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SOCIAL CHANGE AND GENDER ISSUES: 
LOOKING AT NEW MALE JOB CHOICES 

Letizia Carrera1  

Abstract: The paper aims to analyze how the performative dimension of gender 
affects heavily the social expectations in relation of some jobs. This qualitative research is 
focused on the life-stories and choices of some men who have chosen, and sometimes who 
have accidentally begun, care giving jobs, traditionally “suitable for women”. Their words 
and their explanations have been the starting point of a reflection on gender issues, and on 
current changes. At last, the attention is focused on institutional choices, and their 
importance for changing gender representations. 
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1. Gender and the socialization process 
 

In this essay, we focus on the deep changes in the gender representations 
which have been the concern of the Italian social context but also the international 
one for too long a time. This process has not followed and does not follow a linear 
development and goes through sudden accelerations: just think of the ideology and 
the movements in the 70s, but also the slowdowns and even regressive moments. 
So we need to reflect about the gender representations in a historical perspective, 
but starting from the specific contents which connote them today, looking at the 
reinforcement processes of those representations, but also of the changes which 
have characterized them.  Also nowadays gender, or better genders, are the object 
of a wide debate focused on their being or not produced by culture. On the one 
hand, the innatist perspective, on the other hand, the constructionist one. Both 
consider that women and men have very different characteristics. Women “are” 
nice, emotional, sensitive, cerebral, sweet, “not rational” weak, “in need of help”, 
able with care2. Instead men are rational, “hard”, not emotional, strong, aggressive, 
pratical, inable with care. From the one side there are those who regard gender 
characteristics as something genetically determined, a sort of biological and social 
“destiny”. In this perspective the features which mark men and women would be 
attributable to this genetic equipment which makes them “naturally” different from 
each other. From the other side, on the contrary there are those who believe that 
differences between women and men are rather the result of a learning process, of a 
sort of “social imprinting” which subjects receive from the moment they are born. 
Therefore the idea of a sort of biologically determined nature is replaced by the 
idea of a sort of “social nature”, a “second nature” to be intended in a durkheimian 
                                                           
1 Researcher in Sociology,  Department of Philosophy, Literature, History and Social 
Sciences, University of Bari “Aldo Moro”, Italy. letizia.carrera@libero.it 
2 A model woman is expected to «be beautiful and shut up» is diffused yet! (Marzano 
2010). 
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sense. Margaret Mead (1950) – on the basis of her anthropological surveys – 
recognized the decisiveness of the influence of the referring cultural model, 
thematizing the difference between sex and gender. In this second perspective the 
processes of cross-gender socialization are completely central; in these processes 
subjects, born female and male, learn to be women and men3. In other words, 
gender becomes the organizing element of the whole normative and value assets, 
and consequently, it influences the choices and behaviors of women and men, just 
as women and men. Every gaze at the world is oriented by our regulatory and value 
models, our prejudices, our representations of reality. In this sense, gender has 
always represented a strong parameter for giving a sense, a lens to filter the reality 
in order to acquire even widely different meanings.  Gender plays a central role in 
organizing our implicit knowledge, we can say with Bourdieu, our habitus (1979), 
which go to substantiate the normative symbolic order. Gender is embedded and 
naturalized social order. The daily exposure to gender practices, i.e. separated 
according to gender, allows people to learn gender through those same practices 
which become incisive and efficient workings of socialization. Through the 
exposure to these practices people learn not only gender but especially naturalness. 
In this way, baby girls learn not only what being little girls, doing little girls means, 
as baby boys learn to do little boys, but moreover they learn that it could not be 
different than this, that they could do nothing else but “doing so”. The sexually-
differentiated and differentiating habitus are produced and reproduced in the daily 
life of subjects, men and women, through both a sort of unconscious mimesis and 
explicit indications. At the same time, there is the mechanism of gender’s social 
construction, and the concealment of its unnatural and artificial feature. This 
concealment leads to – and strengthens – the naturality of that way of being into 
the world. For all people who adapt to this gender status there are true symbolic 
rewards for the accordance with the common feeling. So people become 
«respectable» and get the symbolic privilege «to be respectable, according to the 
rules, so they enjoy a symbolic benefit of normality» (Bourdieu 2005: 127). The 
action of gender's social building is therefore complex and involves different social 
structures which can apply strong pressure on the socialization processes to the 
gender. Family, school and media (above all TV and cinemas) are certainly the 
agencies which have a particularly incisive power in influencing gender models, 
but especially in the process of naturalization of these models. Familiarity creates a 
sense of necessity of those contents and makes learning obvious and natural. 
 
2. Gender and job choices  

 
Job is still one of the places where this gender representation and self-

representation shows its drag force. And even all the ambivalence which still 
characterize the way of thinking at men and women. According to those who 

                                                           
3 Here we do not cite the widespread debate on the issue of “other genders” who fight to be 
recognized, and of their claims about asking the overcoming of a merely dichotomic 
concept of gender differences. We can also report some LBTG (Lesbian, Bisexual, 
Transgender, Gay) associations and movements.    
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believe in the constructionist approach, job could have showed how the “natural” 
female features were the result of long and invisible processes of socialization. 
Women, released from a traditional education, would have been able to break the 
invisible walls and assert themselves in the male sectors. This phenomenon would 
have showed how vitiated was the innatist ideology which explain the reasons of 
an insufficient presence of women in some sectors exactly searching for their bio-
psychic peculiarity that made them suitable for some types of job (cleaning and 
housekeeping and, as regarding “outside” jobs, only those ones which are 
considered an ideal appendage to these jobs) and not suitable for other jobs (“male 
jobs” which require a greater skill, high decision-making abilities etc.). But, though 
the undeniable changes, the cultural oppositions become visible exactly here and 
are recorded by statistical data which show not only the female employment on a 
lower level than the male employment4, but also concentrated in some sectors 
closer to social care giving activities. Women and men carry on being considered 
and considering themselves, as more suitable and well-versed for very different 
jobs and tasks. This situation soon determines the area of the possible and of the 
thinkable and, as a sort of a self-fulfilling  prophecy4, leading both women and men 
towards their natural social destinies. The gender socialization starts soon and it 
has, also, the shape of very different educational choices which lead women and 
men towards very different professional futures. Gottfredson (1981) elaborated the 
theory of circumscription  and compromise, according to which six-eight years old 
kids already develop a very clear perception of the most accessible works, and 
moreover, more appropriate for a woman or a man. It means that a range of 
working alternatives related to the gender representation is generated. Sometimes 
this range is very limited  and not always easily modifiable; its formation is 
significantly influenced also by the cultural level and the wider cultural capital of 
the belonging family and social group5. The parents' jobs, the interpretation of 
gender roles in the family experience, exercise, although not in a deterministic 
sense, an important influence in the construction of children's mental patterns and 
in their vision of the world, which end to influence, even unknowingly, choices and 
future attitudes. The family has an important role in socializing gender roles and, 
consequently, in reproducing inequality and gender disparities: «when moms and 
dads decide what to teach their Johns and Marys, they make exactly the right 
choice, in fact act with much more sociological sophistication than they should 
have, assuming of course, that the world is as they have known and it is what they 
want to reproduce» (Goffman 1979, 6). «The center of resistance to gender equality 
[that] runs in the family, at home, in the most basic practices» (Scisci, Vinci 2002, 
60). This kind of “gender imprinting” still today continues to influence the people 
self-representations starting from their gender belonging. These representations are 

                                                           
4 These trends seem to be structural and very far from being the result of short-term trends 
related to the crisis that has had effects on the job market for some years (Carrera 2011). 
5 This analytic line also supposed a decisive influence by role models, that is, people of the 
same sex performing professional activities which are distant from those traditionally 
defined as appropriate for a man or a woman (Gysbers et al. 2001). 
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united by a round causality with the wider social representations and this current 
situation still today shows how difficult is imaging women with male jobs (Cfr. 
Carrera 2011b) and similarly there are still a lot of “pink jobs” which are almost 
precluded to men. These “female jobs” are more bound to the housekeeping and 
the care giving, jobs which are imagined as the ideal appendage to the female job 
par excellence: the housewife! The housewife is the only job that, according to the 
Istat data, is considered a female job until at least 2000 or in some cases even until 
20046. Even in this case, words are at the same time a interesting observation point 
of the state of change, but also an important means able to interfere with this 
complex process of achievement/change of the gender representations. And even in 
this case, change is not only proved by the necessity of new words, but is also 
confirmed and made possible by those new words. But new words have to find also 
new frames where they can produce new effects. Cultural frames that have to be 
confirmed by legislative systems which roundly can reinforce and legitimate them. 
Still today it is valid a group of expectations founded by culture which limits the 
option set at people’s disposal and determines the job and social space where 
everybody, according to the own gender, can and have to move, and all choices 
those have to be done in order not to incur blame or even social penalties. 
 
3. Beyond traditional gender representation: Research interviews about new 

male job choices7 
 

Of course, something is changing. The traditional gender representations 
start to show substantial cracks. Women have begun to “infringe upon” 
traditionally male spaces for many decades, for example by doing jobs that before 
were reserved to men (Carrera 2011b). But also the opposite process is in progress. 
The world of traditional female jobs, those jobs which are regarded, as care giving 
activities, has begun to be performed and even chosen by men. And this concerns 
also the job of “housewife”. Starting from these considerations, we have 
implemented a qualitative survey which has allowed us to observe the presence of 
men employed in traditionally “female” jobs (Carrera 2013) and to examine 
itineraries, reasons and approaches. Between the end of 2012 and the beginning of 
2013, we carried out about forty interviews addressed to men employed as baby-
sitters, domestic helps, caretakers, male nurses, teachers and even house-husbands. 
The reference geographical area is Apulia. The main aspects have been: a) the 
itinerary these men have walked through towards their actual jobs; b) the senseand 
feeling with which their family and friends and themselves have regarded that. 
Through the analysis of the interviews we have been able to build a well-structured 
classification of four different types of men: resigned men, emotionless men, 
adapted men and innovators. Resigned are men who have fallen into their actual 
jobs. A big part of them have lost their previous jobs and afterwards they have tried 
to find something else. But they haven’t found anything and now they are 

                                                           
6 (Fagiani, Ruspini 2011, 95ff). 
7 We will refer to a research whose full results are published in Ruspini, Perra 2013. 
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discouraged and just resigned to stay in this new job condition. Indifferent are men, 
especially young men and university students, who don’t care about their actual job 
condition. They are just indifferent with respect to being employed in “female 
jobs”, as they themselves call them.  But they don’t care about this situation even 
because they don’t think of their actual jobs as “definitive” jobs, «jobs for the rest 
of their life life». Adapted are men who haven’t chosen their actual condition, but 
who now see it as a positive one. They like what they do, and appreciate all the 
new possibilities they have available (free time, more time with children, and 
above all a medium level of satisfaction for what they do). Innovators are those 
men who have chosen their job condition and moreover, they like it! Some of them 
are really fighters for “men’s rights” to be employed also in care giving jobs. They 
say that men are able to do it and, moreover, they can choose them if they want. 
Many of them are teachers and “stay at home men” and they report having more 
time with their children, more time for themselves and, in some cases, a better 
sense of their own life. Surely something has changed and something is changing, 
but there are many steps, a long way to arrive to a new definition of genders and 
relationship between them. And men and women have to reflect on this. Because, 
as research shows, women, as well as men are involved in traditional gender 
representations8. 
 
4. Gender and politics 
 

Politics has a key-role in hastening or on the contrary even opposing the 
process of change of gender representation. The social thought and the incentive 
towards a bigger change, which has interested these representations for some 
decades, need to be politically supported. The question now becomes wider, if we 
think of the laws that allowed women to become independent professionals, such 
as a magistrate, or more recently employed in the Army. Or think of the laws 
which replaced “maternity leave” with “parental leave”, according to the logic of 
shared parental care9. Or think of the very recent and discussed laws which require 
companies on the stock exchange to have at least 30% women on supervisory 
boards. There are also legislative proposals for the need to have an impartial 
presence of both genders on the electoral rolls, otherwise they will be considered 
unlawful. Also, the system of the double preference10 and the proposals of the 
“gender share” should all be according to a logic of equal democracy. But the 

                                                           
8 Some men tell about difficulties with their wives or girlfriends just because of their «too 
female jobs»! 
9 The first organic law on the subject was the law of 30 December 1971 n. 1204, which 
included provisions for maternity leave for females only. The rule was later amended with 
the law of 8 March 2000, no. 53, which for the first time introduced the use of parental 
leave for men. 
10 Similar to what has already been recognised by the regional electoral law adopted in 
Campania. Even Apulia tried to approve this law in 2013 with a first draft of a law, an 
initiative organized by people that raised subscriptions but then was rejected by the 
Regional Council. 
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process is still long and implementing an only “recently” officially recognized 
equality in real equality needs a great and shared responsibility. We need to deal 
with the cultural oppositions of principles or values which all people, men and 
women, have experienced. Widespread systems which show to be pervasive, with 
the consequence that making different choices, is lived with discomfort and 
embarrassment, not only by those who make them but also by those who are close 
to him/her. Parental decisions, for example, as a result of the above mentioned, 
continue to be taken only by women, accounting for almost 90% of the total 
amount. This is certainly a consequence of the economic reasons regarding the 
sacrifice of a part of the male wage, which is usually higher than their partners, but 
is also a reason why men feel ashamed amongst colleagues for making this kind of 
choice11. Even normative choices have to be necessary according to a totally 
updated gender logic12. Going forward, for example, we observe that the agreement 
on the parental permissions recently subscribed by European countries in 200913 
aims to build the conditions for a conciliation which considers, as unavoidable 
precondition, the sharing of the care responsibility by the two parents. This could 
be an important step in order to declare the parenting as normal life condition of 
the workers (women and men) and so to dispel the image of the mother who is 
stifled by several roles and thousands of tasks, with all the stereotypes and 
discriminations which follow; and also manage to overcome the invisibility of the 
paternity on the job and inside the organizations (Riva, Zanfrini2010).  Concerning 
these aims, the European good practices, and especially the Scandanavian ones, 
show to have been absolutely effective. We need to start from the safeguard of the 
“social normality” (Carrera 2009) and a welfare that, even though it has to deal 
with economic difficulties which have become relevant in this specific historical 
situation, is able to avoid every temptation to take only a residual aspect, by 
safeguarding only the desperate situation of poverty. It must exceed and go beyond 
the consideration and the safeguard of the social normality’s bracket, represented 
not by “poor people” without financial resources but by all people who can find the 
conditions to make also different job choices in a more careful welfare system. 
With good consequences both on the personal level and on the widen social level. 
Starting from the possibility that the sphere of the economic poverty does not 
expand, by swallowing up other families and other people inside14.  

                                                           
11 “What male workers feel about their capability of exercising care giving activities are 
patterned after what other male workers do in their job places” (Bygren and Duvander 
2006; Haas, Allard and Hwang 2002). 
12 Think of the symbolic value of the choice to fix only a day of compulsory leave and up to 
two days of leave optional: they are in a nutshell the days of absence from work to be 
recognized for the new father on the birth of a child. 
13 Proposal Com (2009) 410 30/07/2009 for a Council Directive implementing the recise 
Framework Agreement on parental concluded by Business Europe, Ueapme, Ceep an Etuc 
and repealing Directive 96/34/Ec. Reaffirming the right of employees of both sexes to 
"parental leaving", it extends its period and, above all, establishing the non-transferability 
of a part of it. 
14 We refer, for example, to the higher risk of poverty suffered by one-income families. 
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It means that territorial, national and international institutions have a fundamental 
role to contribute on changing traditional gender representations. And 
consequently, they have high responsibility to do that. 

 
Conclusions 

 
The change of the traditional gender patterns, like any other cultural change, 

can only be done over a long period of time and it has its own intrinsic complexity. 
And it can only be the result of a integrate approach which is able to build and 
teach a possible condition of difference. Men, as are women, are embedded in 
cultural and normative models, that they learn from childhood and that they 
incorporate as "second nature." Any chance of change starts from deconstructing 
and de-naturalizing these models, and understanding them as a result of learning 
that, as such, can be challenged and changed. But these patterns have for a long 
time been so well embedded in our culture, that it’s very difficult recognize them in 
our everyday life.  The starting point for all change is to take an ethnographic 
perspective. And we have to pay attention to any social and personal “space” where 
these gender representations occur and give results, but also where they are starting 
to become weaker. Because, as the results of our research show, something is 
changing. With women but also with men (although later), they are starting to 
“practice” new male models, new experiences “to be men”. But it’s only the 
starting point! There is strong resistance against this changing process at personal, 
social and, even, institutional levels. For these reasons we need to improve our 
ethnographic research to find and to collect these forms of change and these forms 
of resistance should be allowed a wide scientific debate that can drive social and 
institutional decisions and changes.  
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