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Th e term "sexual harassment" covers a w id e range o f 

activ ities and behav io ur. A t the extreme w e have cases i n 

w h i c h men blatantly force themselves u p o n w o m en, using 

their p o w er to establish coercive co nd itio ns such as loss o f 

a jo b, a d emo tio n, o r a reassignment to w o rk co nd itio ns 

that are into lerable as p enalty fo r a failure to be co o pera­

tive w i th sexual d emand s. W i th i n the univ ersity , the 

extreme cases inc lud e m akin g sexual overtures to w o m en 

students w ith coercive co nd itio ns attached such as failure 

i n a course, failure to be reco mmend ed fo r graduate scho o l 

o r fo r a jo b, o r sim p ly m ak i n g sure that the student is no t 

free to pursue her o w n w o rk i n the w ay she chooses. 

I take it we agree that these behav io urs are h ig hly o ffen­

sive to us al l , that they are no t i n co ntentio n, and that it is 

sim p ly a matter o f try ing to f igure o ut the measures w e can 

take to eliminate these situatio ns o n camp us. I w ant to 

d iscuss a fo rm of behav io ur abo ut w h ic h there appears to 

be some d o ubt that it sho u ld even be co unted as sexual 

harassment. Exam p les o f this behav io ur are captured by 

the f o l lo w ing d escrip tio ns: 

W he n I w as abo ut sixteen...I had real mo ments o f 

anxiety . In elevators and o n the subw ay men w o u ld 

sometimes lo o k me over w i th a sort o f aggressive, 

sup erio r little smile. I w o u ld alw ays try to stand i n 

quiet co rners o r lo o k fo r a fam ily and then stand 

w ith them as if I were one of their kid s. 1 

I was d iscussing m y w o rk i n a p u b l i c setting w hen a 

pro fessor cut me o ff and asked me if I had freckles al l 

over my bo d y . 2 

A pro fessor cut me o ff in m i d sentence and suggested 

that my sweater lo o ked " b i g eno ug h fo r the tw o o f 

u s." 3 

Class time is taken u p by some professors w ith d irty 

jo kes w hich.. .o f ten hap p en to be derogatory to 

w o m en (i.e., referring to w o m en by a part o f her 

anato my, p o rtray ing w o m en i n jokes as simp le-

m ind ed o r teases, sho w ing .. .w o m en as part o f the 

deco ratio n o n a slide used to spice u p a lecture.) 4 

A y o u ng w o m an was recently interv iew ed fo r a 

teaching jo b i n p hilo so p hy by the acad emic chair­

m an o f a large department. D u r i n g most o f the 

interv iew ...she reported , the m an stared fixed ly at 

her breasts. In this situatio n the w o m an is a bo so m, 

no t a jo b candidate...because the d irectio n o f his 

attentio n she is d isco mfited , feels hum iliated and 

perfo rms bad ly . N o t surp rising ly , she fails to get the 

jo b . 5 

It is a fine, sp ring day, and w ith an utter lack of 

self-consciousness I am bo unc ing d o w n the street. 

Sud d enly I hear men's vo ices. Catcalls and w histles 

f i l l the air. These noises are clearly sexual i n intent 

and they are meant fo r me; they co me f ro m a g ro up 

of men hang ing abo ut a co rner across the street. I 

freeze. A s Sartre w o u ld say, I have been p etrif ied by 

the gaze o f the Other. M y face flushes and my 

mo tio ns become stiff and self-conscious. Th e body 

w hic h , o nly a m o m en t before, I inhabited w i th such 

ease no w flo o ds my consciousness. I have been made 

into an object.6 

W e al l , w o m en and men alike, recognize these familiar 

scenarios. O u r responses to them may d iffer. W hat d o men 

say abo ut such incidents? There is little so cio lo g ical w o rk 

d o ne o n this questio n, but f ro m the w o rk that has been 

do ne and fro m my o w n experience I kno w the f o l lo w ing to 

be c o m m o n answ ers men give to the questio n " w h y do y o u 

d o it? " : 7 

(1) it alleviates bo red o m; 

(2) it gives me a feeling of y o uthfu l co mradery i n discuss­

i n g this w ith other guys; 

(3) w o m en like this sort o f attentio n, it makes them feel 

go o d ; 

(4) it is a lo t of fun and it does no t hurt anyo ne. 



Very few men ad mit they d o it to anger o r hum iliate 

w o m en and most d isav o w any intentio ns o f this sort. A 

g o o d number, it seems to me, think that it has no thing to 

d o w i th w o m en at al l , "It is so mething men d o to impress 

o ther g u y s." 8 

T o assess these "justif icatio ns" o r exp lanatio ns for the 

behav io ur w e need to co nsid er tw o d irect questio ns. Is this 

f o rm of behav io ur w ro ng? If it is w ro ng , w hy is it w ro ng? 

M y o w n short answ ers to these questio ns are: Yes, it is 

w ro ng , and it is w ro ng because it invo lves a fo rm of 

unacceptable sexual o bjectificatio n. 

Fo l l o w i n g Sand ra Bartky we can define sexual objecti­

f icatio n i n the f o l lo w ing w ay: 

A perso n is sexually o bjectified w hen her sexual 

parts o r sexual functio n are separated o ut fro m the 

rest of her perso nality and reduced to the status o f 

mere instruments o r else regarded as tho ug h they 

were capable o f representing her. 9 

A s Bartky notes, so metimes one m ig ht w ant to be 

tho ught o f as "a sexually into xicating b o d y ," but the 

id entif icatio n of a w o m an w ith her sexuality becomes a 

p ro b lem w hen "such id entif icatio n becomes habitually 

extended into every area o f her exp erience." 1 0 A s Bartky 

puts it, 

T o be ro utinely perceived by o thers in a sexual lig ht 

o n o ccasio ns w hen such a perceptio n is inap p ro ­

priate is to have one's very being subjected to that 

co mp ulsiv e sexualizatio n that has been the trad i­

tio nal lo t o f w o m en. . . 1 1 

Th u s , one w ay o f o bjectify ing w o m en is to make us the 

object o f a k ind o f p ercep tio n. There are tw o cruc ial 

features o f the perceptio n w hic h make it a fo rm of harass­

ment. First, it is unw elco me; it o ccurs independently o f 

w hat we w ant, it is d o ne against o ur w i l l . Ho w ev er, this 

c o nd itio n alo ne w o u ld no t make it an unacceptable fo rm 

of harassment fo r we d o not i n general think that others 

are harassing us if they have tho ughts o r perceptio ns of us 

that we d o not like o r w ant them to have. The crucial 

d ifference betw een the cases I m entio n and these mo re 

general cases of p eo p le p erceiv ing us in an und esirable 

w ay is this. The examples I m entio n are al l cases in w hic h 

w e have no t just an unw elco me p ercep tio n o f a w o m an, 

w hat we have is a p ub liczyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA action that is more than a way o f 

p erceiv ing . W e have an actio n w h i c h males use as a w ay o f 

m aintain ing their d o minance. The perceptio n is forced o n 

g irls and w o men. Co nsid er ag ain w hat Bartky says. 

W h i l e it is true that fo r these m en I am n o th in g but, 

let us say, " a nice piece o f ass," there is mo re 

inv o lv ed in this enco unter than their mere frag­

mented p ercep tio n o f me. They c o u ld , after al l , have 

enjoyed me in silence..! c o u ld have passed by w ith­

o ut hav ing been turned to stone. But I must be made 

to kn o w that I am " a nice p iece o f ass", I m ust be 

made to see myself as they see me. There is an ele­

ment o f c o m p u lsio n in the enco unter.... Th e en­

counter described seems less the spo ntaneo us expres­

sio n o f a healthy ero ticism than a ritual o f sub­

ju g atio n . 1 2 

Harassment o f this sort, then, is a w ay o f ensuring that 

w o m en w i l l no t feel at ease, that w e w i l l remember o ur 

ro le as sexual beings, available to , accesible to m en. It is a 

remind er that w e are no t to co nsid er ourselves equals, 

p artic ip ating in p u b lic life w ith o ur o w n rig ht to go w here 

w e like w hen w e like, to pursue o u r o w n pro jects w i th a 

measure o f security. 

N o w many m en declare, as I have no ted , that (a) they 

have no no tio n that w o m en d o no t like this f o rm of 

behav io ur; (b) that they think it does no t harm anybo d y ; 

and (c) that they d o not intend it to be hu m i l iating . They 

are also o ften defensive abo ut being asked w hy they engage 

i n such behav io ur. I w ant to address each o f these 

responses in turn and demonstrate their inad equacy since 

the m u d d led " th i n k i n g " that they represent interferes 

w ith a signif icant change i n behav io ur o f o therw ise w ell 

intentio ned men. 

First, let us consider the I-had -no -no tio n-w o men-d id n't-

like- it response. Th e idea that w o m en d o no t like this f o rm 

of harassment appears novel to men o ften, no t because 

they have ano ther image o f w o men's response but because 

they have no t g iv en it any tho ught at a l l . 1 3 1 th ink it is fair 

to say that m en d o no t ask w o m en ho w they feel abo ut 

such behav io ur, and i n my experience, w hen they are to ld 

they d o no t w ant to hear the response. Th e N atio nal Fi l m 

Bo ard o f Canad a p ro d uced a prize w i n n i n g f i l m o n po r­

no g rap hy called Not A Love Story. Th e f i l m w as remark­

able because it d id attempt to exp lo re w o men's feelings 

abo ut p o rno g rap hy , bo th w o m en inv o lv ed in the ind ustry 

and those no t d irectly inv o lv ed . In the f i l m there is a 

sequence in w hic h Ro b i n M o rg an, a w ell kn o w n feminist, 

is interv iew ed and i n the course o f e x p lain ing her feelings 

abo ut p o rno g rap hy she cries. Ro b i n M o rg an's tears in that 

interv iew capture the sadness, the frustratio n, the anger, 

the hurt that many w o m en experience i n response to 

p o rno g rap hy . Every male review er o f that f i l m that I read, 

chastised her fo r her tears. They c o m p lained that the f i l m 

makers made a mistake i n leav ing that sequence in , that 



this was ano ther case o f w o m en no t being able to think 

ratio nally abo ut the issue o f censo rship and free speech; 

that M o rg an w as too em o tio nal in her co mments, that the 

f i l m w o u l d have been mo re effective w itho ut the inter­

v iew . I think their responses to that sequence characterize 

many men's attitudes—they w i l l no t ask w o m en w hat they 

think and feel abo ut p o rno g rap hy o r sexual harassment o f 

the so rt I am d escrib ing ; and w hen they d o hear a response 

they d o no t like, they w i l l no t listen. Th e simp le rep ly to "I 

had no idea w o m en d id n ' t like i t " is this: " T h e nzyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA ask 

w o m en and listen to w hat they say ." 

Th e seco nd response, the I-d o n't-think-it-harms-any -

body response, has so me surface p lausib il ity w ith any 

sing le g iv en incid ent. Ho w ev er, as w ith many of o ur 

actio ns, al tho u g h there appears to be no harm associated 

w i th o ur o w n p articular actio n, w e neglect to take acco unt 

of the fact that o u r actio n o ccurs i n a context in w h i c h 

every inc id ent helps to b u i l d the hab itual and systematic 

remind er to w o m en that w e are seen p rim ari ly as sexual 

beings. Th u s , ind iv id u al remarks, i n such a context, d o 

inv o lv e an exercise o f p o w er. There are, despite men's 

d isclaimers, penalties attached to the so -called inno cent 

remark w h i c h gives them a coercive p o w er. It is because we 

have created a c limate i n w h i c h w o men's bodies are ro u­

tinely o bjectified and w o m en are co ntinually threatened 

w i th sexual assault that every inc id ent o f alleged ly harm ­

less sexual o bjectif icatio n becomes coercive and effectively 

perpetuates this climate. 

A d rienne R i c h remind s us o f the dangers o f this c limate 

to w o m en i n ed ucatio nal terms: " o u r bodies and o ur 

m ind s are inseparable i n this life, and w hen w e al lo w o u r 

bod ies to be treated as objects, o ur mind s are i n mo rtal 

d ang er." 1 4 Further she notes, 

Th e u n d e rm in in g o f self, o f a w o man's sense of her 

rig ht to o ccup y space and w alk freely i n the w o rld , is 

d eep ly relevant to ed ucatio n. Th e capacity to think 

ind ep end ently , to take intellectual risks, to assert 

ourselves mentally , is inseparable f ro m o ur p hy sical 

w ay o f being i n the w o rld , o u r feelings o f perso nal 

integrity . If it is d angero us fo r me to w alk ho me late 

o f an ev ening f ro m the library , because I am a 

woman and can be raped, ho w self-possessed, ho w 

exuberant can I feel as I sit w o rk i n g i n that library? 

H o w m u c h o f m y w o rk i n g energy is d rained by the 

su b l im in al kno w led g e that, as a w o m an, I test my 

p hy sical rig ht to exist each time I go o ut alo ne? 1 5 

N o w , I kno w that sexual harassment, especially the 

fo rms l a m talking abo ut, and rape are not the same thing , 

but it is no t extreme to l ink them, o r to suggest a linkag e as 

I seem to i n q u o ting Ri c h . The reason that sexually objec­

ti f y ing remarks are no t harmless, even single incid ents, is 

because they o ccur in a context i n w h i c h w o m en are 

subjected to o ther fo rms of co ercio n. O u r sexual o bjectifi­

catio n is a constant remind er to us of o ur v ulnerability to 

others, to their o bjectify ing perceptio n and their po w er. In 

short, every incid ent o f sexual harassment o f the sort I am 

d iscussing feeds o n the fear o f rape. 

If y o u have do ubts abo ut my concerns abo ut the coercive 

co ntextual p o w er of ind iv id u al cases o f street harassment 

ask yourself w hy it is that w o m en w ho attempt to harass 

m en i n retaliatio n are never successful. I have tried this, 

and o ther w o m en I kno w have tried it, and o ur c o m m o n 

experience is that w e canno t make those same tactics w o rk 

fo r us. W h y is that? It is because the men, w ho act as 

tho ug h o u r sexual co mments w h ic h are intend ed to 

hum iliate them, o r at least to p ut them off, can take them 

as some sort o f sexual inv itatio n o r challenge w h ic h they 

are o nly too g lad to meet. M e n are able to respo nd to the 

co mments i n this w ay precisely because they are not i n a 

co ntext i n w h i c h they are habitually and systematically 

sexually objectified . Fear o f sexual assault is no t their d aily 

c o m p anio n as it is fo r w o m en. If men d i d liv e i n such a 

context, w o m en co u ld easily prey u p o n their fears and 

anxieties, w o m en c o u ld easily d o minate them w ith sexual 

remarks o f the sort men pass o ut d aily to w o m en. 

Final ly , w hat are w e to make o f the I-d id n't- intend -my-

actio ns-to -be-humiliating response? Th e p lea here is that 

since men d i d no t intend any bad consequences they 

sho u ld no t be held respo nsible fo r them. So w h o does o w n 

resp o nsibility fo r the harm caused by this sort o f sexual 

o bjectificatio n? It seems to me w e mig ht charitably say 

that w e are al l " inno cent and acco untable." 1 6 W e al l have 

so me resp o nsibility to see that a climate is established i n 

w hic h w o m en feel free and co nfid ent i n their p hy sical 

w ays o f being i n the w o rld , a climate i n w h i c h w o m en can 

be co nfid ent i n their feelings of perso nal integrity . W e al l 

share that resp o nsibility . H o w best can w e exercise it? 

A s w o m en w e need to express o ur anger abo ut o ur 

experience o f harassment. W e need to express o u r p ro p er 

d istrust of men because of o ur experiences. Th i s requires 

so me courage because w o m en are o ften i n a d o uble b ind i n 

these matters. If w e express o ur d islike o f this fo rm of 

sexual o bjectificatio n, if we express o ur d istrust o f men in 

this regard , then men w h o d o no t engage i n this type of 

behav io ur (and some w h o d o ), o ften get angry . They re­

sent no t being trusted. O n the other hand , if w e remain 

silent, if w e say no thing w e lend credence to the v iew that 

w e like it, that it does no harm. 



M en, too , need to accept their share of resp o nsibility . If 

they engage i n this behav io ur, they need to stop it. If they 

d o no t engage in it, they must ask themselves w hether they 

co nd o ne o ther men d o ing it. A re they co mp lic ito us, o r d o 

they speak up , do they object, no t as self -p ro claimed p ro ­

tectors o f w o m en, no t as benefactors o f w o m en, but simp ly 

because they do no t w ant to liv e i n a society i n w hic h 

w o m en are sexually objectified? 

W e, al l o f us, need to challenge the tw o p resump tio ns at 

the heart o f the p ro b lem of sexual harassment: that it is 

men's rig ht to have w o m en sexually accessible to them; 

and that w o m en sho u ld trust men even w hen men fai l to 

take resp o nsibility fo r establishing a so cial c limate in 

w h i c h w o m en can mo ve freely w itho ut fear of sexual 

o bjectificatio n. 

M arg e Piercy p o ig nantly captures the p ain w o m en 

experience in no t being taken serio usly i n a university 

co ntext. Here are some lines f ro m her p o em entitled " In 

the men's ro o m(s)": 

W hen I was y o u ng I believed in intellectual co n­

versatio n: 

I tho ught the patterns we w o ve o n stale smoke 

floated off to the heaven of ideas. 

T o be certified of h ig h masculine d iscourse... 

I w alked o n eggs, their tremulo us equal... 

Ev entually o f course I learned ho w their eyes per­

ceived me: 

w hen I bore to them cup p ed i n my hand s a new 

p o em to nibble, 

w hen I bro ught my aerial maps o f Sartre o r M arx , 

they said , she is try ing to attract o ur attentio n, 

she is o ffering u p her breast and thig hs. 1 7 

In c lo sing , I am rem ind ed o f ano ther p o em , o ne by 

A d rienne Ri c h . In this p o em a w o m an is i n co nversatio n 

w i th a m an. H e ackno w ledges that hezyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA knows that w o m en 

are oppressed : he p o ints o ut that he understands their 

p o sitio n, that he sympathizes w i th w o men, that he feels 

the guilt o f his gender, o f being a m an. In each case, i n 

response to h i m , the w o m an asks one sim p le questio n: 

"W hat w i l l y o u und ertake?" 1 8 

" W h at w i l l y o u undertake?" is the questio n w o men 

sho u ld ask of men they co nsider trusting . " W h at w i l l I 

und ertake?" is the questio n men sho uld ask themselves. 
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A GIRL'S BEST FRIEND 

I'd like a d iam o nd ring , she said , 

sitting across the table 

i n a loose, f lo w ered dress. 

The eyes lo o ked , far-off, 

to the husband w ho left w i th his secretary, 

to the d aughter w h o ran aw ay , 

to the house she was lo sing , 

and the w eight she w as g aining ; 

her dress b i l lo w ed , a ship 

lost i n fo g , l isting o n shoals; 

o h, fo r the flash of a lightho use, 

the d istant tw inkle of shore! 

But fo r no w , 

a d iam o nd w o u ld d o . 

Ji l l N e w m an So ln ic ki 

O ntario 

1. Cheryl Bernard and Edith Schlaffer, " The M an in the Street: W hy 

He Harasses,"  in A . Jagger and Paula Rotheberg, editors, Feminist 


