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Men's Fest: Taking Responsibility 
Sexual abuse isn't a men's issue. It isn't a women's issue. It's something we all share and it 
wil l take all of us to make this epidemic destruction end. 

- by Donna Call 

W e a l l carry a little o f the 

ignorance that led to the tragedy o f 

Susan S m i t h choos ing to d rown her 

o w n ch i ld ren . 

Susan S m i t h ' s stepfather 

confessed his ignorance, shock and 

remorse over the horr ib le conse­

quences o f moles t ing her for more 

than a decade. In his words to her 

from a pa in - f i l l ed Father 's D a y letter, 

" . . . h a d I k n o w n at the time the result 

o f my s in . I c o u l d have mustered 

enough strength to assume m y 

responsibi l i t ies ." 

O u r response? O f f w i th her head. 

L o c k her up. T h r o w away the key. 

Is b l a m i n g Susan S m i t h for the 

death o f her two young sons, then 

debating whether or not we should 

execute her, too, the best we can do? 

Is our most valuable response to this 

human catastrophe to put a v i c t i m o f 

abuse behind bars for the rest o f her 

l i fe , or better, to k i l l her outr ight? 

W e have. I bel ieve, a more cha l ­

lenging journey ahead. A w h o l e 

fami ly o f p sycho log i ca l breakdowns, 

paralysis and trauma can result 

d i rec t ly f rom sexual abuse. T h i s 

c r ime belongs to a l l o f us. 

A n d it is ignorance w h i c h is in to l ­

erable. The fact that a w o m a n is 

raped every 17 minutes i n Canada , 

w i th 60 per cent o f those reported 

occur r ing at home, is an ugly one. 

But we w i l l see even worse 

consequences o f sexual abuse i f we 

continue to tolerate a preference for 

ignorance over knowledge , denia l 

over confrontat ion, i nv i s ib i l i t y over 

v i s ib i l i t y . 

N o w we can come out o f the 

closet about sexual abuse and its long 

term effects. It hurts us a l l . It's 

everywhere . It has to stop. We must 

begin to see it, to speak about it, to 

learn about it. and then we can learn 

something about s topping it. 

H o w many more people w i l l die 

at the hands o f abuse? H o w many 

already have? To battle the ignorance 

w h i c h permits sexual abuse to c o n ­

tinue, we must educate ourselves. 

The arts provide an environment 

in w h i c h this message can be c o m ­

municated and accessed by many 

people. The idea o f taking act ion 

by b r ing ing abuse out o f the closet 

and putting it up for public viewing 

was taken on in this year's Men 's Fest. 

In a brave move. M e n ' s Fest 

' 95 , and Vancouver ' s new arts soc i ­

ety, " u m b a U M B A presents. . . ," 

j o ined forces to start t a lk ing about 

abuse. The result was a new work , 

"mystics," being featured at this 

year 's M e n ' s Fest. Mystics is a play 

that gives an inside g l impse into 

the consequences, and survival , o f a 

lifetime o f sexual abuse. 

The work , by performance poet 

and p laywr igh t , patti howes, 

del ivers to its audience the searing 

results o f sexual abuse. T a k i n g its 

audience on a first-hand roller-coaster 

ride, mystics tells the story o f one 

w o m a n ' s life as a self-muti lator , 

searching for the answers to her o w n 

surv iva l . U n c o v e r i n g the path that 

leads f rom her ch i ldhood through to 

tomorrow, howes shows us the 

j o u m e y into our o w n centre, into the 

patterns that unite and control us a l l . 

W h y a woman ' s story in a man 's 

festival? " W h a t better way to take 

responsibi l i ty for the pain w e ' v e 

caused than to hear it f rom the 

mouths o f those we hurt?" says 

festival director, R i c h a r d Lett . 

The theme for this year 's festival 

is . actual ly. " T a k i n g Respons ib i l i ty . " 

"It's the active part that matters: 

taking, not accept ing, responsibi l i ty ." 

Lett expla ins . 

"The M e n ' s Fest actual ly lets men 

look at themselves, w h i c h is 

defini tely not what men have done 

wi th theatre before. M e n ' s Fest is a 

place where men can look inward , 

see themselves from a new 

perspective, and learn something." 

Leaving no doubt as to 

her intentions, Camille 

Sullivan plays "the 

woman" in the new 

production, mystics, 

by patti howes. 
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