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“Wimp Bill’’

Fights Back?

Maryland may be the first state to study the link between the
traditional demands of masculinity and chronic social

problems.

By Jack Kammer

nly Richard Nixon, it is said, could

have gone to China. His unassail-
able reputation for being tough on com-
munism freed him to make friendly
overtures toward Peking. A noted liberal
who attempted the same itinerary and
agenda would have been suspected of
being a closet communist.

Soitwas with Elijah E. Cummings and
his journey into the uncharted reaches
of male socialization. At issue were not
his theories on male sociology, but
something far more personal and basic:
his manhood. Nobody had ever called
Elijah Cummings a wimp.

A large man with a powerful physical presence and a
hearty laugh, Cummings is a delegate from Baltimore to
the Maryland General Assembly. Only he could have
sponsored—at least, only he did sponsor—the “Wimp
Bill.”

If we pass it, we'll have to start eating quichel
Ha, it's a Wimp Bill.

in January 1985, a small group of men in Baltimore
decided that the State of Maryland should take an inter-
est in the connection between traditional expectations of
masculinity and chronic social problems such as vio-
lence. drug abuse, drunk driving, and broken homes.

One of their number approached a family [riend. a
member of the Maryland House of Delegates, for help.
The legislator, a conservative banker, was not of a mind
to sponsor such a concept, but he offered his advice.




Sponsor of bill the
first time around.

Elijah E. Cummings, delegate
from Baltimore; Chairman,
Maryland Legislative

Black Caucus

Co-sponsor of bill
the second time
around.

“Write down some ideas,” he suggested, “and I'll have
a resolution drafted. Then you'll have something to show
10 potential sponsors.”

The men dutifully submitted “some ideas.” The next
thing they knew, their wording, with some legal and
procedural niceties, wholly comprised “A Resolution
Concerning a Maryland Task Force on Contemporary
Manhood.”

The Resolution propounded such vague notions as
“Whereas there has been httle recognition of the peculiar
dynamics of being a man in modern society,” and
“Whereas there is a growing awareness in the mental
health and sociological professions that manhood
requires more careful understanding,” and, wishfully,
“Whereas it is the desire of the General Assembly to have
a Maryland Task Force on Contemporary Manhood
established which would study and encourage aca-
demics, professionals, the media, the public, and men to

Persuade not to
kill bill.

Judiciary Committee

Anne S. Perkins, delegate
from Baltimore; President,
Women’s Political Caucus

look more closely at the challenges and status of man-
hood in our state’s society.”

Thus equipped, the men began their efforts to find a
sponsor. Time was of the essence. If a sponsor could be
found by January 31, 1985, only two weeks away, the res-
olution would receive a priority hearing. meaning they
would have at least two weeks notice of a definite hear-
ing date. Without a priority hearing, witnesses would
have to be notified in a rush: *We just now learned the
hearing date. Can you possibly be in Annapolis tomor-
row afternoon?”

... with barely two hours remaining before
the priority deadline, the resolution was
presented to Cummings.

—lurn to page 22

Joseph E.Owens, delegate
from Montgomery County;
Chairman, House Delegates
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wimp bill

—continued from page 6

Realizing that their unorthodox
goal would reguire an effort ex-
tended over several years, the men
decided that their first year's objec-
tive would be simply to stimulate a
public and conspicuous discussion
of men’s issues.

The Sponsor

Searching for a sponsor, the men
interested in the resolution quickly
exhausted their meager legislative
contacts. Lawmakers would listen
politely, but none would sponsor.

The family friend showed the res-
olution around the halls of the
House of Delegates also, trying—at
arm’s length, without endorsing the
measure in any way—to identify
support. Word spread quickly. A
group of men want to examine the
problems men have! If we pass it,
we'll have to start eating quiche! Ha,
it's the Wimp Bill.

Quietly, though, other male dele-
gates were (elling the legislator that
they knew there was a problem, that
they were sympathetic to the resolu-
tion, but were afraid it would be “of-
fensive to women.”

Delegate Elijah E. Cummings, the
youngest legislator ever selected to
chair the Maryland Legislative Black
Caucus, received a call from one of
the resolution’s supporters, Richard
A. Rowe, director of Health and Wel-
fare for the Baltimore ‘Urban
League. In November 1984, Rowe
had staged a conference, “Black
Men: An Endangered Species,” that
examined how black men are vic-
tims not only of racism but of sexism
as well. Rowe told Cummings he
would be approached about the res-
olution and asked him to consider it.

On January 31, 1985, with barely
two hours remaining before the
priority hearing deadline, the reso-
lution was presented to Cummings.
He read it, pursed his lips as if to sig-
nify he knew full well what he was
geting into, and said, "Get me a
copy | can sign.” '

Jumping the Hurdles

Joseph E. Owens, aka Killer Joe, is
a Maryland legislator with a reputa-
tion far meaner than he deserves.
Personally, he is a kindly grandfa-
ther figure, soft-spoken yet firm.
Politically, he is the bane of all things
frivolous. He is something of a liber-
tarian, who believes that govern-
ment is o often seduced into
meddling with matters it has no
business handling at all. As chair-
man of the Maryland House of
Delegates Judiciary Committee, a
panel mostly of lawyers, he, a lawyer.
himself, wields considerable influ-
ence over where the government
will next venture and where it will
not. Many remember him as the
man who wrought the defeat of the
mandatory seat-belt law, already ap-
proved by the state Senate, in 1985.

It was 10 joe Owens’ committee
that the resolution calling for a task
force on contemporary manhood
was referred for a hearing. Needless
to say, he considered it frivolous.
Nevertheless, delegate Cummings
had beaten the priority hearing
deadline, and therefore a hearing
had to be scheduled.

Cummings, also a lawyer, is him-
self a member of the Judiciary
Committee. But it was not out of def-
erence to the sponsor that the reso-
lution was referred to the Judiciary.
On the contrary, it was because
House leadership wanted to make
absolutely sure that the Wimp Bill
never made its way out of commit-
tee to the floor of the Maryland
House of Delegates.

The assignment to the Judiciary
Committee sealed the resolution’s
fate. But since the task force’s back-
ers had as their objective for 1985 a
hearing with heavy media coverage,
it was good news indeed. Interest,
bloodthirsty as it was, would in-
crease at the prospect of the little
David of a Wimp Bill facing off
against the Goliath of Joe Owens.

What the bill's proponents had in
mind was a scenario like the first
Rocky movie. It wasn't so important
that the ltalian Stallion defeat Apollo
Creed as that he still be sianding at

the end of the final round.

Elijah Cummings, his reputation
as a serious, thoughtful leader on
the line, grew apprehensive about
the hearing. He knew Joe Owens
could terminate testimony sum-
marily if he thought it pointless,
irrelevant, or frivolous. “Can we pull
this off?” he asked his backers. They
assured him they could. At least,
they thought they could.

The supporters of House Joint
Resolution 43, as Cummings’s legis-
lation was officially known, began a
blitz of letters and phone calls, net-
working with established contacts
and reaching for new ones into disci-
plines of thought and science that
had never been considered to be
concerned with men’s issues.

Marriage counselors, prison ex-
perts, therapists for batterers, a “so-
cial change consultant” who be-
lieves that male stereotypes
contribute to industrial inefficiency,
a sociologist specifically interested
in the causes of violence, an
antidrug activist, a psychotherapist
specializing in treatment for men,
and many others expressed interest,
even fascination, with the ideas in
Cummings’s resolution.

So many expert, credible wit-
nesses made themselves available,
in fact, that the resolution’s organ-
izers decided they could stage two
public events on the hearing date.
One would be the hearing itself. The
other would be a news briefing on
the morning of the hearing for the
benefit of the next day's news-
papers.

March 14, 1985. Reporters from
televison and radio stations, news-
papers, and wire services had the
Wimp Bill on their minds. They got
an earful, but not what they ex-
pected. The press briefing and the
testimony proceeded smoothly.

Joe Owens listened, seemingly
with interest. He allowed the hear-
ing to proceed until all witnesses
had presented their testimony. The
Maryland Commission for Women
attended, but only to monitor the
hearing. No one opposed the task
force.
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men’s issues play in the state’s
social problems.
The 1986 “whereas” clauses are

concrete and narrow; they work in
sets of two or three to mention an
agency’s jurisdiction, then cite a sta-
tistic indicating that men as a group
should receive more preventive at-
tention from that agency.

One pair of clauses, for instance,
quotes the official Maryland Manual
in stating that “the Department of
Health and Mental Hygiene is estab-
lished to assure the people of Mary-
land their inherent right to a health-
ful environment and a high level of
physical, mental and social health.”
The second clause in the pair notes
that “in a recent typical year (1982},
Maryland males, though compris-
ing less than half the population,
committed 76.4 percent of Mary-
land’s suicides.”

Criginally, the wording concern-
ing men’s problems about divorce
noted that “alienation and with-
drawal among men can cause reluc-
tance to fulfill obligations as hus-
bands and fathers.” The
phraseology for 1986 is more suc-
cint and agency related.: “Whereas
the Support Enforcement Adminis-
tration attempts to enforce child
support orders against noncustodial
divorced parents who are predom-
inantly fathers ... .”

The intended effect is not so much
to provide information as to raise
the possibility that “the way it's al-
ways been” is not necessarily the
way it always has to be, and that
state agencies could benefit from a
new approach to men and their
problems—not just for men, but for
everybody.

[n support of the 1986 effort,
Cummings'’s allies also compiled an
impressive list of statistics portray-
ing the sad and socially costly plight
of many men. The list includes facts
on alcoholism, drug abuse, homi-
cide, suicide, traffic deaths, impri-
sonment, psychiatric admissions,
fatherless homes, and life expec-
tancy.

The new resolution has a new
name as well. The male approxima-
tion of motherhood and apple pie is
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embodied in the new title: “The Task
Force on Manhood, Fatherhood, and
Family.”

A New Ally

In 1985 the task force idea had to
overcome not only the wimp factor,
but also fear on the part of some
sympathetic legislators that the
measure might be offensive to
women.

‘Co-sponsorship in 1986 by dele-
gate Anne Perkins should put that
apprehension permanently to rest.
Though detegate Perkins, like dele-
gate Cummings, is offering her sup-
port as an individual legislator, not
as the leader of a group, it is worth
noting that she is president of the
Maryland Legislative Women's Cau-
cus. It s also interesting that she
serves on the Jjudiciary Committee
and was present at last year’s testi-
mony on HJ.R. 43, testimony she
describes as “very good.”

Aside from her interest in wo-
men'’s issues, Perkins has devoted
much of her legislative energy to
housing, a topic that provides her an
apt analogy to the idea of “The Task
Force on Manhood, Fatherhood, and
Family.”

“Before the issue of homelessness
and people needing emergency
shelter got to be something that ev-
erybody accepted,” she said, “one of
the most difficult problems we had
was to get the state even to recog-
nize that there were any people
without homes. So we had to go out
and count them.

“Until the state has a way to
quantify men’s problems and identi-

" fy them, the state will say they don’t

exist.

“Now, it may turn out that the best
solutions to men's problems are not
going to come from the state getting
involved, but at the very least, the
state can play a role in bringing peo-
ple together. it might turn out that
the most appropriate actions are
private sector actions.”

Why does delegate Perkins feel
the need to hear men's concerns?
“As part of the women’s movement, |
found that many of the people 1 have
been most grateful to are men who
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are willing to listen and not just look
down on the concerns that women
have. So I feel empathy with some-
body being responsive and recep-
tive.”

What has been the reaction of
other women legislators to her co-
sponsorship of “Manhood, Father-
hood and Family?” “No reaction one
way or the other.”

Ready for Next Time

The Maryland General Assembly
convenes every year for 90 days be-
ginning in January. The 1986 resolu-
tion’s backers scheduled a press
briefing for January 8th to introduce
the new wording and to announce
Anne  Perkins’s  co-sponsorship.
When depositors with assets frozen
In Maryland’'s beleaguered savings
and loan associations announced a
huge march on the statehouse and a
rally to be addressed by Ralph
Nader-—at the same time and just
across the street—the task force
workers feared they would Jose the
media’s attention.

But it is a sign of the issue’s grow-
ing strength that, although the TV
cameras were getting an eyeful, the
press briefing inside earned the at-
tendance of the Associated Press,
United Press International. both ma-
jor Balumore newspapers, the
Washington Times, and other,
smaller papers. The Annapolis Capi-
tol headlined its story, “Now No
One’s Laughing at ‘Wimp’ Bill for
Men.”

The laughing has subsided. The
hard statistics are making people
think instead.

Perhaps the best sign of all, how-
ever, is that Elijah Cummings has
won a commitment from the House
of Delegates leadership to give the
resolution a fighting chance this
year, a commitment not to assign it
1o Killer Joe.

Jack Kammer’s column on mens
issues appears in the Baltimore
Chronicle. He is talk-show host for
“In A Man's Shoes,” heard on WCVT-
FM, and was a member of the group
who first advocated a Maryland task
force on men.




