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International instruments such as conventions, covenants, resolutions and declarations, and acts of nations have affirmed repeatedly that gender equality is not a concession but a human right of every woman and girl under international law. Every society, and especially those in authority, should be reminded of this legal sanctity intrinsic in gender equality.

For almost a decade, we have acknowledged that we need to work with men and boys to change prejudicial societal attitudes that hinder gender equality. The Platform for Action that accompanied the Beijing Declaration of 1995 highlighted, and the Outcome Document of Beijing +5 in 2000 affirmed, some important areas in which we should and can get men and boys to support gender equality actively. Sharing of domestic responsibilities, gender-based violence, and sexual health are some of them.

It is ideal that men and boys support gender equality willingly as a matter of principle. However, often enough, it is human nature to be more accepting of change when a clear benefit is perceived. That is why I believe we need to embrace a non-antagonistic approach that enlightens men and boys on how they will benefit when there is equality in the roles and expectations of women and men. This approach was discussed at the UN Expert Group Meeting on the Role of Men and Boys in Achieving Gender Equality held in Brazil in October 2003. The benefits can easily be illustrated when we talk about equal partnership in providing for the family, sharing of domestic responsibilities, and prioritising women and girls’ sexual and reproductive health.

The labour markets today are increasingly demanding of a worker’s time, and there is a growing number of men who are consequently craving for more balanced lives. I believe this is an opportune time for us to speak to traditional masculinity about how men’s quality of life will improve when women progress in the workplace and share the burden of providing for the family. With equal partnerships in providing for the family, men will gain the flexibility of time and energy to build on family relationships and their other aspirations in life. We should teach men and women, and boys and girls from as early on as we can, that, contrary to misguided traditional notions, remunerated work does not define gender.  

The benefits that men and boys gain when they support women and girls to exercise greater control over their sexual and reproductive health can, as we know, be easily and logically advocated as well. But as Dean Peacock pointed out in his paper for the UN expert group meeting in Brazil
, it is important to pay attention to men’s health concerns too if we are to enlist their help to promote gender equality. Indeed, when men and boys are not aware and concerned about their own health issues - which are often intertwined with women and girls’ - it is less likely that they would direct their minds to and care for the female gender’s right to negotiate for safer sex and family planning.

Hence, it is only logical to educate men and boys thoroughly about the serious health risks they run - such as HIV/AIDS infection – when they have multiple sex partners and are not making efforts to adopt safe-sex practices. Publicising candid testimonies of how some men and boys and their loved ones have suffered because of their callousness would be necessary sometimes to jolt them into changing their attitudes and behaviour. Given that over 70% of HIV infections worldwide are estimated to happen through sex between men and women, this approach seems to be what we need
. 

Teaching men to measure their masculinity in ways that do not carry traditional sexist attitudes is another important strategy that we must focus on. Redefining leadership and strength of a man through qualities such as displaying inner strength to handle all kinds of difficulties effectively, and in a father’s case, to also be a dependable figure for the children in terms of care, are strong tools to reshape misguided and destructive masculine values. The positive change in attitudes towards women’s roles and rights, which we can very reasonably expect from working on these strategies, will have a strong ripple effect on changing violent male behaviour.

In Singapore, where society has generally been traditional, attitudes towards gender roles have shifted for the better. There has been an increasing awareness on the importance of fathers’ involvement in the development of their children
. The Centre for Fathering (Singapore) has been working with individuals, corporations and community groups to create public awareness, equip fathers with parenting skills through fathering seminars and emphasise the importance of strong marriages in providing a nurturing environment for children
. 

In addition, the Government has been reviewing policies and programmes to help the family, and particularly to help women cope with work and family commitments
. The Government makes serious efforts to reach out to human resource personnels and employers to adopt family-friendly work programmes - such as child care programmes, telecommuting and part-time work arrangements - for both men and women. The Civil Service has taken the lead as a family-friendly employer
.  

The implementation of our agenda - getting men and boys to partner women and girls to promote gender equality - really boils down to education. If we are serious about it, we must show our commitment by investing more in educating entire communities on such gender perspectives. We should nip the problem in the bud: we should teach our boys and girls about gender equality even in their toddler years through their socialisation process. This education should be continued as a regular topic in their formal education years, and adapted for working men and women and senior citizens. Having continuing community discussions on this issue through the mass media will also help the masses confront the significance of the gender inequality injustice. 

In all this, we must be mindful of the blunt fact that men and boys - especially movements by men like the White Ribbon Campaign - are key to our cause. Such movements from the ground, involving men, can go a long way to help change male behaviour. Men, who have an ‘insider’s’ understanding of the male psyche, are probably more effective in teaching their own gender. With men and women working together effectively and visibly in more or less equal ratios, our promise to reach Goal 3 of the Millennium Development Goals would have a greater chance of fulfillment.
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