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Introduction

One sure sign of danger at any time and in any place is a segment of the
population that society considers unworthy of attention. No wonder
more boys than girls face the future with apathy and drop out of

school.! Worse, far more young men than young women are

committing suicide. Ditto for old men and old women.? Males are not
faring well at all in a society that is now focused explicitly on the needs
and problems of females and is often hostile to the very possibility that
males might have any distinct needs and problems of their own. Rapid
social change and depression have been listed as causes of these
problems, but the question is why these factors affect men, especially
young men, much more than they do women.

These are complex problems, to be sure, and have more than one
explanation (as we will show in Transcending Misandry, the third
volume of this trilogy; the first volume, Spreading Misandry, was
published in 2001). Underlying many explanations, though, is a
distinctly gynocentric world-view. Being woman-centred, by definition,
gynocentrism ignores the needs and problems of men. (The irony is that
it was originally adopted to correct the biases of an androcentric, or
man-centred, worldview.) And because gynocentrism now has both
official status (in law) and quasi-official status (in institutional
policies), its bias has become deeply embedded in public policy. That
status has created and even institutionalized a new double standard, one
that favours women instead of men and that, in turn, has created many
additional problems: psychological, political, and — above all — moral
ones. It is hard to know precisely how these problems affect boys and
men personally, but it is worth noting that no large-scale study has ever
been done to find out. It would be folly to ignore the warning signs
mentioned above, in our opinion, but that is precisely what has been
happening.

At least one bar association has seen fit to threaten male dissenters,



concluding a report on women with a stern warning. Men, it says, will
try to stop affirmative action, deny their bias, refuse to understand the
nature of systemic barriers to women, or even institute a backlash with
stereotypes embedded in misogynistic messages, anecdotes, myths, and
homilies or “accusations ... [that women are] ‘whining’ or being

‘provocative’ when legitimate complaints are raised.”> From our point
of view, this report — one that relies on its own stereotypes — has gone
beyond gynocentrism and embraced misandry.

Gynocentrism is the self-centred counterpart of androcentrism, and
misandry is the sexist counterpart of misogyny. From the very
beginning of this volume, we must be as clear as we were in the earlier
volume about one thing. We define hatred as a collectively shared and
culturally propagated worldview, not a personal emotion such as dislike
or anger. Ultimately, this worldview is always expressed as “our”
contempt for “them.” Misandry, as such, has never been either legal or
illegal. In a technical sense, therefore, it cannot be legalized in the
same way that, say, marijuana can be legalized. Nonetheless, overt
expressions of hatred toward specific groups are indeed illegal. Our
point here is that hatred toward men is just as unacceptable morally as
hatred toward any other group and should therefore be just as
unacceptable legally.

Some people are aware of misandry but fervently believe that hatred
toward men should be regarded as a legitimate exception to the general
rule against hatred toward other groups. Most people find it hard even
to notice misandry. The very idea seems counterintuitive. Men,
according to conventional wisdom, have all the power. Therefore,
presumably, they are immune to all serious harm. Besides, no one has
ever called explicitly for discrimination against men or against any
other segment of the population. After all, modern democracies and
their legal systems are based explicitly on the rhetoric of equality. Yet
many people have called explicitly for discrimination in favour of
women — that is, legal measures to solve problems faced only by
women. As a result, women have gained special protections: for
example, the right to job security and benefits during pregnancy. These



reforms, which were originally welcomed in the name of fairness, were
soon extended to include measures such as affirmative action. Designed
to “level the playing field,” these measures were supposed ultimately to
create equality by institutionalizing temporary inequality (although it
was by no means self-evident that they could ever be terminated, no
matter how much conditions might change, without a major political
upheaval).

The goal was to raise the prospects of women, advocates explained,
not to lower those of men. The result, nonetheless, was that
gynocentrism and even misandry entered through the back door.
Feminists explained the need for these legal measures by blaming the
problems of women directly and exclusively on men, who were the
scapegoats. Women were a victim class, said feminist lobby groups,
and men the oppressor class. If men suffered from the new
discrimination, they added, then so be it; men were collectively guilty
and deserved collective punishment. No wonder many people,
including some men, accepted the notion that it was morally acceptable
to impose legal obligations, penalties, and restrictive conditions on
men but not on women. No wonder, also, that they found it morally
acceptable to use hate legislation as a way of protecting women and
minorities from negative stereotypes but not to as a way of protecting
men from equally negative stereotypes.

By now, our legal systems are based firmly on double standards. No
matter how liberal, no matter how complacent, men who end up in
court over conflicts with women soon discover these double standards
not only in connection with custody and child support but also in
connection with accusations of domestic violence and even in the
reversal of such basic legal principles as the presumption that they are
innocent unless proven guilty. Discrimination against men is by now so
pervasively institutionalized that it is best described as systemic and
characteristic of the legal system as a whole. Here, then, is the
connection between the attitudes generated by misandry in popular
culture and their institutionalization in policy and law.



Before proceeding, it is worth pausing to review what we said in
Spreading Misandry. That book was primarily about the various ways
in which men are seen by society and the negative stereotypes of men
that became pervasive during the 1990s. Our goal was to demonstrate
that misandry had become deeply embedded in popular culture. Though
by no means the only interesting pattern that could be found in popular
culture, it was very common and had not yet been explored
systematically by other scholars.

Popular culture takes many forms. We discussed it in connection
with the entertainment industry and some of its offshoots: movies,
television shows, comic strips, greeting cards, and so on. Even though
the productions we examined revealed a profoundly misandric
worldview, they usually did so indirectly, implicitly, and
unintentionally (except, of course, for talk shows and newsmagazines).
As feminists had been doing for thirty years (not without initial
resistance from skeptical commentators), we pointed out their sexist
subtexts, according to which men may be stereotyped as either evil or
inadequate; a few exceptions are allowed for “honorary women” (that
is, either minority men or men who have “converted” to feminism).

Most of Spreading Misandry was devoted to description. But toward
the end of it (and leading directly to this book), we discussed what
underlies misandry. This phenomenon did not originate spontaneously
at the grass-roots level but was initiated and is still promoted by a
segment of the academic elite that is affiliated with one branch of
feminism. We called that branch “ideological feminism,” for two
reasons.

First, we wanted to distinguish it from the egalitarian feminism of
the 1960s, which is probably still the most popular form of feminism,
at least on the conscious level and in theory. Equality is a noble ideal.
After publishing our first book, in fact, we found that many egalitarian
feminists — especially those with sons — were willing to take seriously
our observations on the negative portrayal of men in popular culture
and even on the origin of that negativity in other forms of feminism.
Although they supported the reforms that had improved women’s lives



over the past century, they recognized that reforms carried too far were
creating injustices for men and boys (which would not bode well for
society as a whole in the long run). Two wrongs, they agreed, did not
make a right.

Second, we wanted to link ideological feminism with other political
ideologies on both the political left and the political right. Throughout
Spreading Misandry, we referred specifically to ideological feminists
or feminist ideologues. And of course it was understood that some
women are indifferent to feminism and others hostile to it.

Ideological feminism is the direct heir of both the Enlightenment
and Romanticism. From the former it takes the theory of class conflict,
merely substituting “gender” for “class” and “patriarchy” for
“bourgeoisie.” From the latter it takes the notion of nation or even race,
focusing ultimately on the innate biological differences between
women and men. The worldview of ideological feminism, like that of
both Marxism and National Socialism — our analogies are between
ways of thinking, not between specific ideas — is profoundly dualistic.
In effect, “we” (women) are good, “they” (men) are evil. Or, to use the
prevalent lingo, “we” are victims, “they” are oppressors. This particular
feminist world-view reveals several additional and closely related
features that are characteristic of ideologies on both sides of the
political spectrum: essentialism (in this case, calling attention to the
unique qualities of women), hierarchy (alleging directly or indirectly
that women are superior to men), collectivism (asserting that the rights
of individual men are less important than the communal goals of
women), utopianism (establishing an ideal social order within history),
selective cynicism (directing systematic suspicion only toward men),
revolutionism (adopting a political program that goes beyond reform),
consequentialism (asserting the belief that ends can justify means), and
quasi-religiosity (creating what amounts to a secular religion).

We defined ideological feminism very precisely. Trouble is,
discussing feminism is often tantamount to discussing personal and
collective identity. And identity is seldom established and never
defended on the basis of argument or negotiation. No matter what we



say, some feminists are going to accuse us of attacking all feminists or
even all women. Yet doing that would be counterproductive, because it
would imply that some of our offending claims are indeed true of all
feminists or all women and must therefore be defended.

Our larger point was that gynocentrism and its misandric fallout —
the cumulative results of ideological feminism — have transformed elite
culture. They have become pervasive enough in academic, legal, and
political circles to pass for conventional wisdom. They have become
ways of thinking that seem self-evident and thus require no
explanation, let alone justification.

In view of all this, it is worth remembering our primary conclusion:
that contempt for men — the idea that men can be classified only as evil
or inadequate, or as honorary women — has been a recurring theme in
popular culture for over a decade. We did not conclude that contempt
for women has been absent from popular culture, by the way, although
we did point out that misogyny, unlike misandry, has been carefully
monitored, declared politically incorrect, and publicly excoriated.

When Spreading Misandry was published in 2001, the topic was hot
enough for journalists to cover — we were interviewed for many
newspapers, radio shows, and television shows — but not hot enough to
be taken seriously by most of them. In some cases, it was the
equivalent of a publicity stunt; the goal was to hook readers or viewers
with sensationalism — prejudice against men, of all people! — not to
explore a social problem with profound moral implications. Print
journalists often admitted that men had been portrayed unfairly in
popular culture during the 1990s but pointed out that the situation had
changed. The culture wars, they declared, were over. Misandry (though
not necessarily misogyny) was gone, they opined, along with titillating
jokes about Bill Clinton. Men and women were now getting along just
fine, thank you very much. How did they know that? By asking a few of
their co-workers at the water cooler. Their attitude might be explained
as naive optimism, unconscious denial, political strategy, ideological
ridicule, or whatever. The point is that many — not all, by any means,
but many — of those who direct public opinion found it either desirable



or necessary to trivialize our warning about the increasing polarization
of men and women (along with other groups making use of identity
politics) in our society. We respond to our critics in appendix 1 of this
book.

In this second volume, Legalizing Misandry, we focus on the interface
between popular culture and elite culture at the end of the twentieth
century and the beginning of the twenty-first. This is the realm not of
movie moguls and media mavens but of lawyers, legislators, and
journalists, a realm that not merely reflects a worldview created by
others but creates, institutionalizes, and even enforces that worldview.

To create a symbolic, or structural, framework for all this, we use
two closely related metaphors: litigation and revolution. The early
stages of most great revolutions of the last few hundred years — those of
the English, the French, and the Russians, for instance — were marked
by litigation (trials of monarchs blamed for the misery) that led to
revolution.

First, consider the metaphor of litigation. In part 1 we show that men
as a “class” have been put on trial in the court of public opinion by
journalists exploiting the emotions generated by sensational events, and
that they have been found guilty by a hung jury of academics or
professionals manipulating evidence to fit their postmodern or
ideological theories but undermining scholarship in the process. These
first four chapters describe an important cultural phenomenon that
pervaded society in the late twentieth century and therefore provide a
historical context for the discussions of legal theory that follow.

Parts 2 and 3 are specifically about men in the courts of law, the
ways in which public perceptions of men (and women) have been
translated into the legal codes and public policies of both the United
States and Canada. Why two countries? Because public perceptions of
men and women in both countries are almost identical. Unlike legal and
political structures, they do not stop at the border. But our comparative
study does two things. First, it shows that Canadian ideologues have



been able to extend the influence of feminism much more deeply than
American feminists into education, law, bureaucracy, and society at
large, with the result that it is undermining the very structure of liberal
democracy. Second, it shows that some American feminists are trying
to achieve precisely the same things and often in very similar ways.
This should be a wake-up call to American legislators and justices, who
might still have enough legal or political clout to do something.

Beginning with part 2, then, we move from the metaphor to the daily
reality of litigation. Leading the way are ideological feminists. But
because they have carefully disguised their role by using euphemisms
and other fronts, their influence has often gone unnoticed. Chapters 5
and 6, which are about men and rights, show that the prevalent legal
rhetoric favours rights of women and undermines rights of men.
Whether intentionally or not, feminists who support that point of view
have placed the whole notion of human rights on trial. Part 3 (chapters
7, 8, and 9) is about the prevalent legal rhetoric on sex — that is, the
male sex. Intentionally, ideological feminists have placed the whole
notion of sex, or at least sex between women and men, on trial.

Part 4 is about men and society from a more theoretical perspective.
In chapter 10, we show that the scholarship on which society depends
has been severely undermined by feminist ideology. As a direct result,
equality has been severely undermined, not merely because of public
“debates” over sensational or grotesque public scandals and not merely
because of legislation promoted by interest groups but also — ultimately
— because of an ideological worldview that has been actively promoted
for several decades in schools, colleges, and universities. The result is a
gynocentric worldview (ostensibly a mere correction of the older,
androcentric one) accompanied by misandry (ostensibly an unfortunate
side effect).

That brings us, in chapter 11, to the metaphor of revolution. This has
been a “quiet revolution” and thus both less costly and more effective
than most of the noisy ones that end up in bloody streets and coups
d’états. The doctrines of ideological feminism have been introduced so
quickly, so cleverly, and so subtly that most citizens — including most



lawyers and legislators — have not even recognized what has been
happening. And most of those who have are quickly silenced by a reign
of terror uniquely suited to the needs of a quiet revolution: that of
political (and sexual) correctness.

Bear in mind that what follows is about the moral and philosophical
implications of law, not law per se. Even though this or that ruling can
be legitimated by legal precedent or legal analogy, for instance, it
cannot necessarily be legitimated morally or philosophically. Lawyers,
judges, and even legislators more and more often ground their opinions,
interpretations, or reinterpretations, either directly or indirectly, on
questionable ideological principles. And feminist ideologues (some of
whom happen to be lawyers, judges, or legislators) have done precisely
the same thing by arguing that the fundamental premises of legal
theory must be reexamined in view of their own theories or even
epistemologies. In fact, it is precisely the attempt to legalize and
bureaucratize — and thus institutionalize — feminist epistemologies that
constitutes the essence of what we call a quiet revolution.



PART ONE

Men on Trial: The Court of Public
Opinion

We begin this book with several high-profile legal or quasi-legal cases
that, one way or another, put men collectively on “trial” in the court of
public opinion. We focus on journalism — with its reliance on the
expertise of academics and other experts — instead of the entertainment
industry and examine more closely not only the interaction between
popular and elite culture but also content as distinct from form
(cinematic conventions, say, or the manipulation of symbols).
Moreover, we focus on direct, explicit, and intentional manifestations
of misandry instead of indirect, implicit, or unintentional ones.

The case studies here reveal public perceptions not only of the real
problems faced by many women but also perceptions of the alleged
evils or inadequacies that characterize all men. We discuss the
McMartin witch hunt (child abuse, or satanic-ritual abuse) in chapter 1,
the Bobbitt affair (wife abuse) in chapter 2, the Hill-Thomas debate
(sexual harassment of women) in chapter 3, and the Montreal Massacre
(murder of women) in chapter 4. The men in these cases were
conceptualized by journalists and other commentators as oppressors,
the women as victims, and the men were presumed guilty until or
unless they could defend themselves.

Each of these events immediately took on a life of its own,
apparently arising spontaneously from popular outrage but in fact
arising partly or even mainly from perceptions that had been promoted
for years by ideological feminists and had gradually been absorbed by
many other people, including men. Some were the usual suspects,
including journalists, say, and talk show hosts. Others, however, were
professionals: social workers, psychologists, psychiatrists, other
clinicians or therapists, and so forth. They were featured in the mass



media as “expert witnesses” — that is, interpreters of events that were
sometimes not merely sensational but often grotesque and bizarre.

For some of the ideological feminists involved, evil was the result of
male biology. (We will explore that topic elsewhere.) For others,
however, it was “merely” the result of masculine socialization, which
had convinced men of their own superiority and turned women into
objects that may be sexually exploited or even killed. And even though
ideological feminists did not manage to convince everyone that all men
were implicated in the crimes of a few, they did establish the generally
accepted rhetorical framework of public debate.

By the end of the century the verdict seemed clear: guilty as
charged. As a result, these social problems, which had always evoked
fear in women, became political trump cards among ideological
feminists. No matter what the individual men involved actually did,
they were generally believed to represent men as a class. Consequently,
the accused were presumed guilty before court proceedings had ended,
or had even begun, and their guilt was maintained even when the courts
decided otherwise.



1
Children v. Demons: The McMartin and Other
Witch Hunts

If you are unable to remember any specific instances like the ones
mentioned above but still have a feeling that something abusive has

happened to you, it probably did.

Sensational cases like that of “Sybil”... [were] welcomed by feminists
who saw it as the ultimate consequence of women’s victimization and

loss of self.?

Believe it or not, public furore over satanic ritual abuse during the
1990s was at least partly a public referendum on the status of men,
even though some women, too, were caught in the web of fear mongers.
According to Mary deYoung, this was really a “new type of sex crime
... discovered during the 1980s: the abuse of very young children in
rituals performed by robed and hooded satanists who also happened to
be their day care providers. Satanic-ritual abuse appeared to be
epidemic ... and the McMartin Preschool was its first locus delicti. The
cultural response to the McMartin case had all of the characteristics of
what sociologists call a moral panic: it was widespread, volatile,

hostile, and overreactive.”?

But the sudden emergence of satanic-ritual abuse — that is, of attacks
on people for allegedly engaging in it — was only one manifestation of a
problem. Others, very closely related in both time and description, were
associated with multiple-personality disorder, recovered-memory
syndrome, boy molesters, and predator priests. They all manifested
themselves as what could be described metaphorically as either witch
hunts (when focusing, as we do here, on the targets) or moral panics
(when focusing on those who target them). No matter how grotesque in
form and dire in effect for the accused and their families or



communities, these were surface phenomena, symptoms of an
underlying disease: a pervasive and pathological anxiety over sexuality
in general and male sexuality in particular.

In this chapter (which is linked with chapter 7), we discuss how
these witch hunts unfolded, how they spread so quickly, and why some
of them eventually subsided. Before concluding, we discuss the two
underlying anxieties — the moral panics — that generated these witch
hunts: collective stress coupled with perceptions of guilt over sexual
urges and an ideological worldview that identifies men with evil.

The most dramatic witch hunt, the one that became paradigmatic,
began with accusations of satanic-ritual abuse against the McMartin
Preschool, a family-owned business in Bakersfield, California. Most of
the parents were respectably middle class and upwardly mobile. Judy
Johnson was a recently separated mother living in the district. When
she found out that there was no opening for her son at McMartin, she
dropped him off in the school-yard anyway. One day the boy came
home with a reddened anus. Johnson, immediately jumping to the
conclusion that he had been molested by someone at the school,
accused Raymond Buckey, the only male teacher at McMartin. When a
medical examination of the boy proved inconclusive, Johnson hired a
detective. She informed him that her son had told her of perverse
sexual activities at the school, activities that involved not only him but
other children as well. At this point, the boy was given another medical.
The doctor, though inexperienced in these matters, gave a cautious
diagnosis: the boy, he said, might have been molested.

Johnson’s detective sent letters to approximately two hundred
families. Parents were asked to question their children about activities
that might have occurred under the pretence of having their
temperatures taken — oral sex, fondling, sodomy, and so on. In addition,
the letter named Buckey as the primary suspect. After repeated
questioning, many of the children confirmed what their parents
suspected. Now, the legal system was called in. A similar case had



already occurred, by chance, in Bakersfield. Parents were advised
immediately to take their children for professional evaluation by social
workers. Buckey and other members of the McMartin family were
eventually indicted by a grand jury.

Once the story was publicized by journalists, a feeding frenzy
ensued. With every retelling of the story, its details became more lurid
and more horrific. Further questioning of the children revealed that
they had been molested in a specifically satanic context. The children
now told

tales about the ritualistic ingestion of feces, urine, blood, semen, and
human flesh; the disinterment and mutilation of corpses; the sacrifices
of infants; and orgies with their day care providers, costumed as devils
and witches, in the classroom, in tunnels under the center, and in car
washes, airplanes, mansions, cemeteries, hotels, ranches, gourmet food
stores, local gyms, churches, hot air balloons. And they named not only
the seven McMartin day care providers as their satanic abusers, but
their soccer coaches, babysitters, next-door neighbors, and even their
own parents, as well as local businesspeople, the mayor’s wife, who
was said to drive around town with the corpses of sacrificed infants in
the back of her stationwagon, news reporters covering the story,
television and film stars, and members of the Anaheim Angels baseball

team.?

Johnson mobilized for war with the help of other parents, journalists,
psychiatrists, lawyers, government officials, community activists, and
so on. All of them took this bizarre nonsense very seriously.

It was also taken very seriously by Congress. In 1984 the social
worker who had diagnosed satanic-ritual abuse testified that the
McMartin Pre-school “was an ‘organized operation of child predators’
that ‘serves as a ruse for a larger, unthinkable network of crimes
against children’ that has ‘greater financial, legal, and community

resources than any of the agencies trying to uncover it.’”> By the time



Johnson died of alcoholism, two years later, approximately fifty other
McMartinesque events had taken place. And after another five years,
approximately fifty more.

While all this was going on, a closely related witch hunt was
emerging that involved an apparent epidemic of multiple-personality
disorder. The personalities of patients are supposedly fragmented, two
or more of them being said to co-exist within the same body; patients
believe that they are “possessed” by one or more of these personalities.
This phenomenon has a long history in the imagination of Western
civilization. In Mark 5:5-15, for example, Jesus heals someone who
has been possessed by many demons. More recently, the idea has taken
secular and fictional form in the story of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. The
most recent parallel of all, which has been presented in several movies,
takes psychiatric form. Among the earliest was The Three Faces of Eve
(1957), starring Joanne Woodward as a woman who has taken on two
additional personalities as a way of escaping from painful memories of
sexual trauma in her childhood. But as Carol Milstone points out, it was
Sybil (1976), starring Joanne Woodward (once again, though not the
protagonist) as a woman with no fewer than sixteen personalities, or
“alters,” that generated widespread interest among psychiatrists and

other professionals.® One thing, though, had changed radically during
the previous twenty years. Then, the problem was considered extremely
rare. Now, it was considered extremely common. The same thing
happened in Canada. By 1990 the province of Manitoba had set up the
Satanic Cult Committee, whose mandate was not only to heighten
public awareness of these “epidemics” but also to train therapists,
counsellors, and other health care professionals. In 1994, Milstone
writes, there were no fewer than three thousand of them.

According to Elizabeth Gleick, witch hunts for satanic-ritual abuse
and multiple-personality disorder were closely related to a third and
simultaneous witch hunt. Targeted were those ostensibly responsible
for “recovered memories” of incest.”” Many thousands of parents,
almost always fathers, were accused of molesting their own children.
So horrific were the experiences of these children, apparently, that they



had repressed all memories of them. But many could “recover” these
memories as adults, experts said, with the aid of psychologists or
psychiatrists. Among the most infamous cases was that of George
Franklin, whose daughter, Eileen Lipsker, suddenly “recovered” her
memory of a childhood trauma and accused him of having raped and
killed her friend more than twenty years earlier. Although Franklin was
convicted in 1990, the court decided in 1995 to overturn the conviction
because no corroborating evidence had ever been presented.

After the Sybil case was investigated by the American Psychiatric
Association, Milstone observes, “repressed” and “recovered” memories
became part of common parlance and the focus of an “industry” — in
the derived sense of networks of professionals in cooperation with
bureaucrats. They began to spin off textbooks, scholarly articles,
college courses, academic conferences, public workshops, training
videos, talk shows, and highly profitable lecture tours. The “experts”
told the public — mainly in the United States and Canada — that curing
the disorder could involve up to eight or even ten years of expensive
therapy, including long-term hospitalization in specialized wards. They
did not always tell the public, however, that therapy involved hypnosis
and injections of the drug Amytal (often called truth serum and known
for increasing suggestibility). Nor did they tell the public that
diagnostic features could include not only startling symptoms such as
“lost time,” hallucinations, panic attacks, schizophrenia, and manic
depression but also a host of symptoms so common that they could
apply to almost anyone: “glancing around the therapist’s office,
frequent blinking, change of posture or voice, rolling the eyes upward,
sudden laughter or anger, covering the mouth, hair falling forward,
scratching an itch, touching one’s face or chair, changing hairstyles, or
wearing a particular colour of clothing or jewellery ... drinking
alcohol.” In children, diagnostic features could be equally common:
having “imaginary playmates, being lonely, truant, sexually precocious

or delinquent.”®

Because information was so readily available to the public, not all
patients even waited for specialists to diagnose this problem. In any



case, some reported not merely two or three “alters” but dozens or
hundreds. And they reported not only incest and molestation but also
satanic rituals, out-of-body experiences, near-death experiences, and
alien abductions (the latter, for some reason, were seldom taken
seriously by the public as real events). Not all patients got well, either;
some became more depressed or even suicidal.

The stakes were very, very high. And it was all taken very, very
seriously. “Hokey as the MpD [multiple-personality disorder] field is
starting to sound, one must be reminded that North America’s post-
Sybil mpD wild-fire is fueled not by fringe elements but by the most
powerful institutions in the medical establishment — the American
Medical Association, the National Institute of Mental Health, the
World Health Organization, the Canadian Psychiatric Association, the
Canadian Medical Association, the International Society for the Study
of Multiple Personality Disorder and Dissociation, and university

medical schools such as Harvard.”®

Another witch hunt, not as pervasive but continuing and still worthy
of headlines, erupted over an alleged epidemic of boy molesters. In
Harmful to Minors: The Perils of Protecting Children from Sex, Judith
Levine discusses the case of a boy named Tony, his younger sister

Jessica, and their mother Diane.!? In 1993 Tony, then twelve years old,
was doing well at school, although he sometimes got into trouble
(hardly an unusual problem). He had a “fierce” relationship with
Jessica, fiercely affectionate and fiercely antagonistic (hardly unusual
among siblings). One night, he and Jessica played at touching each
other. And before you could say “molestation,” Tony was accused by
social workers of having made inappropriate advances toward her.
Their case was based on statements from Jessica at school, statements
that she later recanted (although officials explained her recantation
away as a result of “accommodation syndrome”) and that, in any case,
could not be supported by any evidence. Jessica accused her mother
Diane, too, of behaviour that was construed as inappropriate. In a flash,
the children were removed from Diane’s home and given to foster
parents. The case dragged on for years. In the end, due to the efforts of



at least one appalled social worker, Diane regained custody of her
children. The family had been fractured for three years, though, and the
children had “learned” a few things. Tony had learned that the adult
world would betray and punish him for no reason, and Jessica had
learned how to take advantage of her sexual power: how to intimidate
others by threatening to accuse them of inappropriate behaviour and
how not to feel “bad guilt” for being an informant (even, presumably, if
the information was based on fantasy or malice). Which was worse, one
might well ask — as we will on more than one occasion in this book —
the disease or the cure?

Other cases, Levine points out, did not have such “happy” endings.
Preadolescent children, usually boys, were institutionalized routinely
for displaying what adult professionals considered an untoward interest
in sex, even though no one had ever made an adequately scientific
study of “normal” sexual behaviour in children. Once incarcerated in
“therapeutic” settings, these children were classified officially as child
molesters — the alleged molesters were almost always boys — and
expected to confess as quickly as possible. Those who failed to do so
were said to be in denial and subjected to behaviour modification
techniques of a kind that would result in law suits among adults, denied
personal privacy of any kind, and forced into humiliating acts of
“atonement” such as apologizing on their knees. Given their
pathologized identity, many of these children actually came to believe
that they would end up as adult molesters. And a few, no doubt, would.

Thousands of people who are still very upset over the episode of
“predator priests,” or “priest pedophiles,” would be outraged that we
classify it as a witch hunt. The major difference between this
phenomenon and those that are now commonly known in retrospect as
witch hunts is that most of the accused in this case might really have
been witches — that is, guilty. We say “might,” because the number of
priests who actually molested children, at least 80% of whom were

boys,'! will never be known despite the official tally, since most of

these cases have been settled out of court (although many civil suits are
still pending) and most of the accused have never been tried and either



convicted or acquitted.' This problem is no mere technicality, even
though we usually assume that an admission of guilt is conclusive.
Ignoring it, in fact, would be tantamount to ignoring due process. And
that is a major feature of every witch hunt. Even so, it would be foolish
— and certainly foolhardy — to claim that most of these priests were
actually innocent of the charges against them; most of them, in all
likelihood, really were guilty.

But that was true also of the McCarthy witch hunt of the late 1940s
and early 1950s. Whether the McCarthy hearings were necessary or not,
one thing is clear: some of those accused by the House Committee on
Un-American Activities really were guilty of the charge against them;
they were either Communists themselves or knew of Communists but
did not reveal their names. What defines a witch hunt is not the
innocence or guilt of those charged but the emotional intensity, the loss
of control, that accompanies charges and corrupts the process of
deciding on innocence or guilt. According to that definition the church
scandal is just the most recent in a long line of witch hunts that
overtook society in the late twentieth century and that continue into the
twenty-first.

It is hard to ignore the fact that the moral panics over satanic-ritual
abuse, multiple-personality disorder, recovered-memory syndrome, and
boy molesters were multiplying rapidly just when stories of alien
abduction were also multiplying and just before panics over predator
priests. Was this entirely a coincidence? If the other phenomena are
taken seriously, no matter how bizarre, why not alien abductions as
well? In a recent book, Elaine Showalter has noted some distinct
parallels, as has Stephen Rae, in an essay for the New York Times

Magazine.' “Abductees” are subjected to sexual abuse (experiments
involving their sexual organs, say, or being forced to mate with the
aliens), and like their counterparts, they repress their memories for two
reasons. First, they find their experiences too horrifying. Second, they
know that no one will believe them. They consequently experience
intense but inexplicable emotional pain and are now offered forms of
therapy similar to the therapy given to their counterparts (notably,



hypnotic regression). Rae discusses the work of Harvard’s John Mack:

To help abductees shed their isolation, Mack set up the Program for
Extraordinary Experience Research. He helped them recover memories
in hypnotic screamathons. When combined with breathwork, Mack
says, hypnosis undoes the repression of memory imposed by the aliens.
As the traumas are brought to consciousness, relived with “feelings of
terror, rage and grief as intense as any I have encountered as a
psychiatrist,” their power was dissipated ... [Mack] acknowledges that
it is possible to implant false memories under hypnosis, but only
memories of inconsequential events — an issue at the center of fierce
debates over recovered memories of Satanic cults and childhood sexual

abuse.!4

It could be argued that those who consider themselves abductees are,
in reality, merely denying more mundane forms of sexual abuse. Yet
people in both groups have made precisely the same claim: that what
they experienced was true, not a delusion, no matter how impossible or
unacceptable it might sound. And people in both groups have demanded
to be taken seriously on the same grounds: their demonstrated
intelligence, social respectability, civic responsibility, mental health,
and so forth. In that case, the argument could be reversed: the victims
of satanic cults and incest were denying more bizarre traumas.

In fact, both advocates for and detractors of people who claim to
have recovered memories of sexual molestation might be wrong.
Hallucinations are common experiences that occur to ordinary people
under ordinary circumstances but also in connection with sleep
paralysis, a disorder experienced by at least 8% of the population
during that twilight state between waking and sleeping. It involves
three elements: a sense of paralysis, the presence of strange and sinister
beings, and sexual stimulation. This condition, says Carl Sagan, results
when less oxygen than usual flows to the brain. At one time the sinister
beings were called succubi and incubi or fairies. Nowadays they are
called “aliens.” Whatever they are called, these beings are said to have



sexual relations with their human victims. Sagan might have added that
a far more acceptable name, these days, would be that of the victim’s
father, brother, uncle, or even mother. “Is it possible,” asks Sagan, “that
people in all times and places occasionally experience vivid, realistic
hallucinations, often with sexual content with the details filled in by the

prevailing cultural idioms sucked out of the Zeitgeist?”1> Obviously, it
is possible in some cases.

In its coverage of this topic, CBS’s 48 Hours noted in 1994 that some
twenty-five million Americans claimed to have been abducted by
extraterrestrials! At a meeting of alleged victims, the camera noted a
bulletin board with this quotation from William James: “A new idea is
first condemned as ridiculous and then dismissed as trivial, until

finally, it becomes what everybody knows.”1® The point is this: maybe
the alleged abductees really are a bunch of crackpots, but those who
had recently been called crackpots themselves — those whose claims
about incest had been dismissed for decades by experts under the

influence of Freud!” — were hardly in a position to call others crackpots
for making almost identical claims. On the contrary, they were in an
ideal position to demand extensive research on behalf of those who
claimed to have been sexually molested by extraterrestrials.
Fortunately, they did not.

The “alien abductions” did not lead to a witch hunt. After all, no one
could take an alien from outer space to court. And very few people ever
took the alleged victims seriously. Moreover, they have included both
women and men in roughly equal numbers. This episode fills out the
social, cultural, and historical background against which to examine the
witch hunts and raises an interesting question: Why are millions of
people willing to take some bizarre phenomena seriously but not

others? Because some phenomena have more political clout than others
do.

Why did the witch hunts spread so quickly? Several explanations have
been offered. Referring to Elaine Showalter’s “hystories,” Carol Tavris



notes that they are “constructed by vested interests protecting their
professions and incomes, ignorant psychologists, greedy opportunists
who see a way to make a fast buck on the insecurities of the vulnerable,
ideologues of the right and left, and clergy and politicians drunk on

elixir of moral righteousness.”!8 In the case of satanic-ritual abuse,
panic was spread by both professional and grassroots groups. Among
the former, the most obvious were journalists, who, not surprisingly,
adopted hyperbolic imagery and a somewhat hysterical tone. The
television industry had a vested interest in dramatic exposés and
provocative interviews, all of which were “politically correct.”
(Although the term truly belongs within ironic quotation marks, we
must use it so often that adding them every time would be irritating; for
a discussion, see appendix 4.)

Then, as now, being a victim was actually a badge of pride. Those
who embarked on their twelve-step programs were well aware of this.
The ceaseless parade of victims — especially the victims of childhood
sexual traumas — was a fascinating sequel to the spectacle of an earlier
time. Unlike the bearded ladies and alligator men once exhibited at
freak shows to evoke curiosity and pity, these survivors were exhibited
on the talk show circuit to evoke pity and solidarity. The former had
been victims of nature, after all, but the latter were victims of evil. The
old side shows had been not only bizarre but also edifying, so that a
viewer could think, There, but for the grace of God, go I. The new ones
were still bizarre, but they were also edifying in a different way. A
viewer could now think, There, by the grace of God, go I. “Sympathetic
professionals” also appeared on television.

During the bitter years of McMartin, they not only received a great deal
of local, national, and international news attention, but also appeared
on television talk shows and primetime newsmagazines. They took to
the lecture circuit, gave testimony in government-sponsored hearings,
addressed conferences of child abuse professionals, consulted with
other professionals as other satanic day care cases began cropping up
across the country, and testified as experts in the criminal trials of day



care providers. And in each interview, each presentation, each
consultation, the story of McMartin was told and re-told in
communities that were being primed for the moral panic by the

telling.!”

As Richard Gardner points out in Sex Abuse Hysteria: The Salem
Witch Trials Revisited, accusations were encouraged by the therapy
industry, which had a vested interest in fanning the flames of hysteria

and a constant supply of new cases.?? Levine makes it clear that the
flood of accusations against boy molesters, like those against other
targets, was led by professional experts with financial interests, apart
from any others. At first, in the early 1990s, there were no treatment
facilities for “children who molest.” Just over a decade later, there were
50 residential and 390 nonresidential ones in the United States. The
head of one told Levine that establishing a program was a “business

decision.”?! The programs were not based on any empirical data. A few
cases were reported, and the experts declared a state of emergency,
having diagnosed an “epidemic” of juvenile molestation. There was a
great deal of anxiety over the “negative pairing” of sex and aggression
(even though both are universal features of human existence in both
adults and children and not necessarily “negative”). Once the mass
media took up this new cause, the number of demands for solutions
increased. That encouraged other experts to set up new treatment
programs and to seek massive funding. An industry was born.

Popular therapeutic self-help books came into their own at this very
moment. Potential accusers did not have to consult psychotherapists to
conclude that they had been victims of horrific treatment at the hands
of their fathers or even grandfathers. They had only to pick up a self-
help manual. One of these was particularly popular. The Courage to
Heal, by Ellen Bass and Laura Davis, functioned as a modern
equivalent of the Malleus maleficarum, the primary textbook used by
witch hunters of the late Middle Ages.?? The new version was available
to millions, though, not only to an educated ecclesiastical elite.
According to Bass and Davis, any woman who even suspects that she



was sexually molested, even if she cannot actually remember the event,
probably was molested. (Bass and Davis referred only to women; the
fact that men, too, reported being sexually abused by their parents, even
by their mothers, was clearly of no interest to them.) The book provides
a simple checklist of symptoms and explicitly encourages readers, with
leading questions, to diagnose recovered memory syndrome. The book
was soon accompanied, says Showalter, by countless “hystories” spread
over the Internet, talk shows, and the self-help networks of the
“recovery community,” stories that quickly developed “their own

conventions, stereotypes, and structures.”?3

Grassroots groups participated, too, in the spread of witch hunts,
both willingly and ably. By 1984, parents had formed an organization
called Believe the Children. Their activism had grown “in
sophistication from wearing buttons and carrying hand-painted signs to
establishing a clearing house on satanic ritual abuse, replete with a
speakers’ bureau, a support network for parents, police, and prosecutors
involved in other satanic day care cases, and a referral list of

sympathetic professionals.”?*

Because the spread of mass hysteria at the end of the twentieth
century, as in earlier centuries but much more quickly and effectively,
was no accident, we should take it very seriously as a symptom of
social pathology. “The stories we tell,” writes Gleick, “say a lot about

our fantasies, our fears, and our preoccupations.”?° Even if only for that
reason, Showalter refrains from urging the abolition of psychiatry.?®

Some patients have remained sincerely and profoundly convinced that
the events in question occurred, even though no evidence was ever
found to substantiate widespread incest or satanic cults — let alone
victims murdered for ritual purposes. But the hysteria generated by
some of these witch hunts has subsided. At any rate, multiple
personality disorder, along with satanic-ritual abuse and recovered-
memory syndrome, are now cultural and historical memories that
intelligent people would like very much not to recover. (The priest



pedophiles have been stopped, although the emotional impact of their
discovery has not yet receded, and the boy molesters are still
“discovered” now and then.) We are left to pick up the pieces.

The witch hunts ended for at least three reasons. First, they had
gotten out of hand. As in the Salem witch hunt of 1692, too many
people were threatened by the possibility of false accusations. And too
many professionals, both legal and therapeutic, realized that they had
better save their personal and collective reputations by returning to the
status quo ante. Second, it was too hard to convict people without
evidence. Worse, both the alleged victims and the alleged malefactors
began to sue for damages. Mil-stone is by no means the only one to
suggest that respectable professionals were either unprofessionally
gullible and negligent or criminally responsible for destroying
countless lives. Some former patients, now convinced that they had
been duped, have initiated lawsuits against therapists and institutions.
Others have made formal complaints to medical organizations. The
False Memory Syndrome Foundation has been established in
Philadelphia by accused parents, who encourage other parents in their
situation to challenge courts that produce no hard evidence of
molestation.

And what about McMartin? By 1986, 80% of the surveyed residents
of Los Angeles County believed that the McMartins were guilty of
crimes almost inconceivably horrific. Nevertheless, charges were
dropped against five of the seven who were originally charged, due to
lack of evidence. Raymond Buckey and his mother Peggy McMartin
were sent to trial. This ordeal lasted twenty-eight months, then the
longest criminal trial on record. It consumed 64,000 pages of
transcripts and cost $13 million. After nine months of deliberation,
McMartin was acquitted of all charges and Buckey of most. A hung
jury on eight charges, however, meant that he had to be tried a second
time. Finally, all charges were dropped against him. And what of Judy
Johnson herself? “The mother of the little boy who never shared his
dark secrets with anyone, and who never could even pick out Raymond
Buckey’s picture form a photo lineup, was institutionalized for a while



with the diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia after she told detectives
that her ex-husband had also sodomized her son, and that an intruder

had broken into her house and sodomized the family dog.”?”

The third reason for the end of the witch hunts was that
professionals and clinicians began to rethink the theories that had led
to, or at least had been used to explain, them. With growing criticism of
the therapeutic movement’s contribution to the witch hunts, the Sybil
case itself was investigated. One of two psychiatrists who had written it
up, Herbert Speigel, said in an interview that “Sybil” had been highly
suggestible and that all her “alters” had been created under hypnosis by
his colleague on the case, Cornelia Wilbur. Speigel had come to have
serious doubts, in any case, about the patient’s abuse by her mother.
Being cautious, he attributed her false memories to some unconscious
interaction between her and her therapist. He wanted to challenge the
dubious notion of recovered memories, in short, but he did not want to
risk accusing anyone of immoral and illegal behaviour.

It was only in the late 1990s that psychiatrists themselves began to
challenge the whole theory of recovered memories. Some recognized
that the therapies offered were providing disturbed patients with an
attractive but also a powerful and false explanation for their suffering
and that many of their professional colleagues were exploiting these
patients. As a therapeutic device, “remembering” childhood traumas
was very effective. It did what all therapies must do, by providing a
powerful explanation for suffering: my pain has a cause that can be
identified and thus eliminated. It replaced chaos with order: bad things
do not just happen; bad people make them happen. It replaced neurotic
guilt with what was considered healthy rage: the bad person is someone
else, not me. Unfairly blaming others, even parents and usually fathers,
offered an irresistible alternative to anxiety, confusion, and even mere
regret about the vicissitudes of everyday life. On talk shows, observers
in studio audiences often said that the fathers must have done
something to cause so much unhappiness. And this was often true,
because people are never perfect. But did they cause it in this particular
way? Were there no other causes for unhappiness? Do adults have no



responsibility for making choices leading to their own unhappiness?
Finally, must we rely on the old adage that “where there’s smoke
there’s fire”? There might be, sure, but there might not be.

Any patient who sought this kind of therapy might indeed have
suffered childhood distress or even trauma of some kind, possibly,
though not necessarily, of a sexual nature. But were the therapists
beyond scientific, let alone moral or legal, accountability? As Richard
Gardner points out, the crusade mounted on behalf of the new therapy
provoked a witch hunt not merely in the metaphorical sense of the

postwar McCarthy hunt but in a quite literal sense.?® The parents of the
patients were accused of having worshipped the Devil, in other words,
of being witches according to the definition of that word held in old
Salem. Then, as now, the “experts” relied on testimony that sounded
plausible in the immediate cultural context but had little or nothing to
do with hard evidence. There was only one major difference between
this witch hunt and those of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: the
people accused and destroyed by unverifiable allegations were usually
men, not women. We will return to that topic.

Professionals and clinicians re-examined some case studies of parents,
moreover, including fathers who had been unjustly attacked in court
and even imprisoned. Evidence of the rethinking could soon be found

not only in books and articles?? but also on television.?? One segment
of Prime-Time Live, for example, indicated that the psychiatrists were
now divided between those who specialized in satanic-ritual abuse
therapy and those who challenged the professional competence, the
moral integrity, and even the mental health of their colleagues. The
former believed that members of Satanist cults, who, they claimed,
indulged in the torture and ritual murder of their own children,
numbered somewhere between the tens and hundreds of thousands. Due
to the trauma of watching these sinister events, or even being forced to
participate in them, survivors repressed the memories. Later, as
disturbed adults, they turned to therapists who helped them remember.



But it took more than some rethinking by professionals to end the
hysteria. Eventually, patients changed their minds and accused their
therapists of implanting false memories through suggestion, hypnosis,
and other manipulative techniques. Police departments admitted that
they could not come up with any corroborating evidence.

Child abuse, even if it has nothing to do with Satanism and is not an
epidemic, remains a serious problem. But must we take at face value
virtually any story of childhood molestation? Elizabeth Loftus — often
called as an expert witness in court because of her research on memory

— says no.>! Her research on twenty thousand subjects showed that
memories of any kind are distorted in about one quarter of the subjects
merely through the power of suggestion or if they are supplied with
incorrect information. Moreover, says Loftus, violent events actually
decrease the accuracy of memory. Memories are weakest when
associated either with low levels of arousal (such as boredom or
sleepiness) or high levels of arousal (stress or trauma). In short,
memory is fragile and disintegrates gradually. It is prone to suggestion,
moreover, not autonomous. Loftus and colleagues have also shown that
even imagining a false event increases subjective confidence that the
event happened and that subjects can confuse dreaming and waking
events when presented with a list of them. She writes that “63 percent
can ‘recover’ nonexistent memories of being exposed [as infants] to
colored mobiles while in their hospital cribs — a literal impossibility
since the nervous system is not developed enough to lay down explicit

memories in the first few years of life.”3?

Other scholars eventually began to sift the wheat from the chaff. In
Suggestions of Abuse: True and False Memories of Childhood Sexual
Trauma, Michael Yapko claimed that many of the charges were

probably the result of hypnosis.3? In Victims of Memory, Mark
Pendergrast told the story of his own experience with an accusation of

incest.3* Like Yapko, Pendergrast refrained from consigning all
accusations to the category of false memories, but he did describe
memory as “plastic” and subject to unwitting manipulation for various
purposes. His experience with his two daughters is a case in point. They



were in their early twenties when they began “feminist therapy.”
Shortly thereafter, they accused him of having molested them as
children. Their therapist advised them to change their names, move to
other cities, and cut off all contact with him. But when Pendergrast
went into therapy himself, in an effort to retrieve his own memories of
what had happened, he could only remember one occasion on which he
had wept in front of his daughters. This, they claimed, was evidence of
“emotional incest.”

In Remembering Satan, Lawrence Wright discusses the bizarre case
of a man who developed his own false memories of molesting his

daughters and the consequent guilt, under the impact of accusations.
According to one reviewer, John Goddard, Wright fails to make a
necessary distinction between sexual trauma and other traumas. Wright
points out that children who witnessed the most horrific scenes in Nazi
death camps remember them vividly in adult life. Why, he asks, should
only sexual scenes be repressed? But according to Goddard, “Wright is
mixing apples and oranges. Witnessing a parent’s murder might be
shocking, but the event has nothing in common with being sexually
violated by the very person on whom the child depends for love,

nourishment and physical survival.”3® Might be shocking? Nothing in
common? Please! Adult notions of sexuality make the advances of

parents seem shocking, not anything inherent in caressing.3” Children
themselves often play or experiment with their sexual organs until they
are warned not to do so by adults. (Children’s experimentation is a
complex problem, though, and responsible parents provide their
adolescent children with cultural guidelines for sexual behaviour.) The
motifs of reversal and betrayal are by no means confined to sexual
encounters between parents and children. In the Nazi death camps,
children learned that adults were ready to kill them instead of protect
them. A world that had once made sense, moreover, now made no sense
at all. And yet they remembered everything! To claim that anyone
would find it easier to live with memories of Auschwitz than to live
with memories of sexual encounters is not merely a psychological
absurdity. It is a moral outrage.

35



But were there any underlying factors involved in the witch hunts and
moral panics? Were millions of people actually predisposed to believe
that such bizarre scenarios were actually occurring? If witch hunts
result from underlying social tensions and anxiety projected outward
onto convenient targets, which anxiety was projected onto the

particular targets discussed in this chapter?3® There were indeed at
least two underlying factors. In this section, we will consider one of

them: pervasive and enduring stress at the collective level.3°

The series of witch hunts that began with McMartin lasted a decade.
Taken together, they could be described as a “collective stress reaction
in response to a belief in a story about immediately threatening

circumstances.”*? This is how DeYoung, in particular, explains the

perplexing hysteria over satanic-ritual abuse.*! During the 1980s, she
explains, more and more women were moving into the work force and
had to depend on day-care for their children. Yet they became deeply
ambivalent over what was happening. On the one hand, they and their
children had “covenantal relationships,” which were based on bonding
and emotional expressiveness. On the other hand, they and their
employers had “contractual relationships,” which were based on
negotiation and exchange. Many women felt guilty, either consciously
or subconsciously, for not taking care of their own children, and they
worried about the quality and safety of their arrangements. They felt
trapped, in short, between necessity and risk. It was a no-win situation.
The tension that all this generated made those who worked at day-care
centres convenient targets, scapegoats. Almost overnight, the situation
became highly combustible; only a single lighted match was necessary
to provoke an explosion. And that was provided in 1983 by McMartin.

Eventually parents found ways of exerting more control over
daycare centres. They could drop in at any time, observe or participate
in activities, chaperone outings, sit on boards, and so on. Many states
enacted legislation to screen potential daycare workers, moreover,
checking for psychiatric problems and character flaws. Once the
original and underlying psychological problem had been resolved, there
was no longer any need for the remedy.



But the demise of that witch hunt, says Levine, did not mean the end
by any means of a more generalized anxiety. The sexual revolution had
made sexual activity freer from restraint and more visible than ever
before. A flood of pornography was now accessible to both adults and
children on the Internet, cable television channels, and even (in slightly
toned down form) on network television. One possibility haunted
parents: if other people got the idea that anything goes, and they surely
would in such a permissive and hedonistic age, then they would see no
reason to refrain from pedophilia. Not many parents drew the further
conclusion, at least not consciously, that they and their children might
actually want to indulge in forbidden sexual activities. That possibility
would have threatened the longstanding cultural taboo on incest, the
relatively recent notion of childhood innocence, and the fragile
accommodation that society had reached in connection with deeply
rooted ambivalence toward sexual activity of any kind at all.

According to historian John Demos, the late medieval and early

modern witch hunts occurred after crises.*> During the crises
themselves, people were so busy coping that they had no time to think
about causes or rail against scapegoats. The witch hunts began only
after things had calmed down. Only then did they kill those whom they
perceived as instigators or their surrogates. Bear in mind that witches
were closely associated not only with deviant religious activities but
also with deviant sexual ones. As we have said, modern witch hunts
differ from earlier ones in only one significant way: the targets are
much more likely to be male than female.

All the witch hunts discussed here were linked, we have already
suggested, by a sexual subtext that was represented within the family
circle by the parents’ molestation of their own children*? and outside
the family circle by molestation of other children.** Not so obviously,
the witch hunts were linked by an ideological subtext as well, the

ideological manipulation of stress to advance feminist political goals.
The source of evil was symbolically represented by men (the



victimizers) and the source of goodness by women and children (their
victims). Yet at no time during the controversy did the specific topic of
gender come up for public discussion; no one noticed that most of the
people attacked (and many of the victims) were either men or boys.

Although it was easy to deny that millions of people were fiendishly
sacrificing babies in their suburban basements, it was not so easy to
identify the connection between ideological feminism and a witch hunt
that targeted primarily men. So far, that connection has remained
hidden, and ideological feminism has remained fashionable in
academic and political circles.

The ideologues who intentionally or unintentionally, directly or
indirectly, encouraged the accusations against men purported to explain
the world in terms of victims and oppressors and therefore made
victimhood politically useful. When victims go public even today, they
do not merely elicit support from other victims or potential victims but
also reinforce the ideological claim to collective victimization, along
with its supposed corollary of collective righteousness and its actual
consequence of collective power. In this case, the fact that some of the
accusers were men was ideologically irrelevant as long as most of the
accused, too, were men.

Who would have had a vested interest in connecting repressed
memories with sexual misconduct, especially incest? Although some
mothers were accused of heinous sexual misconduct, or at least of
having done nothing to prevent it, fathers were the primary suspects.
Anyone who wanted to heap suspicion on fathers, or on men in general,
would have found the phenomenon politically useful. And some
feminists — not all, but some — fell into precisely that category. Their
demonization of men had already surged by the 1990s, as we will show
throughout this book, and the witch hunts provided an ideal opportunity
to score political points. Not only were there reasons to suspect all or

most men of wanting to rape women,*° it seemed, but there were
reasons to suspect in addition that all or most fathers wanted to rape
their own children. Carol Tavris has noted that “[s]ensational cases like
that of ‘Sybil’ ... [were] welcomed by feminists who saw it as the



ultimate consequence of women’s victimization and loss of self.”4®

The ideological worldview of activists was highly dualistic, a
characteristic feature of ideology. At the individual level, troubled
people — and those who “recovered” memories of sexual traumas were
always troubled people, which is why they sought out psychologists or
psychiatrists — found the source of their troubles in what had
supposedly been done to them by others, rather than in their own
attitudes or behaviour. At the collective level, too, they found the
source of suffering not within their own group but in another one — that
is, in men (although, in cases involving daycare, where very few men
worked, many women were accused). The source of evil was
externalized, in other words, and the world was polarized between “us”
and “them.” Another characteristic feature of ideology is essentialism.
In this case, women or girls were stereotyped as innocent victims by
nature and men or boys as sinister molesters by nature. Yet another
characteristic of ideology is the belief that ends can justify means. In
this case, advocates for the victims of satanic ritual abuse and incest
were convinced that any measure — even distorting the justice system to
make prosecutions easier — could be justified.

That a movement devoted to “survivors” of incest and a generalized
suspicion that all men, just beneath the surface, are rapists and
molesters originated almost immediately after the advent of ideological
feminism was almost certainly not a coincidence. Nor, given the
number of cases based on false memories, was it due to the fortuitous
discovery of a hidden problem. Incest has always existed, no doubt, but
it was widely believed in the 1990s to be prevalent.

DeYoung points out that male teachers were accused far out of

proportion to the number working in daycare.*” In 1983, only 5% of
daycare workers were male. But in a survey of thirty-five major cases,
49% of those charged were male. As a result, men fled the field to find
greater security in fields conventionally assigned to them. Daycare was
even more feminized, in short, and men even more demonized. If
feminists can argue that it was no accident that women were the



primary targets of witch hunters several centuries ago, we can surely
argue that it is no accident and hardly surprising that men are the
primary targets of modern witch hunters. Consider the rhetoric
generated at precisely this moment in history by ideological feminists,
according to whom all of history is a conspiracy of men against
women. The hysteria generated by this modern witch hunt has
contributed in no small measure to the creation of misandry. American
society, thanks at least partly to the Puritan tradition, has never been
comfortable with sex. But now, thanks at least partly to the beliefs of
ideological feminists, the level of discomfort has reached an
unprecedented high — unprecedented even in Victorian times.

This is not to say that even the most ideological feminists
deliberately set out to create a panic. But they did contribute
significantly to an atmosphere in which it was easy to single out men or
boys as scapegoats, as the chief suspects for any social problem —
especially those in which girls or women were likely to be identified as
the primary victims. In addition, many feminists promoted pop
psychology, which had become a characteristic feature of talk shows
that were addressed primarily to women. Hence the extensive use of
psychotherapeutic language. Without both the feminist movement itself
and the recovery movement that was closely associated with it, in short,
we would probably not have been engulfed in the hysteria over satanic
rituals and recovered memories.

It is not entirely surprising, therefore, that Showalter received death
threats from those with emotional or political investments in the notion
of “recovered memory syndrome.”*8 Loftus received similar treatment.
“She has been called a whore by a prosecutor in a courthouse hallway,
assaulted by a passenger on an airplane shouting, ‘You’re that woman!’
and has occasionally required surveillance by plainclothes security

guards at lectures.”*

Men were the main targets of the witch hunters discussed here, though
not the only ones. In the following chapters, we discuss episodes in



which major segments of the population targeted only men as the
collective source of evil. The polarization of society along sexual lines
was so obvious and so pervasive, in fact, that many journalists and
other cultural observers could not help but comment on it.



2
Wives v. Abusers: The Bobbitt Affair

The retail clerks who send [Lorena Bobbitt] letters of support, the
homemakers who cackle wildly every time they sharpen the butcher
knife, are neither “tired of hearing about victims” nor eager to honour
them. They’re tired of being victims. And they’re eager to see women

fight back by whatever means necessary.

Sitcoms routinely portray women hitting men, almost never portray
men hitting women. When he fails to leave, it is not called “Battered

Man Syndrome”; it is called comedy.?

On 23 June 1993, Lorena Bobbitt sliced off the penis of her husband
John. Journalists immediately went into a feeding frenzy. What case
could symbolize more graphically, they must have thought, the war
between the sexes? In the trial that followed, Lorena was found not
guilty of maliciously wounding John. The reason? She had been driven,
during a moment of “temporary insanity,” by an “irresistible urge.”
After four years of physical and sexual abuse from John, it was argued
officially, she had suddenly gone berserk. Unofficially, though — and
this is very important — it was said that she had acted in self-defense,
even though John had been fast asleep at the time and had already been
found not guilty of raping his wife, at least on that occasion.

The trials of Eric and Lyle Menendez took place at almost exactly
the same time, and their attorneys used almost exactly the same
defense. The brothers had been driven during an irrational interlude to
kill their parents. After years of physical and sexual torment by their
parents, the boys had suddenly gone berserk. They believed, however,
that they were acting in self-defense, even though their parents were
watching television and eating ice cream at the time. In the Menendez
trials, neither jury was able to reach a verdict. But the pleas of self-



defense in the two spectacular Menendez trials generated a storm of
controversy.

In this chapter, which is linked with chapter 9, we discuss comments
on the trials from various sources within popular culture and comments
on domestic violence from a panel of experts in social work. These
comments reveal misandry as a fundamental premise of ideological
feminism.

On 4 February 1994, Ted Koppel’s Nightline, presented a special “town
meeting” on the implications of the three trials, one for Lorena Bobbitt

and one for each Menendez brother.? “Is Abuse an Excuse?” was the
title of the meeting, and in the opinion of some guests, but not others,
abuse clearly was an excuse. This conflict reflected widespread
disagreement between men and women. The men on Eric’s jury wanted
a verdict of guilty, for instance, and the women did not. Several of the
latter made it clear, moreover, that the dispute among jurors was
unusually bitter. What accounts for all this?

From the very beginning of the show, it was clear that no one really
cared about the people actually involved in these lurid trials. What
everyone did care about were the social, legal, and political (but not,
unfortunately, the moral) implications. The discussion on the show —
and everywhere else — might have been clarified considerably if
everyone had acknowledged this. Several supporters of Lorena tried to
trivialize the controversy over temporary insanity. Why, they asked, is
everyone so concerned about a few unrepresentative cases? After all,
the temporary insanity defense is risky and used only by those who can
afford to pay for the most expensive lawyers, investigators,
psychologists, or other expert witnesses. And even then, they are
usually unsuccessful.

Alan Dershowitz, a controversial professor of law at Harvard, noted
the obvious by observing that those most anxious to legitimate prior
abuse as a factor mitigating guilt were politically motivated: “These
aren’t psychologists,” he said in connection with some of the expert



witnesses called in by defense lawyers; “these are advocates, and this is
advocacy psychobabble. What we’re hearing is people who are
politicians, who have a political agenda. It’s not that we’re learning
more about the mind, we’re learning more about the politics of certain

movements.”* Dershowitz carefully refrained from identifying the
particular movement. He received a smiling but rhetorical reply from
Lenore Walker, the psychologist from Rutgers who gained fame in
some quarters and infamy in others for introducing the legal notion of

Battered-Woman Syndrome (which we discuss in appendix 3)°. “And
what is that political movement,” she asked rhetorically, “to end

violence?”®

At issue during this debate was not compassion for Lyle and Eric
Menendez, two men who took the law into their own hands, but
compassion for Lorena Bobbitt and other women who do the same
thing. It was clear to everyone that the underlying topic was ideological
feminism. Not all panelists even bothered to substitute “abused people”
for “abused women.” Although many feminists had seen the Menendez
brothers and their trials as nothing more than sideshows, they felt an
urgent need to legitimate the Menendez defense strategy, which they
would have liked to see used more often on behalf of women.

Their political motivations notwithstanding, psychologists must be
taken seriously in cases of this kind. One expert noted that suffering
leads women such as Lorena to lose control. But the same argument
could be applied to almost everyone. It could certainly be applied to
most of the men now locked away in prisons for crimes such as murder
and rape, crimes generated at least partly by extremely stressful home
environments involving hopeless poverty, alcohol or other drugs, gang
violence, and the absence of fathers. Some were driven by irresistible
urges that could not be cured even after years of therapy. Nevertheless,
these men are seldom declared to have been temporarily insane. Men
who injure women are always evil, it would seem, no matter what their
state of mental health. Women who injure men are always out of
control, on the other hand, no matter what their state of moral
awareness.



Lisa Kemler, Lorena Bobbitt’s lawyer, tried to place the discussion
of abused women in a different, presumably less controversial, context:
“I don’t think that anybody sitting around here would have any trouble
with a death-camp inmate who reacted, finally, and struck out at his

guard and killed him.”” Although it is true that a few inmates in the
Nazi death camps did kill their guards, these acts were the result of
remarkable control, not loss of control. No one would dream of arguing
for the temporary insanity of inmates at Auschwitz or Treblinka who
used violence to escape. Lorena’s defenders, on the other hand, were
inconsistent. The official argument, which held sway in court, was that
she had lost control and therefore deserved pity. The unofficial
argument, however, which held sway among her supporters in the court
of public opinion, was that because Lorena had taken control by
defending herself, she deserved admiration and even emulation by
women in similar circumstances. But logic would not have allowed the
argument to go both ways. Either Lorena was out of control, or she was
not.

Some feminists on Nightline who understood the logic and
acknowledged it openly were not satisfied with the temporary insanity
defense. For them, it was merely an expedient measure made necessary
by the current state of legal practice. They would have gone further.
Although she later contradicted herself, Walker probably spoke for
millions: “I’m not sure I would have used an insanity defense in this
case. I think you could have made just as good an argument that this
was self-defense.” “Most battered women,” she observed, “are not
mentally impaired.”

Why, then, had the notion of temporary insanity become so widely
accepted in the present? “For years,” according to Jeff Greenfield’s
voice-over on the show, “American culture has been heavily influenced
by the language of therapy, of recovery, the language that defines
millions of us as victims of one sort or another. And it’s language that

has come to dominate ... the American talk show.”® No wonder people

had come to believe that much or even most of their unhappiness can
be blamed on others. As a result of the incessant talk about sickness,



evil had been abolished and sin medicalized. “Maybe what we’re really
worried about,” said Greenfield, “is that a culture that seems more
comfortable with explanations than with judgments is a culture that’s

losing its sense of what is right and what is wrong.”®

Greenfield might have been right, in one sense, but precisely the
opposite could be said in another sense. The rhetoric of victimization
inevitably takes on moralistic overtones. How could it be otherwise?
For every victim, after all, there must be a victimizer — or, more to the
point, a class of victimizers. Even though victims had come to be seen
in ever more complex terms, victimizers had come to be seen in ever
more facile ones. Victims had come to deserve nothing other than
compassion, in popular opinion, and victimizers nothing other than
denunciation and punishment. Victims had come to seem thoroughly or
even innately good and victimizers thoroughly or innately evil (even
though neither makes any sense, because moral agents must by
definition be free to choose between good and evil). Victims had come
to have no moral responsibility for their own behaviour, but victimizers
had come to have total moral responsibility for theirs. The result was a
bizarre combination of moral relativism in relation to “us” (that is,
victims of childhood trauma, physical or psychological addictions, low
self-esteem, or whatever) and moral purism in relation to “them” (the
victimizers). Charles Sykes, who wrote Nation of Victims, put it very
bluntly: “In a sense,” he said, “we’ve sanctioned revenge for people

who can claim to be victims.”!? Even though a few social
commentators do speak out now and then, no evidence suggests that
much has changed in this respect since the 1990s.

It would be folly, as Greenfield pointed out, to underestimate the
symbolic significance of law. Some panelists were therefore careful to
adopt moderate positions. Instead of agreeing with the verdict of not
guilty, which would have legitimated revenge and vigilantism, they
advocated a verdict of guilty but with extenuating circumstances to
mitigate punishment. This was the position, for example, of two legal
experts: Lynn Tepper, a judge of the Florida Circuit Court and member
of the governor’s Battered Women’s Clemency Review Board, and



Patricia King, a law professor at Georgetown University. “I personally
am appalled at the message we’re sending in these cases,” said King,
“I’m a hardliner. You commit a crime, you kill somebody, you mutilate

them, you go to prison. Maybe you get mitigation in the sentencing.”!!
Yet she said also that “we are putting [all] the weight on the criminal
justice system ... The jury is stuck with the fact that we have not dealt,
up until that point, with any of these issues, at any other place in our

system, effectively.”!?

And this is surely true. The legal system itself cannot possibly solve
every problem; many other social and cultural systems must be brought
into action. The answer is not to look the other way when citizens take
the law into their own hands, therefore, but to provide them with shelter

and assistance before they resort to violence.!3

The immediate problem created by the Bobbitt verdict was not
vigilantism, however — millions of women were not ready to copy

Lorena by castrating men physically'4 — but they were ready to exploit
her by castrating men psychologically. Whatever their political leaders
considered expedient to say on national television, the fact is that
millions of ordinary women revelled vicariously in the lurid symbolism
of revenge. For them, Lorena’s behaviour was unfortunate, perhaps, but
expedient nevertheless as a message to men. What message did they
want to send? Presumably, it was simply this: abuse us at your own
risk. But what message were men likely to hear? The most benign was
surely that we had already moved one step beyond the debate over
legalizing castration as a way of dealing with sex offenders toward
legitimating it legally and even morally as a symbol of rage. A more
sinister one was that we had already moved one step beyond
acknowledgment of the anger inspired by injustice toward promotion of
the revenge inspired by hatred. As a result, the level of moral, legal,
and political discourse was lowered beyond recognition.

Although men were certainly anxious about the implications of
Lorena’s case, they were reluctant to call into question their security
and identity as men — let alone their sympathy for women — by saying



so. The prevailing atmosphere thus inhibited men still further in their
search for the distinctive “voice” they would have needed in order to
participate in any genuine dialogue with women. As so many observers
noted, all that most men could do was to make “nervous jokes” about
John Bobbitt, someone who was supposed to represent them as a class —
that is, as potential victims in the eyes of men and as potential rapists
in the eyes of women.

Lorena Bobbitt was the only participant in her sordid case that
anyone — either women or men — even tried or appeared to take
seriously. Some feminists were diplomatic enough to dissociate
themselves from her. For example, on one segment of NBC’s
newsmagazine Now, Susan Estrich, herself a victim of rape and an
author on the subject, said that: “Mrs Bobbitt is no hero of mine. And I
don’t think she should be the hero of any woman in this country who
believes in the law. Mrs Bobbitt is a woman out of control. I have a lot

more respect for women than to make her our symbol.”!®> Many other
feminists, though, allowed Lorena to merge with the very icon that
ideologues had been promoting for twenty or thirty years: the innocent
female victim of men who fights back against one of them. And if the
way that she fought back was emotionally and morally repugnant to
men, Or even to many women, then so be it — or so much the better. To
us, this was the really disturbing thing.

According to Jamie Lee Evans, a rape crisis counsellor in San
Francisco, we “don’t need a judge or jury to tell us whether or not
Lorena’s telling the truth. Lorena came forward herself, said this man
was battering her, this man was raping her. That’s all we need to know

to know that Lorena’s telling the truth.”'® Never mind that, as
mentioned, a jury had already found John Bobbitt not guilty of raping
his wife, at least on that occasion, a fact that seems to have escaped

every one of the jurors.!” Never mind that the whole point of a trial in
our legal system is to replace subjectivity with some measure of
objectivity in the search for truth. Never mind that those who bypass
the legal system are nothing more than vigilantes. Evans observed also
that “John Wayne Bobbitt is a big deal, because it’s a man’s penis



being mutilated. If it was a woman’s vagina being mutilated, no one

would care.”'® Really? Had she been living on Mars for the previous
ten or fifteen years? Had she never heard of the furore over the
ritualized genital mutilation of African girls? If a man had mutilated
his wife’s vagina — or, more to the point, cut off his sleeping wife’s
breast and thrown it out the window — he would have been burned in
effigy throughout the country and hunted down by vigilantes. Besides,
how would public indifference in either case make retaliation morally
acceptable?

Answering that question was irrelevant to Barbara Ehrenreich and, if
her analysis was correct, to most other women as well. Her essay
“Feminism Confronts Bobbittry” appeared in Time, which no one can
accuse of being a marginal magazine, an organ of political radicals; on
the contrary, it has always been the mainstream newsmagazine par
excellence. The article was extremely revealing. Ehrenreich made it
clear that Evans was by no means an extremist and was not, therefore,
fair game for trivialization as a member of some lunatic fringe.
Lorena’s trial indicated the existence of a “huge divergence ... between
feminist intellectualdom, on the one hand, and an average female
cafeteria orator, on the other.” According to her, “feminist pundits are
tripping over one another to show that none of them is, goddess forbid,
a ‘man hater.”” Obviously, Ehrenreich saw nothing wrong with being a
man hater. “And while the pundits are making obvious but prissy-
sounding statements like ‘The fact that one has been a victim doesn’t
give one carte blanche to victimize others,’ the woman in the street is
making V signs by raising two fingers and bringing them together with

a snipping motion.”'® Well, what if it did sound “prissy” to remind
people of fundamental moral principles? Fear of ridicule has certainly
never stopped ideological feminists from making “obvious but prissy”
statements in the interest of women. (Consider the familiar dictum that
no man ever has a right to force himself on a woman, even a woman
who suddenly changes her mind about having sex.) If the statements
Ehrenreich attributed to pundits were so obvious, moreover, how could
she have explained the fact that so many women, by her own account,



were oblivious to them?

According to Ehrenreich, feminist intellectuals were a bunch of
elitists. Internal conflicts had rendered them out of touch with ordinary
women. Among these conflicts was “the great standoff over the subject

of victim-hood.”?? On one side were the specialists in domestic
violence, such as Walker, who saw Lorena Bobbitt as a martyr. On the
other side were those, such as Naomi Wolf, who believed that women

should stop whining and get on with the business of seizing power.?!
But this conflict was based on a false dichotomy; it was a red herring.
The two positions were not mutually exclusive but, on the contrary,
mutually reinforcing. The easiest way to attain power in our society,
after all, is still to attain the sacred status of victimhood. Women do
not have to stress either victimhood or power. They can stress both.
They can have their political cake, in other words, and eat it too.

Millions of women understood that the rhetorical conflict meant
nothing. As Ehrenreich pointed out, they saw no need to wait around
while the ideological theorists and political strategists figured out a
politically correct way of acknowledging this. She admitted that
“organized feminism” had fostered a new “beyond bitch” attitude.
Ignoring the stereotypes of men that had become prevalent after more
than two decades of ideological ranting, she explained the new attitude
as a result of nothing more than impatience created by raised
expectations. Of great importance, in any case, was the fact that so
many ordinary women identified themselves with Lorena not only as a
victim but also, mainly, as one who took revenge by taking the law into

her own hands, who fought back “by whatever means necessary.”?? If
this last phrase sounds familiar, it is because ideologues on both the
political left and the political right are far from being the only ones to
use it. So do terrorists.

The terms of this controversy were usually limited on both sides to
practical ones: how to advise jurors, what effect sensationalism has on
the administration of justice, whether a verdict was likely to polarize
the nation, and so forth. If Lorena had been found guilty, for example,



how could women have been expected to protect themselves? If Lorena
had been truly not guilty, on the other hand, how could we have
expected to endure as a society based on the rule of law? Underlying
these problems, though, was a question of profound importance. Can
ends justify means? The belief that they can has always been attractive
and has been applied, overtly in the cases of national socialism and
communism, although it was seldom openly proclaimed before modern
times. If ends can justify means, however, then virtually nothing can be
inherently wrong and virtually anything can be justified for one reason
or another.

In itself, the unofficial verdict in the Bobbitt trial was not morally
problematic, because even the most traditional moral systems
recognize self-defense in the context of immediate physical danger as
the one end that really can justify what would otherwise be an
unacceptable means. In other words, it is the lesser of two evils.
However, many cases that come to court, including Lorena’s, do not
involve immediate physical danger. As long as potential assailants are
doing something else — as long as they are sleeping, for instance — no
physical response is necessary. Because the ideologues refused to admit
this, they had to argue that a good end (the elimination of potential
danger) had justified an evil means (a pre-emptive strike). But what
they really meant was that the collective end (helping women as a
class) justified the collective means (punishing or threatening men as a
class).

Ehrenreich herself, it should be clearly noted, really did believe that
ends could justify means. She challenged her colleagues in the feminist
establishment not for accepting this idea, after all, but merely for doing
so surreptitiously. Why, she wondered, were they ashamed of accepting
it? In fact, she argued, most women knew better. Those who rejected
the label “feminist” did so not because it carried the connotation of
hating men, she opined, but because “it has come to sound just too
damn dainty.” Ehrenreich’s concluding paragraph made her moral and
legal position clear. “Personally,” she wrote, “I’m for both feminism
and nonviolence. I admire the male body and prefer to find the penis



attached to it ... But I’'m not willing to wait another decade or two for
gender peace to prevail. And if a fellow insists on using his penis as a
weapon, I say that, one way or another, he ought to be swiftly

disarmed.”?3

This mentality, which supposedly makes sense not only in emotional
terms but on practical grounds as well, is, ironically, most likely to
prove very impractical — unless, of course, practicality is defined in
terms that exclude gender peace or even gender interaction. If a
relationship can be maintained only on the basis of fear felt by either
the woman or the man, it is hardly worth maintaining at all.

The debate over Lorena Bobbitt did not occur in a vacuum. How to
understand the reasons for domestic violence and what to do about
offenders had been hotly debated by social workers and academics in
the preceding decade. Ideological feminists, many of whom were
themselves professionals in the field, were actively involved in these
debates. They promoted their cause with statistics on the extent of
domestic abuse by men — some of which, as we observe in both chapter
10 and appendix 3, were highly dubious — challenged the interpretations
and clinical practices of others in the field, and mobilized public
opinion by playing on the fears of women. (For a detailed examination
of the ideological “discourse” on domestic violence, see the case study
in appendix 13.)

On one level, this chapter (along with that appendix, which is
closely related) has been about hostility expressed physically in the
home. On another level, it has been about hostility expressed verbally
in both popular and elite culture. What happens when people who might
have engaged in dialogue turn instead to something resembling
warfare? It is especially in the context of domestic violence that
ideological feminists have encouraged the rhetoric of victimization. By
far the most successful and important of their projects, one that
combines therapeutic and moralistic features, has been the political
movement focused on victims of domestic violence. Feminists have



brought it to public attention as an urgent social problem, and with
good reason, but they have done so by supporting three extremely
dubious assumptions: that almost all human beings except white
heterosexual men can claim to be victims of abuse for one reason or
another, that victimhood can be equated with innocence, and that
victimization in the past can eliminate moral responsibility for losing
control in the present.

Where there are victims, presumably — but not always logically —
there are victimizers. Ideological feminists have denied, trivialized, or
excused the abuse of men by women. If they had not, they realize, some
central pillars of their worldview would have collapsed: that all social
problems can or even must be explained in terms of power, that men
have all the power, and that men are encouraged to use it against
women. As we have argued, profound essentialism and dualism — “we”
are by nature good; “they” are by nature evil — are characteristic of
every ideology, including feminist ideology. No wonder the debate over
domestic abuse has been so fierce!

The debate goes on and on and on. Arguments for one side are
refuted with counterarguments and those, in turn, with other
counterarguments. One side of the debate has produced websites with

extensive bibliographies and links on “husband battering”?# and the

other on “gender asymmetry.”2° Given how much both men and
feminists have at stake here, it seems clear that this debate will
continue for a long time. But the game of “comparative suffering” (a
topic that we will discuss in Transcending Misandry) is of very dubious
moral value. It assumes that human suffering can be quantified and
then exploited for political purposes. We suffer more, each side says,
than you do. We deserve compassion, therefore, and you do not. As if
one premise follows logically and morally from the other.

Of importance here, in any case, are not the precise numbers. By
now, everyone agrees that some men are battered by women. No matter
what the numbers are on either side, the problem would still be serious
and would still undermine some key planks in the political platform of



ideological feminism.



3
Workers v. Harassers: The Hill-Thomas Debate

What the hearing lacked and what I and others found missing was
balance in terms of credibility — mine certainly equalled Thomas’ — in
the matter and balance in terms of process — the weight of the Senate
and the Executive should not have been used against an individual

citizen called upon to participate in a public process.!

This is a circus! A national disgrace! ... a high-tech lynching for uppity
blacks who in any way deign to think for themselves.?

The problem of sexual harassment, like other problems studied by
feminists, is a serious one. We will discuss various legal remedies for it
in chapter 8 and some closely related topics in chapters 7, 9, and 10.
For the time being, consider an event that crystallized public opinion
on the topic. Between 11 and 13 October 1991, millions of people
huddled around their television sets to watch the confirmation hearing
of Clarence Thomas, a black man who had been nominated several
weeks earlier as a justice of the Supreme Court. A seismic event, it was
reported on the news all day and every day and discussed on every talk
show. It was said to have changed America. It certainly polarized
America: men versus women, blacks versus whites, conservatives
versus liberals. Almost anything that could be said about any public
event was said about this one.

In this chapter, we discuss the hearing itself and its immediate
aftermath, the problems that surfaced in connection with it, some
responses from women, and some of the effects.

Thomas had never been a popular candidate for a job on the Supreme
Court. During the evaluation hearing, he evaded some controversial



positions — he actually claimed never to have discussed abortion with
his friends and fellow lawyers — and glossed over earlier statements
about legal principles such as natural law. Still, his confirmation was
all but assured by

11 October. Then, suddenly, he was struck by a bolt of political
lightning: an accusation of sexual harassment made by Anita Hill, a law
professor at the University of Oklahoma who had once worked for
Thomas at the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission.

According to Hill, Thomas had repeatedly asked her for dates. After
being rejected on each occasion, he subjected her to offensive
discussions of pornography. Hill had hoped that her accusations would
remain anonymous and confidential. When someone leaked her story to
the press, though, she defended her position in the full glare of public
debate. The climax, as it were, came when Hill accused Thomas of
boasting about the size of his penis. This confirmed a common
stereotype of black men. With that in mind, Thomas accused her, or at
least her supporters, of racism (even though Hill herself was black). His
confirmation hearing, he observed, had turned into “ a high-tech
lynching of an uppity black man” who dared to take unpopular
positions. According to Jean Bethke Elshtain,

those who were hoarse in their defense of Hill, and more generally in
their pious and politically correct assertions about gender and power
and knowledge, might have taken the trouble to observe that they
themselves were complicit in the construction of the black male as a
paradigmatic sexual suspect. The tendency to portray black men as
sexually rapacious, with a propensity to rape, has long been an
unsavory theme in many (white) feminist tracts. In Susan
Brownmiller’s Against Our Will, for example, the “feminist classic”
that helped to spur the obsession with rape, and the conflation of rape
with sex in the minds of radical feminists, it is asserted that the
allegations of white women against black men in the Jim Crow South
were to be credited, because white women and black women formed a
single oppressed category against men. In Brownmiller’s words, “The



sexual oppression of black women, and all women is commonly
shared,” under slavery and into the present.>

Overnight, this confrontation became the hottest story since, well,
since anyone could remember. Most viewers agreed that an already
acrimonious and politicized hearing had turned into an even less
edifying spectacle. Had the charges of sexism and racism not been so
serious, it might indeed have been what many were already calling it: a
circus, a sideshow, or, as one commentator put it, a sequel to Sex, Lies,

and Videotapes that could have been called Sex, Lies, and Stereotypes.*
At least some viewers must have wondered what people in Europe and
elsewhere were thinking as they watched senators listening intently to
fantastically lurid stories about pubic hair, penises, and pornography.
Millions of viewers dropped everything else, even baseball games, to
avoid missing a single sordid detail. When it was all over, on 14
October at 2:00 A.M., the committee adjourned after having only
achieved a stalemate. The decision itself came on 16 October: Thomas
was confirmed by the smallest margin since 1881.

But there was nothing amusing or trivial about this bizarre and even
grotesque “ordeal by word.” The hearing itself bore more than a
passing resemblance to the McMartin witch hunt of the 1990s, the
McCarthy witch hunt of the 1950s, and even to the Salem witch hunt of
the 1690s. Not surprisingly, many people came away more cynical than
ever about the processes and institutions that supposedly sustained
justice. Moreover, there was nothing edifying or encouraging about the
public response, which would have been far less disturbing had it been
motivated merely by the kind of self-righteousness generally associated
with prurience. Instead, it was motivated largely by the kind of self-
righteousness generally associated with political ideologies of both the
political left and the political right. As a result, what might have been
an opportunity for a public debate between men and women (though
probably not a genuine dialogue) turned into a public harangue directed
against men by women. What happened, in fact, provides an ideal case
study of precisely what we hope this book will help us avoid in the



future.

Elected officials have always tried to be politically correct (a topic
that we discuss in appendix 4), especially when they appear every day
on television. Yet some are convinced that politically correct positions
are also morally correct. No wonder sanctimonious posturing was
common in the Hill-Thomas case and intellectual probing rare. The
situation was similar in living rooms, newsrooms, offices, cafeterias,
and bars across the land (in Canada no less than the United States). Not
surprisingly, it was the subject of monologues on late-night talk shows
and at least one episode of a situation comedy.

Given the overtly feminist worldview of Designing Women, it was
almost inevitable that one episode would include some explicit

comments on the Thomas hearing.” No attempt was made to ensure that
both sides were given a fair hearing. On this episode, Mary Jo and Julia
have a fight with Allison over the Hill-Thomas affair. Mary Jo and
Julia support Anita Hill, and Allison supports Clarence Thomas. Mary
Jo and Julia are the moral and political heavyweights on this show.
Allison is the pretty but ditsy “belle” who need not be taken seriously.
She is the proverbial “straw man” whose statements are all
stereotypical, uttered only to be refuted by polemical declamations
from the others. The studio audience responds to everything Allison
says with hoots or boos, of course, but to everything Mary Jo and Julia
say with applause. In a way, the atmosphere of this episode is like that
of a revival meeting, replete with testimonials and denunciations. Even
Anthony, the token (black) man, is exploited for political purposes to
assert that Thomas does not represent black people. The ostensible
story for this episode, Allison’s birthday party, all but disappears under
the weight of these diatribes; the characters are merely mouthpieces for
ideological rhetoric. The show concludes with a montage of snapshots
from the Thomas hearing. At the very end is a still photo of Anita Hill.
Her head downcast, her eyes closed, she looks like a perfect martyr for
the faith.

During the hearing itself, the senators obviously had to hear all the
evidence in public if they were to avoid the accusation of not taking



women seriously, but going public meant that they could be accused of
pandering to popular opinion and political pressure. How, one might
well ask, could they have allowed a public trial — and this was a kind of
trial — without the slightest shred of evidence to support the testimony
of character witnesses on either side? In the end, the illusion of justice
was preserved but, as partisans on both sides have angrily observed,
though for different reasons, not necessarily justice itself. The
allegations had been discussed openly, but both the process and the
result were widely condemned. Some commentators argued that merely
being exposed to such a hideous invasion of his personal life made
Thomas a victim of injustice. Others argued that the same was true of
Hill, and in addition, of course, they were outraged by the final
decision.

Either Hill or Thomas must have been lying, it was said over and
over again, because the two stories contradicted each other. If either of
them was lying, nobody will ever know which one (although it is safe
to say that everybody has an opinion on the matter). Because no
substantive evidence was introduced on either side, the whole trial was
based entirely on her word against his. The good senators eventually
had to come down on one side or the other, based at least in theory
solely on who had given the better performance. Some proclaimed
Hill’s performance more “credible” or “powerful” than that of Thomas.
Others proclaimed the reverse. No wonder so many people over so
many years have commented on the unreality or theatricality of public
life in America.

The senators, along with many viewers and commentators, made
assumptions that can be summed up in a syllogism: either Thomas or
Hill was lying; people lie to cover up improper behaviour; ergo, either
Thomas or Hill had behaved improperly. As a result, the senators
speculated about possible motivations that Hill might have had for
lying. No other way of solving the case occurred to them. But what if
the initial assumption was based on a superficial examination of the
possibilities? Suppose that Thomas really had said what Hill reported,
that he really was lying and Hill really telling the truth. Would knowing



that have truly settled the matter to everyone’s satisfaction? Probably
not. Consider the following two scenarios.

Thomas and Hill might indeed have discussed pornography and
disagreed, as lawyers and academics often do, about its legal,
sociological, political, and psychological significance. In view of the
controversy surrounding this subject, Thomas could legitimately have
urged Hill to examine it more carefully. If so, his refusal to
acknowledge any discussion of pornography at all would indeed have
been a lie. But how else could he have defended himself in the self-
righteous atmosphere of this hearing and the increasingly puritanical
atmosphere of this society?

On the other hand, Thomas might indeed have found discussions of
pornography erotically entertaining. Does everyone really agree that
discussing pornography is inherently either immoral or unhealthy
(which we discuss in chapter 7)? If not, should a discussion of the kind
reported by Hill be considered sexual harassment? For those who could
answer yes to the question, the only matter worth considering was the
truth of Hill’s allegations. For those who could answer no to the same
question, on the other hand, the situation was far more complicated.
What mattered for them was not what Thomas had said to Hill but how
she interpreted what he had said. Since her interpretation now
corresponds to the law of the land, the legitimacy of laws governing
sexual harassment is at issue here.

To be effective and legitimate, laws must be based on consensus. If
they are not — prohibition of liquor under the Volstead Act comes to
mind — they are ignored, flouted, or resisted in one way or another by
large segments of the population. This, in turn, generates cynicism and
brings both the courts and the legislature into disrepute. Judging from
the public response to this hearing, it is clear that no consensus
underlay current laws defining sexual harassment. Ideological
feminists had already succeeded in attaining a very broad legal
definition of it, but they had failed to convince many men and even
some women that this definition was appropriate. And these feminists
were willing to hold Thomas responsible for events of ten years earlier,



even though both cultural and legal standards had been very different
then. This presents us with the problem of anachronism. Support for
Thomas was possible even for some who believed that he was lying,
consequently, and hostility toward Hill was possible even for some who
believed that she was telling the truth.

Had either scenario been considered, much of the resulting anger
might have been avoided. There would have been no need to protect
Thomas by trying to prove that Hill was motivated to lie about him,
either by political malice or by neurotic fantasies. She might have been
telling the truth about events, in fact, but interpreting them from a point
of view that was, to judge from the public response, highly debatable.
Moreover, there would have been no need to protect Hill by trying to
prove that she had remained silent for fear of losing her job. Instead, it
would have been necessary to find out when she had adopted her
current point of view. Ten years earlier, she might have considered her
situation uncomfortable but not serious enough to require legal
attention. Finally, there would have been no need to accuse her, as
distinct from some supporters, of political opportunism or cynicism.
Like many other women during those ten years, she might have become
deeply convinced of a moral responsibility to speak out. Even though
this scenario would not have provided any explanation for the larger
ideological struggle in which both Hill and Thomas were pawns, it
would have provided a perfectly reasonable explanation for both Hill’s
initial delay in coming forward with the accusation and her strong
desire to come forward with it later.

Although both Hill and Thomas were subjected to inquiries about
their private lives and attacks on their personal integrity, many
observers felt sympathy for only one of the two “stars” in this
production. Hill’s supporters claimed that she was the chief victim —
indeed, the only victim. And she was a victim in some ways. For
instance, she was accused of fabricating the entire case out of romantic
delusions. This was both demeaning to her and frightening to all
women whose jobs were threatened. Moreover, Hill had to risk her
personal and professional reputation by going public without any



supporting evidence. We believe that her status as a victim was greatly
exaggerated. And some women, including Elshtain, agree. She observes
that the melodrama

was presented as the primal and prototypical engagement between a
powerful male and a “passive” female. “Passive,” that is, by Hill’s own
account. Although Thomas insisted on seeing Hill as a resourceful,
energetic and competent woman, she staked out the ground of her own
helplessness, which extended even to her conversations and
acquaintances. “I was very passive in the conversation,” she reported,
referring to a casual discussion with several people about her reaction
to the news that Thomas had been nominated to the Court. When
Senator Arlen Specter asked, “Excuse me?” she repeated the sorry but,
as it turned out, politically shrewd refrain: “I was very passive in the
conversation.” Hill’s representation of herself in such reactive terms
struck me at the time as pretty unbelievable. I could not help noticing
that she was seen by others (not only by Thomas) as a woman quite
capable of making her own way through the world and pressing her own
case. A female co-worker testified that “when I worked with Anita Hill
and I knew her ... she was not a victim. She was a very tough woman.
She stood her ground. She didn’t take a lot of anything from anyone,
and she made sure you knew it.” Clearly Hill was, and is, not only

capable, but also ambitious.®

Elsewhere, Elshtain notes one implication of this focus on female
passivity. “Dusting off hoary stereotypes of male lust and female
sexlessness, presenting a world in which sex is what men ‘do’ to
women, is one of the more disturbing features of contemporary
feminist argumentation; and now, in the wake of the Hill-Thomas

affair, it is working its way into our government and our politics.”’

At some level of consciousness, Hill must have realized that beyond
her immediate difficulties, she had an ultimate advantage over Thomas.
If he was found guilty, she would become a heroine. And if he was
found innocent, she would become a martyr. No matter what happened,



in other words, Hill would be glorified by a large and vocal segment of
the population for having given maximum visibility to the cause of
women. Thomas, on the other hand, would be tainted for having been
unable to prove that he had not indulged in some hideously wicked
behaviour.

In view of this situation, some comments by Hill’s supporters were
tendentious. It is true that witnesses talked about her private life, but
what they said paled by comparison with what she said about the
private life of Thomas. After all, it was his allegedly monstrous penis
and the most intimate details of his allegedly vile and disgusting
personal life that the whole nation was talking about.

Again, it is true that one senator accused Hill of perjury, which later
brought indignant cries of “shame” from Senator Edward Kennedy. But
if we reject the old stereotypical notion that women lie in cases of this
kind, why accept the new stereotypical notion that women don’t lie?
Obviously, both women and men are capable of lying, especially when
they believe that doing so can be justified politically. And this truly
was an ideal opportunity to promote political goals, because Thomas
was known to oppose not only new legislation against sexual
harassment but also abortion and affirmative action. In the absence of
any concrete evidence, how could the senators ignore this possibility?

In several disturbing ways, this event followed the script of a rape
trial. First, given the lack of concrete evidence, lawyers have often
questioned the female plaintiff’s personal integrity and credibility, as
they did with Hill. Second, given the same lack of evidence, these trials
focus heavily on performance in court. Some people might have
supported Hill not because of her evidence but because of the way in
which she conducted herself. Third, notwithstanding ideological claims
to the contrary, public opinion nowadays is usually with the alleged
victims of men. This alone would have worked against Thomas, but
still, because of his positions on abortion or affirmative action, many
people already disliked him. Finally, some people support the alleged
victim merely because of group solidarity. In this case, Hill’s
supporters knew that many women really are victims of sexual



harassment and many of them probably believed that “women don’t
lie.” Even though it was Hill who attacked Thomas, therefore, many
viewers were convinced that he had originally attacked her. As the
“true victim,” she was attacking him only in retaliation.

Whatever Hill’s intentions — let us assume here that they were
sincere and even altruistic — the fact remains that both she and the
cause she has come to represent benefited from this experience in the
following years. Even as she arrived back home at the University of
Oklahoma, students and colleagues were ready to welcome her as a
martyr for the cause of women. And millions of people all over the
country — not a majority, but a very sizable minority — joined them in
spirit. For years now, she has been sought eagerly for speaking
engagements not only by talk-show hosts but by serious journalists,
academics, and feminists. From the beginning, it was clear that any
publisher would jump at the chance to work with her. And she did

publish a book in 1997.8 In some very important ways, then, Hill’s
prospects have been greatly enhanced by this trial.”

Now, though, think about all this from the perspective of Clarence
Thomas. Although Thomas had some advantages over Hill, since he
was a man (albeit a black man) of considerable authority, he was also a
man openly attacked by many for his political beliefs. Moreover, since
the accused is presumed innocent unless proven guilty, the burden of
proof was on Hill, not Thomas. It was perfectly appropriate, therefore,
that the senators gave him the benefit of their doubt. In the court of
public opinion, on the other hand, Thomas was being accused by
someone who, as Hill’s supporters pointed out, spoke for millions of
innocent victims. By virtue of this fact alone, it was he who had to
dispel initial suspicion, not Hill. In the end, Hill could not prove
beyond a reasonable doubt that he was guilty. But neither could
Thomas prove that he was innocent. The senators were less willing than
the nation to give him the benefit of the doubt. Just over half of the
former found Thomas innocent, but two-thirds of the latter did. Clearly,
most people chose to ignore their lingering doubts. But, as Thomas
himself sadly observed, those doubts would always remain and



continue to cast a shadow over his moral integrity (and over the
integrity of the Senate and the Supreme Court as well).

As one savvy journalist put it, “What we had here was a victim-off,
a contest to see who was the most convincing victim. And I think that
Clarence Thomas won that in that he was the more immediate victim of
the lynch mob that was coming after him and he was also a more
passionate victim than ... Anita Hill. But I think that the search for
victim status which is probably the highest status a public figure can

aspire to in America right now was really what was going on.”!°

One more question. Assuming for a moment that Thomas had really
said some offensive things to Hill, would that justify the penalty that
might have been imposed on him? Although Hill herself did not intend
to humiliate him before the entire nation, once word had leaked out, her
supporters demanded that he be tried publicly, knowing that one false
move in his own defense would destroy him. Can we really compare
what Hill might have endured temporarily because of Thomas to what
he would have had to endure permanently because of her? No matter
how unpleasant her experience might have been ten years earlier, Hill
had prospered over the years. Had she won this case, though, his career
would have been utterly ruined.

From the start, it was obvious to everyone that more important
matters than the conduct of either Hill or Thomas were at stake.
Unfortunately, only two were actually discussed in any depth: the
brutal process of confirming nominees to the Supreme Court, including
the fact that feminists were mobilizing to prevent the addition of a
conservative Republican to the Supreme Court, and the fact that many
women want protection from sexual harassment. Other matters,
including many that underlie these, were usually ignored.

The hearing presented several problems. One was defining “sexual
harassment.” According to one survey of popular opinion in the
aftermath of this case, 41% of Americans believed that sexual
harassment occurs when a woman’s boss or superior flirts with her;



64%, when he is accustomed to putting his arm around her; 74%, when
he tells sexual jokes to her; 77%, when he pressures her for a date;
80%, when his speech includes either direct or indirect sexual
references; 87%, when he asks her to have sex with him; and 91%,

when he insists on discussing pornographic acts with her.!!

Of great interest here is the fact that listening to the boss discuss
pornography is considered an even more definitive feature of sexual
harassment than actually being asked to have sexual relations!

Thomas was not accused of raping Hill or even of touching her. And
he could not truly be accused of intimidating or blackmailing Hill,
because her job was never at risk; on the contrary, he continued to

promote her throughout her career.'” He was accused, actually, of
nothing more than repeatedly asking Hill for a date and saying vulgar
things to her. His alleged use of language was called “outrageous,”
“unspeakable,” “grotesque,” “vile,” “perverted,” “appalling,”
“heinous,” “psychopathic,” and even “insane.” Although some
commentators argue that offensive talk can indeed be a crime for which
the culprit ought to be punished, their argument can be challenged. The
world is not always a nice place. Consequently, adults must be expected
to face at least some degree of adversity or conflict with courage and
dignity. The Constitution guarantees all Americans the right to pursue

happiness but not happiness itself.!3

b2 AN 13

Moreover, a double standard was clearly at work in the Thomas
case, since it was and still is considered politically correct for women
to make what used to be called lewd remarks. This is demonstrated
every night of the week on television in reruns of The Golden Girls.
Three of the characters — Blanche, Dorothy, and Sophia — say hardly
anything without making crude sexual innuendoes. Blanche speaks
incessantly of her lovers and their physical endowments, along with her
own. One aim of the early feminist movement was precisely to abolish
the double standard by which men, but not women, were free to indulge
in sexual play and sexual talk. But a new double standard has replaced



the old. We are now asked to believe that women are liberated when
they talk about male bodies, no matter how crudely, but that men are
sexist when they do the same thing about female bodies.

Why should anyone assume that men, unlike women, will tolerate a
double standard? If women may use the term “sexual harassment” in
connection with something beyond intimidation or blackmail —
indecent exposure, assault, rape — then surely men may do so as well.
(Whether women or men should use the law to do so is another matter,
though, because not everything that is immoral must be illegal as well.)
For women, sexual harassment has come to mean the creation of an
atmosphere in which men either directly or indirectly express their
sexual interest in women. To be harassed in this sense might mean
having to reject repeated advances, feeling discomfort due to crude
discussions of sex, being exposed to posters of nude women, or merely
finding copies of Playboy around the office. For men, however, sexual
harassment might mean the creation of an atmosphere in which
ideological stereotypes of men are commonplace or in which men are
made to fear questioning prevalent ideological assumptions, including
those on which company policies are based. Underlying the feminist
movement is the assumption that conditions need to be improved
precisely because they were created by men. To varying degrees,
therefore, every branch of feminism is also a movement dedicated to
the critique of this or that group of men or of men as such. Which
raises an interesting question: If men should not be allowed to keep
copies of Playboy in their offices, why should women be allowed to
keep copies of Ms. in their offices? In fact, it would be hard to find an
issue of any mass-market magazine addressed to women that fails to
include at least one article that would be offensive to men by implying
that they are not merely different from women but inferior. And many
of these magazines go further, focusing attention on the ways in which
men victimize women. Why should men not feel intimidated by women
who reflect this worldview even in casual conversations and who
believe that men have no reason for resenting repeated attacks on “the

male model” of working, thinking, feeling, speaking, and so forth?'*



Those men and women who want to be part of the solution rather
than the problem will have to acknowledge that gender-related stress in
the workplace — or, to use the current expression, “sexual harassment”
—is a problem for both sexes. It might take different forms in each
case, but its effect is the same: feeling threatened, manipulated,
trivialized, or disrespected as men or as women. From what was said
during and after the Thomas hearing, though, it is obvious that the old
double standard has not merely been turned on its head but also
institutionalized by law. How can any moral or legal definition of
sexual harassment work unless it is acceptable, or at least tolerable, to
both women and men?

Another problem was the current glorification of political
correctness, which was a serious impediment to freedom of speech. It
would have been political suicide for any journalist or commentator
even to question a feminist position; for a senator it would have been
like questioning biblical authority in a fundamentalist community.
Although the senators themselves were male, they made every attempt
(though sometimes unsuccessfully) not to speak as men on national
television. In one way, that was helpful; they had to address the needs
of women as well as men. In another way, though, it was not: they
effectively “silenced the voice” of men per se in an extremely
important public debate that concerned men no less than women.

Yet another problem with the hearings was created by feminist
interpretations of harassment. These draw, says Elshtain, on critiques
of objectivity in scholarship (which we will discuss in chapter 10). “I
and my reality,” said Hill at the hearing, “did not comport with what

they accepted as their reality.”'> Commenting on this statement,
Elshtain remarks that “these words pithily and a little chillingly capture
a controlling idea of our blinkered cultural and academic life ... To go
beyond the reality of perspectives to the claim that there are only
perspectives, that facts themselves are arbitrary inventions and that
there is only ‘my reality’ and ‘your reality’ is to embrace nonsense.
And to go still further and argue that the conditions of knowledge
change with a change of gender, that men and women inhabit disparate



epistemological universes, is to embrace not only nonsense, but

dangerous nonsense.”'® (More about all that in chapters 8 and 9.) “If
the controversy about Hill and Thomas has been so susceptible to
ideological distortions,” Elshtain continues, “and if the dogma that
knowledge is power has lent itself so smoothly to the discussion of
sexual harassment, it is because knowledge is elusive in this particular
instance, not because knowledge is generally impossible. There are

such things as the facts.”!” It is very hard to establish the facts;
witnesses are seldom available. There might be only circumstantial
evidence, which is often based on “perceptions.” “That is why Hill can
continue to say, in some of her post-hearing public talks, that ‘women
should be supported regardless of proof.’ She is hiding a political

statement behind an epistemological hardship.”!® In short, harassment
cases are almost always ambiguous. Even the official terminology —
defining words such as “unwelcome” and “pervasive” — are understood
in various ways. The result, says John Cloud, “is a thicket of rulings.
Since 1991 juries have returned well over five hundred verdicts on
sexual harassment decisions that often contradict one another and send
mixed signals about how we should behave any time we meet a co-

worker we’d like to see after five.”19

America’s legal system rests on a fundamental premise: that the
accused is innocent unless proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubit.
This premise does inhibit prosecution to some extent, but it also
prevents persecution. Supporters of Hill pointed out correctly that the
difficulty in finding evidence to substantiate claims in cases of this
kind means that many victims prefer to remain silent. But what is the
appropriate solution to this problem? Must we overturn the moral and
legal basis of our society by declaring that accusations with nothing
more substantial than hearsay to support them should be believed
merely because they are made by women? Or that the accused should
be presumed guilty instead of innocent? Some ideological feminists
would answer both questions in the affirmative. Already convinced
from the beginning that Hill had a legitimate case, therefore, they were
outraged that not everyone came to the same conclusion. Justice, they



said, had been denied. We have always known that guilty people are
sometimes exonerated and innocent people sometimes convicted. Our
legal system is not perfect. But Anita Hill did have her day in “court.”
As it happened, she lost. Citizens are guaranteed the right to be heard,
not some right to be believed.

Several years after the Hill-Thomas hearing, its legal and political
fallout had still not settled. Women did not stand idly by. Dissatisfied
with the fact that not everyone believed Hill (although an increasing
number did), Jane Mayer and Jill Abramson reopened the “national

dialogue” with another look at the case in Strange Justice.?® Of primary
interest to them are the “other women” who were not allowed to testify
in 1991. The authors conclude that Thomas was the liar, not Hill. As
mentioned, this, in itself, could not prove that he had been a sexual
harasser. Much of the evidence discussed, however, has nothing to do
with events that either did or did not take place.

The authors focus attention on Thomas’s character. For them, the
mere fact that Thomas enjoys porn is enough to qualify him as
someone with an evil character. They interview the owner of a video
store, who says that Thomas was a regular in the x-rated section. They
report that he could find nothing worth salvaging from his first
marriage except his collection of Playboy magazines and that his own
mother had once called him a bully. The implication is obvious: any
man who likes to look at beautiful women must be the kind of man who
would harass them.

By 1996, Hill herself had written a book, Speaking Truth to Power,
which includes an “Open Letter to the 1991 Senate Judiciary
Committee.” “What the hearing lacked and what I and others found
missing,” writes Hill in her letter, “was balance in terms of credibility
— mine certainly equalled Thomas’ — in the matter and balance in terms
of process — the weight of the Senate and the Executive should not have
been used against an individual citizen called upon to participate in a
public process.” Well, should the weight of institutions such as the



Senate and the Executive have been used instead against Thomas? He,
too, was a citizen. “Neither the issue of harassment nor the
nomination,” writes Hill, “was served by a presumption of my
untruthfulness.” Indeed, this presumption should not have been made.
But Hill implies that it should have been made against Thomas.
Elsewhere, Hill writes that “anything less than a balanced approach
condemns women to second-class status and the Court to members who

abuse power and authority granted to them in a public trust.”?!

The problem of balance underlies Hill’s whole discussion, but
judging from what she writes elsewhere, it is clear to us that she
understands balance from the perspective of ideological feminism.
Would a more balanced approach of this kind not merely turn the
problem on its head by condemning men to second-class status? Hill
writes that “since sexual harassment was central to the nominee’s
qualifications, the members of the committee should have educated
themselves on the issue before them. Evidence that you failed to do so
lies in your use of social myths to explain my testimony, your refusal
to utilize information provided by experts on sexual harassment, and
your deviation from your own procedural rules in hearing the testimony
as presented.” But how should the senators have educated themselves?
Obviously to Hill, by exposing themselves to feminist indoctrination.
Hill argues that the experts in question should have been formally
trained in the psychology and sociology of sexual harassment. Because
the ones who get that training are almost always feminists, she clearly
refers to them. Hill does not actually say that, of course. What she does
say is that the investigation “should be handled by a non-partisan body
or individual in the role of neutral fact finder, experienced in

investigating sexual harassment.”??

Hill writes that the committee should have considered only
“competent information.” When there is no clear-cut evidence that
favours the female plaintiff’s case, she implies, the assessment should
be based on women’s general integrity, a recommendation that is
based, in turn, on the “finding” of one survey that only 3% of the
harassment claims filed are baseless and that 97% of the cases go



unreported. “Women rarely use harassment claims to escape
responsibility for the problems in their lives,” Hill continues.
“However, when, without fully investigating it, you presumed that my
claim was a frivolous or spite claim, you advocated action based on the

exception rather than the rule.”?3 But statistics are notoriously
unreliable in political controversies and thus cannot provide a very firm
foundation for justice. That “97%” is not even a statistic of actual
cases, moreover, but an estimate of experiences that were never
reported. Given current debates over the inflation of statistics by
feminist and other ideologues (appendix 2), should at least think twice
before using even statistics as evidence.

“One of the greatest disservices that the Judiciary Committee did,”
writes Hill, “was to unnecessarily blur the lines between the nominee’s
public and private behavior.” But following the feminist dictum that
“the personal is political,” she considers it justifiable to assess the
personal lives of candidates, especially if they are seeking jobs that
involve law — jobs at the Supreme Court, say, or the Department of
Justice. It is one thing when homicide or sexual assault is involved. In
those cases, even private matters are appropriately discussed in public.
But Hill refers specifically to sexual harassment. Must we assume that
her private dealings with Thomas should be discussed in public?
Elsewhere, she makes the same point: “Thus, the information about his
behavior was relevant regardless of whether it fit within the definitions

of behavior which was outlawed.”?*

Hill’s strategy, a common one among ideologues, is to expand
definitions and thus encourage the broadest possible legal
interpretation (a strategy that we discuss in chapters 8 and 9). By
making anything and everything in the private domain subject to public
scrutiny, of course, you can increase the likelihood of finding some
source for a smear campaign. It is true that the private and public
domains do intersect in some legal contexts, and the former can be
relevant when assessing candidates for public leadership. But this does
not mean that the personal should necessarily be political. If Hill’s case
had been one of quid pro quo, if she had been able to prove that Thomas



had offered professional advantages or job security in return for sexual
favours, okay, case closed. But that was hardly the case. What she
advocates, therefore, is a radical change in the judicial system. Any
change of that kind should surely be a topic of public debate, not
merely of a declaration.

Here is another of Hill’s claims: “Often, absent a court ruling, a
person offering evidence of illegal activity cannot establish with
certainty that the information that they are seeking to present
represents a violation of the law. Placing the burden of obtaining a
court ruling or otherwise establishing a violation with absolute
certainty does not serve the public interest in making a thorough

determination about the nominee.”?° This approach relies on a reversal
of the ad hominem argument. It is based on the assumption of her
integrity in particular and that of women in general, not on actual
evidence of illegal or even immoral behaviour.

Had there been an adequate sexual-harassment procedure in place,
Hill believes, her claim could have been processed within seven to ten

days.?® Nevertheless, it took Hill herself ten years to make that claim in
the first place. And had there been an adequate sexual-harassment
procedure in place, Hill believes, there need not have been a public
hearing. This would have prevented embarrassment for both her, she
says, and the government (although she obviously does not care about
that of Thomas). But the danger of procedures without hearings — and
that is precisely what some feminists want — is the absence of cross-
examination, which becomes especially important if sexual-harassment
officers have been trained to think in a particular way and thus to
control the process for ideological purposes.

Ironically, the feminists who were so vociferous in their
condemnation of Clarence Thomas behaved very differently when two
other political leaders — Senator Robert Packwood and President Bill
Clinton — were charged (one formally and the other informally) with
sexual harassment. At least some commentators have explained this
double standard in connection with political opportunism: Packwood



and Clinton, unlike Thomas, used their legislative power in ways
approved of by feminists.

Gloria Steinem played the social constructionist card — that is, the
political card — by proclaiming that Packwood’s actions should be
explored and judged “in context.” And what context might that be? The
answer is simple: the context in which Packwood [could] be counted on
to deliver the votes that various women’s groups (naral) [National
Abortion and Reproductive Rights Action League] and the Women’s
Legal Defense Fund, among others) wanted delivered on abortion,
affirmative action and other matters. Politics and politics alone
accounted for the reluctance of these national tribunes of the weaker
sex to respond to a blatant, egregious and (finally) an admitted string of
offenses. Eventually their hands were forced by local outrage and
national publicity. No such patience, however, with Clarence

Thomas.2”

Feminist opinion on Clinton’s escapades was very divided. “What is
immoral is not President Clinton’s having normal sexual impulses,”
argues one. “What is immoral is hating someone as much as Clinton’s

detractors do, just for the purpose of destroying him.”?% Wendy
Kaminer presented a less emotional argument for letting Clinton off the
hook: “Instead of quaintly accusing Clinton of defiling women,
feminists should reconsider their commitment to policing minor
instances of sexual misconduct at the expense of sexual privacy, free
speech and a view of adult women as independent beings capable of

discouraging, initiating or consenting to sex.”?? For some reason, these
arguments were never applied to Clarence Thomas. One female
observer put the opposite point of view very bluntly: “Not one of the
women involved in the Clinton soap opera took legal action at the time
they claim they were sexually harassed. Now they appear to be on the
bandwagon to enrich themselves one way or another. They make me

feel ashamed to be a woman.”>"



Sometimes art imitates life. Men, too, had their say — at least in the
movies. Since the Hill-Thomas affair, at least two movies were about
sexual harassment: Disclosure and Oleanna. Both have been discussed
as if they were sociological textbooks. In fact, of course, they are not.
The former could be classified as entertainment and the latter as art.
Neither claims to be a definitive statement, covering every possible
situation that could be identified with sexual harassment. Each presents
one situation in particular and asks viewers to find room for it in their
perception of the problem. How well each one succeeds depends not on
how closely it adheres to statistics but on how closely it adheres to
human nature — or, to put it another way, on how much viewers actually
care about the characters (a criterion that applies no less to popular
entertainment than to high art).

Disclosure, which is based on a novel by Michael Crichton,>! was
reviled by critics, who were chiefly interested in it as a political
statement. They were annoyed by the fact that it oversimplifies a
complex social problem by making its victimized male protagonist too
innocent and its female villain too guilty. Never mind that the latter
allows someone to stick his penis in her mouth before running off,
which could be interpreted — as it certainly would be in connection with
a female victim — as an insidious suggestion that the protagonist
“enjoys” being sexually harassed and thus deserves it.

In real life, the critics argued, innocence and guilt in connection
with sexual harassment are not so easily identified. Considering the
political and ideological rhetoric surrounding this problem, however, it
is hard to avoid the conclusion that these critics were being both
disingenuous and opportunistic. How often is the charge of
oversimplification used to defend men accused of sexual harassment or
to attack the women who accuse them? Very seldom. In fact, this
approach would itself be attacked relentlessly as “blaming the victim.”
What the critics truly disliked about this movie was the mere fact that
it shows a man being the victim of a woman’s sexual harassment.
Anyone who lives in the real world knows that women are neither more
nor less capable than men of using power, wherever they find it, to



manipulate or intimidate. The possibility of women using it in the
office more and more often as they attain positions of power would
surprise no one were it not for the constant stream of rhetoric from
ideologues who claim that only men are selfish and “hierarchical.”
Thank God for Amanda on Melrose Place and Samantha on Sex and the
City!

Not all feminists agreed with the attack on Disclosure. Not all
agreed, in other words, that either the author or the director felt
threatened by an unpleasant “fact” of their sex: that men routinely flirt
with, and thus harass, women at work. In one editorial, Eve McBride

offered some good reasons for thinking twice about this problem.3?
Whether intentionally or otherwise, she suggested, women are just as
likely to flirt as men. Only 5% of the cases that end up in court involve
men suing women for harassment. On the other hand, only 5% of the
corporate supervisors are women. Men complained only about
harassment, which they defined in connection with an imbalance of
power, not about flirting. Can we assume that all the women
complained about harassment? Maybe they complained merely about
flirting but interpreted flirting with their equals as harassment. Unlike
harassment, flirting really is about sex rather than power.

In view of all this, consider what has been said about Oleanna,
which is both a play and a movie. Critics acknowledge that this work
opens up the discussion of sexual harassment. Here, too, a man is
falsely accused by a woman of sexual harassment. In this case, though,
the woman (a confused student) is emotionally appealing and the man
(a self-centred academic) is emotionally unappealing. Ideally, viewers
would feel at least some sympathy for both. In fact, they seldom do.
This egregious situation is due more to the social and political context,
however, than to anything lacking in author David Mamet’s artistry.
Many men are too defensive to admit that a woman might have good
reasons for deciding to take control of her life. Many women, on the
other hand, are too defensive to admit that doing so dishonestly and
maliciously is morally unacceptable. Unfortunately, critics often
discourage the defensiveness of men but encourage that of women.



Even Oleanna, which is nothing if not a sincere attempt to see both

sides of a complex problem, has been dismissed as “male-driven.”33
The implication here is that complexity itself constitutes the problem.
On the subject of sexual harassment or any other gender problem, in
other words, the only worthwhile works are those that present only one
side — the side of women. Male-driven productions are bad, but female-
driven ones are just fine. So much for the “national dialogue”
supposedly initiated by the Hill-Thomas affair.

Sometimes, on the other hand, life imitates art. Sexual harassment
does work both ways. Even at the risk of being ridiculed or trivialized,
more and more men are willing to sue for damages. One man sued the
University of California for $2.5 million after a lecture in which the
female students were taught how to masturbate in order to avoid the
“hardship” of sexual relations with men. Craig Rogers said that he had
felt “raped and trapped” when a “psychology professor told intimate
anecdotes about her sex life and allegedly made flippant remarks about

male genitalia.”* Another high-profile case involved eight male
employees of the Jenny Craig diet company. The men claimed to have
been denied promotions and subjected to a hostile work environment

involving demeaning remarks about them because of their sex.3°

The effects on men of the entire debate about sexual harassment were
negative, to say the least. On trial for sexism in the Hill-Thomas case,
according to virtually every journalist and commentator, was not
merely one man but all men. But defending men even then was like
defending black people in the South of fifty years earlier. It was just
not done by respectable folks. The fourteen senators hearing this case
were all men, but as everyone knew, their interpretation had to be
politically correct. If Thomas had been found guilty, therefore, few
senators would have dared to challenge the current ideological
interpretation of sexual harassment. Indeed, Thomas himself said that
anyone guilty of the allegedly heinous behaviour attributed to him
should be severely punished. If the fallout from his ordeal had been
confined to vague attitudes that surfaced on sitcoms, there might be no



need for this book. As we intend to show, however, it settled like
radioactive dust over the entire legal system.

Moreover, not only men were on trial. Even boys, young boys, were.
How else can we explain some of the absurd accusations that were
taken very seriously by both lawyers and journalists at the same time?
In 1996, for instance, Jonathan Prevette (in North Carolina) and
De’ Andre Dearinge (in New York) found themselves at the heart of a
national debate over sexual harassment in elementary schools. Prevette,
who was six years old, had kissed his female classmate. Dearinge, who
was seven, had not only had the audacity to kiss a female classmate but
also to pull a button off her skirt (in homage to a story-book bear whose
coveralls were missing a button). Prevette was suspended from school
for one day, Dearing for five. Their schools relented, in the wake of
massive public scorn, but the debate continued on every talk show.
Schools have found it necessary to crack down on sexual harassment,
and sexual harassment has been defined ever more broadly. Where do

we draw the line? And on what basis?3°

Sexual harassment is by no means a one-way street even in
elementary schools. Not only are some boys victims, but some girls are
victimizers. Girls indulge in harassment just as often as boys, even
though their ways of harassing boys are seldom understood or
acknowledged. Girls shame boys by calling them sissies, fairies,
wussies, and so on. Any boy who performs inadequately in sports — and
most boys do — is well aware of that. So are effeminate boys, shy boys,
frail boys, sensitive boys, intellectual boys, or even just boys who are
near-sighted enough to require glasses. And gender stereotypes are by
no means the only ones to be exploited by children. But as one
commentator observes, schools have “singled out certain kinds of bad
behaviour for harsher treatment than others. If every 7-year-old who
struck another during school hours was suspended, classrooms would
be half empty. Yet even though hitting is surely more serious than a
kiss on the cheek, sexual-harassment policies tell children that boys
who kiss girls are committing a graver offense than girls who strike one



another.”3” According to an official notice distributed to high schools
in Ontario, sexual harassment includes calling another student some
demeaning name such as “chick” or “babe.” It advises the “victims” to
call either an emergency response number or a rape-crisis centre!

During the Thomas hearing, women across the country were
interviewed. Over and over again, they said incredulously: “After
twenty-five years of feminism, men still don’t get it.” Clearly, there is
something these women, too, still “don’t get”: the obvious fact that
hostility between men and women, or any other groups, can be resolved
only through negotiation, not by presenting one side with an ultimatum.
But if only the position of women is granted legitimacy, how can men
participate in negotiation? After twenty-five years of feminism and
increasingly ideological rhetoric, men and women are further apart than
ever.

It is true that women have won many legal and political battles. And
it is true that they are better off in many ways than ever before. Even
so, the conflict with men goes on. And that, in itself, is one of the chief
problems still facing women. It would be naive to imagine that this
kind of conflict can ever be completely eliminated, but have we done
all we can do? And if not, what has gone wrong? Why was the golden
opportunity of the Hill-Thomas affair, not taken to explore the
possibility of a new approach? Even if women win every battle and
punish every offending man, after all, their victories will not be worth
much if they generate sullen resentment from men. The goal of social
harmony will continue to elude us unless, by some miracle, the
opportunity is taken for a true dialogue between men and women. Even
during the hearing, some commentators called for dialogue on sexual
harassment. Judging from what they said, though, it became clear that
what they really wanted was a monologue by women addressed to men,
not dialogue between two groups with two legitimate points of view.
No one, for example, suggested that women, along with men, might
have to rethink their definition of sexual harassment (let alone their
assumptions about freedom of speech, pornography, and sexuality



itself).

So far, there is no obvious reason for optimism. Sexual harassment
was less noticeable in earlier generations, partly because there were
fewer women in the workplace. What changed, beginning in the 1960s,
was not merely the fact that more women were working outside the
home but also the fact that many of those women wanted — and still
want — two things in particular: exciting careers and exciting sex. This
mentality has been most consistently and evocatively represented by
the magazine founded by Helen Gurley Brown, Cosmopolitan, but it has
been expressed also in other magazines and on every talk show. Even
the most hidebound men must be aware by now that many women do
see the workplace as a venue for seduction or flirtation. Those who
want men to agree that the work-place is not an appropriate context for
sexually charged talk (let alone flirtation or seduction) will have to
convince women to do more than lobby for new regulations or new
laws. They will have to convince women to stop giving men double
messages — that is, to reject, publicly and consistently, the “Cosmo
girl” mentality. That mentality has recently been widely disseminated
by Sex and the City, a television show about the sexual and emotional

lives of four working women in New York.38 Because this show is
massively popular among women — even as we write these words, no
doubt, feminists doing graduate work in “gender studies” and “cultural
studies” are preparing dissertations on it as a “transgressive” or
“subversive” show that has provided an effective “site” for the
“empowerment” of women — and because they see nothing wrong with
women being on the make in any setting, it is clear that advocates of
stricter rules of decorum in the workplace have a tough job waiting for
them.

The Hill-Thomas affair made apparent what had long been hidden:
not so much the lamentable fact of intimidation or blackmail in the
workplace but the fact of sexual polarization almost everywhere.
Merely by making an unsubstantiated accusation, one woman had the
power not only to delay the confirmation of a judge to the Supreme
Court and not only to precipitate a nationwide campaign for her point



of view but also to stop the entire nation in its emotional tracks. And
yet supporters of Hill shouted the message that women have no “voice”
in America. A healthy society might have been able to avoid
polarization. Although many were ready and able to challenge old
assumptions about women and their needs, no one was ready to
challenge current assumptions about men and their needs.

At the very least, the Hill-Thomas affair has focused attention on
how complex sexual harassment cases can be. It is no easy matter to
sort out the facts when evidence consists of “he said, she said” and
when the hearing process is procedurally flawed. But the Hill-Thomas
affair should focus attention also on the ways in which some feminists
exploit high-profile media events for ideological ends. In this case, that
means allowing women alone to define harassment and doing so in a
way that classifies heterosexuality in general and male sexuality in
particular as inherently dangerous for women or even evil. From our
perspective, only one scenario is unambiguously in the category of
sexual harassment — arrangements made on the basis of quid pro quo —
and should remain illegal.

Ultimately, it was not merely what Thomas was alleged to have said
that outraged many feminists but what he thought or felt. Many people
now believe that straight men harass women simply by expressing
admiration for female beauty (a controversy that we discuss in chapter
7). For a straight man to do so, they say, is not merely inappropriate in
some contexts — inconvenient, clumsy, or even vulgar — but also
oppressive and thus evil. We disagree. And if there is nothing
inherently wrong with thinking about heterosexual attraction, how
could there be anything inherently wrong with talking about it? At issue
are only two matters: the extent to which sexual behaviour can be
controlled and the extent to which it should be controlled. So far we
have heard a great deal about what can happen with too little control
and very little about what could happen with too much control.
Contrary to what commentators have said repeatedly, the ultimate
result of the Hill-Thomas affair might not be more men who are
reluctant to hire women for fear of being sued on the slightest pretext —



employers can be sued for sexual discrimination if they refuse to hire
qualified female applicants — but more men who are reluctant even to
fraternize with women (let alone “commit” to women). At some point
down the road, more than a few men might decide that pursuing
relationships with women is no longer worth the risk of being sued for

speaking incorrectly.3® As one observer noted, “The use of the terms
‘unwanted’ or ‘unwelcome’ sexual attention creates a catch-22 for
males, who rarely know whether a pitch will be “welcomed’ until it has

been made.”*? Even so, only those who are psychologically naive or
ideologically pure could ever imagine that men and women can work
together without being attracted to each other from time to time.
Therefore, we will have to find a way of negotiating the acceptable
limits of sexual behaviour.

Men will abandon forms of behaviour that fail to attract women, but
they will not become trained seals. Both men and women will have to
rethink their positions, because no lasting and genuine reconciliation
has ever been dictated by an ultimatum from one side. We do need to
recognize that the workplace is not a proper context either for vulgarity
or for flirting that involves physical contact. But we need to recognize
also that the new etiquette must be based on something other than
prissiness at best or ideology at worst. And we need to establish
mechanisms, such as mediators or ombudsmen, to resolve most
conflicts before employees resort either to sexual harassment policies
or to legal measures. Apart from avant-garde lesbians, feminists
generally refrain from arguing explicitly that heterosexuality (or male
sexuality) is inherently evil. Nonetheless, they attack things associated
with it. This will never do.



4
Martyrs v. Murderers: The Montreal Massacre

[1t is] not an individual act. It is not just one man hating women. It is
the social and political reality we live in.!

This incident is very unusual. If people are going to use this as a

political issue, they are missing the point ... I don’t feel this is a

continuum of persecution.”?

Feminists have separated violence against women from other forms of
violence. For ideologues, in fact, it has become both the ultimate and
the original sin. We discuss the specifically legal aspects of violence
against women in chapter 9, but for the time being, we focus on one
particular event of this kind and its fallout in public opinion.

Americans are familiar by now with the phenomenon of high school
shootings, and some observers have wondered why the shooters are

always maladjusted boys.? The victims, however, are both boys and
girls. But in a case of mass murder at a university in Canada, not only
was the victimizer male but all his victims were female. Consequently,
the event became a touchstone not only of public debate but also of
ideological rhetoric. We refer to the murder of fourteen women by
Marc Lépine at the University of Montreal’s Ecole Polytechnique. This
event sent shock waves through every segment of Canadian society and
was discussed even on American talk shows.

In this chapter, we discuss the massacre itself and its immediate
aftermath, the public response to it, the institutionalization of its
ideological interpretation in quasi-religious forms, its
institutionalization in political form, and the extent to which the
feminists involved in promoting that interpretation have contributed to
sexual polarization.



Journalists told this story over and over again for weeks. It was
described as follows in a local newspaper:

At first they viewed it as a prank, some kind of collegiate farce in
keeping with the festive spirit that marked the second-last day of
classes at the University of Montreal’s Ecole Polytechnique. The man
was young, about the same age as most of the roughly 60 engineering
students gathered in Room 303 on the second floor of the yellow-brick
building sprawled across the north slope of the mountain in the heart of
the city. He entered the classroom slowly a few minutes past 5 on a
bitterly cold afternoon. There was a shy smile on his face as he
interrupted a dissertation on the mechanics of heat transfer. In clear,
unaccented French, he asked the women to move to one side of the
room and ordered the men to leave. The request was greeted with titters
of laughter. “Nobody moved,” recalled Prof. Yvan Bouchard. “We
thought it was a joke.” An instant later, Bouchard and his students
discovered that what they were confronting was no joke.

Shots: The young man who would later be identified as a 25-year-
old semirecluse named Marc Lépine, lifted a light, semiautomatic rifle
and fired two quick shots into the ceiling. “You’re all a bunch of
feminists, and I hate feminists,” Lépine shouted at the suddenly
terrified occupants of Room 303. He told the men to leave — they did so
without protest and, as one of the young women attempted to reason
with him, the gun-toting man opened fire in earnest. Six of the women
were shot dead. Over the course of the next twenty minutes, the young
man methodically stalked the cafeteria, the classrooms and the
corridors of the school, leaving a trail of death and injury in his wake.
In four separate locations scattered around three floors of the six-storey
structure, he gunned down a total of 27 people, leaving 14 of them
dead. Finally, he turned his weapon against himself, blowing off the top
of his skull. Most of the injured and all of the dead except for the
gunman himself were women. This week, the city and the nation will
mourn again ... as a funeral service is held for 11 of the victims at
Montreal’s Notre Dame Roman Catholic church.



It was the worst single-day massacre in Canadian history. And the
very senselessness of the act prompted an outpouring of grief,
indignation and outright rage. The City of Montreal and the Province of
Quebec declared three days of mourning. Vigils were mounted in cities
and towns from coast to coast. Churches held memorial services. Prime
Minister Brian Mulroney and his wife, Mila, travelled to the school to
offer their condolences on behalf of the rest of Canada. “It is indeed a
national tragedy,” he said. Earlier, with the flag atop Parliament
fluttering at half-staff, the Prime Minister had asked a hushed House of
Commons: “Why such violence in a society that considers itself

civilized and compassionate?”*

We have no way of knowing precisely what was in Lépine’s mind when
he resorted to mass murder, let alone what was in his mind during the
years leading up to that event. His friends and relatives, moreover, have
for obvious reasons been reluctant to talk about him. Anyone who
discusses Lépine at all, therefore, must rely to some extent on
hypothesis. And every hypothesis must rely to some extent on invading
the privacy of his family. On the other hand, we have several reasons
for proceeding to walk where devils fear to tread. For one thing,
journalists and psychiatrists began almost immediately to speculate on
who or what could have produced this person. We are interested here in
public perceptions, moreover, rather than biographical data. And the
public perceptions generated a fierce and politically motivated debate
over whether Lépine was an ordinary man or a highly aberrant one. It
would be irresponsible to avoid speculating, therefore, even if we must
resort to words such as “could have” or “might have.” We are willing to
suggest that L.épine was severely disturbed by perceptions of himself in
relation not only to women but also, and perhaps more significantly, to
men.

Strangely enough, Lépine’s relationships with women were not
particularly problematic. Although he is not known to have had sexual
relations with any women, he did enjoy casual friendships with several.
He liked Gina Cousineau, Jean Bélanger’s girlfriend. When he and



Bélanger got together, she often came along. “We were always

together,” she recalled, “the three of us.”> At a high school reunion,
Lépine expected to meet Bélanger. The latter never showed up, but
Cousineau did. Lépine spent the evening with her and her new fiancé.
Lépine’s friendship with Dominique Leclair, on the other hand, could
have been based on the fact that she felt sorry for him. Unlike many of
the others who worked at St Jude de Laval Hospital, she took a
protective interest in him. His third female friend was Sylvie Drouin.
Hoping to become an engineer, Lépine began a prerequisite evening
course. Drouin was his lab partner, and he became particularly fond of
her. But she describes the relationship as difficult at first. He was very
severe with her, constantly giving orders, calling her “Fraiilein.” After
two weeks she told him to back off or get another partner. After that,
they got along well. He helped her with her work; he walked her home.
Occasionally, she visited him.

Lépine’s relationships with the women in his own family were more
problematic. He was probably not very close to his sister Nadia, who
used to taunt him by calling him Gamil, his legal but unwanted name.
His mother, Monique, probably presented him with a deeper problem.
After her divorce, she resumed her career as a nurse, which meant that
she had to place her children in the care of relatives, and saw them only
on weekends, when she expected them to do housework. Even as a
child, Lépine was asked to take care of the house. “He never really had
a summer job or anything like that,” according to Bélanger. “Instead,

his mother paid him to stay at home and do the chores.”® He might
have blamed her for moving the family from Pier-refonds to
Cartierville, thereby ending his friendship with Bélanger. In his suicide
note, Lépine described this move as the beginning of the end.

Even though Lépine showed hostility toward women only at the very
end, he might well have always envied them. His mother was the
breadwinner; he was the househusband. His mother was the director of
nursing at St Jude’s; he washed the floors there. Sylvie was accepted by
the University of Quebec in Trois Riviéres; he was rejected. There is
some evidence to suggest that Lépine found this situation shameful and



compensated through fantasy. For example, he invented a story for
Cousineau about being fired from St Jude’s and a woman taking his
place there. Moreover, he invented a story for Drouin about being
accepted for engineering at the University of Montreal.

Lépine’s anxiety over his own inferiority to women, over the
replacement of men by women, might well have resulted in his hostility
toward women who took on nontraditional roles. Reacting to the story
of a policewoman who had saved a man trapped inside a burning house,
he observed that women should not be on the police force; he thought
that they were not “big enough or strong enough.” This troubled him so
much that he made the effort to find out the names of all six women on
the Montreal force. The last straw for him might have been the fact that
Drouin, whom he had tutored, would be able to study engineering but
that he would be unable to do so. If Lépine had been romantically
interested in her, moreover, he might have interpreted their last
meeting as a rejection. After the massacre, she observed that “I had
come away ... with a very strange feeling like I would never see him
again, that I didn’t want to see him again, and I didn’t. I told him I

might call in the summer but I never did.””

Bear in mind that Lépine blamed feminists in particular, not women
in general, for ruining his life. He might have harboured some
resentment toward the women in his own life, either because he thought
that they had rejected him or because they were successful and took
jobs away from men. Before the massacre, nevertheless, there is no
evidence of deep hostility toward them. There is evidence, on the other
hand, of severe hostility toward some of the men in his life.

Bélanger was the only friend that he retained from childhood. As
children, they had bought old gas masks and an old helmet at an army
surplus store. According to Bélanger, “It wasn’t that he had a
fascination with war ... it was just things we found interesting, like,

hey, they actually wore this stuff.”® He and Bélanger used to shoot
pigeons with their pellet guns. “It wasn’t for the killing, though,”
observed Bélanger. “He wasn’t like that, ‘yeah, I want to kill.” It was



just fun. We were kids.”® As they got older, the two designed and built
electronic gadgets and sound-effects systems from abandoned radios.
They were close friends. Nevertheless, Bélanger’s friendship ended
when the Lépine family moved to another part of town. Lépine made no
other lasting friendships with men. During the last summer of his life,
Eric Cossette was his roommate. When Cossette moved out, Lépine’s
cousin Michel Thiery took his place. There is no indication that either
relationship was a particularly close one. In all these cases,
circumstances intervened and prevented the continuation of
relationships. Lépine might have interpreted these circumstances as
rejection.

Several things stand out about Lépine’s father, Liass Gharbi. An
immigrant from Algeria, he eventually became a successful
businessman. According to Stanley Selinger, he “was a very bright guy.
He spoke a number of languages and was a fantastic salesman. A slick

dresser. He could sell the Brooklyn Bridge to anyone.”'? At first, the
family lived well. They had big cars, glitzy parties, and a thirty-room
mansion rented at a country resort. But Gharbi lost everything when his
company collapsed. Even before that, he had showed signs of severe
psychological problems.

Gharbi had been abused as a child. As often happens in these cases,
he abused his own child Marc by beating him. Moreover, Gharbi had a
habit of rubbing his crotch against women at parties and even against
complete strangers. These sexual proclivities made relationships with
women problematic, especially with his wife. He ignored her in public
and cut her off in conversation. Sometimes, he beat her. Gharbi
confessed to having had children outside of marriage. When Lépine
was seven and his sister five, their parents divorced. Gharbi cut off all
contact with the family. Lépine hated his abusive father to the point of
refusing to take his name.

Monique realized that her son needed a surrogate father. When he
was fourteen, therefore, she enlisted the help of Ralph, a Big Brother.
For about three years, Lépine, Bélanger, and Ralph had good times



together, but Ralph disappeared late in the fall of 1981, when the boys
were seventeen. When Bélanger asked Lépine what had happened to
Ralph, Lépine shrugged and said that he had gone back to Europe. But
when Bélanger persisted, Lépine told him that Ralph was gay, had
assaulted a child, and was in jail. Although no official charge against
Ralph has been traced, it could be that Lépine himself had been
sexually approached or seduced. If there was any truth to his allegation
against Ralph, though, yet another man had betrayed his trust.

To understand the role of men in Lépine’s life, we must also
consider his interest in that classic collectivity of men: the army. In the
years immediately following the separation of his parents, Lépine had
enjoyed a good relationship with his uncle, a former paratrooper who
had trained with an elite group of special forces in the United States.
He taught Lépine how to use a gun. Shortly after the incident with
Ralph, Lépine returned to his old interest in military life. Hoping to
sign up with the armed forces, he went to the local recruiting office. No
one knows exactly what happened. According to official military
records, Lépine had been interviewed, assessed, and found to be
unsuitable. He himself acknowledged in his suicide note that he had
been rejected for antisocial behaviour. At least someone, therefore, had
noticed that Lépine was something other than a healthy, well-adjusted,
ordinary young man. Shortly before the massacre, his room was filled
not with sadistic pornography in which women are portrayed as victims
but with videos, books, and pictures about war in which men are the
victims.

This seems to be an anomaly. He killed women, after all, not men. It
could be explained, at least partly, as projection of the extreme
negativity he felt for men (including himself) onto women — more
specifically, onto women who seemed to be prospering at his expense
and especially onto those who were accepted into engineering. “Why
should women be engineers,” asked Lépine of one victim, “and not
men?”'!" He must have realized that feminism had successfully
promoted the presence of women in nontraditional jobs such as
engineering or police work. This realization could explain why he



singled out for attack female students who were studying engineering.

Clearly, Lépine had difficulty assimilating the notion of 