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To stay shtum, Ron Charach
tells us, is to keep one’s mouth
shut, especially about all mat-

ters Jewish. To his credit, and to our
benefit, Ron has the chutzpah to speak
his mind with vigorous and engaging
clarity in his essays on violence,
health and identity that are gathered in
Cowboys and Bleeding Hearts. 
In his ninth book, the psych-poet-

iatrist moves to creative nonfiction
prose and, in the context of many con-
temporary writers and social commen-
tators, speaks out on societal matters
that deeply concern him. By doing so,
he implicitly encourages us to read, to
think, to feel, to seek understanding —
and perhaps to speak out ourselves.
Charach writes with passion and con-

viction about the horrors of gun violence
— deliberate and accidental — and ener-
getically takes on manufacturers, distrib-
utors and lobbyists, as well as govern-
ments that refuse to restrict gun
ownership to properly protect innocent
citizens from gun-related injury and
death. Epidemiological data is presented
indicating that in the United States in
2005 “30 000 deaths and 70 000 non-
fatal injuries were caused by firearms,
and that a quarter of the non-fatal injuries
and a tenth of the deaths were of children
and adolescents.” Comparative Canadian
figures are not given, but I am sure that
we would all agree that one is too many.
In discussion of the psychodynamics

of gun ownership, Charach offers that
“guns reinforce many men’s sense of
male adequacy.” Further thought is
then given to additional psychological
and social processes that bring arms to

the man. For some, and particularly for
those involved in urban gangs, the gun
in the hand is part of the arm — an
essential aspect of a pathological mur-
derous identity.
A second set of essays speaks to

health-related issues ranging from the
social to personal. Charach offers
informed and thoughtful views on the
impact of the seductive allure of smok-
ing marijuana, video gaming, Internet
excesses and viewing pornography.
Those drawn to these activities — par-
ticularly the young — become increas-
ingly limited in their exposure to more
enriching personal experience within a
more broadly based community. A call
goes out to parents to be concerned,
observant and proactive in the protec-
tion of their charges from the insidious
developmental impact of these seem-
ingly attractive distractions.
In his discussions of poetry in psy-

chiatry and poets on Prozac, Charach
expands our perspective as his focus
shifts to the complexities of the cre-
ation of literary works in the context of
mental illness.

On a more personal level, Charach
allows us to accompany him through
his adventures in alternative medicine.
He is explicit about the symptoms that
led him to seek alternative care and
forthright about the limitations of the
care he has received. And he offers
cautious advice to those contemplating
similar adventures.
In a third group of essays,

Charach’s reflections on religion and
identity are located within his richly
referenced social and political per-
spective and include discussions of the
dynamics of the ongoing conflicts in
the Middle East, of the American
political scene and of anti-Semitism.
In his thoughts on Jewish identity,

Charach understandably asserts:
“Nothing fires up my sense of Jewish
identity more than an encounter with
anti-Semitism.” He tracks some of
these encounters and suggests that
Jews might be thought of as being
“canaries in the mind-shaft”: Their
treatment predicts how other minori-
ties will eventually be treated.
In his lively analysis of the near-death

experience of the world financial system,
Charach takes on former US president
George W. Bush and Lyndon Johnson
— Republicans and Democrats — in a
vigorous critique of the “cowboys and
bleeding hearts” whose narrow-minded
ideologies contributed to the chaos.
In his response to a friend’s question

— “So, why do you write?” —
Charach tells us something of the chal-
lenging aspects of his early family life
that led to development of the sense of
justice and fairness that drives him to
write. His book has been written with a
cultural commitment to Tikkun Olam
— repair of the world — and it will
richly reward your reading.

Paul Finnegan MD
Psychiatrist/psychoanalyst
Toronto, Ont.
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Essays take aim at repairing the world
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