclosed that they did not participate a lot in 

household labour. Ng, for example, when he was asked the way he acted 

as a father, gave the following response:  

I seldom care for them, my wife will handle all these, that is 
related to schooling. Because I don’t have the knowledge in 
these, and I have to let her handle all these……about 
schooling, like parents’ signature, parents’ day, all these are 
handled by my wife……I’m responsible for making money, and 
she looks after the family, just like parents’ day, she’s the one 
to attend. (Ng) 

 His words emphasized the traditional gendered division of labour in a 

household. He was the one who was supposed to make money for the 

family while his wife took care of the daily living of the family members. In 

reality, his wife would assist him in the fruit stall in the morning. After 
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setting up the fruit stall, she would go to the market and do other 

household chores. Though Ng would do the cooking at night, his words 

and the division of labour in his family reflected the traditional gendered 

household division of labour.  

As commented by other informants, cooking was a household labour 

that most men would take up. As discussed in previous paragraphs, some 

men reported that they would do the cooking, and they had a rationale 

behind these cooking activities. Ng was one of the informants who could 

tell the difference in the ways to prepare for the meals between his wife 

and him. He paid more attention to each step and he could explain the 

reason in each step. Lee shared similar experience, and he could tell the 

way to cook several dishes and to differentiate himself from his wife, and 

claimed that his children preferred to eat what was cooked by him. 

Although Tsui had lost his eyesight, he was able to tell why there was no 

need to add any oil when frying chicken wings. These examples illustrated 

that when men were to engage in a particular household duty, they tended 

to differentiate themselves from women. The ability to differentiate 

themselves from their respective wives was an attempt to claim their 

masculinity even when they were doing household tasks that were 

assumed to be dominated by women. This was also an attempt to 

construct an alternate masculinity when they were involved in duties that 

were considered feminine.  

 Some commented that they would do whatever other family members 

asked them to do, and they did not think they had presented a father figure 

who would not participate in any household duty. Tsang stated:   



184 
 

Sometimes, when they asked me to do something, I’ll do that, 
that’s nothing special, they will ask me to get things for them, 
I’ll do that. I don’t care about that, and I won’t show the father 
figure……sometimes, my daughter says that she has no time 
to do the washing after dinner, I’ll do that. I notice that she is 
doing homework, and I’ll do the washing. Actually, she has 
been assigned to do the washing, for the cooking, will leave it 
to me. If I’m unable to come back, she’ll do the cooking. She 
has to take on some of the duties in household chores. My son 
is also taught this way because both of us have to work to 
support the family. If we don’t teach them this way, they will 
starve to death. (Tsang) 

In saying this, Tsang demonstrated that he would take the initiative to 

do the household chores like cooking and washing. What was not 

mentioned in the interview was that he had made much of the furniture at 

home and that he did all of the wood work and painting. In this way, apart 

from the kinds of caring duties he would perform, he would also do the 

tasks that remained gendered.  

 Men did not explicitly mention whether they considered that men 

should participate in household duties. Yet, men’s participation in 

household labour could be considered part of their efforts in undoing 

gender (Deutsch 2007), even if this might be unintentional. Although men 

may tend to do the tasks that remained gendered, the kinds of household 

labours they had participated were beyond the financial provider role 

which was prioritized as men’s major responsibility in a family. Even 

though there was no evidence that working-class men such as the 

informants in this study did spend more time in household labour if their 

spouses had paid employment, as suggested in the data, they did 

participate in certain tasks, and contributed to the family other than 
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financially providing for it. Nevertheless, this kind of contribution was 

perhaps only under certain conditions. Men in this study demonstrated that 

they still preferred to work outside and bring home money than to staying 

at home to do the household chores.    

 

4. Making decisions in the family 

  Besides household chores, decision making in family is considered 

another kind of division of household labour; involving not only who is 

going to do what, but sometimes a resolution to a family issue. When men 

were asked who made a decision in family, examples of responses were 

“we have discussions, no one is alone to make the decision” and “for the 

matters relating to the family, they will ask for my views”. Although 

participants reported adopting a relatively open approach to decision 

making, men in this study were in general holding the power to make 

family decisions.  

 Some informants in this study commented that decisions in the family 

were made through discussion, and this decision was based on the 

difference in ability. Ng, for instance, would consider the variation in 

abilities. As the following exchange indicates: 

Interviewer: By the way, who is to make the decision in the 
family, you or your wife? 
Ng: We have discussions, no one is alone to make the 
decision. For those things I can’t handle, I’ll ask my wife to do. 
Interviewer: Any example? The children’s homework? 
Ng: Yes, she has been following that, and I’ll let her follow that. 
I can’t handle that. I can’t even take care of myself, I had only 
studied for two years. 
Interviewer: Is your wife educated? 
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Ng: She’s educated……and she knows a little English. I had 
only studied for two years, and I had not gone to school since 
then. Now, I can only read but not know the writing……I don’t 
have any time.  

Ng’s words illustrated that he was not the one to make the final 

decision in the family, but that he took it as a responsibility to be shared 

with his wife. His words demonstrated that he considered his own poor 

education a limitation, and he further put this,  

I won’t make the decision, I’ll ask for her opinions in all aspects. 
I’ll consult her, and I always do this. I’ll do what she tells me to 
do. In most cases, when I go home, I’ll do what she tells me to 
do. (Ng) 

There was no evidence to suggest that Ng did not want to make a 

decision, but his words demonstrated that he was more eager to act than 

to decide. Limited education was a factor affecting his motive to make a 

decision. Men in this study were in general not well-educated; the 

education attainment of their wives was generally even poorer. This made 

some informants eager to make decisions for the family. It was also 

considered that men preferred to use actions to express their feelings and 

concerns. In Ng’s case, he used actions to display his participation in 

family issues.  

In some cases, when it came to an important matter, some men 

claimed that their voices would be considered as a final decision. In 

describing decision making in family, Tsui mentioned that his wife would 

ask for his view when there was an important issue:  

If this is a trivial matter, she’ll make the decision. If it is an 
important issue, she’ll consult me, and we’ll discuss about that. 
Sometimes, if I can’t solve a problem, I’ll also consult her, for 
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instance, as I can’t see, I’ll ask for her views.  

To Tsui, his health issue was the personal aspect he could not take 

control of, and he therefore needed his wife’s assistance. Apart from this, 

he was able to make the final decision for the family, as he considered that 

he was better educated than his wife was. 

Lee, another informant who considered that he had the final voice on 

various matters, claimed that as his wife did not have the ability to make a 

decision, she would consult him. This perceived lack of ability was related 

to his wife’s literacy, and as Lee’s wife had no formal education, he 

considered that he had to make a decision for her. As the following 

exchange explains: 

Interviewer: Are you the one to make the final decision on 
issues related to the family? 
Lee: You can say so. For the matters relating to the family, 
she’ll consult me because she has received fewer years of 
education than me do and she doesn’t have the knowledge to 
make the decision on her own. She is uncertain to make the 
decision, and in certain occasions, she won’t do anything 
before asking for my opinions.  

 Lee’s case was an extreme one, and he took control of the final 

decision in all domestic issues. This kind of dominance over family 

decisions was however, not obvious in the stories of other informants. 

Some fathers want to have more involvement in the family. Nevertheless, 

because of their providing role and the paid employment they have been 

engaged in, they are unable to be more involved in family life. Some men 

will use control in making decisions to allow them to get involved in family 

issues. Such an argument highlights the dilemma that men are separated 

from their family because of their engagement in employment (White, 
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1994). However, using discussion or negotiation as a way to come to a 

decision was still a common practice among the informants; and in their 

words, it was seen that decision making was a task required one’s 

capability. To the men in this study, this capability was not only related to 

their intellectual capacity, but was extended to the availability to take part 

in making a decision. The process of decision making in the family has 

provided the means and opportunities for working-class men to safeguard 

their masculine identities (Vera-Sanso 2001). According to some men, 

their female partner would consult them or they would be the one to make 

a final decision. 

 

5. Maintaining Family Bonds 

  Although men in this study were engaged in their paid employment 

or maintaining the role as a financial provider, many of them participated in 

various household chores. In addition to doing a range of household duties, 

in understanding men's relationship with other family members, it was 

noticed that men in this study showed different degrees of participation in 

family gatherings and other activities. In studies about men and their 

families, the major focus lies on men’s interaction with their immediate 

family members, such as spouse and children. Yet, the relationship 

between men and their extended families is as well an important aspect in 

a man’s life. The data gathered in this study also provides insight into how 

men construct relationships with other family members such as siblings. 

The behaviours in maintaining family bonding as drawn from the 

qualitative data could be understood as engaging in family gatherings and 

taking care of family members.  
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5.1 Engaging in Family Gatherings 

 Engaging in family gatherings was not frequently mentioned by the 

informants; yet, this demonstrated that some men were using this as a 

way to maintain family relationships. Ng, for example, reported that his 

family would organize an outdoor activity at least once a year. He 

treasured this kind of experience and when I asked him if he would hang 

out with his friends, he responded thus:  

Interviewer: Will you go out to have a drink with others? 
Ng: No, I don’t drink, on the one hand, I don’t drink, on the 
other, I don’t have time. When I go home at night, after dinner 
and washing the dishes, not even have the time to read the 
newspaper, I have to go sleeping. I don’t have time……but will 
go out with the large family for catching the squid. 
Interviewer: The chance to do that is also rare, you have to 
work all day…… 
Ng: Once a year……not everyone has joined the activity, but 
there are already more than 30 persons 
Interviewer: Do you feel happy to have a chance to go out with 
the family for a day? 
Ng: Yes, we suggested the activity this time. When the ship 
owner saw that I stood aside my brothers, he said that we did 
not have to worry about the losing one another, we looked 
alike. He then asked my brother why he looked so young, we 
told that he had his hair dyed. 

 In addition to simply participating in gatherings, Ng would take part in 

organizing activities. In these gatherings, it was noticed that Ng would 

expect all family members to join in. Ng’s experience was quite different 

from some men as many of them did not report to have joined this kind of 

activity. Cheung, for example, disclosed that he had not met his brother for 

years; and that he did not feel a sense of brotherhood towards him. He 
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stated:   

No, very rare, my sister-in-law will sometimes give me a call. 
We went to Chinese restaurant quite often last year. We went 
to the Chinese restaurant once every three to four months. 
After my wife has found a job, we rarely go to restaurant. I 
don’t have any brotherhood with my elder brother, we didn’t 
have that even when we were young. (Cheung) 

 Brotherhood marked the difference in attitude in maintaining family 

relationship. As can be seen from the words of Ng and Cheung, there was 

an obvious difference in how they expressed brotherhood. Ng had a close 

bond, while Cheung did not.  

 

5.2 Taking Care of Family Members 

To further explore their sense of brotherhood, taking care of family 

members in these men’s accounts included taking care of their own 

siblings as well as their siblings’ children. Tsang was a typical example. He 

was the first one among his siblings to move to Hong Kong from the 

Mainland. When he settled down, his siblings moved to Hong Kong, and 

he played the role as their guide. The following exchange illustrates 

Tsang's relationship with his siblings: 

Interviewer: You have mentioned that you have 7 brothers and 
sisters. Do you have any contacts with them who are in Hong 
Kong? 
Tsang: For sure, I have contact with my younger sister, her son 
lives with us. I also have contact with my elder sister. I have 
been here for a longer period, and she may consult me on 
many issues, she’s not familiar with the places, and as I work 
as a sam-hong worker, I have gone to many places. She’s now 
working as a building security guard, she hurt her waist when 
she was working in a Chinese restaurant. We don’t know much 
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about claiming industrial injuries, we have no knowledge in 
that, and we just keep on working. After she had recovered 
from the waist injury, she changed her job, and is now working 
as a security guard. She received medical treatment in the 
Mainland and not in Hong Kong. Security guard works rather 
long hours daily, and she may need to work in different places, 
and if she doesn’t know how to go there, she will give me a call. 
Yes, I have contacts with the siblings, and our relationship is 
rather good. That’s because they took care of me since I was a 
child, and I was dependent on them. Though it was my father 
to earn an income for the family, it was my siblings to take me 
to a doctor when I was not feeling well. My mother died when I 
was only 7 to 8 years old, and she was in the Mainland to take 
care of the family while my father was here to earn an income. 
Since my mother’s death, the siblings had to help one another. 
When they came here, I insisted to live with them, so I rent a 
place in Tai Kok Tsui to live with them, and after they had 
found a job, they rent another place.        

 Tsang further explained that as he was cared by his siblings in the 

Mainland when he was young; and that he took up the responsibility to 

rent a place for his siblings when they moved to Hong Kong.  

As I considered that my family had contributed a lot in letting 
me survive, when my elder sister came to Hong Kong, they did 
not earn much in the Mainland, I have been here for a longer 
period, I rent the place and let them live with me first. It was a 
difficult time. When they had found a job, and had stable 
income, they moved to another place. Although it was rather a 
difficult time, I felt happy. They were able to come to Hong 
Kong, and they could make a living, that’s good. (Tsang) 

 Acting as a guide for his sister, renting a roof top structure in an old 

urban district, and living with his siblings were the responsibilities Tsang 

had taken up when they moved to the city. Tsang continued living with his 

siblings until they had all found jobs. In addition, as his younger sister had 
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to work very long hours and could not take on the caring responsibility for 

her son, Tsang was living with his niece. Tsang’s interview took place in his 

home, and his niece was there. Tsang related that he had specifically 

made a partition for his niece, so that he could have his own place. Jarrett, 

Roy and Burton (2002) suggest that “fathers help to create and sustain 

interhousehold connections among networks of family members who 

provide flexible and interchangeable care for children” (224). Tsang had 

provided care for his sister’s child, and this served as an assistance that 

he could afford and which also enabled his sister to continue her 

employment. Apart from expressing appreciation for what his siblings had 

done for him, it was the sense of Chinese brotherhood that made Tsang 

contribute to his siblings.  

   Tsui was an informant who had taken on the responsibility to 

financially support his siblings at his young age. Tsui’s wife shared that he 

had given what he earned to the family as a way to support his siblings’ 

education. Tsui stated that as the eldest brother in the family, he had to act 

as a role model for the younger ones. Acting as a role model implied that 

he had to demonstrate how to take on family responsibility. He 

commented:   

The question is you’re an elder brother, you have to set a 
model for other siblings, they would learn from me as the elder 
brother. If we’re dispirited, and did not care about anything, 
this might be a bad model. (Tsui) 

As an elder brother in the family, Tsui had the responsibility to 

demonstrate to his siblings what they should do. His account presented 

another sense of brotherhood that focus only on responsibility but also on 
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values and attitudes.     

 Taking part in family gatherings and bearing some caring duties for 

extended family members reflected informants’ attitude to their family, and 

sense of brotherhood. Even though informants’ participation in family 

varied, their intention to keep a bond with their own family members was 

obvious. What they did was largely related to their financial contribution, 

as in the case of Tsang and Tsui. Expressive roles other than managing 

family relationship were not mentioned by the informants. Maintaining 

family bonds is considered a domestic practice for women, as women are 

considered to have the natural attributes to show care and concern. That 

being said, men were constructing their own way to show care and 

concern for the family, and engaging in family gatherings and taking care 

of family members were some ways to demonstrate this contribution.    

 

6. Making Sense of Family and Fatherhood  

 As discussed previously, the conduct of fatherhood and men’s 

domestic duties were significantly different. This further emphasized the 

individuality of the informant, and the diversity of the meanings of family 

that they had brought with them. Some men in this study took the 

formation of family as a normal stage in their life, and most of the fathers 

linked up family with a stable financial resource.  

 Tin was the one who considered that formation of family was a normal 

stage in one’s life. I asked Tin how he would relax himself when he 

experienced unemployment. His response was not to simply respond to 

the question but to further his views on family. He told that, 



194 
 

How to relax myself? If things have happened, you have to 
face them. Why? You have your own family, you have no 
choice, but to face them. You can’t just run away, and this is 
irresponsible. Having responsibility is very important, if you 
don’t want to take on the responsibility, you shouldn’t get 
married, and you shouldn’t have kids. This is a stage you have 
to go through, you have no choice and can only face it. You 
need to think of ways to handle these. If someone can help 
you, you can solve part of the problems first, and can’t leave 
the problems behind or give up. Problems will be solved one 
day, I hope so. These are what I say to relax myself, there 
won’t be dead end.  (Tin) 

 Apart from relating the formation of family as a stage in one’s life, Tin 

also considered that it was one’s responsibility to maintain a family and not 

shirk this responsibility. Responsibility to the family is an important task to 

a man. Such responsibility is related to one’s ability to financially provide 

for the family. As Tin was unable to provide for the family, he had struggled 

between the expected responsibility and what he could actually do.  

 Tin’s attitude contrasted with Fun's, who had left the family after the 

closure of his business. Fun emphasized that all he did was for the family 

when he had a stable job and ran his own small business. His decision to 

run a restaurant was based on his intention to make a better living for his 

family. He recalled that his wife did not agree with his decision, but that he 

had had his reasons, 

My wife didn’t agree with my decision to run a restaurant. In 
fact, my intention to run a restaurant was for my parents 
because they were old, and if the restaurant had good 
business, the whole family would have work, don’t you think so? 
I own nothing, the taxi and the public housing unit were for my 
wife, and I did not have any share. She was named the 
household head of the public housing unit……in fact, my 
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purpose for running the restaurant was to let all family 
members have work. Don’t you think so? I told her that it was 
good for her to become a boss. (Fun) 

  Thus, running a restaurant was a method for Fun to maintain the living 

of the family. Bringing home money was an act that Fun considered 

important and to fulfill his responsibility to family. After the closure of his 

restaurant however, he packed some clothes and left the family. His 

relationships with other family members degraded from that point on. 

While discussing this topic, he recalled another episode about his 

youngest son. Fun disclosed that he was sorry for his son. He stated:  

A teacher had called me, maybe I was really irresponsible, but 
I had to work, and didn’t have the reason to take leave to go to 
school and take a look at him (his son). I told the teacher that I 
had no choice, and my wife also needed to work. The teacher 
said that as a father, I should spend more time to stay with my 
son, and to understand him more. I had once gone to school to 
meet the teacher and I told the teacher that my son was from a 
single parent family, and his character had developed and 
fixed. I also told the teacher that I also wanted to scold him, 
but I had not. I told the teacher that if my son blamed me for 
not caring for him for the past years, and asked me why I 
cared about him at that moment, I did not know how to answer 
him. Don’t you think so?  (Fun) 

  Fun had in his mind what a father should do, but he was not eager to 

do that as he was concerned that having left the family, he was no longer 

in a position to offer his son advice. As a father, he still wanted to retain his 

pride; because of which, he did not have much conversation with his sons.  

 The cases of Fun and Tin showed that some men took family as a 

responsibility they had to fulfill. Others took family as a place of warmth 

and happiness. When I asked Tsui the meaning that family embodied he 
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replied:  

Family is important, it makes you……if you’re a normal person, 
you’ll have a peace of mind. When you go home, you’ll enjoy a 
meal under a warm environment, you can also stay with the 
kids. You’ll feel happy when you go to work the other day. But, 
if your wife always blames you……and says that the family is 
lacking of money, and you have to settle that, you’ll find it an 
increased burden. If your wife is a thrifty person, you’ll feel 
comfortable, and will give her all the money, and let her take 
charge of the usage of the money. I’ll only take the amount that 
I need for transportation, going to Chinese restaurant and for 
entertainment, the rest of the money will be given to my wife… 
(Tsui) 

Family gave Tsui warmth and happiness; nonetheless, family also incurred 

a responsibility on him, and this responsibility was primarily financial.  

Cheung shared similar views, and he stated that he enjoyed the 

experience as a father, but was not happy as he was unemployed and 

could not earn a living. He related happiness to his ability to earn a living 

for the family. We had the following conversation: 

Interviewer: what do you think is the importance of a family 
that has given men? 
Cheung: A family……a man should work and can earn an 
income, and is not like me, without a job and no income. If a 
man can have a job and can earn an income, his family will be 
happy. But now, I don’t have a job and I don’t have any income, 
and that makes me unhappy. 

 To secure the family financially was important and men took it as their 

responsibility. When I asked Tsang if he could spend more time with the 

family as he could only work five and a half days per week, he had the 

following response, 
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Yes, this is true. But, if you don’t have sufficient income to 
support the family, it is a problem, this is a real problem. You 
can describe that in this way, because if you don’t have 
enough money to maintain the living of the family, problems 
will arise. I’ve seen many, the woman will run away. Hong 
Kong is full of temptation, and she may consider that she can 
live a better life if she leaves the family. She may have some 
fantasies, but this is a gamble. If a woman really runs away, 
the family will break up. I think it is a problem if the financial 
condition of a family is not good. If you can’t spend more time 
with the kids, it depends on the way you teach them. I don’t 
think there is barrier between the kids and me. My daughter 
learnt how to cook when she was a child, it is difficult for most 
Hong Kong people to do that. To cook and do the laundry 
when she was still a child, and she has to take care of the 
family. The operation of the family is that she has to assist the 
parents to do certain things because the parents are not 
educated, and have to work seven days so as to make enough 
money for the family. (Tsang)    

This excerpt showed that men in this study were attempting to resolve the 

tension between the need to fulfill a breadwinner role and to be more 

involved as a parent (Williams, 2009). Working-class men such as the 

informants in this study were generally working as manual skill labour, and 

the more hours they worked, the higher the wage they would get. The 

case of Tsang showed that if he was only able to work five days per week, 

the wage he earned might not be sufficient for the expenses in the family. 

This reflected the experience of the working-class men in this industry. To 

them, working more days was a way to secure sufficient wages that they 

needed for maintaining the living of their family.  

 Men in this study generally considered fathering a good experience, 

frequently describing it with adjectives such as “happy” and “competent 

father”. Cheung, for example, considered himself a competent father and 
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was happy as a father. Yet, these feelings were overshadowed by his 

eagerness to take part again in paid employment. He stated:  

There were both happiness and unhappiness with the birth of 
my daughter. Sometimes, I feel happy, what makes me feel 
bad is that more money is used. All in all, it is a matter of 
money. I feel happy if I have a job and can make money, but 
now, I don’t have a job. Without any job……for sure, I feel 
unhappy because I can’t make money (Cheung) 

Even though he was happy when he was able to make his daughter feel 

happy, this was not enough as he was unable to bring home financial 

resources. He added: 

To be able to please the daughter makes me feel happy, and it 
is always a matter of money. I’ll feel happy if I have a job and 
an income. If not, I feel bad and unhappy.  (Cheung) 

 Money or financial resources were to him something much more 

important than making his daughter feel happy. He further stated his 

condition and that he was not happy with the fact that “I have to depend on 

my wife, but she does not give sufficient amount, if the amount is enough, I 

don’t have to ask the social worker for material assistance”. Thus, having 

his wife take up the provider role for the family created hard feelings in him. 

As he considered that his wife did not provide sufficient money for the 

family expenses, he had to seek help from others for the things that the 

family needed. This further challenged his perceived responsibility as a 

father.  

Whether or not to increase time spent with the family was seen as a 

dilemma between the need to provide for the family or to be involved as a 

parent. Men in this study demonstrated that they were more inclined to 
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take up the financial provider role than to taking up the fathering role. 

When analysing their choice, it was not surprising that many of them were 

not willing to act as a stay-at-home father, as this meant that they were 

required to hand the providing responsibility to their spouse or to someone 

else. Legerski and Cornwall, (2010) argue that paid work is a path to free 

men from being involving in household labours or other child-care duties, 

but even if men are unemployed, they do not necessarily participate more 

in household labour or in other caregiving duties. Men in this study did not 

necessarily want to free themselves from these tasks, but being heavily 

involved in these may be a threat to their perceived provider role, which in 

turn may also challenge their masculine identities in which paid 

employment occupied the central position in a man’s identity (Miller 2011). 

Nonetheless, as shown in the data, men in this study still showed some 

degrees of fathering involvement.    

 

7. Decline of the Male Breadwinner Image 

 The concept of 'breadwinner' can be conceptualized as the main 

financial provider in a family, the main labour market participant, and a 

masculine identity (Warren 2007). The provider role can benefit a person 

in at least two ways (Vera-Sanso 2001). The first is that people are 

dependent on their ability to provide, while the second is that the role of 

provider places a person in a privileged position. Vera-Sanso (2001) 

further suggests however, that the provider role entails a heavy 

responsibility, and requires not only competence but also the courage to 

face the risks and difficulties in earning an income While capitalizing on 

the benefits being a breadwinner brings men also need to handle the 
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difficulty if they are unable to fulfill this breadwinner role.  

Since this breadwinner role is closely related to paid work and it is 

situated at the central position of masculinity, it is crucial in shaping a 

man’s masculine identity. As discussed however, working-class men 

encounter a plethora of challenges in relation to economic restructuring, 

increased women’s labour force participation, changes in family structure, 

and loss of jobs. These challenges contribute to changes in men’s 

economic position and position in family. Tin also shared his view on men’s 

unemployment. He considered that men at middle-age were less able to 

compete with young graduates. He thought unemployed men would be 

harmful to society if they remained unemployed. He commented: 

I think the Hong Kong government should provide more 
assistance to men who are at their thirties to fifties, maybe to 
see if the employers can give any chance to these men. I know 
that many men at my age are unemployed, and the young 
graduates are competing with us every year, and they make us 
lag behind and have fewer chances. This is a burden for us. 
Don’t you think so? Relying on CSSA is not a long-term 
solution, one should help the CSSA recipients to get a job, to 
help them set up a business or to see if there are chances for 
them. I think they should be given a chance and to allow them 
to re-enter the labour market. It is not that they can’t work, I 
know many of them are still young and can work, but the fact is 
that they can’t find a job. Besides, the Hong Kong government 
requires labours in different industries to obtain a license, this 
make the license fee (an increase)……this also allows the 
employers rooms to cut the labour’s wage. If you don’t have a 
particular skill, the employers will cut your wage. I think the 
government should tackle these issues, if these continue; it 
won’t be good to Hong Kong. This will end up increasing the 
number of CSSA recipients. If men have nothing to do, 
tragedies may arise, and will lead to psychological problems, 
this is nothing good. I mean it. (Tin) 
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 Tin’s words reflected the experience of some middle-aged men. With 

economic restructuring, men’s physical ability was no longer a crucial 

factor in their work. More men were facing unemployment or 

under-employment, and they would not be considered as the main 

financial provider.  

 In relation to the decline of male breadwinner image, Cheung, whose 

wife had replaced him as the financial provider for the family. He stated:  

“You know, it is fine for a man to support his wife’s daily living but it is not 

good for a man to depend on his wife’s income”. Changing from a provider 

to a dependent was a difficult shift, and Cheung felt uncomfortable as he 

considered that he should be the one to earn a living for the family rather 

than his wife. He did not however, oppose the idea of a dual-breadwinner 

model, and if he could choose, he would rather have both of them going 

out for paid work. Nonetheless, he had his concerns. He stated: “If we can 

choose, I’d rather that my wife and I have work, but it is a dilemma if none 

of us can take care of the daughter”. If men were to relate their masculine 

identity as heavily linked to the financial provider role, and if they were 

unable to achieve what they had expected, this challenged their 

masculinity.    

 Cheung was the only man in this study who had taken up all of the 

household labours and child-caring duties. When I asked him how he felt 

as a stay-at-home father, he offered the following response:   

I don’t have any choice right now, I want to go out to work, but 
my health condition is not good, I have foot pain, and can’t 
work. I’m not very old, many of those who are at sixty or 
seventy are still working, the problem is that I can’t do any job. 
Even if there is a chance, I still can’t do that, I have to look 
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after my daughter, the situation is difficult, it seems that I don’t 
have any choice……if my foot pain has improved, I may work, 
but not now……for the question of stay-at-home men, I don’t 
mind if I have money. If I have sufficient money for the rest of 
my life, I’m happy to be a stay-at-home man. The problem is 
that I’m not this kind of man, I have used up what I had earned, 
I don’t have any money, to be such a stay-at-home man, I’m 
not happy with that. (Cheung) 

It seemed that Cheung did not reject the idea of taking on the role as a 

stay-at-home father. Yet, he stated some conditions in taking on this 

obligation, and these were heavily related to one’s financial condition and 

the status of having an employment. Given that Cheung’s financial 

condition did not match with what was in his mind to be a stay-at-home 

father, he preferred to have an employment to re-establish his 

breadwinner role. Cheung only saw the shortfalls of staying at home, and 

did not consider what he had done for the family as an alternative form of 

appropriate male contribution.  

 Apart from losing the status as a financial provider, men can consider 

that the decline of patriarchal authority is another aspect related to the 

decline of their male breadwinner role. It may be a general perception to 

the working-class men that one of their major contributions is providing for 

the family. In return, these men also consider themselves entitled to the 

benefits that the provider responsibility has brought them. In this study, 

there were occasions when men found that they did not experience much 

of this benefit, and they frequently reported feeling that their authority had 

been challenged by others. Fun, a typical example, considered that he 

was the one to bring home money, and he should be eligible to get back 

part of the money he had given to his family. His wife and mother however, 
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did not fulfill this wish. He stated: 

No matter if this is your wife or your mother, maybe we’re not 
in the same position. My point was that, firstly, I earned the 
money, secondly, even if the business was closed down, I 
wouldn’t go bankrupt, I just wanted to get some from them to 
solve the problem. But, I couldn’t. I had tried to ask them for 
money, and they did give me at the beginning, but when I 
asked them again, they asked me to close the restaurant. I 
was very angry at that time……why……what was my intention? 
I could just sell the taxi and find a job, and I could still make a 
living. The intention was for my parents, when they got older, 
they could still go back the restaurant to help. It was me to 
earn the money, although I had given them the money, I just 
wanted some back from them to solve part of the problem. I 
did think that it was meaningless to live like that, I did all these 
for them. The business still faced deficits after a few months, I 
could sell it to others, but my temper was bad. I gave up 
everything, and ran away after taking some clothes. I did not 
care about the business. Some might think that I was 
irresponsible, I had only left a mess. I had considered that if I 
lost everything, I could still find a job, and I could earn more 
than ten thousand a month. (Fun) 

 This detailed quote showed that Fun was not able to get what he 

wanted, though he insisted that the money his wife and mother had was 

earned by him. Fun evidently felt that he should have the power to decide 

how the money he had earned should be used; especially since other 

family members were his dependents. His authority was challenged by his 

wife and mother, and that affected how he responded to their challenge. , 

Fun also reported that he wondered about what kind of man he was. When 

I asked him if he had thought of doing something to remedy the 

relationship with his wife and his sons, he replied:  

Fun: Frankly speaking, I’m rather discontented with my wife, 
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but why do I still……she called me just now, asked me when 
I’ll have a holiday, I think she wants to repair our relationship, 
but her temper is [bad] and we are unable to be together 
again……I have to attend the training course in Kwai Chung, 
and I have to go there from Chai Wan. I’ll wake up at six in the 
morning, I think this will be good to both of us. In fact, I don’t 
want to go back there. You know why? It’s just like depending 
on others for support. It’s simple, and it’s meaningless to a 
man like me.  
Interviewer: What do you mean by depending on others for 
support? 
Fun: What I mean is the place is not my home, you have to 
understand this. In fact, I don’t mean that I don’t want to, when 
I moved to her home a few years ago, if she wanted to save 
this relationship, and if we could accommodate to each other, 
the relationship might be better, but this is not the case. During 
that period, I had the feeling that the place was not my home, it 
is just that simple. If I don’t have other choice but to move to 
there, I’d rather have no place to sleep. But I don’t have other 
option, and sometimes……I have mentioned, I don’t want to 
push the relationship to a dead end. I don’t know what I’ll 
become later. I won’t expect her to visit me, but things don’t 
have to move to the extreme. We’re not enemies, and no need 
to be like that……I won’t say I don’t have any relationship with 
her, maybe she wants to repair our relationship, but our 
characters are not the same as we were years ago, and we 
have separated for many years. It’s not a short period of time, 
my elder son is already 29. We separated when he was 12. 
How many years? I have tried to live with her again for some 
years, but it’s meaningless, going back is just like depending 
on others for support. The family consists of five members, but 
it is like we have five households…         

Although Fun wanted to remedy the difficulties with the relationship, 

he did not feel comfortable being in the way when he was with his ex-wife 

and his sons. The feeling of becoming dependent on others made him feel 

that his ex-wife’s living place was not exactly his home. He did not think he 
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got the kind of respect from his sons that a father 'should' have. In this way, 

his patriarchal authority was once again challenged by other family 

members, and thus, his masculinity was confronted.  

 It is becoming more prominent to adopt a dual-breadwinner model. 

Thus, in order to maintain the daily living of a family, working-class families 

are more realistic to adopt a dual-breadwinner model. Although this 

frequently challenges men’s status as the major financial provider in a 

family, it also has its function. Women’s financial contribution is seen as a 

way to share men’s providing responsibility. This should have helped men 

to reduce the burden they experience. If men still adhere to the 

breadwinner role as their only contribution however, they will find it difficult 

to sustain this role, especially at the time when they face 

underemployment or unemployment.  

 

8. Discussion 

 Family is to men a place where they can display their masculinity and 

paternal influence. Bringing home money or to secure the financial 

condition of a family is always considered a way to safeguard men’s 

position in a family. It is in this discourse that men stick to the 

breadwinning responsibility to the family and as such it becomes one of 

their major responsibilities in a family. Men in this study showed that they 

were eager to take on the responsibility as a breadwinner. They held this 

view as the result of interactions among the aspects of traditional Chinese 

culture, their own family, and societal expectations. Men believed that it 

was their responsibility to provide for the family. When men focus on this 

provider role, they are neglecting or disregarding the importance of other 
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duties. Doing gender is a way to safeguard their benefits in a family, and in 

many cases, these benefits are related to freeing themselves from 

household labours and caring duties. Men’s role as a breadwinner has 

brought them not only status in the public sphere (Choi and Lee, 1997), 

they also enjoy privilege in the private sphere. Nonetheless, 

over-emphasizing men’s role as a breadwinner causes gender inequality, 

and leaves women with the expectation of fulfilling a majority of household 

tasks and caring duties. The data in this study demonstrated that 

informants were willing to take part in household duties. However, 

informants might have over-emphasized the providing duties, and have 

overlooked other caring duties and contributions they had made.  

Marsiglio and Pleck (2005) suggest that fathers’ social class matters 

when they want to coordinate their paternal identity, fathering activities, 

and family arrangements. It is through these and with reference to what 

they have contributed to the family, that fathers can display their masculine 

identities. Fathers in this study however, were working-class men, and 

some of them were unemployed at the time of interviews. Their 

employment did not enable them to possess the hegemonic status and the 

privileges that men with higher socio-economic status had access to. As in 

Connell’s (1995) typology, these working-class men were not considered 

as possessing hegemonic masculinity, but a marginalized type of 

masculinity. As such, these men would find it difficult to comply with what 

was expected as part of the traditional breadwinner role.    

 Nonetheless, men in this study did not only take on the breadwinner 

role as their sole contribution to their family. They were, in general, willing 

to take part in certain household labours and caring duties. As suggested 
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by the data, levels of participation and the tasks men committed in 

household duties carried different and distinctive meanings. Some men 

would take a minimal role in child caring while some would take on the 

sole responsibility in child caring and home making. Some would take 

preparing for meals as a kind of household involvement, while some would 

participate more in household tasks. Such variations showed that even 

though men in this study were all working-class men, they displayed 

distinct ways to participate in family duties. Given their socioeconomic 

status, these men did not have the adequate financial condition to employ 

a domestic helper to share their household tasks and child-caring duties, 

and thus, they had to share the tasks with their female partner. As 

discussed previously in this chapter, good fathering is, in practice, often 

related to middle-class behaviour as middle-class men often have more 

resources to arrange fathering activities with their children; while bad 

fathering is linked with poor fathers (Clarke & Popay, 1998). This 

perception however, disregards what fathers of lower socio-economic 

status are contributing to the family.  

Lupton and Barclay (1997) claim that such polarization between good 

and bad fathering often results in a simplified description of fatherhood, 

and stresses only the father’s ability in generating financial resource. They 

emphasize the importance of recognizing more elements of fatherhood to 

uncover the multiple aspects of men’s fathering practices. It should be 

acknowledged for example, that men in this study did enjoy spending time 

with their children. On commenting on their situation, the following 

statement from Jarrett, Roy and Burton (2002) can best describe their 

situation:  
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Although financial contributions and fatherhood are tightly 
linked, many low income families reject singular definitions 
of fatherhood based on men’s economic abilities. Instead, 
they construct a notion of fatherhood that encompasses 
the time men spend with their children as well as other 
expressions of care and concern. (Jarrett, Roy and Burton, 
2002: 230) 

One way to help these low-income fathers to emancipate themselves 

from the perceived shackles of the male breadwinner role is to broaden 

the definition of what it is meant to be a father when they cannot meet the 

said breadwinner responsibility.  

Nevertheless, men would not find it easy to relinquish their 

breadwinner role no matter the amount of financial resources they have 

brought to the family. Thus, as I have discussed in the previous chapter, 

working-class men do not have the capital as their middle-class 

counterparts have, and keeping a breadwinner role is considered the 

symbolic capital they possess. It is this capital that carries benefits, even if 

these benefits are merely symbolic. As LaRossa (1988: 457) commented 

however, the model of man-as-breadwinner creates “structural barriers to 

men’s involvement with their children, in that it legitimates inflexible and 

highly demanding job schedules which, in turn, increase the conflict 

between market work and family work”. LaRossa’s words highlight the 

dilemma that working-class men have to face; either engaging in paid 

employment or being involved more in child care.  

Although men’s account of their family responsibilities were similar to 

other studies in that they stressed a family breadwinner role and that they 

had participated in certain household labours and caring duties, men in 

this study provided held different perspectives on issues related to 
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women’s work. The details of this discussion were addressed in the 

previous chapter.  

Studies in western societies demonstrated that men felt that their 

masculinities were undermined as their female partners became 

self-reliant on their own income (Vera-Sanso, 2001), men in this study also 

reported to have held a negative attitude to their wives’ work although 

some even considered that his wife’s work would contribute to improving 

the financial condition of the family. This reflected that the cost of living in 

Hong Kong was relatively high, and a working-class family could barely 

afford the living expenses only by one family member’s income. It also 

reflected that the level of income of the working-class men was so low that 

they could not support the family on their own.  

 Though they did not tell if this would help them reduce the burden 

that they had shouldered, in reality, women should have helped to share 

the provider responsibility. Thus, men might be able to free themselves 

from that responsibility and to devote more time in family and fathering 

(Cha and Thēbaud, 2009). However, men in this study were in a situation 

as Cha and Thēbaud have described whereby, “even though men 

perceive an economic benefit from being in dual-earner households, their 

appreciation of such benefits may be limited if a central part of their 

masculine identity hinges on maintaining primary breadwinner status” 

(Cha and Thēbaud, 2009: 219). This view echoed LaRossa’s (1988) 

arguments. Thus, the 'men-as-breadwinner' archetype created a structural 

barrier to men’s domestic participation. Men felt trapped in this 

breadwinner status however, and the ability to provide for the family was 

considered as an expected responsibility. Yet, not all men are able to meet 
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this demand adequately; this was accurate for the working-class men in 

this study.   

 Even though men in this study reported that they had participated in 

different household tasks and caring duties, these contributions were 

overshadowed by their perceived breadwinner identity. This further 

highlights the argument that men differentiate what is work and what is not. 

In focusing on defining paid employment as work, men undermine the 

values of domestic work and the caring duties, as these were not defined 

as real work. As commented by Doucet (2004), there is a social pressure 

in linking up earning and the quality of a good man. This has limited men’s 

choice of a preferred life. Doucet (2004) therefore suggests that the 

meanings of work and home should be reconstructed to include “unpaid 

self-provisioning activities” (Doucet, 2004: 290). The self-provisioning 

activities constitute unpaid child-caring duties, unpaid household labour, 

and unpaid repairing work. Men in this study participated in these with 

varied degrees of engagement. It is noticed that informants were 

influenced by some factors when they decided the tasks and the amount 

of time they could involve. These factors which were related with their 

employment included flexibility in work, income and resources. Most 

informants indicated that they did not spend much time with their children 

and their families. Only a few informants actually took on more caring 

responsibilities, such as preparing for meals, taking children to schools 

and other caring duties. These duties were originally done by their wives. 

The swap of duties with their wives was seen by the informants a tension 

between fulfilling the traditional breadwinning duties and satisfying other 

fathering duties. The possibility to open up the meanings of fatherhood is 
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discussed in previous paragraphs. Informants in this research 

demonstrated that they were willing to get involved in their children’s lives 

but their involvement was limited by their perceived duty as a breadwinner.    

 Doucet (2004) suggests that men who are living and working for 

periods as primary carers are in a position to create new forms of 

masculinity. Doucet (2004: 196) argues that they do so “through delicate 

balancing acts of simultaneously embracing and rejecting both femininity 

and hegemonic masculinity”. Connell (2000: 13-14) also suggests that 

“masculinities are created in specific historical circumstances and, as 

those circumstances change, the gender practices can be contested and 

reconstructed”. Both of them comment that masculinity will change. The 

new forms of masculinity will be different from the traditional model. It is 

possible that in the new forms of masculinity, men will not emphasize their 

financial contribution as the major responsibility to their children and 

families. Although the informants in this study did not prefer to focus on 

their caring roles and they wanted to have an employment, in doing the 

caring duties which are not considered as naturally occupied by men, 

some informants were undoing gender, and they were reconstructing an 

alternative form of masculinity.  
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Chapter Six 

 

MEN AND SOCIAL EXPERIENCE 

 

1. Introduction 

 Discussions in the previous two chapters have focused on the two 

most widely discussed aspects in a man’s life: work and family. These 

discussions have emphasized on why work is essential to men’s sense of 

manliness, their involvement in family and their reluctance to relinquish 

their connections with work. In addition to one’s work life and family life, 

social experience is also important in shaping a man’s masculine identity 

and is closely related with men’s conception of work. Men commit 

themselves to work, they may treat social relationships instrumentally. It is 

suggested that men treat social relationships as an attempt to expand their 

social capital, and that this may finally be linked with their work. As the 

following discussion will show, this is especially important to working-class 

men, as they tend to make use of various forms of social life as ways to 

look for job opportunities.  

 This chapter will discuss men's male bonding, lifestyles, perceptions 

of manhood and ways of doing gender. Examination of these concepts can 

help delineate how men’s social practice is linked with their conception of 

work, and how men in this study construct their masculine identities in 

daily life experience.  
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2. Friendship and Social Networks 

2.1 Maintaining Friendship   

According to Walker (1994a, 1995) and Migliaccio (2009) friendship 

among men includes the content of and attitudes towards friendship. It is 

the traditional belief that friendship among men is less intimate than 

between women (Williams 1985), and this is maybe caused by men’s 

practice of less self-disclosing oneself, especially one’s feelings. As a 

result, men are less likely to develop an intimate friendship. Men tend to 

keep their friendship based on certain activities that they will do together 

rather than to communicate verbally. Friendship, as informants in this 

study described, was related to “whether we can help one another”, “if 

you’re in need, I can offer you help. If I’m in need, you can offer me help”, 

and “I’ll first do what my friends have in need, and I’ll handle my own 

businesses later”. Some men stated that they would spend their leisure 

time with their friends regularly. Liu, for example, stated that he would dine 

with his best friends, and had differentiated his friends from his colleagues. 

He stated: 

Liu: A colleague is a colleague, and friends are those who 
have known for a long time. We played near the hut where we 
used to live, and we all have a job…… 

Interviewer: Do you intentionally separate friends from 
colleagues? Or it is just that there are some who have better 
communication…… 

Liu: I don’t intentionally do that. Only that I have been with this 
group since I was a child, and on Sunday, we’ll go to Chinese 
restaurant, after then, we’ll go to play mah-jong, and the 
relationship is like this. We’ll either go swimming or play 
mah-jong on Sunday. We’ll also go to the Repulse Bay, Shek 
O, and we can go fishing. I have made friends with them for 
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around 30 to 40 years. If you consider someone who is a 
friend but you don’t contact him frequently, and you won’t go 
out with him to a Chinese restaurant, sometimes you won’t see 
him once every four to five months. Can you say this is 
friendship? These are only friends on a superficial level. We 
almost meet each other every month, even if we won’t meet, 
we still have a phone contact.     

 In this excerpt, Liu demonstrated that friendship carried the meaning 

of companionship, and he treasured engaging in activities with his friends. 

Thus, going to a Chinese restaurant, playing mah-jong, fishing and 

swimming were the activities that Liu would participate in with his friends. 

In addition to these activities, talking on the phone was also something he 

did regularly. The traditional belief that men are less involved in verbal 

communication was not applicable in Liu’s story. Though it was not clear 

whether or not Liu had shared his deeper emotions with his friends, the 

behaviour and activities he would engage in did involve emotional support.  

The presence of this kind of interaction was beyond the understanding that 

working-class men’s friendship was instrumental in nature, and only 

involved material or financial assistance.      

 Liu’s words also illustrated his understanding to friendship and fellows 

in workplace. He evidently felt that fellows in the workplace were 

instrumental and as in a workplace, he had to be aware if others would say 

anything bad behind his back. In friendship however, Liu considered that 

this was another story, as he perceived that friendship should be a 

relationship that he was able to maintain for longer term. Thus, in Liu’s 

perception, what differentiated friendship and fellows in the workplace was 

the instrumental nature or the expressive and emotive nature of the 

relationship.  
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 Liu was one of the few informants who still kept constant contacts and 

participated in social activities with friends. His situation was different from 

other informants. Although considered as a working-class man, Liu had a 

rather stable job, and the salary he could earn was the highest amongst 

the informants in this study. Liu also did not have any children, and so did 

not have to worry about the living conditions of the children as other 

informants did. As a result, his provider burden was not as heavy as other 

informants. It was in this context that Liu had the ability to spend more time 

with his friends.  

 Some informants emphasized supportiveness in friendship. Walker 

(1994) suggests that supportiveness in friendship can be considered as 

doing anything for friends including financial assistance and even physical 

support when being confronted by others. Lee, who reported to have only 

a few close friends stated that he considered friendship would be a 

relationship whereby when his friends were in need, they could seek his 

assistance. In return, when he was in need, he could also rely on his 

friends. Thus, what he was emphasizing was a reciprocal relationship. He 

stated: 

If you’re in need, I can help you. If I’m in need, you can help 
me. I’ll help my friends if they are in need, and will put aside 
my own stuff. If I have promised a friend, I won’t regret.  (Lee) 

 This reciprocal relationship was what Lee considered as a friendship 

should possess. When I asked him if he could talk about an experience of 

this, he could hardly re-tell any experience on this. Nevertheless, he 

emphasized that if one was his close friend, he would put his own matters 

aside and help his friends first. In addition to emphasizing instrumental 
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support, Lee was also mentioning a masculine way of emotional support, 

and this support was related to the sense of brotherhood.   

 

2.2 Changing Friendship Resulted from Unemployment   

 Some informants in this study suggested that there was a change in 

the behaviour of friendship before and after they became unemployed. 

Some of them reported that they had not contacted their friends after they 

became unemployed while some stated that they had maintained their 

relationships, as friendship provided a network that they sometimes found 

helpful in looking for jobs. Despite the advantages of maintaining network 

contacts, it would be inaccurate to conclude that friendship was based 

primarily on instrumental factors. Some informants expressed their regret 

to the changing behaviour in friendship. Tin, for example, stated that he 

had no contact with his friends after he was unemployed.  

…To be frank, since I have not worked in that industry and my 
health condition is getting poorer, I have not contacted others, 
and that others seem to be afraid of……especially in the 
industry I worked before, many would like to take advantage 
on others, and they did not want to lose. I don’t have the kind 
of friend who was my colleague. They were mean, and I was 
also that type of person. In that circle, everyone wants to take 
advantages of others, and they might want to harm others. In 
return, they might get more jobs. Everyone builds a wall to 
protect oneself, and it’s also true among my friends and me. I 
only have three or more friends’ contact, but I won’t find them 
and ask them to go Chinese restaurant. I don’t have the 
money to pay for them, and I don’t want others to pay for me. 
This makes me keep a distance from others, I don’t have many 
friends, and I don’t have contacts with my ex-colleagues. They 
won’t contact me as they know that I’m unemployed, and can’t 
get any advantage from me, and they don’t dare to treat me a 
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meal. I don’t have any phone contact with my friends. (Tin) 

 Tin’s words reflected his attitude towards friendship. He believed that 

friends were instrumental, and he thought that as he could not give 

anything good to his friends, they did not keep any connection with him. 

Yet, his attitude was also a factor making him isolated from others. Apart 

from Tin, Fun also expressed the view that he did not want to maintain old 

friendships. In discussing friendship, we had the following exchange: 

Interviewer: Have you kept contact with your friends? 
Fun: I’m a strange person, I have come across several stages 
in work, I didn’t have contacts with my ex-colleagues in each 
break, and I’ll know someone new. There are rare situations 
when I miss them, but I still keep contacts with some taxi 
drivers in Chai Wan. All other relationships were terminated in 
the past ten years.  
Interviewer: Can I say that you took the initiative to terminate 
the relationship? 
Fun: Yes. 
Interviewer: Why did you make such decision? 
Fun: Because I want to start a new life. Besides, it is 
meaningless. It is meaningless to let others know that you are 
so miserable right now, and you had a taxi, but you can no 
longer run the business, and the family has broken up. 
And……I think relationship among people is based on whether 
one still has a value, if not, others will keep a distance with 
you. 
Interviewer: I’ve heard some other men say that if others know 
one is unemployed, they might consider that they have to pay 
for him if they ask him to go the Chinese restaurant. 
Fun: I have some of these friends, and if I really have the 
financial problem, it’s meaningless to find others. Should we 
go chit chat in a park? No way. If we go to a restaurant, who 
will pay for the bill? I don’t have the money to pay for that, and 
it’s better not to find others. Don’t you think so? 
Interviewer: But, can we just pay for ourselves? 
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Fun: It’s better to save the money if we have to pay for 
ourselves, I don’t dare to waste the time, and it is not a 
question of whether you should pay for him or not, what’s 
fundamental is you don’t have this ability. Besides, what’s 
more important is in what way can he help you? It seems that 
it’s talking about one’s value, that is if you want to find him, you 
might want him to offer you help in looking for a job. You won’t 
call him if you don’t have any problem, what’ the meaning for 
that? You’d better not to find him. If you find him, he must be 
your best friend, am I right?   

 Both Tin and Fun commented that financial conditions were a factor 

affecting the activities they would do with friends. Unlike Liu who had a 

more stable job, Tin and Fun were unemployed at the time of participating 

in this study, and they stated that they would not prefer to go out with 

friends because they did not have money to dine outside. Their experience 

demonstrated that unemployment had affected their social life. Both of 

them saw that poor financial condition was a factor leading them to reduce 

contacts with others. Both of them saw that friendship was instrumental, 

and that if they could not provide anything good to others, others would 

also reduce contact with them.  

 What Fun discussed reflected his view on his masculine identity. He 

did not think it useful to let others know of his misfortune, and he thought 

others would not be able to help him; hence his reluctance to share his 

experience. According to Migliaccio (2009), withdrawing from sharing with 

others one’s own problems has traditionally been considered a man’s 

practice in preserving one’s masculinity. In Fun’s narrative, he was 

performing this traditional masculine identity, and his way to keep knowing 

new friends was also an act to avoid letting others know his history.  

 Another informant, Cheung, commented on the changing experience 
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in friendship. He recalled the time when he had work; he was willing to 

help others, and others would comfort him. After he became unemployed 

however, his friends treated him differently. He related the following 

experience:  

December 2008, I got CSSA. I had asked my friends for 
assistance, but they did not help me. I had asked every friend I 
knew, I did feel upset when I recalled this. When I had work, if 
my friends asked me for financial assistance, I’d lend them 
money. But, when I was unemployed and asked for their 
assistance, no one helped me, no one helped me. I did feel 
upset when I recalled this, to make ends meet, I had received 
CSSA. (Cheung) 
 
If your friends know that you have money, their attitude will be 
different, they will please you if they know that you have 
money. They will say something different. If you don’t have 
money, others won’t even take a look at you. That’s the reality, 
there’s difference if you have money or not. (Cheung) 
 
No one has asked me to go to the Chinese restaurant for a 
year. I haven’t gone to a Chinese restaurant with my friends or 
other fellows in the industry for more than a year. I haven’t 
gone to a Chinese restaurant with my daughter since the 
Chinese New Year. Almost a year. (Cheung) 

 Cheung reported that he had minimal contacts with his friends or 

ex-colleagues after he became unemployed, and his words highlighted his 

perceived difference in friendship after his unemployment. He was quite 

passive in this process. Due to unemployment, he was unable to go to a 

Chinese restaurant, and therefore, he did not ask his friends or 

ex-colleagues to have meals outside.  

 Cheung’s words also reinforced the argument that friendship among 

working-class men would involve seeking help from friends especially in 
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financial assistance. Although this assistance was considered voluntary 

(Walker 1995), in Cheung’s story, his friends had not reciprocated the 

support he had provided to them. Even though reciprocity is considered an 

interdependent characteristic in working-class friendship (Walker 1995), 

as seen in Cheung’s story, this reciprocity was not taken for granted. As 

working-class men normally had contacts with other working-class men, 

they may find that when they were in need of financial assistance, others 

might be in similar situation, and were unable to provide the necessary 

assistance.  

The majority of informants spent less time communicating with others 

than they did so in their work. The kinds of activities they would do with 

their friends depended on their financial resources. Given that the 

activities men in this study were involved in were not free of charge, 

unemployment had limited the occasions in participating in these activities. 

This would also limit their chances of developing a social network. Some 

informants reported that they did encounter changes in friendship, 

especially at the time when they were unemployed. Although some stated 

that their friends tended to reduce contacts with them, some revealed that 

they did not take the initiative to contact others. Financial conditions was a 

reason for keeping themselves at a distance with others, as some 

informants mentioned that they did not want others to pay for them. To a 

certain extent, this also reflected the culture of ‘face’ (Mientze) among 

Chinese. Work was a topic that men frequently talked about, but when 

they were unemployed, they considered that the only thing they could talk 

about was their caring work. This however, was not a preferred topic 

among the informants.     
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The nature of friendship among informants was similar, with most of 

them treating their fellows at their workplace as friends. Liu was the only 

one reported to differentiate friendship and fellowship in the workplace. 

Informants’ friendship was largely instrumental. It was noted that many of 

the informants reported that their friends had sought assistance from them, 

and they expected their friends would reciprocate. This instrumental 

nature of friendship was a feature in working-class men’s friendship. As in 

other studies, Walker (1995) suggests that working-class friendship 

emphasizes material assistance. Informants reported that they would lend 

money to their friends, and when they were in need, they expected they 

could borrow money from them. In addition to this, men in this study also 

reported that friends would sometimes help them to look for a job. On the 

other hand, some informants had chosen to withdraw from their friendship; 

and as in the stories of Fun and Tin, they did not want to let others know 

that much about their situation. The intention to disconnect from friendship 

was partly related to their masculine identities, as they were not eager to 

appear vulnerable before others and they wanted to appear competent 

and independent before others (Robertson, 2007).   

 

2.3 Sensing the Importance of Social Network 

Friendship also reflects certain cultural ideologies. In the Chinese 

context, the bonding between one and others is considered a relationship 

called guanxi. Guanxi, a Chinese vernacular idiom, refers to “the existence 

of direct particularistic ties between an individual and others” (Farh et al. 

1998). In other words, it represents personal connections (Zang 2006). 

Zang (2006) suggests that guanxi represents an informal relationship and 
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is viewed as instrumental. It is in this guanxi, one is able to pursue one’s 

interest. Even though guanxi has been widely used in understanding 

organizational relationships, it can also be applied to describing individual 

ties. When one has developed guanxi with another person, it is believed 

that one will also develop a social network with that person’s 

acquaintances. Thus, this network is another form of social resource that 

an individual can make use of to pursue further interests. Using social 

resource theory, Zang (2006) suggests that Chinese people start an 

interpersonal relation with instrumental purposes, and such relationships 

will then result in exchanges that are guided by a principle of equity and 

mutual benefits.  

 Informants in this study discussed their views on this guanxi, in similar 

terms. When informants talked about guanxi, the topics they covered were 

related to economic activities and other forms of relationships. Some 

informants reported that they were unable to earn much in certain jobs 

because they did not develop any guanxi with others. In recalling the days 

when he was working as a taxi driver, Tin told that he did not earn much 

because he did not have guanxi with other taxi drivers, He stated:  

…the income was not good, why? Because running a taxi in 
Hong Kong is a special business. If you don’t form a small 
group or if you’re not familiar with those who would give a 
discount to the passengers, you’re doing the business on your 
own. Running a taxi on your own is a problem, unless you’re a 
lucky guy, otherwise, in my case, I could earn very little money 
a day. After paying for the rental of the taxi, I could only earn 
500 a day. But, the income became unsteady later on. 
Sometimes, I could just earn two to three hundred a day. The 
largest sum I could earn a day was slightly over five hundred. 
(Fun) 
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 In Tin’s case, what he meant as guanxi was the association with some 

groups of taxi drivers. It was hard for him to earn a living as he did not 

develop any guanxi with other drivers. Other informants shared similar 

experiences, but theirs were more positive as they were the beneficiaries 

in guanxi. Fun reported that he got a job from the master of his 

ex-employer when he was attending a vocational training course. He 

stated:  

Later, a boss asked me to help him, and I went to work for him. 
I thought it would benefit me as I need 5 years of working 
experience before getting the license to work as an electric 
worker. I hope that he will issue me a letter to allow me get the 
license. I think in the long run, I will be a property security 
guard. I won’t be able to take hold of heavy machine all day. If 
I’m unable to do that, no one will hire me. Besides, the nature 
of such job has no protection, apart from injuries, constant 
work is not safeguarded. Maybe you can only work one day 
but have to wait at home for another two days. I prefer to work 
in this field and to accumulate the experience to get a license 
at the same time.(Fun) 

 Tsang also told that he used to join some gatherings, and these 

gatherings were the occasions where he could develop guanxi with others. 

He stated:  

…one needs associating with others in order to have work, if 
you don’t have any association with others, you won’t get any 
work. Some may have a project and want others to help him, 
but if you don’t know him, you don’t have any chance, I think 
this is the case. So, I’ll have a drink with others, but I don’t 
drink beer, I’ll only have some tea. I feel something strange 
about this, but you need to live like this, and you’ll be hired in 
some projects. This is the case in this industry, especially in 
interior decoration. Relying on one contractor is not enough to 
make a living, sometimes, you can only work in one project for 
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three to four days, and sometimes can work in a project for ten 
more days, after then, you have to go to another site… (Tsang) 

 What the informants demonstrated was that they needed to develop 

guanxi with others in order to have a chance to get a job. Therefore, 

guanxi was to the informants a form of social network, which they 

considered as important in seeking for jobs. The amount of exchanges 

depended on the size of the network or the number of people who had 

guanxi with an individual. That was what Tsang had indicated in the 

previous excerpt. In order to keep himself in employment, he had to spend 

time with others who might have guanxi with an extended group, in the 

hope that he could get involved in another project if he was able to 

maintain such guanxi. The following comment by Lee could be regarded 

as illustrative of the feelings of the informants in general: “it is something 

normal, you can achieve what you want to do if you’re familiar with 

someone in office”. This statement also highlighted his perceived 

importance in developing a network.  

 Such social relations in increasing an individual’s privilege in pursuing 

one’s interest is similar to Bourdieu’s social capital in that it also 

emphasizes on power functions (Siisiäinen, 2000). Bourdieu (1986) 

specifies social capital as:  

...the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which 
are linked to possession of a durable network of more or 
less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance 
and recognition—or in other words, to membership in a 
group—which provides each of its members with the 
backing of the collectivity owned capital, a “credential” 
which entitles them to credit, in the various senses of the 
word. (Bourdieu, 1986: 248–249) 

The resources one is able to access depends on the size and the 
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intensity of the capital that one is able to develop. This explains why some 

working-class men tend to spend time in gatherings. This social practice is 

to form a ’durable network’ and to accumulate one’s social capital, and in 

return, they can make use of this social capital to pursue their own 

interests. In the informants’ stories, this might involve looking for job 

opportunities. The story of Tsang illustrated this point. He would dine out 

and join other activities with others. His intention was simple and that was 

to get acquainted with others, so that when others had any job 

opportunities, they would consider him.     

 In addition to guanxi, social capital is thus another concept that can 

help explaining for the social behaviour of working-class men. Although 

Bourdieu’s social capital should not be limited to explaining the nature of 

instrumental relationships, men’s emotional support was not emphasized 

in the data. Nevertheless, instrumental social relationships may be the 

case in working-class men’s social relations. In accumulating social capital, 

working-class men in this study tended to treat social relationships in a 

more instrumental manner, and as seen in the discussion, they did focus 

on a network that would benefit them in getting a job. They rarely 

depended upon social capital for emotional support in non-work-related 

activities.   

 Informants’ emphasis on accumulating social capital and developing 

guanxi in looking for job opportunities, reflected why some men expressed 

dissatisfaction at the inability to develop a network that would help them in 

finding a job. Hence, it was clear that men did understand that they had to 

rely on such informal job networks to find a job (Murphy 2003), and in most 

cases, the jobs available for them were not open in the labour market. In 
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other words, if they did not have the networks, they would be placed in an 

unfavourable situation in looking for jobs.   

 

3. Sense of Brotherhood 

 Social capital and guanxi were both observed in situations when the 

male informants demonstrated a sense of brotherhood in two aspects; 

namely in work relationships and in friendship. Some informants indicated 

that although they had a better living in Mainland China than they had in 

Hong Kong, they stated that they were unable to go back to the Mainland 

to continue their previous work, since their previous positions were now 

occupied by others. As such, if they went back to the Mainland, and had a 

chance to work in their previous position, they would make others lose 

their job. They considered that this was not righteous at all. Tsang, for 

example, reported that he managed to work as a section head in a factory 

before he migrated to Hong Kong, and that the job was more stable than 

working as a sam-hong worker in Hong Kong. He dared not go back to the 

Mainland to re-engage in the industry however. He explained: 

Because the way a Chinese maintains a relationship is not 
simply for one’s own sake, you can live on if you can make a 
living. If you have chosen to leave……as others might have 
taken your previous position, if you go back, you might get the 
position back, and others have to step down, and will feel that 
you have seized their chances. If you have chosen to come to 
Hong Kong, you should not go back to get the position from 
others. If I go back, I can work in the same position as I did, but 
the one replaced me have to leave the position, and it seems 
that you will make others lose their rice bowls. If you choose to 
live here, you should stay and live here……I think this should 
be the case. Otherwise, you should not make such a decision 
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at the very beginning, it is for sure that you’ll get back the 
position if you go back, but how to account for what I will do is 
a question. This is what I think. We were brought up in the 
Mainland, what we do is not all for our own sake. The 
education in Hong Kong is emphasizing the individual self, but 
in Mainland, we have to concern aspects from different levels. 
(Tsang)       

 In Tsang’s words, what he had to consider was more than simply an 

individual need. In addition to his own need, as a Chinese man, he also 

needed to consider the culture in his own clan. In another exchange, 

Tsang said that even though his previous employer did owe him wages, he 

chose to continue to work for that employer because he considered that 

he could at least keep working. If he chose however, to leave his previous 

employer, he would not only lose his job, he would have nothing. He 

stated: 

…Just like my ex-boss, he owed me the income that I should 
have some years ago, he asks me to work for him again, and 
he tells that he is unable to pay me back the income he owed 
me, but he will pay me in this current project. I dare to work for 
him, I’m so strange……if you don’t work for him, you might not 
find another chance to work. It is that even if we’ve been given 
a contract, we don’t dare to have a deal with others, I don’t 
dare to take the risk. I had taken the risk when I was young, 
and had done something wrong, I prefer to work for someone, 
this will be more stable. This enables me to bring up the 
children, but I won’t make much money. Anyway, I’m using my 
hands to bring them up, and they have to spend more efforts in 
studying. I don’t have the knowledge to teach them, I can only 
teach them maths, but not the language subjects. You don’t 
know those words, but I can do the maths. The maths taught 
here and what I had learnt from the Mainland are similar, but 
not the Chinese and English language. (Tsang) 

 It could be argued that Tsang had also considered for himself, and, he 
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could choose to sue his ex-employer but he had not done so. He even 

returned to work for his ex-employer, and thought this would at least 

guarantee him a job opportunity. Together with Tsang’s consideration in 

not going back the Mainland to work in his previous post, he demonstrated 

that he was holding a sense of honor or sense of brotherhood (yiqi). This 

sense of brotherhood is a specific characteristic among working-class 

men.  

In the discussion of Chinese masculinity, the wen-wu model is used in 

illustrating the characteristics in the Chinese masculine identities (Louie, 

2000; Hirose and Pih, 2009). Wu is especially adopted to represent the 

class of men who are not considered social elites and are characterized by 

the aspect that these men are to use their bodily strength in daily life. Wu 

is, according to Louie (2002: 18), related more to the non-elite men who 

have less social power. The situation of the working-class men can best be 

contextualized in wu as they have less social power than the middle-class 

men have, and they are more prone to rely on their bodily strength to make 

a living. Wu also denotes another characteristic, and that is the sense of 

brotherhood. The origin of this sense of brotherhood could be traced back 

to the time of the Three Kingdoms in ancient China. The righteous Guan 

Yu represented a masculine figure with wu and yiqi (a sense of 

brotherhood). And, his image is still considered to have represented what 

is meant by sense of brotherhood. Although wu and this sense of 

brotherhood might not share exactly the same meanings nowadays, these 

have been embedded in Chinese men’s mind. Working-class men know 

that they do not possess the characteristics as described in wen, they will 

rely on the capital they have and to live the way that suits their way of life. 
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As such, working-class men are more prone to demonstrate the sense of 

brotherhood or honor as a way to reiterate their masculine identity. In a 

practical sense, the chief function of the brotherhood among Chinese men 

was to provide security and assistance in times of trouble (Perry and Dillon, 

2002: 280). This could also be noticed from Lee’s understanding of male 

friendship as he emphasized helping his friends first and to put aside his 

own issues, as well as in Tsang’s account for deciding to work for his 

ex-employer. When the informants said that they were there for their 

friends, they were not only conveying a message of helping their friends in 

material terms, but they were ready to give their friends emotional support.     

 

4. Men and Health 

 In the chapter on Men and Work, I discussed men’s deteriorating 

health conditions and limited chances to access employment. In this 

section, I will focus on the discussion of the informants’ deteriorating 

health and their daily life, and discuss in what way working-class men are 

more vulnerable to activities that are risky to health.    

 

4.1 Employment and Health Issues 

 Some informants in the study were disabled and such disability was 

caused by industrial accidents. Wah was involved in an accident when he 

was working as a construction site worker, and Tin had a problem with his 

eye-sight when he was working in a container pier. As suggested in some 

studies (Courtenay, 2000; Robertson, 2007), men are more vulnerable to 

suffer from industrial accidents as they are more likely to work in industries 

that are more dangerous to health. A majority of the informants in this 
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study had worked in industries that required manual skills and thus had a 

higher probability of suffering industrial accidents. Informants had varying 

degree of injuries due to their work. Apart from Wah and Tin, Fun hurt his 

waist when he was working as a sam-hong worker, Tsang hurt his head 

when he was working outside a building on a suspended work platform, 

and Cheung hurt his knee when he was working as a sam-hong worker. 

Their cases demonstrated that some working-class men were more 

vulnerable to injuries. There are however, discussions that working-class 

men tend to demonstrate their masculine identities by ways of getting 

involved in the kinds of job showing their prowess (Courtenay, 2000). 

Nevertheless, as the stories in this study had demonstrated, these jobs 

were often risking their health, and this can explain why working-class 

men were more likely to suffer from industrial injuries.  

 

4.2 Deteriorating Health Conditions and Daily Life 

In addition to the permanent injuries caused by industrial accidents, it 

was also noted that men in this study suffered from various other kinds of 

health problems. Some had chronic illness such as diabetes and 

nephrosis. Some had other health problems like aching backs, trachea 

problems, and knee problems. Although some health problems might 

cause inconvenience, most of the informants were able to take care of 

themselves. However, not every informant was able to do so when 

encountering severe deterioration in health. Tsui, for example, reported 

that he was not able to adapt to the changes in the early days when he 

became blind because of Retinitis Pigmentosa. He stated:  
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Every time I went to the doctor, the doctor told me that my eye 
disease couldn’t be cured……and it’s a matter of when I would 
be totally blind. When I heard this, I felt much more frightened. 
I was not old at that time, I was fifty something, and how to 
make my days as there is still a long way in my life? I couldn’t 
work even if I desired to. I had to provide for the family, what 
could I do? I was very frightened at that time, and I had 
thought of suicide. (Tsui) 

 This excerpt expressed Tsui’s hopelessness as he was told by 

medical practitioners that he would be blind. The emotion was not only a 

matter of the inability to continue his breadwinning role, but the fear that he 

would become a burden to his family. Although his blindness was a 

gradual process, Tsui was unable to adapt to that change in the early days. 

His fear was understandable as he had lost the ability of self-care, and he 

could not do the same thing a man with proper eye-sight could do. He was 

unable to retain his freedom to do what he preferred to do. This did not 

only refer to engaging in employment, but also matters of independence 

and self-care in daily life. For instance, he recalled his feeling when he 

was jogging in the park near his home, but could not find the way out of the 

flower bush. He stated: 

I had tried to jog, but I would sometimes hardly see anything 
and I had to stop jogging. One day, when I was jogging, I went 
into the flower bush, and I couldn’t see anything, and I couldn’t 
find the way out, I felt nervous and frightened, but no one 
helped me, and no matter what I tried, I couldn’t find the exit. 
Finally, a gardener found me and led me out of the flower bush. 
(Tsui) 

 Fear and helplessness were the words he used to demonstrate his 

nervousness. Such feelings of nervousness also reflected his inability to 

take care of himself. In another excerpt, Tsui described how strange it was 



232 
 

when he could not distinguish whether it was daytime or night time.    

I can’t see anything now, even if you have switched off the light, 
I can’t distinguish whether the light was still on or not. 
Sometimes, when the sun is shining but what I see is dark, so 
horrible. I ask my wife why it is so hot even when it is dark. She 
said no, and the sun is shining……I know that patients like me 
can only see some spots even if you have switched on the 
light, I don’t know what has been placed in front of me. (Tsui) 

 Blindness was an experience that made Tsui unable to handle daily 

life on his own. He could not even tell whether it was day or night, and that 

he had to depend on others in handling daily life issues. Such dependence 

made Tsui admit that he did not have the strength as well as the power in 

social relations. These feelings challenged Tsui’s belief in his masculine 

identity. Inferiority was reproduced with his feeling of nervousness, 

helplessness and dependence. This inferiority was what challenged his 

masculinity, since if he had normal eye-sight, he would not need to be 

dependent on others and he could take care of himself. Charmaz (1995) 

argued that disability and illness “can reduce a man's status in masculine 

hierarchies, shift his power relations with women, and raise his self-doubts 

about masculinity” (Charmaz, 1995: 268). In Tsui’s story, this process was 

obvious. He was no longer the breadwinner in the family and was unable 

to live independently; thus, he had to rely on his wife. The loss of 

independence meant that he could not do anything he wanted to do on his 

own. This was also observed in the scenario when he joined some social 

activities, and was stopped by his wife from eating something sweet and.   

Tsui’s wife: ……if I follow him, I can control what he eats, and 
not to eat everything others give him. 
Tsui: I want to eat whatever I want, as I have paid for the 
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activity, if some others give me food, I’ll for sure eat them 
Tsui’s wife: Others say that I’m dictating, I say it’s fine to have 
enough food……he felt unhappy at the beginning, and 
complained that I didn’t give him anything to eat. I told him that 
I was not restricting him to eat anything, but would allow him 
try a little amount of various dishes…… 

 Although Tsui was not content with his wife’s behaviour in restraining 

him from eating what he liked in social activities, he did admit that if not for 

his wife, he could be unable to control his diet. Controlling his diet was not 

only necessary to maintain his weight, but to maintain his health condition. 

As he had diabetes, it was risky if he chose to eat the way he liked. Tsui 

disclosed that he was over 150 pounds before he had been diagnosed 

with diabetes and other illnesses, but that he had lost weight when it 

became necessary to control his diet. Such changes in life style was not a 

preferred option however, and Tsui admitted that he had to follow what he 

was told by his wife if he was to maintain his health condition to a 

controllable state.  

 Tsui’s story illustrated that men with deteriorating health or disability 

might encounter loss of independence and loss of the breadwinner status. 

Nevertheless, if a disabled man could struggle through this, he might be 

able to renegotiate his masculine identity. Shakespeare (1999b) suggests 

that when a man has become disabled, he will reconsider his own 

masculine identity. Shakespeare (1999b) further suggests that when a 

man’s masculine identity is mediated by health experiences, it is possible 

that disabled men could provide role models for renegotiating masculine 

identity through transitions in life course (Shakespeare, 1999b: 57).   

 Tsui disclosed that he was acting as a role model in the way that he 
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was breaking through the social construction that men must be strong and 

must not rely on others in solving daily life issues. He explained that he 

would go to share with university students his lived experience and the 

way blind people tackled ill-feelings. At the same time, he was 

demonstrating to other disabled men that he was doing something that 

could help the blind to re-gain their worth. Although Tsui was disabled, he 

was constructing an alternative masculinity in which he could re-assert his 

power over others by influencing others’ perspectives on disability. In this 

way, even though Tsui was disabled, he was able to retain his masculinity 

by engaging in these volunteer activities. Even though this conduct of care 

is not a traditional masculine performance, Tsui was able to construct an 

alternative masculinity from his lived experience.   

 

4.3 Overlooking Risks to Health 

 Pyke (1996) commented that working-class men can “use the 

physical endurance and tolerance of discomfort required of their manual 

labor as signifying true masculinity, [as] an alternative to the hegemonic 

form” (Pyke, 1996: 531). This comment points out that working-class men 

do not care about the activities or behaviours that may be risky to their 

health, as engaging in these activities will demonstrate their “true 

masculinity”. As in this study, some informants implicitly indicated that they 

had overlooked the health issue, and they took pride in the way they 

behaved as that would reveal their “true” masculine identity. Lee was an 

example of this type of man. While sharing his daily work, he expressed 

how physically strong he was and how he could tolerate the discomfort of 

his conditions. As the following exchange indicates: 
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Lee: We have a strong physique, I’m able to work another ten 
years……our jobs are hard to accomplish, and many are 
unable to meet the requirement of the job, just like the case 
that we have to deliver goods right after lunch at 1 pm. The 
sun shines bright and it is hot at that time. If you have 
delivered goods for two rounds, you’ll get fainted. It’s not a 
problem to us as we have get used to work under the bright 
sun……if you have not get used to that, you’ll get fainted even 
if you’re asked to stand there. 
Interviewer: Will you wear a hat? 
Lee: No, I have got used to working under the sun for many 
years. 

 Saying that others might be unable to tolerate the condition was to 

differentiate him from others, and to emphasize his tolerance in extreme 

conditions. Regardless of heat or rain, Lee was required to ride on a 

bicycle to deliver groceries. Yet, from what Lee had said, he did not think 

he would be susceptible to deteriorating health, and even in sunny days, 

he would not put on a hat when he was working outdoors. This would risk 

his health as he was exposed to the sun, and would get sun-burnt or 

heat-stroke. However, protecting himself from these risks was not his 

practice. His practice demonstrated that he was sticking to the discourse 

that men should be able to stand intolerable conditions. Given that 

working-class men did not possess the characteristics that an archetypal 

type of man possessed, such as higher educational attainment, they would 

construct an alternative masculinity that would fit them and would enable 

them to exhibit their masculine identities. In Lee’s case, tolerance to 

changing work conditions and not caring about the possible risks to one’s 

health were ways to demonstrate his masculinity.  

 Apart from this, Lee disclosed that he had conflict with some young 
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workers when he was delivering goods, and the young workers considered 

that Lee was blocking their way, and they had the inclination to solve the 

issue with violence. Although Lee and the young workers left without any 

physical contact, he expressed his feeling that he was ready to teach the 

young people a lesson as he thought that,  

“Using force is the only standard to measure what is true. If 
you have brawn and power, what you say is the truth.” (Lee) 

 It was under this belief that Lee tried to demonstrate that he was even 

stronger than the younger men, and that violence was an acceptable way 

to settle disputes. Even though it was not clear if Lee would really use 

violence in solving conflicts, his words and his belief revealed that as a 

man, he was not eager to let others feel that he felt frustrated and he 

would withdraw. Power is always central in understanding men’s social 

relations with others. Exercise of power is not only targeted on females; 

men will exercise power over other men. As Lee said, he would exercise 

power over other young men if he was challenged. 

Lee was not the only informant stating that he would use violence as a 

way to solve disputes. Liu also indicated that he would use violence to 

solve disputes with other drivers. Liu reported that he had once not given 

way to a van, and he had almost engaged in a fight with the van driver. 

Again, Liu’s behaviour demonstrated that he was displaying the attitude 

that he was not willing to be subordinated to others. These behaviours 

were more likely to result in injuries and were risky to health.  

 

5. Doing Gender in Everyday Life 

 In their landmark article “Doing Gender”, West and Zimmerman (1987) 
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reveal that gender is not something innate. They suggest that both men 

and women will behave in a ways that are influenced by social interaction, 

and are aware that they will be judged by others as to whether they are 

behaving in a proper masculine or feminine manner. It is my considered 

opinion that in understanding working-class men’s masculinity, there is not 

only one type of working-class masculinity. One can consider that gender 

performance will change from time to time, and will vary across culture. 

Yet, if a man is to capitalize on the benefits of the dominant male group, he 

has to act in a way that is considered masculine, and is able to meet 

certain expectations about how a man should perform. Connell (2002b) 

also suggests that men are doing gender in everyday life, and that men 

are constructing their masculine identities in daily social practice. Thus, 

men’s masculine identities will come into existence when they act (Connell, 

2002b). While men in this study were working-class men, they did not 

share the same lived experience, and held various attitudes on issues 

related to their masculine identities. How they constructed their masculine 

identities depended on the daily social practices they were engaging in. In 

this study, men were asked to respond to several questions relating to 

their gender identities. From the data in this study, these working-class 

men constructed their own masculine identities. Some informants would 

construct an alternative working-class masculine identity. To begin with, 

male informants’ perceptions on what a man should be will be discussed.   

 

5.1 What a Man Should Be 

 An individual will construct one’s gender identity with reference to the 

interaction and the social relations one is engaged in. In this study, the 
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working-class men were asked a question on “What a man should be?”. In 

responding to this question, some were able to relate to their own 

experience while some could only tell what they considered a man should 

be. To those who were only able to talk about what they considered a man 

should be, their response was that they had never thought of this question, 

as they considered ‘a man is a man’. What they had in mind was the 

biological typology of men, but in telling what they considered a man 

should be, they related that to the expectations of their own self. 

 

5.1.1 Men Should Have the Strength and be Responsible to the 

Family 

 Some informants showed that traditional masculine identities were 

embedded in their mind, and when they thought of the meaning of being a 

man, they related it to ‘having strength’, ‘can handle many things on one’s 

own’, ‘responsible to the family’, and ‘successful’. These descriptors were 

all related to what they felt society expects men to be. For example, Tin felt 

that to be a man, one should be strong and should have the responsibility 

to face difficult situations. He stated:  

…I think a man has to be much stronger and tougher than a 
woman does. A man has to deal with issues on one’s own. He 
has to be responsible for them, and has to solve them. One 
can’t just run away from it. I think a man can’t run away from 
many problems, especially in the family. A woman is not so 
determined as a man does, and they are more hesitant. 
Therefore, in a family, basically, the man has to take care of 
the woman, and has to solve the problems on his own. As a 
man, one has to be responsible to the family and to his 
work……I think run away is not a good thing. There are many 
things a man has to face, and should think of resolution as a 
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principle in handling all these issues, can’t just run away, 
irresponsible is not good. I think that a man has to face many 
issues, no matter these are related to family, related to work, 
one has to face them, to resolve them and be stronger and 
tougher. These are what I think a man should have. (Tin) 

 Tin was referring to his life before his health condition deteriorated 

and before he was unemployed. Tin was the provider for the family and his 

wife was at home to take care of his son. After he became unemployed 

and had to live on welfare benefits however, there was a role reversal in 

his family. His wife went to earn a wage that could maintain her own living, 

and the welfare benefit could barely provide for a basic living for his family. 

Tin's words reflected that he still had the wish that he would find 

employment and would become the provider again. His motive to achieve 

this goal was that as a man, he should have the responsibility to protect 

his wife ("the woman" in his words) and his family. That was why he 

considered that as a man, one should have the responsibility both towards 

work and towards family. As discussed in Chapter Four, men placed work 

in close relation to their masculine identity. Even though Tin was the most 

educated among the informants in this study, he was still unable to secure 

a job for himself. Due to his deteriorating health conditions, he was also 

unable to make use of his physical capital to provide for his family. His 

words were sorrowful, but revealed that he still held the traditional belief in 

masculine identities. The construction of this belief to masculine identity 

was a matter of whether or not the ability to provide for the family and to 

protect the family should be the expected performance of a man.     

Having strength and responsibility was a common belief among other 

informants in this study. Tsui and Cheung were among others who also 
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considered that a man should have a job and have responsibility. As this 

exchange indicates: 

Tsui: One should have work…… 
Interviewer: Any more? 
Tsui: Morally upright, have responsibility, follow regulations in 
every aspects of life…… 

 Both Tin and Tsui had similar experiences in that they both had 

problems with eye-sight, and they had to partially depend on others’ 

assistance in daily life. As such, when they said that a man should have a 

job have responsibility, they were not only talking about their previous lives. 

They were also conveying a hope that they could still perform what was 

socially expected.  

Work has been constructed as a core aspect in a man’s life, and the 

working-class men in this study also considered that having paid work was 

important to being a man. Work was also related to what responsibility 

meant to them and in general, referred to the ability to provide for the 

family. It was interesting to note that some of the informants were not 

actually playing the major provider role, despite expressing the belief that 

a man should be able to provide for the family. In doing so, they were 

describing something that they expected themselves to do, but were 

unable to achieve at that particular moment. What the informants 

discussed related to stable employment that could secure a stable living 

for the family. Most of the informants were working as casual or day 

labourers and they could not guarantee their family a living that they 

expected to provide. In other words, what they could actually do was 

different from what they had expected. It is argued therefore, that these 
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working-class men were still living under the pressure of adhering to 

dominant forms of masculinity. Although working-class men were unable 

to live up to the expectations of a man with dominant masculinity, they still 

considered that the traditional belief in masculinity was what one should 

hold on.  

Although in their subjective experience, they could not meet the 

expectations, if they were to live as a man, they had to adhere to certain 

expectations that a man should behave. Bourdieu (1977) argued that an 

individual internalizes the demands of the dominant social group. The 

participants were behaving in a way that they thought a man should 

behave.         

 

5.1.2 Men Should Have Confidence  

 Some informants placed confidence as a characteristic men should 

have. By stating that a man should have confidence, one was actually 

implying that a man should handle the problem on his own. Fun, for 

example, stated that a man should have confidence.  

I think what is the most important is confidence. If you don’t 
have confidence, you’ll lose. Having confidence is the most 
important…… (Fun) 

 He added that everyone must have one’s weak time, but a man would 

rarely show his weakness before others. A man should solve the problem 

on his own. He stated:    

Everyone must have weak time, but to be weak before others 
or behind others, a man won’t normally show his weakness 
before others, I’m quite sure about this. Many men when they 
face weakness, tend to avoid from letting others know it. The 
first thing is that others may not be able to help. No matter how 
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worse you have described, what can others help you? Once 
you asked for help, others will withdraw. You would only ask 
for help when you’re sure others can help you, or else, others 
will learn that you face difficulty and will tell others. In this case, 
I prefer not telling others. Unlike a woman, a woman may think 
that it is not anything like losing face when asking for help. And 
if she asks for help, others will help her. A man may think that 
even if I tell you, you may not be able to help, and you’ll tell 
others my problems, then why I should tell you my problems. 
Unless he is the best friend, even if he’s your best friend, he 
can’t help you many times. Am I right? Of course if one can 
provide for his family and is rich, he has nothing to worry about. 
Not to mention one is rich, but one does not need to live in a 
place with only around thirty feet, has a tiny dining room, can 
watch TV, can take a rest, has a room for sleeping, it needs 
not be a big room, but has enough space, I can eat what I want 
to eat, no need to worry about money, and has a stable job. If 
one has all these, it is good, if not, will be as sad as what I face 
right now. I have not much to think about, just want to have a 
better job, and I can work for this job till I retire. This is not a 
wild hope, and my expectation is not very high, just want to be 
more stable. If I find a job again, I can make it. Now, I still have 
to manage the heavy tools, you know how heavy they are, and 
I’ll hurt my waist…… (Fun) 

 These words reflected that he was dissatisfied with his life at the time 

of the interview. Other aspects he mentioned were: having a stable job, 

having a decent home (not only having a bed space or a room), and living 

a life that one did not have to worry about the basic living. In Fun’s 

perspective, a man was different from a woman in the way that a woman 

was more eager to seek help, but that this was not acceptable for men. 

Therefore, just like other men who considered that men should have 

strength, Fun was also subscribing to this point of view. Men have been 

constructed to restrict one’s emotionality (Good et al. 1989), and the 
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restriction of such will result in limiting one’s options in handling life issues. 

As in Fun’s situation, he believed that he should have the courage and the 

confidence to solve his own problems. Because of this constructed belief, 

many men do not attempt to seek help even when they are unable to 

handle difficult life events. Seeking help, as in men’s perspective, is a sign 

of failure and this may violate their orientation to success, power, and 

competition (Good et al. 1989).   

 

5.1.3 Men Should Have Success  

 The orientation to success was discussed by some of the informants 

as an important aspect in relation to what a man should be. Tsang 

discussed why he considered success as important to a man. For Tsang, 

success related to his sense of family. He held the belief that a man should 

be able to maintain the stability of the family. This echoed what he had 

mentioned when he talked about his role in the family. The following 

excerpt showed how Tsang replied to the question of what he thought a 

man should be.   

Of course to be a successful man, especially for a man, you 
should have received higher education. But, what I’m doing is 
to maintain the family. No matter how high you’ve been 
educated, and how much money you can make, if the family 
breaks up, it is a guilt for the man. If a family breaks up after 
you have tried to maintain it, I think it is fine. There may be too 
many temptations here, if one’s wife chose to run away with 
someone else, the family would break up. Even if you have 
achieved a very high status, it is no use. Family members have 
to complement one another. It is useless even if you’re willing 
to do all things, you have to make the other party to work with 
you. My wife’s willing to work with me, and I think I’m a lucky 
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guy. Although life is really hard, I can still wear a smile, 
haha……there should be something to make the family more 
cohesive. If you don’t know what your goals are, you’ll live a 
hard life. This is especially true to a man, if he doesn’t know 
what the goals are, he’ll find life is hard. A man must have his 
own goals, and one should know why he has set such goals. If 
a man can do this, I think a man can live a happy life. If you 
don’t have any cohesion, you’ll find that problems will appear, 
and you must live a hard life. I have explained this to my 
children, and I told them that once they were born, they were 
to suffer. If they are to survive in this society, they have to 
cherish how the family is operated, and they have to match 
with such operation. (Tsang) 

 Tsang moved to Hong Kong in his late twenties, and being married at 

the time, he had to leave his wife in Mainland China. The family reunited a 

few years later, and although their living was barely adequate, Tsang 

considered that he had put in his utmost effort to maintain the stability of 

the family. Family was to Tsang the core in his life, and even though he 

emphasized the importance of work, its primary purpose was to make it 

possible to maintain the family. To Tsang, the ability to maintain the family 

was a success.  

The drive and the emphasis to make a living for the family also limited 

the time informants could spend with the family. For instance, Fun 

mentioned that he could hardly spend time with his children when they 

were young because he had to work long hours in order to have sufficient 

income. Tsang also murmured that he had earned less because the 

regulations in some estates did not allow him to work on Saturday 

afternoon and on Sunday; limiting the wage he could earn. Although 

informants such as Tsang said that maintaining the living of the family was 

a success, it was actually a dilemma for the working-class men as in doing 
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so, they ultimately had less time available time to spend with family.   

 

5.1.4 Money Matters 

 While a few informants considered that maintaining a stable family 

was a success, some held the perspective that having money was 

important to be a man. The ability to make money was closely linked to 

having a stable job, and as most informants considered, their major 

contribution to the family was to provide for the family. Providing for the 

family, making money and having a stable job were embedded in most 

men’s mind, and these were related to a man’s financial contribution to the 

family as well as one’s socio-economic status. Beyond this, financial 

independence was another aspect these men cared about.   

 Cheung, for example, emphasized the importance of having money, 

and what made him consider that having money was important to a man 

was his experience in unemployment. He reported how others treated him 

differently after he had become unemployed and had used up his savings. 

I asked him why he considered that money was so important to him, to 

which the following exchange ensued:     

Interviewer: I have heard this several times, and you have 
emphasized the importance of money…… 
Cheung: Money is important….. 
Interviewer: As a man, what are the differences between 
having money and without money? 
Cheung: Have and without money……having money is of 
course good, at least, you won’t have that many conflicts in a 
family…if you’re lacking of money, many conflicts will emerge 
in a family…to me, money comes first. 
Interviewer: If you can settle the expenses in the family, you 
won’t feel burdensome.  
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Cheung: Of course, don’t you agree that money comes first? If 
you don’t have money, you’ll feel troubled. I’m troubled right 
now as I don’t have any income. I can’t work and I have illness 
frequently. If I have money and even if have bronchitis, I can 
buy some nutritious food……but I don’t have money, and 
these diseases can be cured but require you to pay much 
money, and I don’t have the money. I have sought for medical 
consultation for years, but I have not recovered from it...I can 
only go to government hospital, I don’t mean that the medicine 
is not good, but the effectiveness of the medicine is not so 
good. 
Interviewer: Is there any difference in the way your status in 
family is affected when you have money or not? 
Cheung: There will be an obvious difference, you’ll be more 
energetic if you have money. 
Interviewer: Is there any change in your status in family? Is it 
that no matter you have money or not, you’re still the one to 
make the decision?    
Cheung: It’s not the same if you have money. Not to mention 
my wife, others will treat you differently. If they know that you 
have money, they will treat you in a different manner. They will 
try to please you. But, if you don’t have money, they won’t 
even take a look at you. That’s the reality. 
Interviewer: Is this what you have experienced? When you 
have money, others would go to a Chinese restaurant with you. 
If you don’t, no one would contact you? 
Cheung: Yes, I have this experience. No one has asked me to 
go to the Chinese restaurant for a year. I haven’t gone to a 
Chinese restaurant with my friends or other fellows in the 
industry for more than a year. I haven’t gone to a Chinese 
restaurant with my daughter since the Chinese New Year. 
Almost a year.    

 Cheung related having money to maintaining social relationships and 

one’s status in family. As I have argued, unemployed men reported that 

they had poorer social networks, and this was related to their lacking 

financial resources. Cheung was, therefore, reasserting his belief that 
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without the ability to make money, one’s social status would be lower. 

When saying that his friends treated him differently after he became 

unemployed, Cheung did not hide his sorrow. Losing financial 

independence also meant that he could no longer continue his habits 

interests. Cheung liked horse racing but after he had to rely on his wife’s 

wages, he had discontinued this practice. Instead of betting on the horses, 

he would spend the day reading horse-racing news in newspapers.    

 The following excerpt reflects Cheung’s mood about his status as 

unemployed.   

What’s the most important is that you can find a job, and can 
make money, if you don’t have a job and without any income, 
others will look down on you. It is just that simple…having 
money is the most important thing. If you can’t make any 
money, others won’t ask you to the Chinese restaurant. This is 
my point of view, and others may not think the same way. My 
current situation is like that, I don’t have any income, and 
others do not contact me, they rarely contact me. Those who 
know me for long have contacted me occasionally. Those who 
have worked with me in a few projects have not called me. 
They know that I don’t have any work, have no money, and 
they won’t call me. Money comes first, if you don’t have money, 
others will rarely contact you. (Cheung) 

 The importance of having money was connected with whether or not 

Cheung could keep his friends or connections with others. This was 

closely linked with his perception on his changing social position. Given 

that he was unemployed and he had to rely on his wife to provide for him, 

he considered that this had changed his style of living, his social position 

and the way he could maintain connections with others. His points 

reiterated why men considered employment was important to them. A 
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man’s ability to provide for the family is in close relation to asserting power 

in the family, and as Cheung was not in the provider role, he did not have 

that power, which increased his degree of self-criticism.    

 Informants in this study discussed their views on what a man should 

be. Their views demonstrated that they adhered to the perception that 

men should have bodily strength, men should have a paid work, and men 

should take on the provider role. In defining what a man should be, men in 

this study attempted to follow the dominant discourse and projected what 

they wanted to be into these descriptions. Their descriptions showed that 

they were confined by some discourses that were related to work. They 

had subsequently overlooked or had not recognized their achievements in 

other areas; for example their contribution in household and caring duties. 

Having internalized the belief that men should be engaged in paid 

employment, working-class men in this study, especially the unemployed, 

frequently found that they were unable to live up to what men were socially 

expected to be.        

 

5.2 Formulating an Alternative Masculinity 

 The discussions of the informants’ perspectives on what a man 

should be reinforced the position that working-class men would not give up 

the association with the dominant discourse of masculinity. Yet, 

working-class informants found that they had difficulty in performing in the 

way that would match such a discourse. It should be noted however, that 

as there are multiple forms of masculinities (Connell 1995; Pyke 1996), it 

is in this sense that even if working-class men are unable to perform the 

dominant or hegemonic form of masculinity, they are still performing other 



249 
 

forms of masculinities. Pyke (1996) argues that men’s masculinities are 

affected by the interaction of several aspects, one of which is social class. 

It is; therefore, middle-class and upper-class men who are exercising 

control in various institutions, and who produce a hegemonic masculinity, 

while working-class men are more likely to produce a marginalized 

masculinity. Connell (1995) suggests that the production of masculinity is a 

configuration of social practices and this happens not only in relation to 

men and women but also among men themselves. To include the 

interactionists’ discussion that masculinity can as well be constructed 

through interacting with daily experience (West and Zimmerman 1987), it 

is also suggested that one’s masculine identity is not static, and is 

subjected to transformation when one continues to interact with the 

surrounding social structures. A working-class man therefore, may not only 

produce the form of marginalized masculinity, but can as well produce 

other forms of masculinity when they are interacting with different social 

structures in different situations.  

 Pyke (1996) also suggests that as working-class men are situated in a 

subordinated position, they use “the physical endurance and tolerance of 

discomfort required of their manual labor as signifying true masculinity” 

(Pyke, 1996: 531). Working-class men are marginalized as they might not 

be able to enjoy the social power that men as a group should have. In 

order to express that they are men, and that they have access to some 

privileges, they attempt to reformulate an alternative masculine identity. It 

was in this sense that working-class men in this study used other 

resources that they valued to re-negotiate their masculine identities.  

 



250 
 

5.2.1 Emphasizing the Capital They Possessed 

 Data provided by the informants in this study showed that they 

produced various forms of masculinities. Fun, for example, emphasized 

something he thought he was good at. Although he had only received a 

few years of education, he conducted surveys to see whether or not a 

place was suitable for a business or not. He stated: 

When I ran the business before…although I had only studied 
for a few years, I still did some surveys, to see whether the 
place was crowded or not. I did this because I had a theory 
that no matter how tasty food you could cook, if the residents 
in that district would not dine out, even if the food was free, no 
one would come. If the food stall in your district was always full, 
only yours was always empty, you had to evaluate your food. 
Because of the quality of the food, and not that there was no 
customers. The point was you could not attract others’ 
customers. If you wanted to attract others’ customers, it was 
just like travelling in Hong Kong, what attracts the tourists 
come here? Am I right? It’s that simple. If your food was at a 
good price and was tasty, others would come. (Fun) 

 As I have discussed in Chapter Four, what Fun was demonstrating 

was a form of entrepreneurship. Though he was not well educated, and he 

was not trained to do any business, he knew what he had to prepare for 

the running of a business. His knowledge in running a business was 

related to his experience and his social exposure. Few working-class men 

had experience in running a business, and by stating this, Fun showed 

that he was doing something different from others. He said that he liked to 

do business, and apart from running a taxi as his business, he had also 

worked as a hawker and had owned a restaurant. Fun treasured such 

experience and this was capital that he thought others should value. 
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However, his perceived capital and contribution was not recognized by his 

ex-wife and other family members. With the failure of his business, he was 

unable to maintain the family. Fun’s story indicated that he was somewhat 

different from other working-class men in that entrepreneurship was the 

kind of social capital that he valued.  

 The tendency to express something that a man is good at is rather 

common, and in this study, most men were able to express that they had 

certain strengths including techniques in doing household repairs and the 

ability to run a small business. Fun’s story was just one of the examples to 

illustrate this. Even though working-class men know that they are unable 

to match with the middle-class men in the ability to generate financial 

resources, they are demonstrating that they have other forms of strength, 

and they also possess masculine characters.         

 

5.2.2 Differentiating Oneself from Other Working-class Men 

 Using a class habitus theory, Zang (2006) argues that “individuals 

who share similar attitudes and life orientations are more likely to become 

friends than those who do not” (Zang, 2006: 82). Zang’s statement reflects 

male informants’ aspirations for their children. Some informants explained 

why they wanted their children to study hard and to find a better job. They 

believed that their children would only know people of the same class, and 

cross-class friendship was not possible. When I was talking with Lee on 

how he would impart his attitude toward life to his children, he did not 

respond to the topic directly, but replied thus: 

When I’m at home, I’ll tell them that they have to study well. If 
they have knowledge, others won’t be able to get that 
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knowledge from them. That’s one thing. The other is if you 
have the knowledge, you will be able to earn more money, and 
you can meet people of different social background. Because 
in that network, university students know other university 
students, and primary students know other primary students. 
The social classes are different, and this will affect which class 
of people they will work with when they start to work. So, my 
wish at this moment is to see if they are able to study in 
university, if they can study well. If they can connect with the 
society, they can live a better life. (Lee) 

 In this excerpt, Lee stated why he expected his children to pursue 

better education, and thus, he considered that this would enable them to 

have a better connection with society. He emphasized that moving up to 

another social class would lead to a better life. Lee’s words also reflected 

his drive to build up a relationship with someone in another social class. 

He considered that staying in his own class could do nothing to improve 

the family’s living standard and therefore, he had these expectations of his 

children. Although Lee was living as a working-class man, he had inherited 

cultural assets from his grandfather who had influenced significantly. He 

said that his grandfather was a knowledgeable person, and that he 

considered him literate and cultivated. In differentiating his father and his 

grandfather, he considered his father often used physical punishment to 

teach them, while his grandfather would use his wisdom. He was more 

receptive to his grandfather’s way of teaching. 

 Using the theory of habitus (Bourdieu, 1977), we can understand why, 

as Lee had mentioned, a person who only had a primary education would 

associate with others who also had a primary education, while those who 

had studied at university would more likely associate with other university 

graduates. Working-class men may internalize what is expected from 
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them, which in turn affects their behaviour. Such behaviour is affected by 

their dispositions and resources in the working-class position. It is argued 

that an individual will internalize the objective chances that one has, and 

one will make choices according to options available at that moment 

(Maton, 2008). Therefore, a working-class man will choose to live the way 

that is available to him. How working-class men make choices of living can 

also be understood using more of Bourdieu’s concepts – the logic of 

association and the logic of difference (Bourdieu, 1984). In the first, it is 

argued that people of similar social background will employ the same 

cultural logics of selection, and will make similar selections. However, the 

second concept asserts that, one may choose a distinct style of living 

because that style may not be chosen by the other. Therefore, although 

Lee was a working-class man, and he might live a working-class life style, 

in order to differentiate himself from others, he chose to display the other 

side of life that was not really related to working-class. As suggested by 

Moore (2008) however, this principle is not deterministic, but is able to help 

us further interpret why men of the same class may choose different 

life-styles.   

As described in Lee’s case, though he was a working-class man, he 

possessed a sense of cultural heritage from his grandfather. He spent time 

reading a variety of books, and this enabled him to be able to share his 

views on a number of topics. This also shaped his way of life. Thus, what 

he presented was somewhat different from other working-class men.     

Lee: I’ll read all kinds of books because if I don’t read, I won’t 
understand the reasons. I don’t read, I won’t be able to 
differentiate between good and bad, I’ll also read Bible…… 
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Interviewer: Can I say that when you have time, you’ll read 
books? 
Lee: Yes, I’ll read if I have time. 
Interviewer: That’s why I notice that you have put a pair of 
spectacles in your pocket. 
Lee: Apart from the spectacles, I must have a pen. I started to 
place a pen in my pocket when I was still a primary student. 
When I buy clothes, I have to select those with pockets, if not, I 
won’t have that even if they are free of charge. I must get one 
that has a pocket for me to place a pen. This is a rule I have 
adopted for many years…to read when I have time is 
considered a habit. If I have free time, I’ll make some tea and 
read some books.  

 In Lee’s daily work, chances for him to write were infrequent. 

Nevertheless, he had the habit of carrying with him a pen and the pair of 

reading glasses. Reading was his leisure activity. This disposition 

differentiated him from other working-class men. However, with the 

resources he had, he could only provide his family a life that a 

working-class family could have. 

 In differentiating oneself from other working-class men, Lee stated 

that he would read a variety of books and in doing so demonstrated that 

he possessed the characteristics of wen. Lee was also different from other 

working-class men as he was more concerned about his weight. He was 

proud to report that his waist was kept at similar length for the past ten 

years. He remarked that this was a result of his continuous habit of doing 

exercise. Other working-class men said that they kept gaining weight. 

Tsang, for example, said that he and other fellows had to eat much in order 

to have sufficient energy to handle the manual work. Such habits had 

made them gain weight and though they kept doing manual work, the food 

they ate was always fatty. Tsang contended that if they did not eat such 
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food, they might not have sufficient energy to handle the manual work.  

Although Tsang had mentioned some commonalities with other 

working-class men, he had attempted to differentiate himself from other 

working-class men by stating that he held a different attitude towards 

family. He said that he would place his family as first priority, and was 

unlike others in that he had no ‘bad hobby’. He stated:  

Even if we don’t eat, we’ll still let the children have food first. 
My principle is that even if I have to suffer from hunger, I still 
have to allow the children to have sufficient food and clothing. 
In Hong Kong, some won’t do this, I have seen this. In the 
sector of interior decoration, I’ve seen many strange things in 
those families. I think they won’t behave in the way I treat my 
children, even if we don’t have food, we’ll ensure that the 
children have sufficient food and clothing. (Tsang) 

 Horse racing and other forms of gambling, cigarette smoking and 

drinking were not Tsang’s hobbies, and he further explained that he knew 

a number of sam hong workers who would spend much of their money in 

gambling and other areas, rather than for the benefit of the family. He 

talked about another experience when he was asked by his boss to go to 

Macau and to spend some time in the casino. Unlike the rest of his fellows 

however, he did not spend any time in the casino, and once he received 

his wages, returned to Hong Kong.  

Tsang: Those who work in this sector have uneven quality, I 
work in this sector, and I know that they have a wide variance 
in quality. 
Interviewer: That’s why I say that you’re rare in this sector. You 
don’t smoke, you don’t drink, and you don’t gamble. 
Tsang: Because I had my past experience, and that 
experience had made me live this way. Some ask me how I 
can make it. My ex-boss had asked me to go to Macau. If I 
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didn’t go, I wouldn’t get the wage. I didn’t gamble, and I went 
there simply for the wage. I got the wage in the hotel, and I 
took a ferry back to Hong Kong after that. 
Interviewer: You still had to pay two hundred for the ferry 
tickets. 
Tsang: Yes, but I have to follow the rule of the game, because I 
don’t know many people, and I have a limited network. He was 
eager to hire me, and he would pay you. He’s much better than 
those who wouldn’t pay the wage. He would pay the wage, but 
he had his rule, and he’s a playful person. What you could do 
was to follow the rule of his game, and he didn’t blame you 
even if you went back Hong Kong right after getting the wage. 
He booked a hotel room, and he gave us the wage there. He 
paid us cash… 

 Although Tsang was working with a group of working-class men who 

would spend time and money in casinos, his beliefs and behaviours were 

not the same. He did not participate in activities that were considered 

common among the group of working-class men. He was constructing a 

masculinity to counteract working-class masculine practices that his 

workplace fellows would have performed. Tsang’s practice was largely 

related to his past experience in engaging in gang behavior when he was 

still a youngster. He said that as he had taken a wrong route when he was 

young, he knew what was the most important to him. He emphasized that 

he was brought up by his siblings, and that even when he had committed 

some illegal acts, his siblings were still there for him. It was this experience 

that made him develop his own beliefs and the way he differed himself 

from his fellow workers. He made the following remarks:     

Anyhow, if there is any disappointment or things won’t turn out 
as what you have expected, I will think of my past experience, 
and this disappointment won’t be any hardship, and I must be 
able to get through it, and there must be ways to solve it. In 
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this way, you can control your emotions. Some who had 
worked with me asked why I had such a high EQ, I smiled and 
said that we should not compare with others, some bought a 
flat, but some faced family break-up. I had certain experience, 
and I was cared and supported by my siblings, and this made 
me learn that I have to be responsible to my children. That’s 
what I have in mind. (Tsang) 

 Tsang emphasized that he had to be responsible for his family, 

and as he had mentioned in the interview, he considered the ability to 

maintain the family was a kind of success, which he set as the first 

priority in his life.  

 

6. Discussion  

 In western societies, some working-class men tend to drink with their 

fellows at bars and to openly engage in extramarital relationships. Pyke 

(1996) argues that by engaging in these, working-class men are 

demonstrating that they are not conforming to the existing power structure. 

They tend to display their independence from the control of their wives and 

higher-status men. Pyke comments:  

This exaggerated masculinity compensates for their 
subordinated status in the hierarchy of their everyday 
work worlds. It gave them a sense of autonomy and 
self-gratification, entitlements that higher-status men 
acquire more easily and with greater impunity, thereby 
creating the illusion of ascendant masculinity.  

(Pyke, 1996: 538)  

Pyke’s words might highlight the lives of some working-class men in 

western societies. The focus of the argument however, is that 

working-class men are reformulating a type of compensatory masculinity, 

and that they can reassert their autonomy in a relationship.  
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 In Hong Kong, hanging out in a pub or bar is not common among 

working-class men. This does not mean however, that they will not spend 

their leisure time with their fellows. Informants told me that they would go 

out for dinner and would have a drink outside, but such activities were not 

only for leisure. It was in these activities that working-class men could 

expand their social capital and had a chance to seek a job. This was 

common in certain industries especially those that the informants had 

been engaged. Thus, informants in this study said that the experience in 

engaging in a social relationship was rather an instrumental one, and it 

was common that the relationship was a mixture of both friendship and a 

working relationship. Nonetheless, as the data from this study indicates, 

not all these relationships were instrumental. In some cases, men were 

still able to develop an emotional relationship with others, as in the case of 

Liu. Other men also reported to have a certain extent of emotional 

involvement in friendships, and this could be seen as they considered that 

they were there for their friends. This was a kind of masculine way of 

demonstrating emotional relationship, and men had the tendency to act 

before they were ready to demonstrate their emotions.  

Some men felt sorrowful because they experienced a change of 

nature in the relationship with others after they became unemployed. In 

addition to their view that their friends had ceased to have contact with 

them, it was also these men who did not do anything to keep a relationship. 

Doing nothing carried the meaning that they were unable to give up the 

privileges they had had when they were employed. These privileges 

meant that they had the independence to choose their own way of life. If 

they used to go to Chinese restaurant, they could do so. If they were 
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requested by their friends to buy certain things, they could do so. However, 

unemployed working-class men might experience the sense of lack of 

autonomy in deciding their style of living, and they could not choose to do 

or to consume what they wanted to. The inability to do these was a threat 

to their autonomy in controlling one’s life, and this had affected how a man 

could display his social power.   

As these men reported that they had the culture to pay for others, on 

becoming unemployed, they would no longer be able to do this. They did 

not want others to pay for them all the time. Some of the informants’ poor 

financial conditions were a hindrance to their social life, and as discussed 

in this chapter, informants considered that social networks or guanxi was 

important in looking for job opportunities. It was without the kind of social 

networks or guanxi that the informants thought that they were lacking a 

chance to have a job. As such, the inability to maintain their social life had 

not only limited working-class men’s social life, but also their access to 

employment. Subsequently, the inability to maintain their social life 

threatened their masculinity.  

Even though these men found that they were not in a preferred 

financial condition and that they did not possess a dominant masculine 

identity, they used other means to express their masculine identities. As 

Connell (1995) has suggested, dominant and subordinated masculinities 

are configuration of social practices (Connell, 1995: 72). The construction 

of one’s masculine identity is therefore in relation to one’s experience in 

social relations. In addition, as West and Zimmerman (1987) have argued, 

one’s gender identity is not static, but is dynamic and will emerge from 

situated interactions. It was from their everyday lived experiences that 



260 
 

informants constructed and displayed their masculine identities. These 

were highlighted in the qualitative data provided by the informants. Fun 

tried to demonstrate that he was holding a kind of entrepreneurship and 

this was something different from other working-class men. Lee showed 

that he was a person with knowledge, and his habit and lifestyle were also 

different from other working-class men. Tsang also differentiated himself 

from other working-class men in that he put his family in first place, and 

had no other ‘bad habits’. These men showed that they had something 

different from other working-class men and they were reproducing their 

masculine identity from their own social experiences, through which they 

gave their manhood a specific meaning.      

 Informants in this study were all working-class men, and they had 

certain similar characteristics in their living. Nevertheless, men in this 

study were found to have developed their own masculine identity. 

Although working-class men are considered to have lived within a 

marginalized masculinity, they were at the same time, situated in a 

sub-field where they could live a way that suited their disposition. It was in 

that sub-field, informants could construct their identities and could express 

something that they were good at, as in the case of Fun. Even so, as the 

data showed, informants were unable to completely rid themselves of a 

dominant discourse in masculinity, and this could be reflected from how 

they viewed what a man should be. They said that a man should have 

work, he should have physical endurance, he should have success, and 

he should have money. Although not all informants placed themselves in 

relation to the dominant type of masculinity, some were still trapped in the 

dominant type, and they would find that they were unable to meet these 
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requirements. These men might not be living with a dominant type of 

masculinity, but they were, at the same time, demonstrating that they had 

constructed an alternative masculinity and that their capital would be 

valued. Coles (2008) has suggested that men other than the hegemonic 

type are able to “reformulate what masculinity means to them in order to 

come up with their own dominant standard of masculinity” (Coles, 2008: 

238). Coles further argues that in this reformulation, men are able to focus 

upon the elements that privilege them and to reject the rest (Coles, 2008: 

238). The stories of the informants reminded us that they were 

reformulating their masculinities by emphasizing the aspects they valued 

and treasured. This did not mean however, that they were not conforming 

to the dominant discourse in masculinity. These men knew that they could 

hardly live up to the socially expected masculine identity, and they 

therefore chose to reinstate what they valued so that they could still 

display their masculinities.   

 As a concluding remark to this chapter, working-class men’s 

engagement in social life did not only involve the emotional side. Social life 

was to them an instrument, and this was particularly important in 

facilitating them to gain access to employment opportunities. If 

working-class men’s access to social life was hindered by their 

unemployment and their inability to pay for expenses, men could not 

maintain their social life. This would not only affect their autonomy to 

choose their preferred life style, but also the inability to look for a job would 

threaten their masculinity.   
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Chapter Seven 

 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

1. Introduction 

 This chapter provides a conclusion for this study and addresses the 

two core questions: in what ways are employment and unemployment 

affecting men’s masculine identities? And, how do men construct their 

masculine identities in relation to work? Informants in this study were all 

working-class men. Some of them were engaged in a job and some were 

unemployed at the time of the study. Whether or not they were employed, 

they shared similar characteristics in work experience. They had been 

engaged in a number of jobs, many of which were manual skilled labour 

jobs. With the change in structure of the economy in the past decades, the 

industries these men had been engaged in no longer required as many 

manual labourers as they used to. In addition, the informants were at their 

middle stage of life, and had to face increasing competition with younger 

counterparts who were considered to be better educated than they are. 

Furthermore, the younger generation was more well-adapted to the 

changing economy. Their ability to maintain employment was further 

challenged with the influx of women’s labour. Informants said that women 

were more suitable to work in the new economy as they had the attributes 

that were more welcomed by the employers. Also, as women were 

considered to be more deferent and docile, they were more suitable to 

work in the service industry.  

 The working experience of the informants had influences on their 
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family life and how they perceived their familial role. Noticeably though, 

they wanted to be involved more in caring and household duties, were 

much more eager to be engaged in employment, and they perceived the 

providing role as their major contribution to the family. There was conflict 

between the informants’ will to participate in household and caring duties 

and their eagerness to participate in paid employment. This desire for paid 

employment however, also required that men give up certain caring duties. 

The limited chances to be engaged in paid employment and the inability to 

maintain their status as a family provider confronted their masculine 

identities.  

 In this concluding chapter, I will examine how the interactions of the 

aspects of work-centred belief in a man’s life, one’s class and their 

situation in Hong Kong have framed the masculinities of working-class 

men. To begin with, I discuss how work interacts with the various aspects 

in a man’s life. Following this, a theoretical discussion together with the 

implications of this study will be presented. Based on the findings in this 

study, some suggestions for social policy and social services will be 

mentioned. Limitations of the current study and proposals for future 

studies will be dealt with in the final section.   

 

2. Research Questions Revisited 

 The nine informants in this study were all working-class men. Five 

were engaged in paid employment and the rest were unemployed at the 

time this study was carried out. Among the informants who had 

employment, none of them were earning a wage on a monthly basis. 

Except for Ng who was running his own fruit stall, the rest of the informants 
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were earning a wage on a daily basis. Similar to the situation of some 

low-income families, Ng had to apply for welfare payments as supplement 

to his low earnings. These jobs were mainly insecure casual labour and 

could not provide a stable income. In addition, many of these jobs required 

heavy manual labour. For example, informants had worked as 

construction site workers, brick-layers, sam hong workers, and delivery 

workers. Informants also reported that they had a long work history. They 

were all engaged in paid employment when they were at a young age, and 

none of them were well-educated. Only one had completed local 

secondary education, and two had received their secondary education in 

the Mainland. These factors not only affected their career development, 

but also forced the men to change their jobs or even to face 

unemployment in their middle age.  

 Changes in the economic structure of Hong Kong have affected the 

employment of working-class men. Some of the industries they were 

engaged in collapsed; contributing to their being laid off. Even though 

informants had opportunities to change to work in service industries, some 

informants reported that they were reluctant to change the nature of their 

job. Nixon (2009) suggests that working-class men do not prefer service 

work because they consider that service work stresses the feminine side 

of an employee, such as the ability to engage in interpersonal 

communication. Getting into service work is to a certain extent connected 

with effeminate practices, with which working-class men do not want to be 

associated. Working-class men’s belief in service work has reinforced the 

argument that service work, like other forms of work, is not gender neutral 

(Acker, 1990). Some occupations are predominantly occupied by women, 
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such as caring and personal service, while some are predominantly 

occupied by men, such as the jobs informants in this study had occupied. 

Moreover, service work is considered to be more suitable for women than 

for men because of the characteristics underlying service work. In addition 

to the emphasis on interpersonal communication, docility, servility, and 

deference are also frequently required in lower end service jobs, and 

these are viewed as inherently feminine (Nixon, 2006).   

Therefore, even if working-class men have to work in service job 

settings, they tend to work in areas where their masculinity can be 

displayed. For instance, they choose to work as drivers in delivering goods 

and security guards in buildings. Choosing these jobs may enable them to 

display their physical strength and maintain their sense of masculinity. 

Although men in this study did not say that they resisted the relationship to 

femininity, they admitted that service work was more suitable for women 

than for men. It is relevant to point out that the kinds of service work 

working-class men will engage in are mainly junior level service work. On 

the other hand, middle-class men or men who are better educated may 

occupy senior positions in service work. This is in contrast to 

working-class men’s experience.    

 Men in this study did not really talk much about the availability to work 

in service jobs. What they valued was the kind of job that could express 

their manliness. Nevertheless, they had difficulty in maintaining their job as 

they grew older. Most of the jobs the informants had worked in, involved 

manual skill labour, and these jobs required physical strength. Men noticed 

that their capability was deteriorating with their advancing age, and it 

meant that they were less able to keep long working hours and to use their 
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physical power persistently. They also found that they were unable to 

compete with others such as the younger generation who had better 

physical strength than they did.  

 This sense of being excluded from the work they had been occupied 

with for so long challenged their personal belief and eroded their 

masculine identity if they could not find a job where their masculinity could 

be displayed. It is in this sense that when working-class men face 

unemployment, their physical strength is no longer recognized. Since 

physical strength is what they value, the inability to demonstrate this is a 

threat to their masculinity. To counter this, it has been suggested that if 

men are to adapt to the changes in the economic structure, they will have 

to make adjustments to make themselves fit into the changing work 

environment (O’Donnell and Sharpe, 2000: 126). In this study, men 

reported that they had found ways to adapt to these changes by taking 

part in various job-skill enhancement courses or even to change their job 

orientation. However, this could not guarantee that they were able to work 

in other industries. For example, informants such as Tin, Wah and Fun had 

taken part in courses such as computer skills, security guard work, 

bricklaying and electrical work, but they still experienced difficulties in 

looking for a job. 

In their struggle for employment, men did not only perform in a way 

that showed their eagerness to be engaged in paid employment. Their 

behaviour also reflected their belief that employment would enable them to 

achieve the expected societal and familial roles. While work is part of the 

class specific behaviours that can display working-class men’s masculine 

identities, work is also considered a habit among this group of 
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working-class men. They are unlike middle-class men who will also 

commit themselves to other forms of cultural, familial and social activities. 

Work has formed the core in working-class men’s life.  

The virtue of hard work has been embedded in Chinese culture, and 

this also affects Chinese perspectives on work (Harrell, 1985). Harrell 

(1985) highlights that the Chinese work hard because they want to secure 

a better living for their family, and that this corresponds with the informants’ 

stories. For example, Tsang reported that he wanted to work more days a 

month as he was working as a day labourer, and what was in his mind was 

to give his family a better living. Even if some informants were living on 

welfare benefits, they considered that it was only a temporary measure to 

relieve their difficult situation. Living on welfare is also not a preferred way 

as this contrasts with their belief in the ways a man should perform. It can 

also be argued that it is the imperative to have a regular wage that leads 

them to struggle for regular work (Castells, 2010). To these working-class 

men, work carried meanings of capability, dignity, responsibility, the way to 

make a living, and achievement as well as a virtue. Working-class men 

were defining their masculinity, and in defining their masculinity, they were 

making connection to paid work.  

The jobs working-class male informants were involved in were 

predominantly occupied by men and these jobs required heavy physical 

strength. It is argued that this physical power is central to allowing 

working-class men to construct their masculinity as this physical ability 

matches with the traditional masculine attributes such as strength, bravery 

and mastery (Bishop, Cassell and Hoel, 2009). These attributes allow 

working-class men to avoid associating with servility, docility and 
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deference which are considered characteristics in service work. Tin, one of 

the informants, emphasized that women were more suitable for service 

jobs as they could develop better interpersonal relationship with others, 

and men sometimes could not tolerate others’ words. Lee, another 

informant, asserted that he had the physical strength, and he could do any 

job that required his physical power. Their words remind us that men, 

especially the working-class men, are less likely to be deferent to others, 

and are more likely to display their physical strength, and this strength is 

largely associated with power. This can also explain why when 

working-class men choose lower end service jobs, they tend to choose 

those jobs that can display their physical strength.  

 

3. Men’s Work and the Negligence of Family Life  

 When discussing how men construct their masculine identity in 

relation to work, it is also relevant to include the way a man’s family life 

has contributed to the construction of their masculinity. The findings in this 

study suggest that family constitutes an important part in the informants’ 

life. In this thesis, it is suggested that working-class men are not totally 

rejecting of the idea of participating in household duties. Nevertheless, 

when deciding the gender division of labour, some informants show that 

they are more eager to engage in paid employment than to solely handle 

domestic duties. It can be said that working-class men are still attempting 

to maintain the discourse that men should be the main provider in the 

family while women should take on the caring obligations. Some 

informants in this study were rather conservative in their attitudes to their 

wife’s labour force engagement. They did not reject the idea of sharing 
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providing duties, as this helped ease their burden in breadwinning. 

However, they also did not want to be the one to take care of the daily 

living of the family members, and they did not want to be dependent on 

their wife’s salary. Springer (2006) suggests that depending on one's wife’s 

earnings will create a negative impact because this will induce 

disturbances in the structured advantages and social expectations 

associated with being the male breadwinner (Springer, 2006: 158). The 

findings in this study echo Springer’s argument as informants expressed 

negative feelings to being a stay-at-home man. For example, Cheung, the 

only informant who was dependent on his wife’s wages, mentioned that he 

was the one in the family to do all the household duties. He was unable to 

work because of his knee problem, and his age was another barrier that 

made him unable to continue his work as a sam-hong worker. Although his 

wife would give him some money for daily expenses, Cheung said that the 

sum was insufficient for the expenses, and he had to use his own savings 

to cover that. He was reluctant to be reliant on his wife’s wage, and 

expressed the feeling that it is not tolerable for a man to rely on his wife, 

but it is acceptable for a woman to depend on her husband.   

 Even though it is suggested that men in general enjoy the structured 

advantages that being a male breadwinner has brought, this may not be 

true for all working-class men. Instead, working-class men are 

marginalized in society, and they do not have access to the same 

structural advantages of men of higher socio-economic status. It is in this 

sense that if working-class men still want to claim similar advantages, they 

have to find ways to exhibit their influence and power in family. If the family 

is a place where men can display their masculinity and paternal influence, 
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men need to contribute to their families to capitalize on this advantage. 

Although bringing home money or to securing the financial condition of a 

family is a way to safeguard men’s position in, some working-class men 

may find that it is difficult for them to meet this obligation. In order to 

maintain their position in the family, it is a strategy for men to reclaim their 

symbolic power. Their way to achieve this is to maintain the breadwinner 

status. However, working-class men such as the informants in this study 

may not have the actual capital or resources to reclaim this status. It is; 

therefore, suggested that what these men do is to claim themselves to be 

the breadwinner in the family, so that they can make use of this symbolic 

capital to claim the advantages that being a breadwinner has brought 

them. Thus, symbolic capital is important to these working-class men as 

such capital does not only bring them privilege, it is something men 

perceive as a “general sign of social recognition” (Crossley, 2010: 88). It 

can account for why some men who do not have paid employment still 

claim that they want to be the breadwinner in the family. One of the 

advantages of maintaining breadwinner status is the reduction of time 

spent in household duties.  

 Although men in this study reported that they were eager to be the 

breadwinner in their family, they also reported that they would share 

household duties; however, their level of participation and the tasks 

committed varied. Some would take on responsibility in child caring, some 

would prepare meals and some would participate more in other household 

chores. Such variation shows that men display unique ways of 

participating in family duties. Some suggest that bad fathering is 

connected to fathers of low socio-economic status, and good fathers are 
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considered to be those who are able to arrange various activities for the 

children (Clarke & Popay, 1998). Such differentiation has only emphasized 

the father’s ability in bringing financial resources to the family (Lupton and 

Barclay, 1997), thus disregarding the contribution of the fathers of lower 

socio-economic status who participate in caring duties. Lupton and 

Barclay (1997) remind us that the ability to generate financial resources is 

only one of the contributions father can make, and that fatherhood should 

be understood from broader perspectives. Roy and Burton (2002) suggest 

that fatherhood contains aspects other than the male breadwinner identity. 

An emphasis on male breadwinning can make the fathers who are unable 

to meet this expectation consider that they are not capable and 

responsible fathers. For instance, Fun said that he rarely spent time with 

his family when his sons were still young. What he did was to keep 

working and to make more money. Although his aim was to secure a living 

for the family, he had sacrificed his family life. After the closure of his 

business, he left his family, and he could no longer develop a closer 

relationship with his family members, including his sons.  

 Not all informants in this study were able to earn a wage to maintain 

the daily living of the family; some were even unemployed. What they said 

was that they still perceived that men should bear the providing 

responsibility for the family, and though they noticed that an 

over-emphasis on labour force participation might limit domestic 

participation or even to sacrifice family life, they still adhered to the 

breadwinner status, and the ability to provide for the family was 

considered an expected responsibility. Thus, to secure the living of the 

family is one of the values that working-class men value, and one they 
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aspire to. However, not all men can meet this demand adequately. 

Working-class men, such as the informants in this study face a dilemma. 

On the one hand, they want to work harder to make more money for the 

family, and on the other hand, they are sacrificing their family life.   

 

4. Men’s Work and Social Life 

 Discussion of the data collected in this study reveals why 

working-class men consider that work is important in their life. Work is 

important to these working-class men because it is through work, that men 

can demonstrate their dignity, capability, responsibility, achievement, their 

ability to make a living and maintain their autonomy. It is also crucial to 

point out that work is critical to whether or not these men can develop 

friendship or other forms of social relations. As reported by these men, if 

they were unemployed, they were unable to maintain friendships as they 

were unable to hang out with their friends. Informants also stated that if 

they were unable to maintain such relations, it would be more difficult for 

them to look for jobs. Some informants shared that they would keep a 

relationship and would spend leisure time with others because of the 

importance of making use of this relation to maintain access to jobs. To 

this point, it is shown that men’s friendship seems to favour the 

instrumental side, and that means they make use of this relationship to 

pursue their personal interest. In the case of the working-class men in this 

study, their personal interest is in seeking for jobs. However, not all men 

treat their friendships as instrumental. Some reported that they enjoyed 

leisure activities when they were with their friends. This was demonstrated 

in the case of Liu. Liu would join activities, such as social gatherings or 
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even sports activities. The variance in friendship shows that even though 

informants in this study are all working-class men, their behaviours 

towards a particular issue may still be diverse.  

 Making use of a relationship is common among Chinese people. Farh 

et al (1998) and Zang (2006) discussed that Chinese people would use 

guanxi to pursue one’s interest. Within Chinese culture, it is expected that 

guanxi will replace a formal relationship, and making use of guanxi will 

help one to get what one wants in an efficient way. As in the case of some 

informants such as Cheung and Tsang, they had never gained work from 

any formal channel, but could do so through their own networks. Most of 

the time, they got jobs when they were hanging out in a Chinese 

restaurant. With this in mind, one can find that if a working-class man is 

unable to spend his leisure time with his friends because of his financial 

condition, he cannot make use of these relations, and this will limit his 

opportunity to have access to a job. On the other hand, because some 

working-class men have over-emphasized work, they have overlooked 

other aspects in their life such as personal interest and personal 

development, and these are the aspects they rarely talk about.   

Apart from the network in seeking for jobs, the findings in this study 

indicate that some working-class men would participate in social life other 

than working life. Some informants said that they had been engaged in 

some volunteer work. In participating in volunteer work, informants found 

that they could contribute to the community in another form. Similar to the 

findings of Doucet (2004), when men participated in volunteer work, they 

intended to display something they were good at and at the same time 

could demonstrate their traditional masculine identity. This is why they 
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would do some repair work for the elderly and for other single parent 

families. They would also help the elderly with removals. These kinds of 

volunteer work are seldom performed by women, and these activities can 

best express their masculinity. From their behaviour, it is suggested that 

volunteer work is a gendered activity. Some forms of volunteer work will be 

demonstrated by men and some other forms will be demonstrated by 

women. In doing volunteer work, men are doing gender. 

Even when working-class men are unemployed and can only 

participate in unpaid volunteer work, they are not eager to engage in 

anything that they consider to be dominated by women. Carrying a 

traditional masculine identity where one can show his strength and the 

capability to work individually is important to these working-class men. 

This also explains why when informants were asked whether or not they 

were supportive of their wives having employment, their views were often 

conservative, and why they were reluctant to devote most of their time to 

household duties. It is because they have the belief that men should work 

outside and be the provider for the family.   

 Discussions in this thesis suggest that if a working-class man is 

unemployed, and if he is in his middle life, he will find it difficult to adjust to 

the changes in the economy. These men have been relying on using 

personal networks to have access to jobs, and the inability to continue this 

kind of network will limit their job opportunities. This thesis also suggests 

that in addition to financial contribution, there are other forms of 

contributions that working-class men can make to stress their masculinity. 

However, working-class men are so entrapped in the myth that men 

should work outside and provide for the family, and they have directly 
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associated their masculinity with work. The inability to achieve this makes 

them feel that they are not performing an expected role, and this has in 

turn become a threat to their masculinity.  

 

5. Implications of this Study  

5.1 Understanding the Diversity of Working-class Men in Hong Kong 

 This research is one of few studies focusing on working-class 

Chinese men’s masculinities and the way they construct such identities. 

This study took place in Hong Kong where the majority population is 

Chinese. Although I have discussed working-class men’s masculinities in 

relation to some aspects emphasizing Chinese issues, such as Chinese 

culture and guanxi, men’s lives in Hong Kong are at the same time 

affected by certain specific cultures, such as the emphasis on work and 

productivity. Working-class men cannot rely on their physical strength to 

maintain employment in the service economy. It is in this context that when 

working-class men are constructing their masculinities, they have to 

negotiate with multiple aspects to make them able to survive in a changing 

society.      

 Following Connell’s (1995, 2005) argument in masculinities, the 

hegemonic form is considered the dominant form of masculinity. Most men 

may treat it as the exemplary type of masculinity as it represents power 

and status. Connell accepts however, that only a small portion of men 

actually possess hegemonic masculinity. Among men, there are also the 

marginalized and the subordinated types. Even though the male 

informants in this study were demonstrating that they were eager to look 

for a job with better working condition and better pay, they were unable to 
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achieve this. Men in this study were neither able to present a hegemonic 

type of masculinity in the Western model nor the wen masculinity in the 

Chinese culture, but rather a marginalized type of masculinity. 

 Nevertheless, these men are performing a type of masculinity that can 

present their distinctive masculine identity. Some informants demonstrated 

that they were different from other working-class men in the way that they 

did not share the same life style as what had been perceived as a 

prevalent culture among the working-class. Lee, for example, said that he 

liked to read and prepare some tea for himself when he had leisure. Tsang 

said that even if he was asked to go to Macau, he would not join his 

fellows at the casino, but would go back Hong Kong once he got his wage. 

Tsui, the informant with a disability, demonstrated that he could live a 

meaningful life when he worked as a volunteer. Fun, the informant who 

had operated some businesses, possessed a sense of entrepreneurship. 

The stories of the informants demonstrate that the lived experiences of 

working-class men are diverse, and thus, it is appropriate to understand 

their masculinity from their own standpoint (Coltrane, 1994), and to 

understand in what way they construct their masculinity in relation to other 

social structures.  

 Masculinity is not seen to be fixed and static, but that it evolves over 

time and must be considered together with one’s cultural background and 

social class. Connell (2005) states that “terms such as ' hegemonic 

masculinity' and ' marginalized masculinities' name not fixed character 

types but configurations of practice generated in particular situations in a 

changing structure of relationships” (Connell, 2005: 81). Considering the 

male informants in this study, even though they were all working-class 
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men, they had diverse life experiences, and constructed their masculinities 

in relation to their own social practices and interactions with other social 

structures. That was why even though they were all working-class men, 

they displayed a distinctive masculine identity. Their performance in social 

arenas also showed that they did not necessarily feel they were 

homogenous with working-class culture and identity. The stories of Lee, 

Tsang, Tsui and Fun supported this claim. Financially, Lee, Tsang, Tsui 

and Fun lived a working-class life style, but they differentiated themselves 

from other working-class men in other aspects, and thus showed that they 

had internalized the Chinese dominant masculinity wen, and attempted to 

enact this ideal in their social practice.       

 

5.2 Implications for Theoretical Discussions 

 In understanding how working-class men construct their masculinity, I 

have adopted the concepts and theories of Connell and Bourdieu. Though 

some other scholars have used these theories in understanding men 

(Willot and Griffin 2004; Nixon 2006, 2009), these previous works were 

addressing the issues in Western society. In focusing on working-class 

men in Hong Kong however, this study has put the emphasis on Chinese 

culture, to explore ways the theories can be applied to the local context.   

 

5.2.1 Constructing Various Forms of Masculinity 

 Connell’s theory of masculinities has been the foundation of my 

understanding to the various masculine identities, and provides a 

framework that I have used for understanding how working-class men 

negotiate their masculinities with the social structures in relation to power, 
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production, emotional attachment and symbolism. In this thesis, I have 

discussed the relations of men with work, family, and their social life; thus, 

suggesting the ways working-class men construct their masculinities. 

Even though work, family life and social life are distinctive aspects, these 

represent some crucial features in social structures. Work relates to power 

and production, and through work men can express their power in social 

relations, and can demonstrate their dominance in the family. Family life is 

another aspect related to power and production, especially in the arena of 

the division of labour in domestic households. Such a gender division of 

labour reflects the status of women and men in the family, and it also 

reflects a man’s view of household responsibility. Although cathexis or 

emotional relations in Connell’s term refers to the sexual desire of a man, 

it also implies emotional attachment and intimacy, and in addition to 

familial relationship, friendship is another kind of emotional attachment 

that the informants have developed. In this study, informants revealed that 

they were reluctant to engage in changing social relations with their 

previous networks. They inferred that such changes are related to their 

status of unemployment. Instead of showing indifference to the changing 

social relations, most male informants disclosed that they were happy in 

maintaining a relationship with their fellows. Thus, they expressed sorrow 

when telling that they could no longer maintain their friendships.  

 It is noted that in Connell’s model, power and structure are 

emphasized, and with this understanding, is appropriate for the discussion 

of why patriarchy has been normalized in society. Nevertheless, Connell 

has also highlighted that only very few men actually possess hegemonic 

masculinity, and the rest are displaying other types of masculinities. For 
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instance, the informants in this study are displaying working-class and 

marginalized masculinities. Connell (2005) has argued that an important 

way to understand masculinity is through recognizing the relations 

between the various forms of masculinity; how different forms of 

masculinity will become subordinated to the hegemonic form of 

masculinity. In other words, understanding the relation between these 

forms of masculinity and how a man constructs his masculinity in social 

practice is important. In this way, even for a working-class man, if he has 

the chance to be exposed to a new social relation other the one he has 

previously developed, he may demonstrate a new form of masculinity. For 

instance, in addition to his working-class social status, Fun had the chance 

to set up a small business, and he demonstrated a form of 

entrepreneurship, and this is something different from others’ 

working-class experience.  

 Informants’ stories tell us that they do not necessarily identify with 

what is understood by working-class masculinity, and even though they 

are experiencing marginalization, they do not necessarily identify with the 

form of marginalized masculinity. Informants are formulating a specific 

form of masculinity that is not only differentiating themselves from others, 

but living an individualized form of masculinity that can best represent their 

own self and the interaction with other social structures.    

 

5.2.2 Embodying Symbolic Capital 

 Informants in this study do not actually experience the structured 

advantages that being a man has brought them, and some do not actually 

take on a male breadwinner role. However, it is suggested from the data 
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that informants are not willing to relinquish their breadwinner status. This is 

similar to the findings of Willot and Griffin (2004). Adopting Bourdieu’s 

concept of capital, I argue that these men are not willing to give up their 

provider role because they do not have the forms of capital that men of a 

higher social class have. They are unlike the middle-class men who have 

forms of cultural capital or economic capital. Furthermore, middle-class 

men can make use of their economic capital to pursue further cultural 

capital. Except for their physical strength, working-class men have limited 

access to other forms of capital that will enable them to express their 

power in the family or in society. It is in this way that working-class men 

claim that they are still the breadwinner in the family; and in claiming this 

breadwinner status, working-class men can express their symbolic power.  

Even though working-class men may not have actual power, symbolic 

power enables them to share what other men are benefiting from; the 

gender division of domestic labour being an example. It is argued that 

working-class men have internalized what they consider to be the 

structured advantages that men have and that keeping a breadwinner 

status will enable them to have access to these advantages. Overall, the 

breadwinner status provides working-class men with symbolic capital that 

makes them feel they are socially recognized and they can express 

something they value. In Hong Kong society where an individual’s success 

is frequently measured by one’s ability to generate financial resources and 

productivity, other forms of contribution are rarely stressed. In this situation, 

when a working-class man faces difficulties in providing for the family, 

much pressure will be placed on him. Thus, it is logical to say that the way 

working-class men associate their masculinity with work is socially 
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constructed.       

 

5.3 Implications for Social Policy and Social Services 

 The policy and social service suggestions outlined below are mainly 

focused on working-class men who are middle-aged, and the suggestions 

are based on the findings of this research. These suggestions however, 

may also benefit men as a collective social group and women in general. 

The suggestions are tools to enhance the life chances of working-class 

men and the balance between work and family life.   

 

5.3.1 Directions of Social Policy and Social Service for Men 

 Social policy debates on men and masculinity have recently caught 

attention in Hong Kong and one of the themes in these debates is on the 

‘cost of masculinity’ (Messner, 1997). Emphasis on the cost of masculinity 

addresses only men’s individual problems and will antagonize the gender 

relations between men and women. Debates about men’s job 

opportunities being taken by women, and men being discriminated against 

in certain industries are some examples (Wen Wui Po, 2009; Sing Tao 

Daily, 2010). Such arguments stress that men’s positions are taken by 

women and that men are no longer dominant in the labour market. 

However, such arguments are not representative, as not all men are being 

discriminated against in the labour market. The direction of social policy 

addressing the needs of men should focus on the implications of multiple 

masculinities (Connell, 1995, 2005; Hearn, 2010). Hearn (2010) argues 

that the different processes and forms of masculinity will present 

challenges for social policy development. Therefore, instead of addressing 
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men’s problems individually or with an antagonistic stance against women, 

policy makers should develop policies that are able to tackle structural 

inequalities.  

Chan (2001) and Leung, and Chan (2012), have discussed the 

limitations of social services for men in Hong Kong, with one of the main 

critiques again being related to the emphasis on the cost of masculinity, 

but seldom address the issues arising from the segregated gender roles 

and the diversity and differences among men. It is suggested that social 

service providers should enhance gender sensitivity and ‘reconceptualize 

masculinity’ (Dominelli (2002) as cited in Leung and Chan (2012)). This 

means service providers have to challenge men’s domination over women, 

and to work towards restructuring men’s relationship with other men and 

women (Leung and Chan, 2012). Service providers should also help men 

reflect on their masculinity, recognize their changing roles in society and in 

the family, and to re-think their conception of work.  

   

5.3.2 Reviewing Work-first Principle in Employment Services

 Another condition leading to the situation in which working-class men 

are less likely to find a better job with more protection, relates to their poor 

educational background and the limited skills they possess. Though there 

are retraining programs, many of these may not be suitable for 

working-class men. As mentioned in this thesis, working-class men 

frequently hold a work-first principle, and they prefer to look for jobs that 

will enable them to express their masculinity. However, such a work-first 

principle will drive working-class men to work in settings that may have 

only very low wages. This has contributed to the exploitation of their labour 
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and the production of the ‘cheap workforce’ (Gorz, 1999). With this in mind, 

the delivery of retraining courses should also cater to the specific gender 

display of working-class men. However, emphasizing job retraining 

courses is not sufficient to help working-class men seek jobs, and the 

existing retraining courses stress the work-first principle. This means that 

the retraining organizations will push the trainees to the labour market 

even if the employment is on a short contract term. Thus, retraining 

organizations should review the indicators in evaluating the effectiveness 

of the retraining programs. It is suggested that some kinds of construction 

of infrastructure and government funded or subsidized public works should 

be kept in place. These may provide a more stable environment in the 

labour market that can suit the needs of the working-class men. 

 

5.3.3 Tackling Casualization of Work 

 Informants’ unfavourable financial conditions are associated with 

employment. For those who have employment, they may encounter the 

problems of insufficient working hours, and as they work on a daily wage 

basis, the number of working days has severe influence on the monthly 

wage they can earn. Although the local economic environment is largely 

related to the global situation, measures should be enhanced to tackle the 

issues related to under-employment, self-employment and other forms of 

casualization of work. Measures like protecting the status of the workers to 

limit making use of self-employment as a way to minimize the commitment 

of the employers should be introduced. Since the implementation of the 

Mandatory Provident Fund (MPF) in the year end of 2000, employees in 

some industries have been forced to change their status of employment to 



284 
 

self-employment. In this way, employers do not have to pay the provident 

fund for the self-employed workers, and they do not have to take care of 

the workers’ job welfare.  

As mentioned in the introduction of this thesis, a large portion of 

self-employed workers are men. Most of the self-employed jobs are found 

in the construction industry and transportation industry, and as 

working-class men are occupying the lowest positions in these industries, 

they are the victims in self-employment. Informants such as Tsang and Liu 

are self-employed workers, and they are not entitled to enjoy any job 

welfare. Thus, self-employed workers are marginalized in the labour 

market. Increasing in the number of self-employed jobs is a form of 

casualization of work, and it is again an under-valuation of the workers’ 

labour force. Increasing job benefits are possible initiatives that may 

alleviate the problems incurred from casualization of work. These 

directives are to make employers commit to the welfare of the workers.  

 

5.3.4 Standard Working Hours 

 Although some men reported that they obtained insufficient working 

hours rather than extensive working hours, long working hours have also 

become a problem in the labour market. The worst situation is that when 

workers have worked over-time, they may not be entitled to receive extra 

wage payments, and thus employers are able to further exploit employees. 

Setting standard working hours is a means to make the employers 

recognize the rights of employees. At the same time, workers can choose 

not to work beyond normal working hours, and they can spend more time 

with their family or pursuing their interests. This may also encourage 
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paternal involvement and work-life balance.    

 

5.3.5 Enhancing Men’s Awareness about Health 

 Although men are in general less aware of their own health, this lack 

of awareness about health is similar to unemployment. Working-class men 

are working in jobs that require them to display their physical strength. In 

order to keep this physical strength, they have to keep put on weight. This 

is kind of unhealthy lifestyle. Men are also reluctant to participate in health 

checks. Even if they were to attempt to access health care, there is a lack 

of a health check-up service for men in the public health care system, and 

the lack of this service discourages men from taking action to preserve 

their own health. In addition to the proposals on confronting working-class 

men’s unhealthy beliefs and life style, implementation of a health check-up 

service in the public health system is also important in allowing 

working-class men to take precautions at an affordable price.  

  

5.3.6 Supporting Men as Care Givers 

 Some informants said that they were eager to seek jobs but that they 

had to take care of young children. Some stated that the charges of the 

existing child care or child support services were too expensive. This 

meant that if their wives were to enter the labour force, the wages might 

not be sufficient to cover the cost. If men and their spouse choose to work, 

adequate child support services should be delivered. The age limit of the 

children placed in child care and child support services should also be 

readjusted to fit the needs of families. It is proposed that child support 

services for various age groups of children should be provided and that 
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these should be subsidized by the government. This will further cater for 

the needs of families if the operating hours of these services can fit their 

working hours. The societal view on men as care giver still reflects rather 

conservative position, and men show reservations about taking on the role 

as a care giver because they think that they are expected to provide for the 

family. This conservative perspective on men’s role has limited the 

development of other alternate roles for men.   

 

5.3.7 Anti-poverty Policy 

 The direction of the suggested anti-poverty policy is not only to 

alleviate employment difficulty, but also on helping the younger generation 

avoids poverty. As shared by informants in this study, they wanted their 

children to have a better education and to have a better job. However, with 

the limited resources of these working-class men, they might not be able 

to provide an environment that would be favourable to their children’s 

education and life chances. Policy makers should consider a policy that 

will help the younger generation from poor families to develop their 

capacities.   

 

5.3.8 Reconstruction of the Gendered Division of Labour  

 At first glance, reconstruction of the gender division of labour may not 

be related to social policy. When looking into the embedded perspectives 

of both women and men however, it is clear that the gendered division of 

labour is a social construct and that this can be handled by social policy. 

Although gender equality has been promoted for years, the current 

situation does not show any improvement. At least, in the perspective of 
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the informants, they still consider that men should be the breadwinner, and 

women should be the care provider. In addition to this polarity in gender 

roles, there should be more options that women and men will find suitable 

in their situation. Suggestions in this section have raised issues in 

protecting the welfare and work conditions of the labourers, setting the 

standard working hours and to promote a work-life balance atmosphere, 

enhancing the delivery of child support services so that both women and 

men can have more options other than solely taking care of the family. If a 

work-centred ideology is still in force, this will not be favourable to 

reconstructing the gendered division of labour. Working-class men in this 

study are still clinging to the male breadwinner identity and the adherence 

to this identity makes their participation in domestic and caring duties 

something at a lower priority. Reconstruction of the gendered division of 

labour is an attempt to challenge the dominant discourse on masculinity. If 

this is achieved, this will help to free men from the shackles of traditional 

masculinity.  

The essence in the reconstruction of the gendered division of labour 

is that apart from the breadwinning role, there should be other alternatives 

that men can find to position themselves in. Some men are unemployed 

and they are performing as family carers while some are working as 

volunteers. Although some men are working full-time, their wages are 

insufficient to maintain the living of their family, and their wife has to work 

to share the family responsibility. Some men try to redefine their familial 

roles by engaging in different forms of domestic duties. These examples 

illustrate that if men are given alternatives, they can be encouraged to take 

on roles that suit their lived experience.              
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5.4 Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

 This study contributes to the research of the lived experiences of 

working-class men in Hong Kong by revealing men’s voices in different 

aspects of life. These include the ways working-class men construct their 

sense of masculinity in relation to work, the interactions between work and 

their family life, and how their social experiences affect their chances of 

obtaining a job. Nevertheless, as with other studies, this thesis is not 

without limitations. Some of these limitations result from time pressure in 

writing the thesis, while others are the result of inherent limitations in the 

type of data collected. Throughout the discussion, I will also propose the 

possibilities to conduct future work based on the findings in this study.  

 Informants in this study were all working-class men. Though some 

were unemployed, it was not easy to arrange an appointment with them. 

For those who had a job, there was further difficulty in arranging interviews. 

The difficulty in arranging interviews reflected that they had to find 

something to be engaged in, so that they would not present themselves as 

being someone with too much free time. As a male researcher, I thought 

that I had the advantage to interview men, as we shared a common 

language and that I might be in a better position to understand their ways 

of thinking. When I began collecting data however, I realized that my 

biological sex as a male was not necessarily an advantage. Rather, the 

relationship with gate keepers was important in making men participate in 

this research. As the majority of the informants were social service users 

or volunteers, my acquaintance with the social service workers and the 

social service setting was an advantage to devise topics for discussions. 
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Involving myself in assisting informants was sometimes crucial in 

facilitating men to speak, especially when the informants did not know me. 

Before doing some interviews, I had done some fieldwork and had joined a 

men’s group for a number of sessions. Two informants were from that 

men’s group, and my presence helped them know me in advance of the 

interviews. Interviewing men was sometimes more difficult than 

interviewing women. In most cases, men were not so presentable, and 

instead of using language to express themselves, preferred to use their 

behaviour.  

 It is suggested therefore, that other than only conducting in-depth 

interviews, other forms of fieldwork such as observation or even 

ethnographic methods would further contribute to understanding men. It is 

important to adopt other research methods to supplement the difficulties 

and insufficiencies in interviewing men.  

 In addition to the aforesaid limitation, inadequacies of data are also 

observed and this is related to recruitment of informants. Such a limitation 

can be understood from two points, one of which is associated with the 

source of informants I could reach. I could only reach the potential 

informants through social workers and labour union organizers, and this 

affected the informants whom I could interview. The other is associated 

with the type of informants who had participated in this research. As 

mentioned, as I had to rely on the gate keepers to access the informants, it 

is unavoidable that most of the informants have experiences in social 

services; either in participating in volunteer work or receiving social 

services. This experience in social service might make them somewhat 

different from other working-class men who have not taken part in any 
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forms of social service.  

This study aims to answer in what way working-class men construct 

their masculinities, and this question has itself limited the recruitment of 

informants. In this study, only working-class men who were in their middle 

age were selected to participate in interviews. It was expected that men in 

their middle age would be able to share more about their work experience 

and the meaning of work that these men had constructed. Instead, the 

selection of informants limited the adequacies of data. The present study 

has only discussed the life experience of the working-class men who are 

already at the stage of middle-age. The experience of the younger 

generation of men is not included. Though it is assumed that the younger 

generation may be better educated and that they are more adapted to the 

changing economy, whether or not this is really the situation is yet to be 

studied.  

 Gendering of work is probably another theme for future research. As I 

have mentioned throughout this thesis, working-class men admitted that 

they would inevitably be associated with service jobs if they wanted to 

maintain a paid work. Some of the informants were actually working in 

service work such as truck drivers and goods delivery workers. The 

current study has discussed the types of service jobs middle-age 

working-class men would engage in, whether or not they can reproduce 

their gender identities through service work is not covered.    

Another limitation in this study is the lack of discussion of the lives of 

men of other social classes who are experiencing other forms of 

marginalization and subordination. The current study has only discussed 

the lives of working-class Chinese men, but men of other ethnicities, 
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sexual orientations and disabilities are not covered. Even though some 

informants were disabled, the focus of the study was not particularly on 

their disability but on how their disability had affected their employment. 

There is a lack of discussion of whether working-class men and 

middle-class men construct their masculinities in different ways, and 

whether middle-class men have different perspectives on work, family and 

other aspects in their life.  

 This study also has the limitation of topics covered in interviews. 

Cathexis in Connell’s work carries the meaning of sexuality, but this aspect 

has not been covered in this study. This has inevitably affected the 

adequacy of data analysis, as sexuality is not only part of a man’s life, it is 

also related to power and dominance. As most of the informants in this 

study are already in their middle-age, sexuality may carry an important 

meaning in how they perceive their masculinities. However, exploring the 

topic of sexuality in Chinese society could be difficult and sensitive, and it 

is uncommon for Chinese to talk about sex openly.  

 Responding to the limitations just mentioned, there are areas that can 

be covered in future research on men. First, instead of limiting the 

discussion to men at the stage of middle-life, it would useful to explore the 

experience of men at different stages in their life cycle. Men at different 

stages are exposed to the confrontation of a mixture of cultures which, 

together with the configuration of the changes in the structure of economy, 

may influence the ways they construct their masculine identities. Second, 

since middle-class men have access to more resources and possess more 

forms of capital than working-class men do, how they construct their 

masculinities may contribute more specifically in identifying the diversities 
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among men. Expanding the scope to cover men in other socio-economic 

statuses would generate knowledge in understanding whether or not men 

of different social classes construct their masculinities in a different way 

and how their social class impact on their distinctive interpretation to 

various aspects of life. This may also offer an opportunity to investigate 

whether or not the risk of unemployment is equally shared by all men.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



293 
 

Table 1 

Labour Force and Labour Force Participation Rates (LFPRs) by Sex 
In 1982, 1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007, 2011  

Period 

Male Female Both sexes 

No. ('000) LFPR (%) No. ('000) LFPR (%) No. ('000) LFPR (%)

1982 1 600.3   81.3   897.8   47.5 2 498.1   64.7

1987 1 727.5   80.3 1 000.7   48.7 2 728.2   64.9

1992 1 766.0   78.1 1 026.3   46.3 2 792.3   62.4

1997 1 954.9   75.1 1 279.9   47.9 3 234.8   61.3

2002 1 958.1   72.4 1 514.5   51.9 3 472.6   61.7

2007 1 953.6   70.4 1 668.7   53.1 3 622.3   61.2

2011 1 942.7   68.4 1 760.4   53.0 3 703.1   60.1

 Source: Census and Statistics Department, HKSAR  

 

Table 2 

Unemployment Rate by Sex and Age (40 and over) in 1982, 1992, 2002, 
2007, 2011  

Period Sex 

Unemployment rate (%) 

40 - 49 50 - 59 60 and over 

1982 Male   3.0   4.3   2.7 

Female   1.9   1.6   1.3 

Both sexes   2.7   3.6   2.3 

1992 Male   1.5   1.9   0.8 

Female   1.0   1.0   0.9 

Both sexes   1.3   1.7   0.8 

2002 Male   7.1   9.1   5.5 

Female   6.0   6.5   2.9 

Both sexes   6.7   8.2   5.0 

2007 Male   3.7   4.9   2.8 

Female   3.1   4.0   1.5 

Both sexes   3.5   4.6   2.5 

2011 Male   3.0   3.9   2.0 

Female   2.5   2.2   2.0 

Both sexes   2.7   3.3   2.0 

Source: Census and Statistics Department, HKSAR 
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Table 3 

Underemployment Rate by Industry from 2008 to 2011  

Period 

Industry 

Manufacturing Construction

Import/export 

trade and 

wholesale

Retail, 

accommodation 

and food services 

Transportation, 

storage, postal 

and courier 

services, 

information and 

communications

2008   1.5   10.6   0.4   1.6   2.1

2009   1.7   12.0   0.6   2.1   2.6

2010   1.5   9.5   0.5   2.0   2.2

2011   1.3   7.6   0.4   1.7   2.2

Source: Census and Statistics Department, HKSAR 

 

Table 4  

Unemployment Rate by Previous Industry from 2008 to 2011  

Period 

Previous Industry 

Manufacturing Construction

Import/export 

trade and 

wholesale

Retail, 

accommodation 

and food services 

Transportation, 

storage, postal 

and courier 

services, 

information and 

communications

2008   4.5   6.7   2.6   5.0   3.0

2009   6.2   10.0   4.6   7.0   4.8

2010   4.7   6.9   4.1   5.8   3.8

2011   4.0   5.6   3.1   4.6   3.0

Source: Census and Statistics Department, HKSAR 
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Appendix One  
 
The Interview Guide 
 
1. The Opening Phrase  

1.1 Thanks for your willingness to help me in this research. Before I 
ask any questions, I wonder if you would like to know more about 
what I am interested in. 
1.2 I would like you to tell me the story of your life. Begin at the 
beginning. Tell me as much as you remember. After you have told me 
your story, I will ask you some questions. 

 
2. Basic Demographic Data 

2.1 Informant’s age 
2.2 Marital status 
2.3 Number of children 
 

3. Schooling and Work History 
3.1 Any formal schooling 
3.2 Work history 
3.3 Meaning of work 
3.4 Length of unemployment 
3.5 Feelings of unemployment 
3.6 Ways to tackle unemployment  
 

4. Social Welfare Experience and History 
4.1 Experience in seeking for assistance 
4.2 Experience in social welfare  
4.3 Views on receiving social welfare 
4.4 Other forms of social welfare experience 

 
5. Health 

5.1 General health conditions 
5.2 Any disability  
 

6. Family 
6.1 Relation with family members including extended family 
6.2 Role as a husband 
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6.3 Role as a father 
6.4 Division of labour in household 
 

7. Social Life and Social Relationship 
7.1 Relation with friends/ workplace fellows 
7.2 Any difficulty in maintaining a relationship with others 
7.3 Forms of social life  
7.4 Any personal interest 
 

8. Gender Perspective 
8.1 What a man should be 
8.2 Views on women’s labour force participation 
8.3 Problems men are experiencing 
 

9. Concluding Remarks 
9.1 Before we come to the end of the interview, I would like to know if 
there would be any supplementary material you want to provide. 
9.2 I may want to talk to you again if I find that I am unclear of some 
of the points.  
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Appendix Two 
 
Brief Description of the Informants  
(To protect the privacy of the informants, names of the informants are 
pseudonyms) 
 
 Age Marital status / 

Number of 

children  

Schooling Work history Social welfare / 

volunteer 

experience  

Tsui 64 Married/ one 

adult child 

No 

schooling 

Silk factory 

worker, bus 

ticket-selling 

worker, worker 

in a department 

store, thread 

factory worker 

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 

payments 

since he lost 

his eye-sight, 

was a 

volunteer in an 

organization 

serving the 

blind 

Fun 48 Divorced/ three 

adult children 

but not living 

with him 

Primary 

level in 

Hong Kong

Apprentice in an 

shop repairing 

electrical 

appliance, 

apprentice in a 

factory, factory 

worker, 

tax-driver, a 

hawker, 

restaurant 

owner, lorry 

driver, worked in 

a bus company  

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 

payment after 

unemployment, 

and attended 

employment 

retraining 

course, was a 

volunteer in a 

social service 

organization 

Tin 50 Married/ two 

children with 

one studying in 

primary school 

and the other is 

Secondary 

level in 

Hong Kong

Worked in 

container 

terminal, taxi 

driver 

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 

payment since 

unemployment, 
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at pre-school 

age  

and was a 

volunteer in a 

social service 

organization 

Tsang 43 Married/ two 

children, one 

studying in 

secondary 

school, the 

other in 

kindergarten 

Junior 

secondary 

level in 

Mainland 

China 

Factory worker, 

welding worker, 

worker 

distributing 

newspapers, 

repairing roads 

and disposing of 

domestic 

wastage, sam 

hong worker 

Had received 

assistance 

from social 

worker in 

housing  

Ng 63 Married/ three 

children, one 

was at work, the 

other two were 

studying in 

secondary 

school 

No 

schooling 

Factory worker, 

truck driver, fruit 

stall owner 

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 

payment as a 

supplement to 

his low income

Liu 44 Married/ no 

child 

Junior 

primary 

level in 

Vietnam 

Worker in a zip 

factory, worker 

repairing 

electrical 

appliances, 

worker in 

kitchen utensil 

factory, and a 

truck driver 

A volunteer in a 

workers’ union 

Cheung 60 Married/ one 

child studying in 

kindergarten 

Primary 

level in 

Kong Kong

Apprentice in 

making 

furniture, sailor, 

sam hong 

worker 

Had received 

welfare 

payment until 

his wife found 

a job  

Lee 52 Married/ three 

children 

studying in 

Secondary 

level in 

Mainland 

Factory worker, 

hawker, 

goods-delivering 

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 
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secondary 

school 

China worker payments to 

supplement his 

low income 

Wah 51 Re-married/ 

lived with one 

child studying in 

primary school 

Primary 

level in 

Mainland 

China 

Hawker, 

goods-delivery 

worker, worker 

in a bus 

company, 

construction site 

worker, building 

security guard 

Had been 

receiving 

welfare 

payment since 

he got hurt in 

an industrial 

incident 
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Appendix Three 
 
Consent Form 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH  

 
Masculinities at Risk? Life Experiences of Employment and Unemployment 

among Men in Hong Kong 

 

I _______________________ hereby consent to participate in the captioned research 

conducted by __Tam Kin Yuen_.   

I understand that information obtained from this research may be used in future research 

and published. However, my right to privacy will be retained, i.e. my personal details 

will not be revealed.   

The procedure as set out in the attached information sheet has been fully explained. I 

understand the benefit and risks involved. My participation in the project is voluntary.   

I acknowledge that I have the right to question any part of the procedure and can 

withdraw at any time without penalty of any kind. 

 

Name of participant                                                                                                                           ___________________ 

Signature of participant                                                                                                                       ________________ 

Name of researcher                                                                                                                            ___________________ 

Signature of researcher                                                                                                                      _________________ 

Date                                                                                                                                                   __________________ 
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參與研究同意書 

  

 「男性特質」的危機：香港失業男士的經驗 

  

  

本人___________________同意參與由___譚建元____開展的上述研究。 

  

本人知悉此研究所得的資料可能被用作日後的研究及發表，但本人的私隱權

利將得以保留，即本人的個人資料不會被公開。 

  

研究人員已向本人清楚解釋列在所附資料卡上的研究程序，本人明瞭當中涉

及的利益及風險；本人自願參與研究項目。 

  

本人知悉本人有權就程序的任何部分提出疑問，並有權隨時退出而不受任何

懲處。 

  

參與者姓名  ______________________________________                     

 

 

參與者簽署   ______________________________________                                              

 

 

研究人員姓名 _____________________________________ 

 

 

研究人員簽署 _____________________________________ 

 

 

日期 _____________________________________________ 
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