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Long before a leaked Supreme 
Court draft opinion revealed 
that by summer Roe v. Wade 

would likely be overturned, only 
pregnant people bore the burden 
of pregnancy—not just physically, 
but also financially. “Impreg-
nators” have always had the 
choice to walk away. Sure, they 
could be on the hook for child 
support  after  birth, but what if 
they could be held responsible 
for their actions before, from the 
moment of conception—just as 
the pregnant person is?

That question led two Penn-
sylvania state representatives 
to begin drafting a law to hold 
impregnators accountable. Legis-
lation proposed by Rep. Emily 
Kinkead (D-Pittsburgh), and Rep. 
Christopher M. Rabb (D-Phil-
adelphia), focuses on  “the civil 
offense of wrongful conception.” If 
enacted, it would require insemi-
nators to pay half of all costs 
related to a pregnancy. 

“Making it a civil offense 
for wrongful conception would 
allow pregnant people to finan-
cially recover 50 percent of all  
pregnancy-related costs,” Rep. 
Kinkead said.  “Not just medical bills, but also the cost of mater-
nity clothes, increased food expenses, birthing classes, doula 
care, mileage for travel to medical appointments, nursery furni-
ture and supplies, and many other expenses that occur during 
pregnancy.” It would also cover other pregnancy-related costs 
postpartum because, “the costs of pregnancy do not stop after 
birth,” Rep. Kinkead added. “Postpartum, a new parent can have 
pregnancy-related costs for up to a year. Impregnators must be 
held responsible to equally cover all expenses.”

While Rep. Rabb acknowledged that the proposed law could 
be seen as “a radical proposition, it’s fundamentally fair since the 
full physical and financial weight of a pregnancy—termination, 
miscarriage, stillbirth, or a successful delivery and postnatal 
care—are currently borne only by the impregnated person.”   

Many of Rabb’s and Kinkead’s conservative colleagues in the 
legislature are on record describing abortion as murder. “They 
want to force pregnant people to birth babies no matter what,” 
Rep. Rabb said. “They also seek to criminalize physicians who 
perform abortions or prohibit them from even discussing medical 
options with their patients. Yet, the one group responsible for 
100 percent of  conventional pregnancies that our pro-birth 
colleagues never want to hold to account: the impregnators,” he 
added. “Why?”

There are presently no laws in any US state impinging on 
the bodily autonomy of these men (primarily cisgender and 

heterosexual), Rabb pointed out, 
while the government continues 
to impose innumerable restric-
tions on women and girls.

Both Rep. Rabb and Rep. 
Kinkead see the situation as a 
“sexist double-standard that’s too 
often underestimated, misunder-
stood or ignored by cisgender 
men across the political spec-
trum,” Rabb told me. In 2021, 
when he proposed a satirical law 
to mandate that “inseminators” 
get vasectomies within six weeks 
of turning 40 or after siring their 
third child, he was met with a 
torrent of racist, misogynistic and 
homophobic responses from men 
across the country (see Fall 2021, 
page 2). 

“As a cis, hetero man in an 
overwhelmingly male policy-
making institution, it seems only 
fitting that I lend my support 
to my pro-reproductive rights, 
cis female colleagues, too many 
of whom have felt compelled to 
publicly disclose deeply personal 
and traumatic experiences related 
to reproductive issues,” Rabb said. 
“Not being in their shoes, the rest 
of us could never experience or 

fully understand what they’ve been through.”
The fact that the proposed civil offense for wrongful concep-

tion law would be controversial at all, “speaks volumes, not only 
about how the overrepresentation of men in public office is a 
corrosive phenomenon,” Rabb said, “but also about how prochoice 
men may unwittingly validate the status quo through their silence 
about this statutory hypocrisy. It’s a hypocrisy borne of patriarchy 
that degrades all of our human rights, as well as the very notion 
of justice itself.”

If enacted, Rep. Kinkead told me, the law would also provide 
for punitive damages because she and Rep. Rabb want to send 
the message, especially  to  anyone who would  impose  forced 
birth through their attacks on abortion rights, that the pregnant 
person should not be the only party accountable. “If we’re going 
to consider compelling individuals to give birth against their 
will,” she said, “then we should certainly hold not just one party 
accountable. We may not be able to make  impregnators feel 
the pain of childbirth, but we can make them feel pain in their 
pocketbook.”

Making “Impregnators” 
Pay Their Fair Share By Rob Okun

FROM THE EDITOR

Rob Okun can be reached at rob@voicemalemagazine.org.

Making wrongful conception a civil 
offense would allow pregnant people 
to f inancially recover 50 percent of all 

pregnancy-related costs.
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1952 - 2021 
Remembering bell hooks 

I keep bell hooks’ The Will to Change: 
Men, Masculinity, and Love close by my 
desk and repeatedly return to its dog-eared 
pages. Years ago, I gave a copy to my son 
Eric. Last December I was on the way to 
an appointment when Eric called me to 
say he had just learned that bell had died. 
I never met bell, but I know from her 
writings, presentations and discussions—
many available on YouTube—that she 
could hold passionate anger at the social 
and cultural structures of 
oppression and domina-
tion and still fiercely love 
those who are compro-
mised by those struc-
tures. Bless her heart for 
that capacity. We so need 
more of that ability to love 
people and hate the social/
economic structures that 
destroy love. Despite her 
suffering in the patriarchy, 
bell hooks had the extraor-
dinarily generous empathy 
to argue that “patriarchal 
culture does not care if 
men are unhappy” and 
that a “failure of love” also 
aggrieves men. Thank you 

so very much, bell. If you have not read 
The Will to Change get yourself a copy, 
and maybe a couple of more for men in 
your life. 

Charles Knight 
Cambridge, Mass.

Putin and Masculinity
Many articles [about Putin and mascu-

linity] recycle orientalist stereotypes about 
the “democratic West” and “despotic 
others” under the guise of problematizing 
masculinities (see page 24). I do not, by 
any means, admire or endorse Putin and 
what he may represent, but am also deeply 
troubled by Eurocentric (and US-centric) 
views on geo-politics in the name of femi-
nism (or some other form of emancipatory 
politics). This is a more complex issue 
than is being suggested in these articles. 
The warmongering that we see is a joint 
project between US foreign policy and all 
others (including the Russians) who would 

put national interest above 
human ones. If we genu-
inely seek to understand 
what is happening in 
Ukraine, then to purely 
focus on Putin’s mascu-
linity is to largely ignore 
the hypocrisies of geo- 
politics that  afflicts all 
sides. This also tells us 
little about how we got to 
the current situation. And, 
it undermines what femi-
nism has to teach us about 
power relations and the 
human condition. 

Sanjay Srivastava
via email
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Men @ Work

Fighting Workplace  
Sexism Against Women  
Is Good for Men

Women and groups advocating for 
gender equality are increasingly 
urging men to become allies in 

the fight. Research has shown that in 
the absence of male support, women 
are on their own battling misogy-
nist humor and microaggressions. 
This can lead to a sense of isolation, 
stress and exhaustion. But what differ-
ence can one un-sexist man make? 
Researchers found that the actions of 
individual male allies—even  through 
simple acts  such as highlighting the 
strengths of female colleagues or 
checking in on their wellbeing—might 
serve as a counterweight to the negative 
effects of everyday sexism, researcher 
Meg Warren, an assistant professor 
in management at Western Washington 
University in Bellingham, noted. The study, 
which included the impact on men, was 
reported on in the journal  Psychology of 
Men and Masculinities.

“We recruited 101 pairs of male and 
female colleagues employed in male- 
dominated departments across 64 research 
universities in the US and Canada,” Warren 
wrote in The Conversation. Department 
heads distributed the survey to female 
faculty members, and the women who 
responded were invited to nominate a 

male colleague they work with regularly to 
take a companion survey. “We asked the 
women to what extent the male colleague 
they nominated behaved as an ally, such as 
by taking public stances on issues facing 
women and standing up when he sees 
discrimination,” Warren wrote. “We also 
asked women if they felt like the colleague 

appreciated them—which is seen as a sign 
of inclusion—and how enthusiastic they 
felt working with him.” 

The men were asked to what extent 
they thought they behaved as allies, such as 
by reading up on the unique experiences of 
women or by confronting sexist colleagues. 
Warren said researchers also wanted to 
know the extent to which they felt men’s 
support of women helped them “do better 
things” with their lives and acquire new 
skills that help them become a “better 

family member.” Just under half of women 
rated their male colleague as a strong ally. 

Women who perceived their male 
colleagues as allies reported higher levels 
of inclusion than those who didn’t, which is 
also why they said they experienced greater 
enthusiasm in working with them.  
“In other words,” Warren said, “having 

men as allies in male-dominated work-
places seems to help women feel like 
they belong, and this helps them func-
tion enthusiastically with their male 
colleagues on the job.”

This pattern has important long-
term implications. If women feel ener-
gized and included, they might be more 
likely to stay with their employer—
rather than quit—and strive to change 
a sexist workplace. Men who were 
more likely to act as allies to women 
reported proportionately higher 
levels of personal growth and were 
more likely to say they acquired skills 

that made them better husbands, fathers, 
brothers and sons. This tendency suggests 
the possibility that being a male ally creates 
positive ripple effects that extend beyond 
the workplace. 

Bottom line: When women perceive 
men as supportive colleagues, it makes 
them feel more integral to the workplace. 
This suggests a good starting point for men 
who want to be allies: find more ways to 
express that support for women at work.
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Unpacking the Man Box
A new report based on a survey of a 

thousand young Australian men aged 18 
to 30 finds their belief in rigid masculine 
stereotypes has a strong impact on their 
propensity to engage in harmful behaviors. 

The initial Unpacking the Man 
Box  report in 2018 found that young 
Australian men who believe in outdated 
masculine stereotypes were at higher risk 
of using violence, online bullying and sexual 
harassment, engaging in risky drinking and 
reporting poorer levels of mental health.

The new report reveals those men’s 
adherence to masculine stereotypes has 
a stronger impact on whether they will 
use violence, sexually harass women, or 
experience mental ill-health themselves, 
than other factors including their educa-
tion levels, where they live or their cultural 
heritage. 

Funded by VicHealth, the study was 
produced by Jesuit Social Services’ The 
Men’s Project, and Dr. Michael Flood, asso-
ciate professor at Queensland University of 
Technology, a longtime antisexist activist 
and academic.

The report found that men’s adherence 
to outdated attitudes to gender is:

• 25 times more accurate than a range of 
demographic variables in predicting the 
use of physical violence, sexual harass-
ment, verbal bullying and cyber bullying.
• 22 times more accurate in predicting 
the experience of physical violence, 
verbal bullying and cyber bullying
• 11 times more accurate than demo-
graphics at predicting very risky drinking; 
and
• 10 times more accurate than demo-
graphics at predicting negative feelings 
and emotions

The report includes a range of recom-
mendations to support young men to break 
free of the man box, live healthy lives and 
be their best selves.

To download the full report, go 
to  https : / / jss .org .au/w p-content/
uploads/2020/07/jss200712_UMB_
Repport_Digital.pdf.

Petro Masculinity?
Many men’s tendency to deny fossil 

fuels’ role in the climate crisis is being 
described as “petro masculinity”—a 
“violent compensation for the anxieties 
provoked by both gender and climate 
trouble.” 

Petro masculinity is reactionary in 
its defense of the fossil fuel status quo, 
often coupling consumption and produc-
tion with becoming a “real man” (think: 
driving big trucks and/or working with 
heavy machinery). Consequently, efforts 
to reduce the climate emergency’s impact 
are perceived as a challenge to manhood 
and existing power structures.  The term 
was coined by Virginia Tech political 
science professor Cara Daggett in 2018 in 
a paper, “Petro-masculinity: Fossil Fuels 
and Authoritarian Desire.”

Compounding matters, petro mascu-
linity is ostensibly hurting these men’s 
dating lives. A recent OKCupid report 
revealed that climate crisis denial was the 
biggest deal breaker for online daters today. 
The report also found that worries about 
the climate, and wishes to find similarly 
minded partners, were more common 
among women than men. The culprit: 
petro masculinity. An OKCupid feature 
allowing users to add a climate crisis advo-
cate badge to their profile, increases “likes” 
up to 37 percent. Apparently, advocating 
for social causes may not only improve 
your community, but also your dating life.  

Where Are the  
Black Male School  
Psychologists?

Men, of all races and ethnicities, 
are generally missing from the field of 
psychology, and especially so in  school 
psychology. Women are  school psychol-
ogists  at a rate more than 600 percent 
greater than men, according to the National 
Association of School Psychologists’ 2020 
member survey. But for boys in school—
especially Black boys—that representa-
tion might be nonexistent. The group’s 
2020 survey found that only 4 percent 
of full-time school psychologists were 
African American that year, compared to 
86 percent white.  

Representation is about more than 
“putting the face in the place,” says Kendell 
Kelly, a doctoral student in the school 
psychology program at Texas Woman’s 
University in Denton. Kelly’s research 
focuses on the impact of race-related stress 
on Black male students, as well as the role 
of Black male school psychologists. “It’s 
very important to have somebody…at the 
decision-making table, who you can relate 
to,” Kelly says. “You can’t talk about mental 
health without talking about culture and 
context.”

South Korea’s New 
Anti-Feminist President 

After running a campaign promoting 
“anti-feminist” policies and rhetoric, in 
March Yoon Suk-yeol was elected pres-
ident of South Korea. Over his five-year 
term, it is expected that women’s rights will 
be threatened, and his election could mean 

Petro masculinity is reactionary in its defense of the 
fossil fuel status quo.

A 2020 survey found that only 4 percent of full-time 
school psychologists were African American.
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significant backlash against feminist move-
ments from the government and others. 

The election was unique in South 
Korean history, according to the Wash-
ington Post. “Never before had gender poli-
tics been used by mainstream candidates 
to define key campaign strategies—and 
incite division between men and women,” 
the Post reported. 

The South Korean election is an 
example of how a progressive movement 
can be quickly undermined. Many young 
male Yoon supporters claimed that men 
face “reverse discrimination” in South 
Korea a country with “the highest gender 
pay gap among Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development countries, 
and with only 19 percent of the National 
Assembly  represented by women. A group 
called People Power went so far as to call 
feminism “unconstitutional” and compared 
it to extremism and fascism. For his part, 
President Yoon denies there is any gender 
inequality in South Korea.

Young Male Victims  
of Sexual Abuse  
Are Invisible. Why?

Young boys and men who are victims 
of sexual abuse often choose to suffer in 
silence rather than seek help or speak 
up. The fear of being ridiculed or labeled 
“weak” is a step too far for them and they 
often face the trauma alone. So says Dr. 
Shaheda Omar, director of clinical services 
at South Africa Teddy Bear Clinic adding 
that many factors continue to hinder young 
boys from seeking help (ttbc.org.za/). 

“Traditions and culture minimize the 
impact of sexual abuse and sexual assault 
on the boy child. When a disclosure is 

made, the blame is shifted and the boy 
victim is either accused of lying or in 
some way being responsible for the crime. 
Male victims must also often confront 
unsympathetic attitudes, especially if they 
choose to report the crime. They may also 
lack support from family and friends,” 
according to Dr. Omar. 

UNICEF describes sexual abuse as the 
“actual or threatened physical intrusion of 
a sexual nature, whether by force, or under 

unequal or coercive conditions, perpe-
trated by aid workers against the children 
and families they serve.” Omar confirmed 
that myths remain a barrier to the harsh 
truth about sexual abuse. “The reality 
is that it can happen to any boy regard-
less of his size, strength, appearance, race 
or culture. It can also happen anywhere, 
at school, at home or in cars, at sports 
grounds and in change rooms,” she said.

Can Covid Cause  
Erectile Dysfunction?

Recent studies suggest higher rates of 
erectile dysfunction among men recovering 
from Covid-19. But other factors related to 
the pandemic, like heightened anxiety, 
may also be to blame, the New York Times 
reported. Although a respiratory disease, 
Covid-19 causes weird symptoms—from 
diminished sense of smell and taste, discol-
ored “Covid toes,” even causing a swollen, 
bumpy “Covid tongue.” But it’s the possible 
connection to Covid and ED that’s the 
subject of hundreds of papers by scientists 
in Europe and North America, in Egypt, 
Turkey, Iran and Thailand. Estimates of 
the magnitude of the problem vary wildly. 
A paper by Dr. Ranjith Ramasamy, director 
of reproductive urology at the University of 
Miami’s Desai Sethi Urology Institute, and 
colleagues, found that the risk of erectile 
dysfunction increased by 20 percent after 

a bout with Covid. Other investigators have 
reported substantially higher increases in 
that risk. One more reason, men, to get 
vaccinated.

Understanding Boys’ 
Body Image Issues

For decades, parents have understand-
ably focused their worries about negative 
body image on their daughters, regularly 
exposed to an avalanche of body pressures 
early on—from princess culture to Barbie’s 
tiny waist. But boys grow up under similar 
influences and pressure to be stronger, 
leaner, taller, the Washington Post reported 
recently. Despite the popular image of 
eating disorders and body shame as a 
threat unique to girls, experts and clini-
cians working with children are sounding 
alarms about boys, who they say are prob-
ably underdiagnosed. 

“We’ve had this artificial sense that it 
doesn’t affect guys,” says Stuart Murray, 
director of the eating disorders program at 
the Keck School of Medicine at the Univer-
sity of Southern California. “What we know 
now is eating disorders are increasing in 
boys and men but can present differently” 
than they do in girls. The more common 
manifestation of eating disorders in boys is 
“muscularity oriented,” Murray says. Boys 
worry about getting enough protein so they 
can be strong and build muscle, but they 
are desperate to stay lean. This is a nearly 
impossible combination. 

The quest to get fit can lead to 
restricting calorie intake, exercising obses-
sively and following dangerous trends 
—like “dry scooping,” the practice of swal-
lowing a scoop or more of protein powder, 
supposedly to help gain more energy to 
work out. “There are whole layers that 
boys are facing that we’re just starting to 
understand,” Murray says.

Boys worry about getting enough protein so they can 
be strong and build muscle, but they are desperate 
to stay lean. 

Yoon Suk-yeol, the new president of South Korea, 
represents a grave threat to the rights of women  
and girls.
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As the dire threat to women’s reproductive rights grips the 
country, there is good news to report about male birth 
control. Researchers this spring say there have been  

promising results from trials with mice: male birth control was 
99 percent effective at preventing pregnancy.

The new pill, created by a team at the University of Minnesota, 
blocks proteins from binding to vitamin A, which is known to be 
crucial to fertility and virility in mammals, according to Gizmo-
do’s Ed Cara. In addition 
to the drug being virtually 
completely effective at 
preventing pregnancy, the 
researchers said the pill has 
no apparent side effects. 
The findings were shared 
in March at the annual 
meeting of the American 
Chemical Society.

“Most contraceptives 
are designed for people with 
uteruses, leaving few preg-
nancy prevention options 
for those with testes,” noted 
Corryn Wetzel, a freelance 
science journalist, writing 
in The Smithsonian.

Women have many 
choices for birth control—
from pills to patches to 
intrauterine devices, male 
birth control researchers 
say—and that explains 
why they bear most of the 
burden of preventing preg-
nancy. Will we soon see 
men’s birth control options—and responsibilities—expanding? 

When mice were given the drug orally for just four weeks, 
they  had such  a steep drop in  sperm count that they became 
sterile, Cara reported in Gizmodo. Yet, when the team stopped 
dosing the animals, they found that the drug’s effects reversed: 
the mice bounced back to normal virility in four to six weeks.

Depending on the result of human trials, the drug could soon 
be the first effective form of birth control for those with testes 
apart from condoms or vasectomies, Hannah Seo reported in 
Popular Science. 

“Scientists have been trying for decades to develop an effec-
tive male oral contraceptive, but there are still no approved pills 
on the market,” said Md Abdullah al Noman, a chemist at the 
University of Minnesota’s Institute for Therapeutics Discovery 
and Development, who worked closely on developing the pill. 

Because this contraceptive is nonhormonal, it’s likely to 
have fewer side effects. Earlier attempts at male birth control 
pills largely worked by blocking testosterone, which can lead to 
depression, weight gain, and decreased libido. Even when scien-
tists super-dosed the mice with the new drug, the rodents seemed 
to do just fine, Noman noted.

“When we went to even 100 times higher dose than the 
effective dose, the compound didn’t show any toxicity,” Noman 

said, according to reporting by Alex Wilkins in New Scientist. 
Researchers emphasize that the drug’s success in rodents doesn’t 
guarantee the same result in humans, which is why scientists—
and activists promoting reproductive rights—will be closely 
watching human clinical trials.

“Most female contraceptives target sex hormones such as 
estrogen and progesterone,” Noman explained.  “Efforts have been 
made to develop male birth control pills by targeting the male 

sex hormone  testosterone. 
As noted, the side effects 
of weight gain,  depres-
sion, and increased levels 
of LDL made testosterone 
not a good choice. Since 
men do not have to suffer 
the consequences of preg-
nancy, the threshold for side 
effects from birth control 
pills is rather low. This is a 
big barrier to developing a 
male contraceptive. That’s 
why we are trying to develop 
nonhormonal birth control 
pills to avoid hormonal side 
effects,” Noman said.

Prof. Richard Anderson, 
Ph.D., a professor of clin-
ical reproductive science 
and the deputy director of 
the Center for Reproduc-
tive Health at the University 
of Edinburgh in Scotland, 
told  Medical News Today, 
“The hormonal approach 
to male contraception 

continues to be developed, but men make millions of sperm 
every moment, and that needs to be completely stopped. 
[While] there have also been some very promising approaches 
to a nonhormonal method… often these haven’t worked or had 
safety issues when the studies have moved from the lab/animal 
models to humans,” he said. Prof. Anderson was not involved in 
the research.

Medical professionals are hopeful that the recent break-
throughs in male birth control will allow people of all genders to 
take control of their reproductive health. Another male contra-
ceptive, a gel rubbed on the shoulder daily, is currently in clinical 
trials.

 “Our track record as a gender for assuming birth control 
responsibility is not stellar,” Jesse Mills, director of the Men’s 
Clinic at UCLA, told Healthline. “Women overwhelmingly 
outnumber men for going through surgical sterilization proce-
dures even though a female tubal ligation is far more invasive than 
a vasectomy,” said Mills, who was not involved in the research. “I 
am eager to see what the human trials show.”

—Rob Okun

Male Birth Control Is Coming

Of Mice and Men

 Scientists report that trials with mice indicate  
male birth control has been 99 percent 

effective at preventing pregnancy.
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Canada-based Next Gen Men does a lot of work with boys and 
young men. Their work is based on bringing the community’s hearts 
and minds together to draft a blueprint “for a future where men 
and boys experience less pain and cause less harm.” In May NGM 
hosted its second annual Future of Masculinity Summit to help 
boys feel included in the gender equality movement. 

Boys who attended the Summit had the opportunity to explore 
why gender equality matters to them, what they’ve been told about 
how they should act within social justice movements, what they 
actually believe, and how they can use these powerful insights to 
create change.

The theme of the Summit centered around issues that boys are 
concerned about: Why does gender equity matter to me? What is a 
social justice warrior or white knight? What are the rules of cancel 
culture? Can I make a difference?

In the article below, 
NGM ’s   Jonathon Reed 
explores why the Summit’s 
theme of boys fitting into 
a range of gender equality 
issues should be at the fore-
front of engaging men and 
boys.

“Th a t ’s  w h a t ’s 
frustrating,” a 
teenage boy said 

in a recent workshop. “If 
my job is to  listen  to girls 
and women because I’m 
supposed to be respectful, 
#MeToo and all that…
where does  my  voice fit? 
How come I’m not ever 
allowed to speak?”

Being a boy or young man in the #MeToo era often comes with 
loaded feelings. Sometimes you understand what’s going on and 
why, but other times you feel silenced, targeted or invalidated. 
If parents and educators want to help boys find their place in a 
shifting culture, there are key experiences of young masculinity 
that we need to be aware of.
Power and privilege aren’t usually what boys feel

All too often, the ways adults talk about topics like patriarchy 
and privilege don’t adequately acknowledge the ways that a lack of 
power already defines boys’ lives. Most boys spend their weekdays 
getting told when to wake up, where to be, what to do, who to do 
it with, and how to spend their free time in order to be prepared 
to do it all again the next day—while also somehow being told 
that consent is paramount. They end up feeling silenced.

 
The blurry lines between being held accountable 
and getting canceled

We live in a society that is seeking to redress historically 
imbalanced levels of accountability while still relying on a puni-
tive justice system. That’s how we ended up with Supreme Court 
nominee Brett Kavanaugh lashing out against allegations of sexual 
assault, with actor Johnny Depp claiming that “no one is safe” 

from cancel culture, and Oscar winner Will Smith getting banned 
from the Academy Awards. We’re trying to fix an imbalanced 
system with broken tools.  Boys can sense that. Many boys feel a 
double-standard that girls aren’t held to the same one-strike-and-
you’re-out level of accountability as they are, a gut feeling that is 
related to the fact society doesn’t conceive of boys as vulnerable 
when it doesn’t revolve around empathy. Restorative justice is the 
answer—but we’re not there yet. So boys feel targeted.

For boys to extend empathy to others,  
they need to experience it themselves

In the midst of the 2018 Kavanaugh confirmation hearing, I 
facilitated a workshop with preteen boys focused on derogatory 
language, and boys’ role in normalizing or challenging it. Part of 
the workshop involved them verbalizing the words or phrases 

they had either used them-
selves or overheard from 
others.

One of the sweetest, 
mildest boys stepped up to 
the front to speak. “Mother-
fucking cocksucker!” rolled 
off his tongue with complete 
ease. I shouldn’t have been 
surprised, but I was—the 
words were as mismatched 
coming from him as a 
grenade in the hands of a 
pacifist. Every single boy has 
experienced or witnessed 
violence within masculinity 
culture. Every single one. 
This doesn’t mean that 

boyhood is inherently violent; it means that boys have a close 
relationship with the kind of behavior that can and does lead 
to gender-based violence. They’ve seen it every day at school. 
They’ve learned it from their brothers and their fathers. They’ve 
felt it ever since they realized that they belonged to a masculine 
culture that demands as much proof as they have the battle-worn 
weapons to give.                                                                                      

For positive change to take place, boys need to experience 
responsive care themselves, while also building their capacity 
to recognize the current social system as unjust. Those things 
aren’t—and can’t be—separate.  

Schools must be sanctuaries for boys. That means meeting 
them with empathy and curiosity, and being genuinely interested 
in their experiences and beliefs. It means offering them opportu-
nities to explore their own perspectives and grow their ability to 
think from the perspectives of others. We won’t make headway 
on the movement to end gender-based violence if boys don’t see 
themselves in it. Boys won’t see themselves included unless they 
truly are.

Jonathon Reed is a program manager at Next Gen Men (NGM). 
 A version of this article appeared as part of Learnings & Unlearn-
ings, an NGM blog reflecting on their experiences working with 
boys and young men. To subscribe, go to www.futureofmasculinity.
com. Reach Jonathon at Jonathon@nextgenmen.ca.

How Do Boys Fit into Cancel Culture,  
Feminism and #MeToo?
By Jonathon Reed
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Masculinities has gone mainstream in the podcasting 
world. With the addition of the Man Enough show, 
hosted by actor-director Justin Baldoni and journalist 

Liz Plank, there’s a growing appetite for better understanding 
men. But Baldoni and Plank were not the first podcast to address 
masculinity or gender equality. Whether you prefer more formal-
ized, evidence-based podcasts or casual, candid conversations, 
the podcasts below have something for everyone. If you know of 
masculinities podcasts readers should know about, please write 
sarah@nextgenmen.ca.

Now and Men
What is it like to be a man in 

the 21st century? Hear from prac-
titioners, researchers, and activists 
ready to discuss masculinity and 
gender equality with men. Stephen 
Burrell and Sandy Ruxton are the 
expert hosts  from the Centre for 
Research into Violence and Abuse 
at Durham University in Northern 

England. Now and Men offers deep insights into topics ranging 
from preventing violence against women to supporting men’s 
health.   One of their listeners described Now and Men as “A 
fantastic bit of public sociology…pushing forward conversations 
about masculinities and gender.”

Favorite episodes: Militarism and Military Masculinities: 
Why Do They Matter?; Let Toys Be Toys: Gender Stereotypes 
and Boys.

Guests: Feminist writer and researcher Nikki van der Gaag, 
Dr. Mike Ward, Head of Programs with Fathers at the nonprofit, 
Future Men; Owen Thomas, director of the Global Action on 
Men’s Health Network, Prof. Bob Pease.

now-and-men.captivate.fm

Breaking the Boy Code 
Next Gen Men’s Jonathon Reed’s Breaking the Boy Code 

podcast revolves around the experiences of adolescent boys, 
amplifying youth voices in the conversation about masculinity. 
The most recent season focuses on 11-year-old Louis sharing his 
story of bullying, friendship, and boyhood. 

Favorite episodes: New School, New Friends; In That Moment 
You’re Scared: Boys and Hazing; I Miss Him So Much: Boys and 

Friendship.
Guests: Preteen boys sharing their 

stories of friendship, boyhood, mental 
health. 

breakingtheboycode.simplecast.
com 

Modern Manhood 
With a profeminist view-

point, German Villegas’ Modern 
Manhood podcast investigates 
how masculinity has changed 
throughout our lives and what 
the future looks like for gender 
equality. Each episode untangles 
systemic issues, explores broad 
experiences and perspectives of 
men, and concentrates on the hopes for masculinities.

Favorite episodes:   ”Men are from Mars”: Gender Essentialism; 
Boys and Sports; and Failing at Sex Ed.

Guests: psychologist-author Michael Reichert, author Cleo 
Stiller, and parent, developmental expert and writer, Jordan 
Shapiro. 
modernmanhood.simplecast.com 

Revealing Men 
The Revealing Men podcast 

pulls back the curtain to reveal 
the inner lives of men. Hosted by 
Randy Flood, psychotherapist and 
director of the Men’s Resource 
Center of West Michigan, coauthor 
of Mascupathy. Each episode offers 
an inspiring vision for men to live a 

more balanced, authentic life that reveals their true self. 
Favorite episodes: Emotional Challenges Men Face While 

Aging; A Conversation About Men’s Challenges with Intimacy 
and Sexuality; How to Be a Better Father.

Guests: Therapist Joe Kohley; film producer, author, and 
psychoanalyst, Dr. Richard Raubolt; and assistant vice president 
and dean of students at Michigan State University, Anthony 
Williams Jr. 

www.stitcher.com/show/revealing-men

Let’s Talk, Bruh
Let’s Talk, Bruh keeps 

the masculinity conversa-
tion lively with engaging 
conversations between host 
Jeremy Herte and guests 
from different expertise and 
backgrounds. Their conver-
sations focus on the healing 
and learning experiences of Black men as they unpack weighty 

Tune In to These  
Masculinities Podcasts
By Sarah Andrews
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topics including mental health, relationships, and our changing 
culture.

Favorite episodes: Black Men Talking About Love; Yes, We’re 
Talking About Black Male Privilege Again; Questioning Culture, 
and Modeling Vulnerability.

Guests: Duke University professor Dr. Anthony Neal, activist 
Lex Numan, founder of Black Feminist Future Paris Hatcher. 

www.letstalkbruh.com

MASKulinity 
The Brooklyn-based duo of 

Samantha Nzessi and Remoy 
Philip give listeners a front row 
seat for their sometimes loud, 
urgent banter about mascu-
linity. Each episode finds them 
exploring current takes on what 
masculinity means to our society, 
including: what, if any, good the 
construction of masculinity has 
actually been for men. Some-
times they look at how the latest 
movies, television shows and 
sports trends are helping or hurting the gender. Each week they 
invite men to take off the MASK that is masculinity.

Favorite episodes: Romance: Getting the Girl; Fatherhood, 
Performance and Labor: A Family Portrait; All Work, No Play: 
the Maskuline Way. 

Guests: former COO of the National Institute of Reproduc-
tive Health, Andrew Stern; Pulitizer Prize winning–author Greg 
Pardlo; business coach and author Robert Kandell. 

maskulinitypodcast.libsyn.com

Oreja Peluda  
Oreja Peluda is a Spanish 

podcast that rethinks masculinities. 
Listen to host Daniel Pérez, talk 
with guests about how masculinity 
is in the process of transforma-
tion in a society marked by sexist 
violence.

Favorite episode: En Busca 
De La Sexualidad, El Pene Ideal, 
Corporalidad Digital. 

Guests: Medical director of 
Fundación Marie Stopes México Alfonso Carrera; sexologist and 
therapist Agustina Soria. 

orejapeludapodcast.simplecast.com

In Search of  
the New  
Compassionate 
Male

A former Marine, Clay Boykin 
believes a “new compassionate 
male is emerging in the world as a 
new archetype.” His podcast, which 
he produces with Dennis Tarden, 
features interviews with both men 

and women who are exploring and chronicling this new develop-
ment in manhood and masculinities: the evolution of men. 

Favorite episodes: Dr. Karambu Ringera on Peacebuilding, 
Women’s Human’s Rights and Global Leadership; Richard Tarnass 
on Men Compassion, and Our Changing World.

Guests: Cultural historian Dr. Riane Eisler, “From Domination 
to Partnership”; Retired journalism professor Robert Jensen, The 
Pornography Crisis; Voice Male magazine editor Rob Okun, The 
Anti-Sexist Men’s Movement. 

https://clayboykin.com

Entre Hombres 
A decades-old program 

on Mexico’s Radio Educacion, 
Entre Hombres explores topics 
including gender equality, men 
and feminism, fatherhood, men’s 
health, and the movement for 
gender equity in Mexico and Latin 
America. 

Favorite episodes: Dr. Rafael 
Montesinos, “When violence is 

invisible to us, it is because we are part of it”; Alejandro Núñez 
on narcoculture, “Extreme hypermasculinity and the cultural 
diamond model.” 

Guests: Benno de Keijzer, a doctor at the National Autono-
mous University of Mexico, and professor in public health, gender 
and health studies and art and community at the University of 
Veracruzana; Rosalía Carillo Meráz, Ph.D. in social sciences at the 
Research Institute in Education at the University of Veracruzana.

http://www.entrehombres.net/

Remaking Manhood
A counterbalance to soci-

ety’s narrow set of rules for how 
to be a man, Remaking Manhood 
chooses a masculinity of 
connection over one of isolation 
and violence. Hosted by Mark 
Greene and Charles Mattheus, 
episodes invite listeners in on 
a range of conversations aimed 
at breaking out of the man box.

Favorite episodes: Paul 
Kivel on Why Ending Violence 
Against Women Demands Men Do Our “Work”; Co-creating 
Fatherhood with Our Children, with Brian Anderson, cofounder 
of Fathering Together.

Guests: Jason Rogers, Olympic medalist whose writing and 
speaking focuses on the evolving state of masculinity, including 
men’s mental health; Judy Chu, author of When Boys Become Boys; 
Ray Arata, founder of the Better Man conference.

http://remakingmanhood.com/

Marketing manager for Next Gen Men, 
Sarah Andrews is committed to spreading 
the word about gender equality. She writes 
NGM’s  weekly Future of Masculinity news-
letter, which highlights  articles about gender 
and masculinity, and “news you can use.” 
Subscribe at www.futureofmasculinity.com. 
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Journalist Irene Benito covered the femicide  of 32-year-old 
teacher Paola Tacacho. Tacacho was killed just 200 meters from 
Benito’s home in downtown Tucumán, Argentina: Benito heard 

the screams while she was working. Tacacho was murdered by a 
former student who had stalked her for five years. 

“It was a chilling case,” Benito told me. “The more I learned 
about the story, the more I felt the injustice of the 
case, and the more I needed to tell it.”

Tacacho had gone to local authorities to file 13 
complaints against him  in that time, obtained a 
restraining order that he ignored, and finally took 
him to court. A judge rejected the case, citing a lack 
of evidence of harassment.

Women’s perspectives on these kinds of stories 
have historically been lacking in newsrooms, espe-
cially in Latin America. With so few women and 
LGBTQ people in the news business, their voices 
and impact in newsrooms continue to be underrep-
resented. 

In 2021 the  Forum of Argentinian Journal-
ists (www.FOPEA.org/), an organization that advo-
cates for journalists and press freedom, conducted 
the first countrywide  study of local news deserts. 
Funded by the Google News Initiative, they 
analyzed gender in leadership of local news outlets 
nationwide, creating the first directory of the 354 
women who lead local newsrooms in the country. They found that 
14 percent of local outlets are led by women, and only 13 percent 

of all journalists surveyed 
work in a female-led orga-
nization.

“The media are chan-
nels for disseminating 
women’s grievances, but 
we don’t look within. It’s 
as if we were far away from 
the demand for equality, 
equity and diversity,” said 
Benito, who was on the 
research team. She sees 
the research as a huge step 
forward in recognizing 
the magnitude of the 
problem. 

Benito found that 
while there are women 
who are thought leaders 
with influence in news-
rooms, they are generally 
not in decision-making 
positions to lead teams 
inside the newsroom. 
They take on different, 
informal leadership roles 
that are important—like 
moral leadership—but are 
not recognized as among 

those steering the ship. It 
is time for a conversation 

about gender inclusion in these newsrooms. 

Femicides covered in a sexist tone
A scourge of femicides—killing of women because of their 

gender—documented in Latin America over the past decade, is 
likely due to increased reporting. It has set the stage 
for activists to demand more sensitive coverage of 
extreme violence against women and LGBTQ people 
in the media. Much of the coverage of femicide 
exploits gory details that harm ongoing criminal 
investigations, the victim’s family or their dignity 
post-mortem—including publishing photos of naked 
mutilated bodies, as was the case with Ingrid Esca-
milla in Mexico.

Escamilla’s 46-year-old partner stabbed and 
dismembered the 25-year-old in their home. Crime 
tabloid  Pásala  and Mexico’s  La Prensa  published 
disturbing graphic images of Escamilla’s naked 
bloody body on the front page with the headline, It 
Was Cupid’s Fault, days before Valentine’s Day 2020.

Ten women are killed every day in  Mexico. 
In  Argentina, a woman is killed on average every 
30 hours. The vast majority of femicides are perpe-
trated with impunity by intimate partners, usually 

accompanied by sexual violence and often the result 
of ongoing abusive relationships. 

Many feminist journalists in Mexico and Argentina describe 
mainstream news coverage of femicides as problematic, justi-

Lessons from Argentina and Mexico

The Future of Journalism Is Trending Feminist 
By Monica Cole 

“Ni una más,” (Not one more [femicide]) and “Ni una menos” (Not one less [taken from us]) are both chants and the goal for women 
protesting femicide in Mexico and throughout Central and South America.
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Argentinian journalist Irene Benito 
writes extensively about femicide.
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fying perpetrators and 
blaming victims with 
headlines like,  “Blind 
with Jealousy, He Killed 
Her.” Many news orga-
nizations print photo-
graphs of the clothing 
the victim was wearing 
when killed, implying 
that  her  choice of 
outfit played a role in 
her murder. Use of the 
passive voice is also 
common, def lecting 
guilt from the perpe-
trator and normalizing 
violence as something 
that occurs rather than 
a criminal act that is 
perpetrated, by saying, 
“she was killed” rather 
than “he killed her.”

Publishing graphic 
photos of Escamilla post-mortem earned the tabloids viral levels 
of traffic and sparked anger among hundreds of women who 
demonstrated following the controversial coverage, marching to La 
Prensa’s newsroom and destroying several vehicles belonging to the 
publication. The case represented a flashpoint in the intersection 
between extreme violence against women and sexist news coverage 
that exploits trauma as clickbait. 

Ingrid’s Law was approved in Mexico in February of 2021. It is a 
set of legal reforms which seek to protect the victims of femicide 
from having their photos widely distributed. The reforms introduce 
criminal charges of three to six years of prison or fines for anyone 
who distributes photos, videos or documented evidence of murder 
victims.

Covering criminalized abortion as 
gendered violence

Feminist movements in Mexico and Argentina like  Ni Una 
Menos (Not One Woman Less) and Marea Verde (Green Wave, a 
movement for safe and legal abortion) have gained traction over 
the past several years. With feminist activism confronting the 
mainstream cultural climate, the journalism industries in Mexico 
and Argentina are grappling with what accurate, nonsexist coverage 
means and how to achieve it. When most newsrooms are run by 
men, and violent culture is dominant in society and in the work-
place, the problem of skewed coverage is difficult for many to see 
because sexism is normalized and internalized.

Debates around abortion are a perfect example. Unlike cases of 
femicide, which are perpetrated with close to absolute impunity, in 
Mexico criminal charges are regularly brought against women who 
have abortions and even against those who suffer obstetric emer-
gencies like miscarriages. Feminist journalists and activists are now 
framing the lack of legal abortion as a form of gendered violence.

In the investigative series, Cuando parir es un delito  (When 
Giving Birth Is a Crime), Katia Rejón and Lilia Balam reported on 
the experiences of young women and teenagers who miscarried 
and were later charged with homicide. The investigation explored 
how a lack of training in gender sensitivity (and a lack of knowledge 
of female biology) results in legal decisions being made based on 
faulty evidence.

In Mexico more than 3,600 criminal complaints were filed for 
the “crime” of illegal abortion between 2010 and 2020 according 
to GIRE, a Mexican reproductive rights group. Within that same 

timeframe, 380 people 
were criminally tried 
and 142 were sentenced. 
Due to lack of sexual 
e d u c a t i o n ,  m a n y 
don’t know that they 
are  preg nant  unt i l 
miscarrying and they 
are then accused by 
medical staff and pros-
ecutors of committing a 
crime. Every day in Latin 
America, girls between 
the age of 10 and 14 give 
birth—the vast majority 
had been raped. 

The reframing of 
issues l ike these is 
pushing the boundaries 
of conventional jour-
nalistic norms of objec-
tivity, replacing them 

with human rights advo-
cacy frameworks that help to contextualize complex issues in news 
coverage.

Activism and journalists reporting on the issue have led to 
recent policy changes in both countries. Argentina legalized abor-
tion in the first 14 weeks of pregnancy in December 2020. In Mexico 
abortion has been  decriminalized, after the country’s Supreme 
Court declared that abortion is not a crime in September 2021.

The cost of covering feminist issues
Reporting on abortion does not come without cost, and 

reporters who cover it are often harassed. Katia Rejón, a young jour-
nalist in Mérida, Mexico, was the target of so-called pro-life groups 
after reporting on abortion and verifying that group members had 
lied about facts. “There is a hostility for touching those kinds of 
topics, but not only topics of gender, also human rights and the 
indigenous community,” Rejón told me.  

She was the subject of a  public attack  when Jorge Álvarez 
Rendón (the chronicler of the city of Mérida, a man whose books 
she’d read as a student), wrote a public letter to her on his Facebook 
page, insulting both her credibility as a journalist and also her 
looks. These kinds of cases cast a shadow over female journalists 
as they try to do their job.

Raised in the school of journalism that values objectivity as a 
core principle, Rejón began reporting stories involving obstetric 
violence, menstruation, the #MeToo movement and street harass-
ment. “At some point I understood that feminism wasn’t just some-
thing that served me as a person, as a woman, but also my work. 
Because these were subjects of social interest. Gendered violence 
in Mexico is outrageous,” said Rejón. “We can’t cover that news 
without considering that there is a whole system underneath it.”

Rejón represents a new generation of feminist journalists 
creating their own content through independent nonprofit digital 
publications. Her magazine, Memorias de Nómada, started as a 
blog when she was 19, and now has a reach of up to 20,000 views 
per month focusing on cultural content, including the indigenous 
Maya population in the Yucatan region. 

Mexican journalist and coordinator of the International 
Network of Journalists with Gendered Vision (RIPVG) Rosa 
Maria Rodriguez Quintanilla had to relocate out of her home state 
of Tamaulipas to Nuevo León because of threats against her and 
her family. Her home state has seen growing violence and several 
local journalists have been murdered. “Now I’m conscious about 

While the green scarf may be a new symbol in the US, it’s a decade old in Argentina where the 
movement to decriminalize abortion is called “Marea Verde” or “Green Wave.”
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what I experienced, but when I lived in my state I wasn’t aware of 
the violence I was experiencing every day,” Rodriguez Quintanilla 
told me. 

At least seven in every 10 journalists in the country have 
received some type of threat or attack, Rodriguez Quintanilla said, 
adding that it’s never just one incident; the constant repetition is a 
key aspect of how the violence works. “This time we left because 
the threats were against my children,” she said. 

Mexico has a  99 percent impunity rate  for crimes against 
freedom of expression and is one of the deadliest places in the world 
to be a journalist.  To make matters worse, authorities often mini-
mize threats received via social media, or say that they’re unable 
to investigate. Social platforms like Facebook and Twitter do little 
to intervene. Even when threats of murder are shared on Facebook 
groups with thousands of followers, where people’s identities are 
exposed, as in Rodriguez Quintanilla’s case, results are nil. Rodri-
guez Quintanilla credits CIMAC (cimac.org.mx/) with supporting 
her during the abuse. CIMAC is the most widely recognized femi-
nist digital publication in Mexico, which many see as the pioneers 
of feminist journalism in the country and the first organization to 
document press freedom through a lens of gender.

New digital voices
It’s not all bad news online: feminist 

journalists in Mexico and Argentina are 
using the internet to network, launch new 
initiatives, and reach new audiences. In 
Mexico, publication platforms like Memo-
rias de Nómada  and  EsParaMiTarea  are 
thriving. In Argentina, LATFEM is a digital 
publication with highly successful reach and 
engagement that has published a variety of 
investigations. The organization uses inno-
vative methods to show the results of their investigations: Cuar-
antenials  used illustrations to provide a feminist perspective on 
stories about young people in Latin America coming of age during 
the pandemic.

The founders and journalists of LATFEM are journalists who 
come from activist backgrounds involved in feminist organizing in 
Argentina. Founder Flor Alcaraz describes 2015 and the Ni Una 
Menos movement as a before-and-after moment which marks the 
era that took feminist activism mainstream in Argentina, and when 
she personally became comfortable calling herself a feminist jour-
nalist. Though both LATFEM and Memorias de Nómada in Mexico 
are successful in terms of audience engagement, innovation and 
originality, both have struggled with funding to sustain their efforts.

While they do generate revenue through their workshops on 
gender, through collaborations with other nonprofit organizations, 
or by educating young journalists, neither receives any funding to 
do journalistic work. This means all their writers and staff work on 
a voluntary basis and have day jobs to support themselves. Because 
they are both mission-driven organizations, unwilling to compro-
mise their values for funding, their work for these outlets remains 
a passion project. 

Both Rejón and Alcaraz are members of international networks 
of journalists which have helped support their work by connecting 
them with like-minded journalists throughout Latin America, like 
the Red de Periodistas Feministas de Latinoamerica y el Caribe, 
the Latin American Network of Young Journalists, and Coalición 
LATAM, a group which provides mentorship to organizations like 
Memorias de Nómada.  “I think that it’s really helped us a lot to 
have alliances in other states [and] in other countries to help us 
legitimize our work. We are investigating topics that weren’t being 
touched before,” said Rejón.

These networks have brought journalists together for trans-
national investigative projects like  Violentadas en Cuaren-

tena  (Abused in Lockdown). The project was a collaboration of 
more than 66 people including reporters, fact-checkers, illustrators 
and translators in 19 countries, and won a Google News Award. 

Feminist leadership
Feminist journalists like Miriam Bobadilla and Alejandra 

Benaglia of Argentina see their work as making the industry more 
feminist, not only in terms of equitable representation, but also in 
the styles of leadership and how the industry is organized.  Both 
Bobadilla and Benaglia are part of the RIPVG, (International 
Network of Journalists with a Gendered Vision): a network that 
connects journalists with online events, publishes research around 
gender in the media, and hosts educational workshops to teach 
journalists new methods to incorporate gendered perspectives into 
their work.     

Some are starting to use labor unions to advocate for women’s 
advancement in the newsroom. FATPREN, the Federation of Press 
Workers of Argentina, is a union that has an agenda which includes 
a committee on gender. The group fought for and secured sexual 
harassment and gendered violence protocols in 2016. 

The female leadership sees their work 
as combating the hypermasculine culture of 
both unionism and the news industry so that 
women are included in meaningful ways. 

Legacy media around the world is begin-
ning to view gender coverage as profitable 
and starting to take notice, according to 
Aimée Vega Montiel, a researcher at the 
National Autonomous University of Mexico. 
Major publications like the  Guardian,  El 
País, and Mexican publications like La Silla 
Rota and Reforma are starting to incorporate 
human rights coverage of women in some of 

their reporting. 
Spanish editions of the  Washington Post  and the  New York 

Times have also published content focused on gender and human 
rights in their Opinion sections. Flor Alcaraz, LATFEM founder, 
was recruited by the Washington Post for her expertise in feminist 
content in Argentina. Other news outlets in Latin America like La 
Silla Rota in Mexico and Página 12 in Argentina are creating gender 
verticals to speak to the growing demand for content.  Página 
12  and  Tiempo Argentino  also use inclusive or gender neutral 
language, which is an editorial decision that Bobadilla and Bena-
glia said other mainstream publications don’t incorporate in their 
coverage. 

Women, LGBTQ+ people and their allies within the industry 
are organizing and building power through traditional methods 
like labor unions, as well as entrepreneurial and investigative 
projects. They are pushing to improve newsrooms slowly and in 
the face of resistance. But the changes being implemented are not 
keeping pace with the cultural moment that activists have forced 
into existence. 

Much like the groundswell of feminist activism that inspired 
major policy changes for gender equity, few can predict the fervor 
or force with which the situation will progress. The only certainty 
is that the male gaze has dominated the journalism industry for as 
long as it has existed. Anyone interested in accurate news coverage 

and newsroom equity can see a long overdue 
change on the horizon. The future of jour-
nalism is feminist.

Monica Cole is a journalist fellow at 
the  Reuters  Institute for the Study of  Jour-
nalism, where this article first appeared.

At some point, I  
understood that feminism 
wasn’t just something that 
served me as a person,  
as a woman, but it also 

served my work.
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Happily, the term “Mr. Mom” is fading from use as more men 
embrace a progressive notion of fatherhood and mascu-
linity. This positive development has, in turn, helped them 

gain an expanded appreciation of what it means to be an involved, 
lifelong dad vs. being a father, which is simply the result of a 
one-time biological act.

As we observe the horrors of Ukrainian fathers, grandfathers, 
and father figures separated from their families as they defend their 
country, mothers and grandmothers have been forced to assume 
some of the roles more traditionally associated with fathers. Of 
course, both inspired and empowered by the women’s movement 
of more than a half-century ago, more women have handled their 
family’s “traditional” male/father roles for a variety of reasons 
(many of which are beyond their control, as in Ukraine). 

Much as I’ve discouraged the term “Mr. Mom,” I also resist the 
urge to think of these strong, independent, capable women as “Mrs. 
(or Ms.) Dad.”

Most parenting responsibilities (beyond actually giving birth) 
are not gender specific and can be shared by both parents. Today, 
this is increasingly the case and that’s a very good development 
for parents and kids alike. Today’s dads, therefore, are not likely to 
be asked the question I was asked more than 50 years ago when I 
brought my year-old daughter to the local playground in my New 
York City neighborhood: “Are you babysitting today?” Ouch.

Today’s dads are dramatically more present on playgrounds, in 
prenatal and parenting classes, at school conferences and events, at 

library story hours, as well as pushing strollers, changing diapers 
in public bathrooms, and carrying their infants in baby carriers. 
Unlike Michael Keaton’s character in the 1983 film, Mr. Mom, 
who was forced into the role of “substitute mother” after losing his 
salaried job, men these days are more likely to embrace their shared 
responsibilities as active dads. To apply an advertising slogan made 
popular during the height of the women’s movement, we can now 
look at the increased involvement of dads in all stages of their chil-
dren’s lives and exclaim, “You’ve come a long way, baby.” 

But despite this greater involvement and shift in the paternal 
parenting landscape, many still tend to refer to dads who are 
involved, nurturing parents as “Mr. Mom.” Thinking of and labeling 
a dad’s nurturing parenting as maternal or feminine betrays a 
lingering habit and underlying sense that when men are nurturing, 
they are somehow not being “manly.”

In 1994, I coined the term “daddying” to describe the active, 
involved exuberance of my parenting, and the parenting of other 
men I knew. “Daddying” conveyed the sense of the lifelong process 
that I relished as I embraced my responsibilities for my children’s 
wellbeing: physical, emotional, social, intellectual, creative, moral, 
and spiritual. Becoming a parent changes one’s identity instantly 
and forever. This new word, “daddying,” not only captures that 
fundamental change, but also embodies the realization that fathers 
matter—in their presence as well as their absence. 

For more than 25 years, I’ve conducted hundreds of hours of 
daddying interviews with men ages 16 to 104, from 20 countries, 

Daddying

Saying Goodbye to “Mr. Mom” 
By Allan Shedlin
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across all age, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups. During my 
earliest interviews, the word “daddying” often stuck in my throat 
because it seemed awkward, and I was concerned that it would 
seem uncomfortable and trite to the fathers I was interviewing. 
But to my surprise, the use of the word itself seemed to give men 
permission to be in touch with a tender side of their personality. 
Although my interview question protocol 
required only 40 minutes of a dad’s time, 
the average interview often lasted more 
than two hours.

Defying gender stereotypes, men were 
not only willing to talk and share their 
feelings, they were actually eager to do so.

What a gift to fathers—and mothers—
to stop defining a man’s nurturing parenting 
as “playing Mr. Mom.” Describing a 
father’s paternal instincts as feminine or 
“motherly” not only doesn’t accurately 
reflect the display of nurturing behaviors 
that are more prevalently being demonstrated by dads, but it also 
discourages the positive rethinking of parenting roles and respon-
sibilities that most parents say they desire. Expanding the roles of 
fathers from “breadwinner” and “disciplinarian” to include say, 
“nurturer” and “at-home dad,” holds great promise for a more 
balanced family dynamic and expands possibilities and outcomes 
for moms, dads, and children alike. 

Such an expansion of roles:
• acknowledges human and social interdependence

• is more tolerant of a wider array of possibilities and relationships

• removes significant traditional barriers to human development

• broadens our potential for self-fulfillment and self-actualization 

• minimizes arbitrary and constricting gender role expectations 
that pigeonhole and handicap both women and men

Why do we still refer to “maternal instinct” yet question the 
existence of “paternal instinct”? While not minimizing the validity, 
importance, and unique gender-related qualities of each of these 
instincts, isn’t it high time we drop the gender qualifier and refer 
to this behavior more broadly as parents’ “nurturing instincts”?” 

The more opportunities we have to acknowledge the roles that 
both parents can play, the better. More-
over, the different ways that mothers and 
fathers nurture their children contribute to 
improving children’s overall wellbeing, 
as well as the wellbeing of the moms and 
dads who nurture them. These differences 
should be celebrated, not homogenized. 

Although “Mr. Mom” may have 
served an important transitional purpose 
in society’s thinking about parenting, 
the idea of dads merely being “substitute 
moms” has thankfully given way to a 
fuller and more egalitarian understanding 

of the unique roles and contributions that both moms and dads can 
and should play in their children’s lives. 

While it may not yet be time to expand 
the adage, “It’s as American as mother-
hood, fatherhood, and apple pie,” by saying 
goodbye to the outdated, inaccurate label 
“Mr. Mom,” we are getting ever closer.

Allan Shedlin is the founder of the DADvo-
cacy Consulting Group (DCG), the DADDY 
Wishes Fund and Daddy Appleseed Fund. 

He cocreated and cofacilitates the Armor Down/Daddy Up! and 
Mommy Up! programs. He also cocreated and codirects the KIDS 
FIRST! Daddying Film Festival. A father of three, grandfather of 
five, and “bonus dad” to many, he has been writing about education 
and parenting for four decades.

A version of this piece originally appeared in DCG’s weekly 
Daddying blog.

In 1994, I coined the term 
“daddying” to describe 

active, involved, exuberant 
male parenting. It conveys 
the sense of it as being a 

lifelong process.

The late comedian and social critic George Carlin’s 
incisive observations about the “pro-life” movement 
are as on point today as they were when 
he first shared them with audiences in 
1996.

“Boy, these conservatives are really 
something, aren’t they? They’re all 
in favor of the unborn. They will do 
anything for the unborn. But once you’re 
born, you’re on your own. 

“Pro-life conservatives are obsessed 
with the fetus from conception to nine 
months. After that, they don’t want to 
know about you. They don’t want to hear 

from you. No nothing! No neonatal care, no day care, 
no head start, no school lunch, no food stamps, no 

welfare, no nothing! If you’re preborn, 
you’re fine; if you’re preschool, you’re 
fucked.

“Conservatives don’t give a shit about you 
until you reach military age. Then they 
think you are just fine—just what they’ve 
been looking for. Conservatives want live 
babies so they can raise them to be dead 
soldiers.

“They’re not pro-life. You know what they 
are: they’re anti-woman. Simple as it gets. 
Anti-woman.” 

    —George Carlin

The “Pro-life” Movement’s Obsession with the Fetus Ends at Birth
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When President Biden met at the White House in March with 
advocates, survivors, and legislators to celebrate the reauthori-
zation of the Violence Against Women Act (the first iteration of 
which then-Sen. Joe Biden had shepherded through Congress in 
1994), he told them, “Change the culture, not just the law.” The 
assembled frontline domestic violence prevention workers nodded 
in agreement when the president reminded then, “It really wasn’t 
so long ago this country didn’t want to talk about violence against 
women, let alone it being a national epidemic—something govern-
ment had to address. As a society, we literally looked away.” The bill 
had expired under then-President Donald Trump in 2019. What 
follows is an edited version of President Biden’s remarks.

The idea that this took five years to reauthorize—I was out 
of office those years—drove me crazy. (Laughter.) The 
point is it’s wonderful to see so many brave survivors and 

dedicated advocates and—and, truly, old friends—so many who 
have worked so hard to modernize the Violence Against Women 
Act to make it stronger and make sure that it endures. 

And the reason we’ve been able to do so much, make so much 
progress in the past 20 years is because of all of you… You changed 
the culture, not just the law.

Look, thank you for coming together and never giving up.   
You know, the fact is that it really wasn’t so long ago this country 
didn’t want to talk about violence against women, let alone [it] 
being a national epidemic, something the government had to 
address.  As a society, we literally looked away…  In many places, 
it wasn’t a crime.  I don’t recall how many times I was told in the 
prelude to writing the legislation that it’s a “family affair… You 
don’t understand, Biden.  It’s a family affair.”

When I began, along with others, to pursue this legislation to 
change this issue, we were told that we would literally be respon-

sible for the “disintegration” of American families in the major 
press.  It wasn’t just the wackos—it was in the mainstream press!

We talked about creating shelters to give survivors a way 
out because so many don’t have a way out [for them] and their 
children. By the way, the vast majority of children on the street 
with their mothers are there because she’s a victim of domestic 
violence. And here’s what they wrote: They said these shelters— 
providing shelter—[were] nothing more than “indoctrination 
centers” for women’s liberation issues.  I can get you the articles.  
It’s a fact.  Not a joke…    

Calling the police meant having to stand in front of your 
abuser—your significant other, your husband, whomever—and 
say[ing], “He did it.” And I’d get heat on this when I spoke. I 
remember making a speech to the Chamber of Commerce, and 
someone said, “Well, you’re going overboard here.”  I said, “Let 
me ask you, Jack. If you had a 320-pound guy who could bench 
400 pounds standing in front of you and beat the—…smacked 
you, are you going to say he did it?  Because you know he’s going 
to come back.”

There were very few police departments that had trained 
personnel… very few.  I’m sure there were some; I just can’t 
remember any of them. (Laughter).  And as a matter of fact, I 
don’t think there were any Special Victims Units in most of the 
police departments around the country before this legislation 
was written.

Now there [are] programs that are on TV for the last 25, 30 
years [addressing domestic violence]. I really mean it.  It mattered.  
That’s what I mean about changing the culture. There were too 
few places you could go for advice or for help…  I remember the 
biggest fights I had the second time around [reauthorizing the 
bill] were with universities.   Where do you show up?   Where 
do you report this? … I mean major universities — not Podunk 

“You Changed the Culture, Not Just the Law”
By Joe Biden

Kathy Sherlock gets a hug from President Biden at the White House celebration of the Violence Against Women Act being reauthorized. Ms. Sherlock’s seven -year-old 
daughter Kayden was killed by her ex-partner, and is the namesake of Kayden’s Law in Pennsylvania. 
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universities.   Major universities. It took time to change the 
culture, and you did it.  You did it.

There was no national hotline...  [Now] there have been 
millions of women who’ve hit that hotline button.  You know, all 
the brave guys I talk to, they say, “Biden, you’re overdoing this.”  
And I’d say, “Tell you what: If somebody who was twice your 
size, beating the living crap out of you and you were in the same 
apartment with them, how do you go and pick up the phone and 
call for help?”

Women would hide and say, “I can’t say where I am. I don’t 
know.   Help me.   Help me.”   That’s how we got Microsoft and 
others… to help us physically locate [victims] so the police could 
pick up where that call was coming from.

That was the background when I first wrote the Violence 
Against Women Act in 1990: to provide more protection against 
domestic violence, stalking, sexual assault; to support survivors 
and help them find ways out of their abusive situations. 

They’d say, “Why didn’t she leave?”  Well, she didn’t leave.  She 
had no place to go, and she had two kids with her.  No money.  
Nothing.  No family to go to.  Leave? 

The most oft-asked question for the first three years of 
the act was, “Well, why are you so passionate about this?  Was 

your mother a victim of domestic violence?  Was your sister or 
your wife?  Were they victims?”  I swear to God.  That was the 
most oft-asked question of me.  And I’d say, “No, that’s not the 
answer.”   I happened to be raised by a gentle, decent man, who 
taught all of his children—and I mean this from the bottom of 
my heart… My dad would say the greatest sin of all that anyone 
could commit was the abuse of power, and the cardinal sin was 
for a man to raise his hand to a woman or a child. That’s what 
this law has always been about: the abuse of power.  Whether it 
ends in a rape or just the physical [beating]— it’s about the abuse 
of power… I believed that, too, as many of you in this room did… 
[That] the only way we could change the culture was by shining 
an ugly, bright light on it and speaking its name. 

You can make all the speeches you wanted, but until those 
women had the courage [to speak out…] I remember [being 
backstage in a holding room] and they said [to these women], 
“It’s going to be okay.   It’s going to be okay.”   Can you imagine 
being among the first to stand before the whole damn world and 
millions of people to hear you recite how you were abused?

It took enormous courage.   And at the time (the Majority 
Leader may remember), we both got criticized for wanting to 
make it public.  “We don’t want to do that.  We don’t want to do 

Intimate partner violence and gun violence in the US are 
inextricably linked, impacting millions of women, fami-
lies, and communities across the country. Abusers with 
firearms are five times more likely to kill their victims, and 

guns further exacerbate the power and control dynamic used 
by abusers to inflict emotional abuse and exert coercive control 
over their victims.

Every month, an average of 70 
women are shot and killed by an inti-
mate partner. Nearly one million 
women alive today have reported being 
shot or shot at by intimate partners, 
and four and a half million women have 
reported being threatened with a gun by 
an intimate partner. In more than half 
of mass shootings over the past decade, 
the perpetrator shot a current or former 
intimate partner or family member as 
part of the rampage. The ripple effects 
of firearms in the hands of an abuser 
extend far beyond the intimate relation-
ship—affecting children who witness 
or live with it and the family members, 
coworkers, and law enforcement offi-
cers who respond to it.

While the deadly intersection of guns and intimate partner 
violence affects all women, it has a disproportionate impact on 
Black, American Indian/Alaska Native, and Hispanic women. In 
addition, segments of the LGBTQ community and people with 
disabilities are highly vulnerable to severe forms of relationship 
abuse, but there is alarmingly little data on the intersection of 
firearms and intimate partner violence among these populations 
because of chronic underreporting.

While intimate partner violence involving guns presents 
a bleak problem, research shows that the following federal 
and state policies and practices that disrupt abusers’ access 
to guns can save lives.

1. Strengthening state laws prohibiting domestic abusers 
from possessing guns and requiring abusers to relinquish guns 
they already have.

2. Focusing on implementing and enforcing existing state 
firearm relinquishment laws by state and local courts and law 

enforcement agencies.
3. Strengthening the federal back-

ground check system to keep guns out 
of dangerous hands by closing deadly 
loopholes and addressing deficiencies 
including: 

The Boyfriend Loophole, which 
allows abusers to purchase and possess 
guns even if they have been convicted of 
abuse or are under a restraining order 
for abusing a dating partner. 

The Charleston Loophole, which 
permits abusers to purchase guns 
without a completed background 
check if their background check isn’t 
completed in three business days. 

The Unlicensed Sale Loophole, 
which allows abusers to purchase guns 

from unlicensed, private sellers without a background check.
Improving Civil and Criminal Domestic Violence 

Records, which calls for stronger safeguards  in the back-
ground check system.

4. Requiring dealers to notify state or local law enforcement 
when a domestic abuser or convicted stalker attempts to buy a 
gun and fails a background check.

5. Funding comprehensive research on the nexus of guns and 
intimate partner violence. 

The Deadly Intersection of Guns and Intimate Partner Violence
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that.”   That’s why we held public 
hearings for this law when there 
were senators and others who said 
it was too salacious for this to be 
public, for people to see…

I believed—and a lot of us 
did—that we had to let America 
know what was going on.   Take 
the blinders off.  Make them look 
at it square in the eye—all the ugly 
sides of it. Because I believed, as 
all of you did, that Americans are 
basically decent and honorable 
people.   But they didn’t want to 
get involved.   Didn’t want to get 
involved.

How many times have you 
been in a crowded airport or in 
a circumstance where you see a 
man not physically beating, but 
abusing a woman and you just 
say, “You know, I don’t want to 
hear that… I don’t know what to 
do.”  Well, I believe that if they 
could see the truth as to what was 
going on, we could begin slowly to 
make change.   And that’s exactly 
what you all did and that’s what 
happened.

This law broke the dam of 
congressional resistance and cultural resistance.  And it brought 
this hidden epidemic out of the shadows… It introduced our 
nation to so many brave survivors [whose] stories changed the 
way America saw the issue… it’s hard to believe when I go back 
and think of when [and] how it started and where it was. 

As a practical matter, things began to shift—the legal and 
social burdens— away from survivors and onto perpetrators… 
where they belonged.   It made addressing gender violence a 
shared priority with a determined, coordinated response.   It 
created a hotline, as I said, for millions of women who have used 
the hotline.  And again, I’ll never forget being told the first time 
[when I asked], “What did you do?”  She said, “I got behind the 
drapes and I held the phone.  And I prayed to God—don’t let him 
hear this.  Pray God.  Pray God.”

[The Violence Against Women Act] supported shelters and 
rape crisis centers, housing and legal assistance, creating life-
saving options for women and children all across the country.   
And it helped train police officers, advocates, prosecutors, judges, 
court personnel, to make the entire justice system fair and more 
responsive to the needs of survivors.

I’ll never forget [when] I went to the family court when I was 
writing this—and the family court in my state is like many of 
yours.  And I watched—because I was told this would happen—I 
watched a woman come up to the desk and say, “I want to report 
that my husband is beating me up.”  “Well, why don’t you have a 
seat over there.”  Not a joke.  Go back and check your family courts 
back in the day.   (Applause.)     That’s what happened.   “That’s 
okay.  You go over here.  We’ll get to that.”  “No, no, I—I need help 
now.  Now.” You know, the law has saved lives.  It’s helped women 
rebuild their lives.  

The hardest thing to get done was arrest on information.   
Because what used to happen is a cop may be in the street and 
see a husband or a boyfriend or a man—anyone—smack his wife.  
And he’d come over and say, “Do you want to bring charges?”   
What the hell is she going to say?  “Yeah, I want to bring…”  We got 

the law changed to say the cop can 
arrest [based] on information.  He 
saw it happen.  He saw it happen.  
(Applause.) 

Even in 1994, we knew that 
there was much more we had to 
do… that it was only the begin-
ning.   That’s why—because of all 
of you in this room—every time 
we’ve reauthorized this law, it’s 
been improved.   It’s not like we 
didn’t know we wanted to do 
these other things in the begin-
ning.   It’s we did as much as we 
could and keep trying to add to 
it.  You remember.  You sat at my 
desk—a lot of time with me on 
this.   Broadening from domestic 
violence to include stalking and 
sexual assault in 2000.   That 
was the change made [then].   
Expanding access to services 
for immigrants, and communi-
ties of color in 2005.  That was a 
change.   Restoring jurisdiction of 
Tribal courts — (applause) — over 
non-Native domestic violence 
offenders who abuse women in 
Indian Country.   We did that in 
2013.  Extending protections to 

everyone, regardless of sexual orientation and gender identity, 
also in 2013.  (Applause.) 

I’m sorry to go on, but… the country owes you—all of you.  
I really mean it.   Thank you.   The law kept growing stronger.   
It’s not like we didn’t know in 2005 we should be dealing 
with the things we dealt with in 2013.   It was getting it done.   
Each link in the chain that we’re building made a difference—
makes a difference. 

Yesterday, I signed the Bipartisan Government Funding Bill.  
(Applause.) And, consequentially, we forged the next link in the 
chain.  Not only did we reauthorize the Violence Against Women 
Act through 2027—and I have to wonder why the hell we can’t 
reauthorize it [permanently]. It’s like the Voting Rights Act.   I 
thought we had won when I got Strom Thurmond to vote for it 
and extend it for 25 years, and then the [Supreme] Court came 
along.  But at any rate, that’s another issue.  (Laughter.)

But look… just think about this.  If this [violence and abuse] 
affected manhood—men—I don’t think we’d have a problem, you 
know, [reauthorizing it] for even longer, making it permanent...

Today, one year since a gunman killed eight people in Atlanta, 
six of whom were women of Asian descent, these horrific murders 
are a reminder that we still have work to do to put an end to 
misogyny and racism and all forms of hate we have. 

We’re never going to get it all done, but we can’t ever stop 
trying.  As long as there are women in this country and around 
the world who live in fear of violence, there’s more we have to do 
to fulfill this sacred commitment.  No one—no one, regardless of 
gender or sexual orientation, should experience abuse.  Period.  
And if they do, they should have the services and support they 
need to get through it.  And we’re not going to rest.

But in the meantime, all of you should be enormously 
proud of what you’ve accomplished.   This reauthorization is 
testament to the power of your voices and your tireless dedi-
cation to changing things for the better… Let’s keep going.     

Opponents of VAWA said 
shelters were nothing more than 

“indoctrination centers” for women’s 
liberation issues.  

 I can get you the articles.   
It’s a fact.  Not a joke.
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One small step backward for man, 
one giant leap backward for kind men. 

Inverting the famous words Neil 
Armstrong uttered after walking 
on the moon a half century ago felt 

appropriate in the aftermath of the Will 
Smith slap heard ’round the world—his 
assault of comedian Chris Rock at the 
Academy Awards.

For many years, I led batterer inter-
vention groups, working with men 
mandated by the courts to address their 
domestic abuse issues and others who 
were “mandated” by their partners to 
get help or get out. Group leaders regu-
larly heard men reluctantly admitting 
—or actively denying—that they’d 
abused their partners. From time to time 
there’d be stories not too dissimilar to 
Will Smith’s: physically and/or verbally 
assaulting someone they knew.

In chronicling this recent chapter 
of Hollywood men behaving badly,  
many African American writers offered 
insightful commentaries. My focus is 
on the impact the incident had on the 
ongoing work of redefining masculinity. 
I’m worried that the slap has harmed 
the antisexist men’s movement and has 
emboldened more men to enact violence. 
I’m also concerned about the message it 
sends to boys.

Will Smith didn’t call out Chris 
Rock backstage; he assaulted him in the 
full glare of the Academy Awards klieg 
lights, before a global television audience of tens of millions. With 
one slap, the acclaimed movie star threatened the fragile progress 
of not just the batterers’ intervention movement. Group leaders only 
have 30 or 40 weeks to teach men how to undo 30 or 40 years of 
male socialization. How tragic that Smith didn’t simply comfort his 
wife and turn the other cheek, rather than slap Rock’s.

Smith grew up with a father who regularly beat his mother; 
him, too, sometimes. “When I was nine years old, I watched my 
father punch my mother in the side of the head so hard that she 
collapsed,” he wrote in his 2021 memoir, It Takes Will. “I saw her 
spit blood. That moment in that bedroom, probably more than any 
other moment in my life, has defined who I am.”

Smith was doubly traumatized, first by the violence he witnessed, 
then by not doing anything to stop it—even though he was only nine! 
Male socialization’s grip was so strong that even at that young age 
he’d gotten the message that boys are responsible for protecting 
women, especially their moms. Does that context, that “explanation” 
help us to understand why he assaulted Rock? Sure. Still, there was 
no excuse for his violence. But knowing about his childhood makes 
it easier to understand what he might have been thinking: “I didn’t 
protect my mother; damn right I’m gonna protect my wife.”

It was only a handful of years after 
Armstrong’s 1969 moonwalk that a 
small number of men, inspired by the 
insights of the women’s movement, 
began reevaluating their notions of 
manhood and, by extension, masculinity. 
These men, known as “antisexist”—
goddess forbid, “profeminist”—began 
rejecting conventional expressions of 
manhood: tough talk, stoicism and, all 
too often, violence. Instead, over time, 
they began listening to women, being 
vulnerable and replacing confrontation 
with collaboration.

Today, this movement is global (see 
menengage.org), working to transform 
patriarchal masculinities and rigid, 
harmful norms around “being a man.” 
It collaborates with men and boys and 
women on gender justice issues through 
feminist approaches, and develops 
programs related to women’s rights, 
gender equality and other social justice 
movements. There were stumbles along 
the way, but these men were determined 
to leave the old masculinity “in search 
of the new compassionate male,” as a 
podcast launched by a former Marine a 
couple of years ago puts it.

Astonishingly, not long after slap-
ping Rock, Smith was back onstage to 
receive the Oscar for best male actor. In 
emotional remarks, he suggested that a 
“higher power” was inviting him “to love 
people and to protect people and to be a 

river to my people.” A wonderful aspiration, but hardly attainable if 
that river has blood in it.

The following day, Smith posted an apology to Rock, saying in 
part, “Violence in all of its forms is poisonous and destructive… I 
was out of line and I was wrong. I’m embarrassed and my actions 
were not indicative of the man I want to be…There is no place for 
violence in a world of love and kindness.” The Academy banned him 
from the awards for 10 years.

His admission that his actions were not indicative of the man 
he wants to be appeared heartfelt. What’s next? We don’t know if 
Will Smith has engaged in the painful growth work of examining 
his childhood wounds as both witness to and victim of his father’s 
violence. I hope he has, or will.

Many observers hope Smith decides to leverage his celebrity to 
advance the efforts men are making globally to stop men’s violence 
and transform masculinities into “a world of love and kindness.” 
Doing so would infuse new meaning into Neil Armstrong’s unfor-
gettable line, “one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”

An earlier version of this commentary appeared in a dozen  
newspapers around the U.S., including the Houston Chronicle. 

Will Smith’s Slap Harmed the 
Antisexist Men’s Movement 
By Rob Okun

Smith apologized to Rock saying: 
 “I was out of line and I was wrong.  
My actions were not indicative of  

the man I want to be.”



SUMMER 2022   21

Creating Consult Culture: A Handbook for Educators
By Marcia Baczynski and Erica Scott
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2022, 240 pages

Creating Consent Culture  earns its name as a “handbook 
for educators.” Over the span of 15 short chapters, sexual 
communication coach and cofounder of Cuddle Party, Marcia 

Baczynski and creator of The Consent Culture Intro Workshop, Erica 
Scott present a grounded understanding of what consent culture 
could and should look like, along with questions about its complexity 
including, “What if I’m a maybe?” and “How do I make amends when 
I mess up?” Each chapter is accompanied by a clear exercise and 
discussion outline that has been used effectively in workshops with 
adults and young people alike. Recommended for 
educators who want to go beyond health curric-
ulum checkboxes and lay the foundation for a 
cultural shift towards positive relationships and 
restorative justice.

I recently mentioned going on a date while I was 
at my friend’s house. His 13-year-old son perked 
up. “Was it fun?” he asked. Before I could answer, 
he added: “Did you kiss?” I told him we hadn’t. He 
proceeded to give me surprisingly detailed advice 
on how to lean in for a kiss, how to subtly take 
things to the next level, and how to “tell” if a girl 
is interested. 

“Couldn’t I just ask?” I suggested. 
“No way!” he exclaimed. “That would ruin the 

whole vibe.” 
“So how did you become an expert on dating 

and relationships?” I teased him. He raised his 
eyebrows at me. “Movies and TikTok,” he replied.

This matters. Boys pick up stereotypes like 
dominance in relationships from representations of 
masculinity in movies and television. Frighteningly, 
more than half of all boys think porn presents a realistic depiction of 
sex. In Canada, data suggests that one in three girls will experience 
physical sexual violence in their lifetime. One thing is clear: we need 
to do a better job teaching young people how to understand and 
practice consent in their lives and relationships.

 Creating Consent Culture transforms the narrative on healthy 
communication in relationships. As Marcia Baczynski and Erica 
Scott explain, the dominant culture is one of coercion: a culture that 
exists wherever someone feels entitled to access to or control over 
others; a culture that minimizes, trivializes and denies harm. Many 
educators seek to challenge this culture with an oversimplified and 
ultimately harmful understanding of consent, which Baczynski and 
Scott call the “Gatekeeper” model. This stood out to me because 
one of the most deeply felt issues within this framework—for boys 
and young men in particular—is that it inevitably risks rejection: “In 
the old Gatekeeper model,” the authors’ write, “where one person is 
asking for permission, and the other says yes or no, a ‘no’ means one 
thing: rejection.”

Baczynski and Scott say “consent culture offers another way to 
interpret a ‘no.’ Because we are coming together to find an agreement 
about how we want to play or interact with one another, a “no” is not 
necessarily a rejection. Instead, it becomes information. The other 
person is not rejecting you. Instead, they are telling you where they 
are at.”

I also liked their exploration of the “enthusiastic yes,” which can 
be a nebulous concept for young people who are just beginning to 
explore sexuality and relationships. Baczynski and Scott suggest three 

different kinds of enthusiastic yes: really wanting something, being 
unsure if you want it but being excited to try and find out, and being 
wholeheartedly willing to gift someone else with what they want. 
That was a new concept, a breakdown I had never heard before, one 
that resonates with real-life experiences far more than the outdated 
consent is like a cup of tea model (medium.com/fearless-she-wrote/
consent-is-like-a-cup-of-tea-7339b247e566).

Creating Consent Culture’s framework for talking  
with boys who mess up in the #MeToo era

Talking proactively about consent is great, but it’s not my main 
reason to recommend this book. What stood out to me the most 
was the chapter on restorative justice in consent culture. As they 

explain, young people need a bit of extra room to 
make mistakes without experiencing irrevocable 
consequences, or feeling like there is no way back 
from what they’ve done wrong.

“The fact of the matter is that many, if not 
most, consent violations are accidental, particularly 
among young people who are still learning to navi-
gate the world,” the authors remind us. “‘Accidental,’ 
however, does not mean trivial. The impact may still 
be monumental.”

I recently spoke on a panel for a theater compa-
ny’s social issues initiative, where I wrestled with 
the complexity of not completely writing off a young 
man who had committed sexual assault. “How can 
you call it an accident?” an audience member chal-
lenged me. “It’s a crime.” I tried to speak about the 
limitations of a punitive justice system and the prob-
lems with vilifying and ostracizing boys as perpe-
trators, but mostly I just stumbled over my words. I 
wish I had read this book before that conversation.

Baczynski and Scott explain that if we want 
young men to behave better, we need to give them 

ways to get there. That means teaching them how to take account-
ability, apologize, and make amends—the hard work between letting 
them off the hook and calling them criminals.

“In coercion culture,” Bacynski and Scott write, “there are two 
primary outcomes when someone messes up: either acknowledge 
that it happened and someone gets punished, or else ignore that it 
ever happened at all. But there is a third possibility in the path of 
restorative justice.” We need resources like this to chart a new path 
forward.

 Grassroots groups like Students for Consent Culture Canada 
are picking up the cry led by actions like the walkouts at Western 
University in 2021. Organizations like Bad Subject (badsubject.org.
wordpress.com/) and Curiosity Labs (Ryerson.ca/sexual-violence/
education/curiosity-labs/) are providing education on the ground. 
Yet every single one of us is in touch with boys in our lives. As I wrote 
in the Fall 2021 issue of Voice Male, if the boys and young men around 
you aren’t speaking with you about this kind of thing, then you are 
part of the problem.

In the first season of Netflix’s critically acclaimed Sex Education, 
high schooler Liam attempts a grand gesture at the school dance—a 
hopeless romantic-style attempt to win over a young woman who had 
already rejected him multiple times. When it falls flat, he exclaims, 
“What’s the point? Lizzie doesn’t love me.” His voice drops in volume. 
“Nobody loves me.”

Jonathon Reed is program manager for Next Gen Men.

Book Review

Char t ing a New Cul ture of Consent
By Jonathon Reed



22    VOICE MALE

Ba se d on a 
survey of 40 
m e n ,  a n d 

in-depth inter-
v i e w s  w i th  2 4 
more in Spain, 
Sweden and the 
UK, colleagues and 
I set out to develop 
an understanding 
of the factors that 
support men to 
take a public stance 
a g a i n s t  m e n ’s 
violence against 
women,  and to 
explore how more 
men can be encour-
aged to do so. The 
result was a book, 
Men’s Activism to 
End Violence Against Women: Voices from Spain, Sweden and the 
UK, which I cowrote in 2021 with Nicole Westmarland (Durham 
University, UK), Anna-Lena Almqvist (Mälardalen University, 
Sweden) Linn Egeberg Holmgren (Uppsala University, Sweden), 
Stephen Burrell (Durham University, UK) and Custodio Delga-
do-Valbuena (Seville University, Spain).

For the purpose of our research, we understood activism as 
potentially involving a wide range of actions including: talking 
to other men about the issues; educating young people; posting 
on social media; setting up a local group; organizing a campaign; 
working on a project or doing professional work; supporting 
victims; raising awareness; and supporting women’s organiza-
tions.

Men are predominantly responsible for perpetrating violence 
against women. Their violence constrains women’s freedom and 
plays a major role in maintaining gender inequalities. Many have 
argued that men must engage further in the movement to end 
violence against women. Men have the potential, although largely 
untapped, to play an important role in helping to challenge these 
injustices; indeed, they have an ethical responsibility to do so (see 
Engaging Men and Boys in Violence Prevention, by the Australian 
academic and activist Michael Flood). But what are the structural 
and individual factors that might enable this engagement? 

In line with previous research (for example, Some Men: Femi-
nist Allies and the Movement to End Violence Against Women, 
by Michael Messner, Max Greenberg and Tal Peretz), those we 
interviewed were able to trace their involvement through various 
influences and pathways. Some were brought up in a feminist 
household. Others saw how poorly their mothers were treated, 
either by their father or by other men.  A small number had 
personal experiences of violence and abuse within the family, 
either as victims or witnesses.

Many of the men talked about a lack of positive male influ-
ences during childhood, often because of absent, strict or disen-
gaged fathers or other male family members who offered little 
support. One UK participant described his father as an “anti-

role model.  He was 
e v e r y t h i n g  w e 
refused to become.”

As boys grew 
up,  a l ternat ive , 
n o n c o n f o r m i n g 
or marginalized 
masculinities were 
important ,  too. 
Some men early 
on rejected hege-
monic norms of 
masculinity, to be 
“tough,”  “strong,” 
and “independent.” 
Others felt they 
subscribed to such 
norms while in a 
group but internally 
were not comfort-

able with them. For 
some, rejecting such norms was closely associated with being 
gay, and having an inherent sense of being “different” from other 
men, and/or a heightened awareness of discrimination. Not being 
athletic, particularly in terms of traditional boys’ team sports such 
as football, was, for some participants, the way they had started 
to feel they were unlike other boys.

Childhood bullying at school, most often by other boys, was 
also a common theme. In many cases this was because the partic-
ipant was seen as diverging from masculine norms. There were 
multiple examples given of abuse related to disability, ethnicity, 
and sexuality in particular. 

Positive experiences with men were less common. Our 
research revealed that women, either as linchpins among family, 
friends, lovers, or within political movements, emerged as highly 
influential in terms of challenging and influencing the men to 
explore profeminism. Several of the men placed great emphasis 
on the impact of earlier heterosexual relationships with intimate 
partners in their journeys towards anti-violence activism, even 
though those relationships had ended some time ago. 

Often, it was only when men moved away from their fami-
lies that their awareness was awakened or encouraged. Higher 
education was a key factor for some men starting to make sense 
of and/or become politicized about gender and other inequalities. 
For some this was as a result of choosing a social sciences course 
which included gender studies modules or lectures. Often, it 
was linked to a general political awakening through becoming 
involved in student groups and leftist politics in friendship groups 
or living in a shared house. 

For several men, professional pathways in social services, 
healthcare, and education, for example, were increasingly signif-
icant in shaping their routes towards antiviolence activism. More 
than half of survey respondents (58 percent) were involved in 
some form of paid work as part of their stance against violence 
against women. Men were perceived to be most likely to speak 
out when working at NGOs, or voluntary and community orga-

Ending Violence Against Women 

Men’s Voices from Spain, Sweden and the UK 
By Sandy Ruxton

Members of MenEngage Europe protesting men’s violence against women in Seville, Spain, in October 2021.
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nizations, where they were more likely to be exposed to feminist 
arguments.

Sometimes, men (especially those who were already active on 
gender equality issues), were influenced by a specific high profile 
case of men’s violence against women, and consequently took the 
issue more seriously.  One such case was that of Ana Orantes from 
Granada who, after speaking on a Spanish television program 
in 1997 about the lifelong domestic abuse she had suffered, was 
killed two weeks later by her ex-husband. This led to an upsurge 
of men’s activism, prompting countrywide marches and vigils 
against violence against women, which continue to this day. 

A small number of interviewees had initially been catapulted 
into this work as a result of family tragedy but then deepened 
their involvement. In the UK, brothers Luke and Ryan Hart have 
spoken out publicly about the 2016 killing of their mother and 
sister by their father. As Luke put it: “We realized this was not an 
isolated family tragedy. This was the socially-condoned murder 
of insubordinate women.” 

For many men, engaging with feminism and antiviolence work 
is not straightforward, and there are significant challenges for 
them in doing so. On a personal level these may include lack of 
awareness of the issues, tension with family members, and resis-
tance to talking with peers about sensitive issues like violence. A 
significant barrier voiced by some are the costs of being labeled 
a “gender traitor” by rebelling against patriarchal norms. Many 
men felt such pressure makes it less likely for men to speak out.

There also are a number of obstacles that may prevent men 
from taking action that emerged as more country-specific. For 
example, having a strong gender equality discourse in poli-
cymaking, as is the case in Sweden, is helpful in some ways, 
providing a bedrock of statements and standards to be built upon. 
Ironically, it can also be a hindrance, leading some men to think, 
as one put it, that “We are gender equal, right?,” a perception 
that suggests it isn’t necessary to look closely at levels of violence 
towards women.  

Stronger political leadership was seen as particularly neces-
sary in the UK and Spain, where it was rare for high profile male 
politicians to speak out about violence against women. Austerity 
policies were also identified as a significant barrier, fueling back-
lash politics and undermining progressive programs. As a Spanish 
participant put it, “What has happened is we don’t have resources 
anymore, we have gesture politics…”

There is a risk of men benefiting from the “pedestal” effect, 
where men’s efforts receive more attention and value than 
women’s. In addition, there are documented examples of male 
activists not behaving in nonviolent, gender equitable ways. This 
highlights the importance for men of self-reflection and account-
ability: A UK respondent noted, “To be a man who is active in 
challenging violence against women and girls, and who does it in a 
way that avoids asserting male privilege, is to engage in a constant 
dialogue with self.”

More broadly, women’s groups often fear that men may “take 
over” feminist spaces, undermine women’s voices and leadership, 
and divert funding from cash-strapped services such as shelters. 
A Spanish participant stated that feminist and profeminist groups 
in his region have “good relations, but not close relations.”

Still, many participants acknowledged receiving encourage-
ment and support from feminist women and like-minded men in 
their lives, and from groups, organizations and communities of 
activists they were linked to. This often played a vital role in not 
just countering the potential for isolation, but also sustaining the 
men’s efforts. 

Men have much to gain from becoming antisexist, antivio-
lence advocates and activists. We must do everything we can to 
ensure their numbers grow in the years ahead.

Sandy Ruxton is an independent policy advisor 
and researcher, specializing in masculinities. 
An honorary research fellow in the depart-
ment of sociology at Durham University in 
northern England, he is a member of the steering 
group of MenEngage Europe, and cohost (with 
Stephen Burrell) of the podcast, Now and Men. 
Published by Policy Press at the University 
of Bristol, Men’s Activism to End Violence 

Against Women: Voices from Spain, Sweden and the UK, is avail-
able in hardback and paperback, and can also be downloaded free 
as an open access e-book at policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/
mens-activism-to-end-violence-against-women.

Educating Youth, Encouraging Men, 
Addressing #MeToo

Our work highlighted 
key issues to focus on 
in getting more men 

involved. Educating children and 
youth from a young age about 
gender equality and preventing 
violence against women is vital, 
and goes beyond relationships 
and sex education programs to 
a broader notion of citizenship 
education across the curric-
ulum. Education and engage-
ment should also be extended 
throughout life, including in 
workplaces and religious insti-
tutions. And media, particularly 
social media, has an important 
role in bolstering education and awareness-raising efforts. 

Encouraging antiviolence initiatives among men involved in 
other social justice-related struggles—such as environmental-
ists, trade unionists, gay men, and other progressive civil society 
groups—was felt to be important, as they are more likely to be 
“pro-equality” already. Young men may also be more willing to 
question the gendered status quo, and be positively disposed 
towards gender equality and tackling violence against women. 
Although working-class men are potentially sympathetic, there 
are also challenges in engaging those who themselves may feel left 
behind, forgotten, especially as a result of economic crisis and the 
decline of the male breadwinner ethos.

 Then there is #MeToo. During the period of our research in 
2017, the #MeToo movement went viral, revealing the massive 
scale of sexual harassment and violence against women worldwide. 
In our survey, men in Sweden were far more likely to agree that 
#MeToo had encouraged more of them to speak out about violence 
against women than men in the UK and Spain (although #MeToo 
also had impact in the UK, and Spain subsequently had its own 
version, #Cuéntalo/Tell It). Despite resistance among some men, 
the overall response in Sweden was positive, prompting many men 
to ask themselves how they might have contributed to the problem, 
and to discuss with each other how to unlearn and shift damaging 
masculine norms and become allies to the feminist movement. 
While challenges in all countries remain huge, the Nordic example, 
described in a report, Men, Masculinity and #MeToo, by the Stock-
holm-based organization, MÄN, points to how “piece by piece, 
silence, sexual harassment, and violence can be replaced with a 
culture of consent and active bystanders.”  

—Sandy Ruxton



24    VOICE MALE

During Women’s History Month in March, in an act of 
unthinkable atrocity, Mad Vlad Putin began indiscrimi-
nately killing women and children across Ukraine. Men, 

too, of course. 
Some Kremlin watchers say he is “no longer in his right 

mind”—isolated, irrational, stubbornly fantasizing about a return 
to the gory days of the Soviet 
Union. That suggests there was 
a time when he wasn’t suffering 
from Mad Coward disease, a 
condition primarily found in men, 
characterized by acute insecurity, 
anger interfering with the ability to 
access vulnerability, and an aortic 
defect that presents as extreme 
cold-heartedness. 

Putin has likely long suffered 
from the condition, probably 
from childhood, where he was 
the youngest of three boys (both 
older brothers died young), and 
including his days preening bare 
chested on horseback. The condi-
tion is now acute: witness this 
“man’s man” sitting alone at one 
end of a 50-foot-long table. 

For decades, Putin has been the 
world’s true poster boy for “toxic 
masculinity,” (a dismissive term 
that falls short of capturing the 
complexity of male socialization). 

Many pro-Putin US acolytes 
are cheering him on now, from 
a retired golfer in Florida (who 
among other ailments suffers from 
logorrhea), to a dangerous cable 
news propagandist in New York. 
Both regularly tell dangerous lies 
on broadcasts that reach millions. 

For his part, Putin applauds his 
US puppets as they exploit white 
male grievance and continue to 
recruit a new generation of racist, misogynous, anti-Semitic, and 
homophobic men. 

“Challenging masculinity in Russia means to challenge 
society,” photographer-model Angel Ulyanov told Vice. “And to 
succeed we, unfortunately, must be prepared for repercussions 
that are not always pleasant—and sometimes even dangerous.” 

Today, nowhere is that danger felt more than on streets across 
Russia where thousands protest the war. Among them, no doubt, 
are Russian men who reject Putin’s murderous expression of 
manhood. 

Most of the world’s countries are united in unequivocal 
support for Ukraine. That’s critically important, as are strategies 
to end the invasion without risking World War III. Still, it won’t be 
enough without a massive grassroots campaign by we, the people. 

Actually, we need “we, the men.” Women last century dramat-
ically demonstrated how to advance social justice using their 

gendered perspective on a range of pressing social issues. Today, 
women are at the forefront of worldwide protests against Putin’s 
war. 

What’s needed now is for men to organize themselves—as 
men. While Putin viciously clamps down on protests, impris-
oned opposition leader Alexei Navalny is calling on his sisters 

and brothers to take to the streets 
in larger numbers—by the tens, 
the hundreds of thousands, to 
protest the war. It’s a perilous, life- 
threatening strategy; if successful, 
though, it could mark the begin-
ning of the dictator’s fall. 

On a screen divided in thirds, 
picture the throngs on those 
Russian streets, and then the 
insurrectionists besieging the US 
Capitol on January 6, 2021. The 
first group, nonviolently risking 
their lives to end autocracy; the 
second, violently trying to bring 
autocracy to life. The third image? 
The Ukrainians struggling to retain 
their fragile democracy. 

Think what it could mean if 
men would rise up—as men—to 
denounce autocracies around the 
globe. Believe gendered orga-
nizing doesn’t work? Look at what 
One Billion Rising, a women-led 
campaign to end rape and sexual 
violence worldwide, has accom-
plished in its first decade. 

There is an untapped male 
force for good in the US: millions 
of fathers, coaches, teachers and 
clergy. While there may be some 
fathers who would applaud their 
teenage sons slinging an AK-47 

over their shoulders prepared to 
shoot antiracist protestors in, say, 
Kenosha, Wisconsin, most fathers 
are trying to raise empathetic, 

caring sons. 
A new podcast, In Search of the Compassionate Male, high-

lights the voices of men whose hearts are open, and who reject 
Putin-style manhood. At this fraught moment, they represent 
“the great turning”—a movement away from the masculine, 
corporate-military industrial complex and toward a healthy 
life-sustaining new civilization. 

Any global to-do list to end this war must include a commit-
ment to emphatically reject coldhearted, violent, dominating, 
antidemocratic masculinity, relegating those descriptions to the 
dustbin of history. 

It’s a tall order, I know; but men like to solve problems. Are 
we ready to take on this one? 

Rob Okun is Voice Male’s editor. Reach him at rob@voicemale-
magazine.org. 

Putin, Manhood, and Mad Coward Disease
By Rob Okun

A seven-foot portrait of Russian president Vladimir Putin made from bullet 
shells from the 2014 Ukrainian uprising known as the “Maidan Revolution” 
(the Revolution of Dignity.) Ukrainian artists Daniel Green and Daria 
Marchenko created the portrait.
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“Then the Lord God 
said, ‘It is not good that 
the man should be alone; 
I will make him a helper 
fit for him.’”  —Genesis 
2:18, RSV

One chapter later, 
af ter Eve was held 
responsible for the First 
Sin (Adam, the submis-
sive male, just did what 
she told him to), we have 
this:

“ To  t h e  w o m an 
he said, ‘I will greatly 
multiply your pain in 
childbearing; in pain 
you shall bring forth 
children, yet your desire 
shall be contrary for your 
husband, and he shall rule over you.’” —Genesis 3:16

Some people are able to liberate the creation story from its 
theological misogyny, but for most believers (especially 
the male ones), it’s pretty clear: Women are commanded, 

indeed, they were created, to do what they’re told. This is our 
cultural infrastructure—a.k.a., the patriarchy—ten thousand or 
so years in the making.

The prejudice leaps into the New Testament (“Let a woman 
learn in silence with all submissiveness.” —I Timothy 2:11), and 
on and on. Thirteen hundred years later, here’s Thomas Aquinas, 
high-fiving Aristotle, agreeing that a woman is a “misbegotten 
male.” 

Jump forward another seven centuries and we get SCOTUS 
Justice Samuel Alito writing in a draft opinion:

“Roe was egregiously wrong from the start. Its reasoning was 
exceptionally weak, and the decision has had damaging conse-
quences. And far from bringing about a national settlement of 
the abortion issue, Roe and (Planned Parenthood v. Casey) have 
enflamed debate and deepened division.”

As everyone knows at this point, a woman’s right to an abor-
tion—a woman’s right to be in full control of her own body—is 
now in jeopardy. This is a terrifying possibility. If the Supreme 
Court overthrows Roe v. Wade, the legality of abortion will be 
decided state by state, and at this point more than half of them are 
ready to pass legislation turning it back into a crime. Oklahoma, 
for instance, recently passed a law making abortion illegal after 
about six weeks (when cardiac activity can be detected in the 
embryo)—with no exceptions for rape or incest.

“Yes, I’m angry,” Massachusetts Sen. Elizabeth Warren wrote: 
“I’m angry at the justices who deliberately deceived the Amer-

ican people. I’m angry at the Republicans in Congress who stole 
two Supreme Court seats to get us to this day. And I’m angry at 
the cruelty of the anti-abortion politicians who will impose enor-
mous pain, suffering, and possible death on people who have the 
fewest resources to fight back.”

The ruling in Roe v. Wade in 1973 was a direct undoing of 
the infrastructure of patriarchy: male rule, female submissive-
ness. It dug to the core of who we are and began creating change 

at, perhaps, the deepest 
level of being human.

Playwright-activist 
Eve Ensler (now known 
as V) said overturning 
Roe: “will catalyze and 
amplify the right wing 
m i s o g y n i s t  p ro j e c t 
that is  taking away 
the rights of women  
everywhere. . . . If we 
allow the erasure of 
this central right for 
women, it will escalate 
the erasure of them 
all.   “. . . [T]his is not 
about babies, it is about 
destroying women’s 
agency and autonomy. 
And we know that this 
will most harshly affect 

the lives of Black and Brown women and marginalized people.”
In other words, those without the resources to travel long 

distances for an abortion.
In short, this is a complex combo of racism, sexism and 

God. It’s not an issue to be solved with simplistic, “pro-life” self- 
righteousness. I honor and value all who are truly pro-life—who 
stand against trillion-dollar military budgets, a nuclear-armed 
planet, poverty and starvation—but: “. . . these self-styled 
pro-lifers don’t seem to care much about life, once a baby is 
born,” wrote Jill Filipovic  in The Guardian three years ago, refer-
ring to Donald Trump’s supporters. 

“They want to cut aid to needy children and healthcare to 
poor mothers and pregnant women. They oppose contraception 
and sex education—the most effective ways to reduce the abor-
tion rate. Many of them continue to support a president who 
separates small children from their parents and keeps them in 
squalid cages.”

They saw in Trump, she wrote, “a kindred spirit who would 
work for their interests—their primary interest being a symbolic 
reassertion of their cultural dominance.”

But cultural—patriarchal—dominance is at the end of its 
reign, with or without Roe v. Wade. Of course, if the leaked 
SCOTUS draft opinion holds and Roe is overturned, if legal abor-
tion turns into a patchwork right across the national landscape, 
chaos will ensue.

“There will be marching, demonstrations, sit-ins, petitions,” 
cautioned  Robin Morgan, a major feminist voice since the 1970s. 

“Women will go ahead and disobey the law. What are they 
going to do when half the population is in revolt? Not 20 percent, 
not the ultra right wing, not the evangelicals. Women are going to 
control what happens to our own bodies. No matter how many 
thousands of us have to go to jail. We are not turning back the 
clock. No way.”

Robert Koehler (koehlercw@gmail.com), syndicated by Peace-
Voice, is a Chicago award-winning journalist and editor. He is the 
author of Courage Grows Strong at the Wound.

Eve’s Choice: Patriarchy No Longer Rules
By Robert C. Koehler
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Taking Respon-
sibility is the 
n a m e  o f  a 

state-certified domestic 
v io lence  account -
ability program in 
the southern Vermont 
city of Brattleboro. It 
focuses on the dynamics 
of power and control 
in men’s intimate rela-
tionships. Designed 
to help men examine 
their violence and 
controlling behaviors 
towards women, it also 
calls on men to identify 
and take responsibility 
for abuses of power. 
To highlight both its 
philosophy and the lessons men learn in the program, John 
Ungerleider and Bill-Pelz Walsh describe the program, featuring 
the voices of some of the 100-plus men who have completed it in 
the past five years. (Names of participants have been changed to 
protect confidentiality.) 

For 30 weeks, groups of approximately 10 men meet weekly 
for 90 minutes to talk about domestic violence, focusing on the 
abusive offenses they’ve committed. Most are mandated, by the 
court, a probation officer, or the Department of Children and 
Families. A facilitator’s job is to guide men to talk honestly about 
their attitudes, habits, feelings, and the roots of their beliefs.  We 
explore their role in the cycle of violence, including the personal 
history that brought them to us. Sharing experiences with their 
peers, week by week, men wrestle with taking accountability for 
their actions.  

At each man’s last group, he is asked to share what he has 
learned. More than 100 men have shared their reflections since 
2017. Another 50 completed a written survey. They identify 
aspects of the program they found most helpful to prevent their 
committing future violence against women.  Below is a sampling 
of reflections. While not a guarantee of perfect future behavior, 
all reported significant shifts in awareness as a result of their time 
in the group.

 “I came in thinking I don’t need to be here. Over time I did 
not deny, minimize, or blame. I saw how I had a lot to learn by 
being here, shedding some of my pride and righteousness and 
taking ownership for my actions. It reinforced patience and self- 
reflection.” 

—David, 35, a sawmill worker,  
married father of two teenagers. 

  “I was self-centered… My words could be abusive without me 
realizing. I learned behaviors that were abusive that I did not even 
know. I don’t want to live like that anymore…. When I start to act 
on impulse, [facilitator] Bill’s face pops up behind me!”  

—Rick, 42, a contractor, getting divorced  
and leaving the house he built. 

  The  pro g ram 
emphasizes the trau-
m a t i c  i m p a c t  o f 
abuse on others, and 
how men who abuse 
often feel isolated and 
ashamed. The group 
setting supports men 
to risk being vulner-
able. Our job is to 
guide them to act 
with integrity and to 
exercise self-care. We 
never want to shame 
them, although some-
times the shame they 
felt as a child is trig-
gered when they are 
held  accountable . 
Most report stories of 

childhood abuse and neglect.
  “Everyone was respectful to me and that made me think I 

should be respectful to others, too. I came in with an attitude, a 
passive-aggressive person, and learned to be an assertive person. 
[The group has] given me the opportunity to speak honestly no 
matter the topic. Twenty years ago I would’ve lied my way through 
it.”     

—Tim, 38, a fast food worker with  
shared custody of three small children. 

 Groups begin with men “checking in”—sharing challenges 
and highlights from the week, and at times memories from child-
hood. Check-ins provide men with an opportunity to care for and 
support one another. Like many men, most have few male friends 
with whom they can have genuine conversations.

 “I’m not a people person. Never dealt with people before. I kind 
of enjoyed it, being with people. I like the group setting; it was really 
helpful. When I started, I thought this class was BS, punishment. 
We can learn from each other things we didn’t understand.” 

—Ruben, 24, kicked out as a teen, wound up in jail. 
 The second half of a session focuses on a topic designed to 

build  awareness of their abuse and ways to take responsibility 
for their actions. Topics provide frames to assess patterns of 
abusive behavior, to learn ways to break the cycle of violence, and 
to build healthier relationships. Men drill down to better under-
stand specific controlling behaviors, including being physically, 
verbally, emotionally, financially, or sexually abusive.

“It took me a while to say, ‘Yeah, I had been abusive.’ The most 
important thing is being able to recognize my triggers, from being 
shamed or hurt or anxious, and lashing out. Now I can recognize 
them every day and apply the breathing techniques and can 
discuss with my girlfriend the information from class.”

— Robert, 19, works in a food warehouse and moved back in 
with his girlfriend.  

 Men come to understand how they were taught as boys the 
benefits of having power over others, whether by parental role 

Men and Domestic Violence 

Teaching Accountability with Respect
By John Ungerleider and Bill-Pelz Walsh
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models or through absorbing “boy culture.” If you were tough, 
you felt safe, if weak you could face taunting and bullying. After 
such emotionally stunting social conditioning, it’s no wonder 
men struggle to be vulnerable in intimate relationships. Group 
helps men identify how they may be repeating abusive behaviors 
learned in childhood. 

  “It raised the impact of your childhood and how it affects 
everyday life, behaviors, thoughts, and relationships. Beliefs of 
entitlement [are] deeply ingrained from childhood; that takes a 
lifetime to unlearn.”    

—Ernie, 27, self-employed craftsman and avid fisherman.
  Together, the men analyze what they thought they were 

gaining by being abusive. They explore threatening, intimidating, 
or isolating their partners—how they minimize, blame, and deny 
to avoid confronting their abuse. 

“I saw it was my fault the way I was treating my ex-wife, 
blaming her. It raised my self-awareness about how things would 
build up and blow up. If I’m going to get in a relationship in the 
future, I know the tools I can use to make it healthy.” 

—Frank, 30, in and out of jail;  
not currently in a relationship. 

“I tried different things when I went home. I’ve regained a 
certain amount of integrity and I feel calm—and the group has 
played an enormous  part in that. My relationship got better. I 
heard in this group many times that we’ve done bad things, but 
we’re not bad people. It reminded me that I’m a good person and 
can be a great person.”     

—Jeremy, 27, has worked in area  
food warehouses and sawmills. 

 Being held accountable in an environment of respect, men 
begin to understand a new definition for being a “real man”: being 
sensitive and compassionate towards women, and all people. 
They can be held accountable in front of other men—a unique 
experience for most.

 “Calling out each other on the bullshit… getting called out by 
peers. It shows that we care. I saw how I had a lot to learn by being 
here, shedding some of my pride and righteousness and taking 
ownership for my actions. I am not perfect, I have a temper and 
anger but am willing to change and work on it daily.” 

—TJ, 21, in gangs as a teen; trying to keep a steady job. 
  Men learn to interrupt violent behavior and build skills 

needed for maintaining a positive relationship. They learn that 
beneath anger lies a world of unexplored emotions—including 
sadness or fear—that open portals to communicate. Instead 
of laughing at one another, men demonstrate their capacity to 
listen and care for one another. Presented with new models for 
being a real man and a good man, they can commit both to living 
with integrity and supporting their partner’s right to safety and 
equality. 

 “It opens us up: each of us has done something terrible but can 
be accountable for what we did. I can be too quick to react to nega-
tive situations. Taking as much time as I need to think is perfectly 
okay. Noticing when I am stressed or angry. Being able to let things 
go or have calm conversations that are well thought out and avoid 
yelling or arguing... I have learned only I can control myself.”                                                  

—Anton, 53, works at local ski mountain;  
has two children with two ex-partners.

 Men learn methods to deescalate a confrontation. A simple 
technique is remembering to “S.T.O.P.”  Stop; Take a Deep Breath; 
consider my Options; then Proceed.

“The key thing I have noticed with my behavior is I am able 
to catch myself quicker, reminding myself to breathe and respond 
instead of react. To walk away from a disagreement. That I have no 
right to put my hands on anyone in anger. I remember to breathe, 
think. It’s okay to feel the emotions you have, just acknowledge 
them.” 

—Ron, 38, a carpenter and seasonal housepainter,  
not allowed to contact his ex.  

With guidance from facilitators, and reflective support from 
other members, men consider what a healthy relationship can 
look like: 

·  What is constructive, supportive communication with a 
partner?  

· How can I listen more attentively and empathize?  
· What is the importance of trust, respect, friendship, and 

integrity in a relationship? 
“I really learned about what a healthy relationship is. Then 

you can recognize when a relationship is not healthy and you can 
see those red flags and warning signs.”          

—Henry, 33, a mechanic at a car dealership  
whose kids have been adopted out.

Accountability with respect is key. Because the men felt 
respected—rather than shamed or let off the hook by both facil-
itators and peers for their harmful behavior or attitudes—they 
appreciated the chance to talk about themselves, and to take 
responsibility for their behavior. And they enjoyed that they were 
able to talk with one another about life. 

 “Everyone in the group was really supportive.... Everybody is 
willing to open up and share their story; take responsibility and 
improve on who we are, and not go back to who we were. This class 
helped me in a great way: hearing guys’ stories every week; hearing 
how you handled situations. I love the group, the chance to meet 
people… and to look forward to the friendships.” 

—Greg, 48, out of prison and clean  
from heroin for the first time in years.

 The group allowed men to give voice to a more vulnerable 
side of themselves than they would have in prison, on the street, 
or talking superficially about sports. It gave them tools to recog-
nize and stop patterns of harmful behavior, to break the cycle 
of abuse, and build healthier relationships. At the end of the 30 
weeks, many men say they would miss the weekly dialogue with 
other men, and expressed gratitude for a clearer view of how to 
become better men. 

“I’ve applied a lot of this stuff and it has been helpful to have 
control of myself and my actions. If I had gotten this information 
in my teens or twenties, I wouldn’t be sitting where I am now.”                                             

—Rudy, 60, a car salesman who spent five years in prison. 
We need to work with younger men before they commit 

violence. Groups refill too easily. Some men do reoffend. Ulti-
mately, our goal is to work ourselves out of our jobs.

Bill-Pelz Walsh, MA, is a therapist who has been running domestic 
violence accountability and anger management programs for 
25 years. John Ungerleider, Ed.D, is director of Greater Falls 
Community Justice Center. He teaches restorative practices in 
Vermont high schools, Vermont Law School, and Brandeis Univer-
sity. Brian Chevalier, MA, did research for this article as a grad-
uate student at the School for International Training. 
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Editor’s note: This memoir includes explicit descriptions  
of sexual assault. 

I never knew his name. When I picture him now, I see a man 
somewhere between 45 and 60, which is my age. I don’t think of 
myself as old, but I think of him as “the old man in my building,” 

because that’s what he looked like to my 12-year-old eyes. He was 
white, with dirty-blonde hair and a mustache. In my memory, he 
walks with a slouch, his shoulders rounded forward as if he were 
always tired. I also remember that he wore glasses and that he had 
kind eyes.

Shortly after he moved into his apartment on the second floor 
of our building, he said hello to me for the first time. I was standing 
alone in the courtyard and he stopped as he walked past, nodding 
and smiling. “Hi!” was all he said. The second time he did the same 
thing, and by the third or fourth time, a ritual of greeting had grown 
between us. He would smile and say hello; I would smile and say 
the same thing back. Then, for a long silent moment, he would fix 
me with his gaze, while I stood there, a kid hungry for attention, too 
happily embarrassed to move, wishing when he walked away that 
I’d done something, anything, to prolong our conversation.

My parents had separated in 1965, when I was three. The man 
who had been my stepfather had packed up our family station wagon 
and run off to North Carolina not too long before the old man had 
moved to our building. I was hungry for adult male attention, and 
he seemed willing, even eager to give it to me. Then, one day in late 
summer, he did not keep walking after our usual exchange; I felt a 
thrill of anticipation run through me. “When am I going to see you?” 
he asked. I stood there silent and motionless in the warmth of his 
smile. He nodded in response, as if he understood everything I did 
not have the words for. Then he walked off, still smiling.

Sometime after that, when I was heading out of our building 
to meet friends, he was walking down the staircase leading from 
his apartment to the front door. We reached it at the same time. As 
I went to turn the knob, he held the door shut with his left forearm, 
maneuvering me with his right till I stood facing the corner near 

the mailboxes, where the doorframe met the wall. Pulling me tight 
against him, he ran his hands beneath my shirt and up the legs of 
my shorts; he groped my chest and belly, squeezed my butt, cupped 
between my legs, all the while whispering hoarsely into my ear, over 
and over again, “When am I going to see you?”

I had no words for what he was doing, no training such as chil-
dren get now in how to attract an adult’s attention, or to try to scare 
off an attacker. All I could do was stand there till he was finished, 
and when he was, I ran. I don’t remember how far or how long or 
in which direction, but I ran as if I could leave my skin behind, as if 
running would turn me into another person. When I finally stopped, 
in the small park across the street from the Lutheran Church, I sat a 
long time with the knowledge that my running had undone nothing, 
that my body was still the body he had touched. 

I had no idea what to do with this knowledge, so I kept it to 
myself, continuing to say hello to the old man the same way I always 
did, pretending not to see the ironic twist he added to his smile each 
time he asked, “When will I see you?”

Frozen with fear
I don’t know how long after that first assault it was, but I was 

sitting with some friends in front of my building when the old man 
came home from food shopping and asked me to help him upstairs 
with the bags in his shopping cart. I wanted to say no, of course, but 
I didn’t know how without appearing rude in front of my friends. 
The last thing I wanted was to explain myself to them.

“I’ll give you a dollar,” he said, when he saw my hesitation. 
“No, two,” he insisted, as he pulled a wad of bills out of his pocket, 
peeled off two singles, and nodded towards the top bag.

I took the money from his hand—I did not know what else to 
do—picked up the bag, and followed him upstairs, where he opened 
the door and motioned me in ahead of him. I stepped inside, thinking 
I’d leave the bag by the door and get out as quickly as I could, but 
he was too fast for me. He closed and locked the door behind him 
before I could turn around. He took the bag from me and dropped it 
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to the floor. The cans at the bottom landed with a crash that seemed 
to shake the whole apartment. 

With his hands on my shoulders, he gently guided me further 
inside. Then he snaked his arms around my waist, undid my belt and 
unzipped my pants, pushing 
them down so they fell around 
my ankles. All I could do was 
stand there, frozen to the spot 
where my feet had stopped 
moving.

Looking down at me with 
a wide smile—he’d come 
around to face me and I have 
the distinct memory that he 
was suddenly missing his two 
front teeth—his eyes, at what 
I imagine must have been 
the fear in mine, grew tender. 
“You’ve never had a blowjob 
before, have you? Don’t you 
want me to love you?”

In the silence with which I 
responded, he pulled down my 
underwear and took my penis 
in his hands—I remember 
thinking his fingers were like 
a cage—and he told me how 
beautiful and big my penis 
was, how good he wanted to 
make me feel. Then, somehow, 
I was sitting on the couch, my 
pants still around my ankles, 
and his own pants were down, 
and his penis, large and reddish 
purple and semi-erect, hung in 
front of my face.

His voice came from 
somewhere above me, urging 
me to play with it, at least to 
touch it. The next moments 
are a blur, but I can still feel 
his hands on either side of my 
head, the steady pressure of his 
fingers at the hinges of my jaw, 
and even now, nearly a half 
century later, I still gag a little 
each time the damp metallic 
taste of him fills my mouth.

I don’t remember getting dressed, but I can see myself unlocking 
his front door—he’s still standing by the couch—and walking out of 
his apartment. The rest of that day is a blank to me.

The next day, the old man saw me standing by myself in the 
courtyard. He stood a short distance away and pleaded with me to go 
upstairs with him again. This time, he promised, would be different. 
He would move more slowly, be more gentle. I stood there, staring 
off into space. “No!” was all I said, not looking at him. I ignored 
him until he walked away.

He did not speak to me again for the rest of the time he lived in 
my building.

Struggling to speak
I sometimes wonder how my life would have been different if I 

had told someone. Then I remember that I tried, and that it did not 
go well.

I was sitting in front of 
my building with my friend 
Vanessa when the old man 
walked by. He nodded in our 
direction, pausing in front 
of me for the space of half a 
breath. I glued my eyes to the 
ground, pretending he wasn’t 
there.

Va n e s s a ,  w h o  h a d 
responded to him with her own 
greeting, turned to me. “Why 
were you so rude?” she asked. 
“He was just saying hello.”

I continued to stare at the 
ground in silence.  “Oh, come 
on! Don’t pretend you didn’t 
hear me.” She pushed at my 
arm. “What’s wrong?” As I 
looked up, she fixed her eyes, 
hazel-green against the light, 
yellow-brown skin of her face, 
on mine. She was my friend 
and she was concerned.

“It’s no big deal,” I tried to 
brush her question aside.

“But he looked right at 
you! Why did you act like he 
wasn’t even there?”

My thoughts raced and 
my mind went blank at the 
same time. I trusted Vanessa. 
I wanted to say something, but 
I didn’t know what I could tell 
her that would make any sense. 
Even a statement as simple 
as He touched me would not 
have meant in 1974 what it 
means now.

I don’t know where it came 
from, but a feeling of rage 
began to grow in me, an urge 
to speak that felt like it wasn’t 
actually a part of me, and I spit 
out the only thing I knew at 
the time that was supposed to 
signify without question that he 
was the kind of man who would 

do what he had done to me. “He’s a faggot!”
I tried to put as much venom into my voice as I could, hoping it 

would give those three words the weight of the accusation I wanted 
them to have, but Vanessa was unmoved. “So he’s homosexual? So 
what?” she asked, a slight edge in her voice, as if she were getting 
ready for an argument. “Why is that a problem?”

I was crestfallen. In fact, I’d known as soon as those words left 
my mouth that they did not convey what I wanted them to. I did not 
think there was anything wrong with being gay, but I did not know 
how to take my words back without inviting more questions than 
I was ready to answer. Once again, silence was the only response 

When he was f inished, I ran.   
I don’t remember how far or how long 

or in which direction, but I ran as if I 
could leave my skin behind.
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I had. All I have of the end of that conversation is the memory of 
Vanessa staring at me across a wordlessness neither of us knew 
how to bridge. 

A feminist puzzle piece falls into place 
I was reading on my bunk during my after lunch break at the 

summer camp where I was working the year I turned 19. It was an 
essay by Adrienne Rich, in her book, On Lies, Secrets and Silence. 
Less than a quarter of the way through I came to this passage: 

“[T]aught to view our bodies as our totality, our genitals as our 
chief source of fascination and value, many women have become 
dissociated from their own bodies…viewing themselves as objects 
to be possessed by men rather than as subjects of an existence.”

As soon as I read those words, a young boy’s voice in my head 
began to speak—and I mean that literally: I heard an actual voice. 
“But what about me?” it asked. “What about what happened to me?”

At first, I tried to pretend I hadn’t heard it, but lying to myself 
made me sick to my stomach, so I invited the voice to speak to me 
again. It did not. Instead, two scenes played out in my mind. First, 
as if I were watching from above, I saw the old man in my building 
pulling me towards him as he assaulted me in our lobby. Then, as if I 
were again sitting on the couch in his apartment, I saw his semi-erect 
penis coming towards me at eye level. As I watched these scenes 
unfold, something in my body shifted, what feminists used to call a 
“click,” like a puzzle piece falling into place, or a dissonance I had 
not known I was carrying inside myself suddenly resolving. I under-
stood for the first time what I had not understood when the old man 
walked by Vanessa and me: how to name what he had done to me.

I sat up straight, closed my eyes, and, barely loud enough even 
for me to hear it, I said the words, “I was sexually abused.” I again 
felt something in my body clicking into place, and I understood I 
had a choice to make. I could close the book, toss it in the garbage, 
and pretend that what I’d just experienced had never happened, or 

I could tell the truth about myself, even if only to myself. I chose 
the truth.

I felt like I’d been sucker punched  
in the stomach

Five or six years later, I’m sitting in a supervisors’ training at 
a different summer camp. We are here to learn how to deal with 
campers who might choose to reveal to us, or one of the counselors 
we supervise, that they’d been sexually abused. The session leader, 
a white male psychologist who specialized in treating abused 
children, tells us how important it is that the camp leadership has 
chosen to address this issue, which all too many people are willing 
to pretend doesn’t exist.

In order to frame the session properly, he goes on, he wants to 
explain why he will be using she as the generic pronoun during his 
presentation. Boys, of course, are also sexually abused, he says, but 
that happens so rarely, and the strategies for dealing with boys are 
so different from the ones for girls, that he doesn’t want to confuse 
us. He does not want to risk our mishandling the moment a camper 
chooses to trust us because we inadvertently respond to her as if 
she were a boy.

I feel like I’ve been sucker punched in the stomach. With a 
rhetorical wave of his hand, this man has made me disappear from a 
conversation I know I should be part of.  I am enraged. I am ashamed 
that I am doing absolutely nothing to challenge him. The silence he 
has pushed me into is one I don’t yet know how not to be complicit 
in perpetuating.

Coming to grips with the truth
To be fair, the man who led the training was almost certainly 

following the accepted therapeutic wisdom of the time (the early 
1980s): that when boys revealed that they were being sexually 
abused—or when men revealed they’d been sexually abused as 



SUMMER 2022   31

boys—their stories, as Dr. Richard Gartner wrote in the introduction 
to Betrayed as Boys: Psychodynamic Treatment of Sexually Abused 
Men, needed to be treated “cautiously because of the likelihood that 
they emerged from patients’ fantasy lives and wish fulfillments.”  
On the other hand—Gartner does not say this outright, but it is an 
assumption the women’s movement worked hard to put in place 
and it is implicit both in what he wrote and in the session leader’s 
framing—when girls or women reported sexual abuse, they were 
to be treated as if they were reporting something that actually 
happened. No wonder that session leader worried that talking to us 
about boys might confuse us.

I don’t know how different my life would have been if I’d first 
told the story of my own violation to a therapist trained to assume 
I might be talking about something that had taken place only in my 
head. What I do know is that I would have been much more lost than 
I already was without feminism’s uncompromising commitment to 
the idea that the only person responsible for an act of sexual violence 
is the person who committed it. No matter how difficult it was to say 
out loud what the old man in my building had done to me—or what 
the second man who violated me did to me a few years later (more 
about him later)—no matter how wrapped up I was in the shame of 
my own inability to stop those men, I owe feminism a debt. Specif-
ically, the feminist analysis Adrienne Rich’s work introduced me to: 
that I would never once doubt that those men, and only those men, 
were responsible and accountable for what they’d done.

I decided I was not normal…
I don’t remember her name; so I 

will call her Ellen. One late high school 
summer night, she and I were making 
out in a secluded spot in my home-
town. It was a couple of years before 
my encounter with Adrienne Rich and 
that voice in my head. Ellen and I were 
friends, not boyfriend and girlfriend. 
She had long black hair and dark brown 
eyes and I remember cupping Ellen’s 
breasts through her shirt after we’d 
been kissing for a while.  A little later, 
she said she had to go home.  

I remember being confused about what to say or how to behave 
with Ellen after that intimacy, and it may have been that as a result 
I avoided her entirely. The next thing I remember is her phone call 
ending our friendship. She was angry and hurt because of how cheap 
and dirty I’d made her feel. “I thought you’d be different from the 
other boys,” she said. “I guess I was wrong.”

I deserved Ellen’s anger, and I knew it. I don’t remember either 
of us wanting to be boyfriend and girlfriend, but I understood 
perfectly well the slut shaming she risked—of course that phrase 
hadn’t been coined back then—if word got out that she’d let a boy, 
especially one who wasn’t her boyfriend, “get to second base” (still 
the metaphor of choice when I was in high school). I understood, 
too, why she experienced my silence as a form of slut shaming itself, 
proof that I held her in the kind of contempt the boys she’d hoped I 
was different from reserved for girls who were “easy.” 

I didn’t, however, understand my own feelings at all. The line 
I’d crossed by touching Ellen’s breasts simply had not felt to me 
like a line—not as the “achievement” getting to second base was 
supposed to be for a boy; not as representing the deeper level of 
trust it must have represented to her; not even as representing an 
expression of my specific desire for her. In fact, when I went back 
over our encounter in my head, it was as if I’d been on autopilot 
the whole time, as if touching Ellen’s breasts had been, simply, the 

thing I—as the boy—was expected to do, and that Ellen, as the girl, 
was correspondingly supposed to expect and accept. I did not think 
that kind of detachment was what I was supposed to feel, but I also 
could not imagine feeling any other way. I decided I was not normal 
and that I had no choice but to accept myself the way I was.

…until porn made me feel like I belonged
This may seem like an odd moment to start talking about 

pornography, but understanding the role porn played in my life back 
then—beyond the pleasure you would expect a young heterosexual 
man to take in it—helped me understand the aftermath of my expe-
rience with Ellen more fully. In the world mapped out for me in the 
pages of magazines with self-consciously ironic titles like Puritan 
and Prude, everything and everyone was sexualized. It was what 
men and women expected from each other and wanted for them-
selves. The world of porn, in other words, was a world of implicit 
and perpetual consent. More than that, though, it was, for the men 
certainly, also a world of unambiguous and unquestioned emotional 
detachment, as if what they did with their bodies when they gave or 
received sexual pleasure had nothing to do with who they were or 
with whatever relationship might have existed between them and 
the women they were with.

In pornography, to state this more plainly, the kind of detach-
ment I experienced with Ellen was portrayed as normal. As a result, 
porn became for me a kind of prooftext for my belief that she and 
I—that probably most women and I—lived in two very different 

sexual worlds. The only one I truly 
belonged in, where I knew the rules 
and didn’t have to worry about hurting 
someone the way I’d hurt Ellen, was 
the world porn held out to me—if only 
I could figure out how to get there. To 
that end, I studied the pornography I 
had access to assiduously, and, at least 
at first, I believed was gleaning the truth 
from it, not so much about the women, 
but about the men, about myself and my 
own sexuality. Rather quickly, however, 
I grew bored with how monolithic and 

homogenized the depiction of men in porn actually was. Frankly, 
they looked to me more like automatons having sex than flesh and 
blood human beings. 

There were exceptions, of course. One remains in my imagina-
tion even now: A naked white man is leaning back in a comfortable 
chair. He’s angled his hips to make it easier for the bare-breasted 
white woman he is with, her dress hiked up high around her waist, 
to lower herself onto his erection. His hands are on her hips and his 
head is tilted backwards so his neck fits the curve at the top of the 
chair’s back. His eyes are closed and his lips are parted. He is, you 
can see, lost in the pleasure the woman is giving him, and it is clear, 
in the tender kiss the camera has caught her placing on his forehead, 
that she is taking pleasure in that giving.

I remember cutting that picture out and hiding it in my desk so I 
could return to it whenever I wanted, and I returned to it a lot. Over 
time, though, I noticed that my eyes were drawn more and more not 
to the point where the couples’ genitals connected, but to the look of 
surrender on the man’s face and the woman’s kiss on his forehead. 
He trusted her, I suddenly realized. He trusted her and she knew it; 
and the kiss the camera had captured was her promise not to betray 
his trust. From this realization came another: the automaton-like 
emotionless men I described above were a refusal of that trust; the 
detachment I’d felt with Ellen was my version of that refusal.

I wanted to know what it felt like not to refuse.

The silence he pushed me 
into is one I don’t yet know 
how not to be complicit in 

perpetuating.
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The kind of sex I wanted to have
I can still recall the thrill of discovery that ran through me when I 

read the first three lines of the last poem in e. e. cummings’ book, & 
[And]: “i like my body when it is with your/body. it is so quite new 
a thing./Muscles better and nerves more.” Cummings, I understood 
immediately, had put to words a kind of sexual experience for which 
I then had no point of reference. I’d never really thought of myself 
as having a body when it came to sex. Sex was something I did; the 
pleasure something I felt; but I’d never really thought about the fact 
that the pleasure I experienced was inseparable from my body, that 
since my body was me, the pleasure was in some sense me as well, 
and that my body, therefore, might be worth liking for its own sake 
and on its own terms.

Working my way through what the speaker in cummings’ poem 
had to say about this experience proved to be a revelation. In the 
rest of the poem, the speaker tells his lover what he likes about her 
body and how he intends to give her pleasure: 

i like your body.     i like what it does,
i like its hows.     i like to feel the spine
of your body and its bone, and the trembling
-firm-smooth ness and which i will
again and again and again kiss…

These lines, of course, can be read as not much more than an 
artful, if entirely conventional expression of heterosexual male 
desire. However, because this desire is rooted not in the speaker’s 
need to possess his lover, but rather in how good being with her 
body makes him feel about his own, the poem also frames his desire 
as an openness to wherever else liking his body in this way might 
take him.

You can see this openness, this trust, most clearly in the couplet 
that closes the poem. After telling his lover all the ways he likes to 
touch and kiss her, the speaker says, “and possibly i like the thrill/of 
under me you so quite new” (emphasis added). Through their love-
making, in other words, the speaker’s lover becomes new to him, 
but even as he tells her this newness thrills him, he introduces—“and 
possibly i like the thrill”—the possibility that he might not like it. 
Indeed, even if you give the word possibly an ironic inflection, so 
that it reads as the speaker reassuring his lover that of course he will 
like her newness, that uncertainty is still there, though in this latter 
case the uncertainty would be both the speaker’s and his lover’s. 

This element of uncertainty turns what seems at first to be a 
straightforward erotic love poem into a poem about the love and 
trust informing the sex these two people have, turning their love-
making into a journey of discovery. That, I realized, was the kind of 
sex I wanted to have, but learning to distinguish what it felt like to 
choose to be sexually vulnerable with someone—to allow another 
person’s touch to touch who I was within my body—from what it 
felt like to have that vulnerability forced upon me took years of 
hard work that I have of necessity compressed here into the space 
of these few pages. The first step in that process, however, which is 
where the title of this essay comes from, was to tell someone what 
the men who violated me did to me, but before I can tell you about 
that, I need to tell you about Bill.

Do you like to dance?
Bill was the headwaiter at the catering hall where I worked 

as a busboy, starting when I was 14. He was short and round and 
walked with a graceful authority I wanted very much to make my 
own. Sometimes, he asked me to stay after a party to help him fold 
the tables and stack the chairs behind the curtains that lined the wall 

in the main ballroom. He always cracked jokes while we worked, 
about the people who’d been at the party we were cleaning up after, 
about other members of the staff, about himself, about me, and that 
made me feel special, like we were conspirators of a sort, members 
of a private club for two.  

What I loved most, though, what made me light up inside, was 
when Bill asked me questions about myself. I don’t remember what 
question I was answering when I told him I’d started lifting weights, 
but when I said that, he offered to teach me exercises, using only 
my body and the wall, that he said would increase the effectiveness 
of the training. 

 “Most guys your age who lift,” he said, drying his hands as he 
guided me out of the kitchen, “neglect the lower body. You need 
to work your legs and lower back as much as your chest and your 
arms.” 

He led me to an opening in the curtains at the far end of the 
ballroom and instructed me to touch the wall with my fingertips. 
“Now,” he instructed, “keep your arms straight in front of you and 
stand on your toes.” When I did, he quickly and lightly touched my 
calves, thighs, and butt with the tip of his finger. “Do you feel it?” 
he asked. “The tightness? Here, here, and here? Do as many of these 
as you can every night before you go to bed.” 

The next time we worked together, Bill told me he wanted 
to check my form before showing me a new exercise. This time, 
as I stood on my toes, he put his knee between my upper thighs 
and spread them slightly. “Your feet,” he said, “should be exactly 
shoulder-width apart.” Then, he touched again the same three spots, 
calves, thighs, butt. “Do you feel it?” I nodded. “Good,” he said, 
“but don’t forget to keep your feet the right width apart,” and he put 
his knee between my thighs again.

On New Year’s Eve the year I turned 16, we had two jobs in a 
row, one that wouldn’t finish until three or four in the morning, and 
a New Year’s Day wedding for which we had to report just a few 
hours later. When the first party was over, Bill drove me home so I 
could shower and nap for an hour or two while he went home to do 
the same. When he picked me up, he handed me an aluminum foil 
packet. Inside were two small white pills. “These’ll help you stay 
awake for the wedding,” he said. “Take one now, but only take the 
second one if you really need it.” When I asked Bill what he was 
giving me, he told me not to worry about it.

It’s strange now to think how naïve and inexperienced I was 
then, but it would have never dawned on me not to trust Bill. I did 
as I was told, and, sure enough, by the time we were ready to start 
setting up the banquet room, I was filled with so much energy that 
I still had plenty to spare when Bill dropped me off at home that 
evening. I don’t remember what I did with all that energy, though 
I do recall being grateful that I was off from school the next day 
because I did not fall asleep until three or four in the morning.

Two weeks later, as we set up for another job, Bill pulled me 
aside. “You know,” he said, his hand resting heavy and warm on my 
waist, “those Black Beauties were expensive. Don’t you think you 
ought to give me something for them?” 

“Black Beauties?” I asked.
“Yes, speed,” he said.
I did not know what to say, so I said nothing. 
Bill looked me up and down, as if he were sizing me up for 

something. When he spoke, his voice had a bite to it, a cold, hard 
edge I’d never heard before. “A blow job every once in a while is 
just what you need.” 

I was stunned. I just stood there, staring. Why would Bill say 
something like that? I continued to say nothing. When the party 
was over, after the rest of the crew had left, Bill asked me to get 
something from the top shelf of a storage closet. I needed to go up 
on my toes to reach it. When I did, Bill cupped his hands over my 
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butt, one on each cheek, and started squeezing, gently at first, then 
more forcefully.  I froze. “You know,” he said, “you have a dancer’s 
cheeks, small and firm.” Then he brought his mouth close to my ear. 
“Someday, someone’s going to teach you how to use them.” 

 He clamped his fingers onto my perineum, pulled up and back 
to keep me on my toes, and began guiding me across the empty ball-
room floor in a series of awkward turns till we reached the wooden 
dance floor in the center. “Do you like to dance?” he asked, his voice 
angry and accusatory. “Then 
dance for me!” 

I have a vague recollec-
tion of losing my balance 
and ending up face down on 
the floor with Bill standing 
over me. I think I remember 
him saying something about 
how I should find my own 
way home, that he had better 
things to do than play chauf-
feur to someone like me, and 
then walking away. I never 
saw Bill again.

The World Did 
Not Fall Apart

I hadn’t thought about 
Bill for a long time when 
Pat put her hand on my hip 
and we started moving in a 
not very graceful imitation of 
swing dancing as the Lionel 
Hampton Band played its first 
number at Vassar College’s 
spring semiformal. I was 21; 
she was 20. After about 30 
seconds, I stopped dancing. 

“What’s wrong?” Pat 
asked.

I bent down and whis-
pered in hear ear, “I have no 
idea what I’m doing.” 

“Neither do I,” she smiled. “That’s what makes this so much 
fun!” She started moving again, and so did I.

The dance floor had thinned to those couples drawing close 
for the evening’s first slow dance. Pat leaned into me, put a hand 
on my neck, and playfully grabbed with her other hand at my butt, 
pulling my ear down to her mouth. “I like the way you move,” she 
whispered.

I don’t know if Pat saw the moment’s hesitation I felt before I 
smiled, but her words and the way she touched me had triggered 
an unwanted return to the ballroom with Bill. I no longer felt like 
dancing. I told Pat I was thirsty and headed to the bar to get us 
drinks. I needed to clear my head.

I liked Pat, a lot. The thought that what Bill had done to me 
might ruin the good time she and I were having, made me angry. I 
flashed back to the moment two years earlier when that voice in my 
head spoke to me, but the question it asked me back then took on a 
new resonance while I waited for the bartender to make our drinks. 
What about me? Didn’t I deserve to dance with my girlfriend, 
to enjoy the way she was enjoying me, without shame? I knew I 
had done nothing wrong; I understood, intellectually at least, that 
I had nothing to be ashamed of; but I also knew—and this, too, I 

think of as a gift feminism gave me—that shame flourished in the 
silence both Bill and the old man in my building had counted on my 
keeping. With a drink in each hand, I made my way back to Pat. I 
decided I had to tell her.

I handed Pat her drink, sat down facing her, and took a deep 
breath. “I have to tell you something,” I said.

“What?” She hadn’t heard me. The music was too loud. 
“There’s something I need to talk to you about.” 

“Okay,” she nodded her 
head, but her eyes were on 
the dance floor and she was 
tapping her feet to the music.

“No, really, there’s some-
thing about me that you need 
to know.”

This got her attention. 
She turned to face me, leaned 
her elbow against the back of 
my chair, rested her chin in 
her hand, and waited.

“When I was a kid, I was 
mol—” At that moment, the 
entire horn section began to 
play, drowning out the rest of 
my sentence.

“When you were a kid, 
what?” She had to raise her 
voice to make sure that I 
heard her and I could see the 
question on her face. Couldn’t 
this wait till later?

“I was molested when I 
was a kid,” I nearly shouted 
back, hoping none of the 
people around us were paying 
attention.

“You were what?!” 
“Molested! By a guy I 

worked with at the catering 
hall I told you about.”

“Uh-huh?” Her voice was 
noncommittal, except for the 

rising, tell-me-more tone at the end. When I did not answer her—just 
saying it once had left me drained—she took my hand and led me to 
the dance floor, holding me close and tight as we moved. 

I did not know then that she would ask me the next day to tell 
her my story, all of it, about Bill and the old man in my building, or 
that she would respond not just with warmth and understanding, but 
with a fierce and tender protectiveness for which I will never stop 
being grateful. What I knew was that the world had not fallen apart. 
I’d said the words I was molested and not only had my girlfriend 
not walked out in disgust; she still wanted to dance with me. In that 
moment it was more than enough.

Richard Jeffrey Newman is professor of 
English at SUNY’s Nassau Community 
College in New York. He is the author of 
The Silence of Men, Words For What Those 
Men Have Done, and T’shuvah, forthcoming 
in 2023 from Fernwood Press. This is a 
slightly edited version of an essay originally 
published online in Solstice: A Magazine of 
Diverse Voices.

This, too, I think of as a gift feminism gave me—that 
shame f lourished in the silence both Bill and the old 

man in my building had counted on my keeping.
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Once in a while, a book is poetry in its purest form, 
meaning it doesn’t need the stanza, or the verse, a 
simple break of the line will do.  

It may be: “there. Like something prayed for,” 
or, “in the branches. He watched me with 
kerosene,” or even, “Which meant I was a 
murderer.”

Those lines are from “Bull,” the opening 
poem of Time Is a Mother, Ocean Vuong’s 
new book of verse (Penguin Press, 2022), 
reminiscent of his fantastic first novel, On 
Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous.  In the almost 
surgical superiority with which it does the 
jobs of insight, emotion, of surprise and 
beauty, it returns to some of the themes 
explored by Vuong in earlier work: the 
construction of masculinity, the role of 
mothers on their children’s psyche and 
self-image, the influence of pop culture, its 
helping role in violence, and, of course, our 
society’s enduring tension around gender 
definitions and sexual orientation.

Here’s some of “The Last Prom Queen 
in Antarctica”:

It’s true I’m all talk & a French tuck
but so what. Like the wind, I ride
my own life. Neon light electric
in the wet part of roadkill
on the street where I cut my teeth
on the good sin. I want to
take care of our planet
because I need a beautiful
graveyard. It’s true I’m not a writer
but a faucet underwater. When the 
flood comes
I’ll raise my hand so they know
who to shoot. The sky flashes. The sea
yearns. I myself
am hell. Everyone’s here. Sometimes . . .

Of course, you see it. You hear it. A whole 
new syntax arranged around the senses, abstract and concrete 
intermingling, like our minds, when searching for a line to 
hang on to.

There is also more of an urgency in Time Is a Mother. The 
themes mentioned earlier, here flow with less restraint, maybe, 
now liberated from plot, they aim to prioritize the music, to 
dance wildly, but not carelessly, Vuong’s word swords still 
strategic, each charge not an attack, but a defense, as in the 
powerful poem, “Old Glory”:

Knock them dead, big guy. Go in there
guns blazing, buddy. You crushed

at the show. No, it was a blowout. No,
a massacre. Total overkill. We tore
them a new one. My son’s a beast. A lady
-killer. Straight shooter, he knocked
her up. A bombshell blonde. You’ll blow
them away. Let’s bag the broad. Let’s spit 
roast
the faggot. Let’s fuck his brains out.
That girl is a grenade. It was like Nam
down there. I’d still slam it though. I’d 
smash it
good. I’m cracking up. It’s hilarious. You 
truly
murdered. You had me dying over here.
Bro, for real though, I’m dead.

And so, the language of toxic mascu-
linity gets turned against its users, along 
with a certain dread, a fear of losing or dying 
coming up as the constant in the subtext 
of this very short, but intensely charged, 
volume full of forward motions.

Like the first few lines of “Nothing”:

We are shoveling, this man and I, our 
backs coming
closer a long drive. It’s so quiet every flake 
on my coat
has a life. I used to cry in a genre no one 
read. What a joke,
they said, on fire. There’s no money in it, 
son, they shouted,
smoke from their mouths. But ghost say 
funny things
when they’re family . . . , 

Or, 
“I’m starting to root for him, on his way 

to dust.” (from “Künstlerroman.”) Or, “you 
must bear the scent of corpses”(from “Dear 
Rose.”)

In the end, Time Is a Mother  is a true magic trick. The 
message made into shapes sharp with meaning, but the 
weapon—clearly—is always the line. 

Novelist, short fiction, and nonfiction author Anjanette 
Delgado’s poetry has appeared in several literary journals 
including The Hong Kong Review. Her review of Time Is a 
Mother was originally published in New York Journal of Books 
(www.nyjournalofbooks.com/book-review/time-mother).
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