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If I had a hammer 
I’d hammer in the morning 
I’d hammer in the evening 
All over this land 
I’d hammer out danger 
I’d hammer out a warning 
I’d hammer out love between 
My brothers and my sisters,  
All over this land

—The Hammer Song  
(If I Had a Hammer)

Words by Lee Hays, music by Pete Seeger, 
©1949

When far right Canadian 
extremist David DePape 
smashed his hammer into a 

glass patio door to gain entrance into 
the San Francisco home Paul Pelosi 
shares with his wife, House Speaker 
Nancy Pelosi, it’s doubtful he had the 
famous protest song in mind. Rather 
than “hammering out love between my 
brothers and my sisters,” he hammered 
on Mr. Pelosi’s skull, sending him to a 
hospital ICU. His act was one of the 
most sinister examples of the epidemic 
of meanness and hate infecting the body 
politic not just in the US, but around 
the world.

Sadly, acts of violence have not slowed since DePape assaulted 
Mr. Pelosi (in lieu of his intended target, his wife), so there’s 
scant reason to believe that this virulent epidemic will be slowed 
anytime soon.

One segment of the population consistently tests positive 
with the meanness and hate virus: men. Not all men of course, 
but among the disaffected, primarily men between their twenties 
and fifties, the infection rate is disturbingly high. Yes, women 
have their shadow side but there’s no real contest: men capture 
the gold, silver, and bronze.

While at first blush it might seem contraindicated, 
researchers like Brette Steele, senior director at the McCain 
Institute’s program on Preventing Targeted Violence, have 
pointed to men’s unhappiness, loneliness, and lack of connec-
tion as predicates for spreading hate. 

Of course loneliness can never excuse extremist rage, and 
isolation is never justification for terrorizing women. 

Steele says in this lethal environment it’s not surprising 
some men are lured to the manosphere—the websites, blogs, 
and online forums that promote dangerous ideas about mascu-
linity and champion misogyny. In league with angry likeminded 
men, they realize a sense of belonging. Caught up in this land-
fill of hate—with their inner lives contaminated by hazardous 
emotional waste—they are easily preyed upon. Think Proud 
Boys and Oath Keepers recruits. 

Recently, the connection between men’s extremist 
behavior and right-wing terrorism has come into focus. A 
multi-country policy paper based on interviews with 3,000 partic-

ipants found a correlation between sexism 
and gender-based abuse and promoting 
violent extremism.  The study, “Do Violent 
Homes Make Violent Extremists,” examines 
how childhood experiences with domestic 
violence may be predictors of terrorist 
acts. The study’s authors, Laura Kropi-
unigg and Rafael Kropiunigg of Women 
Without Borders, believe if gender- 
inclusive programs are mainstreamed it 
will be possible to expose hidden gendered 
causes of violent extremism. 

Researchers on misogyny and violent 
extremism Melissa Johnston and Jacqui 
True agree. Men who want to restrict 
women’s rights offer a “predictable early 
warning sign” for potential extremist 
behavior. The link in the US is indisputable; 
consider the ongoing assault on women’s 
reproductive rights.

In the midst of such hate-filled 
behavior, there is an uncomfortable, 
simultaneous truth: these men are strug-
gling. They have  the highest rates of 
suicide  and early death. Recruited by 
the extreme right, many suffer from 
anxiety and depression, neglecting basic 
medical needs. They are encouraged to 
pose as tough guys—and strike a tough 

guise—endangering their physical and mental health.
So while these men’s traitorous, antidemocratic behavior 

must be confronted at every turn, we must also work to reach 
their vulnerable counterparts before they become radicalized. 
Also urgently important is working with middle and high 
school boys now, before they get sucked into a misogynist, 
racist, trans/homophobic, anti-Semitic vortex.

Boys growing up today are experiencing vastly different 
childhoods than previous generations, notes Sarah Andrews, 
author of a new report about boys for Next Gen Men, a Canadian 
NGO committed to transforming masculinity. “It’s been difficult 
to keep pace with a rapidly evolving ‘new normal’—and schools 
and parents alike are looking for answers,” Andrews says. “There 
are scant examples offering clear direction on where we go from 
here.”  

One path is clear. While identifying men infected with the 
hate and meanness virus must go forward full throttle, Andrews 
believes we must also “challenge our preconceived notions of 
boyhood and be skeptical of self-professed thought leaders. We 
need to turn to the real experts: boys themselves.”  

Their insights will be key not only to develop a vaccine to 
protect against meanness and hate, but also to cultivate desper-
ately needed antibodies of compassion.

Seeking a Vaccine Against Meanness and Hate 
By Rob Okun

FROM THE EDITOR

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

Caught up in this landf ill of hate—
with their inner lives contaminated by 
hazardous emotional waste—they are 
easily preyed upon. Think Proud Boys  

and Oath Keepers recruits.
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Reinforcing Gender  
Hierarchies?

Editor’s Note: Most reaction to tennis 
great Roger Federer expressing vulnerability 
and emotion when he retired after his 
final match in September was positive, 
including how he and his longtime foe 
interacted (doubles partner in his farewell 
contest, Rafael Nadal). “Successful, grown, 
virile, athletic men 
who perhaps define 
masculinity and its 
physical and emotional 
v i r t u e s ,  h o l d i n g 
hands, breaking down, 
w e e p i n g  c o p i o u s l y 
and supporting each 
other,” a Facebook post 
read in part. “Grown 
men hugging their 
old parents, like little 
boys who have lost a 
match…  In an era of 
toxic masculinity… 
this picture of human 
v u l n e r a b i l i t y  a n d 
authentic emotions is 
so beautiful… I hope we 
don’t label tears as failure and softness as 
effeminate.…”

A professor of sociology at the University 
of London sees things differently:

This passage seems to largely build 
upon—rather than question—some of the 
most problematic ways of understanding 
both masculinity and gender. Consider 
lines such as “virile...men” and “I hope we 
don’t label tears as failure and softness 
as effeminate,” etc. In the last quote, 
“effeminacy” is presented as the antithesis 
of being “masculine.” That is, men who cry 
should not be thought of as “effeminate” 
since “effeminacy” is, indeed, something 
to be avoided. These attitudes reinforce 
and naturalize gender hierarchies as well as 
those relating to sexual identities. 

Sanjay Srivastava
British Academy global professor

Department of Anthropology  
and Sociology

School of Oriental and African Studies
University of London

“Son, Motherhood Is 
Risky”

Reading about reproductive rights—
or the lack of them—in Voice Male has 
gotten me thinking about more ways to 
transform masculinity. Considering that 
men—inexplicably and outrageously—
get to have children that  women deliver 
but often still carry the male’s  name, it 

became c lear  that  I 
needed to look at things 
through my maternal 
lens. When I did, I felt my 
vision coming from deep 
inside my womb.

I recognize my power 
to inf luence sons to 
embrace healthy, positive 
masculinity. Now that 
my son is in a serious 
relationship with his 
girlfriend, I have begun 
to consider the potential 
of him one day becoming 
a father. So I shared 
these thoughts with him, 
thoughts that can be 
shared with all sons:

“Having a child carry your name when 
it’s the mother who is the one who carried 
babies in her body is privilege.  So son, 
when you do become a father, instead of 
ownership and control, choose gratitude 
and humility. You will never know the 
sacrifice that mothers make because 
you do not carry. Motherhood is risky. 
Very risky. Be grateful. Not entitled. Stay 
humble and choose the power of love over 
the love of power. Be kind.” Mom

As I smile at the prospect of becoming 
grandmother to my son’s future children, 
I want to make sure the patriarchal 
programming into which we are all born 
does not impact my son negatively as a 
future father. 

Francesca Mandeya
Nunavut, Canada

The writer is author of Mother Behold 
Thy Son: One Woman’s Journey to 
Dismantle Patriarchy and Live a Life of 
Equality, Love and Freedom.
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Men @ Work

Nigerian Men:  
Get With It

An   a g e n c y  o v e r s e e i n g 
efforts to prevent  domestic 
and  sexual  violence  in  Lagos, 

Nigeria, has begun a campaign  aimed at 
getting men to perform household chores 
for the good of the family.

“Some women have died because they 
did not cook for their spouses. Some  women 
are being victimized...  [for]  not  keeping 
up with house chores,”  said Lola Vivour- 
Adeniyi, executive secretary of the antivio-
lence agency. To counteract that behavior, 

the state launched a campaign at a recent 
sexual and gender-based violence aware-
ness event at Katangowa Market.  

“Today we are engaging men. The men 
will be cooking; the men will be cleaning; 
[they] will be changing diapers; basically 
roles that have been specifically ascribed 
as feminine roles,” she said. “What we are 
saying is that it doesn’t make you less a man 
if you are involved in house chores for the 
family. What we are saying is that if you are 
a ‘man wey sabi’  (a guy who’s with it), you 
should be involved because marriage is a 
partnership,” Vivour-Adeniyi said.  

According to Vivour-Adeniyi, it is 
necessary to break gender stereotypes 

that perpetuate, directly or indirectly, 
sexual and gender based violence (SGBV). 
From September 2021 to July 2022 there 
was a record of 4,860  SGBV  cases, she 
said. 

“Through enlightenment campaigns 
and continuous sensitization plans that cut 
across different strata of the society,” she 
said, the government in Lagos hopes to rid 
the state of SGBV crimes.

Valuing Boys and Men’s 
Emotional Lives

Examining and tending to their own 
emotional needs is the antidote to what 
most men traditionally do—disregard 
them, researchers have concluded.  For a 
number of reasons—many rooted in social-
ized norms about masculinity—men are 
often taught from a young age to diminish, 
or even ignore, their emotions in relation-
ships. They put in peril both the health of 
their relationships and their own wellbeing. 

When men learn to better understand 
their emotional needs, the Washington 
Post reported recently, the payoff can be 
profound. The common myth about men 
and emotions suggests that men are “wired” 
differently than women, and, as a result, 
don’t have the same emotional needs. But 
researchers in Israel, who pored over scans 
of more than 1,400 brains, discovered 
that human brain structures and features 
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are a “mosaic,”  resistant to easy binary 
expectations about gender or sex.

Another  study  published last year in 
Nature reported that men’s and women’s 
emotions are,  as one of the researchers 
put it, “clearly, consistently and unmis-
takably more similar than they are 
different.” Instead, psychologists say these 
perceived differences often arise from 
social constructs, which start early. “We 
don’t train boys to have vocabulary around 
their emotions beyond anger,” said Fredric 
Rabinowitz, chair of the psychology 
department at the University of Redlands 
in California, whose research and private 
practice focus on men’s mental health. 
This occurs, Rabinowitz said, because 
many boys are raised to believe that deeper 
emotions are separate from their being, 
which morphs into “unprocessed trauma.” 
And when men lack emotional language, 
they cannot explain what they are feeling.

Reducing Suicide in  
Men and Boys 

In Australia, boys and men are three 
times as likely to die by suicide than girls 
and women, according to a new govern-
ment health study. The Buoy Project is 
testing seven different suicide prevention 
programs that target boys and men. The 
aim? To find out which programs are most 
effective in reducing male suicide.  The 
team will create a model to show what 
would happen if the effective programs 
were scaled up across the country. Funded 
with $5.6 million from Australia’s Medical 
Research Future Fund, researchers say 
their aim is to discover if programs reduce 
suicide rates when they encourage boys 
and men to seek help. They then tailor 
the interventions to their specific needs. 
For more go to: www.health.gov.au/news/
suicide-prevention-for-boys-and-men.

AIDS: Changing the
Pattern in the South

A  new initiative  is reimagining  the 
response to the  AIDS  epidemic in 
the southern US.  To honor Black and Brown 
lives lost to HIV and AIDS, it’s bringing 
sections of the  national  AIDS Memo-
rial Quilt to communities throughout 
the South.  Partnering with  the  Southern 
AIDS Coalition, “Change the Pattern” is 
a multi-city initiative supporting commu-
nities working to end AIDS in the South. 

The initiative is addressing the experi-
ences of marginalized communities dispro-
portionately impacted by HIV and AIDS,  
and is teaching its history through immer-
sive  quilt displays, educational program-
ming, advocacy and quilt making. In 
2020, the South comprised 38 percent of 
the US population but represented more 
than  half (52  percent) of new HIV diag-
noses.  

According to AIDSVu, the dispropor-
tionate burden of HIV in the South is expe-
rienced among Black women, Black and 
Latinx gay and bisexual men, and Black and 
Latinx transgender women. Georgia, Loui-
siana, Mississippi, Texas, South Carolina, 
Alabama, North Carolina, and Tennessee 
rank in the top 15 of states with the highest 
rates of HIV in the country. Racism, HIV 
stigma, homophobia, poverty, and barriers 
to health care continue to drive these 
disparities.    

The first major quilt display took place 
in Jackson, Miss, in late September. More 
than 500 hand-stitched quilt panels, many 

from the local area, were displayed across 
Jackson and surrounding communities. 
Accompanying the  quilt displays were 
powerfully curated stories that share the 
love, remembrance, pain, and celebration 
sewn into  quilt panels of lives lost from 
within the Black, Latinx, Indigenous, Trans-
gender, and other marginalized communi-
ties. In the long struggle for quality health 
care and social justice in the South,  the 
panels and stories provide historical reflec-
tions on the issues of stigma that still 
persist today.  

Health Is On the Way 
Even though support is available for 

men to access health services in Eswa-
tini (formerly Swaziland), most men are 
unwilling or unable to access them. 

To address this challenge, Kwakha 
Indvodza (KI), a longtime male mento-
ring organization, has begun a series of 
dialogues with men designed to better 
understand what’s preventing men from 
seeking support around their health.  The 
dialogue groups were the first to help men 
grapple with many men’s reluctance to 
access health care. Participants were 18 to 
49. Of those surveyed, only 46 percent say 
they access health care. The majority—54 
percent—are not.   

To elicit honest responses, facilitators 
use a detailed questionnaire conducted in 
both siSwati and English. A majority said 
that KI presented them a vital platform to 
examine both their experiences—and the 
barriers—to accessing health services. 



WINTER 2023   7

Men @ Work

While support is available for men, 
many are unwilling or incapable of 
accessing it. The dialogues revealed that 
while men are open to accessing health 
services, no existing sources feel safe or 
relatable to them. Some admitted prefer-
ring traditional healers.  

Among the target groups that KI 
initially identified were bus conductors, 
farmers, and men in the general public. 
Organizers anticipate the sessions will 
impact behavioral change, eventually 
resulting in more men overcoming barriers 
to seeking out health services. For more: 
training@kwakhaindvodza.com/.

Fempowered!
Fempowered has replaced “Women’s 

Advocacy Club” as the name of an activist 
organization at Florida Southern Univer-
sity. Does the change reflect a growing 
trend to involve more than only those who 
identify as women in such groups?

Established 10 years ago as a safe space 
to discuss human rights issues, attendance 
fell over the years in part because newer 
students hesitated to join because of the 
club’s name. When senior Noelle Pappas 
inherited the club presidency, she says she 

felt compelled to change the name. 
She and the vice president, junior 
Chloe Lynch, decided the name 
needed to be more inclusive. 

“We didn’t want the word 
women in it because men can cele-
brate feminism and men can be 
feminine,” Pappas said. “Non-binary 
people can be feminine and study 
feminism [too]...” 

Will other campus women’s 
rights clubs enlarge their identities 

to invite more students in? Stay tuned. 

Studying the Angry 
White Male

Some white men are angry at the 
University of Kansas for offering a course 
called “Angry White Male Studies.” 

According to the course catalog on 
the school’s website, “Angry White Male 
Studies” is a three-credit humanities course 
taught by Christopher Forth, a professor of 
history, women, gender and sexuality and 
American studies.  It charts the rise of the 
“angry white male” in America and Britain 
since the 1950s. Students will “explore 
the deeper sources of this emotional state 
while evaluating recent manifestations of 
male anger.” 

Angry White Male Studies intends to 
“examine how both dominant and subor-
dinate masculinities are represented and 
experienced in cultures undergoing periods 
of rapid change connected to modernity 
as well as to rights-based movements of 
women, people of color, [gays] and trans 
individuals.”

Readings for the class were expected 
to include:

• Angry White Men: American Masculinity 
at the End of an Era
• Muscular Christianity: American and 
European Manliness, Masculinities and the 
New Imperialism
• “The New Fascist Man” in The Image of 
Man: The Creation of Modern Masculinity
• “Beyond the Pale: Whiteness, Mascu-
linity and Empire in the British Union of 
Fascists”
• Tough Guys and True Believers: Managing 
Authoritarian Men in the Psychotherapy 
Room
• “By Means of Seduction: Pickup-art-
ists and the Cultural History of Erotic  
Persuasion”
• Gender and Queer Perspectives on Brexit
• “Before Trump: On Comparing Fascism 
and Trumpism”

The State of UK Boys
A new report on boys suggests all 

children would benefit from a feminist 
approach to learning.  

The State of UK Boys says younger 
males would also benefit from learning 
about the problems associated with gender 
stereotypes and from destigmatizing close 
friendships between boys, something 
often discouraged by homophobic ideals 
of masculinity. The report also found that 
encouraging male friendships helps boys 
to learn reciprocity, empathy and intimacy.

Produced by the Global Boyhood 
Initiative, a collaboration between the 
US gender equality organization Equi-
mundo (formerly Promundo), and the 
French violence against women NGO 
Kering Foundation, the report, released 
in November, is designed to offer adults 
tools to raise boys who will adopt a belief 
in healthy masculinity. 

“How boys and men behave makes an 
enormous difference to the lives of girls 
and women, and individuals of all gender 
identities, in all areas of their lives,” said 
David Bartlett, a fellow at Equimundo, and 
one of the report’s authors. “From sexual 
harassment and gender-based violence, to 
the gender pay gap and relationship break-
down, the attitudes and behavior of boys 
and men are hugely influential.” 
https://www.nextgenmen.ca/library/
the-state-of-uk-boys-understanding-and-
transforming-gender-in-the-lives-of-uk-
boys.

FEMPOWERED! “Men can celebrate feminism and men can be feminine.”
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Well before the pandemic exacerbated the situation, 
there have been concerns about how boys are faring 
in all aspects of their lives.  The “boy crisis,” as some 

describe it, argues that boys are falling behind in school, their 
mental health is at risk, and they no longer feel a sense of purpose. 

What’s causing these problems? If you listen to some short-
sighted, narrowly focused advocates, it’s the “feminization” of the 
education system that neglects and persecutes boys while using 
teaching styles and structures that favor girls. And/or they charge, 
boys are being raised without, or with less-involved, fathers who 
are not keeping them out of trouble or teaching them how to “be 
a man.” Finally, in a nod to old-school masculinity, they also assert 
that boys no longer have a sense of purpose—no longer want to 
be “a warrior, a leader, or a sole breadwinner,” as author Warren 
Farrell puts it. Farrell, who decades ago served on the board of the 
New York City chapter of the National Organization for Women, 
long ago began distancing himself from his earlier history. He now 
speaks warily about feminism and women’s rights, staking out 
right-leaning positions that undermine achieving gender equality. 

Technically, describing the situation as a boy crisis isn’t 
wrong—some boys are falling behind in school; they just happen 
to be overwhelmingly Black and Hispanic, or children from 
low-income communities. As succinctly put by Sara Mead, a 
nationally recognized expert in early childhood, elementary, and 
secondary education, “the predominant issues for [boys] are race 
and class, not gender.” 

While single-parent households have risen to account for 20 
percent of total households, having only one parent impacts every 
child, not just boys. As for boys’ mental health, suicide has consis-
tently ranked as one of the leading causes of death for teenage 
boys in the US and Canada. That is a crisis, but the cause of the 
high suicide rate cannot be boiled down to one specific reason; 

solutions involve extensive wrap-around 
supports and initiatives.  

The blind spot obscuring Farrell and 
his ilk’s vision of boys is that they are more 
preoccupied with maintaining the idea of 
how boys should think, act, or behave than 
they are with showing genuine concern for 
the boys themselves. A careful examination 
of the causes proponents of conventional 
notions of boyhood cite to support their 
claim of a “crisis” exposes them as perpetu-
ating traditional or hegemonic masculinity, 
and reinforcing old-school gender roles. 
The result? They maintain the status quo. 

If there is genuine anxiety about boys’ 
(and all children’s) well-being, then educa-
tors, psychologists, and policymakers 
must be encouraged to look for ways to 
better understand boys and translate their 
concern into meaningful change at home, 
in schools, and in communities.  As the 
noted psychologist Michael C. Reichert, 
author of How to Raise a Boy: The Power 
of Connection to Build Good Men, puts it, 
“The problem with trying to fit a boy into 
a predetermined identity is the message he 
receives about the person he actually is: that 

he is not good enough.” (To read an excerpt from his book, see 
the Spring 2020 issue.)

Reevaluating the Boys of Today 
Boys growing up today are experiencing a much different 

childhood from that of previous generations. It’s been difficult 
to keep pace with a rapidly evolving “new normal”—and schools 
and parents alike are looking for answers. One only needs to scan 
media reports to learn about how the pandemic—or technology—
has impacted young people; unfortunately, if you look behind the 
headlines there are scant examples offering clear direction on 
where we go from here. 

The truth is we need to challenge our preconceived notions 
of boyhood and be skeptical of self-professed thought leaders. 
We need to turn to the real experts: the boys themselves. If we 
have any hope of supporting boys and young men, we need to 
work with them to understand how things really are right now. 
My organization, Next Gen Men, set out to do this by creating 
a survey to capture what boys are feeling, what they’re stressed 
about, how they’re doing, and what they’re doing. 

We surveyed 44 boys age 11 to 16 across Canada and beyond —  
91 percent of respondents live in Canada, and the remaining 
respondents outside of Canada (unspecified). The survey partic-
ipants self-identified as heterosexual (59 percent); pansexual/
bisexual (30 percent); gay (9 percent); and unknown (2 percent). 
The majority of the boys were white (59 percent); followed by 
Indigenous (7 percent); unknown (7 percent); white/Asian (5 
percent); Asian (5 percent); and Jewish (5 percent). Other ethnic/
cultural groups made up less than 2 percent of participants (12 
percent). 

Is It a Boy Crisis or a New Normal? 
By Sarah Andrews



WINTER 2023   9

Working with this demographic of diverse 
boys, we began work on a report on the 
status of boys, focusing on what is 
most important to them right now— 
navigating an increasingly online 
world as well as the usual challenges 
of boyhood and masculinity.

Where Are Boys 
Now? Online 

Today, technology has 
become increasingly inter-
twined with all aspects of 
all of our lives, and both 
accessibility to and reli-
ance on teachnology 
has sharply increased. 
During the pandemic, 
reliance on technology 
spiked (think Zoom, for 
example). Nearly all our 
interactions with other 
people—going to the 
grocery store, seeking 
out  enter ta inment , 
accessing healthcare—
were mediated through technology. Since the beginning of the 
pandemic nearly three years ago, for youth there has been a 
17 percent increase in media screen use, according to a recent 
report, “The Common Sense Census: Media Use by Tweens and 
Teens,” 2021.

Boys spend more time using screen media than girls (1:16 
minutes a day more, on average, among tweens; 1:14 more among 
teens). This increase has been a cause for concern for parents, 
educators, and researchers. Interestingly, youth themselves don’t 
feel the worry. Only 5 percent of the surveyed boys were “a lot” 
concerned about their amount of screen time, leaving the largest 
proportion of those surveyed (39 percent) only “a little bit” 
concerned about their screentime. 

Historically, society has seen youth’s use of technology—
smart phones, tablets, and television—as strictly for entertain-
ment or frivolous distraction. While young people are using 
technology for entertainment, they no longer are able to sepa-
rate their in-person lives from their digital lives. Adolescents 
now perceive offline and online experiences, relationships, and 
status markers as “interchangeable and mutually instantiated,” 

researchers Isabela Granic, Hiromitsu Morita, 
and Hanneke Scholten wrote in a 2020 article, 
“Beyond Screen Time: Identity Development 

in the Digital Age.”   
 

This blurring of their in-person and 
digital lives has far-reaching implica-
tions for their well-being which, right 
now, society appears ill equipped to 

handle. By and large, most 
educators, youth advocates, 
and parents subscribe to the 
notion that the internet is 
divorced from “real life.” Is 
this the boy (or youth) crisis 
we should be worried about? 

Next Gen Men’s expe-
rience working with boys—

including our sur veys of 
them—has led us to conclude that 

it is no longer helpful to 
look at the challenges 
boys face through a 
status quo lens. It’s time 
for a paradigm shift: to 
define what boys’ new 
normal looks like. And 
that means acknowl-

edging their complex relationship with the internet. Not because 
the internet is inherently bad, but because for boys, we are now 
beginning to understand how it intersects with everything—the 
way boys build relationships, form their identities, conceptualize 
masculinities, and understand the world.   

To get this right, we might be advised to turn to the past. In 
Chinese, there is no single word that translates as “crisis.” Instead, 
there are two symbols:  the top one means “danger”; the bottom, 
“opportunity.”  As we work with boys in the days ahead, may we 
turn the dangers some are genuinely concerned about into the 
opportunities that many, many more are yearning for.

As marketing manager for Next Gen Men, Sarah 
Andrews is committed to spreading the word 
about gender equality. She is putting her master’s 
degree in public health to good use, currently 
writing NGM’s new report on the status of boys. 
To learn more about boys—in their own words—
check out the Status of Boys Report at www.
nextgenmen.ca/report.

We need to challenge our preconceived notions of 
boyhood and be skeptical of self-professed thought leaders.  

We need to turn to the real experts:  
the boys themselves.

Always Help
Ask before you assume.
Listen and learn.
Wait patiently.
Ask to help out.
You need to be nice in any circumstance.
Stay safe say kind words. 
Help even when you don’t need to.
Everyone is unique.
Care about people who you love.
Persevere.

Be Balanced

Be as kind as you can
Even when you are nice it’s ok to be 
mad.
Bad is not the worst thing.
Always remember to be nice.
Listen as much as you can
An angry person is not crazy.
Not everything is what you want 
 

 
Cold or hot. 
Everything you have is what you need.
Don’t make a mountain  
out of a molehill. 

—Louie Bo Tourville
 

Louie Bo Tourville, 7, is a second  
grader in Asheville, N.C.

One Boy’s Ideas on How to Live
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“Boys will be boys.” There are few phrases more 
ubiquitous in the cultural lexicon. It’s so common 
that most people don’t stop to think about what 

it actually means. What it excuses. What it enables. What 
it restricts. But as more and more men and boys start to 
openly discuss the pressures and expectations they feel about 
performing masculinity, the conversation has been shifting. 

Enter filmmaker Dylan Rhys Howard, whose ambitious 
new documentary, Boys Will Be…Themselves, aims to change 
the existing narrative. Produced for Canadian television, the 
film takes viewers on a journey to a positive, more hopeful 
future where our understanding of masculinity is shifting 
and changing in the 21st century. Boys Will B…Themselves 
focuses less on what we stand to lose in the face of change, and 
more on what we hope to gain by advancing a more inclusive 
and empathetic society. It’s a film that includes a wide-ranging 
array of masculine performances, from traditional to eccentric 
and everything in between. 

Rhys Howard’s directing credits include Digging in the Dirt, 
a 2019 television documentary about mental health in the oil 
fields. Although the film isn’t expected to secure US distribution 
until next fall, he’s eager to talk about it now. Not long ago 
Voice Male caught up with the writer, producer, and director at 
his studio in Edmonton, Alberta, a six-hour drive north of the 
Montana border. 

Voice Male: In recent years, there have been a number of 
documentaries exploring the subject of masculinity. Certainly 
Jennifer Siebel Newsom’s important 2015 film The Mask You 

Live In still stands out. Why did you want to address the subject? 
Dylan Rhys Howard: It’s funny you say that because 

of three ideas I pitched to my producer at the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation, I thought this one was the most 
derivative. I mean, even just within my circle of friends and 
family, two people had been working on projects where people 
are seen discussing their relationship to masculinity. My sister-
in-law Eva made a great half hour film last year for her high 
school video class that featured interviews with her classmates 
and teachers broadly reflecting on masculinity. And before that, 
my friend Laura—who created the terrific Super8 sequence 
that introduces Boys Will Be… Themselves—had filmed hours 
and hours of interviews with her male friends discussing their 
relationship to masculinity. (I was among them.) She just 
couldn’t figure out how to make it work as a larger piece. 

Considering all that, I initially didn’t think it was particularly 
original to put my spin on the idea— “Hey, let’s film a bunch 
of folks reflecting on their relationship to masculinity.” 
Fortunately, what it evolved into—and what I think separates 
it from a film like The Mask You Live In—is that it’s very much 
focused on the future. How our understanding of masculinity is 
changing and what that might mean. And it was really important 
for me to try to make that conversation as palatable and enticing 
as possible. I hoped to make a film that was upbeat, fun, and 
inclusive. 

I didn’t want to finger wag. I certainly didn’t want to 
explicitly say, “Gender as we’ve known it is over and if 
you’re not on board with that, you’re a dinosaur. Step aside, 
boomer.” I wanted to make a film that accentuated the positive, 

Boys Will Be…Themselves 
An Interview with Filmmaker Dylan Rhys Howard

The pressures and expectations on boys are changing. The world could be a better place if we let folks be themselves rather than constantly policing them, telling them 
there’s only one right way to be a man.
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that essentially said: “Isn’t it 
wild that these pressures and 
expectations are shifting, 
changing—and don’t you think 
the world could be a better place 
if we let folks be themselves 
rather than constantly policing 
them, telling them there’s only 
one right way to be a man?” 
And then of course there’s 
always the fact that Canadian 
perspectives are generally 
lacking in the global discourse, 
so in my work that’s always 
a motivating factor. To make 
something distinctly Canadian. 
Don’t get me wrong; I’m hoping 
people in the US will still be 
interested!

VM: You feature prominently in the documentary yourself, 
including interviewing your dad and your sibling, who was 
assigned male at birth. Did you learn anything unexpected 
about yourself or your family while making Boys Will Be…
Themselves?

DRH: If you had seen my original treatment for the 
documentary, I was initially planning on taking a much 
more big picture objective point of view. Let the experts and 
the subjects do the talking. I wanted to encompass as many 
different people’s experiences as I possibly could within the 
CBC’s limited runtime. (The film is 44 minutes.) But of course 
the reason I’m so interested in this subject in the first place is 
because of my own conflicted relationship with masculinity. 
The documentary I made before this, codirected with my friend 
Omar Mouallem, was about men’s mental health in the Alberta 
oil patch. When that film came out, Next Gen Men contacted 
us about hosting a screening.  It was through them that it really 
started to click: that there are so many men out there who, 
like me, have never really known what “being a man” truly 
means. That we’ve all been wildly flailing 
about trying to find something to hold on 
to, especially knowing that while traditional 
ideas of masculinity don’t quite sit right with 
us, we didn’t necessarily know what else we 
had the potential to be. 

Participating in that community, to the 
limited extent that I’m able to, has been life 
changing and, with respect to the film, I really 
feel that no filmmaker should point a camera 
at someone else unless they also are ready to 
be vulnerable in the same way. That’s why 
at some point during an interview I like to 
shoot a wide shot that exposes the lighting and 
the microphone. It’s a way of saying, “I’ve got 
nothing to hide here.” And in this doc, I took 
it one step further, using my own life, my own 
discontent with my gender performance as a 

kind of framing device to move 
the narrative along. 

As the edits started 
progressing, I was pretty 
embarrassed to show early 
versions to my friend Veronika 
Ilich. She works at Next Gen 
Men and stepped in as head 
researcher for the film to help 
facilitate access to so many of 
the amazing people who agreed 
to appear on camera. I thought 
she’d be critical saying: “We 
filmed with some of the top 
people in Canada—people who 
think about gender studies day 
and night—and you decided 
to blow a vital ten minutes of 
runtime on just you and your 
dad?” To me, it’s that personal 

element that adds a deeper level of vulnerability and further 
invites the audience in. I kept telling her it was just what the 
film wanted to be…which sounds pretty woo, or whatever, but 
it really is something you can just feel in the edit suite. 

VM: What’s next for you? Are you planning to further explore 
what we at Voice Male have long called the “transformation of 
masculinities”?

DRH: Veronika and I have been talking about expanding 
this project into a web series or something related. Besides how 
much additional material we have from the interviews that are 
in the film, we have probably 25 more that didn’t eve make it 
into the film. Boys Will Be…. Maybe a wealthy US benefactor 
will read this and fund us to create something new! 

VM: Best of luck with that.

DRH: Until that happens, we’re on the hunt for funding. 
But given how much positive feedback we’ve been getting, it’s 

clear that the issues we raise in the film are important 
to a lot to people. To me, that means we’ll no doubt 
benefit greatly from increased visibility. From the looks 
of things, we’re just getting started. 

What separates our f ilm from say,  
The Mask You Live In, is that it’s very much 

focused on the future and how our  
understanding of masculinity is changing. 

As part of the film, 
director Dylan Rhys 
Howard (wearing cap), 
interviewed his younger 
brother Toby, and their 
father, Trevor. 
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Below is a compilation of abortion rights and restrictions currently 
in place in all 50 states and Washington, DC.

Where Abortion Is Banned  
with No Exceptions
Alabama: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

Arkansas: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

Arizona:  A state law with no exceptions for rape or incest and 
that criminalizes providers will take effect in September.

Kentucky: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

Louisiana: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

Mississippi: Abortion is banned with exceptions for rape, but 
not incest.

Missouri: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

South Dakota: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape 
or incest.

Texas: Abortion is banned with no exceptions for rape or 
incest.

Where Abortion Is Legal  
but Restricted
Tennessee:  Abortion is banned after six weeks of pregnancy, 
after a judge allowed a 2020 law to go into effect. A trigger law 
banning nearly all abortions, with no exceptions for rape or 
incest, took effect August 25.

Ohio: Abortion is banned after six weeks of pregnancy, after a 
judge allowed a 2019 law to go into effect.

Oklahoma: In May, the state prohibited abortion at the point 
of fertilization, with exceptions for rape and incest. 

Georgia: Abortion is banned after six weeks of pregnancy, after 
a court allowed a 2019 law to go into effect.

Wisconsin: The state has a law from before Roe that bans abor-
tion with no exceptions for rape or incest, and makes perform-
ing them a felony.

Idaho:  Abortion is banned at six weeks of pregnancy, after a 
judge allowed a law passed in April to go into effect. A trigger 
law banning nearly all abortions, with exceptions for rape or 
incest, took effect on August 25.

Florida: Abortion is banned after 15 weeks of pregnancy.

Utah:  A judge has temporarily blocked the state’s trigger ban 
on most abortions. A ban on abortion after 18 weeks of preg-
nancy is in effect.

Where Abortion 
Is Legal, Restricted 
or Banned
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North Carolina: Abortion is banned at 20 weeks of pregnancy, 
after a federal judge allowed an older law to go into effect.

Indiana: Indiana lawmakers passed a near-total ban on 
abortion with exceptions for some cases of rape, incest, or 
fatal fetal abnormality, or to preserve the life or health of the 
woman. The law went into effect on September 15.

Iowa:  Abortion is banned at 22 weeks of pregnancy. Since 
2019, a ban on abortion after six weeks has been blocked by a 
judge, but the governor is seeking its enforcement. 

North Dakota:  Abortion is blocked at 22 weeks. A judge tem-
porarily blocked a ban on nearly all abortions, after the state’s 
sole abortion provider filed a lawsuit challenging the ban.

Michigan: The state has a law from before Roe (1931) that bans 
nearly all abortions, but it has been blocked in state court. The 
Democratic governor and attorney general have said they will 
not enforce the ban.

Montana: The Legislature passed three anti-abortion laws in 
2021, including a ban on abortion after 20 weeks of pregnancy, 
all of which have been blocked by a court since last year. The 
Montana Supreme Court has ruled that its Constitution pro-
tects the right to an abortion.

South Carolina:  Abortion blocked at 22 weeks. The South 
Carolina Supreme Court temporarily blocked a ban on abortion 
after six weeks of pregnancy in August; a lower court judge 
had allowed the ban to take effect in June. The Legislature is 
working on a bill that would ban abortion with no exceptions 
for rape or incest.

West Virginia: Abortion is banned at 22 weeks.

Wyoming: A judge temporarily blocked a ban on nearly all 
abortions on July 27, the same day the ban was set to take effect. 

Colorado:  State law protects abortion, but a 1984 law prohibits 
using state funds to cover the cost of most abortions.

Delaware: State law protects abortion and a new law expands 
access to providers, but state funds cannot be used to cover the 
cost of the procedure.

Kansas:  Abortion is legal but restricted at 22 weeks.

Nebraska: There is a ban on abortion after 22 weeks, but state 
funds cannot be used to cover the cost of most abortions.

Nevada:  State law protects abortion until 24 weeks, but state 

funds cannot be used to cover the cost of most abortions.

New Hampshire: State law protects abortion until 24 weeks, 
but state funds cannot be used to cover the cost of most abor-
tions.

Rhode Island:  Abortion is legal but restricted to Viability. 
State law protects abortion but state funds cannot be used to 
cover the cost of most abortions.

Pennsylvania: Abortion is legal but restricted to 24 weeks, but 
state funds cannot be used to cover the cost of most abortions.

Virginia:  Abortion is legal but restricted to Viability, but state 
funds cannot be used to cover the cost of most abortions.

Where Abortion Is Legal
Alaska:  State law protects the right to abortion.

California: State law protects the right to abortion.

Connecticut: State law protects the right to abortion.

Washington, D.C.: Local law protects abortion.

Hawaii: State law protects the right to abortion.

Illinois: State law protects the right to abortion.

Maine:  State law protects the right to abortion.

Maryland: State law protects the right to abortion.

Massachusetts: Abortion is legal until 24 weeks.  

Minnesota: State law protects the right to abortion.

New Jersey:  State law protects the right to abortion. 

New Mexico:  State law protects the right to abortion. 

New York: State law protects the right to abortion. 

Oregon: State law protects the right to abortion.

Washington:  State law protects the right to abortion. 

This report on the state of abortion in the US was produced 
by the online publication Women’s eNews.

Reproductive Rights Victories

In the midterm elections, voters in California, Michigan, 
and Vermont amended their state constitutions to codify 
reproductive rights. The amendments were a victory for 

abortion rights supporters who, since the Supreme Court 
overturned Roe v. Wade, vigorously pursued efforts to 
preserve or restore access to the procedure through ballot 
initiatives, lawsuits, and legislative battles.

Meanwhile, in conservative Kentucky—where abortion 
is currently banned—voters rejected an amendment that 
would have said there was no right to abortion at the state 
level. Kentucky voters’ decision followed what happened 
in Kansas where in August, in the first major political test 
of abortion after Roe fell, voters overwhelmingly rejected a 
constitutional amendment that would have ended abortion 
protections in the state.
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If you’re reading this article, hopefully it’s because 
you already identify as profeminist, or at least are  
feminist-curious. But in case you need some affirma-

tion or a gentle invitation to embrace your curiosity, here 
are five books that have been essential to my own growth 
and development. 

We Should All Be 
Feminists

Perhaps there is no better 
example than Nigerian novelist 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s 2015 
essay We Should All Be Feminists. 
Whether you identify as a Happy 
African Feminist Who Does Not 
Hate Men and Who Likes to Wear 
Lip Gloss and High Heels for Herself 
and Not for Men or are just someone 

who believes in the social, political, and economic equality of 
the sexes—you are a profeminist!

Adichie gently and effectively brings the argument about 
whether feminism is still relevant to an 
accessible level for all readers. An edited 
version of a 2012 TEDx Euston talk she 
delivered, this brief essay moves from the 
personal to the general. “My own definition 
of a feminist,” she writes,  “is a man or a 
woman who says, yes, there’s a problem with 
gender as it is today and we must fix it, we 
must do better. All of us, women and men, must do better.” 
If you’re on board with the why, and are looking for a how to, 
check out her book Dear Ijeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in 
Fifteen Suggestions.

    

The Will to Change
I won’t say that I have a favorite 

on this list, but the one that 
impacted me the most was the late 
great bell hooks’s 2004 book, The 
Will to Change: Men, Masculinity, 
and Love. If not only because it 
contains the following passage 
that caused so many pieces in 
my understanding of men and 
masculinities to fall into place 
for me: “The first act of violence 
that patriarchy 

demands of males,” she wrote, “is not 
violence toward women. Instead patriarchy 
demands of all males that they engage in 
acts of psychic self-mutilation, that they kill 
off the emotional parts of themselves. If an 
individual is not successful in emotionally 
crippling himself, he can count on patriar-
chal men to enact rituals of power that will 
assault his self-esteem.” The Will to Change 
is also so important because of hooks’s deep empathy for men. 
She recognized how damaging and soul crushing it is for men 
to hold on to a patriarchal worldview.

I Don’t Want to Talk About It
This summer I finally read I Don’t Want to Talk About It: 

Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression, Terrence 
Real’s 1997 book that, to me, is nearly as important as The Will 
to Change. My entry point in becoming involved in gender 
equality work, and engaging boys and men, was my own 

Five Books Every 
Profeminist Needs  
to Read
By Jake Stika
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struggles with depression and the 
masculine script all men inherit 
demanding that we “be tough, 
don’t show emotion, don’t ask 
for help.”  As Real writes, “Tradi-
tional gender 
socialization 
in our culture 
asks both boys 
and girls  to 
‘halve them-
selves .’  Girls 
are  a l lowe d 
to  mainta in 

emotional expressiveness and cultivate connection. But they 
are systematically discouraged from fully developing and 
exercising their public, assertive selves—their ‘voice,’ as it 
is often called. Boys, by contrast, are greatly encouraged to 
develop their public, assertive selves, but they are systemati-
cally pushed away from the full exercise of emotional expres-
siveness and the skills for making and 
appreciating deep connection.”

Despite my work at Next Gen Men, 
like so many other men, I wrestle with 
my other (feminine) half—maintaining 
emotional expressiveness and cultivating 
connection.

Indigenous Men and 
Masculinities

As we explore our ideas about 
men and masculinities, despite 
what hegemonic masculinity 
pushes us toward, it’s important 
not to think of men as a singular 
experience. There are countless 
intersectionalities to consider, 
among them: race, sexual orien-
tation, and socioeconomics. 
An enlightening intersection to 
consider for its reminder that 
things didn’t have to be seen only 
through the imperialist white 
supremacist capitalist patriarchy 

(another bell hooks frame) is Indigenous masculinities. To that 
end, I share the 2015 book Indigenous Men and Masculinities: 
Legacies, Identities, Regeneration, edited by Robert Alexander 
Innes and Kim Anderson. 

What do we know of masculinities in nonpatriarchal soci-
eties? Indigenous peoples of the Americas 
and beyond come from traditions of gender 
equity, complementarity, and the sacred 
feminine, concepts that were unimaginable 
and shocking to Euro-western peoples at 
contact. Indigenous Men and Masculini-
ties brings together prominent thinkers to 
explore the meaning of masculinities and 

being a man within such traditions, further examining the 
colonial disruption and imposition of patriarchy on Indige-
nous men.

“Typically, Indigenous men are compared to white men 
and Indigenous women with white women,” wrote Robert 
Alexander Innes and Kim Anderson in an essay titled “Who’s 
Walking with Our Brothers?” “A comparison between Indig-
enous men and nonIndigenous women shows the high level 
of violence Indigenous men face compared to the level of 
violence encountered by white women. This is significant, 
as the perception by many is that white women face a higher 
risk for violence. A significant outcome of these biases is that 
Indigenous men are more often viewed as victimizers, not as 
victims; as protectors rather than those who need protection; 
or as supporters, but not ones who need support.”

How to Raise a Boy
As executive director of an 

organization with the name 
Next Gen Men, 
I’d be remiss to 
not directly talk 
about the next 
generation. Far 
too often adult 
men who awaken 
to gender trans-
formation are 
focused on their 

own healing, or on engaging with 
communities of peers. That’s 
important work. But if they fail to look upstream, to think 
in preventative ways, then how will they ever be able to help 
interrupt the cycle of raising patriarchally traumatized boys 

who “mature” into broken men? 
As an antidote, consider Michael 

Reichert’s 2020 book How to Raise a Boy: 
The Power of Connection to Build Good 
Men. “Never underestimate the power 
of listening to boys, knowing them, and 
standing by while they navigate the rough 
waters of boyhood,” Reichert says. “Behind 
every boy who avoids being swept away in 
the current is someone who holds him—

and believes in his ability to hold his own.”
  Each of these books has helped me not just to think about 

a future where boys and men feel less pain and cause less harm, 
but also to help them on their journey to wholeness. 

Jake Stika is executive director of Next Gen Men (NGM). Inter-
ested in joining a community of male readers? 
Consider NGM’s B.O.O.K. (Beyond Our Own 
Knowledge) Club. They don’t always read 
gender or feminist texts, but always curate 
underrepresented voices and experiences to 
develop inclusive leadership skills. Learn more 
at bookclubformen.com.

If men fail to look 
“upstream,” how will they 
ever be able to interrupt 

the cycle of raising patriar-
chally traumatized boys who 
“mature” into broken men?
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It was Independence Day—for rapists and murderers.

On August 15, 11 convicts 
serving life sentences for having 
committed mass murder and 

gang-raping Muslim women in the 
Indian state of Gujarat in 2002 were 
released. The state government had 
ordered the convicted rapists freed. It is 
no coincidence that their release came 
on India’s 75th anniversary of freedom 
from a life sentence of colonialism. The 
men were celebrated, adorned with garlands when they stepped 
out of prison.

Bilkis Bano, the lone survivor among a group of Muslims 
who were chased and attacked with lethal weapons as part of a 
pogrom against the community, received the news of the release 
of her assaulters with shock and disbelief. “How can justice for any 
woman end like this?”  she asked in astonishment. 

Bilkis, who was five months pregnant at the time, was among 
three women who were gang-raped by the men. Her daughter 
Saleha’s head was smashed before her, killing her instantly. She 
was three years old. In all, 14 people were murdered in the attack.

From that moment, Bilkis fought against the odds—and the 
might of the Gujarat state government then led by current Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi and still headed by his Bharatiya Janata 
Party (BJP)—for justice. The local police officer who recorded 

her case after she had walked almost naked from the scene of the 
crime distorted her account to make the case weaker, according 

to the Central Bureau of Investigation, 
India’s premier investigative agency. A 
court found later that police officials 
and doctors fudged the facts, tried to 
manipulate the autopsy process and 
falsify records and destroy evidence. 
It was only when the National Human 
Rights Commission (NHRC) took up 
her case that the wheels of justice slowly 

started turning.
The case was moved out of Gujarat because the Supreme 

Court was convinced that a fair trial was not possible there. In 
2008, a special court in Mumbai convicted the accused of rape 
and murder, a verdict upheld by higher courts. As  compensation, 
the Supreme Court in 2019 asked the Gujarat government to give 
Bilkis Bano Rs 50 lakh ($62,560), a house and a job. The amount 
was unprecedented for such cases and underlined the extraordi-
nary nature of the crime.

This wasn’t just about Bilkis. Scores of feminists, human rights 
defenders and organizations joined hands to shelter Bilkis, who  
was constantly moving and living in hiding for her safety. Their 
fight was also for every other person brutalized and murdered in 
what, in the eyes of many, was part of a genocidal crime against 
Muslims. When people with no criminal record decide to rape 

Rapists Freed 

Where Justice Goes to Die in India
By Apoorvanand

If the message to Muslims is to not 
expect justice, the signal to Prime 
Minister Modi’s supporters is that 
they are immune from punishment 

for any crime.

Bilkis Bano was the lone survivor of a 2002 pogrom against Muslims that included three gang rapes, included one in which she was the victim when she was five 
months pregnant.
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and kill women and men for their religion, as happened in 2002, 
it becomes all the more heinous.

Now, justice is being trampled upon. After one of the convicts 
appealed to the Supreme Court for early release, the court asked 
the Gujarat government to rule based on the state’s lax policy at 
the time of the assault, 2002. Using holes in the policy, a Gujarat 
government-appointed committee—loaded with PM Modi’s BJP 
members—recommended early release. Ignored in the decision 
was Bilkis, who lives near the convicted rapists, and must again 
fear for her life, and the safety of her family.

Why was this done on India’s Independence Day? The 
symbolism is inescapable, especially since Modi, in a speech 
to the nation only hours earlier, had spoken about the need to 
respect women. It is inconceivable that the Gujarat government 
could have pressed ahead with the release of the convicted rapists 
without the consent of the prime minister’s office and the office 
of the home minister, Amit Shah (also Modi’s most trusted lieu-
tenant). Shah held the same office during Modi’s time as Gujarat 
chief minister.

The message to Bilkis and all those who held her hands while 
she fought for justice is clear: This is how battles for justice will 
end in Modi’s India; that crimes against Muslims—even mass 
murders and gang rapes—will be treated lightly.

Sadly, none of this is surprising. After all, it was under Modi’s 
rule in Gujarat that Bilkis first had to run for her life and hid from 
the state machinery. It was Modi’s government in that state that 
fought her as she battled for justice.

It’s chilling to remember that Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, 
one of the ideological gurus of the ruling class, had once justi-
fied rape as a legitimate weapon. Why? Because, according to 
his twisted logic, it could deter Muslims from doing the same to 
Hindu women!

It is also not a coincidence that calls for the murder of 
Muslims and rape of Muslim women have been given by so-called 
Hindu religious leaders in recent months. Instead of punishing 

them, Indian authorities have targeted those who exposed this 
hate speech.

Equally worrying is the role of some official bodies that had 
once stood by Bilkis—including the Supreme Court. In June, 
activist Teesta Setalvad was arrested after the Supreme Court itself 
suggested that her pursuit of justice for the victims of the Gujarat 
pogrom was a conspiracy justifying action be taken against her.

If the message to Muslims is to not expect justice, the signal to 
the Modi’s BJP supporters is that they are immune from punish-
ment for any crime. That in fact, any allegations that a Hindu 
has committed a crime against a Muslim must be a conspiracy—
irrespective of the evidence available. Already, that is the claim 
being peddled by some regarding the 11 rapists released in the 
Bilkis case.

Commuting their sentences sparked outrage in Indian civil 
society, with most opposition parties criticizing the decision. 
Interestingly, the newest contender for power in Gujarat, the 
Aam Aadmi Party—which rules in the national capital, Delhi, 
and in the state of Punjab—has maintained a studied silence. Is it 
choosing political expedience over justice?

The BJP, through decisions like this one—which should be 
abhorrent to all sensitive (and sensible) people—is trying to make 
its constituents, who are mostly Hindu, partners in this perversity. 
They must speak up against the rapists’ release.

The implications for India’s 200 million Muslims are even 
more dire: Justice, even if secured as an exception, can be undone 
at any moment. Even on a day when they, like other Indians, 

were celebrating the nation they have always 
embraced, but that is now turning its back on 
them.

Apoorvanand teaches Hindi at the University of 
Delhi. He writes literary and cultural criticism.

Thousands of citizens gathered this summer at Bengaluru’s Freedom Park to protest the release of the 11 convicted rapists in the Bilkis Bano case.
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Today, Indian fathers only minimally participate in the health 
of the mothers and children in their lives. At the same time, healthy 
nutritional practices and interventions are key factors to eradicate 
maternal and infant mortality. In the article below, Drs. Pankaj 
Varma and Neha Sareen describe how engaging men in health and 
nutrition programs can play a positive role, employing a variety 
of approaches that combine efforts at the 
individual, community, institutional, and 
policy level.

There’s a mixed report on maternal 
health out of India. More Indian 
mothers are breastfeeding their 

babies either some of the time or exclu-
sively, and many are also taking advantage 
of a range of services after their babies are 
born. Those are among the hopeful facts 
in the newly published National Family Health Survey, covering 
2019–2021. The survey shows substantial improvement since the 
previous report was published in 2016.

Despite these improvements, malnutrition among women 
and children is still a massive public health concern across 
the country. More than half of pregnant women in India (52.2 
percent) are anemic. Among children under five, more than a 
third (35.5 percent) are stunted; nearly a fifth (19.3 percent) are 
wasted (acutely malnourished); nearly a third (32.1 percent) 
are underweight; and more than two thirds (67.1 percent) are 
anemic. These statistics reflect a substantial proportion of the 
total population. Despite implementing better practices, where 
are we going wrong?

One factor is how few fathers are participating in mother and 
child health. And, nutritional practices are a significant factor 

making it difficult to eradicate maternal and infant mortality. In 
India, nutrition interventions focus largely on women as an entry 
point to encourage positive health outcomes. By default, men are 
left out of the planning, designing, and implementing of health 
and nutrition programs. 

Women’s and children’s healthcare is traditionally considered 
a female domain. To improve maternal and 
child nutrition, evidence shows, health 
structures need to engage and support 
men. Why? Because men play a critical 
role in providing physical and emotional 
support to mothers and children, a belief 
the World Health Organization has long 
endorsed. Nevertheless, fully engaging 
men has yet to be implemented in India. 
Currently, men are only involved in 
family planning programs. There is now 

a pressing need to also involve them in mother and child health 
and nutrition programs. 

The “feminization” of  
reproductive health 

Various factors discourage men from playing an active role in 
mothers’ reproductive, maternal, neonatal, child health and nutri-
tion. Sociocultural factors like stereotyping, competing priorities, 
and the “feminization of reproductive health” are among the 
barriers fathers and men face. These factors, coupled with stigma 
and peer pressure, may hinder even the most well-meaning 
programs aimed at engaging men. Many men who participate in 
maternal and child health and nutrition fear they will be viewed 

Paternal Involvement in India

No Nutrition Equity Without Gender Equity
By Dr. Pankaj Varma and Dr. Neha Sareen

Many men participating in 
maternal and child health and 
nutrition fear being viewed as 
“weak”—even though studies 

show when men are active  
caregivers, their physical and 

mental health improves.
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Involving men in maternal and child health and nutrition programs can have a positive impact on everyone.
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as “weak.” Additionally, it is uncommon for men to take their 
children to the hospital unless the mother is ill. Most men do not 
accompany their partners to family planning meetings and, ante-
natal and postnatal consultations or even during labor or delivery.

The reasons are both real and fake, including men’s low 
educational status, inadequate knowledge about pregnancy, birth, 
and child-raising, lack of interest, ignorance, and feigned unavail-
ability. All make it more difficult for women to be supported by 
their male partners.  Economic and other factors affect male 
involvement, including inadequate financial resources to provide 
for healthcare needs, and transportation costs to access facilities. 
Other institutional factors at the community and facility level also 
act as a roadblock, including: inadequate government initiatives 
to raise community awareness about the importance of male 
participation in health and nutrition programs, “feminizing” 
programs, and poor attitudes about healthcare providers. 

Why do men need to get  
involved?

Involving men in maternal and child health and nutrition 
programs can have a positive effect, especially programs that 
utilize services that discourage unhealthy practices and reduce 
their workload during pregnancy.

Studies have shown that involving men facilitates their 
engagement with health providers and, therefore, presents an 
opportunity to access health and nutrition services and coun-
seling, including learning about the importance of maternal nutri-
tion, breastfeeding and complementary feeding, and counseling 
about obstetric danger signs. Being familiar with this information 
empowers men to make effective health decisions with their 
spouses and for their children.

Fathers’ involvement in parenting is also associated with 
healthy birth outcomes, decreased maternal mortality, and 
positive cognitive, developmental and sociobehavioral outcomes 
among children. Studies have also demonstrated that when men 
get involved as active caregivers, that involvement also improves 
their physical and mental health.

Involving men in health and  
nutrition programs

Essential to healthy maternal and child outcomes is engaging 
men in health and nutrition programs. They might include a 
variety of approaches that combine individual, community, insti-
tutional, and policy initiatives, as well as behavioral change and 
communication strategies tailored for men with only minimal 
education, adding to their knowledge base, and changing their 
attitudes and behaviors. 

Reaching these goals could be achieved through sensitization 
campaigns, community-based awareness programs, involving 
influential male leaders in the community, i.e. religious heads, 
male champions and teachers, and at social gatherings.  All would 
help to effectively address misconceptions, change perceptions, 
and eventually encourage men’s participation. There is also a need 
to promote higher education among men from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, and integrate gender equity into 
the school curriculum to foster positive attitudes among males, 
beginning at a young age.

Furthermore, healthcare providers—including outreach 
workers—should be specially trained to ensure more men become 
involved. To achieve that goal, male community health volun-
teers should be paid to promote men’s engagement in maternal 

and child health and nutrition. Programs could also 
experiment by giving men a small stipend to attend 
community meetings and antenatal and postnatal 
visits. This may motivate them to participate, and the 
stipend could be used to offset transportation costs. 
All of these approaches could drastically improve 
health and nutrition outcomes for the entire 
family, foster greater cohesion within the house-
hold, and serve as a visible challenge to gender 
stereotypes and norms in the community. 
 

Dr. Pankaj Varma is vice president and Dr. Neha 
Sareen is a nutrition scientist at India’s Vitamin Angels, 
whose mission is to help at risk populations, especially 
those who are pregnant, new birth parents, and chil-
dren under five. 
A version of this article f irst appeared in 
ET HealthLine, a part of Economic Times.  
https://health.economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
industry/nutrition-equity-cannot-come-without-gen-
der-equity-engaging-men-in-interventions/94165827AN
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Since 2015 when the Violence Against Persons 
Prohibition Act (VAPP) was signed into law, Nigerian 
women, NGOs, civil society groups, and gender rights 

advocates have pushed for it to be regularly enforced. Seven 
years later, it appears as though their voices are finally being 
heard. Except for one thing: it’s not making a difference. Yes, 
abuse cases are continuing to be charged; but no, convictions 
are not being recorded, despite the 
law being adopted by many states. 
Advocacy has continued to trail the law.

The law is critically important. It is 
the only one in Nigeria that criminal-
izes female genital mutilation (FGM), 
a violation that has gone unchecked for 
ages because of its long history of being 
culturally accepted. It is also the first law 
in Nigeria to not only recognize that men 
can be victims of rape, but also that rape 
need not be narrowly defined by penis penetration; that it can 
be perpetrated with other parts of the body and by objects. 
It also broadens the definition of violence and abuse beyond 
sexual violence to include domestic and psychological abuse. 

While states across Nigeria continuously report disturbing 
domestic violence and sexual assault statistics, there is a wide 
gap between arrests and convictions. 

Currently, 28 of the 36 states in the federation have passed 
the VAPP Act; two are en route to passing it and it is believed 

it won’t be long before the other six bring the law up in their 
state legislatures.

In a recent interview, Chinwe Onyeukwu, the executive 
director of Women Africa, a gender equality NGO, told 
HumAngle (an online African news site covering conflict, 
humanitarian, and development issues) that while significant 
progress has been achieved in passing antiviolence legislation, 

implementing the law has remained stag-
nant. There are several reasons, she said, 
chief among them is what she described 
as a lack of structure.

“[From] what we know [about] the 
Sexual Assault Referral Center (SARC)… 
—where we conduct forensic examina-
tions, treatment and medical care for 
victims of sexual abuse, sexual assault, 
and even domestic violence to some 

extent—these SARCs are not in place in most of the states,” 
Onyeukwu said.  She noted that there are only about 32 SARCs 
sparsely scattered across Nigeria (and those are only in 19 
states, slightly more than half ). Most are managed by civil 
society organizations (CSOs).

“It means that in some states, you have about three or four 
SARCs… but it is not widespread. Only about half the states 
have all these SARCs, and it is important that all the states 
have it… and even when you have it, it is not enough.”

Why Nigeria’s Violence Against Persons Act Isn’t Working
By Chigozie Victor

Protesters in the Nigerian city of Lagos took to the streets in 2019 to stage a demonstration condemning an epidemic of gender-based sexual violence against women.
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We need gender-responsive 
budgeting. There is supposed 
to be a victims’ fund to help 

women get back on their feet. 
Economic dependence makes it 

diff icult to leave  
abusive situations.
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Apart from the scarcity of referral 
centers, Onyeukwu noted that there 
are not enough shelters available to 
victims of abuse; as a consequence 
implementing the VAPP Act has been 
slower than expected. 

The law is supposed to make life 
easier for abuse victims, where shelter 
stays are intended to be only temporary 
before they return home, Onywukwu 
explained. “… [I]t is a difficult situation 
that needs to be rectified as soon as 
possible. It is part of the things that 
have stalled—implementation in places 
where this law has been passed,” she 
said.

Even with trainings to help commu-
nities become more sensitive to issues 
surrounding domestic abuse and 
other acts of interpersonal violence, 
Onyeukwu noted that the rate of convic-
tions is exceedingly low compared to 
the number of cases. She believes this 
is because police lack the resources to 
thoroughly gather evidence for prose-
cutors to take cases to court. 

She questioned why it’s NGOs, CSOs, and development 
partners—instead of the government—providing the bulk of 
resources to implement VAPP’s provisions. The government 
should be jolted to act, she said.

Governments “are the ones who are supposed to provide 
the resources to ensure that there are shelters across the 
states…,” Onywukwu said.  She pointed to similar challenges 
facing healthcare facilities where there are not enough workers 
or adequate provisions. “It’s the same thing… with providing 
medical care and treatment for victims of sexual abuse,” she 
argued.

The solution to the glaring implementation problem, 
according to Onyeukwu, is “gender-responsive budgeting. 
The part of the VAPP Act stipulating that women should be 
compensated is also being affected by the lack of funding,” she 
said. “There is supposed to be a victims’ support fund… [to] 
help them to reintegrate back into society and get back on their 
feet… The economic dependence of victims makes it difficult 
to leave abusive situations,” she noted.

Onyeukwu, the Women Africa founder, has it right. Several 
studies have revealed that economic dependence ties abuse 
victims to their abuser. An abuse victim who spoke with 
HumAngle recently confirmed that she endured years of phys-
ical, emotional, and psychological abuse impeding her ability 
to care for herself and her children.

She pointed to a sexual/gender-based violence “one-stop 
center” in Kurudu, Abuja—in north central Nigeria—where 
abuse victims learn vocational skills to help them gain 
economic independence, as well as psychosocial and medical 
support. Rather than the exception, she urged making such 
centers ubiquitous around the country.

“If we had enough of them, women 
would feel empowered, that even if they 
leave their homes, they’ll know that they 
can go to such a place, and they can 
learn a thing or two.” They can earn an 
income, making it more viable to leave 
their abusive relationships and “be able 
to move on with their lives,” she said.

Onyeukwu is not the only gender 
rights advocate who has spotlighted 
the weak implementation of the 
VAPP Act. Earlier this year, during 
a policy briefing in Abuja, Edidiong 
Idang of the Westminster Foundation 
for Democracy  made similar obser-
vations, noting that advocating for 
“inclusive gender-sensitive budgeting 
should be the focus now that many 
states … are executing the VAPP law.” 
Because conviction rates remain low, 
she also recommended establishing a 
“special Human Rights Court that would 
focus only on sexual and gender-based 
violence and related abuses.” 

Despite the VAPP Act’s remarkable 
qualities, she said, it cannot accomplish 

all that it was created to achieve without urgently needed 
structural changes so it can reach its full potential. 

Chigozie Victor is a journalist and a creative 
writer whose work focuses on sexual and 
gender-based violence, and policy and secu-
rity infrastructure. Passionate about helping 
audiences understand salient issues through 
clear reporting and multimedia journalism, 
she tweets at @nwaanyi_manaria. This 
is an edited version of an article that first 
appeared in HumAngle, an online African 
news site. 

Chinwe Onyeukwu, the Women 
Africa founder, has it right. 

Several studies have revealed 
that economic dependence ties 
abuse victims to their abuser.

Women Africa 

Women Africa (WA) focuses both on promoting 
gender equality and achieving the broadest 

participation of women and girls in leadership initiatives. 
A sub-regional, women’s rights organization, WA is 

committed to developing the capacity of women and girls 
in Africa to achieve a “fair and equal share of leadership 
positions across all sectors” in the region. Founded in 2016, 
WA addresses issues related to good governance including 
specifically eliminating all forms of violence and advancing 
a comprehensive, participatory leadership model that 
strengthens the inclusion of women and girls in decision-
making across a wide range of platforms.

WA awareness campaigns are designed to strategically 
influence the debates that shape the discourse around 
gender equality, and that further women’s human rights.
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Gabrielle Blair says she 
titled her book Ejaculate 
Responsibly “because I’m 
trying to shift the conversa-
tion about abortion away 
from controlling women’s 
bodies and leg islating 
women’s bodies, and instead 
focus on the fact that men 
are not held accountable for 
causing unwanted pregnan-
cies.”    

A mother of six who 
describes herself  as a 
prochoice Mormon, Blair 
told NPR, “I know that 
people will be more likely to 
listen to me that might have 
differing political opinions” 
knowing those facts about 
her. “I’m comfortable iden-
tifying with both of those.” 

For Blair, the thesis of her book is unassailable. “[W]ho wants 
men to ejaculate irresponsibly? Who’s going to argue for that?” she 
asks.  As a society she says we should be placing more emphasis 
on “men understanding that they are causing these pregnancies. 
That sperm causes pregnancy. That ejaculation is voluntary, 
while ovulation is involuntary. If you’re sincerely interested in 
reducing abortion...there is nothing in this book that you wouldn’t 
be cheering about.”

What follows is an excerpt from Ejaculate Responsibly: A 
Whole New Way to Think About Abortion.

If  a  m a n   e j a c u -
lates  irresponsibly and 
causes an  unwanted 

pregnancy, he faces zero 
consequences .  He can 
walk away at any time, 
and our current culture 
doesn’t really do much—or 
anything?—to discourage it.

It’s All on the 
Woman

If the woman wants 
to take Plan B to prevent 
a pregnancy, it’s on the 
woman to procure it and pay 
for it—from her own funds, 
or by asking for money from 
someone else.

If the woman decides to 
have an abortion, the man 

may never know he caused an unwanted pregnancy with his 
irresponsible ejaculation—and it’s still on the woman to make 
arrangements and pay to get one (again, from her own funds, or 
by asking for money from someone else — and that’s assuming 
she can get herself to a state where it is legal).

If the woman decides to raise the baby but doesn’t tell the man, 
or relinquishes the baby for adoption, he may never know that 
there’s now a child walking around with 50 percent of his DNA.

If the woman does tell the man that he caused an unwanted 
pregnancy and that she’s having the baby, the closest thing to a 

Ejaculate Responsibly
By Gabrielle Blair

Men have full control of whether or not they cause a 
pregnancy in that only a man can decide whether he’s going 
to release sperm and where he’s going 
to release the sperm. That’s always his 
choice. And so if men didn’t want to 
cause a lot of pregnancies, they could 
easily stop causing unwanted pregnan-
cies. They could reduce or eliminate 
abortions out of unwanted pregnancies 
simply by ejaculating responsibly. They 
could do this without touching abortion 
law, without even mentioning women. 
They could do this completely, just by 
again choosing to ejaculate responsibly 
or legislating… responsible ejaculation, if 
that’s what they want to do. They choose 
not to. They choose to focus on women.

If you included free vasectomies among all the birth control 
choices and made them free and easily accessible that would be 
huge...I think the other thing we need is a social campaign that 
talks about the reality of vasectomies. They are much safer than 
tubal ligations, which is the comparable form of [permanent] 

birth control for women. Vasectomies are much less risky, 
but there are  far more tubal liga-
tions  performed in our country  than 
vasectomies, because there are a lot of 
myths and stigmas around vasectomy. 
Men really worry that they’re not going 
be able to feel the same during sex, that 
their erection won’t feel the same, that 
their orgasm won’t be the same, and they 
don’t want to risk that. 

I get it. But when you talk to an actual 
urologist, when you talk to men who have 
had vasectomies, these concerns really 
dissipate quickly...I think it could become 
an assumption that men are going to 
ejaculate responsibly, they’re going to 
have a vasectomy, they’re going to use a 

condom—that this is just a given that they’re going to ejaculate 
responsibly. And I think we can get there. I know we can.

—Gabrielle Blair 
Excerpted from an interview with NPR.

Men: It’s in Your Hands

[continued on p. 23]
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FATHERING WORDS
My poems come from my father’s 
heavy lifting. The sweat of my words 
his sweat. My poems seldom sleep.
They are too tired for wordplay or rhyme.
Night streets found my father a long way
from home. 
He walked like a jazz musician 
dipping his shoulder into darkness. His
muscle music a deep moan. My father
was a tired saint. A good man and provider.
I am a poet. All I do with my hands is
write. It is my father’s pain that gave
birth to this gift.

— E. Ethelbert Miller 

consequence for him is that he may need 
to pay child support. But our current child 
support system is well known to be a joke.

Men are responsible for 
almost all child support

Men make up 85 percent of child 
support providers, and only 43.5 percent 
of parents report receiving the full 
amount of child support due. And, an 
estimated $10 billion in child support 
payments go uncollected each year. In 
cases where men won’t pay to support 
a child, theoretically, women have legal 
recourse and can force a man to pay child 
support, but, again, the system makes it 
extremely hard. It is up to the mother to 
pay to prove paternity, pay a lawyer, and 
fight for child support in court.

Keep in mind these court battles 
are unreasonably hard to manage for 
someone who just had a baby—a baby 
whom they are trying to feed and care 
for. And ultimately, even if she puts in the 
time and pays the years of legal fees, most women never collect 
all the money anyway. If she does manage to collect, the average 
child support order is $400 a month, which is obviously not even 
close to what it takes to house and clothe and feed and educate a 
child—to say nothing about the temporal, emotional, and physical 
costs of raising a child.

Our society is set up to protect men from the consequences 
of their own actions. Our laws and policies could not be better 
designed to protect men who abandon the pregnancies they 
cause.

I had a conversation with a long-time social worker about this, 
and she listed eight ways that men face no consequences and are 
not held responsible for their ejaculatory actions.

• There are no laws that require the father to pay child support 
without a court order. It’s not automatic.

• In many states, credit scores are not 
affected by failure to pay child support.

• Fathers aren’t fired from their jobs for 
impregnating a woman.

• Fathers are not billed for any medical 
expenses for the pregnancy or the child. 
In at least two states, fathers can be legally 
required to pay for at least 50 percent of 
pregnancy-related medical costs. 

• Fathers don’t have to take unpaid weeks 
or months off work for pregnancy compli-
cations or childbirth.

• Fathers don’t lose a cent in wages for 
impregnating a woman.

• Fathers aren’t generally required to pay 
any funeral expenses for a deceased child. 
At least two states consider it the respon-
sibility of both parents to pay.

• If fathers choose to walk out at any 
point—before or after the child is born— 

there are no societal consequences for abandoning the child.

There are little to no repercussions for skipping out. So, many 
men keep going along, causing unwanted pregnancies with irre-
sponsible ejaculations and never giving it a thought. When the 
topic of abortion comes up, they might think: Abortion makes 
me uncomfortable. Women should not choose abortion. And 
they never once consider the man who caused the unwanted 
pregnancy.

Excerpt adapted from Ejaculate Responsibly: A 
Whole New Way to Think About Abortion by 
Gabrielle Blair. Workman Publishing © 2022.

Poetry



24    VOICE MALE

We Are Proud Boys: How a Right-Wing Street Gang 
Ushered in a New Era of American Extremism
By Andy Campbell
Hachette Books, 2022, 320 pages

“If you’ve ever wondered how a potent mix of creeping 
fascism, male insecurity and grift came close to upending Amer-
ican democracy, then read Andy Campbell’s book right now.”

—Vegas Tenold, author of Everything 
You Love Will Burn: Inside the Rebirth of 

White Nationalism in America

Not many months after that June 
day in 2015 when Donald Trump 
descended on a  golden escalator 

and announced his candidacy for presi-
dent, a chilling new political movement 
began coalescing: far-right extremist orga-
nizations were individually and collec-
tively on the rise. When Trump won the 
2016 election, those groups felt embold-
ened: showing up at political rallies, 
building fanatical online presences, and 
increasing their numbers at an alarming 
rate. Of all the many groups that the news 
media were taking note of, one stood out 
because of its bizarre behavior and its 
penchant for violence: the Proud Boys. 

Investigative journalist Andy Camp-
bell, a senior editor at HuffPost, took note. 
His work covering them set the stage for 
what would become his first book, We 
Are Proud Boys: How a Right-Wing Street 
Gang Ushered in a New Era of American 
Extremism, which his publisher, Hachette Books, describes as 
a definitive history of this notorious group and all the far-right 
movements to which they’re connected.

Campbell, considered an expert on American extremism—
having covered the modern rise of the far right at the ground 
level, including the neo-Nazi Unite the Right rally in Charlottes-
ville, Virginia, in 2017—is regularly cited in scientific studies and 
scholarly papers. 

In addition to explaining how the Proud Boys gained main-
stream influence through “interpersonal relationships with the 
media, law enforcement, and the GOP—all the way up to Trump’s 
inner circle,” Campbell profiles those working to counter the 
group, including Black Lives Matter activist Jalane Schmidt, and 
researcher Juliet Jeske, who analyzed hundreds of hours of The 
Gavin McInnes Show, produced by the controversial Scottish 
founder of the group.

The book, Hachette says, tells the heretofore untold story “of 
a gang of bumbling, punch-happy bigots who, under the lead-
ership of a coke-addled media executive in New York, grew to 
become the centerpiece of American extremism and positioned 
themselves as the unofficial enforcement arm of the GOP. Begin-
ning with their founding by McInnes, the media personality best 
known for co-founding Vice,” Campbell takes readers deep inside 
the Proud Boys, “laying bare their origins and their rise to prom-

inence, along the way exposing the group’s noxious culture and 
strange rituals.”      

Their strange, frightening story lays bare the playbook they 
have created for all extremist groups to follow, giving citizens 
essential insights to push back against these groups, Hachette 
says. “The story of the Proud Boys is far more than a relic of 
the Trump era. In Campbell’s hands, it is an urgent warning 
about extremism encroaching into mainstream politics. It is 

also a window into the dark corners of the 
Internet where radical and violent factions 
incubate, and where misogyny and racism 
thrive. 

“It’s an exploration of the web 
of extremism that includes QAnon 
conspiracy theory, white nationalists, 
gun-toting militias, neo-Nazis, incels, and 
online reactionaries, with the Proud Boys 
sitting directly in the center. It’s an exclu-
sive look at the fascist underbelly of Amer-
ican government today, where top-level 
Republican politicians count racist street 
thugs as their personal bodyguards. The 
Proud Boys were an inevitable symptom of 
an authoritarian regime, and though their 
wild story may be unique to this political 
moment, it won’t be the last of its kind.”

Even though they say they are “working 
to sanitize their image,” the Proud Boys 
represent an ongoing political and societal 
emergency, from infiltrating school board 
meetings, and intimidating staff and clients 
at women’s health clinics, to showing up to 
foment discord at statehouses across the 
country. And their numbers are growing; 

they are now considered “the most successful political extremist 
group in the digital age.” Extremist, right-wing political activity 
is no longer strictly political; in perpetrating violence it can best 
be described as domestic terrorism. The times we’re living in are 
frightening right now, so it will come as no surprise if We Are 
Proud Boys leaves readers worried about a troubling future. 

—Rob Okun

Book Excerpt 
Stop the Spiel

It seemed like everyone was taking up arms, gearing up for 
a decisive battle. The Proud Boys, QAnon conspiracy theorists, 
militia groups, even a MAGA-touting religious sect that worships 
with AR-15s called the Rod of Iron Ministries. And everyday 
conservatives were right there with them: almost one in five 
American adults at the time believed the lie that the election was 
stolen from Trump and that forcibly taking it back was a politi-
cally justified option. The phrase “Stop the Steal”—popularized 
by Roger Stone in 2016 and weaponized against Hillary Clinton—
exploded again on social media, held aloft by Trump supporters 
as a rallying cry. It was a new coalition of sorts, in which Proud 
Boys, antigovernment extremists, and, perhaps most impor-

Books

We Are Proud Boys
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tantly, everyday Republi-
cans gathered under the 
same banner against what 
they saw as an illegally 
installed liberal regime. 
The Proud Boys abso-
lutely thrive in this envi-
ronment, where political 
anger and anxiety seep 
out of the digital space 
and begin to spill out into 
the street, and they were 
ready to take the reins of 
the whole operation. The 
wave of extremism was 
beginning to crest, and 
the Proud Boys would be 
riding it into shore. Their 
first order of preparation, 
as usual, was propa-
ganda. 

One of their most 
skilled proselytizers 
was [Joe] Biggs, a rabid 
former InfoWars employee who’d been introduced to [Enrique] 
Tarrio and the Proud Boys by Roger Stone. Biggs, thirty-seven 
at the time of the insurrection, was known for his ability to 
organize and pontificate and incite in the style of Alex Jones. 
Back when he worked for the conspiracy king, he helped push, 
among other things, the lie that shootings in America were false 
flag operations—a dangerous invention that led to multiple 
losing lawsuits for Jones and the show—and he advocated for 
rape and violence against trans women on social media. He got 
a reputation for physical violence in 2016, after he bragged on 
video about “pounding” a protester burning an American flag 
at a demonstration in Cleveland. Police initially arrested the 
protester for assaulting Biggs, but after the video went viral, the 
city had to pay the flag-burner $225,000 to settle allegations that 
cops falsified their reports in support of Biggs. He rose to the top 
ranks of the Proud Boys immediately and sat alongside [Ethan] 
Nordean and Tarrio as a gang celebrity.  

Between Biden’s election and January 6, Proud Boys leaders 
and their allies repeatedly hinted at violent uprisings in support 
of Trump. On November 5, two days before the networks called 
it for Biden, Biggs posted, “It’s time for fucking War if they 
steal this shit.” On November 7, when even Fox News had to 
admit defeat, Tarrio posted to Parler: “Standby order has been 
rescinded.” The implication? It was game time.

On November 10, Biggs declared war outright. He posted a 
nonsensical screed as the final blog on his propaganda website, 
The Biggs Report, titled “The Second Civil War Is More Realistic 
Than You Think.” It reads in part:  

If there ever was a time for there to be a second civil war, it’s 
now. It won’t be because of Trump supporters, it’ll be because the 
[mainstream media] baited, lied and implied a Biden Victory to 
their lunatic base that literally believes everything that comes out 
of their mouth.

 . . . . they keep spewing lies to their base, knowing that when 
the race is called for Trump there will be mass chaos . . . Buy 
ammo, clean your guns, get storable food and water. Be prepared! 
Things are about to get bad before they get better. Stay safe and 
God bless.     

Soon all the Proud 
Boys’ posts began to read 
like terrorist manifestos. 
Nordean posted this on 
November 27: 

We tried playing nice 
and by the rules, now 
you will deal with the 
monster you created. 
The spirit of 1776 has 
resurfaced and has 
created groups like the 
Proud Boys and we will 
not be extinguished. We 
will grow like the flame 
that fuels us and spread 
like love that guides us. 
We are unstoppable, 
unrelenting and now . . 
. unforgiving. Good luck 
to all you traitors of this 
country we so deeply love 
. . . you’re going to need it.

The head of the Proud Boys in Philly, Zach Rehl, posted 
similarly disturbing stuff that same day: “Hopefully the firing 
squads are for the traitors that are trying to steal the election 
from the American people.” On the evening of December 11, 
the night before the Proud Boys’ flag-burning episode in DC, 
Roger Stone stood alongside Tarrio and Nordean in front of 
a sizable crowd of dozens and called on Trump supporters to 
continue their “fight” for the presidency. “We will fight to the 
bitter end for an honest count of the 2020 election,” Stone said 
on video. “Never give up, never quit, never surrender, and fight 
for America!”

Eight days later, a longtime friend of the Proud Boys named 
Ali Alexander announced his Stop the Steal rally for January 6 to 
be the main MAGA event in DC on confirmation day. Alexander 
is a conspiratorial far-right grifter whose suit-and-tie approach 
to violent extremism got him close to mainstream conservatives 
at the same time as he was cozying up to the Proud Boys and 
prominent racists like [Nicholas J.] Fuentes. He made his name 
as a prominent far-right voice on Twitter (before he was banned 
for spreading misinformation about the election). He was known 
for pushing violent platitudes to hundreds of thousands of 
followers and, in the same vein as the Proud Boys, selling merch 
off of the unrest he fomented.   

“I am a sincere advocate for violence and war, when justified,” 
he once tweeted. “I recognize no law above what is natural and 
good.”     

Within days of Alexander’s announcement, the Proud Boys 
were making no secret of their excitement for January 6. On 
December 23, Rehl [of the Philadelphia chapter] characterized 
it as “the day where Congress gets to argue the legitimacy of the 
Electoral College votes, and yes, there will be a big rally on that 
day.” On December 29, Biggs posted to Parler, “Jan. 6th is gonna 
be epic.”

Tarrio posted an interesting prompt to his followers on 
Telegram, asking, “What if we invade it?” The first reply to his 
post read, “January 6th is D day in America.”

Investigative journalist Andy Campbell is a senior editor at 
HuffPost.  We Are Proud Boys: How a Right-Wing Street Gang 
Ushered in a New Era of American Extremism is his first book. 

Proud Boys, antigovernment extremists, and, perhaps 
most importantly, everyday Republicans,  

gathered under the same banner against what  
they saw as an illegally installed liberal regime.
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Zen Buddhists extol a life of alert composure, of transparent 
presence in the here-and-now. This life they call “the true home.” 
It exists for each of us if we will only awaken to it.

An unlikely prospect for Zen, I once knew as little of the phrase 
“true home,” or its frequent mention in Buddhist literature, as 
I knew of “treasure in poverty” or the spiritual kinship of Zen 
masters. “What is the meaning of ‘true home’?” asks Thich Nhat 
Hanh, the Vietnamese monk and teacher, whose words I would 
not discover until long after my foray into Pennsylvania, when my 
life had changed and I’d begun to sit zazen. “Sometimes we have a 
feeling of alienation…. We have been a wanderer and tried hard 
but have never been able to reach our true home. However, we all 
have a home, and this is our practice, the practice of going home.”

Distance traversed, beyond the map’s imposed meridians….
In the heat-ridden summer of 1992 I returned home in the 

most literal sense, driving to the Appalachian region of central 
Pennsylvania, the inordinately difficult land of my birth and 
childhood and broken adolescence. For many years I thought I 
could evade this place by adopting a home elsewhere: Living in 
New Mexico I thought my love for renegade juniper deserts, for 
pine-stubbled peaks outside Santa Fe, might transform them into 
home. Dwelling in New England I’ve often supposed the intimate 
Berkshire foothills, the woodlots, the stone-bound pastures of 
western Massachusetts might become home.

These stratagems of evasion and exile could not succeed 
forever. When they began to falter I admitted, finally, the need to go 
back. Back to Pennsylvania’s rubbled mountains and dead factory 
towns, my place of origin.

Everyone knew the code of manhood. Boys in Clinton 
County, Pennsylvania, learned it like their ABC’s or their 
times tables. Drilling in it. Acquiring knowledge on play-

grounds, in backyards and kitchens and classrooms. Boys and 
men tested each other in the code daily. Girls and women helped 
enforce it, flirting with guys who lived by the code, mocking and 
rejecting guys who failed.

The code functioned as a Ten Commandments of masculinity. 
We knew it by heart:

Never back down from a fight. Never cry. Never show pain. If 
someone taunts you or issues a challenge, defend yourself ruth-
lessly, fight without mercy, and win. Never betray your buddies. 
Never ask for help. Mind your own goddamn business. Don’t be 
a quitter. If someone wrongs you, get even. Be tough; take your 
licks.

For those who shirked the code of manhood, people in Clinton 
County maintained a catalog of names: Chickenshit. No Hair. 
Powderpuff. Pansy. No Dick. Candy Ass. Yella. Hairless. Cream-
puff. Dickless. Pantywaist. No Balls. Gutless. Pussy. Sissy.

Piercing whistle. 
“Faster! Faster! Come on, you look like a buncha girls out 

there—Gingrich, what the hell you doin’, you gotta take him 
DOWN, look, like THIS! FASTER! Watson, what the hell you call 
THAT, huh? Go for the leg, go for the leg, I wanna see you slap 
him on that mat, you HEAR me? Go!”

I wrestled in junior high. Winter evenings after school. First 
the locker room ritual: towel-snapping, grab-ass, guys pulling 
jockstraps, shouting insults and wisecracks. Greeting each other 

Seeking the  
          True Home 
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with boxing feints, mock punches, challenges, grins. Lacing my 
sneakers I’d overhear them:

“Hey sis!”
“Yer the sis, not me!”
“I’ll put you right through that wall, boy!”
“You ain’t got the hair!”
“You wanna try me?”
“I’ll git you, n----r!” (The omnipresent and disgusting racial 

slur against Black people. Clinton County, incidentally, was 
all-white in those days. Black people wisely avoided the region; 
during my grandparents’ era, several villages hosted rallies 
featuring local chapters of the Ku Klux Klan.) 

Then into the 
gym. Our tattered 
warm-up jerseys 
were rank with 
sweat and mildew. 
We smelled like a 
chain gang.

A c r o s s  t h e 
varnished wood 
floor we unrolled 
enormous rubber 
cushions, and atop 
these we unrolled 
d u s t y ,  t h i c k -
padded gray mats.

“O k a y,  l e t ’s 
go, get out there! 
Gimme a hundred 
jumpin’ jacks!”

S i t u p s . 
Pushups. Squats. 
Neck bends and 
shoulder  ro l l s . 
Windmills. I wres-
tled at 148 pounds. 
As I stood upright 
a partner in my 
weight class would 
wrap his legs around my hips, embrace me with his arms around 
my neck, then cling to me like the dead weight of all my misgivings 
while I performed fifty toe-touches.

Coaches pacing and bellowing: “Okay, OTHER guy! Let’s go, I 
wanna see SWEAT here tonight, we’re goin’ up against Montours-
ville next week, we gotta kick their ASSES, let’s GO here!”

The gym echoing. Noise bouncing off girders, empty vaults 
of the high ceiling, sound ping-ponging off walls and backboards.

Shrill whistle.
Grueling hours of practicing moves: sit-out; take-down; fire-

man’s carry.
“C’mon, what the hell you doin’ there, switch him! Switch 

him! Cross-face! Cross-face him, Bennett! No, Ruhl, the other 
way, Jesus Christ, whadaya call that, huh? HUH?” Whistle. 
Guys yelling: “Chicken-wing him! Chicken-wing him!” Crunch 
of muscle, skin rasping across the mat, grunts, thuds, slam of a 
shoulder. “Shit!”

Endless repetition. Ache. Fatigue. An hour, then another hour, 
darkness and frost settling in the windows.

Guys half-famished from trying to make weight, popping 
their salt pills. Jungle-rot stench. Bodies steaming, jerseys 
sopping wet as if we’d hosed each other down in a cellblock riot. 
Everyone panting. Red-faced. Grimaces of pain and loathing and 
exhaustion.

Men in training, Clinton County style.
“Hit him harder! HIT HIM NOW, damn it!”     
I quit wrestling when I turned fourteen, in 1968; I’d been 

growing dizzy from day-glo posters, from the Beatles, and then 
the next year swept me irresistibly away into the heady emergence 
of something miraculous called Woodstock Nation—all delivered 
urgently and irresistibly into my primitive town by those great 
subversives, AM radio and Life magazine—and television.

Few in my school seemed aware of these things. But they 
made me stir-crazy. 

In Amherst, Massachusetts, in the winter of 1985 I stepped 
into the tavern of the Lord Jeffery Inn on a late afternoon, ordered a 

beer, spread a book 
on the table, and 
glancing around 
the room noticed 
that the only other 
c u s t o m e r  w a s 
James Baldwin.

V i s i t i n g 
professor at the 
local Five Colleges, 
he sat at a table 
near a far window. 
Baldwin, unassum-
ingly regal, wore a 
coat over his shoul-
ders like a cape 
and sipped cognac 
while composing 
letters. In Notes of 
a Native Son James 
Baldwin wrote, “I 
imagine one of the 
reasons  people 
cling to their hates 
so stubbornly is 
because they sense, 
once hate is gone, 
that they will be 

forced to deal with pain.”
I borrow his words as epigraph for the recollections that 

follow.
Ten years after leaving Bald Eagle-Nittany High School I sat in 

a carpeted, gently lit room in the Amherst Resource Center and 
confessed to a therapist, “I never fought back.”

She looked at me. She waited.
I studied the floor.
(“Hey! Goddamn hippie!”)
“I guess….” I looked at the therapist; looked again at the floor. 

“See, in high school I thought I was a pacifist. A peace-and-love 
flower child of the Sixties. Make love not war, the whole thing….”

“Wait a moment. Let’s back up first. You referred last week to 
your notoriety in the very conservative area where you lived as a 
teenager,” she said, occasionally checking a notebook on her lap. 
“How everyone in the little town in Pennsylvania where your high 
school was located—what was the name of the town?”

“Mill Hall. In Clinton County.”
“That’s right, I remember now. How everyone in Mill Hall 

knew you by reputation, how you stood out. How isolated and 
alone you felt as a teenager. You were ‘the hippie.’ You were the 
only boy with long hair. The only one to wear bellbottoms and 
psychedelic shirts and Army jackets with peace symbols.”

The code of manhood functioned as a  
Ten Commandments of masculinity.
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“Well, not the only one—there were also my younger brother 
Larry and eventually a few others. But I was the first. I was the 
most extreme, the most visible. And being the very first one to do 
all those things made me the obvious target.”

The therapist’s name was Laura. Attractive, with Mediterra-
nean eyes and poufed auburn hair, attired in bulky turtlenecks, she 
was a patient listener, a woman who radiated so much warmheart-
edness that, were 
my hands frost-
bitten, and not 
merely my psyche, 
I  could  prob-
ably have held 
them before her 
and they would 
have thawed and 
healed.   

“Okay.  And 
you told me how 
teachers threat-
ened you with 
expulsion unless 
you obeyed the 
dress code and cut 
your hair. You said 
that when you 
were fourteen, 
you challenged 
the school board 
all by yourself at 
one of their meet-
ings, stood up and 
made a speech to 
them about how 
the length of your 
hair was a form 
of  f reedom of 
expression, and 
protected by the 
First Amendment. 
They ignored you. 
When you were fifteen, you and five ‘hippie’ boys from another 
school in a nearby town called, let me see, Lock Haven?”

“Uh-huh.”
“—Phoned a lawyer from the American Civil Liberties Union. 

None of you had money but he took the case anyway.”
“That’s right.”
“All of you confronted the local school board again. This time 

they listened. Your lawyer told them the school’s dress code was 
unconstitutional, and you forced the board to repeal it.”

“Right.”
“After that you grew your hair halfway to your waist, which by 

the way I think is great. Bravo! Good for you!” She smiled. “And 
you became very outspoken publicly in your opposition to the 
Vietnam War. You wrote a full-page letter to the editor published 
in your local newspaper explaining why you would refuse to be 
drafted.”

“Right. The Lock Haven Express.” I opposed the war and 
said so in classrooms; I said so in that full-page letter, a morally 
indignant manifesto printed as an oddity among the newspaper’s 
gridiron reports, “Li’l Abner” comics, and snapshots of bow 
hunters. Mill Hall was “America Love It or Leave It” country. In 
homeroom I refused to mouth the Pledge of Allegiance, refused 
to salute the flag. On the day of the nationwide Vietnam morato-

rium I set up a table in the lobby outside the gym and handed out 
antiwar leaflets, which most teachers and students either ignored 
or crumpled and threw away.

That roiling American cultural strife of the late Sixties and 
early Seventies….

I opposed the war because I no longer could reconcile the 
napalmed corpses I saw on TV with “Thou shalt not kill,” a 

biblical imperative 
learned during 
one of my rare but 
impressionable 
visits to a church 
in Lock Haven, 
years earlier. The 
moment I grad-
uated from high 
school my govern-
ment intended to 
pack me across 
the  Pac i f ic  to 
maim and murder 
Vietnamese boys 
my own age. And 
fo r  w h at ?  A n 
undeclared war 
premised on lies. I 
decided that when 
my e ighte enth 
birthday arrived 
I would argue my 
case before the 
draft  board in 
Williamsport as 
a conscientious 
objector.

“And you told 
me that your local 
‘ i n f a m y ’ — t h a t 
was your word—
increased. And 
you said it became 

very difficult. That people shunned you, that adults in your town 
began to make threats, and that it felt very dangerous to you. I 
want to ask you more about that. You said that one of your neigh-
bors threatened to shoot you if you stepped on his property.”

“Yeah. He was the local commander of the National Guard. 
After Kent State happened, you know, it felt even more dangerous.” 

“And you said that your favorite teacher, let me see”—she 
glanced at her notebook— “his name was Mr. Bechdel, betrayed 
you once. I want to talk to you more about that, too. You said you 
were going around to various English classes, presenting a scene 
you were in from an upcoming student play, and when you got 
to his class it was full of kids older than you— ‘redneck kids,’ you 
called them.”

“Right.” I stiffened at the memory.
“And you told Mr. Bechdel you’d do the scene if he promised 

not to leave the room. But midway he left to get coffee. And 
immediately the older ‘redneck’ boys began shouting, ‘Kill him! 
Kill him!’ And you said that the only way to escape was to pass 
through a gauntlet of them while they punched you.”

I looked at the floor. 
“You were bullied. You were bullied outrageously. Wasn’t 

there anyone to help you?”

“I imagine one of the reasons 
people cling to their hates so 

stubbornly is because they sense, 
once hate is gone, that they will be 

forced to deal with pain.” 
—James Baldwin
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The abandonment. The sense of being culled from the herd 
and marked as prey. “I never told my parents. It would have upset 
them. I didn’t want to worry them. Also they would have inter-
vened at school. That would have embarrassed me. It would’ve 
made things worse. I felt it was important to stand up for myself, 
to stand on my own two feet.”

“It sounds like you did. You were very brave. You say you were 
a pacifist and never fought back, but remember—you also never 
backed down. You never did. You remained true to yourself. Bravo 
for that, too! What about your friends?”

“Well, kids in my own grade knew me and liked me—you 
know, I think they felt 
mystified by the changes 
I’d gone through, all of 
my hippie transforma-
tions, but they respected 
me. One of them told 
me, ‘Everything we only 
dream about doing , 
you actually do.’ They 
even elected me class 
president, class vice- 
president, things like 
that. It helped to protect 
me, this support from my 
classmates.”

“How did it protect 
you?”

“Well, if I’d been 
more isolated the older 
jocks and the redneck 
teachers would have 
felt completely free to 
destroy me. But I never 
talked to my friends 
Jeannine and Dolores 
or my buddy T.J. or my 
other fr iends about 
what was happening. I 
thought they could see 
it for themselves—wasn’t it obvious? And I felt too depressed. 
You know, you feel so vulnerable as a teenager. And all your 
emotions are so heightened, so hormonal. And you just want to 
be accepted.”

Rituals of social behavior govern small American towns like 
Mill Hall and Lock Haven, rituals of demeanor and conduct, 
traditions that hold the force of law and may not be transgressed 
lightly. I hadn’t known this. It’s shocking how quickly, how 
brutally, your neighbors will disown you.

Glowering waitresses ignored me if I tried to order a Coke at 
the lunch counter in Woolworth’s. “Hey Dottie, what’s thet settin’ 
in yer booth, thet a girl or a boy?”  “I don’ know, but I ain’t servin’ 
it.” I rode my bicycle along Fishing Creek Road; men in a pickup 
truck winged beer bottles at me. As I pedaled my bike another 
time outside Mackeyville, a farmer unpenned his German shep-
herds yelling, “Git thet damn hippie! Sic ’im boy!” Mothers of my 
sister’s friends forbade them to enter our house. Our high school 
football coach, “Chaz” Dole, a crewcut, lard-bellied rube who 
swaggered like Patton, called me “Stephanie” and devoted entire 
health classes to informing students why they must avoid me with 
the same pains they might take to shun a satanist.

 “You said last week that at age seventeen you ‘felt so crippled 
by depression and fear’ that you ‘could barely function.’ That’s 

where we stopped. Is that a fair review? Have I covered every-
thing?”

I said, “Yeah. But there’s more.”
In Amherst around 1978, six years after graduation, I 

had started plunging into nightmares: I’d enter doors of Bald 
Eagle-Nittany High School gripping a black submachine gun. 
I dreamed of annihilating everyone—teachers, students, all of 
them—in spitfire gales of blood and gore.  

“They used to gang up on me in the lavatories, they’d ambush 
me in the hallways,” I told the therapist, as I sat in that tranquil 
room in Amherst. “I felt tense and nervous all the time. I cut 

school a lot. Or I’d get 
there early and sneak 
to the auditorium and 
climb up a ladder to the 
catwalks hidden above 
the ceiling and spend the 
day up there, reading. On 
days when I had no choice 
but to go to classes, the 
football players, the older 
ones, would yell, ‘Get a 
goddamn haircut!’ in the 
halls. They’d surround 
me. Throw my books. 
Punch me.”

“So they’d hit you 
even in the halls? In 
public?”

“They’d punch me 
in the mouth.” Taste of 
blood, taste of saliva tinc-
tured with iron, teeth 

piercing my lip. Eyes 
stinging. “Or punch me 
so hard in the chest that 
I couldn’t breathe.” At a 
high school dance a foot-
ball player suddenly hit 
me. Gasping suffocation, 
pain drumming beneath 

my breastbone. I was unsure if my heart still beat. “I thought I was 
dying. In eleventh grade I lived in terror. At school I never knew 
when it would happen, never felt safe. An ambush could happen 
at any moment. At my locker. At the water fountain.” Predatory, 
they approached with sniffing-the-air intensity. Hard stares. Fists 
ready. “Walking down the hall alone I’d see a line of older football 
players form a barrier ahead so I couldn’t pass. And I knew what 
was coming. But I walked right up to them anyway. And looked 
them in the eye with this kind of defiance, you know. Actually, in 
a strange way I think they respected that. I never ran. Ever. And 
then they’d start punching me: ‘Hippie son of a bitch!’”

Entering the lavatory: leering farmboys from the senior 
classes, rough-housing near sinks and urinals. Too late for me to 
turn and leave. “What the hell you doin’ in here?” Gulping my fear 
I stood before a mirror. Slowly, miming nonchalance, I’d remove 
a comb from my jeans pocket. Snorting with derision they’d file 
past. Shoulder me with football blocks. Ram me against the sink. 
Slug me in the back. “Goddamn queer.”

 “The reason I never fought back is I prided myself on that 
Woodstock vibe of peace and ‘turn the other cheek.’ I felt self- 
righteous about it. And I admired Martin Luther King and non- 
violence, you know, and wanted to emulate him. I thought of 
myself as very noble. But I’m beginning to realize that I wasn’t a 

“On days when I had no choice but to go to classes, 
the football players, the older ones, would yell, ‘Get 

a goddamn haircut!’ in the halls. They’d surround me. 
Throw my books. Punch me.”
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pacifist at all,” I told her. “What I was really doing, every time they 
hit me, was choking down a tremendous amount of rage.”

“Tell me about that.”
“I was choking down all this rage, tremendous pain, so much 

fear and anger and the desire to hit back. I was…I…I mean, I feel…
God, I feel so much anger now, I hate them, I want to kill them, 
you know, and—it feels explosive, 
I—I’m not sure what to do with it, it’s 
like this volcano in me, everything I 
choked down and repressed all those 
years—”

“You need to feel these things,” the 
therapist said.

I’d been stabbing the anger 
inward. Slashing in self-loathing. 
Making myself sick and suicidal. I 
had read of an epidemic in Africa, 
how larvae in water invade a human 
body, hatch to worms, gnaw their 
way excruciatingly through the skin. 
That’s what my anger from high 
school threatened to do.

In Amherst in the late 1970’s, 
early ’80s, I cropped my hair. Razor-
scraped the sides of my head to bare 
skin. I’d pull on a tattered Sex Pistols 
T-shirt. Sweatpants. Pair of Nikes. 
And I’d run. Not jog. Run: a three-
mile frenzy. I needed to feel these 
things? I missiled through the streets. 
Liquid oxygen of rage. Swinging fists 
at road signs. Scowling at people in 
cars: you wanna fuck with me? Huh? 
Come on! I’ll rip your throats out —

I hoisted barbells. No one would 
ever, ever hit me again. Tightened 
my body into one-hundred-and-
ninety tensile pounds of muscle. 
Shoved past pool tables, past beer- 
chugging, bad-ass rowdies in a 
crummy rathskeller, practically 
throwing off sparks, daring anyone 
to challenge me, man, I felt homi-
cidal, the hell with nonviolence….
Punk arrived at the perfect moment. 
Slamming to chainsaw-guitar bands 
like Deep Wound and Eighth Route 
Army in smoky Northampton rock 
clubs, caroming off sweatslick bodies in oblivious rage, raging 
in my apartment, enraged I cranked the Clash to a thousand 
wall-pulverizing megatons, hit pillows, kickboxed screaming 
across my room flailing fists at the air, raging on the street wore a 
studded motorcycle jacket of deathblack leather, it was no fucking 
fashion statement man, I meant it: you wanna fuck with me? Huh? 
Yeah, you! I’ll take your head off at your knees, motherfucker—

“It’s kind of frightening,” I’d tell my therapist. “I worry—you 
know, if somebody would ever shove me, even accidentally, like 
in a checkout line at the supermarket—I can’t stand the thought 
of someone shoving me. God, I think I’d go berserk. I will not be 
pushed around ever again. By anyone. I will not be disrespected 
or violated physically in any way. And I’m so full of anger—”

“You need to feel this. You were traumatized. You need to let 
it come out.” 

How could I accept this place as home? And how could I let go?

Years of misguided effort….
How might a person live without regret? Without encumbrance 

of lasting blame or rancor? How does a person fit a writhing history 
into the present? 

Years passed before I started to realize: These questions are 
Zen questions. 

Visiting Clinton County for the 
first time in a decade, I’ve driven back 
to the high school. Breeze rattles the 
halyard on the flagpole. Distant hum 
of a lawnmower. Cornfields ripple in 
summer haze. One crow at the far edge 
of the parking lot. 

Teachers at Bald Eagle-Nittany 
would beat us.

They’d stalk corridors of this high 
school carrying thick wooden paddles. 
Half the length of baseball bats, broad 
and flat, these special paddles featured 
holes augered into the wood, holes to 
make them bite.

“You could always tell when a 
teacher had just paddled someone,” 
my brother has said. “They sort of 
strutted. Like, ‘I’m a real tough guy.’ 
You could tell just by looking at them. 
Like seeing a dog with blood on its 
muzzle.”

Nearly every day, school halls 
echoed with the “wham! wham! 
wham!” of a paddle. Boys judged as 
miscreants and paddled would hobble 
afterward to their chairs, grinning. 
The code of manhood required a grin. 
In a cafeteria study hall I witnessed a 
gym teacher break a paddle over a kid’s 
head. The split pieces whirligigged 
high into the air.

I got paddled. Ten whacks with a 
paddle left a branding mark, a wide 
paddle-shape, red like a sunburn. This 
damage lasted for days.

When I tell this to people in 
Amherst they’re aghast. “My God, you 
mean there was corporal punishment 
in your school? I didn’t think that 
happened anymore! What school was 
that? You mean they actually hit you? 

It sounds so—Dickensian, so nineteenth century, so—barbaric!” 
When my girlfriend Diana and I lived together I mentioned it 
one evening, off-the-cuff, and she grew somber. She touched 
my shoulder. She looked at me with concern. She murmured, 
“God, Steve-arino” —her pet name for me— “you were physically 
abused as a child. God, no, I mean it—you really were. You’re a 
survivor of physical abuse.”

“Really?” A pause. A revelation. “I never thought of it in those 
specific words.”

Mill Hall people took it for granted. Parents expected teachers 
to hit kids. Parents thrashed their kids at home. “You keep thet 
up, yer gonna git a whippin’!” I heard parents say that to children 
in laundromats, on Main Street, in the Weis Supermarket, heard 
it from open windows of houses in summer. Fathers removed 
leather belts from their trousers, wrapped the buckled end of the 
belt around a fist, then used the other end like a bullwhip to flog 

I’d run. Not jog. Run: a three-mile 
frenzy. I needed to feel these things. 
I missiled through the streets. Liquid 

oxygen of rage. 
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a son or daughter. Sometimes I heard the resounding “wap! wap!” 
of the belt and some man yelling, “I’m gonna teach you to mind 
me good!” and, above the din of television, a child screaming.

But not in my household, and not in my elementary school. 
My dad spanked me with the palm of his hand, lightly, almost 
apologetically, perhaps twice throughout my childhood. At 
Akeley Elementary in Lock Haven, an experimental lab school on 
the campus of the teacher’s college, I thrived from third through 
sixth grades in a wonderland of learning and rejoicing, of open 
classrooms, “new math,” art and music projects, and color-coded 
SRA reading books. Our teachers, stout 
ladies named Miss Waterbury and Miss 
Holmes, clement and encouraging, wore 
wire spectacles and dressed like Eleanor 
Roosevelt. They never hit us.

By the time I reached sixteen I began to 
lie awake at night.

It seemed to me those Mill Hall teachers, 
dumped in middle-aged bodies as if into 
sacks, their blood gone alkaline, found 
merry relief in bashing teenagers. Trying to 
bash the bright new personalities out of us. 
Trying to bash our zest, our frisky sexuality, 
our penchant for freedom. Teachers trying 
to bash the daylights out of unfettered, opti-
mistic teenagers in spiteful retribution for 
their own blunted lives.

Several nights I contemplated this. Head 
on my pillow. Staring through darkness. 

Why do they hit us? And then my 
epiphany: Why do we allow them?

Two days later, in homeroom, a teacher summoned me to get 
paddled. My felony: I’d talked to a girl as morning announcements 
blabbed over the P.A. speaker.

“Okay, Ruhl! Up front! Ten whacks!”
His name was Spitzer. A math teacher, slightly balding, with 

blackrim glasses, a devotee of plaid sports jackets. He half-smiled, 
reaching for the paddle. He looked forward to it. “You heard me, 
Ruhl! Up front!”

“No.”
He remained smiling. But for a moment his face shifted. He 

looked like a man in a dentist’s office hearing bad news about his 
X-rays. Then he recovered. He said, “Up here now, Ruhl, and get 
your whacks!”

“No. I won’t allow you to hit me.”
Chatter in the room subsided.
The teacher stopped smiling.
“I’ve made a decision. No teacher is ever going to paddle me 

again. I won’t allow it.”
Perfect quiet.
“If you try to hit me”—I said this calmly – “I’m going to grab 

the paddle, and I’m going to take it away from you.”
This roused him.
“If—if you strike a teacher,” he stammered, “you’ll be expelled 

from school!”
“I didn’t say anything about striking you. I said I won’t let you 

hit me. I’ll take the paddle out of your hand if I have to. But I won’t 
strike you. And I won’t allow you to hit me.” For the first time 
since arriving at this school I felt no panic. “I’ve made a decision,” 
I repeated. Perhaps for the thrill of hearing myself say it. “No 
teacher will hit me, ever again. I will not allow it.”

After that morning, no teacher at Bald Eagle-Nittany dared 
to paddle me.

No teacher even tried.

My girlfriend Diana, twenty-one years old. Sitting on our 
disheveled mattress in Amherst in the mid-1980s. 

She sat naked. Lit by a source I can’t distinguish: morning 
sunlight, maybe, or winter afternoon, pale wash from the lamp, I 
don’t know anymore. Whatever hour, it had grown very late for us.

Sheets and blankets at her waist. Her breasts terribly exposed, 
terrible because so matter-of-fact, so unerotic, terrible because 
eroticism was no longer part of a shared life between us.

Her arms braced, supporting her weight on her hands. Her 
hands pressed against the pillows on the bed.

Her face moistened with tears. This is 
what she said to me:

“You’re so—you’re so angry, at the whole 
world—”

And then, urgently, her eyes searching 
the room, she said, “I don’t know what to do 
anymore—”

The silence in our bedroom filled with 
her crying. As Diana sobbed her voice 
almost fought to the surface. Then it sank 
beneath her crying. Her voice struggled up 
again, and what she finally said to me was 
this:  

“You’re so angry, and you won’t let me 
love you.”

She said: “I try and try, Steve. I try 
everything I can think of. But” —the words 
cracked and splintered—“you won’t…let 
me…love…you….”

So angry at the whole world.
Now, in the torrid summer of 1992, I 

look, one final time, at this high school.
When I gun the engine I’m gone. 

What I could not understand until much later: My quest 
for “true home” in the Buddhist sense could never begin until I’d 
completed this other, primal quest, equally important, equally 
pressing. l needed to attempt what we all must: craft a truce with 
the future. Sign my armistice with the past. The effort of home-
coming, in its deepest sense, started for me in that now-distant 
summer. But it would take two more years before I discovered that 
I could sit on a meditation cushion in a Zen temple, watching my 
breaths in silence. Watching and letting go. Many years before I 
would learn forgiveness. Many long years before I would come 
home to a newfound heart of compassion, and ordain as a Zen 
Buddhist minister. 

And my journey began.

Steve Kanji Ruhl is an ordained Zen 
Buddhist minister. “Seeking the True Home” 
© 2022, is adapted from his new memoir, 
Appalachian Zen: Journeys in Search of 
True Home, from the American Heartland 
to the Buddha Dharma (Monkfish Book 
Publishing, 2022). He is also author of 
Enlightened Contemporaries: Francis, 
Dōgen, and Rūmī: Three Great Mystics 
of the Thirteenth Century and Why They 

Matter, and two books of poems, Paintings of Rice Cakes Satisfy 
Hunger and The Constant Yes of Things. He teaches widely and 
lives in western Massachusetts (www.stevekanjiruhl.com).
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Chris Kilmartin taught for 27 years at a small public 
university in Virginia that fields a wide variety of NCAA 
Division III athletic teams. One semester he recalls being 
astounded to learn that one of his students, Leslie, a member 
of the university women’s tennis team, was being called out by a 
male acquaintance, Danny. He told her that he could beat her 
in a match despite never having played tennis. Why? Because 
he was male and she was not. Never mind that Danny hadn’t 
even been a good enough athlete to make any sports team in 
high school. He believed his intramural-quality skills would be 
more than sufficient to compete against this “little girl.”

Leslie agreed to the match with the proviso that the loser 
would buy the winner a case of beer. Soon after they started 
playing, Leslie realized it wasn’t going to be close. Danny 
found himself running all over the court—hitting balls to the 
base of the net, over the fence, and sometimes missing them 
completely. Leslie barely broke a sweat. Soon it was over. With 
his tail between his legs, Danny purchased the beer and slunk 
home, chastened. 

Danny had fallen prey to the Fiction of Difference—the 
belief that men and women have no common ground. 
Because males dominate in the world of sport (since 

sports, after all, were mostly invented for men’s bodies), some 
people believe that any man must be a better athlete than 
every woman. Because he had never thought critically about 
the real comparisons of male and female (and notice that I 
use the word “comparisons” and not “differences”), he over-
estimated his similarity to Rafael Nadal and underestimated 
Leslie’s similarity to Serena Williams. As a result, he made an 
absolute fool of himself.

Danny believed the “fiction of difference,” at least in part, 
because he is a cultural native,  someone who grew up adopting 

the gender ideologies  and worldview of a wide variety of influ-
ences, including parents, media, peers, etc.

Indulge me as I recount what might seem like ancient 
history. In my discussions with college students I often ask, 
“How many of you have ever heard of the book Men Are from 
Mars, Women Are from Venus?” Although nearly none of them 
have actually read it, generally 80 percent or more recognize 
the phrase, which is astounding considering that the book—
tailored for heterosexual people—was published in 1992, and 
is now considerably older than most of them. The rest of the 
title is A Practical Guide for Improving Communication and 
Getting What You Want in Your Relationships. The author, 
John Gray, promised to deliver principles for relationship 
success based on “gender research”—although there is not 
a single research citation in the entire book. Of course that 
didn’t stop Mars and Venus from appearing on the New York 
Times bestseller list for 200 weeks—nearly four years.

Gray masterfully sold gender fictions to the U.S. public 
and quickly became an industry. He led workshops in New 
York theaters at Broadway ticket prices in which he purported 
to improve relationships for hetero couples. He published 
numerous sequels, including: Mars and Venus on a Date; Mars 
and Venus in the Bedroom: Mars and Venus Starting Over (for 
those recovering from divorce or relationship breakups); Mars 
and Venus in the Workplace, and Mars and Venus Together 
Forever. You get the point.  Then he published Children Are 
from Heaven—apparently, we all start out in the same place 
but at some point migrate to different planets, presumably 
at puberty. 

Gray even started an enterprise to accredit counseling and 
mental health facilities as official “Mars and Venus Counseling 
Centers.” Each center would pay a hefty fee in exchange for 
using the Mars and Venus franchise name and receiving a set 
of Gray’s videos. Not surprisingly, there were no standards of 

“Men Are from Earth. Women Are, Too.”
By Chris Kilmartin
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practice to which the center would 
have to adhere—the accreditation 
was based solely on the willingness 
to pay the fee. Sort of like a Trump 
University for relationships. 

In hawking his self-help videos, 
Gray mobilized that great marketing 
tool of the cable television gener-
ation: the infomercial. Like other 
extended sales pitches of this genre, 
it featured “audience members” who 
are almost psychotically enthused 
about the product.  In a moment 
that truly exemplified his approach, 
Gray is seen telling a small group of 
attentive husbands what their wives 
need from them emotionally, despite 
having never met a single one of these 
women! Rather than responding 
with, “How arrogant! You don’t 
even know her,” the men’s response 
seemed to be, “How insightful! You 
know her better than I do!”

Gray’s message was simple: All 
men are alike; all women are alike; 
all men are different from all women. 
Since we come from different 
planets, men and women have very 
little common ground.  A man needs 
to “go to his cave” when he is struggling with something 
emotional, but his wife needs to “talk it out.” He needs sex to 
feel valued, but she needs verbal expressions of affection. Men 
need to feel ambitious and powerful; women view feelings as 
more important than achievements. It seems that each of us 
can only manage 50 percent of the human experience. Gray’s 
underlying message is this: Men and women are so different 
that the best we can hope for is to understand these alien 
creatures and learn to tolerate and perhaps romanticize their 
annoying habits.  

The problem with this approach is that actual gender 
research indicates that men are not all alike and neither are 
women. We all know women who have “caves” and men who 
need to talk it out; men who are emotional and women who 
are not; men who love children and women who do not; 
women like Leslie who are athletic, and men like Danny who 
are not.  

Decades of careful research by actual social scientists 
(Gray’s academic credentials are suspect at best) demon-
strated that there is great diversity within  populations of both 
women and men. When you look at averages, men and women 
are overwhelmingly more similar than different, according to 
Prof. Janet S. Hyde, who in 2005 wrote “The Gender Similari-
ties Hypothesis.” In fact, there are many more studies in which 
researchers did not find a sex difference than those in which 
they did, and even when there was a difference, it tended to be 
a small one, noted Ethan Zell, Zlatan Krizan, and Sabrina R. 
Teeter in a 2015 article in American Psychologist. 

In her 1998 book, An Unconventional Family, gender 
psychologist Sandra Bem wrote about telling her then young 

children, “What sex you are doesn’t 
matter unless you’re trying to make 
a baby.” To be technical, outside 
the realms of gestation, lactation, 
menstruation, and impregnation, 
the sex of a person rarely accounts 
for more than 5 to 10 percent of the 
variance in behavior, leaving 90 to 
95 percent accounted for by other 
factors such as intelligence, person-
ality, social pressure, or learning 
experiences.

Mars and Venus sold well for 
a number of reasons. First and 
foremost, it had a very catchy title, 
the foot-in-the-door for the book-
buying public. There are not too 
many books of this ilk that can lay 
claim to decades of staying power 
based on their title. Second, it 
catered especially to heterosexual 
people’s widely held prejudices about 
men and women. A tried-and-true 
formula for gender marketing is to 
find clever ways to tell people what 
they think they already know. Prej-
udice is an emotional thing; people 
become uncomfortable when you 
challenge their mistaken beliefs, and 

so a book that challenges gender bigotry is going to be much 
more difficult to sell. Although a lot of people will pay good 
money to become frightened on roller coasters or by scary 
movies, very few would plunk down $24.95 to have their 
gender anxiety tweaked. (And I will admit to a little jealousy 
because John Gray’s books sell like hotcakes and my books sell 
like, well, fruitcakes.)

Third, and most importantly, Mars and Venus offered an 
understandable, one-size-fits-all formulation for a problem 
that nearly everyone experiences from time to time: relation-
ship conflict. And it offered simplistic solutions to complex 
problems. If a woman is having a rough time in dealing with 
her husband, she can simply understand that he behaves the 
way he does because he’s a Martian, and as a Venusian she 
has to adjust. She does not have to negotiate with the person; 
she merely has to deal with the category. He cannot be held 
accountable for his bad behavior because, well, “Martians 
will be Martians.” He cannot change; she must accept him 
as he is rather than try to manage a resolution that involves 
negotiation. 

Ultimately, Mars and Venus is little more than sexism wrapped 
up as a cheesy Valentine’s Day present. Or, perhaps, it’s bigotry-
in-sheep’s-clothing meant to justify focusing on a biological cate-
gory rather than an actual person. Finally, there is a certain irony 
that the author of Mars and Venus is named Gray since he paints 
nearly everything in black-and-white.Trainer-activist. 

Chris Kilmartin’s latest book is The Fictions that Shape Men’s 
Lives, from which this article is excerpted.

John Gray, of “Men Are from Mars, 
Women Are from Venus” fame, 

masterfully sold gender  
f ictions to the U.S. public.  

He quickly became an industry.
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Aftershock 
(2022) 1 hour, 26 minutes
Produced and directed by 
Paula Eieselt and Tonya Lewis Lee
Sundance Special Jury Award, 2022

In October 2019, 30-year-old Shamony 
Gibson tragically died 13 days following 
the birth of her son. Two months later two 
filmmakers began recording the lives of 
Shamony’s heartbroken mother, Shawnee 
Benton Gibson, and her bereaved partner, 
Omari Maynard, as they began to process 
what happened and tried to adjust to their 
new normal. 

In April 2020, 26-year-old Amber Rose 
Isaac died during an emergency C-section, 
a much  riskier procedure than a vaginal 
delivery. Within weeks of Amber’s death, 
Omari reached out to Amber’s surviving 
partner Bruce McIntyre and a lifelong 
bond was formed. With their families and 
community by their side, Omari and Bruce 
began the fight for justice for their partners 
while caring for their children as newly 
single parents.

That’s the backstory for Aftershock, the 
Sundance audience-award winning docu-
mentary by Paula Eiselt  and  Tonya Lewis 
Lee chronicling the two families’ justice 
seeking journey. Along the way they become 
ardent maternal health activists, employing 
a variety of strategies: from legislation and 
medical accountability, to the power of commu-
nity, and the power of art. Aftershock introduces 
viewers to a myriad of people touched by Black 
maternal death, including a growing brother-
hood of surviving Black fathers, and midwives 
and physicians on the ground agitating for 
institutional reform. Through their collective 
journeys, viewers find themselves on the front 
lines of the growing birth justice movement that 
is demanding systemic change within both the 
medical system and the government.

In the United States, maternal mortality 
rates for Black women are  several times 
higher than rates for white women. Aftershock 
explores why so many Black women are dying—
and what happens to the families they leave behind. Eiselt and 
Lewis Lee tell their story free from the clutter of statistics, even 
as important—and damning—as the statistics around Black 
maternal health are. “When Tonya and I sat down, we decided 
first and foremost, this needs to be a human story,” Eiselt said in 
an interview with Salon’s Melanie McFarland. 

While Aftershock follows the stories of the Shamony Gibson’s 
and Amber Rose Isaac’s deaths, it also celebrates their lives and 
legacies, recognizing that they were more than faceless names on 
a hospital form.

In October 2019, after the birth of 
her second child, Shamony started expe-
riencing sharp chest pains. But when she 
went to the hospital, doctors kept asking 
if she was on drugs. Medical professionals 
continuously dismissed her concerns until 
it was too late; she died from a pulmonary 
embolism.

In a chilling distillation of the plight of 
pregnant mothers of color, Black mother 
Felicia Ellis says in the film, “A Black woman 
having a baby is like a Black man at a traffic 
stop with the police.”

In discussing the fraught conditions 
facing Black mothers,  the film’s codirector 
Eiselt pointed to the deficiencies in how 
birth happens in this country. “The US 
birthing system—and our maternal health 
system—are like no other country. We’re 
the only country in the industrialized world 
that does not have midwives integrated into 
our system, and our rates correlate to that. 
The other countries that have midwives, 
their mortality rates are much, much lower,” 
she noted. 

We learn in the film that despite their 
grief, Shamony’s mother, Shawnee, and her 
partner, Omari Maynard, decided to hold a 
celebration of Shamony’s life. They called it 
“Aftershock,” which became the name of the 

documentary. 
After telling the women’s story, the focus 

shifts to the fathers left behind: Maynard and 
McIntyre. Out of their grief and commitment 
to fight for Black maternal health, the single 
fathers began creating a community for fathers 
to talk about their loss, channeling their grief 
into activism. 

Maynard paints portraits of mothers who 
have died; he is also the founder of the ARIAH 
Foundation, which advocates for the advance-
ment of reproductive innovation through 
artistry and healing.  McIntyre, founder of 
the saveARose Foundation, turned toward legis-
lation. He is working to bring a birthing center to 
the Bronx and promoting the work of midwives 
and doulas, among other activities.

“Black maternal mortality rate is just going 
up. I mean, it’s going up for all of us in this country, but for Black 
women it’s getting worse…” Aftershock codirector Tonya Lewis 
Lee told Democracy Now!  She said she and Eiselt made the film 
because they “…wanted to tell the story of what was happening 
in the United States around Black women’s health. We know that 
Black women’s health and infants’ health is a marker of the health 
of nation. If mothers aren’t doing well, if infants aren’t doing well, 
none of us can do well. So, we need to figure out what the problem 
is and how to fix it.”

—Rob Okun

Film

The Dangers of Birthing While Black

A Black woman having a baby 
is like a Black man at a traff ic 

stop with the police.
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Voice Male is a superb, groundbreaking publication offering a powerful way to engage men 
in working towards gender justice and to encourage younger men to learn new ways to 
become a man. Every individual and institution interested in gender equality and violence 
prevention should subscribe and spread the word!

—Judy Norsigian, coauthor and former executive director, Our Bodies, Ourselves

“Rob Okun’s brave book chronicles a movement of men standing with women in the struggle 
to end violence against women and reveals an emerging new man culture where men are 
reclaiming their tears and their hearts.”

—Eve Ensler, playwright of The Vagina Monologues, founder of Vday

“A very worthwhile introduction to the profeminist movement among men. It will reward 
both casual readers and serious students of the subject.”

—Library Journal

“Readers interested in gender issues will appreciate the strength of the individual articles and 
the book’s powerful message.”

—Publishers Weekly
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Purchase both the VM book 
$30 (includes shipping, $40, overseas)
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Boys Will Be...Themselves
This new documentary takes viewers deep inside the lives of  contemporary 

boys, revealing not only a 21st century direction for boyhood, but also 
opening a portal to a fresh expression of  manhood and masculinity.
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Dylan Rhys Howard
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