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  In loving memory of

  my mother, Marie Nelson Porter,

  who lived her life with the trauma of sexual violence.

  She hid the injuries from her children

  in hope that our pain would be lessened.


  Introduction

  People are taken aback by the idea of men standing up and speaking out to end violence against women and girls. Within the socialization of manhood, tradition teaches men to have a lack of interest in women outside of those they love and care for. So for men to speak out publicly on behalf of women and girls is outside of the norms that define manhood. I have thought about this question a lot: How did I come to do this kind of work? While I would like to say that I simply woke up one morning and decided to do the “right” thing, that’s not the case at all. The truth of the matter is that women have inspired me at different points in my life and continue to inspire me about my role and responsibility as a man.

  People often ask me: “Why do you work with men to end violence against women and girls? Did something happen to you as a child? Was your father abusive? Were you abusive? Were you molested as a child?” The answer to all of these questions is “no.” It is important for me to mention that my mother was sexually abused by my grandfather throughout her adolescent years, though she did not share this with me until I was already doing this work.

  While I spent many years challenging our social constructs as they relate to racism and other forms of group oppression, I had given little attention to sexism. I worked in a small community in New York, just north of the Bronx. Women in that community were paying close attention, dedicating their lives to addressing male domination and its role in domestic violence and sexual assault. Women in that community and others I knew in and around New York State took an interest in my development. I must admit I was a difficult subject matter at times. It took many women in and around my life over a period of years, challenging my thoughts on manhood, to wake me up. We shared many years of thought-provoking, meaningful conversations and subsequent self-reflection. These and countless other women invested time, energy, and wisdom, eventually influencing my thinking about the collective socialization of manhood. In this process as a man I felt like a student, and I guess, there was so much to learn. It was difficult at times to understand and accept the role I played in marginalizing and dominating women. As good men—because we don’t physically abuse women or intentionally do anything to harm them—it can be difficult to understand the role we play in supporting a culture of male violence toward them. At times I was resistant to the teachings; this is common behavior with members of any dominating group—whether it be race, class, or others. But I continued to engage in these conversations and women remained patient with me, and eventually I understood why it was important for men to take a stand—to end violence against women and girls, and to promote healthy and respectful manhood.

  This book is a call for men to hold on to the wonderful things about being a man, like the pride we take in working hard, being providers, and loving husbands, partners, and fathers, while examining some aspects of manhood that are tripping us up. We need to reexamine the aspects of manhood that are not benefiting our well-being and that support a culture of violence against women and girls.

  The motivation to write this book, along with reasons of equity and humanity, includes my need to celebrate the life of my mother, Marie Nelson-Porter. Because of her, and the wonderful relationship she had with my sisters, I was privileged from an early age to see that women are incredibly courageous and special. I cannot explain it all but I do know that the best of me comes from my mother and her influence. My mother passed away on the evening of March 15, 2000. On that day, I made the decision that I would spend the rest of my life celebrating her life. I dedicate this book to her memory.

  

  
    Steeped in the socialization of manhood is the need to be in control.

  


  Good Men, It’s Time to Be Part of the Solution!

  At this point, you may be questioning why you picked up this book in the first place. You are a good guy, not one of those men who would ever put his hands on a woman. You would never commit rape or hit your wife or girlfriend in a fit of anger or rage. In fact, you would threaten physical harm to any man who abused a female loved one of yours. In your opinion, you are not the problem, so how does this book have anything to do with you?

  Well, this book has everything to do with you.

  You are a well-meaning man who can help to end violence against women and girls by being a part of the solution. A well-meaning man is one who believes that women should be respected—especially his wife or girlfriend, mother and daughters. Often referred to as a “good” guy, a well-meaning man wants women to be treated fairly and thinks that abusing a woman in any way is unacceptable.

  Well, it’s time for those of us who are “good” men to acknowledge the role male privilege and socialization play in domestic violence, teen dating violence, sexual assault, sex trafficking, as well as in aggression against women in general. It’s time for us to claim collective responsibility. It’s time for us to become part of the solution.

  My intention in this book is not to bash any good man. I know that an assault on men is not going to end the assault on women. Instead, through a process of reeducation, I seek to help us understand how we play a part in this problem. Unfortunately, despite all the goodness of the well-meaning men, we have been socialized to operate in a system where our role includes domination, dehumanization, and oppression over women. This can happen in such small and insidious ways that we’re unaware of it. And it’s sometimes so easy and accepted to behave this way that we don’t question ourselves about it.

  Now please do not think I am claiming to be perfect or have it all together. I am still a work in progress as a well-meaning man. Before engaging in the work of ending violence against women and girls, I never considered myself to be sexist at all. When I found myself in situations where women were challenging me on what they defined to be my sexism, I was extremely insulted. I would often think and sometimes say to myself, They don’t know me. They don’t know what they’re talking about. I am not sexist. But, these women would not let me off the hook that easily.

  During this time I was a fairly well-known trainer around New York State on addiction studies. I trained addiction professionals and students on a variety of topics related to better serving chemically dependent people. Many of our training efforts focused on issues of race and class, urban and suburban, and we explored various ethnic groups as well. The goal was to understand what was required to best serve them. When it came to addressing “women’s issues,” I did not make the same effort as I did with issues of race and class.

  So, with a lot of love and patience, women in my circle helped me to understand that I could not effectively teach about racism without understanding the impact it had specifically on women of color. Similarly, I could not effectively teach about classism without an in-depth understanding of the experiences of financially poor women. What are specific challenges when working with financially poor women of color that are different from financially poor men of color? With all these topics, I knew I had a lot to learn. It was time for me to challenge my own personal teaching about manhood in order to truly understand the experiences of women in a male-dominating society.

  Over the next five years, I immersed myself in learning about sexism and male domination. I began to understand and develop a critical analysis of the collective socialization of manhood. This is when I really started to recognize that domestic violence, sexual assault, and all forms of violence against women are rooted in a sexist, male-dominating society.

  I began to cultivate the skill of talking to men about our role and responsibility in ending violence against women. I understood the challenge ahead of me. I quickly learned and understood that as men we have been collectively taught to define what it means to be a man by distancing ourselves from the experiences of women. In order to effectively distance ourselves we are collectively taught to have a lack of interest in women and girls outside of those we love. This is not saying that we are bad or uncaring men; I know it might sound that way. Nor does it say that we as men are all in the same place with this thinking. It does say though that we are all aware of this collective teaching. When exploring the collective teaching of manhood I have found that the more we as men and boys express an interest in the experiences of women and girls, outside of sexual conquest, the more our “manhood” may come into question. It should be noted that our collective understanding of manhood is extremely heterosexist and homophobic. Further, this collective socialization of manhood teaches men to see less value in women, to view them as the property of men and as objects, particularly sexual objects.

  So the toughest question became: how do I engage men in order to discuss these historic barriers already in place? And how do I accomplish that in a loving, respectful, yet accountable way? Luckily, in my favor, I have always been the kind of man that other men respected, and I always give respect right back. So, rarely have I been in situations with men where I am outright disrespected. I would learn to perfect this skill as I engaged more and more men about breaking out of the man box.

  I understood that as a man it was important for me to “meet men where they are,” and not expect them to instinctively have a high sense of consciousness when thinking about these issues. I recognized that I could love men through the process even when I strongly disagreed with their thoughts and views. I learned that I could hold men accountable for inappropriate language and behavior during our engagement in a loving way. My goal is to draw men into my message, not put them on the defensive and create more distance. One of the ways I learned to engage men is through the experiences of women they love and care about. My motto became: Reach in and grab the hearts of men, ensure that they leave your presence thinking and feeling differently than they did when they entered.

  THE IMPORTANCE OF TRANSPARENCY

  A key skill and requirement I learned for engaging men is transparency. Steeped in the socialization of manhood is the need to be in control. The opposite of control is vulnerability, which is a feeling not acceptable and far outside of the man box. So what I had come to know is that if I want men to talk about and share their experiences, which means asking them to be vulnerable, I would in turn have to do the same. Not only would I have to do the same, meaning share in a vulnerable way, but I would have to do it first. Over a period of time, by sharing my life stories with men, I learned more about my socialization to manhood in countless ways.

  I began to relive times and experiences throughout my life, with a new lens. I was able to make sense of experiences that had previously baffled me.

  I think back to my own father and an example of the impact male socialization had on his life. My brother, Henry, had died tragically when he was a teenager. The burial was a two-hour drive outside of New York City on Long Island. It was a sad, horribly sad, day. As we were preparing to come back home from the burial, the limousine stopped at a restroom to let folks take care of themselves before the long ride back to the city. My mother and my sisters all got out, but my father and I stayed in the limousine. As soon as the women left, he burst out crying. I was twenty-one years old and had never seen my father cry before. He didn’t want to cry in front of me, but he knew he wasn’t going to make it back to the city without letting out his feelings, and I guess he thought he was better off allowing himself to express those feelings and emotions in front of me rather than in front of the women. This was a man who ten minutes before had just put his teenage son in the ground. That’s a grief I can’t even imagine. The thought that sticks with me the most is that he began apologizing to me for crying in front of me and, at the same time, he was also giving me props and lifting me up for not crying.

  I have come to look at this as a perfect example of the socialization of manhood. The fear of publicly displaying emotions other than anger—this fear has us paralyzed and is holding us hostage. We have been taught as men that showing and sharing emotions is a sign of weakness. We have been taught that men are strong and women are weak. We then go about our business rarely ever showing emotions other than anger, and never displaying weakness even when we are in the grip of it. So much of what we have learned about what it means to be a man is defined by distancing ourselves from what we perceive to be the experiences of women. This process of distancing ourselves requires that we also develop a lack of interest in the experiences of women. This lack of interest is central to a culture of violence.

  As men we have been taught that domestic violence, sexual assault, and other forms of violence against women and girls is a women’s issue, resulting in us spending very little time, if any, addressing it. We explore this issue from a male-dominated perspective, at times leaving little room to hold ourselves and other men accountable. Fortunately, most men do not intend to hurt women, and many have no idea that their behavior supports men who are violent. Most men are just going with the flow, doing things as they have always done. Operating from this place of domination leaves little room to account for the reality of how we affect women and how they experience us. Our limited willingness to empathize with the plight of women adds to the problem. Moreover, we tend not to listen to them, which is key to understanding how sexism and male domination manifests.

  As men, far too many of us don’t listen to women enough. Instead, we justify our conscious and unconscious ability to tune them out by saying that women talk too much, nag, and so on. So it should not be a surprise that many men don’t want to hear what women have to say about issues related to domestic violence and sexual assault. Speaking from my personal experience, taking direction from women and actually listening intently to what they have to say could actually expedite the process of ending violence against women and girls (while promoting healthy and respectful manhood) in the United States. Women have been asking men to listen for years and it’s time that we do.

  At the end of the day, what we are addressing is the issue of humanity. We are attempting to move away from the gender binary roles that define us. I have a vision of this huge space called “humanity” where everyone can just be themselves, as well as loving, safe, and valued. I have to believe that it is women’s leadership that will help us create the levels of humanity so many of us crave.

  We are still at a place where most of our efforts to end men’s violence against women are being led by women. At the large majority of places that I go to speak, I am invited by women to speak to men. This book, in fact, will more likely be purchased by women and given to the men instead of individual men seeing the book and being intrigued enough to purchase it. Further, women will know when they take the book to their husband, their boyfriend, their son, their dad, their brother, or their coworker that they need to say, “Hey, read this book. It’s an easy book to read. Look at it. It’s not that long. I think you will enjoy it.” They have to preface it in that way; otherwise it’s likely the man won’t read it.

  My hope is that as men read this book they will begin to understand and examine male socialization. Consider that even as well-meaning men we create, normalize, and maintain a culture that supports violence against women and girls. Understand that while there are many wonderful things about being a man, we are still a work in progress.

  My desire is for men to think about their position as well-meaning men and how we prefer to separate ourselves from men who assault and abuse women. We make monsters out of them as a means of supporting our position that we are vastly different. Likely, we remain focused on the need to provide some type of treatment for them—pathologizing their violence, blaming family history, chemical dependency, mental illness, or an inability to manage anger.

  But ironically, for the most part, in my work I have discovered that these are not the reasons men abuse women. Nevertheless, we focus on the aforementioned reasons because it further distances us (well-meaning men) from the “bad” guys, strengthening our status as “good” guys. In doing so, we squeeze out the space needed to understand and acknowledge that violence against women and girls is a manifestation of sexism and male domination. Once we can come to admit that sexism plays a part, we will also see that all men are part of the problem.

  Men who abuse receive permission to behave this way from those of us who are well-meaning men. We give permission in several ways; we stay quiet and are inclined to mind our own business. Often, we do not get involved where domestic violence is concerned because we have been taught that women are the property of men—a “she belongs to him” perspective. For this reason, our silence is permission and diminishes the likelihood of creating a culture where men hold each other accountable.

  Okay, I know some of you may be thinking, slow down, you’re hitting me with too much too fast. No worries, in this book we will walk through this step-by-step together. I will share with you many of my personal experiences, as well as what I have learned from them. This book grew partly out of a series of discussions I have had with men over the last ten years. These men are of various ages, ethnicities, and have different levels of education and family backgrounds. What do they all have in common? They were all well-meaning men. Probably a lot like you.

  In the world that I envision for my daughters and yours, and how I want men to act and behave, I need you on board. I need you with me. I need you working with me and me working with you on how we raise our boys, teaching them to be men. We can show our boys that it’s okay to not be dominating. That it’s okay to have feelings and emotions. That it’s okay to promote equality. That it’s okay to have a woman who you are just friends with and that’s it. That it’s okay to be a whole person. That our liberation as men is tied to their liberation as women.

  So as you read this book, I invite you to examine your own role as a well-meaning man in our society. Likewise, I encourage you to challenge other well-meaning men to join you. Together, we can create a world where all men and boys are loving and respectful and all women and girls are valued and safe. This is long overdue. It’s time to get started.

  

  
    The collective socialization of manhood, also known as the man box, is what men and boys are taught it means to be a man.

  


  Lessons of the Man Box

  Women Are of Less Value

  The collective socialization of manhood, also known as the man box, is what men and boys are taught it means to be a man. Most men are good men, just operating on remote control—doing things the way we always have, the way they were taught to us. Most men are not aware that the teachings and actions of the man box help support and provide the fertile ground for a culture of men’s and boys’ violence against women and girls. By deconstructing and unpacking the man box we can get a better understanding of its impact. As we challenge those notions that have a direct impact on the well-being of women and girls, let’s also keep in mind that there are many wonderful things about being a man: We love the women and children in our lives, we are hard workers, coaches, and mentors. For the most part we live our daily lives simply trying to do the right thing and take care of those we love and are responsible for.

  This teaching defines manhood by distancing boys from the experiences of women. The man box teaches boys to have less value in the experiences of girls. The man box teaches that men are strong and women are weak. It teaches that women are too emotional. The man box teaches that men are in charge and in control. It teaches boys to have no fear and to not acknowledge pain, particularly emotional pain. It teaches that men are the protectors and that they rarely ask for help. Asking for help is viewed as a sign of weakness.
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