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From foster homes to Air Force,
Cambridge and beyond: an
interview with Rob Henderson

Interview [ Culture [ Developmental

Written By John Barry

Do you ever hear a new concept, and suddenly realise that it has tapped into an
important truth that had already been floating around on the hinterlands of your
consciousness for some time? Well, 2019 saw the birth of one such idea: the
concept of luxury beliefs (explained below), which was launched in the New York
Post by Dr Rob Henderson, a former student of Yale and recent PhD graduate of
Cambridge. The concept struck a chord with many people, and academia
suddenly became very interested in this wunderkind Henderson. Unexpectedly,
this interest hasn’t been reciprocated, leaving the academic world somewhat
perplexed.

As an interviewer, it's hard for me to say which is more interesting - the story of
why Rob Henderson turned his back on contemporary academia, what he is
doing next, or indeed what it is about his background that helped him recognise
the phenomenon of luxury beliefs before anyone else did. Read on and decide for
yourself.
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John Barry (JB): You are interested in a range of topics in psychology, sociology,
and anthropology. What drew you to studying psychology?

Rob Henderson (RH): | suppose I've always been curious about human nature
and social behaviour. What got me started on the academic track was when |
was enlisted in the military — over 10 years ago now — | found a copy of How the
Mind Works by Steven Pinker at an airport on my way to a deployment in Al Udeid.
| picked up this book because | thought the cover and title were interesting.
Hmmm... how does the mind work? So | picked it up on a whim, read the book,
found it fascinating, and that just got me started in reading more psychology
books, watching psychology lectures on YouTube, and that led me to decide to
study psychology more formally. | applied to Yale and studied Psychology as an
undergrad there. And while | was studying psychology, | was also experiencing a
shift in the social environment, in the social class backgrounds of the people who
were around me, and so naturally | connected what | was studying and these
anecdotal observations. This contributed to my decision to keep studying
psychology and get as much education as | could, and that led me to apply for a
PhD in Cambridge which | finished in December of 2022.

JB: Was there any particular thing in Pinker’s book that hooked you?

RH: He talks about the desire for social esteem, recognition, respect. How well
regarded we are by others is not a material reward, it lives in the minds of other
people. Pinker links this to evolutionary psychology and how important social
belonging and acceptance were in the human ancestral environment, and that
was something | had never thought about at that point in my life in a conscious
explicit way.

JB: Is this topic related to your PhD?

RH: | was a research assistant in Paul Bloom's lab. He's a developmental
psychologist who studies the origins of morality in babies and young children, and
that became interesting to me. | read Jonathan Haidt's book The Righteous Mind
and read about moral foundations theory, so those interests led me to study this
for my PhD. It's unrelated to my public writing, but | do still study status. One of the
studies we published a couple of years ago found that social anxiety, which is a
proxy for preoccupation with status, is heavily correlated with how morally
objectionable people rate various transgressions. One interpretation of this is the
more concerned people are with their status, the more harshly they condemn
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moral wrongdoers.

JB: So this is something you published from your PhD?

RH: Yes, in the journal Scientific Reports. During my doctoral program, | led another
set of studies as well, and co-authored a commentary and a chapter, but
otherwise | don't really have a strong interest to publish academic texts. It was an
interesting experience just to see how peer review works and how academic
publishing works, but | find writing for a broader audience more interesting and
fulfilling. But it's not that | don’t appreciate it — | spend a lot of time reading these
papers and trying to pull out interesting tidbits or writing about them or sharing
them online, but as far as formal academic papers go, there are probably not
that many left in me.

JB: Sure. When you are writing for a wider audience it doesn’t mean that
academics can’'t read those articles too. Going back to your experiences in Yale
and Cambridge, did they teach anything about male psychology?

“boys appear to be more sensitive to environmental and
parental inputs than girls [...] boys who are raised in single
parent homes, or particularly unstable or harsh
environments, are much more likely to have detrimental
health consequences, so later are more likely to experience
poverty and unemployment, addiction, criminality and so
on”.

RH: There is some teaching on sex differences, and there isn't that much
controversy about it there, but there isn't that much specifically about men. My
impression is that if you were to highlight challenges that men face, and
controversies around male behaviour, well then it does have to be framed in one
specific way. If you were to cast men as victims of anything in any way | think that
would be treated very unseriously. That's just my general impression. Sex
differences are probably still ok to talk about, at least in academic environments
among peers, but male psychology | don’t think is taken particularly seriously.
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JB: It's sad to see that even in the most prestigious universities. If they were to
teach male psychology, what do you think would be the most important topics to
cover?

RH: It's interesting that a lot of this stuff is discussed in academic research. | wrote
a piece a couple of years ago, for Bari Weiss’ outlet Common Sense (now The
Free Press), and for that piece | did quite a bit of research on developmental
psychology which found that boys appear to be more sensitive to environmental
and parental inputs than girls - not that girls are unresponsive to these inputs -
but boys who are raised in single parent homes, or particularly unstable or harsh
environments, are much more likely to have detrimental health consequences, so
later are more likely to experience poverty and unemployment, addiction,
criminality and so on, and | think these things might be worth focusing on,
especially as we continue to see more and more boys and young men lose
interest in education and attaining gainful employment and rates of
incarceration per capita appear to be rising too, especially among men across all
ethnic groups in the lower socioeconomic strata. Men with low levels of education
and income are more likely to be incarcerated than they were in decades past
which to me indicates that this isn't entirely about income. Poor people existed 50
years ago, but a poor man today is much more likely to be arrested than a poor
man 50 years ago.

JB: Poor families are less likely to have the stability of a father in the home. Warren
Farrell described prisons as ‘institutes of dad deprivation’, or something like that.
It's interesting that you say boys are more sensitive to environmental inputs,
whereas the impression we get is that boys are tougher than girls. | wonder if boys
are raised to be more tough because we know that if we don't raise them to be
tough they will be more sensitive than girls.
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No One Expects Young Men To Do Anything and
They Are Responding By Doing Nothing
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RH: I've never heard that hypothesis before, that's really interesting. So we have
this social pressure for men to be tough to counteract their intrinsic sensitivity..
that seems plausible. Joyce Benenson has research showing that boys are
immunologically more compromised than girls, more likely to be sick and to die
from illness. This was a big surprise during the peak of the covid pandemic, that
boys and men were more likely to contract and fall seriously ill and die from this
iliness. I've talked to some women about this and they were shocked to hear these
statistics. In the popular imagination, men are sturdier, and though we may be
physically stronger, in other ways perhaps men aren't quite as naturally resilient
as we thought.

JB: And men tend to fall in love more quickly than-

RH: They are more likely to say ‘I love you’, and say it first, which surprises a lot of
people-

JB: Putting themselves in a vulnerable position, demonstrating vulnerability.. and
suicide? Maybe there is something to this idea of the vulnerability of men...

RH: Something that just came to mind John is that it may be that the most
disagreeable, hostile, aggressive and resilient people are men, but that's just the
fatter tail in the right side of the distribution, but these men become the mental
model with which we compare everyone else, so we think that men in general
behave that way, whereas in fact we are thinking of only the top 5% or 1% of men
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who act in that way, whereas most men aren't like that.

JB: From a psychological point of view, sometimes the most aggressive men are
fending off people who might hurt them, because they may have experienced
severe hurt or abuse in their past. | think sometimes the idea of ‘fragile
masculinity’ is just used to sneer at men, but there is something to the idea that
sometimes men who are broken have to put themselves back together in a way
that is harder to break again in the future. But it might be a very abrasive persona
that they adopt.

RH: There was a great memoir a while back by Nora Vincent called Self Made
Man. This was about a woman successfully impersonating a man for a year, and
one of the things that surprised her was, she describes men as carrying this
armour around them that signals strength and toughness to the world because
they know that if they appear weak or vulnerable, other men will sense that and
take advantage. So this was something that she had to learn to cultivate herself,
because if she dressed as a man but expressed vulnerability and tenderness then
other men would immediately sniff this out and sense how exploitable she — orin
this sense he — was. And | found that insightful, something that only a woman who
is impersonating a man would pick up on. | don’t think a man would necessarily
understand in an explicit, verbalized way what they are doing when they project
toughness.

“The place that people feel least free to speak their minds are
oftentimes university, which I found absolutely stunning.”

JB: The armour is ok but dropping the armour is necessary sometimes too. My
colleague Martin Seager described how in group therapy with men the dynamic is
different that in mixed sex groups because male groups will have a lot of joking
around, or banter as we call it here. But quite quicky the dynamic will go from
banter to sharing serious experiences and comforting each other, and just as
quickly again the dynamic can shift back again to banter. Getting back to
universities teaching male psychology, this is the kind of thing that might be
interesting, or on clinical training courses at least. But | don't think that happens.
Do you think there is enough diversity of thought on campus?

RH: No. There isn't enough diversity of thought, and it seems to be shrinking. One
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of the reasons | decided to come to Cambridge was because of what was
happening in America, with political correctness, and professors being targeted,
with students and faculty uniting to try to fire academics. | saw it first hand at Yale,
and at Cambridge I've seen it as well. Famously there was the case of Jordan
Peterson having his invitation revoked. I've also seen behind the scenes to
examples of people who were less well known academics who have been fired or
had offers rescinded for basically disagreeing, for their ideas. Not for anything
they had done or any behaviour they directed at any individual, but just ideas
that they have expressed, either in writing or in podcasts etc. and people took
issue with it. Generally my heuristic is that for every example we hear of where
someone gets fired, there are probably 10 others that we don't hear about, of
people who aren’t famous or well known, who are just quietly let go. One reason |
decided to relinquish continuing a traditional academic career path, and why |
decided to get involved with the University of Austin, which is this new university —
UATX — which is launching in Texas, because they made explicit their commitment
to freedom of expression and academic inquiry, which is what | hoped that all
universities would be like when | first matriculated to Yale. But instead, the place
that people feel least free to speak their minds are oftentimes university, which |
found absolutely stunning.

JB: Tell me more about the University of Austin. Is it a physical university?

RH: It's in the process of being built. At the moment we are running summer
programmes. | believe the inaugural date for the first official cohort of
undergraduates is in the fall of 2024 and it will be a physical university. The aimis
to be a traditional liberal arts education where students can feel free to explore
novel ideas. There are a lot of high profile people involved, for example Pano
Kanelos the former president of St John's College in Annapolis, he’s now the
president of UATX, Bari Weiss, Dorian Abbot from the University of Chicago, Glenn
Loury from Brown, Peter Boghossian and many other notable academics. It's still
the early stages but I'm hoping we are building what a university should be.

JB: s this the beginning of a trend?

RH: | hope so. Not that UATX should be cloned, but | hope more universities
attempt to reform higher ed.
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“A lot of highly educated and affluent people will publicly
denigrate marriage, patriarchy, masculinity... all these things
in their mind falls into the same broad category. And yet these
people are the most likely to get married, the least likely to get

divorced, they would be the last people to consider raising
their kids without a father”

JB: | hope so too. There are some really questionable ideas doing the rounds in
Social Sciences departments these days, such as negative views of masculinity,
and ideas about male privilege and patriarchy theory. You came up with the idea
of ‘luxury beliefs’ a few years ago. Would you say that ideas like patriarchy theory
are examples of ‘luxury beliefs'?

RH: So luxury beliefs I've defined as ideas and opinions that confer status on the
upper classes while often inflicting costs on the lower classes. The idea of
patriarchy might be a luxury belief. A lot of things fall under the umbrella of
patriarchy, for example a lot of people think marriage and monogamy are an
outgrowth of patriarchy. A lot of highly educated and affluent people will publicly
denigrate marriage, patriarchy, masculinity... all these things in their mind falls
into the same broad category. And yet these people are the most likely to get
married, the least likely to get divorced, they would be the last people to consider
raising their kids without a father or strong male role model in their lives. And yet
by broadcasting this belief and spreading it they have inadvertently created a
situation where lower income people are less likely to get married — there’s more
single mothers, single parents, more kids growing up fatherless. What's interesting
is that if you publicly discuss the challenges of kids who grow up fatherless, a lot
of the anti-patriarchy people will cast an eye of suspicion upon you, like ‘Why
would this be a problem?’, ‘What'’s so special about fathers?’, ‘Maybe it's a good
thing’, ‘The real problem is that single mothers don't have enough financial
support, and if they just had enough money... a stack of cash can replace a
father’, and all of this | think is associated with an anti-patriarchy ideology, and
yes it could be considered a luxury belief. It's interesting to think about it: if you
asked on a scale of one to ten ‘Are men a problem?’ higher educated people and
more affluent people would probably score on the higher end of that scale.

JB: We are both fans of The Sopranos (I co-authored an article about the
relevance to men in therapy). Alimost none of the characters are likable in the
Sopranos, so why is it so popular?
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RH: It's like with any good story, when they take you into someone’s world, into
their inner life, then someone who you wouldn’t ordinally sympathise with, you
suddenly adopt their perspective and understand where they are coming from.
The therapy sessions between Tony Soprano and Dr Melphi was an amazing
device, so you could get a glimpse into his psyche. There were flashbacks to his
severely unstable and dysfunctional childhood, with his father who was a
gangster and a murderer and his mother who was clearly mentally unwell. So he
was immersed in chaos and criminality from a very young age. And the show
does a great job of depicting Tony outside of his criminal enterprise. You see him
as a husband, a father, a regular guy going about his day wrestling with a lot of
the same questions that everyone else wrestles with. So they are showing the
humanity inside these characters.

“if you want to understand evil, you have to suspend your
judgement. You have to be willing to see things from the eyes
of the perpetrator. But [...] it’s a tricky balance. They are still
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responsible for their acts even if you understand where they
are coming from.”

JB: In a way you are saying that by walking in their shoes we are able to
empathise with these characters. In male psychology we use the term ‘empathy
gap’ and in The Sopranos there are a couple of times where Tony Soprano is the
victim of domestic violence-

RH: | saw that in your piece. It's so funny I'm so blind to it, that when you wrote
that.. | remember when | watched it about two years ago during the lockdown
and it didn’t even occur to me that it was domestic violence when women are
slapping him or throwing things at him. | just thought ‘Oh it’s Tony, it's fine. He's a
man.’

JB: Exactly!

RH: David Chase [screenwriter of The Sopranos] was walking a fine line. I think for
the first three or four seasons at least he was sort of on Tony’s side, so it was easy
for the audience to forget who this guy really is, and what he is capable of and
what he’s done. But especially when you get to the final couple of seasons, like
when Tony murders his nephew, and he orders the death of Adrianna, he’s just
getting more and more morally compromised. Finally towards the end you start
to understand. There's a great book on evil by Roy Baumeister called Evil: Inside
Human Cruelty and Violence where he points out that if you want to understand
evil, you have to suspend your judgement. You have to be willing to see things
from the eyes of the perpetrator. But it's even more important to remember that
these people are evil and the rest of society needs to be protected from them. So
it's a tricky balance. They are still responsible for their acts even if you understand
where they are coming from.

JB: I've sometimes said that one of the biggest challenges to forensic psychology
is to be able to empathise with people who might have committed horrible
crimes. | suspect some people are reluctant to because of the fear that if they
empathise, they will then start to sympathise-

RH: And they don't want to justify what the criminal has done. Yes. | think if
someone made a mini-series about Hitler or Stalin or Mao, that might be very
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uncomfortable for a lot of people! Any villain, if you make them the main
character, they just become an anti-hero.

JB: An interesting phenomenon. Maybe in a related way, military history is full of
heroes, but we usually think of the military is being a cause of psychological
damage to men, through combat stress or bullying etc. One of the surprising
things | found when writing Perspectives in Male Psychology was finding out that
the military could be good for mental health. How much was this your experience
of the US Air Force?

“All of these explicit guidelines make life easier, especially for
young men. In the outside world there are all of these
questions like "'Who am I? What am |1 doing?’ All of these
anxieties around identity. But in the military your identity is
very clear”

RH: One thing is a selection effect. The military in the past century has perfected
their screening method — standardised tests of physical health — and maybe
mental health to a degree — and proxies for intelligence, and then multiple
appointments, and then basic military training which selects for people who are
fairly mentally adjusted. There are lots of hoops - it's a long and extremely intense
experience especially for 17 or 18 year olds. Lots of people don’'t make it — they
don't make it through all of the hoops. So up front a lot of people are screened
out. And then the experience of the military is unique. They are very good at
creating communities out of strangers. They have learned, maybe through trial
and error over the course of centuries, how to take a bunch of random men from
all parts of the world or country, and make them feel like family members, getting
them to feel connected. Even things like the uniform — immediately your identity is
stripped. In basic training they shave your head, you are put in uniform, everyone
is called by their last name, so immediately you feel like you are part of this group.
So there is community, comradery, structure, predictability. When you are
deployed and in the midst of severe conflict, there can be unpredictability
introduced but day to day you know what the rules are, what's expected of you,
how to advance in the rank structure, who you are responsible for, who your
superiors are, how to behave. All of these explicit guidelines make life easier,
especially for young men. In the outside world there are all of these questions like
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‘Who am I? What am | doing?’ All of these anxieties around identity. But in the
military your identity is very clear. Success is clearly defined. You get regular
feedback, performance reports. For a lot of guys it's like a video game - success
and failure are very clearly defined.

JB: Could it work as therapy? Could you take Christopher Moltisanti (The
Sopranos) into the military and help him?

RH: He has a severe temper problem. | just don’t know if he could handle
subjugating himself to the military. | had a cousin who tried to join the marines. At
basic training he punched one of the recruits and then he tried to fight a drill
instructor. They kicked him out. | think that might happen to Chris too. But maybe
AJ (the son of Tony Soprano) could have been ok? Or maybe the young Tony
Soprano. He was a high school athlete, with a high I1Q, it could have worked for
him, before he got too caught up in a life of crime.

JB: You joined the Air Force at age 17. What motivated you to join, and did it
prepare you for the life you have led since?

RH: | joined because | grew up in foster homes and | wanted to flee as soon as |
could to escape the complete chaos and disorder around me. My friends had
similar upbringings. | barely passed high school, just getting into a lot of trouble,
and | knew that | wasn't on a good track, and | wasn't really ready for college. |
wouldn’t have been a good student anyway at that age, | was just so
undisciplined and unfocused. So the military was a very appealing option
because | knew that it would immediately get me out of the environment | was in,
at that time in Red BIuff, California. | knew it would immediately get me out of
there, put me on a completely different track, put me around new people, give me
a different kind of structure. There were also older adults too. So one of my
teachers was in the Air Force — he suggested it. My best friend’'s dad also
recommended | join. So these two older men that | respected, both of them could
see there was some latent potential, and once | got there, all of the things |
mentioned before — the discipline, respect, comradery, setting goals, building
good habits — all of those things really helped me.

The other thing that | think people focus less on with the benefits of the military is..
well you are well aware of the ‘'young male syndrome’? 18, 19, 20 are the most
volatile years of a young man'’s life, most likely to commit crimes, acts of
aggression, impulse, drugs, speeding, but because the military has such an
overpowering structure where every aspect of your life is controlled, you can’t



make mistakes. | mean you can, but they make it very clear that if you fail a drug
test for example, you go to military prison. You can’'t get away with anything. So it
presses fast forward on the most volatile phase of your life, and then by the time
you finish your enlistment in your early 20s, you have cooled off, you've matured,
you are a bit less impulsive and full of anger and hormones. So even if you didn’t
learn any lessons at all, it was a period of your life that you couldn’t screw up too
badly.

JB: That's a very good point. You mentioned ‘young male syndrome’, | read
recently that young people are less likely to take risks now than youngsters in the
past.

RH: They are still likely to be their most volatile years. | recently wrote an essay in
The Free Press about why teenagers aren’t driving any more, and there are so
many factors. As Jean Twenge says “The party’s on Instagram and Snapchat
now”. | think social media is more appealing to girls, but video games are
appealing to boys, as outlets for aggression and accomplishment. You can get
your 5 buddies from class and go on a raid on World of Warcraft. Well, men used
to go on raids, actual physical raids, which aren’t a good thing to do, but boys get
excited about it still, online. And that’s how they spend their Friday nights instead
of going out and getting drunk and speeding on the highway. Maybe that'’s ok, but
taking some risks, testing your limits, in some ways is actually a good thing. I'm
curious as to where this is going to go, when you have this generation who are
afraid or unwilling to take risks.

JB: | wonder how this generation would fare if a war broke out, not on Xbox, but in
reality.

RH: The Pentagon said that 78% of adults wouldn't qualify for enlisting in the
military. That’s 8 out of 10 men aged 17 to 24, primarily due to issues of obesity,
lack of education, and criminal records, tattoos, mental health issues - if you have
repeated episodes of depression and anxiety. Jonathan Haidt has shown how
anxiety and depression are increasing in teenagers and young adults in the last
15 years or so, which is alarming. Maybe some of these issues are intertwined: if
you are never leaving your house, if you are always living your life online, this is
contributing to issues of depression and anxiety to some extent.

JB: If you were to give advice to a guy aged 17 coming from a similar background
as yourself who was considering options for their future...?
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RH: My advice would be different to someone from a straight-A’s background, but
a background similar to me... Look at your friends and say ask yourself if this is the
kind of person you want to be like in five years time, or 10 years. Or look at people
around you who are a little bit older. | worked at a restaurant when | was a
teenager and | saw guys in their early 20s, or mid 20s, still working there, not
making very much money. The highlight of their week was getting paid on Friday
and drinking away the weekend, smoking, doing drugs, partying, it just didn't
seem like the kind of person | wanted to be when | was 25 years old. So consider
getting a different peer group, whether that’s joining the military, getting involved
in sports, volunteering... find a different crew to hang out with.

JB: Good advice. | know you have started Substack this year, and are with the
University of Austin. Are there any other new projects coming up?

RH: I'm putting the final touches to my book. | recently did a book cover reveal on
my newsletter and on Twitter/X and will say more about the publication date
soon. The book elaborates on some of the things we have talked about, using my
life and the lives of my childhood friends as a framework for understand what is
going on with young men today, the ‘lost boys’ phenomenon that's going on in the
US and western countries in general. So most of my time is invested in my book

and my Substack.

Final thoughts

There is no doubt that academia needs more people like Dr Rob Henderson who
can bring a fresh perspective to a culture that in recent years has started going
stale. Some people say it's a shame that he has left academia, but they are
missing the point: he is helping rediscover — or reinvent - academia, and all of us
left frozen on the deck need to take notice. A bit like the boy in the story of The
Emperor’'s New Clothes, Rob Henderson has seen right through the facade of
highbrow elitism and the ivory-tower illusion of today’s academic world. His story
is without doubt an interesting one, and definitely one to follow in the coming
years.

Biography

Rob Henderson is an author and founding faculty fellow at the University of Austin
(UATX). Once described as “self-made” by the New York Times, he grew up in
foster homes in California. After a military enlistment, he attended Yale and
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received a PhD in psychology from Cambridge. Rob's newsletter is sent each week
to more than forty thousand subscribers.

Reference this article as: JA Barry (2023). ‘From foster homes to Air Force,
Cambridge and beyond: an interview with Rob Henderson'’. Male Psychology, 3
(6), 1-14. Available online at https://www.centreformalepsychology.com/male-
psychology-magazine-listings/from-foster-homes-to-air-force-cambridge-
and-beyond-an-interview-with-rob-henderson

Dr John Barry is a Psychologist, researcher, clinical hypnotherapist
and co-founder of the Male Psychology Network, BPS Male
Psychology Section, and The Centre for Male Psychology. Also
co-editor of the Palgrave Handbook of Male Psychology & Mental
Health, co-author of the textbook Perspectives in Male
Psychology: An Introduction (Wiley) and co-author of the online course
Introduction to Male Psychology and Mental Health (approved by the BPS for the
purposes of continuing professional development).
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