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Why Men Harass: A few pieces of street harassment scholarship particularly
looked at why men harass women. In an interesting study discussed in “’The Man in the
Street:” Why He Harasses,” Cheryl Benard and Edit Schlaffer report that they
interviewed sixty men who harassed them as they were walking in the streets of four
major cities around the world about why they harassed women. The men reported doing
so out of boredom, for sport, for male camaraderie, for ill-constructed compliments, and
only 15% said they did so to humiliate and anger the women.! Of the 213 men that
Gardner interviewed in Indiana, many said they would “harass women any time,
anywhere, to anyone, except those accompanied by men.”?> Most men made it clear that
they, “without shame,” felt it was their right to evaluate women.® Some men said the
public sphere was a good place for the sport of “girl-watching.”* Men also reported that
they would shout compliments or touch women they did not find to be attractive out of
pity and to make them feel better about themselves.” Making evaluations and attempts at
acquaintance were the reasons most frequently given by the men for their behavior.® In
her research in Washington, D.C., Langelan found that some migrant workers, working
class white men and some black and Hispanic harassers said they specifically target white
upper- and middle-class women as a way of expressing hostility to the racial or class

privilege the women represented.’
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In her documentary “War Zone,” filmmaker Hadleigh-West interviewed 1,053
men about why they are harassing her while she walks down the streets of New Orleans,
San Francisco, Chicago and New York. Of the 53 incidents she includes in her 71 minute
film, the men react with bravado, embarrassment, or anger in response to her question of
why they are treating her, a complete stranger, the way that they are; very few apologize
for their behavior or see anything wrong with yelling out sexual comments at a complete
stranger.® During an interview with Time magazine she expressed surprised at the level
of men’s aggression on the street, particularly when the interaction they initiated with an
unknown woman did not go the way they planned. She said, “If it doesn't go the way the
man wants to, suddenly you find yourself in this racist, or sexist or homophobic
circumstance. Like a real woman would like this aggression, whereas a frigid lesbian
bitch, or a bitch, would not. You might be a ‘white bitch,” or a “nigger,” or whatever
racial slurs might come up. Or even ageism comes up. I've had men say, “You're cute, but
you're old.””*

A writer for Salon.com wrote an extensive piece on street harassment in 1999,
part of which included the responses of men she interviewed after they harassed her. The
following are two of the responses she received: "Aw! There y'all go, there y'all go!
Always complainin' when you should be happy. We like you, get it? We human men.
We like your bodies. We like your ... your ... okay, I'll say it and it's your fault because |
don't even talk like this -- we like your titties! We like titties. We men. We like women,

ain't no fags round here." Another one said, "It's a compliment, alright, jeez. Why is it so
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wrong to tell you that you're pretty? How much time you spend getting dressed this
morning? How much makeup you got at home? Huh? It's for me, right? For men."*
Responses such as these show that many men seem to feel they are generously bestowing
a compliment on women, that women are dressed for their pleasure, and that
“complimenting” women proves their own manliness. As scholars like R.W. Connell,
James W. Messerschmidt and Margaret Wetherell discuss in their articles about
hegemonic masculinity, the concept of hegemonic masculinity sets a hierarchy where
white, heterosexual men are at the top, and the subordination of other forms of
masculinity, such as homosexuality, is related to the subordination of women by men,
and to achieve hierarchy within the masculine framework or prove their manhood to their
peers, men can harass women.**

According to Langelan, there are three main categories of male harassers of
women. One category is men, such as those who flash women or masturbate in front of
women, who find the harassment of women itself to be sexually gratifying and are
categorized as sexually predatory harassers. The second category is men who seek power
over women through intimidation and fear are dominance harassers. The third category
is territorial harassers who have an economic objective and want to exclude women to
protect their own interests; this is more common at work-based sexual harassment.** The

dominance form of harassment is usually the most frequent kind as “men assert their

status and reassure themselves that their masculinity commands respect and female
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deference.”™® This again reflects the concept of hegemonic masculinity and these men’s

desire to prove their masculinity to themselves, their peers, and the women they harass.

3 Langelan, 45.

Holly Kearl MA Thesis George Washington University Aug. 2007



