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            	Contemporary feminism has the potential to be the defining political movement for women coming of age in the twenty-first century. However, nowhere is feminism more controversial among women than in its role as a sexually liberating force in women's lives. Indeed, feminist politics, once regarded as synonymous with women's sexual liberation, is now perceived by many women to be its antithesis. Despite their support for women's rights, many women reject feminism in the belief that feminists are antimale, antisex moralists who define men's violence against, and victimization of, women as pervasive features of modern sexual life. Many heterosexual women enjoy sex and value their femininity but complain that feminists make them feel guilty about it. Some women define their sexual liberation in terms of the freedom to be sexually promiscuous or in finding partners whose dominance or control is sexually exciting. Yet many feminists have equated both promiscuity and sexual submission with the oppression of women. Some feminists fight male oppression by choosing other women as lovers. Other women whose sex partners have always been women wonder why their sex should be a matter of feminist politics at all.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I believe that feminism can provide all women with an informative, wideranging, and practical politics for investigating the meaning and value of women's sexuality, now and in the future. If it is to do so, however, the philosophical foundations of feminism must be structured to embrace the complexity and diversity of individual women's sexual lives. Therefore, the feminist philosophy of sex introduced in the pages that follow offers a framework for thinking and talking about women's sexuality that can negotiate the tensions and advance the dialogue among a wide ar-
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            	ray of perspectives on women's sexual liberation. I am deeply concerned that the absence of such a framework, particularly in light of renewed attacks on feminism from the political right, has the potential to splinter feminist ranks, thus weakening feminism's efforts to promote the sexual agency and self-definition of all women. Therefore, this book is designed to appeal not only to those already committed to feminism but also to those who are skeptical of feminism's place in their sexual lives or uncertain of whether feminism can survive internal debates among competing feminist constituencies. The book is also written for those who would like to know more about how feminism and women's sexuality can be integrated into a framework for philosophizing about sexa framework designed to encourage respect for sexual diversity in a caring community of socially responsible women and men.
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            	Loose women and lecherous men have been gloriously depicted throughout history in painting, prose, poetry, and song celebrating the passions and pleasures of unbridled sexuality. Nevertheless, conservative responses to sexual permissiveness are becoming more commonplace in the industrialized West, where anxieties over teenage pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, sexual deviance, and sexual violence have prompted a call for the revalorization of monogamy, loving commitment, and heterosexual stability.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists are also deeply troubled by the escalation of sexual violence both at home and abroad, and the feminist demand for better health care and sex education for women is designed to help young people avoid unwanted pregnancy and debilitating disease. However, many feminists have long been suspicious that moralistic rejections of sexual license in the name of restoring social harmony merely reflect a sexual double standard of male lechery and female chastity, by which dutiful women are paradoxically required to be both whore and virgin to men's promiscuous heterosexual desire. Such feminists have thus encouraged women to defy traditional norms of feminine sexuality in an effort to hasten the sexual liberation of women. Expressions of such defiance may include women's safe and consensual explorations of sexual promiscuity, bisexuality, lesbianism, transsexualism and transvestism, sadomasochism, erotic dancing and other forms of public sexual performance, pornographic posing or acting, and prostitution. All such sexual practices are self-consciously defiant of the so-called traditional family values of moral conservatives because the sex need not be monogamous, heterosexual, stable, intimate, private, or
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            	loving and may involve graphic displays of nudity, bondage and discipline, group sex, sex with objects, or some other "perverse" sex. Feminists who advocate women's experimentation with such practices believe that a heterosexual and male-dominated society has a vested interest in confining women to sexual attitudes and practices that maintain the status quo of female heterosexual subordination. Therefore, one way to undermine such oppressive politics is to subvert precisely those sexual practices that reinforce male-identified sexual norms. Indeed, many feminists who adopt this perspective believe that the oppression of sexual diversity, not the oppression of women per se, should be feminism's primary enemy since both men's and women's challenges to the sexual status quo help subvert the sexual dominance of women circumscribed by heterosexual monogamy. 1

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, other feminists are equally convinced that the appropriate expression of women's sexual liberation is the participation in caring and committed lesbian or heterosexual relationships in which the sexual politics of dominance and submission is self-consciously avoided. Feminists who would advocate more intimate and egalitarian relationships either with other women or with men are at odds with their more sexually radical sisters since they regard the practices of sex radicals as precisely the behavior most identified with men's sexual objectification and exploitation of women. From this view, promiscuity, sadomasochism, and commercial sex work are pervasively patriarchal forms of sexuality specifically designed to subordinate women to men, and feminists therefore cannot adopt them without also adopting the sexual politics of dominance and submission that accompanies them. Indeed, some feminists point out that the public display of radical feminist sexuality invites the sexual harassment, rape, and abuse of women by men who use women's consent to such displays as justifications for men's assaultive behavior. It is argued that male-dominated societies establish and perpetuate themselves by legitimizing the sexual intimidation of women in order to keep women in a state of dependency, wariness, and fear. Many feminists note that women will hesitate to take advantage of economic and social opportunities if men's sexual harassment of women is perceived as the cost of doing business. Women are also intimidated into remaining in physically abusive relationships upon which they are emotionally or financially dependent.2

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many women who consider themselves political liberals, if not sexual liberals, counter that feminism's emphasis on men's sexual intimidation of women reflects an antimale and antisex bias that equates all heterosexual sex with violence against women. They argue that although some men are abusive, the notion that men as a group conspire in smoke-filled rooms to oppress all women through sex promotes a form of sexism against men that should be anathema to any feminist pursuing sex equality. Some women regard feminist sexual harassment policies, rape brochures, and sexual abuse therapy as discouraging women from free, open, and responsible expression of their sexuality, bombarding women with an onslaught of oppressive propaganda that only undermines women's successful pursuit of sexual liberation. These women acknowledge the disturbingly high incidence of men's sexual violence against women, including men's sexual harassment, exploitation, and abuse of women. Nevertheless, they enjoy heterosexual sex and see themselves as the subjects of moralizing lectures by feminists interested in forcing all of the power dynamicsand so all of the realism, risk, and exhilarationout of sex.3
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            	Other more sexually conservative women simply want to feel comfortable being both feminine and feminist. They are in favor of equal opportunity for women under the law but find that some feminists' emphasis on men's sexual oppression of women limits the free expression of their femininity. Like their sexually more liberal counterparts, they understand how sexual violence against women threatens women's physical and emotional well-being, but they enjoy the company of men who respond to their efforts to look attractive. Such women will hesitate to discuss pay equity or reproductive rights in ways that risk identifying them with abrasive male-bashing. 4

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, many women whose sexuality ranges from the radical to the traditional find no place for feminist politics in their sexual lives. Some prostitutes' idea of sexual liberation is to be free of feminists picketing their street corners so that sex workers can get on with their work. Some lesbians whose homosexuality is a way of life and not a political choice say they pursue the sex that feels good to them whether or not it is "politically correct." Many promiscuous teenage girls simply want to be attractive to the most popular or best-looking boys despite the boys' mistreatment of them. Other women, from working-class mothers to society matrons, do not have the time, resources, energy, or interest to infuse their sex lives with feminist politics, and some women are not interested in having a sex life at all.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This book introduces a feminist philosophy of sex whose express purpose is to advance the dialogue among the competing viewpoints on women's sexual liberation typified in the preceding paragraphs. These sexual debates are philosophical as well as feminist, insofar as they raise not only questions about the nature and extent of the sexual oppression of women but also questions of conceptual clarification (What does it mean to be promiscuous? What is presupposed by the claim that pornography is degrading to women?) and normative evaluation (Is there anything wrong with sadomasochistic sex between consenting adults? Is men's sexual harassment of women ever morally justified?) that are the contemporary moral philosopher's stock-in-trade. Such debates also raise epistemological questions about how much women can know about their own sexual desires under conditions of sexual oppression and whether such knowledge is essential to women's sexual liberation. Concomitant metaphysical questions arise about the possibility of women's sexual agency under conditions of oppression and the likelihood of an enduring self whose sexual self-definition changes over time. Can philosophy help feminists negotiate the conceptual and normative tensions among our often disparate views of women's sexuality? Can feminists help philosophers understand how male dominance and control of women figure in some of the most fundamental questions philosophers raise about women's sexual preferences and sexual desires? Can women and men unfamiliar with either feminism or philosophy gain some insight into the variety and complexity of feminists' debates over women's sexuality in ways that will help them understand their own sexual needs and experiences?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My thesis is that a philosophical and feminist dialogue on women's sexual liberation is possible if women's sexualitythe erotic passions, pleasures, and preferences that circumscribe women as sexually desiring and desirable beingsis examined from two equally compelling perspectives: (1) the perspective of women's sexual oppression under conditions of individual and institutionalized male dominance; and

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 6
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	(2) the perspective of women's sexual liberation, identified both in terms of each woman's personal pursuit of sexual agency and self-definition and in terms of the sexual liberation of women as a class. This approach to women's sexuality posits that individual women's sexual lives are variously oppressive or liberating, and sometimes both at once; they are seldom static over time or identical to one another, and they are often complex and contradictory. Indeed, there may be as many different kinds of women's sexuality as there are women. As a feminist philosopher, I believe that a caring as well as critical understanding of this variety is essential to a feminism committed to cultural pluralism and social equity. The aim of this book is to develop a philosophical framework, which I call the ''view from somewhere different," to recognize and celebrate the different ways that women find meaning and value in their sexual lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Underlying my arguments for this approach is my belief that feminist discussions of women's sexuality have bogged down in recent years. Feminists from a variety of theoretical perspectives have staked out apparently unwavering and unilateral positions on women's sexuality despite disagreement among ourselves as to the aims or values of those positions. This multitude of voices has been significant in establishing the importance of feminism in discussions of sex and sexuality, but it has also encouraged a backlash that paints feminism as either dangerously extremist or hopelessly divided. As a result, feminists of different backgrounds have appeared to each other, and to other women, to approach issues of women's sexuality in one of two exclusive ways: either by perpetuating the notion of women as sexual victims with an emphasis on the ways in which men dominate women through heterosexual sex or by downplaying the ways in which gender politics figures in the construction of women's sexuality, demanding instead that women be identified as self-determining sexual agents who freely choose the nature and value of our erotic lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My sense is that neither women's sexual oppression nor women's sexual liberation alone is the dominant thread in the tapestry of women's sexuality; my nascent postmodern sensibilities tell me that such discrete and oppositional thinking hinders our understanding of the complexity, ambiguity, and variety of sex and sexuality. My goal is to further a philosophical dialogue about sex among feminists and traditionalists alike through an exploration of the variety of ways in which a woman's risk of sexual victimization by men and her potential for sexual self-determination, despite conditions of institutionalized male dominance, influence the construction of her sexual identity. My fear is that without such a dialogue, feminism will become the very thing its detractors now claim: a fragmented and narrow-minded political movement whose members are unwilling to recognize and listen carefully to the concerns of women with different views than our own. Therefore, this book is designed both to help feminists frame the dialogue on women's sexuality in realistic and nondoctrinaire language and to help those wary of feminism to see the value of approaching issues in women's sexuality in the context of the larger political and cultural institutions from which they spring.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Chapter 1 introduces an epistemological framework for thinking and talking about the different ways that women living under conditions of gender inequality ascribe meaning and value to our sexual lives. In chapter 2 I argue that this framework can advance the feminist dialogue on the nature and value of sexual promiscuity in
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            	women's lives, by conceptualizing promiscuity as one of many avenues for expressing sexual intimacy, exploring sexual pleasure, and encouraging women's sexual empowerment. This chapter also introduces a sexual ethic that values both care and respect for persons in ways that can provide a place for sexual exclusivity and sexual promiscuity in women's lives. In chapter 3 I develop a concept of sexual difference that accommodates both so-called normal and perverse sexual practices within a larger schema for valuing diversity in human sexual experience. I use this schema to flesh out the sexual ethic introduced in chapter 2, which recommends locating all sexual practice within an actively caring community of women and men sensitive to the ways that gender oppression, sexual exploration, and the eroticization of power figure in the construction of human sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Chapter 4 examines the feminist claim that commercial sex work is degrading to women. I argue that strippers, prostitutes, pornography models, and other sex workers can be understood as both the defining subjects of their sexual experience and the commodified objects of oppressive and institutionalized male dominance. I then use this subject/object dialectic to offer some of the ways in which feminists who debate the nature and value of sex work can begin a constructive dialogue that recognizes both the patriarchal politics of the sex industry and the sexually liberating possibilities for the women who work within it. In chapter 5 I discuss how feminists from different theoretical backgrounds approach the subject of men's sexual intimidation of womenspecifically, men's sexual harassment, rape, battering, and abuse of women and girls. I use the subject/object dialectic introduced in chapter 4 to describe women as survivors of a system of institutionalized sexual intimidation that neither determines women as sexual victims nor frees women fully to pursue our own passions and pleasures. I then examine how a sexual ethic incorporating both care and respect can help women and men better understand each other's sexual experience and promote supportive sexual relationships in which sexual intimidation is absent. I emphasize by way of conclusion the importance of engaging incommensurable political views despite any apparent commonality or consensus and suggest how the framework for thinking and talking about women's sexuality described in this book can be used as a model for doing so.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many people who associate philosophy with the logic of Aristotle and the rationality of eighteenth-century Enlightenment do not find the passion, eccentricity, and ambivalence of sex conducive to philosophical investigation. From this perspective, sex doesn't seem to be sex anymore, once philosophers get their intellectual or analytical hands on it. I share this concern, since I found some of my own philosophizing about women's sexuality frustrating in its inability to express what I believe to be the profoundly complex and contradictory nature of sex. Philosophy and sex do not enjoy an easy or exact fit, nor do I expect or want them to do so. One of the pleasures that I derive from sexual arousal is the extent to which I can completely lose all sense of myself as a philosopher and simply enjoy the sensuousness of the moment. As I have said elsewhere, I do not want to discuss Cartesian dualism in bed; I want to have sex. 5 On the other hand, perhaps some of my frustration with trying to use philosophy to speak a kind of sexually informative feminist language reflects the aptness of the postmodern injunction to abandon the differentiation and oppositional valuation of terms like "intellectual" and "sexual." Indeed, my philosophical writing about
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            	sex may be overly intellectualized or humorless for some, too politically contentious for others. This problem may only be exacerbated by my determination to give the reader some sense of the emotional turmoil and psychic tension that many women living under both individual and institutionalized heterosexual intimidation confront on a daily basis. Under such constraints, I am convinced that what counts as reason in Western culture must accommodate the experiences of real women living the real contradiction of being both the sexual objects of men's gaze and the defining subjects of our sexual experience as women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In short, writing this book has taught me that there is much concerning traditional analytic philosophizing about sex that needs reevaluation and rejuvenation. I believe that contemporary feminist philosophical investigation can bring a unique and valuable perspective to discussions of sex and sexuality. My own recommendations for advancing the dialogue on women's sexuality are admittedly not free of bias toward my own race, class, sexual preference, age, marital status, physical ability, or gender. One of the claims of this book is that each of us is partial to our own social perspective but that such partiality can be a source for recognizing and celebrating the differences among all of us. What I hope is that the combination of political, sociological, historical, and philosophical commentaries that have provided the resources for this book will help the reader make some positive sense out of the partiality that each of us brings to our own, and others', sexual lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet I also believe that cohesion and cooperation, not deconstruction and dismemberment, is what gives contemporary feminism its strength to foment change. Thus, I will remain loyal to those philosophical schemas that aim at combining, without universalizing, women's efforts from disparate quarters to effect liberation and transformation for all women. At the same time, my enterprise is profoundly postmodern in its refusal to authorize the framework I set forth as the feminist philosophy of sex but merely as one possible framework among many that can encourage ongoing conversation about women's sexuality.
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            What is a Feminist Philosophy of Sex?
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            	Feminist philosophy is a discipline rich in its diversity of speculative argument and practical politics. Despite our differences, feminist philosophers are united in the vision of a philosophy free of the misogyny and male bias that have characterized so much of Western philosophical tradition. Feminist philosophy's challenge to this tradition has been the challenge of repairing the distortions, centering the marginalizations, and valorizing what were once considered the trivial, if not invisible, facets of woman's nature, woman's knowledge, and woman's happiness. 1

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, contemporary feminists also agree that unless feminist philosophers attend to women's diversity, women will remain stereotyped by the same kinds of restrictive and ahistorical paradigms as those advanced by traditional philosophy. Therefore, many feminist philosophers have advocated the exploration of the complexity and variety of women's experience. Such an exploration has been recommended as a way of learning about women by listening to our individual voices, differentiated by such features as race, class, and sexual preference. In so doing, feminists hope to avoid the essentialism of claiming some single, immutable, and universal nature of "Woman."2

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A feminist philosophy of sex reflects these feminist philosophical values. Both ancient and contemporary traditions in the philosophy of sex can be characterized by speculative and critical inquiry into the nature, meaning, and value of sex and sexuality.3 A specifically feminist philosophy of sex can be characterized as one that re-
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            	gards speculative and critical inquiry into the nature, meaning, and value of women's sexuality as philosophically valuable and as one whose express purpose is not to trivialize, distort, or ignore the variety and complexity of women's sexuality in any discussions of human sexuality. A feminist philosophy of sex acknowledges that women compose a diverse group whose members vary by such features as race, class, ethnicity, nationality, religion, sexual preference, age, and physical ability. To avoid the ontological myopia of traditional essentialist claims about women, a feminist philosophy of sex acknowledges the diversity of women's sexual experience, and values, for their own sake, the voices that give testimony to that diversity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From more traditional philosophical discussions of sex, we might learn that the term "sex" has several meanings: an essential and biological maleness or femaleness; a culturally relative and socially constructed masculinity or femininity, usually referred to by the term "gender"; the activity constitutive of the arousal and pursuit of erotic passion and pleasure; the capacity for reproducing the species; and the expression of spiritual communion and love. Normative evaluations accompanying such conceptual clarification might focus on what constitutes good versus bad sex and the role of good sex in a life well lived. However, many feminists have been critical of traditional philosophical analyses of sex and sexuality for the ways in which such approaches fail to situate men and women within a context that is sensitive to what feminists refer to as the politics of gender. From this perspective, all human interaction is gendered, such that any understanding of sex, as well as art, science, law, education, and the family requires an analysis of the way such institutions are influenced by cultural conceptions of masculinity and femininity. Moreover, it is argued that such conceptions of gender delineate relations of status and power between men and women. Therefore, women's and men's sexuality examined through the gendered lens of contemporary Western culture requires an examination of the ways in which individuals' sexual preferences and desiresthe how, when, where, and with whom of erotic arousal and satisfactionare influenced by the relations of dominance and submission that characterize the traditional gender roles of Western culture. 4 The assertion that some societies do not regard men as the dominant gender or that gender relations are only contingently oppressive is nevertheless consistent with the claim that an understanding of the culture in which women and men live requires an understanding of the gender relations of that culture. The feminist philosophy of sex introduced in this chapter provides a framework for thinking and talking about women's sexuality within a gendered context of contemporary Western norms, in which the diversity of women's voices, often silenced or marginalized by traditional philosophical approaches to women's sexuality, can be heard.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The strength and unifying vision of this feminist framework is its recognition that women's sexuality can be exploited as a powerful tool for the social, economic, and political subordination of women. Many feminists point to the pervasive sexual harassment, rape, prostitution, pornographic degradation, and spousal abuse of women as strong evidence of the prevalence of powerful social institutions supporting men's subordination of women through heterosexual sex.5 According to this view, women's sexual desires and preferences are carefully circumscribed and controlled by cultural sanctions aimed at maintaining heterosexual male power, status, and privilege. Such sanctions are patriarchal, according to Marilyn Frye, when they form part of "insti-
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            	tutions, relationships, roles, and activities which are male-defined, male-dominated and operating for the benefit of males and the maintenance of male privilege." 6 Many feminists claim that when a woman lives in a patriarchal society, her sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency become targets for her sexual restriction, repression, and violation.7 A feminist philosophy of sex explores the nature and extent of this oppressive environment and seeks to expose women's sexual subordination in an effort to promote change. Thus, philosophy of sex is uniquely positioned to benefit from a feminist analysis, since philosophy of sex examines those very relations in which women's autonomous voices are often submerged, if not silenced altogether.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, I believe it is a mistake for a feminist philosophy of sex to define women's sexuality solely, or even primarily, in terms of men's sexual subordination of women. In so doing, feminists run the risk of recreating and reinforcing the very victimization from which we would extricate ourselves. Feminists must expose the often brutal, coercive, and humiliating nature of women's heterosexual experience if we wish to garner women's support and justify an activist feminist agenda for change in women's sexual lives. On the other hand, women's sexuality is also the source for women's pursuit of erotic pleasure, our creation of erotic fantasy, and our expression of erotic communion. The experience of this aspect of a woman's sexuality encourages her to view herself as a sexual agent and sexual subject, not merely as the sexual object of male heterosexual subordination. Indeed, women's sexual agency is essential, if women living under conditions of gender inequality can be ascribed the power to mitigate, if not eliminate, our oppression. Yet women as well as men can be both ignorant and fearful of this dimension of women's erotic lives. A feminist philosophy of sex must encourage safe, honest, and open discussions of both the dangers and pleasures of women's sexuality, if this philosophy seeks to facilitate each woman's discovery of the meaning and value of the erotic in her own life.8

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The Dialectical and Contextual Relationship between Gender and Sexuality

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The role of sexual agency and self-definition in a caring and cooperative community and the extent of women's sexual freedom within oppressive social institutions continue to be debated among feminists and traditionalists alike. The introduction to this book outlines some of the controversies over how women's discovery of their sexuality should be realized: examples include choosing promiscuous experimentation over monogamous commitment, traditional femininity over radical sexuality, feminist partnerships over depoliticized sex. Indeed, many women do not regard their sexual preferences as choices at all but simply as ways of living out their sexual lives. To promote constructive dialogue and negotiate tensions among conflicting views, we need an epistemological framework for thinking and talking about a wide variety of perspectives on women's sexuality. The framework that I will outline in this chapter and that will inform the remainder of the book describes women's sexuality both as a function of women's sexual oppression under conditions of individual and institutionalized male dominance and as a function of women's sexual liberation under those same conditions. Such a framework defines a dialectical and variable relationship between the politics of gender and the erotic possibilities of sex: a woman's
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            	gender circumscribes her sexuality within the framework of dominance and submission constitutive of Western cultural conceptions of masculinity and femininity; in opposition to sexual oppression, sexuality informs gender with potentially liberating strategies for transforming women's sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Conceived as a fluid, variable, and often unstable relationship between her sexual oppression and her liberation, a woman's sexuality may be both oppressive and liberating over the course of her life, often simultaneously so. A disaffected wife grown tired of her sexual relations with a domineering husband may find care and consideration in a lesbian lover. Women who have found a sexual community in which to live out their sadomasochistic fantasies may feel the constant anxiety of being "found out" by more conservative family and coworkers. An actress who regards her pornographic performance art as an expression of sexual liberation may also be a woman whose audience interprets her display as her consent to be the sexual subordinate of men. The sexually harassed employee may be motivated by her harassment to organize her company's first formal grievance procedures. All such examples suggest that women's sexual lives are dialectically situated within a culture that circumscribes women both as the subordinated objects of an oppressive heterosexuality and as the defining subjects of our sexual experience as women. Because women live in such a culture, each woman's knowledge of her own "true" sexual needs and desires is constrained and complicated by the contradiction of living as both object and subject of her sexuality. Such contradictions play themselves out in ways unique to the character and history of each woman.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Given the variety and complexity in women's sexuality, I take seriously the postmodern feminist injunction to be wary of universalizing prescriptions of sexual norms. Postmodern feminists would argue that any feminist philosophy of sex is misguided if it aims to reveal "the truth" about women's erotic lives. The dialectical framework I have introduced for understanding women's sexuality suggests that women's sexual lives are misrepresented by perspectives that do not appreciate the intersection of gender, sexuality, and male heterosexual domination. However, many postmodern feminists would claim that a gendered perspective of this type is no more universalizable than the stories traditional Western philosophy has told about women's sexuality. Competing feminist theories of women's sexual subordination, like all theories, become texts to be interpreted, stories to be told about the way the world appears from the perspective of the storyteller. According to many postmodern feminists, we can hardly expect feminism in general, or any feminist theory in particular, to tell us how women as a class ought to understand women's sexuality, when feminists have faulted the whole of Western philosophy for doing the very same thing. 9

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The feminist philosophy of sex described thus far has challenged the position of power and authority of those who traditionally ask the questions of philosophy by challenging the legitimacy of sociopolitical and intellectual hierarchies that have historically stifled the philosophical voice of women. It is a challenge that reminds us that those who ask the questions in philosophy determine what the questions are, how they are formulated, what methods are used to answer them (including who is consulted as an expert in the field), and the answers that are ultimately given. If the theoretical foundation for any feminist philosophy of sex requires us to appreciate a
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            	dialectical relation between gender and sexuality in women's lives, then a feminist philosophy of sex appears to advocate exactly the kind of epistemological authoritarianism and moral elitism that oppresses dissent and difference.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	It would appear, therefore, that a feminist philosophy of sex cannot, without hypocrisy, advance the "true" story of women's sexuality if its own agenda is one of challenging the philosophical canon's assumed monopoly on truth. Indeed, the very presumption of a theoretical foundation in feminist philosophy of sex would seem to be no more than a thinly veiled attempt to offer an ahistorical, univocal, and universalizable definition of the feminist philosophy of sex from what is more accurately described as a historically situated, culturally loaded perspective of a female author. Furthermore, if a feminist philosophy of sex is being constructed within a patriarchal context, how free of male bias and female misrepresentation can it be?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What these questions imply is that both the nature and evaluation of women's sexuality are social constructions arising out of the particular culture, history, and context in which claims to women's sexuality are made. The assertion that there exists a dialectical relation between gender and sexuality is simply an instantiation of the more general assertion that human practice is socially situated. As Linda Alcoff points out, "Gender is not a point to start out from in the sense of being a given thing but is, instead, a posit or construct, formalizable in a nonarbitrary way through a matrix of habits, practices, and discourses." 10 According to this view, theories of women's sexuality that are gender-sensitive are more representative of the complex and diverse group that makes up the class "woman" than those that are not because they are theories that acknowledge the bias of social location. Because feminist theory is itself socially situated, what we cannot say is that feminism presents an undistorted or "true" vision of women's sexuality.11

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If we adopt Alcoff's relational matrix, then it also appears that a woman's gender cannot be discretely separated from such features as her race, class, or sexual preference. Being the woman who is Linda LeMoncheck means being a white, middle-class, heterosexual female, not someone who is a woman and white and middle-class. Such features of human being are relational and interlocking, such that "one cannot dislodge one piece without disturbing the others."12 The affinity many feminists feel for the struggle against racism, classism, heterosexism, and imperialism is a function of our belief that interlocking social relations will generate interlocking social oppressions as well. However, the insidious and complex nature of the interlocking of social oppressions has the unfortunate consequence that many women, including feminists, do not recognize our complicity in our own and others' victimization.13

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	How can these observations be used to flesh out a dialectic between gender and sexuality that is sensitive to the sexual experiences, preferences, and desires of a wide variety of women? I have already argued that such a dialectic acknowledges both the potential for individual women's sexual subordination by men and by male-dominated institutions, and women's capacity to liberate themselves from such subordination to define their sexuality in their own terms. Moreover, if gender is but one of many interlocking social relations, then when we investigate the relation between gender and women's sexuality, we will be embarking on a complex contextual study of the ways in which all such social relations as race, gender, class, ethnicity, sexual preference, nationality, religion, age, and physical ability inform, and are informed
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            	by, women's sexuality. I will refer to this composite of interlocking social relations as a person's "social location" or as the "contextual relations" in a person's life. Third, such a study will also ask us to pay careful attention to the unique as well as the unifying details of the lives of the individual women whose erotic preferences are under investigation. From this perspective, women are understood both in terms of their sexual specialness and in the ways they may share sexual anxieties, needs, or interests with other women. And finally, because we are adopting the perspective that the philosophy of sex is socially constructed, any philosophizing about the nature and value of women's sexuality will be informed by a dialectic between the philosopher and her subject, which will affect the social locations of each. Not only is the subject socially situated in the complex ways I just described. the philosopher is socially situated as well. 14

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The existence of such bias in the philosopher of sex can be a source for either exclusionary or visionary practice. The remainder of this chapter discusses three ways in which the bias of social location figures in traditional philosophizing about sex and sexuality. My claim is that the contextual and dialectical investigation just outlined offers a more representative vision of women's sexuality than any of the three philosophical perspectives I will describe later. The chapter concludes with an elaboration of this alternative perspective, whose appreciation of sexual diversity within a caring community can provide us with the feminist philosophy of sex that informs the remainder of the book.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "View from Somewhere Better"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One perspective in philosophy of sex is a perspective familiar to feminist philosophers; I shall call it the "view from somewhere better." The "view from somewhere better" is a perspective in which a philosopher's social location becomes social prejudice due to a belief in the superiority of his social location. This view informs the work of some of the ancient philosophers, such as Aristotle, and medieval scholars, such as Thomas Aquinas, both of whom believed that because men's rational faculties are superior to women's, a husband should act as his wife's governor in marriage. By adopting the "view from somewhere better," Arthur Schopenhauer could assert that a woman's primary purpose is to act as the inferior but necessary procreative instrument by which a man reproduces other men. This same perspective prompts Friedrich Nietzsche to claim, "When a woman has scholarly inclinations, there is generally something wrong with her sexual nature; . . . man, if I may say so, is the barren animal."15

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	These philosophers perceived themselves as having an intellectually privileged place from which to expound on human nature because they were men purportedly endowed with superior rational faculties to those of women. It is the sort of socially located bias in which little, if any, attempt is made to understand or empathize with the view of "others" (in this case, women) because others are believed to be inferior to "us" (in this case, men). It is a perspective that acknowledges social location yet fails to acknowledge the social bias inherent in that location. To use María Lugones's terminology, this prejudice is the result of an absence of "'world'-traveling," in which the philosopher not only acknowledges the partiality of her own location
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            	but also makes an effort to understand the location of others. An absence of "world"-traveling indicates that one has not attempted to "understand what it is to be them and what it is to be ourselves in their eyes." 16 Because the "view from somewhere better" in much of traditional philosophy greatly distorts the lives and experiences of women, it is a perspective many feminist philosophers have sought to avoid.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, it is ironic to discover in at least some feminist theorizing about women's sexuality that it too assumes a "view from somewhere better." This bias is revealed when feminists replace an "androcentric" or "masculinist" vision of women's sexual life, in which women's sexuality is defined exclusively in men's terms, with an equally gynocentric vision (from the Greek "gyne" or ''female"). From such a perspective, being a woman somehow privileges, not just opens, the discourse. In a gynocentric world, women can give not simply a better account of their own sexuality but the best account of it.17 If all philosophers of sex are socially located, however, such feminist discourse is merely one socially located vision among many and so subject to the same kind of distorting prism as traditional philosophy of sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As I have noted, this does not mean that all social locations are equally biased, only that all social locations are biased in some way or other. Feminists have sometimes argued that without identifying women's perspective as the right or true perspective, feminists can offer no formal justification for change in women's sexual lives. However, I have argued in favor of situating less biased, but not unbiased, theories of women's sexuality within a composite of interlocking social relations that circumscribe both women's sexual oppression and women's sexual liberation. Such a framework suggests that feminists can offer an agenda for women's sexuality that recommends listening to the diverse voices of women. Such an agenda is simply not the agenda for securing women's sexual agency and self-definition, nor can such an agenda promise to be representative of all women in all times and places. Furthermore, the perception that some feminists are promoting an oppressive gynocentrism has only succeeded in dividing feminist ranks, producing a sizable group of women suspicious of the essentialism that often hides behind an appeal to "the woman's voice."18

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "View from Nowhere"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One way to avoid the prejudice of gynocentrism is to advocate what I will call, borrowing an expression from Thomas Nagel, the "view from nowhere."19 Someone who adopts the "view from nowhere" claims that there is an ideal or privileged position from which one can ascertain indubitable truths about oneself and the world. This privileged position is purportedly devoid of the particularity and partiality of any more personal perspective. In this way, the "view from nowhere" differs from the "view from somewhere better" in that the "view from nowhere" is intended as a perspective of objectivity and emotional distance whose ideal observer avoids the prejudices of the "view from somewhere better" by being removed from any position of bias. Thus, one who adopts the "view from nowhere" claims the epistemological advantage over the advocate of the "view from somewhere better" through the ability to make claims about the world that are true for all persons in all times and places. Those who would advocate adopting the "view from nowhere" would argue that
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            	particularly in such areas as mathematics and the physical sciences, an objective and impartial perspective is essential for formulating theorems, completing proofs, and constructing empirical hypotheses whose confirmation can be validated by any observer.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Contrary to such views, some feminist philosophers have underscored how a "view from nowhere" in the sciences is in fact socially and historically biased by the particular scientific methodology, subject matter, and investigator chosen to perform the research. Feminism's contribution to philosophical questions about scientific objectivity is the recognition that science is a gendered discipline whose standards and methods may be partial not only to time and place but also to the gender of the scientist, whose traditionally male-identified research practices marginalize, ignore, or silence the scientific contributions of women. Moreover, because so-called impartial research often yields results that unjustly discriminate against women in favor of men, feminists argue that the modern notion of "objective" science must be seriously reconsidered. 20

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In virtue of its purportedly unbiased stance, the "view from nowhere" also lays claim to making normative judgments without unfairly favoring one person or opinion over another. From this perspective, impartiality and objectivity are essential to making fair judgments, justifying right behavior, and condemning what is wrong. However, feminist theorists in epistemology, ethics, and aesthetics have joined feminist philosophers of science to contest the claim that men in historically and culturally situated contexts can successfully or noncontroversially determine one reality that is valid for all persons.21 Feminists interested in epistemology and value theory have argued that in the name of objectivity and impartiality, traditional philosophy's assessment of what human beings can know and how we evaluate our world has misrepresented women's voices or excluded them altogether. Feminists contend that such misrepresentation occurs because the male philosopher who adopts the "view from nowhere" does not recognize that his sense of what counts as objectivity will reflect the partiality of his gendered location. In this sense, he differs from someone who adopts the "view from somewhere better," who recognizes his own difference but simply believes that his location is the superior one. Nevertheless, the perspective of the purportedly ideal observer from the "view from nowhere'' is like the perspective of the observer of the "view from somewhere better," because the "view from nowhere" is ideal only with reference to some favored way of viewing the world. Absent any recognition that his perspective is only one of many partial perspectives, the philosopher who adopts the "view from nowhere" assumes that his ideal perspective is everyone's perspective.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from nowhere" inspired Immanuel Kant to assert that sex outside of marriage is a degradation of human nature. David Hume adopted this perspective when he claimed that marriage is an institution entered into by mutual consent and has for its end the propagation of the species.22 It is the perspective to which the "view from somewhere better" inevitably shifts when the bias of superior location must be claimed as universal truth. Postmodernists have challenged much of Western philosophy for assuming that there can be one correct use of the human faculties which will reveal truths about the world that are valid for all. A feminist philosophy of sex
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            	that is gender-sensitive to the partiality of social location takes great pains to be critical of such universalizing perspectives and to avoid them as much as possible.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, I would argue that the "view from nowhere" may be a more distorted and insidious perspective than the "view from somewhere better," precisely because the ''view from nowhere" assumes that an unbiased, ahistorical, and universalizable vision of the world is both possible and desirable. No one knows the pain of prejudice better than women who struggle to form an identity of their own in a misogynistic and androcentric society. Feminists' advocacy for equal rights is in part an advocacy for fair and impartial treatment under the law. Nevertheless, I would argue that the "view from nowhere" too often disguises the very prejudices it is designed to mitigate by presupposing a "truth" about the world that in fact favors a particular social location.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For example, the feminist theoretical perspective often called "liberal feminism" contends that gender blindness in the law encourages gender-blind social attitudes which, it is argued, will ultimately result in a more democratic and fully human community. It is claimed that as soon as men and women are given equal protection under the law, such crimes against women as men's sexual assault and sexual intimidation will be indefensible in principle and punishable in fact. From a liberal feminist's perspective, sex equality requires that pay equity and political parity be the rule and not the exception. I interpret this position as advocating the adoption of the "view from nowhere" in pursuit of sex equality for women, since a liberal feminist advocates gender-blind legal statutes not out of a recognition of the bias of her particular social location but because she believes that gender does not and should not matter in the distribution of social goods. 23

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The attraction of this "view from nowhere" is that unlike the "view from somewhere better," it eschews gender prejudice in the name of social equality. Reference to human beings or persons is preferred over references to women or men, because speech and action in human terms is believed to be objective, neutral, or impartialthe only perspective, a liberal feminist would argue, that can guarantee social justice for all.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A prevailing problem with liberal feminism's "view from nowhere," however, is that it fails to acknowledge the bias of social location. Subjectivity and partiality cloaked in the morally superior guise of objectivity and neutrality is no guarantee that justice for all will be served, when justice itself is circumscribed by the social location of those who judge. Many feminists point out that questions about human nature, human knowledge, and human happiness are questions that are asked by someone or other who is socially situated by race, gender, and class, among many other things. To ignore or deny the claim that gender matters in determinations of social justice is to assume that women's interests are the same as men's, when they may not be. The failure in the "view from nowhere" to acknowledge the bias of every social location is the failure to acknowledge that one observer cannot speak for all. Susan Bordo writes:
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            	Professional women saw in the "neutral" standards of objectivity and excellence the means of being accepted as "humans," not women. . . . In a culture that is in fact constructed by gender duality, however, one cannot simply be "human." This is no more possible than it is possible that we can "just be people" in a racist culture. . . . Our lan-
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            	guage, intellectual history, and social forms are "gendered"; there is no escape from this fact and from its consequences on our lives. 24

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Bordo's philosophizing about "this fact" of social location may come dangerously close to the kind of epistemological authoritarianism I have sought to avoid. What feminists can say is that in theorizing about women's sexuality, one must appreciate gender because one paints a more representative picture of women's sexuality with gender than without it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By assuming that a universal epistemological ideal is possible, liberals and conservatives alike who adopt the "view from nowhere" fail to recognize that individuals from other travelable "worlds" may not share the same observations. Furthermore, if, by adopting the "view from nowhere," I ignore or deny that gender matters in determinations of social practice, I will have no incentive for the empathic understanding recommended by María Lugones's "world"-traveling. Even the "view from somewhere better'' must ultimately devolve into a denial of its own socially located bias, if its advocates make claims about human nature and human happiness that are purported to be true

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "View from Everywhere"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A postmodern response to both the "view from somewhere better" and the "view from nowhere" is to replace the mislocation of gender prejudice and the nonlocation of gender blindness with the dislocation of gender deconstruction. In their pursuit of a philosophy that explodes the notion of a single, unifying reality, postmodern feminist philosophers celebrate diversity by celebrating the multiple possibilities of social location. We can call this third perspective, the "view from everywhere," since a postmodernist believes that in order to avoid the oppressive biases of either an assumption of superiority or the presumption of universal truth, we must embrace the multiplicity of every social voice.25

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Postmodernism has a strong appeal for feminists who perceive women's voices to be misunderstood by the commitment to rationality, objectivity, and truth of the "view from nowhere." In an era marked by a strong advocacy for multiculturalism within the academy as well as outside it, a postmodern vision holds out the promise of an inclusive global perspective that many feminists regard as crucial to their political vision of respect for diversity and difference.26 A postmodern celebration of diversity in sexual preference has particular resonance for a feminist philosopher of sex interested in exploring the depth and complexity of women's sexual experience and desire. It is only through such an exploration, many feminists believe, that a woman can escape her identity as sexual victim of a misogynous and heterosexist patriarchy and begin to pursue a self-determined sexual identity.27

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, if both the "view from somewhere better" and the "view from nowhere" suffer from appreciating too little about social location in assessments of women's sexuality, a postmodern vision suffers from the determination to appreciate too much. My contention that the human condition is socially situated implies that the human condition is a partial and incomplete condition of being and knowing. Therefore, no matter how much we learn about human diversity or no matter how
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            	much of an effort we make at "world"-traveling, as socially situated human beings living in a finite place and time, we cannot, at any one moment, travel to all worlds at once. Feminist progress can be made by moving away from the "view from somewhere better" or the "view from nowhere" to less partial ways of knowing; the nonpartiality of total knowledge is beyond us.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By regarding any partiality of location as necessarily prejudiced, postmodernists drive us to an impossible dislocation where no one can conceivably go. In celebration of the multiple possibilities of social location, postmodernism seems to require an impossible omniscience. Yet a postmodern philosophical claim is that we must dislocate ourselves, if we are to be free of the oppression of located knowledge. Ironically, by advocating what Susan Bordo refers to as a relentless heterogeneity, 28 postmodern feminists advocate an epistemological ubiquity that is not only impossible to achieve but is no less demanding of conformity than their modern Enlightenment counterparts.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, by diffusing women's voices amid a sea of multiplicity, this postmodern view deprives feminism not only of a coherent political agenda but also of any identifiably gendered voice that could call for liberation and change for the speakers with that voice. Many postmodern feminists would contend that until we make the hierarchical and value-laden opposition of "man" versus "woman" incoherent, the inferiority and otherness ascribed to women will remain intact.29 However, I would argue that it is impossible to condemn the patriarchal oppression of women without giving meaning and value to the injustice of hierarchical gender categories; and the apparent absence of any unifying postmodern vision of gender or sexuality makes a foundational framework for advancing a feminist dialogue in women's sexuality superfluous. Thus, the deconstruction of gender seems to make the destruction of a specifically feminist agenda inevitable.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "View from Somewhere Different"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have contended that a postmodernist incorrectly believes that any partiality of location requires deconstruction. Indeed, it is through the perception of the partiality of our own location that we perceive ourselves as different from others. Without this perception, as I noted in my critique of the "view from nowhere," there is no incentive for the empathic understanding of another's location, which is the essence of María Lugones's "world"-traveling. Yet I have also noted in my critique of the "view from somewhere better" that the mere perception of partiality or difference is not enough to keep from misunderstanding women's sexuality. A conscientious attempt at an empathic understanding of women's sexuality is also required. Social location becomes social prejudice when, in María Lugones's words, we "arrogantly" fail to recognize the existence of other social locations or when we refuse to "world''-travel in deference to a perceived superiority.30 Yet "world"-traveling becomes impossible from a postmodern philosopher's "view from everywhere," since those who adopt this view are required to be in all places at once.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If none of these three epistemological perspectives can properly capture the importance of social location for a feminist philosophy of sex, what are the alternatives?
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            	The perception that my worldview is neither better, nor nowhere, nor everywhere, but simply somewhere different is the perception that (1) my "world" is not the only social location worth knowing; (2) no matter how much or how often I "world"-travel, my "world" will always be partial, because I am always somewhere; and (3) there are other "worlds'' whose members may wish to travel to my own. For women and men engaged in the practice of philosophy, what I shall call the "view from somewhere different" is a celebration of the social locationthe partiality, particularity, and contextualityof all philosophical investigation. From this perspective, a philosopher of sex can locate both the subject and the investigator of her philosophical enterprise and begin to appreciate the complex and variable dialectic between them. The "view from somewhere different" also acknowledges that "world"-traveling will be intrusive if visits are involuntary. The "view from somewhere different" advocates not epistemological imperialism but a sharing of "world"-views in a collaborative and empathic effort of being and knowing.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If the "view from somewhere different" can acknowledge difference without presuming superiority and without devolving into dislocation, then such a perspective can offer philosophy of sex a more representative vision of women's sexual experiences, preferences, and desires than any of the other three perspectives discussed. Such a perspective will also recognize that different women will have very different experiences of sexual subordination by men and that some women may be more empowered to determine the course of their sexual lives than others. It will acknowledge that any one woman's life is a unique, complex, and variable mix of sexual subordination and empowerment under institutional and ideological constraints that limit the sexual choices she makes. Thus, the "view from somewhere different" incorporates the dialectic between gender and sexuality introduced earlier in the chaptera dialectic that understands individual women's sexuality as the contextual interplay between the gender politics of sexual subordination and the sexual politics of women's liberation. If one of the aims of a feminist philosophy of sex is to repair the distortions of patriarchal visions of women's sexuality, then the "view from somewhere different" seems tailor-made to a feminist philosophy of sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, a counterargument could be made that the "view from somewhere different" only succeeds in oppressing women, not liberating them. This argument claims that for centuries, being a woman has meant being other to man's self, object to his subject, inferior to his superior. Woman has been marginal to man's centrality, trivial to his importance, somewhere to his everywhere. Indeed, it is the term "man" which is used to mean "human"; woman is someone different. In short, in a culture in which not only the social power and prestige but also the ascription of meaning and value is controlled by men, to be different from men means to be inferior to them. Therefore, it can be argued that by adopting the "view from somewhere different" within a patriarchal context, the feminist philosophy of sex advocated here only reinforces the notion that women are inferior to men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This counterargument further suggests that by requiring all locations to be in some way biased or partial, the "view from somewhere different" condemns us to a world of racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, and imperialism. According to this line of reasoning, it is only by overcoming, not celebrating, our partiality that social prejudice will be eliminated. Instead of liberating women from the sexual subordi-
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            	nation of men, a feminist philosophy of sex that adopts the "view from somewhere different" only succeeds in keeping woman "in her place."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The success of this counterargument, however, relies on retaining the patriarchal notion that "different" means "inferior," "wrong," or "bad." One's pointing out my difference from men is indeed oppressive when it is used to make me feel inferior or less valuable. Yet feminist philosophers have often pointed out that we need not adopt the view that difference is bad. Indeed, when all selves are "others,'' the notion that one self is better than another cannot be justified by appeal to difference alone. When everyone is different, the value of difference is an open question.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, racism, sexism, classism, heterosexism, and imperialism are the result of either believing we are superior to others who are different from us or believing there is no difference among persons when there is difference. Yet these are precisely the prejudices of the "view from somewhere better" and the "view from nowhere," respectively. On the contrary, the "view from somewhere different" recognizes difference without a presumption of superiority, thus avoiding the prejudice of both of the other perspectives. Furthermore, this recognition explodes any attempts to equate the polarities of superior/inferior, right/wrong, or good/bad with those of man/woman or male/female, without denying that there are differences between each pole. In so doing, the "view from somewhere different" avoids making the postmodern mistake of exploding the polarities themselves and deconstructing the notion of difference in a way that forces us to be all things to all people.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from somewhere different" recommends that we perceive partiality and difference in all of us. A feminist philosophy of sex can justifiably adopt this view, because the "view from somewhere different" better represents the sexual experience of individual women than does ignoring or denying our partiality. This is not a claim that difference is good where once it was bad or that to adopt the "view from somewhere different" is to adopt the correct perspective, since to do so would be to recreate the prejudice that many feminists find so oppressive in the "view from somewhere better" and the "view from nowhere." Demands for so-called politically correct speech have made many people uneasy, precisely because those demands appear to be replacing one set of oppressive values with another. What the feminist philosopher of sex can argue is that the "view from somewhere different" provides more representative visions of women's sexuality, because this perspective suggests that no location has a lock on the truth about women's sexuality and that dislocation is impossible. From this perspective, we cannot please all of the people all of the time. As my critique of a postmodern epistemology suggests, we cannot even please all of the people some of the time. However, because difference from the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" no longer means inferiority or invisibility, a feminist philosopher of sex who adopts this perspective can encourage "world"-traveling as a way of sensitizing women and men to the diverse sexual experiences, preferences, and desires of individual women, some of whom we can please some of the time. Thus, the "view from somewhere different" promotes a woman-centered philosophy of sex that is less essentialist and less biased, thus more representative of women's sexual lives, than perspectives that fail to acknowledge the ubiquity of partiality. Indeed, it is this perspective that makes both women and men individual and visible members of the human community.
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            	Toward a Framework for a Feminist Philosophy of Sex

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By adopting the perspective of the "view from somewhere different," a feminist philosopher of sex can understand her speculative and critical investigations into the nature, meaning, and value of women's sexuality as investigations into the contextual and dialectical relations between gender and sexuality. Her investigations are contextual when she perceives that gender is but one of many interlocking social relations informing women's sexuality. A feminist philosopher of sex who adopts this perspective believes that women's sexuality will mean different things to different women of different races, classes, and sexual preferences. Furthermore, this perspective asks a feminist philosopher of sex to investigate not only the network of social relations that situate the subject of her philosophical investigations but also those social relations that situate the philosopher herself. A feminist philosopher of sex will ask both (1) what is the subject context in which claims about women's sexuality are made? and (2) what is the investigative context in which such claims are evaluated? It is a perspective that asks a feminist philosopher of sex to attempt to gain an empathic understanding of others from whose sexual experience, preference, and desire her own location differs ("What is it like to be them?") and to acknowledge the partiality of all such locations (''What is it like to be myself in their eyes?"). 31 Therefore, such investigations are also dialectical because they will engage a feminist philosopher of sex in a relationship with her subject whose interplay reflects the dynamic nature of that relationship.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As I argued earlier in this chapter, this dialectic also expresses itself in the interplay between a woman's sexual subordination and her sexual liberation under institutional and ideological conditions that constrain the sexual decisions she makes. Adopting this perspective asks us to notice that sex can be a source of victimization for individual women as well as a source for their resistance to, and transcendence of, that victimization. I remarked earlier in this chapter that heterosexual sex can take a variety of forms that are humiliating, if not brutal, to women: sexual harassment, rape, battering, and abuse, including degrading or abusive commercial sex work. On the other hand, feminists have also pointed out that to dwell exclusively or even primarily on the sexual victimization of women only serves to reinforce, if not confirm, women's identification as the dehumanized and exploited sexual objects of men. Therefore, a feminist philosophy of sex from the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" also needs a recognition of those aspects of women's erotic lives in which women identify and pursue what is erotically pleasurable for them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This perspective acknowledges women as subjects with individual sexual histories to be celebrated and explored; women are properly seen as agents, many of whom create and prescribe their own sexual play. For some women, this means that sexual promiscuity becomes a safe and positive alternative for their active pursuit of sexual pleasure instead of the slur on women's sexuality that contemporary connotations of "slut" or "whore" suggest. For others, it means debunking the argument that sadomasochism is anathema to women because it re-creates the dominant/submissive gender roles of patriarchy. For still other women, it means creating woman-identified pornography and sex toys to open new avenues for women's sexual stimulation. Indeed, some women's idea of sexual liberation is in recognizing that men are little
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            	more than sexual predators whom heterosexual women should approach boldly, responsibly, and at their own risk. 32 In short, investigating the context of individual women's erotic lives from the "view from somewhere different" asks us to recognize as well as reconsider patriarchy's oppressive claim on women's sexuality. In subsequent chapters I will continue to explore the dialectical relationship between women's sexual oppression and our liberation by pursuing the kinds of issues in women's sexuality raised above.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Despite any one woman's capacity for sexual agency, the current context for renaming and revalorizing women's sexuality is still one of patriarchy. This context is inscribed by androcentric concepts and norms for women, many of whom remain far from sexual liberation. Therefore, feminists must be as location-sensitive to, and as philosophically demanding of, our new ways of thinking and acting as of our old ones. Some feminists have argued that to do any theorizing about women's sexuality at all requires the use of a fundamentally new language in order to reflect more accurately the nature of female eroticism.33 Yet we must be just as wary of our reconceptualizations as our preconceptualizations, since they will inevitably draw on the very social location from which we would liberate ourselves. This caveat is by no means an argument for delegitimizing the feminist enterprise. It is a strong recommendation for continuing to localize the discourse and particularize the context in women's efforts to effect change in our sexual lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, the many contextual differences in women's sexual experience remind us that a feminist philosophy of sex that adopts the "view from somewhere different" is woman-centered without being "Woman"-centered: such a philosophy can investigate the complexity and diversity of individual women's sexual lives without devolving into the essentializing prescriptions that have misrepresented women's sexuality using more traditional models. A feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different" also recognizes the common ideological and institutional constraints under which women live and our shared capacity to resist and transform conditions oppressive to us. In this way feminists may simultaneously acknowledge the diversity of sexual experience among women and establish our common gender identity as women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, a feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different" recognizes that one woman's sexual experience can vary widely in different contexts; her sexual experience may also vary greatly over the course of her life. Sex can be scary, passionate, funny, unsuccessful, unsafe, painful, boring, publicly humiliating, privately beautiful, extremely personal, consciously political, cheerfully avoided, or regrettably absent, each in a different woman's life, or all in a single life. Gayle Rubin describes contemporary sexual norms as differentiating so-called good sex from bad: "good" sex is heterosexual, marital, monogamous, reproductive, and noncommercial sex, coupled, relational, within the same generation, and occurring at home; "bad" sex is practiced by the homosexual, the unmarried, the promiscuous, the nonprocreative, or the commercial sex worker, any of whom may masturbate, engage in orgies, have sex across generational lines, or have casual or public sex with or without the use of pornography, sex toys, or sadomasochistic sex roles.34 A feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different'' questions the value of universal prescriptions of sexual norms without deconstructing the norms themselves,
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            	so that they can be identified and constructively critiqued. Moreover, this perspective not only acknowledges the sexual diversity among women but also recognizes, to use Teresa de Lauretis's term, the diversity "within" women, 35 since one story from one woman may not be all there is to tell about her.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, not every, if any, story of her sexual life will be one that a woman will want to tell. A feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different" also recognizes that sex means discrete and very private conduct for many women who would reject the feminist assertion that the personal is political. Some women who subscribe to the feminist claim that pornography and prostitution are patriarchal institutions in the business of subordinating women to men may still wish to make their own sexual activity a nonpolitical event. In addition, a feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different" should remind us that both distinct and overlapping boundaries exist in our descriptions and evaluations of sex. When does sexual pleasure stop and pain begin? Is consensual sadomasochistic sex between husband and wife "good'' sex or "bad"? In a patriarchal society in which heterosexual sex is commonly used to dominate women, does the very personal nature of any sex require a political interpretation? With help from the "view from somewhere different," the chapters that follow will allow us to examine these types of questions in more detail.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the beginning of this section I noted that the subject investigated by a feminist philosopher both influences and is influenced by the particular sexual experience, preference, and desires of the philosopher herself. Specifically, the social location that informs my own feminist philosophical inquiry into women's sexuality is that of a white, middle-class, married, educated, forty-something, heterosexual woman; and I live in a Western industrialized culture inhabited by women whose gender is still a barrier to equitable employment and political power. The dialectical nature of the relation between gender and sexuality often translates being a woman into being the victim of both violent and subtle forms of sexual intimidationintimidation that is a systemic and structural feature of the patriarchal world in which women live. A feminist philosopher of sex who is located in such a culture and who subscribes to the "view from somewhere different" recognizes that she is the member of a gendered class which is often identified primarily, if not solely, by women's sexual accessibility to men and for which that very identification is often a central vehicle for the exploitation, harassment, and abuse of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Under these constraints, racism, classism, and homophobia are real and compelling concerns for women who are already gender-oppressed. Indeed, many women of color argue that feminism will never be a priority for them if related social oppressions are not addressed with the same energy and commitment as that given to feminism. Some women of color eschew feminist activism altogether because they believe that other social oppressions take priority and because they believe that feminist gains are gains for white, middle-class women, not women of color. A feminist philosopher of sex must address the question of whether developing new ways for thinking and talking about sex is relevant to liberating women oppressed by overwhelming poverty or racial prejudice.36 Yet no matter what our race or ethnicity, women in Western culture are bombarded by feminine images defined by an extremely narrow range of acceptable criteria of beauty. It is a culture where a woman's
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            	sexual allure is typically equated with physical beauty, the commercial imagery of which is defined by Naomi Wolf as "beauty porn." Because being openly sexy is often interpreted in such a culture as a woman's consent to men's sexual aggression against her, women who want to be physically attractive to men run the risk of being blamed for their own sexual abuse. 37

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A feminist philosopher of sex who adopts the "view from somewhere different" recognizes this oppressive environment and seeks to expose its injustices in an effort to effect change. At the same time, a feminist philosopher of sex who adopts the "view from somewhere different" acknowledges that progress toward sexual self-definition and sexual agency is as much a feminist goal as progress away from sexual victimization. Thus, from this perspective it is understood that there are many women for whom the equation of beauty with sex appears to open doors to personal liberation instead of closing them or for whom the concept of an institutionalized patriarchy mistakes individual injustices perpetrated by men for a universal male conspiracy.38 A feminist philosopher who adopts the "view from somewhere different" recognizes that feminist theorizing comes in many forms, each of which has a part to play in the lives of women for whom that theory resonates. She also remembers that theory cannot take the place of listening to individual women's socially situated stories as a means of helping each woman discover the meaning and value of the erotic in her life. How to respond in a caring and constructive way to so many voices with such different erotic needs is one of the challenges explored in this book.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In summary, a feminist philosophy of sex that adopts the "view from somewhere different" is a philosophy of sex that locates a framework for understanding women's sexuality within a contextual and dialectical relation between gender and sexuality. The context of investigation is dependent on the social relations that locate the subjects investigated. The context of the investigator is discovered through her particular social location. To say that a woman's social location situates the discourse is to say that the injustices I have described are historical, contextual, and particular to individual women. However, to say that a woman's sexual subordination is relative to time and place is not to suggest that the demand for her sexual liberation has no moral or political force. To situate injustice within the particular social relations that constitute women's oppression is nonarbitrary in the same way that situating gender is nonarbitrary within Alcoff's matrix of practices, habits, and discourses. One can argue for better treatment of women within the specific context of a patriarchy that distorts, marginalizes, or appropriates women's sexuality, by detailing the individual misrepresentations within that context and composing strategies that can be used to enhance each woman's sexual experience. A feminist philosophy of sex that adopts the "view from somewhere different" asks new questions about women's sexuality and answers many of the old questions in new ways. But feminists cannot argue that the results of their research are "true." To quote Linda Alcoff,

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	[image: c99f0188e8ca33a5a0528c540876f48d.gif]

            	

            	[image: c99f0188e8ca33a5a0528c540876f48d.gif]
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	[B]eing a "woman" is to take up a position within a moving historical context and to be able to choose what we make of this position and how we alter this context. From the perspective of that fairly determinate though fluid and mutable position, women can themselves articulate a set of interests and ground a feminist politics. [However], [t]he concept and the position of women is not ultimately undecidable or arbitrary. It is simply not possible to interpret our society in such a way that women have more power or
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            	equal power relative to men. The conception of woman that I have outlined limits the constructions of woman we can offer by defining subjectivity as positionality within a context. 39

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A feminist philosopher of sex who adopts the "view from somewhere different" can argue that achieving sexual agency and self-definition for women requires freeing women from their social location within a sexually oppressive context, Alcoff's "positionality within a context," by repositioning women within a context that is more representative of their conceptions of themselves as sexual beings. This repositioning requires a safe place where women can tell the varied stories of their sexual lives, and it requires others who are willing to listen and share their stories. The repositioning of women's sexuality requires us to be critical of both our own and others' quick condemnations of alternative sexual preferences and wary of easy solutions to the problem of women's sexual subordination. It requires us to recognize that sex is a topic that many people, including philosophers of sex, approach with ignorance, anxiety, and fear.40 Such an approach will tend to cloud the advantages of the relatively destabilizing "view from somewhere different," enticing us with the secure moral platitudes of the ''view from somewhere better" or the "view from nowhere." Echoing Sandra Harding's feminist destabilization in philosophy of science, we must remain confident that the destabilization in our thinking about women's sexuality will advance our understanding more effectively than restabilizations of it.41 The following chapters explore what it means to destabilize prevailing claims about women's sexuality.
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            In Hot Pursuit of Sexual Liberation:

            Should a Woman Be Promiscuous?
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            	In a contemporary era dominated by fears of debilitating and often deadly sexually transmitted diseases, it is not uncommon to regard promiscuous sex as dangerous sex. Promiscuous sex evokes visions of sex with many different partners, and sex with many different partners in an era of AIDS is believed to be incautious at best, morally reprehensible at worst, since the virus that causes Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome can be transmitted undetected and so passed from partner to partner unnoticed. This condemnation of sexual promiscuity ironically comes at a time when the use of available and effective contraception can mitigate the once onerous fear of pregnancy, and when Western society as a whole has become more accepting than it was fifty years ago, if only grudgingly so, of premarital sex, with its potential for multiple, uncommitted partners. Yet despite these changes in our sexual attitudes, in an era of AIDS, promiscuous sex continues to be regarded as dangerous sex, to be approached, regardless of differences of opinion on sexual liberation, with an obvious and natural caution.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For women, the pleasures of promiscuity promised by the postwar sexual revolution have been complicated by much more than the fear of AIDS. While their increased economic independence and reproductive choice have given many middle-class women the freedom to pursue sex outside of marriage, this freedom has not come without its price. In a society that has increasingly liberated men as well as women from the confines of marital sex, many men have less incentive to take re-
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            	sponsibility for family planning or family support. Without the promise of sex in exchange for the financial security and social status of marriage, single women often complain that they have had to throw away one of their few remaining bargaining chips for physical and emotional well-being. ("Why buy the milk when you can get the cow for free?") 1 Furthermore, living in an economic climate that continues to undervalue women's labor, many divorced or deserted women left with children to support are often relegated to a life of financial struggle. It is ironic that in an era promising women's sexual liberation, the prostitution that Kathleen Barry refers to as "female sexual slavery" is often the only avenue of gainful employment available to unskilled or underemployed women worldwide who are the sole providers for themselves or their families.2

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In addition, women still live in a world where many believe that something is wrong with a woman who does not have "a (one) man in her life," a belief especially disturbing to lesbians, whose daily confrontations with heterosexism make being a monogamous couple no protection against social stigma.3 Aging single women become sexually less desirable in a culture that defines a woman's sexual attractiveness in terms of her youth and beauty, a fact that puts older, heterosexually active women in fierce competition with their younger counterparts for still sexually attractive older men. For women who do choose marriage, the specter of a multitude of heterosexually active single women often represents not only a real threat to any hope of an emotionally stable and financially secure domestic life but also the threat of contracting their husband's sexually transmitted diseases. A single woman, not an errant husband, is most likely to be singled out for censure or abuse, since it is she who has historically been described as tempting men into sin.4 In this patriarchal climate, a sexually promiscuous woman is regarded derogatorily by both other women and men as nothing more than a "slut."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	At a time of often brutal and unpredictable sexual violence against women, the spontaneous or casual sex associated with promiscuity has made many women eschew sex with multiple partners as too risky to be worth any anticipated pleasure. The alarming frequency of acquaintance rape, in which the victim knows her assailant, has left many single women with little prospect of a safe sexual life. Yet many women, especially teenagers, feel tremendous peer pressure to have sex, in a post-Victorian society that still marks sexually reticent women as "frigid." Such pressure can lead to psychological turmoil when the emotional investment a woman may have made in her sexual relationship is not reciprocated. At its worst, resistance to such pressure can lead to rape. Combine such concerns with the fear of AIDS, which has everyone from sex educators to political pundits advocating abstinence as the only safe sex outside of marriage, and it is no wonder that promiscuity is regarded by many women as the pursuit of personal danger and sexual anxiety, not sexual pleasure and psychological well-being.5

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The issue of a woman's control over her own body has been one of the most important political platforms of the women's movement. To tell a woman that she cannot or should not be promiscuous seems to run counter to the feminist effort to secure sexual agency and self-definition for all women. Many feminists regard the sexual liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s, as well as its contemporary vestiges, as serving primarily the interests of men precisely because the movement made
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            	more women sexually available to men without affording enough women the economic and political tools to escape being sexually subordinated by them. According to this view, sexual liberation convinced women that sex without love or marriage was a good thing without giving women the opportunity to define what good sex is for women. Heterosexual and lesbian feminists alike have argued that truly liberating sex for women requires a fundamental reconceptualization and reevaluation of women's sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency. 6

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such reframing raises difficult questions, however: Should a feminist reconceptualization of women's sexual desire include a sexually promiscuous lifestyle? Or are promiscuous women simply appropriating a masculine sexual value that is ill-suited to our temperament as women? What exactly counts as promiscuous sex, and what, if anything, can promiscuity contribute to women's control over our bodies in an environment increasingly characterized by sexual violence, disease, and death? This chapter explores these questions from the "view from somewhere different" introduced in chapter 1, which characterizes women's sexual promiscuity as a contextual and dialectical function of both women's sexual oppression and our sexual liberation. From such a perspective, a woman's promiscuity is understood contextually, in terms of her particular social location ("What is it like to be her?") and in terms of how those who would question her behavior are perceived by her ("What is it like to be us in her eyes?") From the "view from somewhere different,'' a woman's promiscuity is also understood dialectically, as both encouraging her subordination by men ready to exploit her sexuality and facilitating her exploration of one among many different ways that she may give meaning and value to her erotic life.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The next section of this chapter explores the variety of meanings that are given to the terms "promiscuous" and "promiscuity." I argue that many of the difficulties in sorting out some of the complaints against sexual promiscuity may be attributed to this semantic variety. I also show how a patriarchy that has an investment in women's sexual monogamy also has an investment in convincing women that monogamy is the only safe haven for intimate and satisfying sex. Further discussion examines some of the specific complaints that feminists have against women's adopting a promiscuous lifestyle. I argue that because a woman's promiscuous sex can be, although it need not be, sex that respects and nurtures the particular sexual needs of her partners, feminists who object to sex that is impersonal and objectifying cannot reject women's promiscuity out of hand. I then address some of the arguments offered in favor of women's sexual promiscuity, particularly the argument that a woman's promiscuity promotes her sexual satisfaction and growth by encouraging her to explore her own sexual needs. I argue that the "view from somewhere different" can empower women to negotiate the tensions among conflicting moral views on promiscuity by describing promiscuous sex as dialectically situated in a world in which women are both the subordinated objects and active subjects of our sexual lives. I also examine some of the special complaints reserved for a sexually promiscuous woman that do not apply to her male counterpart and explore some of the stereotypes of promiscuous sexual behavior that circumscribe women and men of color. I contend that the denigration of a woman's promiscuity acts as a way of limiting her capacity to act as a self-determining sexual subject. The closing discussion examines the argument that promiscuous sex is lethal in an era of AIDS and so objectionable
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            	on those grounds alone. My claim is that AIDS is reason for caution regarding our sexual behavior, but the danger of AIDS is not sufficient reason for condemning all promiscuous sexual exploration, nor is it sufficient to support an argument for abstinence. On the contrary, because AIDS has been used to heap renewed abuse on a homosexual community struggling to define a sexual lifestyle that does not simply mirror traditional heterosexual norms, I argue that we should be wary of any arguments that treat the medical crisis of AIDS as a social commentary on the dangers of sexual liberation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Only a Numbers Game?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the conceptual analysis that comprises much of the traditional literature on the philosophy of sex, very little has been written on the meaning of sexual promiscuity. 7 However, what is traditionally meant by the term "promiscuity" is vital philosophical information if we are to examine any feminist attempts at its reconceptualization. For example, if promiscuity is only a numbers game, then why did polygamous Mormon men at the turn of this century, men with six or more wives, each of whom received weekly conjugal visits, rail against the evils of promiscuity? To cite hypocrisy or self-deception is too facile. If we resolve the Mormon case by claiming that promiscuity must also constitute a failure to promise a lifelong sexual commitment, then the unmarried woman, widowed three times, whose current sexual experience consists of her exclusive two-year romance with her childhood sweetheart must be considered promiscuous.8 Compare this sexually faithful woman to her sister, a barhopper who goes home with a different man every night, and the behavior suggests a difference in kind, not just degree. Furthermore, if the dangers of pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases explain our contemporary disapproval of promiscuity, then why is the disease-free woman who uses effective contraception, sleeps only with AIDS-tested disease-free men, and, like our barhopper, sleeps with a different man every night derisively considered by many people to be a "slut"?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What these cases suggest is that exactly what we mean by sexual promiscuity will depend on the identity and context of the subject "we." What I intend to show is that it is a philosophical mistake to try to offer a single definition of sexual promiscuity, one with necessary and sufficient conditions that are designed to cover all possible contexts of its use. Rather, I will take the approach that the term "promiscuity," like so many expressions in the English language, is used in a variety of contexts with meanings related to, but not identical with, one another. Instead of the meaning of promiscuity, I will uncover a wide variety of meanings for the term derived from the particular social location of each speaker and the social context of the speaker's sexual behavior.9 Like the "view from somewhere different'' introduced in chapter 1, this approach eschews the universal analytic categories typical of the "view from nowhere" in favor of assigning meaning on the case-by-case basis of social location. This approach is consistent with a feminist philosophy of sex that appreciates the context-specific dialectic between gender and sexuality.10

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Consider the following propositions:
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            	1. Distributing condoms to high school students only encourages them to be promiscuous.
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            	2. If Magic Johnson hadn't been so promiscuous, he never would have contracted HIV, the virus that can cause AIDS.
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            	3. A promiscuous woman is a loose woman.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Note that in all three propositions, the reference is to sexual promiscuity. High school distribution of devices designed to inhibit the exchange of bodily fluids during sex makes many parents fear that their children are being given tacit permission to be sexually promiscuous. Many people believe that Magic Johnson's sexual promiscuity resulted in his contracting a virus typically, but not necessarily, caused by the exchange of bodily fluids during sex; and it is the sexually promiscuous woman who is the sexually loose woman.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, not all contexts in which speakers use the token terms "promiscuous" or "promiscuity" prompt us to identify the type as sexual. Promiscuity also has a nonsexual sense that connotes merely indiscriminate or careless behavior. Suppose a sexually promiscuous bank executive is our proverbial "loose woman." We may know this much about her yet still know nothing about the way she spends her bank's money. On the other hand, the bank executive who is promiscuous with her bank's money is an incautious financier whatever her sexual habits. Furthermore, promiscuity can connote an abundance, excess, or profusion with or without sexual overtones. The sight of a promiscuous display of bougainvillea is the sight of vibrant color, while the sight of a promiscuous display of Chihuahuas is the sight of dogs in heat.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In addition, a sexually promiscuous person is a sexually active person. A teenager who fantasizes about sex after acquiring a condom but never acts out those fantasies is not a sexually promiscuous teenager; and no matter how strong Magic Johnson's intentions to be sexually active may have been, if none of those intentions had been fulfilled, he would not be accused of sexual promiscuity. A sexually active person need not be promiscuous, however, as many faithful and happily married couples will attest. Moreover, former president Jimmy Carter could admit to "lusting in his heart" after women other than his wife Rosalyn without being accused of sexual promiscuity because while he and his wife may have had a great sex life together, he was not sexually active with the women about whom he fantasized. A loose woman doesn't just think about sleeping around; she sleeps around.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A commonly held view of the sexually promiscuous person is that she is sexually active in an uncoerced or voluntary way. When a single woman is raped by a coworker whom she accompanies home after a cocktail party, she is often accused of sexual promiscuity by those who think she was "asking for it" or "really wanted it," not because she is perceived as the victim of coercive or involuntary sex. Sexually molested girls are sometimes considered promiscuous when there is some question as to their seductiveness or sexual precocity, suggesting their willing cooperation in their sexual molestation. When a victim of sexual abuse can convince her skeptics of her coerced participation in sex, her molestation becomes a form of assault perpetrated against the innocent, not a form of promiscuous sexual activity voluntarily pursued.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The freedom to be sexually active, however, involves more than freedom from physical coercion. As Kathryn Pauly Morgan points out in her discussion of women and romantic love, a genuine choice must include both knowledge of, and access to,
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            	real alternatives. 11 The woman who "chooses" to earn money as a prostitute is an especially complex and controversial case of genuine choice. Homeless women and teenage runaways have been forced into the sex trade by abusive traffickers whose sexual coercion relies on a combination of economic blackmail, psychological manipulation, and threats of physical violence. Pimps often threaten runaways with the specter of jail sentences or with their return to the abusive familial or institutional settings from which they have fled. Some pimps regularly beat their prostitutes or abuse one as an example to the rest. Moreover, none of this treatment indicates the level of emotional blackmail involved in making a vulnerable young girl feel wanted and needed by an apparently powerful male. Poor families have sold their children into sexual service. Children have been kidnapped, chained, or imprisoned in brothels. If a woman is promiscuous only if her sex is noncoercive, then women who are the literal sex slaves of men cannot be called promiscuous solely in virtue of the number of their sexual partners.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, being forced into prostitution can take much subtler forms. Many poor women inexperienced in the job market report feeling forced by their circumstances into prostitution because they perceive no alternative to support themselves and their families. In cultures where an infertile woman may be ostracized from her family of origin or where there are simply too many mouths to feed and too little paid work for men, women may regard prostitution as their sole source of survival. In an environment that restricts women's economic opportunities and defines women in terms of their sexual availability to men, prostitution is often the only means women have of earning a living, whether they prefer prostitution or not. While some prostitutes report that they choose their work for the money, flexibility, and independence sex work affords them, others report finding the stigma, exploitation, and abuse in an illegal (and, some would say, immoral) line of work impossible to avoid. The stereotype of the drugged-out prostitute is often a startlingly real picture of a woman using the mind-numbing effect of narcotics to blot out the emotional and physical pain of her work. Many erstwhile prostitutes liken their experience to rape.12

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Under such conditions, describing all prostitutes as "choosing" their line of work ignores the complexity of women's cultural, economic, and sexual oppression under patriarchy. The epithets "slut" and "whore" are commonly used to denigrate promiscuous women who are perceived as freely pursuing an immoral sex life. Such epithets reveal the socially degrading stigma of sex work, but they also reveal how little is understood about the nature of many prostitutes' "choice'' of work. This is not to deny that many of us feel social and economic pressures to work for a living or that many individuals have jobs that they do not particularly enjoy. What I am suggesting is that many prostitutes in particular, and many women in general, may be under the kinds of social constraints that are not simply influential but, rather, coercive. If the victim of rape is not considered sexually promiscuous because her sex is performed under circumstances for which there is no real alternative and for which she cannot determine the conditions of her consent, then we must seriously question the ascription of promiscuity to those women whose variously oppressive conditions compel them to become prostitutes.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My conceptual analysis of promiscuity also suggests that the sexual partners of the promiscuous person are typically other people, although special cases of sexual ac-
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            	tivity with animals may variously be described as promiscuous. A compulsive and solitary masturbator is not usually described as promiscuous when there is no sexual partner present to share or encourage sexual stimulation, even if such stimulation is achieved with a wide variety of objects in a wide variety of ways. Popular disdain of masturbation might label such behavior neurotic or oversexed, even promiscuously perverse, but not promiscuous simpliciter. Make this same masturbator into a frequent exhibitionist whose sexual stimulation is, in part, his public display to a wide audience, and the behavior begins to look more like promiscuity. What this example suggests is that some so-called perverse sexual behavior may be considered promiscuous when that behavior engages other persons for sexual satisfaction; but other forms of sexual perversity may not be promiscuous because of the lack of that engagement. An especially interesting case is the husband who is sexually faithful to his wife except for his occasional and private indulgence in bestiality. I suspect that if she were to discover him, his wife would brand him sexually perverse before she accused him of promiscuity, although a person with a favorite pet sheep has a decidedly different sort of sex life than someone who takes on the whole flock. Is the latter sort of person "promiscuously perverse," "perversely promiscuous," or something else entirely? A promiscuously perverse man sounds like someone who practices a wide variety of perversions alone or with partners, or, like the bougainvillea, exhibits an abundance or profusion of one kind of activity. On the other hand, a perversely promiscuous man sounds more like someone in active pursuit of several sexual partners, where the pursuit is itself somehow perverse or where each of his many partners can indulge his perverse sexual tastes.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Frederick Elliston has written one of the few sustained, albeit dated, accounts of promiscuity in the philosophical literature. In that account, he attempts to justify a set of individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for sexual promiscuity. For example, Elliston implicitly acknowledges my claim that the promiscuous person is a sexually active person when he says that the telos, or goal, of promiscuity is sexual intercourse. 13 For Elliston, this telos is not an incidental or inconstant feature of sexual promiscuity. He stipulates that a necessary condition of sexual promiscuity is sexual intercourse or "copulation." While copulation can be described as oral or anal, Elliston appears to have only vaginal penetration by the penis in mind: he states that while not every seduction succeeds, "the intention to consummate the relation must be present on all occasions and realized on some" (my italics).14

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A suspiciously convenient consequence of this requirement is that married men can rationalize that they have not been promiscuous because they have "only" engaged with other partners in oral or anal sex, sex with dildos or vibrators, or any other sex not requiring the vaginal penetration by the penis of "consummated" sexual intercourse.15 Moreover, in the contemporary language of feminism, to require of promiscuity the intention to consummate heterosexual relations betrays a kind of heterosexism: some lesbians are sexually promiscuous but have no intention of engaging in the penile penetration that Elliston implies is necessary for promiscuous sex; and promiscuous gay men eschew the heterosexual penetration typified by "consummated'' sexual intercourse. Moreover, the gay or heterosexual promiscuous pedophile need not "intend to consummate the relation" with the children he fondles in order to be sexually promiscuous with them; and certainly we can imagine the
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            	promiscuous heterosexual who, out of fear of AIDS, never "copulates" with his sexual partner, oral, anal, or otherwise, but strokes and caresses a different woman every night because it turns him on. What will become even clearer as we examine more of Elliston's analysis is that Elliston's insistence on a single and comprehensive definition of sexual promiscuity invites a host of counterexamples. Such an insistence obscures any legitimate distinctions he wishes to make, as in his distinction between unfulfilled sexual intentions and promiscuous sex. In many cases Elliston simply misses important features that a feminist appreciation of the dialectic between gender and sexuality would not ignore, such as the absence of voluntary sex involving rape victims and women compelled into prostitution or the promiscuous nature of some gay sex. Elliston's apparent "view from nowhere," which does not countenance the bias of social location, will become especially noticeable when I describe, later in this section, the investment that a patriarchal society has in conjoining intimacy with women's heterosexual exclusivity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Elliston also argues that "both partners must be adults" 16 (Elliston's and my italics). A cavil, perhaps, but sexually promiscuous people have been known to have sex with more than one person at one time, so the "both" in Elliston's phrase seems too conservative. I would also take exception to the claim that the partners of a sexually promiscuous person must be adults: the pedophile who repeatedly fondles a variety of children is a sexually promiscuous pedophile, in contrast to one whose sexual gratification comes from fondling children but who has little opportunity to satisfy the desire. In fact, nowhere in Elliston's analysis is there any indication that the so-called sexual perversionsbestiality, pedophilia, incest, and the likeare sexual preoccupations of persons to which the term "promiscuous" can be applied.17

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Elliston also stipulates that promiscuous sex is necessarily repetitive: "[T]he pursuit of a new partner must recur" (my italics).18 I agree that someone like the sexually faithful lesbian in a monogamous relationship is not promiscuous, nor is the man whose one sexual experiment consists of an ill-conceived one-night stand; and I agree with Elliston that to stipulate the precise number of partners required for promiscuous sex would be an arbitrary judgment that creates more problems that it solves by limiting the contexts in which the term is actually used. But is repetition an essential feature of promiscuity for all speakers who refer to promiscuous sex?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Let us return to my first proposition about condom distribution. Many (though certainly not all) parents who believe that distributing condoms to high school students encourages them to be promiscuous are not simply or even primarily worried about their children pursuing new and different sexual partners from the ones their children already have. These parents are worried about their children's having premarital sex. Condom distribution, many parents fear, will give their children the license to have sex when those children would otherwise abstain. Are such parents misusing the word "promiscuous"? Is the proposition only referring to those parents who fear that their already sexually active children, now with steady sexual partners, will be encouraged to "play the field"? Or has Elliston misidentified a necessary condition of sexual promiscuity?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	To answer these questions, we must discover why someone might think that even one instance of premarital sex is promiscuous sex. Ironically, it is Elliston, convinced as he is of the necessity of repetition, who provides us with the answer. It is not only
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            	the specter of a series of different sexual partners that a concerned parent contemplates when she worries about her child's promiscuity. It is the noncommittal nature of the sex. As Elliston states, "Promiscuity asserts a freedom from the obligation within or without marriage to 'love, honor, and obey' and a freedom to engage in sex with any peer who agrees. These refusals to issue promissory notes for affection and support throughout an indefinite future and to issue a guarantee of sexual exclusivity are promiscuity's most significant departures from the traditional sexual norm." 19 For many parents, premarital sex is necessarily noncommittal sex, since it lacks the requisite "promissory note" of sexual and emotional commitment that the traditional Judeo-Christian marriage offers. For these parents, promiscuity is eradicated not through sexual exclusivity alone but through the sexual commitment inherent in traditional heterosexual marriage. A father who holds such views may accuse his teenage daughter of immaturity or foolishness if she marries her high school classmate, but when she marries, he will no longer consider her promiscuous.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The belief that the sexual commitment of traditional marriage is the antithesis of promiscuity is given further credence by many speakers who accuse the adulterous spouse of promiscuity. However, equating adultery with promiscuity obscures some compelling alternative uses of the term "promiscuous." Suppose George marries Sarah, his first and only sexual partner, and stays married and sexually faithful to her for twenty years. However, he suddenly finds himself extremely attracted to one of his newer professional colleagues, so taken, in fact, that he carefully and successfully executes a steamy night with her in a convention hotel room. Has George committed adultery? Yes. But is he promiscuous? If you use the term "promiscuous" based on the belief that promiscuity is the opposite of marital commitment, then your answer will be "yes." But if you use the term believing that promiscuity is the voluntary and repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners, then your answer must be "no." George's adultery consists of a single affair; and until we have more information about his disposition to repeat such an affair with a different colleague, George's adultery does not constitute promiscuity for all speakers who use the term. Even if George feels terrific after his affair, pursuing his relationship with the same colleague for three more years with no intention of telling his sexually available and doting wife, we can call George a ''sneak," a "rat," an "ingrate," "insensitive and self-serving," but we cannot call him "promiscuous" when the term "promiscuity" is used to refer to the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners. This is why a woman who is unmarried throughout her life, but who in her mature years carries on a sexually exclusive relationship with a man she met in her square-dancing class, can describe herself as promiscuous only in her youth. If promiscuous sex is not pre-or extramarital sex but merely the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners, then when one stops this repetition, one stops being promiscuous.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If parents complain that their already sexually active teens will be further induced to engage in the pursuit of different sexual partners, then their worry is one of promiscuity characterized this way. But if parents are concerned that condom distribution will encourage their teens to try sex out when they otherwise would abstain, then these parents' use of the term "promiscuity" may well be linked to their concern over the absence of their children's marital commitment, or some equally binding sexual and emotional commitment, to their sexual partners. For many parents, since for-
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            	mally sanctioned, committed, and exclusive sex is the only sex that they will condone for their children, the term "promiscuous" often reduces to a moral condemnation of sex outside of marriage.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Promiscuity's absence of marital commitment can also help us understand the objection of the polygamous Mormon man mentioned at the beginning of this section. In marriages where sex is both possible and desirable, marriage typically serves as a socially sanctioned restriction on one's choice of sexual partner. 20 In Judeo-Christian communities in which marriage is defined by monogamy, sexual exclusivity means sex with this (one) partner and no others. In those communities where marriage to more than one person at a time is both an accepted and common practice, sexual choice for one marital partner is restricted by marriage to some multiple of spouses. Thus, sexual exclusivity still has meaning for the polygamous spouse, even though, like his promiscuous counterpart, he engages in the pursuit of different sexual partners. Sexual exclusivity in a polygamous community simply means sex with these (several) people and no others. His pursuit of new and different sexual partners is restricted, not repeated. Thus, promiscuous sex for the Mormon man is objectionable because it is simple fornication, sex outside of marriage, sex without commitment. (Many feminists would also contend that within a patriarchal tradition that defines marriage as man's acquisition of a wife, polygamous spouses will always be men.) When a devout Muslim woman, raped by Serbian soldiers, is derisively called a "whore" by her husband, it is because she has engaged in what he perceives as promiscuous (extramarital) sex that defiles her in his eyes. The irony is that rape victims and prostitutes are often mistakenly regarded as "asking for" the abuse they receive. Many feminists contend that such explanations serve the interests of patriarchy by blaming women, not men, for men's sexual violation of women.21

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One affair, a single one-night stand, or the victimization of rape, however, is not promiscuity for those who associate the term with the voluntary and repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners. The previous description of George's adultery shows that some speakers will describe George's adultery as promiscuous while others will not. Furthermore, if George does decide to "play the field" with a series of different lovers, his promiscuous peccadillos do not erase his original marital commitment to his wife. He has simply failed to live up to that commitment. Therefore, it is not only the absence of commitment, as in premarital sex, that marks the presence of promiscuity, but also the failure to live up to commitments already made. It is the latter sense of promiscuity that characterizes adultery.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In addition, it is far from clear that unmarried promiscuous sex partners cannot or do not issue their lovers "promissory notes for affection and support throughout an indefinite future," as Elliston maintains. Suppose Joan has sex with several men on a regular basis. Joan enjoys the company of men and finds sex the perfect vehicle for establishing intimacy with them. We can suppose that Joan travels frequently and has different lovers in different cities. Some of Joan's lovers are men whom she has known for months; others are fairly new acquaintances. Thus, we can imagine that her lovers may also have their own interests and interconnecting but not identical circle of lovers and acquaintances, so that none of Joan's lovers feels unattended or unloved by Joan. In this scenario, Joan is promiscuous insofar as she is actively and voluntarily engaged in the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners. Does this
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            	mean that she cannot offer any of her current lovers, or indeed any of her future lovers, a "commitment" of sex, affection, and moral or even financial support? Why can't a promiscuous Joan maintain sexual relationships with several men at the same time, even promise them she will love them "in sickness and in health," knowing full well that since her lovers have other lovers who attend to them as well, this will not be asking too much of her?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A common complaint against promiscuous sex is that it lacks intimacythat it lacks the personal attentiveness and commitment of time and emotional energy that one can more easily give to just one person. But why should sexual intimacy demand sexual exclusivity? I would argue that while it may be true of many or even most of us that we cannot maintain several intimate sexual relationships at one time, there is nothing logically, or even practically, impossible about doing so. Joan's sexual history may be rare, especially in a patriarchal culture in which a tradition of regarding women as property and regarding masculinity in terms of sexual power and control prompts strong feelings of sexual competition and propriety among men; in such a culture, women's monogamy is also reinforced by socialization that teaches women to desire and preserve exclusive heterosexual relationships. Nevertheless, Joan's sexual life is not nonsensical or contradictory or beyond every person's sexual or emotional energies. It depends on the people involved and the commitments made. Of course, women can be jealous of their sexual partners as well, as I will later discuss in more detail. However, I believe that jealous heterosexual women do not act to defend their property as much as they defend their social status and security. When women are status objects for men, the status comes from the possession of a prized object, not the mere association with it. Jealous lesbians can be expected to base their jealousies on the particular gendered roles, if any, they adopt in their sexual relationships. 22

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What Joan's case also suggests is that the closer her sexual commitment comes to a formal, ritualized, publicly sanctioned contract, the more her commitment will resemble marriage. Suppose Joan has standing dates to spend her evenings as follows: Monday nights are spent with Ron, Wednesdays with Hamilton, Fridays with Ken, and Sundays with Bruce. While Joan may have committed herself to sleep with each of her partners on specific days, she has not committed herself to sleeping with these partners and no others. In other words, Joan may still be called "promiscuous," because her standing agreement with her lovers lacks the commitment to sexual exclusivity of either monogamy or polygamy. Joan is still contractually free to have sex with partners other than those with whom she currently has sex. However, the more Joan yields to the demands of her original lovers that she refrain from pursuing new partners, the more exclusive her relationships with them become. Indeed, in such an event her relationships take on the sexual restrictiveness associated with polygamy and lose the sexual permissiveness of promiscuity. Given my claim that what separates polygamy from promiscuity is the restriction on the former's choice of sexual partner, committed promiscuous sex appears to differ from at least certain forms of marital sex only in degree of exclusivity, not in the quantity of partners or the quality of the sexual exchange.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One reason why many people believe that sexual intimacy must and should be shared with only one person is that partners get jealous or proprietary. They want
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            	more from their lovers than they are getting and think that others will take away sexual attention that should be paid to them. Another reason people believe sexual intimacy requires monogamy is that they believe sexual intimacy requires one to share with one's sexual partner information about oneself that is not shared with anyone else. 23 From this view, sexual intimates have a unique relationship with one another in virtue of their exclusive knowledge of each other. If nothing else, sex reveals visual and tactile information about one's body. Some people claim that to give any portion of this information to anyone else would necessarily lessen the intimacy. However, these reasons imply that sexual relations are merely quantitativethat we have only so much of our sexuality to spend before it is used up. Such reasons ignore a qualitative dimension to sexual intimacy, the how as opposed to the how much of what is actually expressed, shared, and felt, which is not necessarily reduced by the quantity of sexual encounters.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, Paul Gregory has suggested that placing too great a value on the scarcity of sexual intimacy encourages sexual frustration, jealousy, loneliness, and possessiveness.24 Single women and men who believe that intimacy can only be found in monogamous heterosexuality become desperate to "pair up" instead of spending their sexual time and energy exploring what kinds of relationships might truly satisfy their sexual needs. Men become possessive of women when men define their sexual power in terms of the women they can keep from other men. As a result, men often feel emasculated by promiscuous women, whose behavior signifies to men that such women cannot be controlled. In a society in which power and prestige reside largely in the hands of men, many heterosexual women become defensive of the status and security men provide them; such defensiveness often results in deep jealousies and unwarranted fear or hatred of other women. Overvaluing sexual exclusivity can also make financially independent women unwilling to leave a disastrous sexual relationship when the alternatives of loneliness and social alienation loom large. Each of these cases suggests that when the scarcity of sexual intimacy is a cultural value, promiscuity inevitably undermines the sexual happiness of both women and men. If promiscuity is to have any credibility, then requiring sexual exclusivity for sexual intimacy must be questioned.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many feminists have been particularly concerned about the oppressive nature of heterosexual, monogamous marriage for women. In the absence of economic independence from men, women are often left to languish in loveless and abusive marriages in which they are their husband's sexual and domestic subordinates. Even those who have gained some share of economic independence are often made unhappy by a sexual freedom that turns them into nothing more than the impersonal and replaceable sexual objects of male lust. Under such circumstances, women become easily convinced that the only means to sexual intimacy is sexual exclusivity. This conviction is tailor-made for men whose sexual status lies, in part, in the women they can keep other men from acquiring. Therefore, according to this view, in a culture that sanctions sexual exclusivity only through the historically unequal distribution of power and status of monogamous, heterosexual marriage, a woman will feel compelled to choose a type of sexual relationship that invests her sexual subordination with patriarchal legitimacy. Shulamith Firestone laments that while we may have recently loosened the tie between sexual exclusivity and monogamous mar-
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            	riage, we have replaced it with a vision of romantic love that is equally confining to women. Monogamous marriage may not be required for sexual intimacy, but a monogamous relationship still is. 25

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, some feminists would point out that not all good sex is sex with partners to whom we have either personal or emotional ties.26 Many people find sex with relative strangers to be exciting in its novelty. The psychiatrist Robert Stoller suggests that the more emotionally secure we feel around our sexual partners, the less exciting sex with that partner becomes.27 Lack of intimacy with one's sexual partner does not mean that one will disrespect, exploit, or fail to satisfy one's partner sexually, nor that one will be disrespected, exploited, or sexually unfulfilled by one's partner. According to some feminists, women have been sold a bill of goods by men who promise satisfying sex only through the intimacy of sexual exclusivity. Men denigrate promiscuous women in order to convince women that promiscuous sex is unsatisfying sex. What these feminists remind us is that some people value intimacy in sex and others do not, and that both kinds of sex can be promiscuous. Thus, women should not feel compelled to pursue monogamy, especially if it is true that the promise of intimacy has been used by men to restrict women's sexual behavior.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, many people would offer the case of Magic Johnson as proof that knowing your sexual partner constitutes the only safe sex outside of no sex. Their claim would be that Magic Johnson's mistake was not that he had sex with lots of different people but that he was indiscriminate about it, analogous to the way in which our bank executive was indiscriminate with her bank's money. According to this line of reasoning, if Johnson had been more cautious or careful in his choice of sexual partners, taking the time to learn more about his partners' sexual habits and histories, he would have greatly reduced the risk of contracting HIV. Persons arguing in this way conclude that promiscuous sex is dangerous sex because it is indiscriminate sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet here again we can describe cases of what would count for many speakers as "promiscuous" behavior that is not careless, incautious, or random. We can imagine the adulterous George deciding to have several affairs in a row, satisfying the characterization of promiscuity as the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners, but we can also describe him as demanding that each partner take an AIDS test; or we can imagine that in addition to this demand, he prefers only his professional colleagues as bed partners, because the conventions they attend together provide him with the perfect hotel accommodations. Even Magic Johnson was very probably not completely indiscriminate in his choice of sexual partner. Each of us has particular preferences about our sexual partners, concerning their appearance, age, ethnicity, race, gender, or sexual style, such that we "discriminate" in favor of some partners over others in virtue of those preferences.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My claim is not that it is wrong or incorrect to think of promiscuous sex as indiscriminate sex or incautious sex or simply sex with anyone who agrees. Certainly some heterosexual men are promiscuous precisely because they are more interested in the sexual conquest than they are in the particular woman they are having sex withthe classic complaint of the sexually objectified woman28but not all cases of promiscuity are cases of a lack of care, caution, or deliberation in one's choice of partner. My claim is that the indiscrimination in some cases of promiscuous sex merely re-
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            	flects one of many uses of the term "promiscuity." In my estimation, Elliston too handily dismisses the indiscrimination issue on the grounds that no promiscuous person is "completely indiscriminate" 29 in the ways I have mentioned. Indeed, if your goal is to specify the necessary and sufficient conditions for promiscuous sex, as Elliston's is, indiscriminate sex will fail to appear in your definition at all, since faithful spouses can be careless in their choice of mate and promiscuous spouses can be discriminating in their choice of affairs. But this sexual variety is precisely what we lose when we look for a single and comprehensive definition of sexual promiscuity. Failing to notice that some promiscuous sex is indiscriminate, and that this feature is what some or even many people complain about when they talk about promiscuity, obscures an important context of its use: a context in which we may wish to draw a distinction between a careful and deliberate choice of sexual partner and one in which the primary aim is simply sexual satisfaction, not satisfaction from this person.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Similarly, promiscuous sex is not necessarily casual sex, characterized by A. Ellis as "sex between partners who have no deep or substantial relationships of which sex is a component." Anonymous sex between strangers and sex between people who are only recently acquainted are typical cases of casual sex, although Ellis (I think correctly) notes that close friends can have casual sex when "sex is no part of what makes it the relationship that it is."30 If promiscuous sex can be committed and intimate sex, as in the case of Joan, then promiscuous sex need not be casual sex in the way described by Ellis; nor need it be "recreational'' as opposed to "serious" sex, as if sexual exclusivity were real work and promiscuity were perfunctory or immature play. If nothing else, such epithets doom monogamy to the struggle and effort to which the notion of "play" is typically opposed.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have been arguing that if we demand a single and comprehensive definition to suit all contexts of its use, we deprive the expression "sexual promiscuity" of the kind of philosophical analysis that can help speakers understand its subtlety and variety in the language. Recognizing this variety is essential if we want to use the "view from somewhere different" to uncover the social contexts in which individuals are promiscuous, or in which they evaluate the promiscuity of others, and to identify any patriarchal climate that defines women's sexuality in men's terms. My claim has been that because the words "promiscuous" and "promiscuity" are members of a family of terms we use to talk about sex, their meaning will change depending on the speakers and the contexts in which such terms are used. When promiscuous sex is primarily identified with noncommittal sex, it is commonly identified with nonmarital and premarital sex. When promiscuous sex is identified with the failure to live up to commitments already made, it is commonly identified with adultery.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, when promiscuous sex is identified primarily as a numbers game, where the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners plays a central role, the otherwise loyal husband whose adultery consists of one affair or the unmarried woman whose square-dancing partner is also her exclusive sexual partner is not considered promiscuous. Promiscuous sex can be indiscriminate, although almost never completely so. It can also be, although it need not be, defined by feelings of intimacy or the strong emotional bonds of affection and support that many people regard as the sole province of sexual exclusivity. Lesbians, gay men, heterosexuals who engage in genital intercourse as well as heterosexuals who do not, can all be sexually promis-
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            	cuous. Pedophiles and others engaged in so-called perverse sex with other people can be, but need not be, promiscuous. In addition, victims of rape and sexual abuse are not promiscuous in virtue of their unwitting or unwilling participation in such activity. All such cases are of vital interest if we are to understand why people object to sexual promiscuity when they do. We are now in the requisite philosophical position to investigate some of the specific complaints that feminists have lodged against promiscuity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminist Objections to Promiscuity

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists have argued that sexual liberation can never be women's liberation if the terms and conditions of sexual freedom are determined by men. Promiscuous sex with strangers, sex often associated with cruising bars and nightclubs, came under especially heavy fire by some feminists in the late 1970s as antithetical to women's true sexual needs. Such sex, along with sadomasochistic sex, cross-generational sex between adults and young children, and lesbian butch/femme sexual role-playing, was believed to constitute patriarchal relations of dominance and submission that were profoundly antifeminist and antiwoman. Women, it was claimed, value the sexual intimacy and tenderness of romance, not the emotional distance and sexual objectification of a one-night stand. From this perspective, good sex for a woman should make her feel safe about exposing her sexual vulnerability, not fearful of her sexual abuse or exploitation. Good sex should make a woman feel comfortable and cared for, not content with being one in a series of sexual romps. It was concluded, therefore, that for a woman, truly satisfying sex is monogamous sex with a single, loving, committed partner.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this point of view, good sex for men cannot be good sex for women, since men prefer the divorce of eros from romance. Some feminists would refer to the feelings of loneliness, guilt, and alienation many women experienced during the postwar sexual revolution (and ever since) as confirming evidence that sex without love, tenderness, or commitment serves men's needs for unencumbered heterosexual sex, not women's. According to feminists of this perspective, the sex that men prefer is casual, performance-oriented, and objectifying. Male sex victimizes women by making them replaceable and expendable sexual objects of male fantasy and desire. Male sex is body-centered without being person-centered. The sex men prefer is power-motivated, dominating, "scoring" sex that is inherently promiscuous and profoundly unromantic. 31

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While appearing to reinvigorate the 1950s stereotype of the docile, nurturing, and sexually monogamous female, which feminists of varied theoretical backgrounds have long claimed subordinates women to men,32 some feminists see in a uniquely female sexual nature a way to celebrate and value individual women for their own sake. Alice Echols and others refer to such feminists as "cultural feminists" for their insistence on essential gender differences to discover a separable and valuable female identity. Echols also uses this specific feminist nomenclature to distinguish cultural feminists from other feminists who also regard a hierarchical heterosexuality as essential to patriarchal stability but who neither require sexual intimacy as insurance against women's sexual victimization nor characterize women as the sexual objects
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            	of male subordination in the absence of such intimacy. 33 While many cultural feminists prefer women as sexual partners, most would advocate the rejection of contemporary male-identified sexual values and not the rejection of heterosexual eroticism per se. Adrienne Rich has argued that the "woman-identified woman" is on what she calls a "lesbian continuum" that can accommodate heterosexual and homosexual women alike.34

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, self-styled sex radical feminists, often referred to as "sexual libertarian feminists" or as "sexual liberals" by their critics, see cultural feminism as a reaction to the pleasure, variety, self-expression, and adventure that sex radicals believe are women's right as sexually autonomous beings. Such feminists claim that by confining women to an essentialist stereotype, cultural feminism misrepresents the plurality of women's erotic needs and reinforces the oppression of alternative sexual preferences. For a sex radical, the role of feminism is to identify patriarchal stereotypes of women in order to transcend them and move toward a new vision of women's sexuality constructed by individual women to suit their individual erotic needs. For sex radical feminists, the sexual intimacy required by cultural feminists is only one of many ways a woman can discover what good sex means to her. According to this view, under conditions of mutual consent, individual women can explore with their partners the breadth and depth of their erotic preferences, whether tame or taboo. Sex radical feminists contend that to regard sex as completely determined by gender is to play right into the hands of patriarchy by reaffirming the feminine archetype definitive of women's oppression. From a sex radical's perspective, feminism's role is to show women not only how gender informs sex but how sex can inform gender.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Cultural feminists respond that women continue to be sexually victimized by a patriarchy that defines women's sexual lives in men's terms. From this view, women must separately identify our own sexual needs as women in order to discover those needs, cherish them, and pursue them. Cultural feminists remind us that too many women are dissatisfied with a promiscuous sex life whose casual nature quickly becomes perfunctory, shallow, and boring. Sex lacking in intimacy leaves many women feeling empty and alone. According to cultural feminists, this dissatisfaction is because women are seeking sexual pleasure that is male-defined, not female-defined. From this view, women who say they find butch/femme sex or sadomasochistic sex to be erotic have been coopted by a patriarchal sexual value system that encourages the degradation of women as the sexual slaves of men. At the very least, according to a cultural feminist, women must equalize the heterosexual power dynamics conducive to patriarchy in order to realize our sexual potential as women. For a cultural feminist, citing mutual consent is no guarantee of mutual respect for each sexual partner in a society that continues to deprive women of access to real sexual alternatives by labeling women "frigid" or "slut" when we do not live up to the male sexual ideal. Furthermore, it is argued that the so-called adventure that sex radicals advocate can lead to unwanted pregnancy, sexual violence, disease, and death.35 Ignoring these facts about women's sexual lives only reinforces women's invisibility as sexually autonomous beings with our own sexual agenda. According to cultural feminism, unless we put the spiritual and personal elements back into sex, women will continue to lead lives of sexual fear, frustration, and dissatisfaction.
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            	The controversy between cultural and sex radical feminists outlined here took shape in the aftermath of the sexual revolution of the 1960s and early 1970s. While it is too generalized a description of the debate to capture some of the more subtle distinctions among various radical factions, it nevertheless captures some of the deeper rifts that continue to divide feminist approaches to women's sexuality as we enter the twenty-first century: does identifying male heterosexual sex as essentially dehumanizing to women liberate women to demand our own sexual needs, or does it reinforce women's identity as the sexual victims of men? Just how important is the oppression of women to women's sexuality, and how important is the oppression of sexuality to women's sexuality? Can women define sexuality in our own terms when what we have learned about our sexuality is itself a function of its social location under patriarchy? 36 Suppose we could show that promiscuous "cruising" sex could be, although it need not be, the kind of intimate, caring, and emotionally satisfying sex that a cultural feminist values. If we can loosen sexual exclusivity's stranglehold on care and respect in sex, then the promiscuity option that sex radical feminists want can satisfy the cultural feminist's requirement that good sex for women be sex that treats women as the subjects, not the objects, of our sexual experience. We would then have satisfied the desire of both groups that women's sex be defined in women's terms. In so doing, we can lay the foundation for a sexual ethic from the "view from somewhere different," an ethic that would encourage a sex radical's pursuit of sexual exploration without mirroring the heterosexual subordination of women by men that cultural feminism's demand for sexual intimacy is meant to preclude. Such an ethic could thus unify, not divide, the feminist vision of women as the agents and self-defining subjects of our sexual lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	When cultural feminists say they value sexual intimacy, they seem to have at least three values in mind: (1) the private nature of the sex; (2) the personal nature of the sex; and (3) the comfort through trust in one's sexual partner. Can promiscuous "cruising" sex be any or all of these things? The conceptual analysis of promiscuity in the previous section can help us explore this question.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A cultural feminist is not accusing men of having all of their sex in public. What she is looking for in the privacy of sexual intimacy is to share with her lover what she would not wish to share or be shared with anyone else. A single act of premarital sex or fornication (with the appropriate caring attitudes) is no problem for a cultural feminist in search of a private relationship, since such sex is monogamous sex. On the other hand, single acts of adultery and the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners are troublesome precisely because a promiscuous lover characterized in these ways is in a position to give both physical and emotional access to several partners. In the previous section, however, I argued that to require a limit to the sexual quantity in a relationship was unnecessary to provide that relationship with good quality sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, I argued that the demand for sexual scarcity was very often detrimental to healthy, long-term sexual relationships. Both women and men often become jealously possessive of partners with whom they have shared sexual secrets that they believe no one else should know. Simone de Beauvoir points out that women who do not feel free to experiment under the restriction of sexual scarcity but whose

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 44
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	identity in a male-dominated society rests in their associations with, and approval by, men often become desperate to "find a man" before discovering what they really want in a sexual partner. Such women compete fiercely with other women for the best "catch," only to languish in loveless relationships whose sexual exclusivity has become a curse instead of a blessing. 37 A woman's desire to submerge her identity in such relationships makes promiscuity unthinkable, since a woman has only one identity to offer. Robert Nozick believes that sexual love demands exclusivity precisely because such love requires us to "share an identity,'' of which each of us has only one. What he fails to recognize is that in a society in which sex is a vehicle for men's sexual subordination of women, women lose their identity in romance as often as they share it.38

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Shulamith Firestone suggests that women's "sex privatization" by men under patriarchal conditions is nothing more than a ruse to convince women that they are each man's one and only when women are in reality generically dehumanized, stripped of any semblance of individuality. Men devalue all women but idealize the women they fall in love with to "justify [their] descent to a lower caste."39 Combine these concerns with the suggestion that one person may simply not be able to satisfy any one person's sexual needs, and it would appear that the private nature of sexual intimacy, far from being a requirement for female sexual satisfaction, is antithetical to a cultural feminist program for women's sexual fulfillment.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	When a cultural feminist claims that good sex for women is personal sex, she is claiming that women's sex is person-centered, individuated, and personalized in the way she believes that the body-centered, performance-oriented, and dehumanizing sex of men is not. Men's sex, in Susan Minot's words, makes a woman "begin to feel like a piece of pounded veal."40 The sex that a cultural feminist values is sex defined by what Robin Dillon calls "care respect." This respect includes (1) responding to others as "the particular individuals they are" instead of merely generalizing over persons in search of some abstract capacity that all persons share; (2) understanding others by trying to see the world from their point of view; and (3) actively caring about the well-being of others by helping them pursue their own wants and needs.41 To help a self-centered pleasure seeker pursue his own wants and needs would be precluded because to do so would be to encourage a disregard for the care respect of others.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The high incidence of wife battering around the world is evidence enough that monogamy does not have a lock on the personal side of sex defined in terms of Dillon's care respect. Indeed, the sexual frustration that often accompanies sexual scarcity is one of many factors contributing to unhappy monogamous marriages. Could we expect promiscuous "cruising" relationships to fare any better? Premarital sex and fornication with a single partner can certainly be as particularizing, understanding, and caring as a loving monogamous marriage. But what about the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners who become no more than scores for the confident Don Juan, or adultery whose stereotype is the errant husband sneaking off for a tryst that his doting wife knows nothing about?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While it is true that like monogamy, promiscuous relationships can lack care respect, the case of Joan in the previous section tells us that promiscuity can also be defined by care respect. We described Joan as having lovers none of whom feels un-
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            	attended or unloved by Joan. Suppose, for the purposes of this argument, that none of Joan's lovers are longtime acquaintances, but different men she has met in singles' bars and dance clubs that she frequents during various business trips. (Joan need not be affluent: we can imagine her going to the same club in her hometown on weekdays when the bar and entry prices are lowest.) If cultural feminists require that good sex for women involve long-term emotional commitment, then such relationships will fail by definition. But the time frame appears to be less important to cultural feminists than the quality of the relationship itself. My contention is that we can well imagine that Joan responds to her one-time lovers as "the particular individuals they are" by trying to discern what kind of sex they like instead of assuming that one man's sexual needs, interests, or style will be just like any other's. Indeed, this individuation can help facilitate an open discussion of safe and satisfying sex in terms of the particular sexual experience of each person, instead of Joan's perfunctorily passing each partner a condom "just like all the rest." She may also know that being sensitive to the needs of each one of her lovers individually means that she will have a more satisfying sexual experience herself. Indeed, Joan may be promiscuous precisely because sex with different partners on a regular basis gives her the opportunity to discover and experience a wide variety of sexual styles and tastes and so come to know what she likes best in sex. Even if each of Joan's lovers is a one-night stand, she can communicate to all of them that she regards them as special, that she is interested in what they want out of sex as they can best express it, and that she is interested in sex that fulfills her partner's needs as well as her own. Such efforts on Joan's part take a personal commitment of time and emotional energy, energy that perhaps the typical "cruiser" does not have any interest in expending. Indeed, there is good reason for thinking that much, if not most, ''cruising" sex is much less personal than Joan's, because straightforwardly pleasure-seeking, self-gratifying, and anonymous sex is a large part of what attracts many people to cruising. Moreover, it might be objected that Joan's affluence, education, and mobility afford her the opportunity and self-confidence to initiate successful sexual encounters and request sexual feedback that many women from more humble circumstances may lack. However, as I argued in the previous section, none of these caveats makes it a conceptual mistake to describe some cases of promiscuous sex in terms of care respect. It simply means that as in monogamy, some promiscuous lovers will treat their partners with care respect and some will not.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Likewise, whether adultery can be defined in terms of care respect will depend on the context of its occurrence. Extramarital sex can be the sex of the gay and lesbian couple who are married in order to raise their children from previous marriages or from their own marriage. Their affairs are understood to be a part of their sexual fulfillment as homosexuals. Extramarital sex can be the sex of a woman who marries an American man to establish her U.S. citizenship, both of whom care deeply for one another and who have an active sex life together but who did not marry with the intention of restricting each other's sexual choices. Even the adultery of deceit can be particularizing, understanding, and caring of the partner outside of the marriage. Trying to make adultery wrong by defining marriage as a commitment to sexual exclusivity ignores these special cases. Even if we were to define marriage in these terms, as Michael Wreen does in his article "What's Really Wrong with Adultery?," 42
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            	the Kantian imperative that Wreen invokes (that we must be able to universalize right conduct without logical contradiction) has no moral force beyond Kant's insistence that reason direct right action. In matters of sex and love in particular, Kant has been taken to task by feminist and nonfeminist moral philosophers alike for refusing to give the partiality of one's emotions a place in moral decision-making. 43 Our stereotypes of adultery and the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners may be that they involve callous and dehumanizing sex, but this may be as much a function of the failure of monogamy as the failure of promiscuity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	We can offer similar arguments concerning a cultural feminist's desire for comfort and trust. Monogamy is no guarantee of sexual security or honesty. Promiscuous Joan, on the other hand, is characterized in previous examples specifically as someone who makes every effort not to make her partners feel either insecure or anxious. Whether or not her lovers have other lovers of their own, her expression of emotional support and understanding is one that she has personalized so as to make each of her partners trust their physical exposure and emotional access to her.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Even so, can any of Joan's relationships properly be called "romantic"? Paradigms of romance in Anglo-American culture are Romeo and Juliet or Rhett Butler and Scarlett O'Hara, lovers who believe of their partners that this partner is the one and only person in the world who will love them forever. Indeed, romantic love is based on the notion that one's lover is extraordinary, ideal, perfect in every way, such that slander directed against such a person is intolerable and unbelievable. In Robert Solomon's words, "It is the elevation of one otherwise ordinary person to extraordinary heights with extraordinary privileges" (my italics).44 Even if Joan is an emotionally understanding and caring lover, if Joan's promiscuity is the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners, her sex cannot consistently be called the romantic sex characterized here.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to Shulamith Firestone, however, Joan should be thankful that her relationships with her lovers are not romantic, if by being romantic they instantiate the possessiveness and sexual subordination of patriarchy. For Firestone, romance under such conditions includes not only the deceitful sex privatization that I mentioned earlier but also a man's possession of a single woman under the auspices of true love for the sole purpose of making her his sexual subordinate. According to Firestone, the availability and social sanction of birth control combined with the influx of large numbers of women into the labor market decrease a woman's dependence on any one man for economic support and sexual security. From her view, the sexual domination of women under the pretense of romance serves the needs of a patriarchy weakened by women's increasing economic and social status. For Firestone, there can be no heterosexual sex other than male-dominated sex, when men's economic power and social privilege under patriarchy are threatened without it. The mutuality, vulnerability, and interdependency that Firestone believes is essential to sexual love simply do not exist, she contends, amid relations of inequality.45

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, according to Firestone, the idealization of each partner, particularly of women, only dooms the partners' sexual relationships to failure, as each partner inevitably fails to live up to the other's romantic ideal. According to Firestone, women must fail to match this ideal, since their sexual access symbolizes their inferiority to a sexually inaccessible, idealized Freudian mother.46 Firestone contends
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            	that a woman's fall from the pedestal is particularly painful, as she often becomes economically and emotionally dependent on the man whom she regards as the love of her life, with few of the same economic and social resources to recoup her losses when the relationship flounders. In an article where she argues for a necessary relationship between love and monogamous (not polygamous) sexual exclusivity, Bonnie Steinbock dooms monogamy from the start by admitting that after "the first throes of romantic love[,] it is precisely because this stage does not last that we must promise to be faithful through the notoriously unromantic realities of married life." 47 Were Steinbock to appreciate the ways gender informs sexuality, she, like Firestone, might regard this fact as good reason for not entering into a relationship of sexual exclusivity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The Don Juan who obsesses over, pursues, and ultimately possesses each of his lovers is an impersonal lover precisely because he does not love each of his partners for her own sake as a unique and particular individual but regards each one as a means to sexual conquest, to add to his list of conquests. He pretends to love them for themselves alone, detailing each perfection that he attests is theirs, promising an indefinite future of affection and attention. In other words, he pretends to be romantic, luring women with the bait of true love. Once lured to his bed, his partners become interchangeable, and so expendable, sexual objects. Here I disagree with Søoren Kierkegaard, who says that the Don Juan is not deceiving his lovers; he is only fickle and truly believes, in his momentary sexual frenzy, that he will marry each one of them. This way of describing the Don Juan makes his peccadillos purely aesthetic, quite distinct from the ethical stage to which, according to Kierkegaard, he must ultimately aspire, if he does not wish to become bored. My point is that the Don Juan is a cad and a bounder precisely because his sexual behavior is intentionally deceptive, and to regard his behavior as purely aesthetic is to excuse an immoral promiscuity. (I wonder, would Kierkegaard have given solely aesthetic content to an equally promiscuous woman's behavior?)48 The promiscuous man cannot flaunt his promiscuity among women for fear of being rejected as a profoundly unromantic gigolo by the very women he has convinced of the value of monogamy and whom he wishes to possess. On the other hand, sexual conquests are the stuff of serious conversation among many men ready to snicker and boast of a promiscuity encouraged in their peer group. Such conversation has historically been the type that so-called ladies are too delicate to hear, when women's discovery of the pretense, obfuscated by a compliment to our femininity, would ruin the game. Ever in search of new women to conquer, the promiscuous man must appear to be romantic even while he "plays around."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to Firestone, romantic love is a male invention designed to make women into men's legitimate sexual property. If a woman can be convinced that romance is her only source for sexual intimacy, she will avoid promiscuous affairs for fear of losing access to that intimacy. Ironically, the supposed depersonalization of promiscuity that cultural feminists seek to avoid directs them toward a vision of romantic love that is often neither personal nor affectionate. On the other hand, women's promiscuity, according to Firestone, is typically no more than a false imitation of patriarchal power and another instance of women's co-optation by a system of sexual subordination. Under such circumstances, women are confronted with
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            	"less-than-love or daily agony." For all of these reasons, Firestone condemns contemporary romance while applauding what would be fulfilling sex for both partners under different social conditions. 49

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, I believe that it is a mistake to charge, as Robert Solomon does, that Firestone represents the feminist position that requires heterosexual love to be unfulfilling for women.50 Solomon's claim is that only by regarding sexual roles as "fundamentally sex-neutral" and by presupposing "a significant degree of equality" between the sexes can we keep from condemning romantic love and restore its moral virtue. Solomon is convinced that if we use gender politics to describe the nature of romance, we will necessarily limit love to gender stereotypes. True romance for Solomon requires the kind of autonomous choice between sexual partners that is unavailable to women in Firestone's patriarchy, where sex is, according to Solomon, "often used to reinforce submissive and subservient female roles.''51

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Solomon perceptively describes the insidious nature of gender hierarchy under patriarchy only to dismiss such a hierarchy as having no bearing on "romantic love as such."52 According to Solomon, a romantic consciousness simply does not make a political issue out of social differences. Romeo's and Juliet's love for one another would not have been romantic, for example, if they had been preoccupied with the political consequences of their union. However, suppose Romeo's idea of romance is regular sex, and Juliet's version is much less physical, more a function of loving intimacy and affection. Furthermore, suppose Juliet is feeling some pressure from Romeo to "put out," since he has been paying for their clandestine rendezvous at the cafe outside of town. In such a case, to view the couple's romance as a relationship between autonomous equals is to ignore the sexual and gender politics of their relationship and to misrepresent each partner's very different conceptions of romantic love. If, according to Solomon, "[o]ur roles in romance are in every case personally determined,"53 then the "view from somewhere different," not the "view from nowhere," is vital to understanding the very political nature of "personally determined" romance in gendered, hierarchical contexts. By defining such contexts as deterministic and monolithic instead of viewing a gendered perspective as offering a more representative picture of sexual relationships, Solomon rejects the point of view from which he could identify the complex social location of each couple's romance.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Even if Romeo's and Juliet's conceptions of romance are the same, their romance need not be dissipated by an appreciation of social politics. Romeo could fully recognize the devastating political consequences of his pursuit of Juliet and make a "romantic" effort to accompany her to a more egalitarian society where family name or position is of no consequence to personal relationships. In such an environment, Solomon's romantic "sex-neutral" relationships might indeed be possible in virtue of the enlightened political context in which such relationships would take place; indeed, the elimination of gender and class hierarchies is the ideal context that Firestone believes is necessary for constructing positive human relationships. However, I have argued that within a patriarchal context, we cannot ignore social location without misrepresenting the sexual experiences, preferences, and desires of individual women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Solomon's belief that romance must be defined as a relation among equals, despite the political context in which such romance exists, reflects the perspective of
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            	the "view from nowhere" described in chapter 1, since he maintains that "[t]he equality that is the precondition for love only consists in the demand that social differences do not matter." 54 No wonder he is convinced of Firestone's universal condemnation of romance, since her analysis is based on the fact that social differences always matter under hierarchical social conditions; what Firestone advocates is a rejection of the sex/class system that drives such hierarchies, so that the oppressive nature of romantic love under such a system will collapse. Solomon goes so far as to suggest that a "quasi-political self-consciousness . . . undermines the intimacy of love"; yet without such a consciousness, "the intimacy of love'' for many heterosexual women will be nothing over and above acquiescing to domination and control. Solomon's feminism consists of such things as equal pay for equal work and equal access to jobs and careers; according to him, to drag a personal and private affair like romance into the public arena of gender politics might undermine "the very different strategies that are required to encounter each of them."55 I argued in chapter 1 that this type of liberal feminism advocates a kind of gender blindness that is typical of the "view from nowhere." Solomon's insistence that we discover the true nature of romance divorced from its social location is consistent with a liberal feminism whose public/private dualism offers sanctuary from the politics of sexuality. Indeed, only by making feminism into liberal feminism can Solomon hope to argue that current gender roles are generally unfavorable to women and that gender equality requires gender blindness. Feminists of a more radical perspective would argue that gender blindness fails to recognize that romantic love sterilized of its gender politics entices women to enter into personal relationships that may be oppressive to them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Both Solomon and Robert Nozick argue in favor of the sexual exclusivity of romantic lovers, because they believe romance requires the partners to share an identity designed to create what Solomon calls a kind of "ontological dependency" by which the lover is always present or "in mind" of the beloved.56 This premise, however, ignores Beauvoir's insight that many women's perceived inferiority to and high valuation of men, combined with men's desire to assert their superiority, will compel women to submerge rather than share their identities with men, leaving women anonymous and invisible (the proverbial "woman behind the man"). As I argued earlier in this chapter concerning prostitution, to imply that all women are in a position to make autonomous choices with regard to their sexuality or that they value the "affective individualism" upon which Solomon's autonomy is based is to ignore the very real social subordination of many women that Solomon himself describes. In order to remain true to a feminist vision of sex equality yet advance an agenda for the intrinsic virtue of romance, Solomon dismisses the radical feminist agenda out of hand by dismissing the dialectic between gender and sexuality. Indeed, one of Beauvoir's paradoxes of romantic love reflects what I have contended is the dialectical complexity and contradiction in women's sexuality: Women who are able to assert their own needs in heterosexual relationships may remain dissatisfied, questioning whether their more agreeable partners are "real men," while women who feel incapable of asserting their own needs in their heterosexual relationships must confront their own powerlessness.57

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Solomon admits that romance is "sometimes ontologically vicious" and by definition a struggle "for control over shared and reciprocal self-images."58 If this is part
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            	of the intrinsic nature of romance, then Firestone is right that romance is no place for women in a society where such struggles are biased in favor of men. A cultural feminist would not want the romantic love Firestone describes, with only its pretense of care respect. I have quoted Firestone and others to suggest that the sexual exclusivity required by romance is circumscribed by a historical possessiveness and subjugation of women that makes its adoption as a feminist value extremely suspect. I have also argued that sexual exclusivity is no guarantee either of serious sexual commitment or of the warmth and affection cultural feminists value.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My intention is not to confirm cultural feminism's sexual values for women by detailing the intimate and affectionate landscape of at least some forms of promiscuity. Because human beings are socially situated, any attempt to determine an intrinsic female nature faces the postmodern challenge of nonarbitrarily differentiating those aspects of our sexuality that are nurtured from those that are natural. Furthermore, recent sociological evidence suggests that women and men have as many similar sexual needs as dissimilar ones, however they are to be accounted for. 59 My claim is that even if good sex for women amounts to intimate, sensitive, and affectionate sex, promiscuous "cruising" sex is as likely a candidate in the prevailing Western social climate as sexual exclusivity. Therefore, promiscuous sex can satisfy a sex radical feminist's desire for sexual exploration, while providing a cultural feminist with the sexual care and respect she demands for good sex. In the following section, I examine some of the arguments in favor of promiscuity that do not rely on its compatibility with intimacy.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Satisfaction, Sexual Growth, and Sexual Empowerment

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The foregoing arguments in favor of promiscuity serve those who value personal and loving sex. A sex radical feminist, however, argues that the sexual exploration promised by promiscuity is not, and should not be, limited to intimate sex alone. I will investigate the anonymity of commercial sex work in chapter 4. Are there any reasons to recommend noncommercial promiscuous, casual, or recreational sex that divorces eros from romance?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I suggested in my discussion of sexual privacy that sexual exclusivity places a tremendous burden on one person alone to satisfy the diverse sexual needs of another, in all times and places, throughout the course of a single life. One of the arguments frequently offered in favor of promiscuity regarded as either the repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners or as adultery is that promiscuity eases the pressure on any one person to provide for all of a partner's sexual needs. The pursuit of a number of different partners can drastically reduce the sexual dissatisfaction and sexual frustration that can result from the failure to fulfill the diverse sexual demands of any one person.60 A sex radical feminist would argue that our expectation that one person should carry such profound weight in our sexual lives results from a belief that the social construct of monogamy is, in reality, a natural fact. The documented sexual habits and customs of diverse cultures, however, reveal otherwise.61 A sex radical would add that the sexual apathy and emotional distance from one's sexual partner that often accompany the sexual frustration of monogamy would be minimized
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            	if one had many different sexual partners. Furthermore, sex radical feminists claim that any sexual harassment of women and the violence committed against them that can be attributed to monogamous, unfulfilled heterosexual desire would be eliminated by lifting the sanctions against promiscuity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Freudians would respond that the price we pay for civilization is a fairly large dose of sexual frustration. The more sex is repressed into the narrow range offered by heterosexual monogamy, the more human energies will redirect themselves to the pursuit of business, science, and the arts. 62 Moreover, sexual frustration is tremendously profitable for businesses who convince consumers to purchase their wares with the promise of otherwise scarce sexual satisfaction. Sexually provocative advertising whose success depends on sexual scarcity offers much less temptation to the person afforded socially sanctioned access to sex in the open market.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, it could be argued that even promiscuity is no guarantee of sexual satisfaction. This is precisely the complaint of many women whose "liberated" sex life has made them feel shallow, objectified, and alone. Sexual satisfaction for many people would seem to require the time and emotional energy spent with just one person in order to discover and pursue their own sexual needs. Promiscuous teenage girls are especially vulnerable to the epithet of "slut," censure that makes otherwise pleasurable sex a blow to their self-image.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In addition, some feminists might contend that violence against women is a product of misogyny, not sexual frustration. Promiscuity will only make life more difficult and dangerous for women as we seek out partners who may wish to do no more than abuse or dominate women in bed. From this view, if we really want to rid our society of its sexual subordination of women, then we need to change men's attitudes toward women, not give them sexual license to reinforce patriarchal behavior.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A sex radical feminist challenges the sexual psychologism that says a free libido would mean chaos, monstrosity, or debility. As Gayle Rubin points out, "[S]exuality is impervious to political analysis as long as it is primarily conceived as a biological phenomenon or an aspect of individual psychology."63 An alternative way of understanding promiscuity would be to imagine how creative, productive, and supportive we would be in the absence of the sexual repression bound up in sexual exclusivity. According to this view, regarding sex as an evil to be repressed instead of a blessing to be celebrated is a culturally loaded, medieval prejudice that contemporary Western society has made into debilitating neuroses for men as well as women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For sex radicals, the belief held by some feminists that freedom from women's heterosexual subordination requires the dissociation of women from sex is yet another sign of the Western presumption that sex is bad. A sex radical feminist points out that once we situate sex in a Judeo-Christian context, sex is something to be repressed because sex is something evil. Therefore, women become repressed, marginalized, and dissipated by their association with sex. Rather than dissociate women from sex, the sex radical challenges us to celebrate women's association with sex by liberating sex from evilspecifically, from the evils implicit in nonmonogamous, nonprocreative, nonintimate sex acts that run contrary to the prescribed Western norm.64 Promiscuous sex then becomes a source for sexual satisfaction for women free of the fear of social stigma.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, sex radical feminists point out that women's complaints against het-
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            	erosexual promiscuity as well as those against monogamy are the result of oppressive social conditions under which women's sexuality is currently constructed. To finger promiscuity as the culprit in women's sexual dissatisfaction is to ignore the sexual oppression that overlays men's subordination of women and to victimize women for their sexual choice. A sex radical feminist would remove women's sexual oppression, so that women were not punished for promiscuity; only then would individual women be in a position to decide for themselves whether or how promiscuity figured in their lives. Sex radicals would contend that from the "view from nowhere," it is easy to ignore Western sexual prejudices that both eschew and punish those who would stray from the prevailing sexual norms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	With regard to sexual violence against women, a sex radical feminist would argue that sexual liberation from the constraints of sexual exclusivity does not imply that any sex goes. As a radical feminist, she balks at any sex that subordinates women to the unwelcome demands of men. As a sex radical, she rejects any attempt to oppress sexual preferences solely because they fail to match the cultural norm; yet she disdains alternative sexualities that fail to meet minimum requirements of consent. Thus Gayle Rubin asserts both that "[a] radical theory of sex must identify, describe, explain, and denounce erotic injustice and sexual oppression" and that "[i]n the long run, feminism's critique of gender hierarchy must be incorporated into a radical theory of sex, and the critique of sexual oppression should enrich feminism." 65 Under such conditions, a sex radical feminist sees nothing wrong with promiscuous sex that is recreational or anonymous, nor with the frequent use of dominant/submissive roles in sex such as lesbian butch/femme sex or sadomasochistic sex. As long as each partners' sexual needs are accorded the kind of care respect (neither "forced [n]or fooled" to use Rubin's phrase) that appreciates the particular desires of one's partner and assures a context of mutual consent, sexual variety and experimentation are both permissible and encouraged.66 Furthermore, according to sex radicals, sex liberated in this way would create new markets for erotica that would more than offset any commercial loss due to the release of sexual frustration. In short, promiscuous sex is part of sex radical feminism's positive program for women's sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Another kind of argument offered in favor of promiscuous sex has to do with the advantage in the variety of sexual partners. According to this line of reasoning, the sexual variety available through promiscuous sex increases the likelihood that a person will discover what kind of sex suits her individual needs. Sex never becomes boring or routine, since a person has the freedom not only to change partners but also to change his own sexual style. Adopting a sexual ethic of care respect, sexual partners can remain sensitive to the particular sexual needs of diverse others and encourage experimentation and change if desired. Frederick Elliston remarks that this variety gives us a "repertoire of gestures" that can "facilitate the mastery of one kind of body language." He suggests that such a repertoire can afford the promiscuous person a kind of sexual growth and creativity that sexually exclusive relationships cannot.67

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, Elliston gives away the game by concluding that ultimately, "the good sex life cannot be achieved through physical gratification alone. . . . [H]aving talked with many, we may discover that our most meaningful dialogue can be carried on
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            	with one." His claim is that a "principled life represented by the traditional commitment 'to love, honor, and obey' signifies a higher mode of existence" than that of a promiscuous life, which ultimately succumbs to the aesthetic boredom of Kierkegaard's Don Juan complex. 68

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have argued, however, that promiscuous sex need not lack the principled ethical stage of love and commitment that Elliston requires. Furthermore, sex radicals challenge the notion that there is anything wrong with "physical gratification alone." Indeed, "having talked with so many," we may equally be assured that one would be boring. Elliston adopts the less radical alternative that promiscuous sex is justified as long as it is a means to the discovery of a person's most compatible, monogamous sexual partner.69 Premarital sex is often justified in just this fashion: premarital sex increases the likelihood that an otherwise uncommitted person will find a partner with whom she would wish to share the rest of her life. When two people have had sex, they can better decide whether to pursue the relationship further, both physically and emotionally.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Implicit in such arguments, however, is the assumption that a sexually exclusive relationship, of a serial if not permanent sort, is the requisite sexual ideal. For many people, mastering their sexual body language may actually be easier and more efficient with just one person; and certainly there are lots of sexually creative, monogamous couples who do not need a promiscuous life for sexual satisfaction or growth. But Elliston's claim that promiscuity is somehow lower than monogamy on the moral totem pole only acknowledges his own adherence to a sexual norm that I claim is not more "principled" in its particular social context just because it is the norm. Only by deriving such principles from the "view from nowhere" can Elliston disguise socially situated sexual values as true ones.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Robert Solomon's virtues of romantic love also appear to suffer from a moral presumption of monogamy, since it could be argued that those same virtues may also be a part of promiscuous sex: Solomon states that romantic love promotes self-awareness, a healthy outlook on the world, inspiration and creativity, and excitement.70 However, if such virtues are the result of sex with only one person, then sex with more than one person could be at least as virtuous, perhaps even more so. There is no fallacy of composition here. A variety of partners are often more capable of promoting self-awareness in one person than any one of them alone. Bruce shows Joan how much Joan likes to be stroked on her back. Hamilton reveals to her how many ways there are to be orgasmic. Ron reminds Joan of how hungry she is after really good sex. Furthermore, Joan's outlook on the world may be especially enhanced by the knowledge that she can satisfy and care for several men. Joan might easily be more inspired in her work or more creative in her sex play because of the variety of her sexual partners. Certainly the opportunity for new levels of sexual excitement are present that might be absent for Joan in a more exclusive relationship. My point is that Solomon invests in sexual exclusivity virtues that do not justify the value he places in romantic love. The "view from somewhere different" reveals that sexuality is much too contextual a feature of human relationships to exclude promiscuity from the sphere of the sexually valuable.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, Solomon says that "the aim of [romantic] love is to make a single person extraordinary and to reconceptualize oneself in his or her terms, to create an
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            	escape from the anonymity of the Kantian moral world and thrive in a world à deux of one's own" (Solomon's italics). 71 I have already argued that romantic love can be much less satisfying for women than Solomon makes out simply because he personalizes sexual exclusivity without gendering it. In addition, the obsessive (and possessive) implications of making someone extraordinary combined with Solomon's suggestion that lovers remain content in a self-contained moral universe would not appeal to many feminists interested in promoting loving sex within caring communities.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists have often argued that women's freedom from their sexual subordination by men is directly proportional to the amount of control women have over our bodies. The exercise of such control is often interpreted in terms of a woman's right to make sexual and reproductive decisions for herself without undue interference from others. In the language of an ethic of care, such control can be interpreted as creating opportunities for individual women to choose sexual and reproductive lives that allow them to care for themselves and others. Marjorie Weinzweig has combined the language of individual autonomy with the language of care to develop the notion of "autonomous relating to others," by which a woman is able to choose her sexual and reproductive roles amid a community of others and out of a concern for others in a way that does not hinder her self-development.72 Each interpretation describes a kind of empowerment that would enable individual women to direct the course of their own sexual and reproductive destinies. I have suggested that sexual liberation is women's liberation when women can define its terms and conditions. Is promiscuity consistent with women's sexual empowerment? Could a promiscuous lifestyle promote such empowerment?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The answer lies in a promiscuous woman's knowledge of her own social location. The "view from somewhere different" requires an appreciation of the dialectic between gender and sexuality. A woman who adopts this perspective understands that men who promise true love have little incentive to be faithful under a patriarchal system that rewards men for "scoring." When men do "settle down," they often do so only in exchange for the sexual and domestic subordination of their wives, a subordination with no guarantee of emotional or financial payoff.73 A woman who adopts the "view from somewhere different'' is situated to recognize that her own casual or recreational promiscuity bears little resemblance to men's, when a promiscuous woman's score makes her a "slut" but her sexual reticence makes her "frigid." She recognizes that her own domestic and child-care responsibilities can make an adulterous affair look especially appealing, while those very responsibilities, often shouldered alone in addition to salaried work, make finding the time and energy for extramarital sex a near impossibility. In a society that makes women the keepers of monogamy and the family, her awareness of the dialectic between gender and sexuality reveals that promiscuous married women symbolize the breakdown of the very foundation of social life.74 Such a society will be loath to free women from our domestic chores once we enter the workforce: with access to an array of new potential sexual partners while on the job, women must be dissuaded from promiscuous pursuits at all costs. Husbands, on the other hand, often have more social and domestic freedom to play the field. Furthermore, despite her lopsided domestic responsibili-
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            	ties, a woman is typically marked insensitive to her children's needs when her marriage falls apart due to her infidelity. From the recognition of her own social location, a woman can begin to understand how her economic and monogamous dependence on men has made it easy to be co-opted by a system that has made sexual liberation a synonym for women's derogation and sexual subordination.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If the "view from somewhere different" acknowledges difference without presuming superiority and without devolving into dislocation, then women who adopt such a perspective will (1) recognize their sexual partners as "the particular individuals they are" and not treat them solely in terms of some general capacity they share with other human beings; and (2) try to see the world from their point of view. Because such a perspective acknowledges that sexual partners have sexual needs of their own, the "view from somewhere different" encourages its adopters to (3) care about their sexual partners' well-being by helping them pursue their own wants and needs. This is precisely the ethic of care respect that both describes the intimate sex of cultural feminists and affords sex radical feminists the respectful regard between persons that is definitive of mutually consenting sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From such a perspective, promiscuity can empower those women who would choose it over monogamy by encouraging the sexual autonomy characterized by Weinzweig's "autonomous relating to others." With no illusions about the advantages of marriage, monogamous relationships, or romance, a woman who chooses promiscuity from the "view from somewhere different" knows that she is asserting her own sexual agenda in a world ready to denigrate her or dismiss her for failing to act in a sexually subordinate role. At the same time, by acknowledging her potential as a self-defining sexual subject acting contrary to monogamous norms, she can begin to forge a sexual identity of her own. Acting under an ethic of care respect, however, such a woman will not become so absorbed in the pursuit of her own sexual needs that she is blind to those of others. She will acknowledge that promiscuity may not be for everyone. She will recognize that some sexual partners prefer intimacy and others prefer anonymity. She will be less inclined to regard any promiscuous man's insensitive treatment of women as her model for promiscuous sex, since she will recognize that such a model is inconsistent with care respect and only reinforces the belief that monogamy is really better for women after all. When a woman chooses sexual exclusivity, she will have done so knowing that as with promiscuity, there are benefits as well as risks.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A woman whose sex life is understood from the "view from somewhere different" also recognizes that in many women's lives there is a place for celibacy, when freedom from an active sexual life is a source of comfort or relief. Women who would rather be sexually active than celibate may be frustrated by the "view from somewhere different" for encouraging them to perceive themselves as sexual agents when there is simply no safe or satisfying sex to be had. However, the "view from somewhere different" would recommend that such women see their celibacy dialectically as both misfortune and opportunity; as I will argue in the following section, in a culture where a woman's sexual assertiveness can make her a "good" girl, a ''bad" girl, or both, rejecting celibacy will mean embarking on a complex and often contradictory quest for sexual satisfaction. No one feminist sexual framework can promise sat-
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            	isfying sex for women, but the "view from somewhere different" can give individual women the epistemological and moral tools to begin making, even demanding, the kinds of changes in their sexual lives that will give meaning and value to them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, as Simone de Beauvoir would remind us, promiscuous sex alone empowers no one under conditions of women's economic disenfranchisement. More women are talking about their affairs, and more women are having affairs, as more women gain the economic clout to be able to survive independently of heterosexual monogamy. But the sexual empowerment of a handful of promiscuous career women will have little or no practical meaning for those millions of women whose livelihoods continue to depend on the sexual and domestic demands of men. Many women struggling to defend themselves against men's sexual violence in the absence of the economic and legal means to prevent it will find feminists' claims that sexual promiscuity promotes women's liberation insensitive at best, classist and racist at worst; nor will it do to encourage teenage girls to be promiscuous without teaching them about the responsibilities that accompany women's sexual agency and about the contradictory and oppressive patriarchal climate in which their sexual choices are evaluated. Nevertheless, the mere fact that some women are beginning to take control of their own sexual destinies and are choosing to do so by choosing to be promiscuous cannot be underestimated in a society whose social voices are women's voices only when women act on the belief that we will be heard. The following section details some of the specific ways in which patriarchy thwarts the sexual empowerment of promiscuous white women and women of color and the ways in which sexual stereotypes are used to favor heterosexual white men over homosexual white men and men of color.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Good Girls and Bad Girls
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            	In a way, my life has been an upside-down experience. I never made love

            to the men I married, and I did not marry the men I loved. I do not know

            if that makes me a good girl gone bad, or a bad girl gone good.
Beatrice Wood, I Shock Myself: The Autobiography of Beatrice Wood

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women's heterosexual subordination by men is a subordination of identity. In a patriarchal society, women are defined in terms of our heterosexuality and reproductivity in order to serve the needs and maintain the privileges of men. Therefore, women's sexuality under patriarchy must be very carefully circumscribed lest it gain an independent credibility and power of its own. Men's ideal of women is that we be sexual only in a certain way.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	America's good girl/bad girl stereotype defines the parameters of acceptable sexual behavior for women, circumscribing our identity as women under conditions of male status and privilege. Sheila Ruth calls this stereotype one of the heterosexual "serviceability" of women to emphasize how much a woman's identity is defined by her sexual access to men: 75 the sexually "serviceable" woman is a heterosexually available mistress or lover, sensuous, responsive, and receptive. Wives sometimes fit
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            	this stereotype, but only when their husbands have not grown sexually bored with them. The sexually serviceable woman is a sexually "good" woman, playful yet submissive, eager, perhaps slightly mysterious. As a playmate fantasy, she can be even more independent, experienced, exotic, or dangerous. She is to be distinguished from the nonsexual "good" woman/mother/wife, who is nurturing where the sexually serviceable woman will be challenging, virginal where the sexually serviceable woman will be carnal. The sexually "nonserviceable" woman is a bitch-temptress, immodest, coarse, and demanding. She is a promiscuous woman who is "nonserviceable'' despite her availability to men because she is ungovernable, indiscriminate, and selfish. The seductive lustiness of a serviceable woman becomes salacious, lewd, and uncomfortably lascivious in a nonserviceable woman. Her nonsexual counterpart is cloying, manipulative, and catty. A nonserviceable woman is "bad."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The irony in these distinctions is that they are arbitrarily and ambiguously applied. Feminists not only object to the content and restrictiveness of the stereotypes; we also object to the fickle, tenuous, and often contradictory ways in which women are asked to instantiate them. A wife may be congratulated by an ambitious husband for the way she successfully flirts with his boss at a company cocktail party. Having lost his chance at promotion, he may regard her identical flirtation as an insensitive assault on his masculinity or as an irritating habit of "the bitch who can't shut her mouth." If her clothes are not sexy enough, she is "frumpy." When in those very same clothes she seduces the wrong man, she is "sleazy." Many husbands want a wife who is simultaneously sexually available and chaste, the virgin who is a whore in bed. A woman is "bad" whether she strays on purpose or by accident because, like a servant, she is supposed to know what is expected of her.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What these examples suggest is that a woman is "good" only by being both an experienced sexual seductress and a nonsexual maternal caretaker with the capacity to know not only which role suits which occasion for which man but also how to play both roles at once. Success in one social setting is no guarantee of future success even in the very same setting. The feminine stereotype of an anxious woman fussing over her appearance, caring more about her hair than her opinions, is testimony to the insecurity of her position, not merely personal vanity. By being required to fill contradictory social roles whose demands women cannot confidently predict, women must inevitably fail to be "good." The quote from Beatrice Wood at the beginning of this section represents the feelings of many women who get the mixed message that the good girl is bad and the bad girl is good. What difference does it make, when no matter what she does, she doesn't get it right?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Commonly used sexual terms to describe women are terms used to describe the promiscuous woman: trollop, vamp, slut, hussy, whore, pickup, Jezebel, tart, bawd, vixen, floozy. 76 Such a woman is loose, easy, and indiscriminatea "nonserviceable" woman for men, to use Ruth's phrase. Not surprisingly, these terms are used by men primarily to insult or denigrate women, since a woman who is promiscuous is "bad." Women are so closely identified with these terms that they are used by both men and women to insult women outside of any explicitly sexual context ("Who does that hussy think she is, humiliating me like that?," or "The slut brought me ham when I ordered sausage.") Sexualized terms for women like "broad," "skirt," and "tail" do not necessarily connote promiscuity, so they are often used to refer to "serviceable"
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            	women, as in "That's a nice piece of tail," or "Now that's a broad!" If women who are feminists object to these forms of address, men often react in disbelief, as if women were taking offense at a compliment.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Still, women can never be certain of our serviceability, given women's denigration in such phrases as "Who let this broad on the highway?!" When men use the term "bitch" to refer to particular women, the intent is to slur, degrade, vilify, since it refers to an animal in heat, an animal that indiscriminately and promiscuously copulates. Certainly the word implies "nonserviceable" when applied to women: "I can't stand taking direct orders from that bitch!'' Not only are women being male-identified sexually by such terms, but we are being identified with a sexuality that demeans us. Women might object less to an externally imposed identity if the value of that identity were positive. But women's promiscuity has become so imbued with negativity and our sexuality so filled with contradiction that it is no wonder Beatrice Wood regards her sex life as "an upside-down experience."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I am not arguing that words used to describe the sexually active man"lecher," "old goat," "roué," "gigolo," "rake," and the likecannot be offensive, even humiliating. My claim is that in a heterosexually dominated culture whose male advantage rests in pressing women's sexuality to the service of individual men, women will be judged "bad" when they fail to live up to particular men's sexual expectations of them, no matter how eccentric or contradictory. Furthermore, because women's identity is a function of our sexuality, such condemnation strikes at the very core of our self-image as women. Some men are lechers and overbearing; women are broads because they are overbearing.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In addition, special condemnation is reserved for the sexually promiscuous woman that is not matched by terms used to describe promiscuous men. A promiscuous woman is referred to as "dirt" in virtue of her sexual profligacy alone. "My girlfriend? You mean that whore? She's a piece of dirt." A promiscuous man is "dirt" when, in the course of being promiscuous, he has been sexually deceptive, disrespectful, exploitative, or mean. His promiscuity is primarily a function of what he does, not a function of who he is. Thus, a man who was promiscuous in his youth may, with an appropriate show of repentance, come to his marriage with his community's (and wife's) expectation that he will be faithful, while a woman with a similar history may still be regarded as suspiciously adulterous. A "dirty old man" who does no more than leer at young women is reviled not because he is promiscuous (although he would like to be) but because elderly men are ironically committed to a stereotypical asexuality that precludes the very sexual objectification of women encouraged in younger men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, a dirty old man wishes he were a roué, and for good reason. A promiscuous man is often called a "stud," a "stallion," a "man of the world," a "man of experience." A young promiscuous man may be a "hot rod" or "sowing his wild oats." He is not identified with "used goods" or described as "loose" the way a promiscuous woman often is. Contemporary women who refer to their errant boyfriends as sluts complain, at least in part, because their boyfriends are getting away with being sluts no matter what their girlfriends think; but once a woman is heterosexually promiscuous, she must justify her behavior as in some way serviceable to men or be identified as a slut. (Thus, promiscuous women do not get away with being sluts; promis-
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            	cuous women are sluts.) Feminists like Mary Daly believe that the only way for women to empower ourselves sexually is to reconceptualize and reevaluate women's sexuality, with new terminology, if necessary, so that women's "pure lust" has meaning for women. Clarissa Pinkola Estes believes that there are "wild woman archetypes" throughout history that women need to regain access to in order to fulfill our sexual destinies as women. 77 In both cases, sexual empowerment for women is a function of eschewing patriarchal definitions of our sexuality in order to redefine it in women's terms. Absent a tendency toward gynocentrism, this approach is consistent with the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" since it encourages women to understand our social location in order to facilitate women's sexual agency and self-definition.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet here we confront a fascinating paradox: if women are sexually identified by heterosexual society, why are we condemned for promiscuous sex? Shouldn't the heterosexually identified female be encouraged to do what her male-identified culture expects of hernamely, have as much sex with as many men as possible?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The characterization of promiscuous sex in the first section of this chapter can provide the resolution to this paradox: recall that an important condition for at least some kinds of promiscuous sex is that it be the active and repetitious pursuit of different sexual partners. The promiscuous person, if nothing else, is the agent of her sexual desire. But in a patriarchal society, this is precisely the role reserved for the heterosexually active male. In such a society, women are sex objects, not sex subjects. Women are to be dominated and controlled through sex, not free to pursue an unabashed love of sex untainted by degradation or shame. If sexual promiscuity is sexual agency, that is, the active pursuit of sex by an autonomous subject, then the sexually promiscuous woman is regarded as attempting to take control of her sexual life. But this is anathema to a system of power in which the oppression of women through sex is a primary means of establishing and maintaining dominance over women. Thus, the harsher criticism that a patriarchal society lodges against the sexually promiscuous woman can be understood as intended to inhibit her pursuit of the kind of sexual activity which has long been the exclusive preserve of men and which signals rebellion against her oppressor. It is a striking feminist irony that the expression "loose woman" is both a symbol of women's degradation and profound evidence of women's attempts to liberate ourselves from the sexual dominance of men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What these uses of language suggest is that in a culture whose power and status lie in the hands of men, sex is a badge of honor for men, a sign of power, dominance, and possession. However, race, class, and sexual preference intersect with gender in the social construction of promiscuity to narrow the range of this dominance. Sex is a badge of honor for white, affluent, heterosexual men. African American men are often sexually stereotyped by Anglos as primitive and dangerous sexual animals with enlarged penises, a sexuality threatening to many white men, commonly used by them to denigrate and straitjacket blacks. When a black man marries a white woman, he is often regarded by the black community as a traitor to his race and by whites as appropriating and defiling one of a white man's own.78 When a black man pursues a woman of his own race, he may be regarded by whites as typical of an oversexed primitive in search of an equally lusty partner. If an African American man is homosexual, he may well be burdened with the additional heterosexist presumption
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            	that given his sexual profligacy, he is a rabid transmitter of AIDS. Sexual conservatives and liberals alike have singled out gay men of all races and ethnicities as paradigmatic performance-oriented, promiscuous sex seekers whose lifestyle of casual or anonymous sex is regarded as the primary cause of AIDS.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Latinos are frequently categorized in sexual terms as passionate but ultimately self-serving Don Juans who display a machismo that defines their masculinity in terms of their sexual prowess. However, Anglos' class stereotype of Latinos as coarse and uneducated often makes these very same macho men sexually unappealing to middle-class white women determined to find a man who will maintain, if not enhance, their social status. Many middle-class white men see large Latino families as no more than welfare recipients. 79

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The way sex guarantees authority for the Asian or Asian American man depends largely on his class: the working-class Vietnamese immigrant cannot afford to entertain a blond American girlfriend in the way his rich Japanese counterpart can. On the other hand, despite the commonly held Anglo stereotype of the sexually restrained Asian, Asian cultures are notorious for a socially sanctioned sexual freedom which Asian men enjoy regardless of class but which Asian women do not.80

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	All of these stereotypes derive their pervasiveness and staying power from the social status and authority conferred on white, affluent, heterosexual males in patriarchy. The sexual stereotype of the uptight and ineffectual lover, which the black man may have of his white counterpart, will be of little consequence to the wealthy white man whose institutionalized power gives him a sexuality all his own: "He's so rich! Isn't he sexy?" Unlike white women and people of color, such men represent success objects who have become sex objects without becoming sexually subordinated or vilified. A rich man of color may also be made sexy by his money, but his stereotyping by whites has notoriously restricted his social stature to that of the successful drug dealer, pimp, or professional athlete. Such restrictions are only exacerbated by the fact that successful African American corporate businessmen or academics are often accused by members of their own race as "selling out" to white culture. Even less well-to-do white men can ignore blacks' stereotypes of them simply in virtue of an entrenched racist social standard that marginalizes the perspectives of people of color of all classes. Sexual stereotypes exist both within and across social categories, but the prevalence of any one stereotype is determined by the power of the stereotyper to define the parameters of the category.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women of color are multiply oppressed, both by the appropriation of their sexuality by men and by the particular sexual stereotypes associated with their race or ethnicity. Many women of color are sexually stereotyped as promiscuous in virtue of their race or ethnicity in addition to being heterosexually identified. If they are lesbians or poor, they are further victimized in virtue of their sexual preference or class. Black women are frequently stereotyped by whites as wild and untamed sensualists who can offer white men a kind of exotic sexual thrill that white women cannot. When a black woman chooses a white lover, she is often considered by both black men and black women as a traitor to her race, someone trading on her stereotype to increase her social status. To white women, she is often a threatening sexual competitor taking unfair advantage of her color.81
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            	Latina and American Indian women are stereotyped by many Anglos as poor, illiterate, and eternally pregnant. Single, young Latinas are often categorized as promiscuous despite the acknowledged sanctions of the Catholic Church, to which many Latinas belong, but especially when those same sanctions discourage contraception or family planning. Middle-class white men attracted to the sexual fecundity of the Latina stereotype also often expect a feistiness they associate with a fiery Latin spirit that may be a particular turn-on. Ironically, many modern Latino households maintain a traditional double standard whereby husbands may have affairs, but wives should be virgins prior to marriage and faithful afterward. On the other hand, the machismo image of the Latina's peers makes it especially difficult for Latina teenagers to say no to sex when young Latino men buy into their own stereotype. 82

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Asian and Asian American women are commonly typed outside their cultural community as docile, submissive, and restrained sexually, making them tempting targets for many Anglo men grown bored with more assertive or demanding playmates. A frequent assumption is that Asian women eschew promiscuity, only tolerating sex because it is required of married women or forced on them by unscrupulous mercenaries in the commerce of prostitution known as "sex tourism." Geisha girls do not dispel this assumption, since they are typically regarded as women for whom sex is a job, not a joy, and whose promiscuity is tightly circumscribed by their male clients. In addition, the extremely strong prohibition against women's adultery in most Asian cultures reinforces the presupposition that Asian women much prefer monogamy or no sex at all.83

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Promiscuous lesbians are marked as heterosexually frigid, unattractive dykes who couldn't land a man if they tried. When model-beautiful, they are propositioned incessantly by men who cannot understand why they are "wasting their looks" on other women. Poverty makes white women and women of color especially vulnerable to men who appear to promise financial security in exchange for sex. Because each woman has a social location defined by her race, class, and sexual preference in addition to her gender, her oppressions multiply when she is not white, not affluent, or not heterosexual. Her age, her physical ability or attractiveness, even her willingness to wear makeup may also work against her if she does not accommodate the sexual expectations of her culture. Men and women both suffer from strict sexual stereotyping, but the cultural expectation that women be sexually subordinate to men undermines many women's self-respect in a way that expectations for men to live up to the sexual dominance and agency definitive of the masculine ideal do not. Multiple oppressions will be particularly painful for women who are already sexually oppressed by a society that makes much of monogamy into domestic and sexual servitude for women but often makes promiscuity a degrading, if not dangerous, undertaking. In the final section I examine some of the arguments offered against promiscuity amid a growing AIDS epidemic.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Pregnancy and Sexually Transmitted Diseases

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Before modern scientific research developed popular and reliable birth control methods and prior to the introduction of antibiotics, pregnancy and sexually trans-
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            	mitted diseases were commonly offered as reasons against promiscuity. If women chose to avoid painful and dangerous abortions, they faced the prospect of unwanted or stigmatized children, or lives alone without the financial or emotional support of the fathers of their offspring. Men faced the moral and legal responsibilities of paternity. Sexually transmitted diseases were often difficult for sexual partners to detect and were notoriously painful once contracted. Some, if left untreated, were lethal.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A counterclaim of the pre-AIDS sexual revolution was that with the advent of modern technology, including modern birth control drugs and devices, safer and easier access to abortions, and medications to ease the pain of venereal disease, promiscuity was a safe, sane, and even recommended way to enjoy sex. Women could at last taste the pleasures of sex free from the fear or guilt of pregnancy, and men could indulge their fantasies fully liberated from the Victorian banes of enforced marriage or debilitating disease. Despite the conservative moral lament that sex was appropriate only within the confines of marriage, the practical arguments discouraging a variety of sexual partners seemed to be dispelled once and for all by modern science.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Decades after the flowering of the 1960s sexual revolution, however, American middle-class access to abortion and birth control still does not include the millions of poor or working-class single women with or without children, who have no health insurance or benefits to cover the costs of family planning. Women of color are particularly affected, since they rank extremely low in average income relative to single white women or white men. For poor married women, men at home are no guarantee of a steady paycheck or emotional support for birth control. Furthermore, despite the 1973 U.S. Supreme Court ruling of Roe v. Wade establishing a woman's legal right to abortion, many states still make abortions psychologically and practically difficult for women of all classes. 84 Thus, marriage provides no guarantee of ready solutions to unwanted pregnancies, nor is it a bulwark against the venereal disease that errant husbands may bring home with them. Many teenage girls are not allowed by their parents or physicians to use birth control, yet they continue to have sex with boyfriends who find condoms uncomfortable or inhibiting. The sexual revolution not only appears to cater to the interests of men over women in the ways discussed in the preceding sections; it also appears to cater to an adult, white, and middle-class bias as well.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The politically liberal solution has been to advocate for state and federal monies for education and access to contraception and abortion. The conservative moral solution has been to continue to argue against the morality of promiscuity, calling for a reinstatement of the intimacy, emotional commitment, and strong "family values" that monogamous marriage promises. The emergence of AIDS in the late 1970s seemed made to order for a sexual counterrevolution aimed to strike a fatal blow against promiscuous sex. For many conservatives, AIDS symbolizes the inevitable decline of a sexually permissive society, a society that condones a gay lifestyle that conservatives believe is disgusting or perverse. AIDS is regarded by many such conservatives as just punishment for an unnatural sex life irresponsibly lived. Intravenous drug users who contract AIDS are denigrated not for their sexual habits but for their immoral lifestyle. By the mid-1980s, when the sexual transmission of AIDS came to be regarded as a serious threat to the heterosexual community, AIDS became a ral-
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            	lying cry for conservatives eager to use the fatality of AIDS to redouble social support for monogamous marriage over promiscuity. 85

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Even those who do not blame the gay population for the AIDS crisis typically give considerable weight to the admonition to avoid promiscuous sex. Condoms are no guarantee of protection. One can test negative for HIVthe Human Immunodeficiency Virus, which has been regarded as the primary cause of AIDSbut, due to the virus's dormancy, test positive in subsequent trials. How reliable are the tests? Since the virus has no apparent history in the United States prior to 1978, many believe that any sexual partner since that time must be considered suspect.86 Wishing to avoid the politics of repression against the gay community that AIDS has been used to exacerbate, many political liberals lobby for a return to monogamy for homosexuals and heterosexuals alike. There has also been a strong faction of the gay community that has begun advocating a monogamous lifestyle in apparent imitation of the heterosexual norms many gay men have long rejected. Many in the gay community regard this trend as internalized homophobia that blames AIDS on a promiscuous gay lifestyle. Alternatively, some gay men advocate a pluralistic gay sexuality designed around safe-sex guidelines and defined in gay terms.87

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The following argument emerges: promiscuity puts people at high risk of contracting HIV. HIV causes AIDS. AIDS is fatal. Therefore, promiscuity puts people at unnecessarily high risk of death. The correlative normative conclusion asserts that promiscuity should be avoided. A second set of what I call "Russian roulette" arguments asserts that promiscuity is wrong, since single instances of HIV testing cannot test for all future contractions of the virus; hence, one cannot know whether or not one is infecting (or being infected by) multiple partners over time. Because this knowledge is vital to a safe sex life for all parties, any one partner's promiscuity is immoral. The premises of the first argument bear examining, as does the validity of both the first and second sets of arguments.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	First, why would someone think that promiscuity puts one at high risk of contracting HIV? This premise implies that promiscuous sex is sex with someone whose infection with the virus one is unsure about. Uncertainty typically accompanies indiscriminate or anonymous sex (indeed, the risks of such sex can be a large part of its allure); however, uncertainty need not be a factor in all promiscuous relationships. A gay or heterosexual man can be on such intimate terms with each of his sexual partners that he knows their sexual histories well enough to be at low risk. The terms may not even be intimate, just reliable, as when a man has sex with recent divorcées whose long prior marriages are known by many to have been faithful ones. Promiscuous women who have been lesbians for several decades or who have never had heterosexual sex, and have always practiced safe sex with women with similar sexual histories, are similarly at low risk.88 Many heterosexual women buy their own condoms because they want some control over the condom's reliability and want to make sure that all of their sexual partners use them. Discriminating George from a previous example required each of his partners to be tested for AIDS; promiscuous Joan could require each of her regular sexual partners to take frequent AIDS tests. If the test is the reason for the uncertainty, then this is an argument for abstinence from sexual partners who have had sex with anyone since 1978, not an argument against promiscuity in favor of monogamy or romance.
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            	People can of course lie, withhold information, not know they are infected, or simply be careless. But these factors are as much a feature of monogamous relationships as promiscuous ones: one act of sexual penetration is sufficient to contract the disease, an act consistent with sexual exclusivity. Furthermore, someone with a monogamous partner of several years' duration can still pass the disease on from a previous partner who was an unknown carrier. HIV has come under critical scrutiny of late, since its latency in some carriers and dormancy in others makes its causal link to AIDS subject to question. AIDS is still a much-misunderstood medical problem that cannot convincingly be used to argue for what feminists have claimed is an already suspect sexual traditionalism. 89

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, HIV is also contracted through the infected blood of blood transfusions as well as infected needles. Yet the argument offered in response is not that blood transfusions are wrong or objectionable, only that we should take extra precautions to insure the use of untainted blood. Similar notes of caution are offered to those of us who drive Los Angeles freeways. Such freeways can be lethal. Such freeways are often lethal, such that driving them puts people at high risk. Yet the watchword for California drivers is caution, reduced speeds, sobriety, and attentiveness behind the wheel, not absence from behind the wheel. The fact that promiscuous sex is high-risk sex in an era of AIDS is insufficient reason to conclude that promiscuous sex should be avoided or that promiscuous sex is wrong. It is an argument for precautionary measures with regard to promiscuous sex that may not have been taken at a different point in our sexual history. Compare Laurie Shrage's comments about the role of commercial sex in the spread of AIDS: "To blame commercial sex providers for the spread of AIDS is like blaming commercial airline companies for the spread of terrorism. Instead, we need to respond by requiring that the industry take extraordinary precautions to abate this epidemic, just as we require commercial airline companies to take extreme precautions to abate terrorism; we do not shut them down."90

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This is not to argue that condoms or AIDS tests constitute safe sex for the promiscuous. Without a reliable and detailed sexual history on every sexual partner, there is no foolproof way to avoid contracting HIV and also have promiscuous frontal or anal intercourse. Feminists have long claimed that heterosexual sex has seldom been safe for women in a world of frequently unaffordable antibiotics or reliable but expensive contraception, inaccessible abortion, rape, dishonest sex partners, and violent or errant husbands. With the advent of AIDS, men are just beginning to feel a sexual threat whose generalized angst has been felt by women for centuries. One of the ironies of the AIDS crisis is that men's condom use in response to AIDS has encouraged men to share in both contraceptive responsibility and sexual safety, a responsibility men have often sought to avoid. Yet feminists have often argued that unless women take full responsibility for our contraception and sexual safety, we will be denied the full control over our bodies that sexual autonomy requires. On the other hand, others question why we should equate sexual safety with sexual desirability, when part of the eroticism of sex for at least some people is sex that is dangerous, mysterious, or taboo.91 In any case, the requirement of safety in sex is an unrealistic and androcentric basis for objecting to promiscuous sex, particularly when contemporary monogamy can be so cruel to women.
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            	Many writers have suggested that AIDS has been exploited by those who would condemn alternative sexual preferences in favor of sexual intimacy, commitment, and monogamy. 92 Fear and uncertainty about AIDS has made already marginalized groupsgay men, IV drug users, and prostitutesinto easy scapegoats for a disease that both scientists and the general public still do not fully understand. While many women and men choose monogamy, even celibacy, amid such fears, I have argued that these fears should caution us about promiscuity but should not cause women or men to dismiss promiscuity as a real alternative for sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition.
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            	In a society in which monogamous marriage is both the common and accepted norm of sexual partnership, promiscuity will have derogatory meaning. (Compare "My congratulations on your marriage!" to "My congratulations on your promiscuity!") Nevertheless, in that same society, promiscuity is many things to many people. It can be premarital or extramarital sex, simple fornication, or the repetitious pursuit of several partners. In its repetition it is unlike monogamous sex, in which sexual activity is exclusive to one partner. Like monogamy, however, promiscuity can be loving or cruel, intimate or exploitative, committed or callous. Thus, if care respect is a woman's requirement for pleasurable sex, she can look for it promiscuously and in her promiscuous lovers if she does not find it monogamously. Furthermore, because care respect is flexible enough in its acknowledgment of particularity to accommodate the minimum of mutual consent required by sex radical feminists and the maximum of sexual intimacy required by cultural feminists, the ethic has value for uniting the otherwise disparate sexual ideologies of each.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From the "view from somewhere different," promiscuous sex can also bring sexual satisfaction, sexual growth, and sexual empowerment to women who would otherwise feel physically and emotionally trapped by the constraints of monogamy. From this perspective, women can begin to develop a contextual and dialectical understanding, indeed, a realistic understanding of the pleasures and risks involved in pursuing a promiscuous lifestyle. This understanding, I have argued, is an important first step in liberating individual women to determine for themselves the place of promiscuity in their lives. However, unless women can gain economic independence from men so that they are not confined to heterosexual monogamy for their very survival, the promiscuity of other women will remain a burden or a threat, or both.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Free of economic dependence on men, women who appreciate the dialectic between gender and sexuality can begin to unravel the complex dynamic of women's sexual oppression under patriarchy, an unraveling that is necessary if individual women wish to define their sexuality in their own terms. The existence of AIDS would appear to demand that all women be cautious in our choice of sexual partners. Yet women under patriarchy have never been promised that sex would be a safe and straightforward affair, nor has sex been easily defined in women's terms. Indeed, many feminists wish women would stop worrying about safety (its promise, they maintain, is a myth) and start exploring those alternative sexual preferences that
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            	make the dangerous or the taboo into the supremely erotic. My claim is that promiscuity pursued from the "view from somewhere different" provides one way for individual women to begin reclaiming and reevaluating their own sexual pleasure. The extent to which the ethic of care respect derived from this perspective can accommodate both the socially acceptable and the taboo in sex is the subject of the next chapter.
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            Challenging the Normal And The Perverse:

            Feminist Speculations on Sexual Preference
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            	The "loose women" described thus far pose a threat to patriarchy by challenging the constraints of monogamy imposed on women by an androcentric heterosexuality. However, women in search of sexual liberation may also challenge patriarchal appropriations of women's sexuality by challenging traditional heterosexuality's dominance over what constitutes "normal" sex. Along these lines, a feminist reclamation of sex for women would mean redefining and rediscovering so-called deviant or perverted sex as a way to subvert the patriarchal subordination of women that "normal" heterosexuality reinforces.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such a reclamation of women's sexuality is not without its feminist critics, however, since feminists past and present have had a love/hate relationship with sexual deviance. On the one hand, feminist consciousness-raising has been instrumental in revealing to women the extent to which we have unquestioningly accepted patriarchal norms that fail to address women's sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition. Feminists' recognition of the importance of clitoral orgasm, masturbation, and fantasy for women's sexual pleasure is in large part due to feminists' determination to secure sexual agency for women as the defining subjects of our own erotic needs. 1 Therefore, one would expect feminists to tolerate a fair amount of the sexual deviance traditionally referred to as sexual perversionfor example, homosexuality, consensual sadomasochism, or the pederasty commonly known in the gay community as man/boy loveif only because the stigmatization of such sexual minorities
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            	can be considered yet another example of the patriarchal oppression of alternative sexual expression that many feminists have sought for themselves.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the contrary, social purity feminists of the late nineteenth century sought to protect'' women in the sex trade from the apparent male tyranny of prostitution by condemning women's promiscuity and masturbation as sinful, with the goal of encouraging all women to adopt the highly stratified social roles defined by traditional heterosexual marriage. In doing so, they only succeeded in replacing one kind of repressive sexual compliance with another. 2 Between 1969 and 1971, the National Organization for Women (NOW) attempted to purge its membership of lesbians, seeing in what Betty Friedan had called the "lavender menace" a retreat to a male-identified sexuality that was regarded as antithetical to feminism and disruptive of the movement.3 Yet in the following decade, lesbianism was to become a defining political statement for many erstwhile heterosexual feminists discouraged by the seemingly inevitable power dynamics of compulsory heterosexuality. This merging of the politics of feminism with the sexual preference of lesbianism was captured by Ti-Grace Atkinson's pronouncement that "feminism is the theory; but lesbianism is the practice." However, since many lesbian feminists (like most heterosexuals) regard their sexuality not as a conscious political choice but as a sexual orientation or way of life, such a merger has continued to be a source of controversy among lesbian as well as heterosexual feminists.4

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many lesbian feminists who reject heterosexual sex as dehumanizing to women continue to separate themselves from a gay male community that they regard as perpetuating an oppressive sexuality: performance-oriented, casually (if not anonymously) promiscuous, objectifying, and misogynistic. Yet other lesbians and gay men who favor traditional, if not closeted, versions of heterosexual family roles and non-sadomasochistic "vanilla" sex join forces to divorce themselves from political efforts at legitimizing the consensual bondage and discipline of gay and lesbian sadomasochism or the moral acceptability of pederasty. Their belief is that such "'queer' queers" conform to the very stereotypes of grossly perverted sexualities that the status quo exploits to insure the marginality of the homosexual community. Many heterosexual and lesbian feminists reject all practitioners of sadomasochistic sex for their apparent internalization of the sexual dominance and submission paradigmatic of patriarchal power.5

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By 1980, NOW had come out against sadomasochism as well as the pederasty and pedophilia referred to by the sex radical community as cross-generational sex for precisely the same reasons the organization had rejected lesbianism a decade earlier: sexual preferences that replicated the oppressive power relations of patriarchy were anathema to feminism. Moreover, sadomasochism was regarded as encouraging violence against women, pornographically depicted as bondage and discipline that women both need and want.6 The feminist rejection of alternative sexualities found another public outlet in the disruption by some feminists of the 1982 Barnard College Scholar and the Feminist IX conference on sexuality. Objections by such groups as Women Against Pornography, Women Against Violence Against Women, and New York Radical Feminists that conference leaders and seminars were exploring sadomasochism and cross-generational sex resulted in confiscation of the conference di-
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            	ary, accusations of sexually perverse practices, and the cancellation by a major corporation of funding for any future conferences. 7

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Conflict over the acceptability of sexual deviance within the feminist community continues to the present day. In addition to their concerns regarding sadomasochistic and cross-generational sex, many feminists reject the cross-gender dressing of transvestism or the overt gender dressing of drag, both of which may be exemplified by lesbians exhibiting the masculine and feminine sexual roles of "butch" and "femme." From this view, such behavior only mirrors the oppressive male-identified gender roles from which many feminists seek to liberate themselves. Transsexualism has been touted by some sex radicals as a reclamation of a self-identified sexuality in a world where biology is mistakenly regarded as destiny, while other feminists believe that biological sex changes represent the misplaced efforts of people deluded by rigidly constructed patriarchal sex roles into trying to get their bodies "right."8

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many feminists have long regarded pedophilic incest between parent and child as a viciously convenient vehicle for the victimization of women, since the incest is often repeated over many years and commonly initiated by an adult male relation toward his preteen female charge whose emotional and material dependence is exploited by a powerful patriarch.9 Mothers of incest victims are often unjustly accused of either insidiously encouraging the incest or "looking the other way"; conversely, they may be vilified for depriving an abusive husband of his legal visitation. Their husbands, on the other hand, are often perceived as needing no more than family therapy when incest cannot be legally proved. Yet other feminists have argued that to describe women primarily as victims of male lust is to play right into the hands of a patriarchy determined to define women's sexuality in men's terms and that men who love boys or women who love girls are much less likely to recreate the patriarchal power dynamics of adult male heterosexual pedophilia.10

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminism's conflict over the meaning and morality of sexual deviance can be represented by the two factions of feminism introduced in chapter 2: cultural feminism and sex radical feminism. Cultural feminists characterize heterosexual relations that are not self-consciously feminist in terms of the sexual objectification of women, which is in turn regarded as paradigmatic of the dominant/submissive power dynamic definitive of patriarchy. According to cultural feminism, any replication of this power polarization in social institutions such as pornography or prostitution, or in sexual relations such as man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, or sadomasochism, must be rejected as antifeminist. Cultural feminists contend that women's sexual needs and values are those of fully consenting and self-determining moral agents whose desire for intimacy and affection is inconsistent with the dominance and submission of polarized sexual roles. Indeed, for cultural feminists, sadomasochism is the essence of a patriarchal ideology that empowers some to compel others to do their bidding. From this view, women's liberation is a liberation from male heterosexual victimization in pursuit of a reclaimed, unifying, female sexuality of care, sensitivity, and intimacy.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radical feminists regard both women's and men's sexuality under patriarchy as controlled and repressed by a heterosexist status quo, in which acceptance of the sexual norm is insidiously accomplished through individual and institutional social
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            	stigmatization and marginalization of sexual deviance. According to sex radicals, sexual minorities need to reclaim their sexual freedom to pursue what is erotically pleasurable for them. Therefore, a sex radical feminist claims that feminism should actively promote the kind of sexual agency and self-definition for women that will maximize women's sexual pleasure and satisfaction, especially when women's sexuality deviates from the acceptable norm. It is contended that radical feminism is properly placed to challenge socially respectable categories of sexuality as a means of transforming the repressive sexual climate of patriarchy. This is one reason that some sex radicals describe themselves as "sex positive" feminists and regard feminists suspicious of women's sexual exploration as "sex negative" feminists who would ironically join more conservative moralists in condemning all but the most narrow band of sexual behavior. From a sex radical perspective, feminists should demand that fully consenting partners whose sex is neither exploitative nor abusive have the opportunity to practice whatever gives them sexual satisfaction. From this view, women's liberation is liberation toward a plurality of sexual pleasure, exploration, and agency, limited by the requirements of mutual desire within the relationship and of respect for the sexual preferences of others. 11

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many feminists have avoided using expressions such as "sex positive" to refer to feminists debating women's sexual liberation, since cultural feminists would regard themselves as "sex positive" feminists in virtue of their insistence that women's sexuality not be infused with the oppressive power dynamics of patriarchy. Chris Straayer reminds us that the sex radical's "sex positivity" was built on a (sex positive) feminist platform shared by cultural feminists, a platform of sexual agency and self-definition for all women. Thus, Straayer contends that ''the current ['sex positive'] sexual rebellion . . . is a feminist sexual rebellion of benefit to and properly credited to 'both sides'" (Straayer's italics).12 Indeed, both cultural and sex radical feminists would agree that behavioral norms in patriarchal society serve to reinforce the male power and privilege of the status quo. Feminists of both groups would also contend that since such privilege is in large part determined by men's sexual access to women, any deviation from the sexual norms specified by a patriarchal ideology will be particularly threatening to the stability of social institutions dependent on women's sexual compliance. The relevant questions for a feminist philosophy of sex that explores issues of sexual deviance can be summarized as follows: is sexual deviance yet another instance of the physical and psychic corruption of an oppressive patriarchy? Or does conceiving of sexual deviance as patriarchal victimization itself constitute the persecution of an oppressed minority, no less repressive than the patriarchy from which feminists would liberate ourselves? Is power so male-identified as the "power-over" of dominance and submission that its manifestation in sex always constitutes an abuse of women? Or can power in sexual relations be a positive and pleasurable "power-with" sexuality that can liberate eroticism for both women and men under patriarchy?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This chapter pursues the strategy begun in chapter 2, a strategy in which I use the dialectical and contextual perspective of the "view from somewhere different" to negotiate the tensions between conflicting feminist perspectives. In what follows, I offer a conceptual analysis of the expression "sexual perversion" by contrasting the "normal" with the "perverse" in a variety of contexts. This variety suggests that the
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            	expression "sexual perversion" is heavily weighted with negative normative content, such that questions of whether and how to value sexual perversion become moot. Such questions are essential, however, if we are to take seriously the sex radical's claims that at least certain forms of cross-generational and sadomasochistic sex are not only aesthetically pleasurable but also morally unobjectionable and profeminist. Instead of attempting to define necessary and sufficient conditions for sexual perversion, an approach found in much of the contemporary philosophical literature on the subject, I propose to replace expressions such as "sexual perversion" and "sexual norm" with the less evaluatively charged expression of "sexual difference,'' consistent with the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" in chapter 1; we can then "world"-travel to both a cultural feminist's and a sex radical feminist's social location without the bias of superiority or the assumption of absolute truth, in order to investigate their claims about the pursuit of sexual pleasure.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Proceeding from this analysis, I describe and evaluate the debate over three types of sexual difference of particular concern to both cultural feminists and sex radical feminists: man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, and lesbian sadomasochism. This exploration reveals some fascinating similarities between the two feminisms concerning the goals of a feminist sexuality. I also contend that their ideological differences can be used to expand our understanding of the complexity of women's sexuality only if we dispense with the oppositional character of the debates in favor of reading them in terms of the dialectical relation between gender and sexuality described in the previous chapters. The discussion then expands on the feminist sexual ethic of care respect introduced in chapter 2, an ethic that can accommodate both cultural and sex radical feminists' concerns about sexual difference in women's lives and that reflects the advantages of regarding a feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different." This feminist sexual ethic can then be used throughout the remainder of the book to identify and explore further controversial issues in women's sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Deviance, Difference, and Otherness

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The typical conceptual analysis of sexual perversion in the contemporary philosophical literature defines perversion as that which sexual desire or sexual relations are not: if sexual desire is the desire for interpersonal or reciprocal sex, perverse sex is truncated or incomplete sex. If sexual desire is the desire for successful communication, perverse sex is a breakdown of such communication. If sexual relations are reproductive relations, then perverse sex is a failure of reproduction. 13 Philosophers tend to justify and distinguish such analyses by what they capture about sexual perversion that alternative definitions do not. I shall argue, however, that each such analysis tends to repeat the error of its rivals by delineating some set of necessary and sufficient conditions for sexual perversion that inevitably fail to capture the variety of its uses. Furthermore, making perverse sexual desire the contradiction of sexual desire (complete/incomplete, successful communication/unsuccessful communication, reproductive/not reproductive, p/not p) only makes sense if perversion is opposed to the norm or the natural in sex, as in normal sex/not normal sexotherwise perverse sexual desire is simply not sexual desire.
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            	My claim is that while philosophers have argued that norms can be merely statistical and that what is natural is not necessarily what is good, the concept of perversion is, to use Mortimer Kadish's phrase, "invincibly pejorative." 14 For this reason its use is charged with negativity despite attempts either to remove its normative content altogether or to enhance its value over the normal. The former strategy is reminiscent of the "view from nowhere," in which conceptual analysis is blind to the bias of social location, while the latter reflects the "view from somewhere better," which replaces one oppressive normative framework with another. I shall argue that those philosophers who contend that they do not equate the natural with the good in their conceptual analyses of perversion either fail to provide a substantive account of sexual perversion or fail to undermine the notion that natural or normal sex is in some way better than perverse sex. I claim instead that the concept of perversion understood from the "view from somewhere different" is a socially situated concept designed to stigmatize and marginalize those who do not practice the sex deemed normal by the status quo. As such, perversion constitutes a devalued form of sexuality produced, according to such writers as Michel Foucault, by the power of those who define the norms of sexual behavior for the institutional regulation and social control of sexuality.15 However, rather than redefining what counts as normal sex by replacing one power structure with another, I would replace the notions of sexual normality and perversity altogether with a notion more consistent with a dialectical and contextual relationship between gender and sexuality, since this relationship, I have argued, better represents the sexual complexity and diversity in women's lives. This reading will allow me to develop a concept of sexual difference that incorporates both so-called normal and perverse sexuality into a larger schema for valuing the diversity of human sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By suggesting that the concept of sexual perversion is weighted with negative normative content, I am not suggesting that perverse sex is in fact bad sex. Such a suggestion would limit any discussion of sexual perversion to the perspective of the "view from somewhere better," whose perception of superior location makes all others inferior, or to the "view from nowhere," whose truths are unequivocal and universal. My point is that if we want to investigate the normative value of sexual perversion from the "view from somewhere different," we cannot beg the question of whether sexual perversion is negative by being required to assume that such sex is somehow negative. Yet in a patriarchal culture whose sexual norms are designed to reinforce a heterosexist status quo, the concept of sexual perversion is necessarily Other to man's Self: not merely different but deviant, not merely an alternative but an aberration. How, then, are we to understand the claims of a sex radical feminist that certain so-called sexual perversionsman/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, and consensual lesbian sadomasochismare not only pleasurable for those who choose to engage in them but are consistent with, even promote, feminist values? My solution is to jettison the notion of perversion in favor of a notion of sexual difference that respects the bias of social location without assuming the superiority of the normal.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My strategy in this section is threefold: first, I will contrast linguistic uses of the term "normal" with that of the term "perverse" to reveal the variety of its uses in the language. This variety will help us name some of the sexual preferences or lifestyles commonly referred to as perverse and suggest a way of thinking about sexual per-
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            	version that explains its derogatory use in the language. Second, I will show how several philosophers' normatively negative definitions of sexual perversion are troublesome because they presume too much about how to evaluate sexual perversion; or when philosophers offer normatively neutral definitions, I will show how their definitions fail to distinguish particular forms of sexual perversion from normal sex. Third, I will replace the expressions "sexual perversion" and "sexual normality" with the expression "sexual difference"; this replacement is consistent with the "view from somewhere different," which eschews the normative superiority of the "view from somewhere better'' as well as the normative universality of the "view from nowhere" in favor of a dialectical and contextual understanding of sexual preference. This understanding is one that appreciates both the oppressive and liberating ways that women may explore their sexuality; and it promotes an empathic reading of the particular social locations of persons from whose sexual preferences uniquely located but equally partial observers may differ. From this perspective, we can then explore some of the feminist debates over ways of practicing sexual difference.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What Does "Normal" Mean?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Consider the following uses of the term "normal":

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	1. Normal teenagers like rock 'n' roll.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	2. It is normal for a married couple to value each other's companionship even after their sexual intimacy wanes.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	3. Children have a normal curiosity about their bodies.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	4. The bearded lady at the circus always draws a large crowd because everyone seems to be curious about people who are not normal.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	5. I am back to normal after three days of fever.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sentence 1 describes typical, average, or representative teenagers. This sense of "normal" is in contrast to the deviant, aberrant, odd, queer, weird, peculiar, eccentric, strange, or kinky. ("My fourteen-year-old brother only listens to classical music stations. He's weird!") Sentence 2 refers to an acceptable, unobjectionable, or tolerable marriage. Contrasted with this sense of "normal" is the unacceptable, objectionable, intolerable, abhorrent, disgusting, revolting, repugnant, or taboo. ("It would be intolerable for my husband to demand more sex than I wanted to give him.") Sentence 3 refers to pure, innocent, or untainted children. Such normality is in stark contrast to the corrupt, vile, degenerate, dirty, depraved, or defiled. Such depravity is often associated, again, with the abhorrence, disgust, and repugnance of the objectionable. ("Children who are victims of incest sometimes regard their own sexuality as dirty or defiled.") Sentence 4 describes an absence of the natural, the biological, or that which is definitive of the species. The bearded woman might be called "freakish," "monstrous," "grotesque," "twisted," "subversive," "unspeakable," or "unnatural." ("This circus spectacle is nothing but a freak show.") Similar reactions of horror and disgust that accompany the defiled also accompany the unnatural, inviting speculation that what persons regard as monstrous is also that which they regard as in some way tainted or corrupt. Sentence 5 refers to that which is in good health, physically well, psychologically stable, or sane. Such notions are contrasted with the sick, unhealthy, mentally ill, unstable, disordered, or pathological.
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            	("Her condition became so unstable that we had to take her to the emergency room.")

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The term "perverse" is the contrary but not the contradiction of the term "normal." Perversity does not refer to everything that the normal lacks, since a teenager who does not like rock 'n' roll is not typically considered perverse, even if normal teenagers like this kind of music. The term "perverse" can be used to describe the teenager who is obstinate in the face of efforts to change his mind over the question of musical taste, but obstinacy is hardly the odd or the unusual. Similarly, marital sex on demand might be considered intolerable or abhorrent to a woman, but she need not consider such abnormal sex to be a ''perverse" feature of her marriage; and the woman with a three-day fever is not a "perverse" sufferer simply because she is not well.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, perversity is not equivalent to the exceptionally odd or the very eccentric, the extremely objectionable or the seriously ill. Otherwise, people with no eyelashes or twenty manicured French poodles, no manners or terminal cancer would all be considered perverse. So, too, sexual eccentricity or sexual unacceptability is insufficient to characterize sexual perversion. Painting my toenails purple before sex may be eccentric, and insulting my lover when he doesn't perform may be unacceptable, but neither is commonly considered perverse.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet when people confront the bestiality, necrophilia, or pedophilia commonly considered to be sexual perversions, a typical response is indeed a kind of objection in extremis: such perversions are abhorrent, disgusting, revolting, vile, not merely eccentric or unacceptable. I suggest that such responses are themselves derivative of a more basic revulsion. An individual's fear or horror at perversion is the fear of the subversive, the twisted, the unnaturalthat which, according to Michael Slote, could not possibly be a part of us (the "normal" ones). 16 Sexual perversion challenges the nature and value of sex prescribed by the status quo by transforming the personal and social meaning of sexuality. Mortimer Kadish suggests that while sexual deviance is an offense within the system, sexual perversion is an offense against the system.17

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such a view of sexual perversion is consistent with the claim that the moral deviance of adultery or the statistical deviance of twelve-hour continuous sex is not considered sexually perverse, even though each is contrary to a sexual norm. Nor is it surprising that category 4 in the earlier discussion of deviancethe category in which the term "subversive" appearsis also the category of the "unnatural," since the unnatural is a common synonym for sexual perversion.18 What is often fundamental to an individual's conception of sexuality is that which is essential to human nature; anything else is freakish, monstrous, grotesque, or twisted. Indeed, such terms are commonly used to describe bestiality, necrophilia, and coprophilia. Sexual perversion that is subversive by defiling what it touches is labeled corrupt, vile, degenerate, dirty, or depraved. Homosexuality, pedophilia, sodomy, exhibitionism, voyeurism, and sadomasochism are often described in just this way. By all but the highly trained specialist, an incomprehensible psychopathology is typically ascribed to the transsexual, the transvestite, or the fetishist; such "perverts" betray to many people a mental instability that challenges the very foundations of what is meant by human nature and "normal" sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The claim that sexual perversion is a reconceptualization of the sexual is consistent with the view that sexual perversions are not occasional dalliances or infrequent
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            	fantasies. Persons, acts, or states of mind may be sexually perverted, but persons are referred to as perverse in virtue of a disposition or inclination toward entertaining perverse desires. If perversion is defined as a psychological state, acts are perverse only in virtue of the perverse desires that motivate them. Moreover, a person's sexual self-identification may not match that person's actual sexual practices, as when a married man who has frequent affairs with gay men continues to regard himself as heterosexual. In this way he can reassure himself, and reinforce in others, that he is "normal." This way of thinking about perversion accommodates both perversions that are deep-seated sexual orientations and those that are consciously chosen preferences. However, choosing to practice sexual perversion as a substitute for the normal sex that one in fact desires does not make one a pervert. Perversion is subversive in its total annihilation of "normal" desire. 19

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This conception of sexual perversion is at odds with Sara Ketchum's claim that sexually perverse preferences constitute the reverse of a sexual ideal.20 I suggest that sexual perversion is more than a reversal of an ideal, since one's failure to live up to a sexual ideal can simply result in wrongful or unpleasant behavior that is socially deviant but not sexually perverse. Adultery is the "reverse" of the cultural ideal of marital sex but does not thereby constitute a perversion. Indeed, Ketchum's criterion for perversity is its lack of reciprocity or mutualitya moral failure perhaps, but not a necessary feature of perversion. The sadist who returns the masochist's requests for the whip with lashes timed in synchronicity to her partner's orgasms is not clearly in violation of a reciprocal or mutual relationship, yet such sadomasochism is still regarded by many as perverse.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, understanding perversion as subversive offers some insight into those perversions that are not sexual. Perversions of the law, medicine, and morals are called perverse because they challenge the way such institutions are conceived by the status quo. For example, some antiabortion activists believe it is a perversion of the law to think that a constitutional right to privacy authorizes the right to kill an unborn child. Certainly it is a perverse surgical doctor who cuts into his patients simply to see how much they will bleed. Such examples suggest why the connotations of perversion, particularly sexual perversion, are, according to Gayle Rubin, "uniformly bad."21 If perversion challenges the ideological stability of the status quo, then the social institutions that represent and reinforce that ideology cannot afford to invest perversion with the moral complexity that would recommend or excuse some perversions and condemn others. The unremitting derogation of perversion is much like a taboo that, in Jerome Neu's words, "puts the demand for reasons out of place[,] . . . imposes strict liability and so puts the offering of excuses out of place as well."22 Therefore, medical, legal, psychoanalytic, and educational institutions conforming to the status quo can be expected to act so that sexual perversion is perceived as a menace to social security and public health. According to such institutions, sexual perversion, quoting Michael Slote, "involves at least the idea of deviation from some favored, explanatorily rich, ideal-typic causal model of the development of human sexual motivation."23

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This is not to suggest that particular individuals always agree on what constitutes sexual perversion. As Michael Ruse points out, the incomprehensibility of perversion is as much a function of individual ways of understanding sex as it is a function of
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            	the larger society. 24 Rape has been variously regarded by feminists as the essence of heterosexual sex, a sadistic sexual perversion, and a crime of violence, not one of sex.25 Thus, one person's sexual norm may be another's perversion. Indeed, sexual perversions appear to be limited in form and content only by the imagination and needs of the practitioner. (A man might expose himself while fondling a favorite shoe; another might have continuous sex with three dead sheep.) What cultural norms succeed in doing is establishing the negative evaluative content of sexual perversion by stigmatizing those individuals whose sexual habits or opinions fall outside an acceptable sexual range.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists who are sensitive to the ways in which patriarchal social institutions have disguised androcentric cultural norms as natural and inevitable are particularly wary of normative evaluations of deviations from those norms. Indeed, some lesbian feminists have argued that it should be heterosexuality that ought to be questioned, since patriarchal institutions offer us so little information about, and access to, sexual alternatives.26 Especially for sex radicals in search of sexual freedom from sexually repressive norms, what began as Freud's natural polymorphous perversity appears to have become an unnatural sexual deviance in the service of patriarchal stability.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, it might be argued that while the normative connotations of the term "subversive" may be negative for members of the status quo threatened with the overthrow of treasured norms, the term has often signified to oppressed minorities a positive liberation from those norms. Thus, the political aims of both cultural and sex radical feminism could be construed as the attempt to subvert patriarchal sexual norms in the pursuit of a woman-identified sexual autonomy. On this interpretation, to accept the "invincibly pejorative" nature of sexual perversion would be to accept the negative connotations of the term "subversive" that the status quo uses to marginalize and silence dissidence. According to this line of reasoning, a truly subversive and liberating feminist approach to women's sexuality would involve reclaiming the subversive element of perversion by retaining the use of the term "perversion" in the language but ascribing to it a positive normative content.27

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My concern with such an approach is with the insular nature of the "liberation." The preceding argument makes no claims that a reappropriation by the feminist community of the normative content of sexual perversion will ultimately result in a patriarchal or nonfeminist change in normative usage as well. The primary aim is for individual women to be able to value and make central to their lives that which has been on the periphery. However, I would argue that unless feminist activism aims at fundamental change in the status quo, normative changes that remain within the women's community run the risk of reifying and marginalizing already marginalized groups.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Lesbian separatists argue that the only way for women to escape patriarchal oppression is to divest themselves of male-identified ideology and institutions altogether. On the contrary, I believe that such separatism only reinforces the separate but unequal status that women already have; and many women want to rid themselves of oppression but not rid themselves of men. While many lesbians argue for the importance of appropriating androcentric language in order to give women a sense of being centered where once marginalized, I would still respond that without
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            	continuing activism outside the women's community, women's sense of our own centrality will remain illusory. 28 I agree that feminism is in an important sense subversive in its challenge to patriarchal norms, but I disagree that the best way to subvert the status quo is to redefine terminology for a limited audience. The tradition of institutionalized heterosexuality associates perversion with revulsion, corruption, and mental illness for good reason: to compel compliance by stigmatizing those who would do otherwise. Revalorizing perversion requires more than reclaiming its norm for the needs of a feminist community, since a heterosexist and patriarchal community need only ignore or misunderstand the reclamation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, it is unclear just how much can be gained by using patriarchal language for feminist purposes, since linguistic intentionality and use are easily confused by those whose ear is accustomed to the semantics of the status quo. Accusations of identifying with the aggressor or internalizing oppressive norms are common among feminist groups whose attempts at changing patriarchal norms appear co-optive to other feminists. Indeed, many members of the feminist community will not construe the practice of sexual perversion as liberating to any woman, and this situation can result in a feminist divisiveness that gives patriarchal power the upper hand. If we wish to include all members of the feminist community in the pursuit of women's sexual agency and change the sexual ideology of patriarchal institutions, my contention is that we must jettison the notion of perversion entirely so that it can no longer be used to reinforce the status quo. As I shall argue in the following pages, by replacing the notion of sexual perversion with the notion of sexual difference, we can allow for a wide variety of sexual practices without the pejorative stigma that is such a powerful tool of sexual oppression.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Philosophically Misleading Conceptions of Perversion

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Several philosophers have concluded that sexual perversion is in some important sense morally wrong. Their conclusions are misleading, however, for two reasons: (1) when moral wrong becomes a criterion of perversion, investigations into controversial cases become irrelevant; and (2) the moral wrong indicated does not require that perverse sexual behavior be in any sense subversive or incomprehensible sex as I have described it. Sara Ketchum's characterization of perversion as the failure to live up to an ideal in sexspecifically, as a lack of sexual reciprocityis one example, since reciprocity in sex appears to be compatible with some perverse sexual behavior, and adultery is not perverse at all. Another example is Donald Levy's claim that "[p]erversion degrades is a necessary truth" (Levy's italics). Levy's view is that the pervert denies himself or others some "basic human good" purely for the pleasure of perverse sex, rejecting the good life that other sorts of behavior could afford.29 Yet certainly sexual pleasure is a basic good for some people, and some sexual perverts practice the mutually enjoyable and consensual sex that affords them more of what they need for a good life in their terms than if they were not doing so. Indeed, this is one of the arguments that a sex radical feminist uses against those who would claim that her sex life is immoral. Levy's analysis seems to rely on the perspective from the "view from nowhere," in which Levy's sense of a basic human good is everyone's sense of a basic human good.
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            	Roger Scruton also appears to adopt the "view from nowhere" when he argues that sexual perversion is wrong because it is a violation of a person's "sexual integrity." From this view, sexual perversion is sex that divorces lust from love, flesh from the spirit, the animal from the personal. 30 Bestiality, masturbation, and fetishism are examples of perversion, in that they concentrate either totally on the body or part of a body or not on a live human body at all, missing the personal element that, for Scruton, elevates human sexuality above that of the other animals.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Scruton is a good example of a philosopher whom feminists would take to task for assuming that sex for pleasure alone is somehow evil in the absence of a higher goal. Scruton assumes not only that all perverted sex is degrading in its abolition or diminishment of the other but also that there is a clear conceptual and moral demarcation between the flesh and the spirit. Scruton does make an important normative distinction between two forms of sadomasochism (s/m), which those who object to this form of perversion often miss: s/m as the sexual embodiment of an immoral slavery and s/m as the sexual embodiment of mutual recognition of each partner's embodied desires. However, given his claims about the necessarily degrading nature of perversion, Scruton cannot recognize the latter case as an example of perversion.31 On the contrary, some sex radical feminists would argue that both cases reveal important moral distinctions between different sorts of perversions. Moreover, Scruton's normative characterization of perversion does not capture all that feminists object to in perverse sex, since a cultural feminist's objection is precisely that no matter how consensual or reciprocal the s/m sex, there is still something degrading about it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While Scruton's analysis may not go far enough in one direction, his analysis goes too far in another by compelling us to regard any sex that is dehumanizing as perverse. People who treat others as mere sexual objects include the intimidating or abusive spouse, the sexually harassing employer, or the leering passerby; yet their behavior is not perverse simply because it is dehumanizing. Even if Scruton can somehow distinguish these cases from sexual perversion, his morally biased analysis leaves no room for questioning whether, as opposed to how, any of the perversions that are exclusively bodily or immediately sensual are objectionable.32

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thomas Nagel and Robert Solomon both offer conceptual analyses of perversion that profess moral neutrality and confine perversion to the failure to conform to a sexual ideal. Nagel defines sexual perversion in terms of the unnatural, and the unnatural in terms of the failure of a reciprocal interpersonal sexual awareness; such an awareness implies that each partner is aroused not only by the other but by each partner's awareness of the other's arousal. Like Scruton, Nagel sees sexual perversion as a truncation or incompleteness in an otherwise natural process of flirtation and seduction. Robert Solomon regards sexual perversion as a breakdown in communication of the body language that is the essence of sex.33

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Both philosophers contend that sexual perversion need not be immoral sex, although Nagel admits that his concept of completeness makes perversion (by definition) the failure to conform to an ideal in sex, giving the concept of perversion negative evaluative meaning. He comments that perverse sex will be more pleasurable sex for some people than his reciprocally aware complete sex and that, other things being equal, perverse sex is probably better for such people than no sex at all.34
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            	However, if perverse sex can be made better by being made pleasurable, then it would appear that its characteristic of incompleteness does not condemn it to the wholly bad. Indeed, if incompleteness is a sign of inferior sex (as Nagel's original analysis implies), but pleasurable sex is prima facie good, then perversion, by being pleasurable, could theoretically offset its failure of completeness. If completeness is an ideal in virtue of the sexual satisfaction that results from it, then sexual perversion, when sexually satisfying, need not be bad at all. Indeed, unless Nagel is willing to say that perverse sex can never be pleasurable, perverse sex will conform to at least some persons' ideals of sex, although not everyone's. Thus, whose ideal perverse sex fails to conform to remains the crucial question; Nagel's assertion that perversion is a failure to live up to (someone's) sexual ideal is no more compelling than perversion construed as success in living up to the sexual ideal of a practitioner of perversion.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In his article "Sexual Paradigms," Solomon contends that perverse sex need not be either bad or immoral sex; 35 yet his analysis of perversion as a failure of communication is no less a socially located evaluation than Nagel's, since it is unclear whose sexual communication is failing or whether all practitioners of perverse sex would describe their sex as a failure of anything. In another article offering the same body-language analysis of sex, Solomon refers to perversion as an "abuse of an established function, a corruption, not simply a diversion or a deviation" (Solomon's italics).36 Such normative bias is complicated by the fact that Solomon's and Nagel's analyses are both too broad and too narrow: intimidating or abusive sex can be incomplete or noncommunicative, as can unrequited love or sex between partners who enjoy pleasure through fantasy; yet such sex need not be perverse. In addition, pedophilia, group sex, sadomasochism, homosexuality, and sodomy are often regarded as unnatural or perverse, yet each can be complete sex and communicative of intense personal feelings. Janice Moulton has pointed out that Nagel's complex system of arousal through flirtation and seduction does not often fit long-standing, familiar partners, whose arousal may be a function of their understanding of what each partner wants out of sex. Therefore, Nagel's and Solomon's psychological analyses of perversion in terms of interpersonal communication can neither justify the negative normative status they give to sexual perversion nor capture distinctions typically made between perverse and normal sex.37

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Alan Goldman and Robert Gray claim that the least problematic way to conceptualize sexual perversion is to describe it without any normative content at all. Goldman suggests that while perversion is a deviation from a norm, that norm is purely statistical, not evaluative. Gray contends that a description of sexual perversion is merely an empirical description of those sexual activities that are "not consonant with the natural adaptive function(s) of sexual activity," whatever these turn out to be.38

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The difficulty with both of these analyses is that while they leave open the question of whether sexual perversion is bad or immoral sex, they fail to provide the concept of perversion with any substantive content. For example, while Goldman acknowledges that not all deviations from a sexual norm constitute perversions, he never goes beyond specific examples of perversion to tell us what kinds of deviations
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            	count. Investigating what he calls "the form of the desire" to identify instances of perversion is meaningless if we have no theoretical understanding of what form particular types of perversion take.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Gray's analysis does not fare much better, as he is unwilling to specify exactly what the natural adaptive function of human sexuality is. Without knowing this, we have no way of distinguishing sexual perversions from sexual activities that are not perverse. Furthermore, Gray suggests that such adaptation might be culturally relative, such that homosexuality might be adaptive in a society with a higher population of males than in one where the female population is higher. However, this line of reasoning suggests that Gray's "natural" adaptation is really non-essential and relative after all. Indeed, it could turn out that sexual activities like homosexuality, bestiality, necrophilia, and coprophilia contribute to population control, in which case none of them could correctly be called perversions on Gray's model. 39 As Donald Levy remarks, if it turns out that artificial insemination is more adaptive to the survival of the species than heterosexual sex, then we will have to start calling straight sex perverted.40 Gray laments that the expression "sexual perversion" has become so morally loaded that we should consider dropping it from the language: "Other clearer and less emotive terms may just as easily be substituted for it."41 Given the difficulties associated with refining a working concept of perversion, this is just the strategy I plan to pursue.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Michael Slote comes closer to my own perspective on sexual perversion by calling it an "inapplicable concept," although his reasons differ from my own. Slote contends that the notion of sexual perversion is made nonsensical by its synonymy with the term "unnatural." Since the unnatural is not of this world, according to Slote, and sexual perversion clearly is of this world, as much as we would repress or deny it, the term has no applicability as a description of abnormal sexual preference.42

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, rejecting the semantic applicability of perversion in this way requires that we accept (1) Slote's equation of the perverse with the unnatural and (2) his definition of the unnatural. If sexual perversion is subversive of normal sexuality in the ways I have suggested, then according to Slote, the subversive becomes the unnatural. Yet subversive sex may be no less "natural" for the practitioner of perversion (and very much "of this world"). Even if we equate perversion with the unnatural, Slote's definition of unnatural appears to be both too narrow (Why should something not of this world be unnatural?) and too vague (What is to constitute "this world"?). Slote has rejected the term "nonprocreative" outright as failing to specify all and only those activities that are sexually perverse; yet his own characterization of perversion as unnatural sex is subject to the same criticism, particularly if from the ''view from somewhere different," we recognize that equally partial but differently situated subjects will have different conceptions of perversion.43

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Even if we reject the concept of perversion, as Slote recommends, he has given us no replacement for identifying that which fills so many people, Slote readily admits, with both horror and fear.44 The concept of perversion may be inapplicable as typically understood, but I contend that its controversial meaning and value require that we look for an alternative means of talking about it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Mortimer Kadish compares what I have called the subversiveness of perversion to the violation of the deep structural grammar of a language. According to Kadish, sex-
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            	ual perversion is like unintelligible talk that we vaguely recognize as language but that we ultimately do not understand. Thus, sexual perversion constitutes an offense to the deep structure of society's sexual institutions and ideology, "an assault on [society's] identity rather than a possible variation." 45 Michael Ruse also suggests that perversion is not merely the different or the deviant but something personally incomprehensible. According to Ruse, sexual perversion is "something we could not imagine wanting to do."46

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	But who is this "we" exactly? The practitioner of sexual perversion may sensibly refer to herself as a pervert, if only because this is how she has been taught to refer to her sexuality; yet at the same time, she may not only "imagine" her sexual practice but also engage in it, relish it, and, in a deeply personal sense, understand its role in her life. While I agree with Kadish's and Ruse's sense of the profoundly subversive nature of perversion, I suspect that their "view from nowhere" ignores the differently situated perspectives of those who practice perversion.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have also argued in the preceding pages that the dominant perception of perversion as a threat to the status quo gives the concept of perversion compellingly negative normative weight. The two authors seem to share this view, albeit from the "view from nowhere": Ruse believes that we [sic] call something perverse that repels us but that its negative normative weight need not be a moral one. Kadish goes further by describing sexual perversion as a "spiritual malaise, a malaise in the consciousness of self," where the pervert "feels pain when he ought to feel pleasure."47 It is my contention that because negative normative weight, moral or otherwise, biases any investigations we may wish to conduct concerning the value of sexual perversion, the concept of perversion must be replaced with a more representative one that can describe sexual difference without presuming its devaluation. I believe that Kadish and Ruse are on the right phenomenological track in their explorations into sexual perversion but that they err in retaining conceptions of sexual difference that overdetermine any normative evaluations of it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sara Ruddick and Janice Moulton come closest to voicing my own concern that one should socially locate individual cases of sexual perversion in order to evaluate perversion with a minimum of misrepresentation. Ruddick rejects the equation of the natural with the good, contending instead that "[t]he social desirability of types of sexual acts depends on particular social conditions and independent criteria of social desirability." Janice Moulton echoes this view when she states, "I believe that sexual behavior will not fit any single characterization."48

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, Ruddick offers a definition of perversion that makes her claims about the importance of social location in evaluating sexual behavior less convincing. Ruddick suggests that the sexually perverse desire is an unnatural sexual desire that "could [not] lead to reproduction in normal physiological circumstances."49 Yet this characterization misleadingly implies that the desire to have sex after menopause is sexually perverse and that perverse sex includes sex that is not hetero-genital. (Does kissing count? Fondling without intercourse?) In addition, Ruddick's characterization makes the pedophilic desire to make a twelve-year-old pregnant perfectly natural. Moulton, on the other hand, believes that the only thing we can really say about sexual perversion is that it "makes people frightened or uncomfortable by its bizarreness."50
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            	Sexual Preference from the "View from Somewhere Different"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Since the reaction Moulton refers to is itself a socially located reaction based on a perception of the incomprehensibility of sexual perversion, I suggest that the concept of sexual perversion be replaced with the concept of sexual difference. This replacement has the advantage of making all sexual behavior different, not just perverse behavior, since by jettisoning the notion of sexual perversion, we jettison the concept of the normal as well. In this sense, the concept of sexual difference is a deconstructive concept designed to explode the polarity of normal/perverse that equates the perverse with the unacceptable, corrupt, sick, bad, and the normal with the acceptable, innocent, healthy, good. The concept of sexual difference avoids the pejorative connotations of being on the "wrong" side of the polarity of the normal yet does not deconstruct the concept of difference itself that allows us to locate, particularize, and evaluate worldviews. In so doing we can reconstitute sexuality as a differentiated category of nonstigmatized sexual variation. When all sexual behavior is "other" than some "other" behavior, the value of otherness remains an open question. 51

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What my critique of the philosophical literature on sexual perversion suggests is that when perversion is regarded as subversive or in some other way bad, we close the question as to whether some sexual perversion may be unobjectionable. Yet when we retain the concept of sexual perversion but ascribe it normative neutrality, sexual perversion becomes empty of meaning or inadequate as a way of distinguishing sexually perverse behavior from the normal. I have suggested that this is because the concept of sexual perversion only makes sense when polarized against a norm of behavior that is preferred to the perverse in order to encourage social compliance with the norm. Once we deconstruct that polarity, we can make room for an exploration of difference that does not presuppose that some sexual behavior ("ours") is better than others ("theirs").

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For those who bristle at compulsory sexual normality but find marginalization equally oppressive, such deconstruction can create new ways of thinking and talking about sex that makes marginality and centrality equally valuable in their difference. Indeed, many contemporary philosophers and social critics argue that gender constitutes a broad spectrum of socially constructed behaviors, revealing the lability and complexity of gender in such phenomena as the inventive cross-gender performance of drag queens, the sadomasochistic sex play of lace and leather-clad dominatrixes, the gender fascination and sex transformation of transsexuals, and the dynamic and conflicting uses of the term "queer."52 Moreover, if we continue to treat the perverse as the bad, we repeat the mistake of the "view from nowhere" by refusing to countenance alternative points of view; or we reiterate the "view from somewhere better" by acknowledging alternatives but refusing to question the superiority of our own location. If thinking and talking about sexual perversion in terms of sexual difference can create new avenues for sexual understanding, then we may well question Freud's contention that heterosexual norms are the necessary price of civilization.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The notion of sexual difference derives its significance from the "view from somewhere different," which eschews assumptions of superiority in the name of recog-
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            	nizing, understanding, and promoting worldviews from which one's own views differ. While such a perspective encourages a respect for what Jeffrey Weeks calls a "radical pluralism" of diverse sexual behaviors, 53 this perspective does not require that every behavior be accepted as equally valid. The feminist philosophy of sex described thus far is grounded in the belief that patriarchal institutions and ideology are sexually oppressive to women. The "view from somewhere different" recommends characterizing human sexual behavior in terms of the individual social location that gives such behavior meaning and value. From within that context we can articulate a feminist ethics and politics of sex that affords individual women better treatment than one that would harm, marginalize, or exclude them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In fact, the "view from somewhere different" acknowledges that there will be those whose sexual stimulation derives in large part from the association of their sexual behavior with what is immoral, unspeakable, forbidden, or taboo.54 As I have already argued, jettisoning the polarity of normal/perverse does not also mean that we must jettison the categories of sexual difference that allow us to call some sex good and some sex bad. It simply means that no one will be compelled by social stigmatization of sexual deviance to perceive difference as bad. The appreciation from the "view from somewhere different" of the dialectic between gender and sexuality also means that a woman's pursuit of passion and pleasure becomes as pressing an issue for a feminist philosophy of sex as her sexual violation and victimization. While such a philosophy cannot promise undistorted investigations into the meaning and value of sexual difference, my contention is that the "view from somewhere different" offers us a more representative picture than philosophies of sex that would determine difference from the beginning.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Politically Correct Sexuality
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            	The problem with correct ideas is that they can all too readily become cor-

            rectional ideals.
Jeffrey Weeks, Sexuality and Its Discontents: Meanings, Myths, and Modern Sexualities

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The feminist movement is driven by an activism aimed at reclaiming women's power over the content and direction of our lives. As such, it is a political movement with inevitable tendencies toward defining "politically correct" behavior in terms of its consistency with feminist values. Indeed, since many members of the feminist community condemn sexual experiences, preferences, or desires that either replicate or reinforce the institutional and ideological patterns of male dominance, such sex might arguably be called "politically incorrect" sex from a feminist point of view. Such sex is criticized by feminists for being both oppressive and androcentric since it is sex that unjustly subordinates women to men by defining women's sexual needs and interests in men's terms.55

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The immediate danger with any form of political correctness, however, is that in its demands for strict compliance with purportedly less oppressive forms of behavior, it tends to replace one oppressive regime with another. Thus, feminists must take

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 84
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	care that an androcentric vision of women's sexuality is not replaced with an equally narrow gynocentric vision that, as I pointed out in chapter 1, risks allegiance to the "view from somewhere better." Even if appeals to a superior perspective are avoided, proponents of political correctness will tend to adopt a "view from nowhere" that is averse to considering alternative points of view if they adhere to a universal truth about what is best about human behavior. Neither cultural nor sex radical feminists consider themselves advocates of politically correct sex, since this would imply, as Jeffrey Weeks warns above, a dogmatism and special interest that would preclude valuing alternative points of view. Yet feminism is often maligned for expressing an unequivocal political bias that many women and men regard as totally foreign to their own life experience. I have argued in this and other chapters that the advantage of understanding women's sexuality from the "view from somewhere different" is that of embracing disparate views of women's sexual experience, so that no one sexuality is perceived as right for all women or right for any one woman in all areas of her sexual life. Thus, the conflict between cultural and sex radical feminists over sexual preference can be viewed not as an unbridgeable rift between mutually inconsistent perspectives but as a disagreement within a continuing dialogue over the meaning and value of sexual difference.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	An Outline of the Debate

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For cultural feminists, a truly woman-identified sexuality is one that eschews defining women's sexual experiences, preferences, and desires in terms of power: while male-identified sex is constructed in terms of dominance and submission, a cultural feminist's woman-identified sex consists of a relationship among moral equals whose partners share a care and respect for one another's sexual needs. Such mutuality is regarded as impossible when one partner alone controls the when, where, and how of sex. According to cultural feminism, the sex that women prefer is egalitarian sex, where the power to determine the terms and conditions of sexual experience is either equally shared or eliminated altogether; the sex that men typically prefer is characterized by a power imbalance in which those who do not control the action are coerced into sex that they do not really want. From this view, women's consent to such sex only signifies the depth of the oppression that they experience under patriarchy, since women, if given a real choice, would choose nonpolarized roles over polarized ones.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Three forms of sexuality are particular targets for cultural feminists who condone gay and lesbian sex but not their so-called perverse variations: cross-generational sex between men and boys, sex between lesbians adopting butch/femme roles, and gay and lesbian sadomasochistic sex. All three are oppressive forms of sexuality from a cultural feminist perspective, since they are believed to replicate the oppressive hierarchical relations of male dominance that cultural feminists actively resist. From this view, man/boy love is exploitative of young boys not emotionally or sexually mature enough to decide for themselves whether their lovers are right for them. It is argued that unlike lesbian cross-generational sex, man/boy love exemplifies the patriarchal dominance and control of an adult male over his young sexual charge. Butch/femme sexual roles and lesbian sadomasochism are regarded as nothing more
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            	than corrupt manifestations of women consenting to sex that is oppressive in its form and often violent in its content. Gay male sadomasochism is regarded as an ironic reconstruction of the most harmful and exploitative aspects of heterosexuality. Many feminists who do not advocate cultural feminism's strong adherence to a specific set of woman-identified values have nevertheless joined cultural feminists in condemning women's sexuality that appears to do no more than re-create oppressive, male-dominated sexual hierarchies. 56

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A sex radical feminist's response is that cultural feminists are mistaken in thinking that all man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, or gay and lesbian sadomasochism are mere replications of the dominance and submission of patriarchy. From this point of view, the relations between butch and femme or lesbian sadomasochists express feminist values because such relations enhance each partner's ability to recreate power in sexual relationships in women's terms, not in men's. According to a sex radical perspective, such relations are consensual relations constitutive of the sexual ethic of care respect described in the previous chapter, the same ethic that a cultural feminist demands of her "vanilla" sex. Indeed, sex radicals contend that butch/femme sexual role-playing or lesbian sadomasochistic sex can liberate individual women to explore their sexuality in positive and creative ways. From this point of view, such sex is predictably vilified by a patriarchal society whose sexual norms are designed to favor an oppressive male-identified heterosexuality, referred to by Julia Penelope as "hetero-patriarchy."57 Sex radical feminists further contend that the sexual relations between a man and his young gay lover or between two gay men engaged in sadomasochistic sex should be equally judged, not by what they appear to imitate but by their real concern for understanding and promoting one another's sexual needs as revealed by the partners themselves. From a sex radical point of view, cultural feminists create an oppressive sexual environment equal to, if not greater than, that of the status quo by refusing to allow either women or men their full range of passion and pleasure.58

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In what follows I will explore the debate over sexual difference between cultural feminism and sex radical feminism, first by looking more closely at what cultural feminists mean by "egalitarian" sex in two distinct types of arguments. I will give primary attention to the complaints lodged against man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, and lesbian sadomasochism; the issue of reinforcing patriarchal dominance, exploitation, and abuse that arises in feminist complaints against gay male sadomasochism will be subsumed for my purposes under these three types of sexual difference. This is not to suggest that gay male sadomasochism exactly parallels lesbian sadomasochism or that there are no features of gay male sadomasochism that are worthy of separate investigation. I simply wish to focus my attention on some of the complex ways that women in sadomasochistic relationships with other women may reinforce men's sexual subordination of women.59 I will then investigate the variety of responses sex radicals can offer to cultural feminists' complaints as well as arguments in favor of a sex radical feminist approach to sexual difference made on her own and others' behalf. While I will refer to feminists from a variety of theoretical backgrounds in my discussion of the issues on both sides, I have intentionally situated cultural feminism in diametric opposition to sex radical feminism to emphasize the kind of polarization that has occurred within feminism generally over issues of freedom of
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            	sexual expression for women. In the last part of this section I will argue that the "view from somewhere different" can negotiate the tensions between the two sides of the debate and provide a framework for understanding some of the conflict and contradiction in women's and men's conceptions of sexual deviance. In this way, individuals from a variety of social locations may begin to explore how different, not deviant, sexualities may figure in their own conceptions of sexual preference.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Antifeminist or Profeminist? Coercive or Consensual?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A cultural feminist's complaints against the adoption or advocacy of dominant/submissive sexual roles take two basic forms. One type of argument condemns man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, and lesbian sadomasochism for being antifeminist. This argument asserts that sex replicating the oppressive power relations of patriarchy is antifeminist and that these three types of sexual practice replicate just those relations. Those who argue in this manner tend to balk at condemning a sex radical's private sexual habits but object to the claim by some radicals that their sexual behavior is not only unobjectionable but also profeminist. 60 Thus, even apparently consensual dominant/submissive sex is not sex that cultural feminists can conscientiously promote or advocate.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A second type of argument suggests that just because patriarchal power relations are replicated in the privacy of the bedroom is no reason for thinking that those relations are unobjectionable. From this view, since the personal is political, one's "private" consent to dominant/submissive sex has public ramifications. Indeed, according to this line of reasoning, it is a mistake to think that such sex is not openly political: practitioners wear distinctive dress; advertise their services and needs in newsletters and magazines; plan festivals and parades; associate in public parks, bars, and bathhouses; and attend academic conferences where their sexual lives are openly discussed. From this perspective, the public approval and encouragement of dominant/submissive sex by even the smallest feminist subgroup validates men's sexual intimidation, humiliation, or violation of women. Worse, this validation comes out of the very community that is designed to protect women from such abuse. Therefore, according to this view, no matter how much personal sexual pleasure or satisfaction may be gained through man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, or lesbian sadomasochism, their practice encourages men's violence against womenindeed, constitutes violence against those who submit to itand so is morally wrong.61

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the first argument, cultural feminists are claiming that since a sex radical's dominant/submissive sex is not sex between equals, such sex is antifeminist. In the second argument, cultural feminists claim that since a sex radical's dominant/submissive sex is not sex between equals, such sex is not only antifeminist but also morally wrong. In both arguments, cultural feminists assert that appropriate sex for feminists is egalitarian sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What does it mean to say that feminist sexual practice should be egalitarian sex? "Terry is the equal of Alex" means not that "Terry is the same person as Alex" but that Terry and Alex are equal in some specified respect(s). Not just any respects will do for a cultural feminist, however, since Terry and Alex could both be African
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            	American, middle-class, and gay but still be in a relationship between adult and child that constitutes man/boy love. In fact, they could be "equal" in their mutual enjoyment of every type of dominant/submissive sex that a cultural feminist rejects.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, cultural feminists would not want to deny that egalitarian sex can exist between individuals of widely different races, classes, religions, physical abilities, personal interests, or age. The equality in which a cultural feminist is primarily interested is that relation in which each partner is equally cared for and respected by the other. However, since each partner could equally respect the other's desire for dominant/submissive sex, we still need to specify in what respects a cultural feminist wishes sexual partners to be cared for and respected. In chapter 2 I suggested that such respect implied acknowledging, understanding, and promoting one's partner's interests as she would define them; but if such interests include a sex radical's desire for sadomasochistic sex, then a cultural feminist will simply dismiss this desire as one she could not possibly respect. 62 Furthermore, if one of the complaints about man/boy love is that no matter how caring his sexual partner, a very young boy is simply not capable of making reasoned judgments with regard to his sexuality, then more than acknowledging, understanding, and promoting the expressed desires of at least some sexual partners will be required of a cultural feminist's sexual ethic. I suggest that before we can specify a sexual ethic that is flexible enough to explore the tensions between a cultural feminist and a sex radical feminist, we must look at three respects in which equality in sex is an issue for both feminists: equality of power, equality of attention, and equality of affection.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        



        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Cultural Feminism's Egalitarian Sex For a cultural feminist, equality of power in sexual relations means that each partner has both the capacity and the opportunity to participate in the decisions that determine the nature and purpose of the sex act. Equality of power in sex means that at no time does only one partner dictate the content, timing, or technique of sex, creating a power imbalance in which only one person is in control. Some feminists refer to this kind of equality in sex as a sharing of power, as opposed to an exchange of power; others advocate the elimination of power dynamics in sex altogether.63 According to either view, equality of power in sex means the absence of dominant and submissive sexual roles whose essentially oppressive nature under hetero-patriarchy turns a woman's willingness to dominate or her consent to submit into reconstructions of antifeminist sexual norms. From this perspective, when individual women "choose" to play either dominant or submissive roles in sex, they simply reflect the internalization of patriarchal values that are so strong and so insidious that women have unwittingly adopted them as their own. Dominant/submissive sex is perceived as a male invention promoting male sexual values that are coercive and ubiquitousvalues of physical force, psychological intimidation, and hierarchical privilege. From a cultural feminist's perspective, choosing or consenting to dominant/submissive sex simply makes no sense in a society in which heterosexual dominance is forced on women, sexual submission is required of women, and power is defined exclusively by men to eroticize the victimization of women.64

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to cultural feminists, given women's inability in principle to define sexually polarizing roles in our own terms, women are doing nothing but hurting ourselves politically by not actively resisting patriarchal sexual models. Many feminists
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            	believe that sex radicals are hurting themselves morally and physically as well. Sarah Lucia Hoagland asserts that "it is not OK for a womon to consent to her own humiliation" because this humiliation constitutes "[t]he erasure of [he]r autonomy, integrity and humor" (Hoagland's spelling). In Valerie Heller's words, "Sadomasochism is nothing less than assault and battery." 65 Some feminists also point out that when women practice, write, and talk about butch/femme sexual roles or lesbian sadomasochism, they glamorize the violence and abuse of women and so reinforce the male belief that women are only turned on by violent, coercive, or abusive sex.66 This reinforcement only encourages men to rape, harass, and humiliate women. Thus, from this perspective, sex that is polarized by power dynamics or power that is eroticized for its own sake not only constitutes harm to women but also has political ramifications that reinforce that harm. According to many feminists, by pursuing sex for pleasure in the absence of political reflection, sex radicals ignore the very foundations of feminism.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to a cultural feminist, man/boy love is simply another example of the patriarchal authoritarianism of male sex: children do not have the social, legal, or financial resources that adults do, making it tempting for mature pedophiles to extract sexual favors from children who may acquiesce to their demands out of fear or insecurity. Some feminists have joined more politically conservative groups in suggesting that cross-generational sex is just a euphemism for child molestation. Therefore, according to feminist critics, issues of consent become moot in man/boy love relationships where the boy's real access to behavioral alternatives is nil. From this perspective, the boys that gay men typically approach are either boys with little knowledge or experience of sex, boys without stable families, or boys whose sexual experience has so convinced them of the necessity of their submission to men as to make their informed consent to sex meaningless. While the men in these relationships do not have the special authority of an incestuous parent to press their demands, many feminists still see in such relationships a kind of emotional and material extortion that makes man/boy love morally reprehensible.67

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, from this view, if early in life young boys experience sex as something an adult male forces on his sexual partner, they will grow up thinking that this is the appropriate sexual role model for them. Thus, such relationships only reinforce men's patriarchal role as the subordinators in sex. Even if a young boy is a teenager who asserts that he likes sex with older men and tends to seek out his own partners, some feminists would respond that the mere fact that he is violating a heterosexual and generational norm makes it impossible for him to have sex without feeling victimized by a guilt and fear imposed on him from without. Thus, he would again reach adulthood with an attitude toward sex that is anathema to a cultural feminist's conception of egalitarian sex.68

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Marilyn Frye suggests that the relationship between knowledge and power becomes complex when we consider that boys who say they enjoy submitting to the sexual power of a dominant man may have convinced themselves that they want to do what their partners request of them (even if they would not do so in less confining circumstances), because there really is no other alternative that would not create discomfort in the relationship. This conviction in turn endorses the belief on the part of a man that his much younger partner does indeed want to do what he requests,
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            	and a man's superior power position assures himself that his beliefs must be true. 69 For all these reasons, a cultural feminist requires that power be shared, if not eliminated, from sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Shared attention and reciprocity of affection in sex are also required by cultural feminists, since from this perspective, egalitarian sex is not only a sharing of power but also a sharing of intimacy. According to this view, sex between equals means that no one person is attending to the sexual needs of her partner without also getting her own needs met. Reciprocity of affection means that each partner values emotional intimacy, rather than one partner desiring affection while the other cares for nothing other than physical performance. For a cultural feminist, such sharing of attention and affection means that there will be a loving understanding and promotion of each other's sexual needs. From this perspective, butch/femme sexual roles and lesbian sadomasochism do not allow reciprocal attention and affection since their modus operandi is the kind of polarized sex play that makes intimate sharing impossible. According to this view, sadomasochism in particular emphasizes the humiliation and degradation of the masochist and the rejection of intimacy by the sadist. In addition, the power imbalance in man/boy love makes such love suspect, since attentiveness and affection may easily be coerced from a young lover who is emotionally or materially dependent. Furthermore, from this view, boys will be more vulnerable to physical abuse and to the contraction of sexually transmitted diseases when they are in casual or anonymous relationships that are not governed by an equality of intimacy. Thus, for cultural feminists, sex that is equal in power, attention, and affection is essential for a feminist program of reclaiming a woman-identified sexuality. According to this perspective, only through the practice and advocacy of an egalitarian sex that equalizes, not polarizes, sexual roles can there be the kind of care respect that acknowledges, understands, and promotes the real needs and interests of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        



        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex Radical Feminism's Consensual Eroticization of Power A sex radical feminist who advocates removing the social stigma against cross-generational sex, butch/femme sexual roles, and lesbian sadomasochism responds by claiming that it is she, not a cultural feminist, who practices and promotes a woman-identified sexuality. From a sex radical's perspective, by forcing women to accept what Esther Newton and Shirley Walton call "one look and one role for all,"70 cultural feminists restrict women to as narrow a range of sexualities and preferences as the status quo. Indeed, from this view a cultural feminist appears to be joining forces with patriarchy in her stigmatization of sexual deviance. According to a sex radical feminist, this much is to be expected, since the moral self-righteousness of cultural feminism engenders a plea for political correctness that is nothing more than a monolith of orthodoxy and totalitarian control. According to a sex radical feminist, the most insidious coercion of women is not in dominant/submissive sex but in the ways that the politically correct sexuality of cultural feminism prevents women from exploring and pursuing sexual difference.71

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radicals also claim that by rejecting all dominant/submissive sex as degradingly patriarchal, cultural feminists give patriarchy the ability to define the eroticization of power for women. A sex radical feminist would explore dominant/submissive sex to discover what the eroticization of power can mean for women's passion

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 90
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	and pleasure. From this view, by absorbing women's sexuality into patriarchal politics, a cultural feminist offers women a so-called egalitarian sex that cannot distinguish between the subordinating sexual power of patriarchy and the liberating sexual power of women. Such confusion only results in oppressing individual women's sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency by misidentifying it as yet another example of women's victimization by men. According to a sex radical feminist, there is every reason to encourage women to defy sexual norms that have so distorted women's needs in the past. Joan Nestle suggests that a cultural feminist's adoption of the status quo's rejection of sexualities that do not match the norm ''turns a language of liberated desire into the silence of collaboration." 72 Given the extent to which the feminist movement has endorsed, even embraced, the sexual "deviance" of lesbianism, many sex radical feminists believe that it is nothing less than hypocrisy for cultural feminists to reject other deviations from the sexual norm, especially when they are practiced as a way of reclaiming women's sexuality. Indeed, Gayle Rubin observes that cultural feminism has so politicized lesbianism that nonfeminist and nonpolitical lesbians are regarded with suspicion by many within the women's movement, while lesbianism itself has all but lost its distinction as a sexual orientation as opposed to a political preference.73

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, sex radical feminists point out that if men's sexual victimization of women implies that women's consent to dominant/submissive sex is meaningless, then a cultural feminist's recommendation of consent to more "egalitarian" sex is meaningless as well. This claim suggests that when the sexual victimization of women is made an essential component of the patriarchal landscape, not only is a sex radical unable to define a woman-identified sexuality, but a cultural feminist is denied that power also. In this way a cultural feminist condemns women's sexuality to be defined without opposition in men's terms. According to sex radical feminists, until women are free of being identified as the sexual victims of male lust, individual women will never be able to define their sexuality in their own terms. Accusing sex radical feminists of internalizing patriarchal valuesindeed, of imitating the worst form of compulsory heterosexuality by being brainwashed victims of a false consciousnessis, according to sex radicals like Pat Califia, arrogant, hateful psychologism.74 According to a sex radical feminist, a cultural feminist's position reveals, if anything, the extent of her own indoctrination by a patriarchy with which she unwittingly colludes. Sex radicals charge that women cannot be sexually liberated when they are attributed an inability to make sexual choices independent of patriarchal constraints.75

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radical feminists also protest cultural feminists' accusations that those who practice man/boy love, butch/femme sexual role-playing, and lesbian sadomasochism are incapable of expressing the kind of care respect that acknowledges, understands, and promotes the sexual needs and interests of their partners. Equality of power, attention, and affection are all a part of a sex radical's program for the sexual liberation of women and men; far from being an "anything goes" program of sexual license, a sex radical feminist advocates the eroticization of power that is equally accessed, defined, and controlled by all partners.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to sex radical feminists, butch/femme sexual roles and lesbian sadomasochism are vehicles for individual women to reclaim and redefine power in per-
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            	sonal relationships in their own terms. As such, they are vehicles in which the power to explore and pursue the sexual needs of each partner is shared equally. According to a sex radical feminist, in butch/femme sexual role-playing and lesbian sadomasochism, the partners create a drama of dominant/submissive sex that is choreographed entirely by them. "Tops" (butches/sadists) and "bottoms" (femmes/masochists) exercise their power in sex through their mutual enjoyment of sexually stimulating each other and being stimulated in accordance with their own versions of the sexual roles of controller and controlled. Indeed, some feminists claim that the relationship between top and bottom is complex enough to make the opposition of the ''active" versus the "passive" partner in sex obsolete. By the same token, according to a sex radical, lesbian sadomasochists use bondage, verbal abuse, physical restraint, and physical pain (from leather straps, whips, clamps, hot wax and the like) not in a Sadean coercive or malevolent manner but as a means to explore forbidden erotic territory and reclaim its significance for individual women's sexual pleasure. 76

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, according to a sex radical feminist, the coercive sexual dominance that some cultural feminists complain about is in fact a consensual agreement to a sexual choreography in which the partners play at dominance and submission by acting out sexual roles. In this way, according to sex radical feminists, patriarchal power over women is transformed and transcended to create new avenues of power with women, so that women may experience their own sexual agency and sexual pleasure. Indeed, Anne McClintock argues that sadomasochism's successful display of power as performed or invented rather than natural and normal challenges a social order that would disguise power as inherent in some classes and not in others. Thus, butch/femme sexual roles and lesbian sadomasochism can represent a feminist rebellion against male-identified sexuality and political power.77 Sex radical feminists regard themselves as the vanguard of the women's movement because, according to Joan Nestle, they "have had the strength and courage to express desire and resistance." For a sex radical feminist, it is an insult to such resistance to reconstitute it as a "phony heterosexual replica" instead of embracing it as a complex erotic and social statement.78 From a sex radical's perspective, if a cultural feminist insists on regarding radical sex as a patriarchal kindred spirit of degrading dominant/submissive sex, then she has undermined individual women's real efforts to engage in sexual practices that express their liberation from oppressive norms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, many sex radical feminists question cultural feminism's rejection of the eroticization of power for its own sake; according to sex radicals, social psychologists and psychoanalysts tell us that if nothing else, sex is all about power.79 Indeed, if Freudians are right, it is impossible for women to replicate men's dominant/submissive sex, since such sex is, according to classic psychoanalytic theory, the result of deeply embedded, gender-specific infantile fears of alienation and loss. Some sex radicals believe that this essential power dynamic in sex scares cultural feminists because they believe that all sexual power dynamics are constituted by patriarchal (sadistic) power. According to sex radical feminists, this belief leads a cultural feminist to the erroneous conclusion that any reclamation of sexual power by women is impossible. Sex radicals recognize that much of psychoanalysis has been used to marginalize women's sexual needs and repress sexual deviance in the service of the status quo; and many sex radical feminists also recognize that sexual liberation alone
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            	will not free women from political oppression. Nevertheless, sex remains for many sex radicals a Foucault-inspired, socially constructed practice whose power can be reclaimed by men or women in the service of their sexual agency and authenticity. 80

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radicals also claim that the complaints by cultural feminists that man/boy love is necessarily exploitative is a myth perpetrated by contemporary Western medical, psychoanalytic, and public health institutions, sensationalized by the media, and reinforced by law. According to a sex radical feminist, such myths about the essentialism of adult male power are used to reinforce the sexual mores that invigorate the power relations necessary for the maintenance of the status quo.81 From this view, social prohibitions against children engaging in sex with either each other or adults make it difficult for children to gain any knowledge about, or experience of, their sexual needs. A sex radical points out, however, that this very inexperience is then used as the justification for prohibitions against sex with children. From a sex radical perspective, such prohibitions also make it difficult for children to find safe, secure, and loving outlets for their sexual exploration. The trauma of public exposure, parental disapproval, and police harassment all militate against the success of man/boy love.82 Indeed, according to a sex radical feminist, it is persons' "consent" to adult heterosexual intimacy that should be questioned, since from her perspective, patriarchy makes available to us so little information about, and access to, sexual alternatives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, sex radical feminists contend that the North American Man/Boy Love Association (NAMBLA) is not a pimping or procurement service but a formalized network established to help gay men and boys meet one another in much the same way as other associations (of bird-watchers, classical music buffs, and the like) whose members share similar interests. NAMBLA's members report interest primarily in boys aged fourteen to nineteen, who approach them for sexual favors as much as or more than they approach young boys. The British Paedophile Information Exchange (PIE) reports that their major adult interest is in boys aged twelve to fourteen and that social stigma remains more of a problem in man/boy relationships than coercion or abuse.83 Sexual radicals would also point out that if cultural feminists brand cross-generational sex between adults and teens as in any sense inherently exploitative, then they have paradoxically condemned any lesbian sex between adults and teens that might otherwise fit cultural feminism's conception of egalitarian sex. A sex radical does not deny that there are abuses in sexual relationships between men and boys. She only suggests that the trouble lies more with the contemporary (and relatively recent) Western perception that sex corrupts the young than with some intrinsic exploitation in man/boy love. The adult fear of children's active, healthy sexual desires often appears to sex radical feminists to be the real reason why anyone would reject outright the exploration by children of their own sexuality. Moreover, sexually aware and knowledgeable children may threaten adults by being more confident in getting what they want and refusing what they do not want, including reporting abusive situations and resolving them. For a sex radical, it is an adult's responsibility to provide education and guidance to children in the area of human sexuality, not to promote stigmatization and dogma in an effort to control childhood sex.84

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For a sex radical feminist, equality of attentiveness and equality of affection translate, among other things, into a mutual concern for the health and safety of each partner. Cynthia Astuto and Pat Califia discuss how important it is to be wary of "top's
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            	disease" and "bottom's disease" in butch/femme sexual role-playing and lesbian sadomasochism. 85 As in heterosexual relationships in which one sexual partner is dominant and one is submissive, Astuto and Califia warn against the top's demanding more than a bottom wants to give and against a bottom's feeling so insecure that she believes any top will do no matter how coercive or unsatisfying the sex. For a sex radical feminist, this is hardly an admission that no such sex is caring, attentive, or affectionate. On the contrary, a sex radical would argue that being on the lookout for such abuses belies a sensitivity and consideration for how each partner defines her role in sex as well as what each partner can expect from the other.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Astuto and Califia also point out that some consensual sadomasochistic sex is plainly unsafe, harmful, or unhealthy. Neck clamps can be too tight, time spent in bondage can be too prolonged or unmonitored, penetration can be with sharp or unclean objects. However, before any practice begins, partners can share with each other their sexual concerns, limitations, and needs, from emotional discipline such as humiliation and verbal abuse to the physical discipline of whipping, abrasion, and bondage. Code words that mean "Stop now!" are agreed to beforehand, so that begging to stop or refusing to stop can be incorporated into the erotic play of power; yet each partner maintains control of the encounter by defining the code and the roles played.86 For a sex radical feminist, stop codes are themselves symbols of an attentiveness that each partner contributes to the sexual play. While a sex radical does not demand the intimate loving relationship that a cultural feminist does, a sex radical feminist nevertheless demands that there be the kind of care respect for each partner that turns the harm in sadomasochism into a mutually directed and mutually pleasurable drama of erotic discipline, quite the contrary from a unilateral perpetration of violence. From a sex radical's point of view, such discipline is intentionally not gentle, not sweet, and not romantic, because as I pointed out in chapter 2, sex radical feminists are skeptical of any version of sexual intimacy that imitates or reinforces patriarchal norms of romantic love. However, the practitioner of s/m protests that her practices should not be equated with rape, torture, and murder simply because her sex is not "vanilla" sex. Nor should her practices be equated with social pathology due to cultural feminists' belief in the essentially intimate and bonding nature of women's sexuality. If the burden is on a sex radical to show that her sex is truly liberating, there is an equal burden on cultural feminists from a sex radical's perspective to show that lesbian or heterosexual "vanilla" sex is not just another instance of an oppressive patriarchal norm.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, a sex radical claims that she cannot be accused of encouraging violence against women since, she would argue, she is not being cruel or vicious to women at all. On the contrary, sex radical feminists would assert that cultural feminists encourage violence against women by restricting women to traditionally repressive romantic norms and by refusing to see the radical reclamation of dominant/submissive sex as anything other than the mirroring of women's sexual victimization by men. According to a sex radical, if the public mistakes legitimate attempts to reclaim women's sexuality as encouraging violence against women, that mistake is due to a lack of public sensitivity to sexual practices that deviate from the sexual norm, not to the practices themselves. The solution is public education about the methods and aims of a variety of sexual practices, not social ignorance and public ridicule.
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            	Sex radicals also remind cultural feminists that because the s/m community is scattered and marginalized, it has difficulty in securing proper facilities and equipment for safe individual s/m use and in disseminating its health and safety concerns either to neophyte practitioners or to the public at large. Such difficulties serve the interests of the status quo, since in this way abuses can be publicly isolated and distorted. Yet according to Gayle Rubin, "far more people end up in the hospital as a result of playing sports, driving cars, or being pregnant than from having s/m sex." 87 Furthermore, the community is small enough that practitioners with bad reputations are identified relatively quickly. For a sex radical feminist, it is both predictable and sinister that patriarchal society tolerates wife beating, child abuse, rape, and war more easily than it tolerates lesbian sadomasochism, since lesbian s/m represents a threat to the heterosexual monogamy and repressive intimacy that restrict women's sexual roles to those of subordinates to men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, according to sex radical feminists, butch/femme sexual roles and lesbian sadomasochism can be healing exorcisms of the daily psychological battering women often receive from male coworkers or acquaintances. Such sex provides a cathartic reenactment of a power struggle that they cannot seem to win at work but that they can win at home. For many, dramas of sexual dominance and submission help heal old wounds of childhood neglect, abuse, or incest, even the current wounds of rape. In addition, many sex radicals see in lesbian sadomasochism a revelation of the subtler relationships between sex and power. Master/slave theater and reenactments of political fascism add a dimension to sex that for some women is both provocative and deeply erotic. From this view, to deny women access to such erotica is to deny them exploration into that which is most personal about each woman's sexual needs.88 Since the pursuit of women's sexual agency and self-definition is a feminist goal, sex radical feminists claim that the pursuit of alternative sexual practices can not only mean safe, healthy, and mutually enjoyable sex but can also be an important part of a feminist sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Similarly, a sex radical points out that man/boy love relationships can be equally safe and healthy. Indeed, for many gay men and boys, any other sex would be anathema to their sexual desires. Advocates of man/boy love say that their relationships can be as mutually attentive and affectionate as any cultural feminist's ideal of woman-identified sex, since such partners are, like cultural feminists, looking for alternative ways to satisfy a sexual need oppressed under hetero-patriarchy.89 Though their sex may recreate dominant/submissive patterns that do not fit a cultural feminist's vision of egalitarian sex, sex radicals warn that feminists cannot assume that such sex is dangerous, inattentive, unloving, or bad. Here too, according to sex radicals, if feminists are to break patriarchy's stranglehold on defining the relationship between sex and power, we must refrain from assuming that man/boy, dominant/submissive sex is the degrading patriarchal sex of the status quo. Children must be protected from sexual abuse; but according to this view, it is a mistake to trust such protection to social institutions designed to stigmatize children's sexuality in the service of oppressive norms.90

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        



        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Still Antifeminist and Morally Wrong A cultural feminist's response to sex radicals' arguments for butch/femme sexual role-playing and lesbian sadomasochism is to
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            	point out to radical feminists that by their own admission, their purported reclamation of power in sex is nothing more than play-acting. As such, a sex radical's eroticization of power is merely a parody of the real power over women that men wield under patriarchy. Cultural feminists claim that such parodies have no way of releasing women from heterosexual submission, since the fantasy world in which they reside leaves the concrete political world behind. From such a view, dramas of dominance and submission can only delude women into believing they have gained control over their sexual lives when they have not. Cultural feminists contend that such fantasies of power are typical of those for whom power is out of reach, who resign themselves to a kind of childlike magical thinking that would appear to make their real adult oppression disappear with the crack of a whip. 91

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Not only is a sex radical's sexual power illusory according to cultural feminists, but as I mentioned earlier, some feminists argue that this illusion is not harmless. According to this view, what may be one person's erotic play at power may be another's real efforts at domination. If feminist dominant/submissive sex is defined in terms of role-playing, there will be no way for play-actors to discern at the outset whether their partners will in fact act out their roles or make real attempts to dominate them. From this perspective, code words and health and safety rules do not protect women from those who would exploit partners expecting everyone to play by those rules. Some feminists suggest that the emphasis on trust in lesbian s/m implies the very danger of its abuse.92

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Lorena Leigh Saxe and Melinda Vadas argue that the sadomasochistic eroticism derived from simulations of Nazism, slavery, prostitution, and incest exists in virtue of the real oppression such simulations represent. Thus, practitioners of this kind of s/m are not playing at dominance and submission at all; rather, they are recreating degrading scenarios constitutive of the very kinds of oppression that as feminists they should ideologically reject. Melinda Vadas writes, "The experience of the simulation is mediated by the meaning of the injustices simulated. To take pleasure in the simulation is to make one's pleasure contingent on the actual occurrence and meanings of rape, racist enslavement, and so on. Pleasures taken in this way are not feminist, and cannot be."93 Moreover, even if lesbian sadomasochistic sex is a mere performance of violence, grounded in artifice and subversion for the performer, it is contended that such play-acting will not undermine the attitudes of those whose entrenched conceptions of sexual deviance allow them to see only perversion, not subversion. Indeed, whether the violence is illusory or real, many cultural feminists argue that a sex radical's eroticization of power merely serves to reinforce the image of woman as Other, inferior, marginalized, dominated, and degraded. Such an image is necessarily public in virtue of the public dress, habits, and community activism of sexual minorities and so reinforces the social stereotype of women as the sexual subordinates of men.94

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Cultural feminists respond to sex radical arguments for man/boy love by pointing out that boys' approaching men for sex does not make such sex acceptable. Such claims only show cultural feminists once again how pervasive and deeply internalized patriarchal subordination in sex really is. For a cultural feminist, a sex radical's mistake is to invest an inherent rightness in sexual desire that makes sexual pleasure a good in itself.95 Yet while sexual pleasure may be prima facie good, cultural femi-
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            	nists argue that such pleasure must always be evaluated by the social context in which it arises. Because the social context in which a sex radical practices is defined in terms of adult male dominance, cultural feminists claim that sexual pleasure must be defined in terms that do not imitate and reinforce that dominance. For cultural feminists, the sexual difference advocated by sex radicals remains sexual perversion in its subversion of a truly woman-identified sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Negotiating the Social Meaning of Sexual Difference

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the one hand, this feminist debate over sexual difference appears to be a debate between diametric opposites. According to cultural feminists, man/boy love or lesbian dominant/submissive sex is necessarily nonconsensual, dangerous (if not abusive), and antifeminist. For sex radical feminists, man/boy love and lesbian dominant/submissive sex can be consensual, safe, healthy, mutually pleasurable, and profoundly feminist. For cultural feminists, gay men's and lesbians' dominant/submissive sexual roles are replications of the oppressive sex of hetero-patriarchy. Sex is a gendered political practice whose traditional heterosexual model victimizes women. For sex radical feminists, gay men's and lesbians' dominant/submissive sexual roles are vehicles for the liberation of men and women from the oppressive sex of hetero-patriarchy. Sex is a socially regulated but potentially liberating practice whose variety can be tapped to subvert the stigma of sexual deviance designed to advance the power and privilege of the status quo. For cultural feminists, women's sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition are a function of our ability to pursue and develop intimate relations between moral equals in nonpolarized roles. For sex radical feminists, women's sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition are a function of our ability to pursue and develop a wide range of sexual interests, which include anonymous or casual sex between partners exploring the eroticization of dominance and submission.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, both cultural and sex radical feminism have a broad range of similar goals. Both cultural and sex radical feminists believe that women's sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition are values that require the freedom and responsibility of women individually and as a class to define our sexuality in our own terms. Furthermore, both groups would agree that any sex that conforms to, replicates, or reinforces ideological and institutional patterns of male dominance is oppressive to women. Cultural and sex radical feminists both regard their agendas as advocating the kind of care respect for women that acknowledges, understands, and promotes the individual sexual needs of women. Yet ironically, each feminist group accuses the other of undermining women's sexual autonomy, conforming to ideological formulas of male dominance, and misunderstanding the needs of individual women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The similarity in goals of the two feminist groups is aptly illustrated by the fact that it is often difficult to discern which side is doing the talking. For example, Wendy Stock, a strong opponent of lesbian s/m, writes:
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            	[W]e have the ability to imagine a different sexuality and to struggle to create it. We must continue to question our assumptions and, through feminist analysis, to detoxify ourselves from a culture that hates women. Through these experiences we are formulating new ways of living and being. Deconstructing patriarchal sexuality and abstaining from patriarchal sex may be a stage in the articulation and creation of a feminist
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            	sexuality. . . . By turning our backs on our own sexuality, we are admitting defeat to the same degree that we would if we accepted the patriarchy's constructed version of sex. We must sustain a vision of what the erotic can be. By nurturing our sexuality with a critical feminist awareness, we can resist the social structure that would take away this vital part of ourselves.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the same side of the debate, Judy Butler conceives of women's sexual power as
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            	the power gained through re-claiming my sexuality as an expression of my life, shaping my choice to honor my desires, and desiring my own sense of choice more than any other desire. The failure to do this is what Adrienne Rich calls "the worst thing of all . . . the failure to want our freedom passionately enough." 96

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet given the aims of sex radical feminism, there is no reason to think that a sex radical feminist would disagree with these conceptions of the meaning and value of the erotic.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore I propose that we adopt the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" to explore how the feminist tensions I have detailed can be incorporated into an inclusive feminist philosophy of sex. First, adopting this perspective means understanding sexual relations in terms of a dialectic between gender and sexuality. This dialectic situates women's sexuality in terms of women's victimization under patriarchy and women's pursuit of sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency. Thus, both cultural feminism, whose emphasis is on the ways gender oppression informs sexuality, and sex radical feminism, whose emphasis is on the ways that sexual liberation informs gender, can find an audience within the perspective of this broader dialectic.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Second, recall that the "world"-traveling implicit in the "view from somewhere different" recommends that we not only acknowledge the partiality of our own locations but also make an effort to understand the locations of others. Adopting this perspective precludes advocating the kind of politically correct sexuality that would derogate all but those deferring to a favored ideology. Therefore, such a perspective rejects the moral authoritarian approach of any cultural feminist who would restrict women's sexuality to all but a narrow range of ideal preference in deference to a "view from somewhere better." So, too, such a perspective reminds sex radicals not to press the exploration of sexual difference on women whose personal desire for more traditional sex may only reinforce the expectation that all women will want the same. Adopting the ''view from somewhere different" shows women how their choices can be both constrained by patriarchy and liberated by their own sense of agency and self-definition, so that their sexual lives can be lived creatively and responsibly.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Given the ways in which gender location intersects with other social locations, the women whose sexual agency both cultural and sex radical feminists would maximize will be of diverse races, classes, sexual preferences, ages, nationalities, religions, and physical abilities, among other categories. Therefore, a feminist philosophy of sex from the "view from somewhere different" contextualizes its perspective so that the specific sexual concerns of any given group can be heard. Such a perspective points out, for example, that a cultural feminist's advocacy of egalitarian, nonpolarized sex, particularly as part of an essential female sexuality, will simply not ring true for those women whose strongly identified nationalities or religions cherish different sexual values. Some women's desire for increased sexual experience may
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            	make performance-oriented or power-polarizing sex more satisfying, or less of an effort, than monogamous sexual commitment. A woman's age, self-confidence, emotional vulnerability, and physical ability also influence how she views her sexual life. Yet social location is not a predictor of desire, since one woman with a full life of sexual experimentation may long for a relationship of more constancy, while another may wish fewer of her partners wanted "the same old thing." So, too, the "view from somewhere different" will suggest to an advocate of sadomasochistic sex that her choice to "play at power" is as much a function of her race and class as it is her gender. Poor and working-class women often resent middle-class feminists who advocate sexual power plays as a means to liberation, because affluent women already have the power of time, money, and opportunity to explore sexual alternatives. For many more women, however, such sexual experimentation is a luxury that does not address their needs to find food, clothing, and shelter for their families. The reifying effects of interlocking oppressions are also exemplified when sexual difference among the affluent is tolerated as amusing eccentricity, while the same sexual variation in the poor or homeless community is labeled deviant or perverse. Furthermore, women of color may feel insulted by mostly white women's desires to dramatize and eroticize the roles of master/slave. Such dramas only arouse in many women of color profound and painful associations with white imperialist enslavement, making any play at such slavery a disrespectful one. 97 The "view from somewhere different'' acknowledges that the disempowered do not have the power of parody and that racism and classism are potent forces in the oppression of women and in the marginalization of sexual difference.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The sexual difference sex radical feminists advocate is itself a social construction located in a milieu in which women are stereotyped as the sexual subordinates of men. Therefore, personal explorations of the relationship between sex and power will have profound political meaning for both sexual minorities and members of the status quo. The erotic play of power that is the sexual rebellion of the sadomasochist has meaning as social rebellion and not mere private fantasy precisely because of the dialectic between the personal and the political.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	It is in virtue of this dialectic that a sex radical must recognize the dangers of misinterpretation that her dramas of dominance and submission carry. From the "view from somewhere different," her "world"-traveling commits her to ask of herself, "What is it like to be me in their eyes?" Without the ability to create a woman-identified model of the relation between sex and power, feminists have no way of loosening the patriarchal stranglehold on defining sexual power as the power of victimization. Yet it is in virtue of existing patriarchal constraints that sex radical feminists must, with renewed emphasis, work on ways to educate the larger community regarding crucial differences between patriarchal plays at sexual power and feminist ones.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some sex radicals complain that this strategy assumes that a sex radical cannot practice a truly liberating form of sexuality until she can convince a disbelieving public that she is not doing something morally wrong. Such dependence on patriarchal approval for their sexual liberation strikes many sex radicals as hypocritical, if not patently absurd. From this perspective, a sex radical's responsibility is not to persuade a patriarchal status quo to accept her but to learn to accept herself. Sex radical feminists would argue that such acceptance is difficult when feminists treat women who
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            	enjoy the type of sex that eroticizes dominance and submission as co-opted victims of patriarchal brainwashing.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet I would argue that without recognizing and militating against the strength of her opposition, a sex radical feminist undermines her activism by reducing the political to the personal. If a sex radical feminist's aim is to transform the social meaning of sexual power, she cannot expect her practice of sexual difference alone to do the job. As Jeffrey Weeks points out in his argument for a radical sexual pluralism, recognizing what I have been calling the dialectic between gender and sexuality compels us to be "sensitive to the workings of power, [and] alive to the struggles needed to change the existing social relations which constrain sexual autonomy." 98 Indeed, the "view from somewhere different" requires the dismantling of the traditional opposition of the normal versus the perverse, precisely because sex radical plays at power cannot subvert real political power when the status quo retains the option of remarginalizing them as perverse. Unless sex radical feminists actively seek to educate a wary public regarding a radical reconceptualization of sexual perversion, they will have done no more than convince the status quo of their internalization of traditional sexual norms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, misinterpretation of a radical feminist sexual practice by women of color may be detrimental to feminism. As I noted earlier, women of color suffer from multiple plays at power that many white women do not. At a time when women of color struggle to find a place for feminism within the context of their struggle against racial oppression, women who claim the power to eroticize sex in their own terms may be regarded by women of color as simply white, female imperialists with whom women of color have little in common. By adopting the "view from somewhere different," sex radical feminists can open a dialogue about sexual difference with those whose social location represents oppression on many fronts.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radical feminists can also work to deinstitutionalize aversion to children's sexuality by advocating strongly against the sexual abuse of children at the same time that sex radicals advocate in favor of children's sexual education and sexual play. The "view from somewhere different" encourages attempts to understand the individual sexual needs of children and to acknowledge that adults ascribe symbolic and sexual meaning to acts that children do not. This means recognizing that children's emotional vulnerability and eagerness to please make them easy targets for adult sexual exploitation. Moreover, because children lack economic or social independence from adults, children's ability to make informed sexual choices will be influenced by adults still in control of children's lives. The "view from somewhere different" also acknowledges the patriarchal context of adult heterosexuality in which children's social introduction to sex typically occurs. Therefore, judgments about adult/child sexual relations must be sensitive to the particular personal context of power dynamics within those relations as well as those cultural dynamics external to it. Indeed, there will be those for whom adult/child sex taps into deeply repressed horrors and fears. Because human sexual practice exists in a social milieu that influences and is influenced by sexual norms, sex radicals face the daunting task of restructuring the social and economic relationship between adults and children, if safety, dignity, and care is to be afforded to sexual relationships between them. The larger issue remains as to whether children under any social circumstances are psychosexually mature
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            	enough to make free and informed decisions about their sexual lives and exactly who is to decide when such maturity occurs. 99

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From the "view from somewhere different," sexual preference is problematic when advocated by either a cultural or sex radical feminist alone, since both cultural feminism's egalitarian sex and sex radical feminism's eroticization of power are rebellions to patriarchal norms that fail to acknowledge the full range of individual women's erotic needs. Cultural feminism's epistemological presuppositions about female nature and sex radical feminism's essentializing marriage of sex, power, and pleasure must be questioned if we are to avoid a "view from nowhere" that would profess to know the truth about women's sexuality.100

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Both cultural and sex radical feminisms can be expanded and transformed by the incorporation of their visions for women's liberation into the dialectic between gender and sexuality. Feminist sexuality from the "view from somewhere different" captures a cultural feminist's contention that women's sexuality must be contextualized by the patriarchal climate in which women live. The "view from somewhere different" also captures a sex radical's warning that we should not restrict women's self-conceptions to male-identified definitions but should offer individual women the opportunity to experience sexual autonomy by exploring their sexual lives in their own terms. This perspective has the advantage of advocating a sexual agency and self-definition for women that recognizes and promotes sexual diversity over a broad spectrum of gender, race, and class, since from the "view from somewhere different" no single sexual difference is the only sex worth knowing.101

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from somewhere different" acknowledges that there are divisions among feminists within cultural and sex radical factions and that simply defining the issue as a debate between two discrete brands of feminism may be practical for the exposition of argument but is misleading in its apparently rigid categorization of types. As I noted earlier, for example, some feminists do not object to sadomasochism restricted to the bedroom. They simply reject the notion that such sex advances the feminist agenda of women's sexual agency and self-definition. Some sex radical feminists are much more interested than others in community activism in support of sexual difference. I also mentioned previously that many feminists who do not consider themselves cultural feminists have many of the same complaints against sex radicals that cultural feminists do. Similarly, many feminists who are not sex radicals also have trouble with aspects of cultural feminism. The "view from somewhere different" maintains a healthy skepticism toward the idea of a resolution to the variety of problems feminists raise concerning women's sexual difference, as the dialectic between gender and sexuality is a fluid and flexible one defined by historical and political context. As Muriel Dimen writes:
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            	Where does this leave us? In an ambiguous, uncertain spot. The idea of political correctness masquerades as eternal truth which we would all like to believe is possible, because it makes us feel much more secure. But everything changesexcept the existence of contradictions. With social transformation come new ones. I do not believe that an eternally true consciousness of what is politically correct in sexuality, or in anything, is possible. Or, to say the same thing in other words, the road to false consciousness, no matter how you wish to define it, is paved with politically correct intentions.102
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            	Given the added importance, mentioned in chapter 1, of recognizing bias in the philosophical investigator's social location, any attempt on my part to offer a final conceptual or moral solution to the question of sexual difference would be hypocritical. Indeed, the "view from somewhere different" is itself partial to sexual diversity in ways that cultural feminism is not. As I argued in the previous section, the "view from somewhere different" recommends an appreciation of sexual diversity in order to open, not close, the question of the normative status of a variety of sexual practices and preferences. Pat Califia has argued that sexual difference should be a matter of taste ("vanilla" versus ''rocky road"), not morality. Other feminists have argued that sex should engage our moral attention precisely because the personal obligations and social benefits that make up our sexual lives are so important to US. 103 The "view from somewhere different" recognizes that there will be contexts in which oppressive sexual relations command our political attention as well as those contexts in which the most sexually intimate affairs recommend pleasure over politics. However, all such contexts are superseded by a feminist ethic of care respect from the "view from somewhere different," which acknowledges, understands, and promotes the individual sexual needs of one's partner from a historicized and socially located perspective. Such a perspective is also partial to difference in order to capture the sexual variety that would be lost if we were to deconstruct the notion of difference by adopting the "view from everywhere." By stressing the importance of the dialectical relationship between gender and sexuality, the "view from somewhere different" paves the way for a dialectical approach to understanding the relationships between the political and the personal, the dominant and the submissive, the moral and the aesthetic. My contention is that such a perspective provides both a theoretical and a practical basis for understanding the presuppositions of contemporary feminist debates over sexual preference as well as a basis for believing that to try to resolve such debates is to foreclose the pursuit of women's sexual liberation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This perspective also makes questions about women's "real" sexual preferences moot, since from the "view from somewhere different," social location makes all "real" choice partial and historicized. Therefore, it seems misleading to ask Ellen Willis's question, "What would we choose if we had a real choice?"104 From the vantage point of the "view from somewhere different," claims about women's sexuality make sense only when women's "real" choices are understood as contextually and politically situated ones, not socially isolatable choices free of cultural constraints. Whether or not women consent to their sexual relations cannot resolve the dispute between cultural and sex radical feminism, since there is no clear sense in which our socially constructed desires can truly be said to be "free" of political and ideological forms. Sarah Lucia Hoagland admits that we have all been "infected erotically . . . by the patriarchal ideology of authority, of dominance and submission." Moreover, Sandra Lee Bartky makes the important observation that feminists should not underestimate what she calls the "obsessional dimension of sexual desire," which would militate against feminists easily or satisfactorily changing our sexual preferences to match our politics.105 However, I believe Bartky would agree that any difficulty we may have in adjusting our sexuality to suit our feminism does not mean that women cannot break free of sexual restraints imposed on us by an oppressive patriarchy; nor
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            	does it deny that consent and coercion have real meaning within specific contexts of exploitation, intimidation, and violence against women. The notion of choice is a vital one for feminism of any form, since it is only within the realm of real and accessible alternatives to women's sexual subordination that the feminist project of women's liberation can be achieved. A feminist sexual ethic from the "view from somewhere different" abjures the personal practices and social forces that attempt to stifle women's sexual agency and self-definition. This ethic is one of care respect, detailed in the concluding section of this chapter.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Ethics from the "View from Somewhere Different"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In chapter 2 I described a woman's sensitivity to the particular sexual desires of her partner and an active willingness to promote those desires as constitutive of a care respect for her sexual partner. I have also noted that while most cultural and sex radical feminists would agree on the inclusion of care respect in a comprehensive feminist sexual ethic, they disagree as to the nature, purpose, and extent of that respect. In this chapter, for example, a cultural feminist is understood as advocating the kind of care respect that recognizes the desire in many women for affectionate personal bonding with their sexual partners. From a cultural feminist's point of view, such affection precludes the adoption of power-polarizing sexual roles. On the other hand, a sex radical feminist advocates care respect by recognizing the desire in many women for the freedom to explore their sexuality, which can foster experimentation with consensual, power-polarizing sexual roles. In the previous section I suggested that the "view from somewhere different" can negotiate the tensions between these two feminist perspectives by circumscribing them within a feminist philosophy of sex that appreciates the dialectic between gender and sexuality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In this remaining section I will expand on the sexual ethic of care respect introduced in chapter 2. I will show how a feminist program for promoting women's sexual agency and self-definition is a fundamental feature of this sexual ethic, in part by showing how care respect in sex encourages "world"-traveling and in part by showing how care respect informs and is informed by Marjorie Weinzweig's "autonomous relating to others." This autonomy further recommends what Joyce Trebilcot refers to as women "taking responsibility for [our] sexuality," a responsibility that encourages individual women to take an active role in determining their own sexual needs and to understand the social context in which those needs arise. 106 Like the ''view from somewhere different" from which it derives, a sexual ethic of care respect can negotiate the tensions between cultural and sex radical feminists by recognizing in both perspectives the goal of sexual agency and self-definition for women whose lives are circumscribed, but not determined, by individual and institutionalized male dominance. Such a goal can then be incorporated into a feminist philosophy of sex that encourages resistance to, and transformation of, women's sexual subordination. Thus, a sexual ethic of care respect may serve as a normative guide to the examination of other issues in feminist philosophy of sex in subsequent chapters.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Robin Dillon describes care respect as "valuing an individual in her specificity, seeking to understand her in her own terms, and caring about and seeking to promote her well-being."107 For Dillon, valuing an individual merely for some capacity
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            	she shares with all other persons may make all persons equally valuable but ignores the ways in which each individual is special. Ignoring these, we tend to forget that not everyone has the same specific needs and interests that we do, encouraging what I have referred to as a "view from nowhere" that can be coercive or intrusive of the needs of others. Moreover, we typically regard our lovers, friends, and family as valuable in ways we do not regard all other people. Thus, there will be some people in the world about whom we feel it is appropriate to care more than others or to whom we feel we ought to be partial. Since all persons are unique, valuing a person in her specificity has the advantage of valuing her not only for the ways her uniqueness makes her equally valuable among persons but also for the particular ways in which she is unique. Thus, care respect promotes a fundamental equality among persons by particularizing individuals instead of generalizing about them. This fundamental equality is important for establishing a moral baseline of respectful treatment of persons from whom we may otherwise be very different, a baseline below which no moral agent may fall without censure. In so doing, care respect balances an ethic of justice that prescribes universal respect for persons with an ethic of care that recommends considerations of context and particularity in personal relations. In Dillon's words, "[C]are respect has the resources to maintain a constructive tension between regarding each person as just as valuable as every other person and regarding this individual as special. 108

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from somewhere different" specifies the nature of this dialectical tension. A sexual ethic of care respect asks us to value the particularity of each person's sexual desires, pleasures, and preferences as well as the shared particularity of all of us. From the "view from somewhere different," this shared particularity translates into a shared partiality of social location that individually biases the interests of every person. As I argued in chapter 1, unless we acknowledge this shared partiality, we are liable to adopt the "view from nowhere," which mistakes the bias of social location for the assurance of absolute truth. On the other hand, from the "view from somewhere different," I, like everyone, am always ''somewhere," different in my particular situation, yet the same in my being situated contextually, politically, historically in ways that will inevitably bias my worldview.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, one of a sex radical's complaints against cultural feminism is its apparent advocacy of a politically correct sexuality that refuses to acknowledge the legitimacy of alternative sexual preferences. If an equality of moral worth among very different individuals were not established, a sexual ethic of care respect that consisted solely of recognizing the particularity in all of us as well as the particularity of each of our sexual needs would still be consistent with the claim from the "view from somewhere better" that some persons' needs are more worthy of pursuit than others. Therefore, Dillon's care respect not only includes valuing what is the same and different in all of us but also includes trying to understand the worldview of others. A sexual ethic of care respect recommends that I treat my sexual partners as moral equals by recognizing that their particular and perhaps very different sexual desires, pleasures, or preferences are no less worthy of satisfaction than my own. The feminist philosophy of sex advocated thus far neither advocates a single sexual preference as the "right" one nor treats any one person's social location as superior in sexual privilege or access. Care respect assures that we will acknowledge the particularity of
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            	worldviews without assuming that our own worldviews are the only ones worth knowing. The "world"-traveling of the "view from somewhere different" recommends that we ask ourselves what it is like to be someone else and what it would be like to be ourselves in someone else's eyes. Dillon quotes Elizabeth Spelman, who writes, "We treat others as the persons they are just insofar as we try to respond to the way they choose to be seen, and not through our favored ways of seeing them." 109 By trying to see the world from the social location of my sexual partner, I can then begin to understand what my partner's sexual desires are as my partner sees them and seek to promote their satisfaction in ways that do not disregard the care respect of others.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A sexual ethic that encourages "world"-traveling in this way is one that encourages women's sexual agency and self-definition. A woman's care respect for her sexual partner involves actively attempting to discover what her partner's individual sexual desires, pleasures, or preferences may be and realizing the value of listening and responding to those desires. "World"-traveling in her sexual relations means that a woman will learn more about others' sexual preferences and so expand her own awareness of the sexual differences open to her. By asking "What is it like to be myself in my partner's eyes?," she may also expand her sexual awareness of herself and so be better able to match what she values in sex with her actual sexual experience. A sexual ethic of care respect also encourages respecting the limits of others' sexual privacy and experimenting with ways a woman can understand her partner from her partner's perspective without invading anyone's "personal space." This kind of understanding could facilitate dialogue regarding such issues as using contraceptives, asking partners to use protection against sexually transmitted diseases, and asking partners to be tested for the AIDS virus.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From the "view from somewhere different," gender, race, class, and sexual preference, among other social locations, intertwine to create distinctive sexual perspectives among each of us. The objections that many women of color lodge against sex radical feminism suggest that persons adopt a sexual ethic of care respect that recommends both acknowledging the interlocking of women's social oppressions and understanding the complex ways in which a woman's sexuality is affected by her social location. The resulting diversity of voices suggests that it is not enough to treat our sexual partners with care respect. A sexual ethic of care respect acknowledges the feminist goal from the "view from somewhere different" that women and men respect each other's sexual agency and self-definition within a larger social framework of a caring and cooperative community. Within such a community, women and men can begin to define our own particular sexual needs and help each other do the same.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This means that listening to the diversity of women's voices is not sufficient for a feminist sexual ethic. I may understand what your particular needs are but do nothing to help you pursue them. A feminist sexual ethic of care respect is an activist one, because it advocates that I not only attempt to understand the sexual needs of others but also do my best to help fulfill those needs. Thus, a feminist sexual ethic of care respect reinforces the larger feminist project of promoting the sexual agency and self-definition of women in all their multiplicity. Dillon suggests that care respect recommends that we do more than simply not interfere with a particular individual's pursuit of her well-being. We are responsible for making a positive contribution to it. According to Dillon, in doing so we acknowledge the need in each of us for the
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            	help and support of others. Dillon writes, "[C]are respect can be seen as connecting individuals together in a community of mutual concern and mutual aid, through an appreciation of individuality and interdependence." 110

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, a sexual ethic of care respect is not limited to personal sexual relations alone but is an ethic that extends outward to individuals and institutions that are a part of one's larger community. Dillon is the first to remark that we will extend care respect to persons in different ways and to varying degrees. We have neither the time, energy, nor resources to understand and promote the well-being of everyone; indeed, family and close friends cannot always be cared for in the ways they or we would like. Perhaps more to the point, we cannot promote everyone's well-being even if we restrict our energies solely to promoting everyone's sexual well-being; and not everyone will want us to help them discover their own sexual interests, much less promote or pursue them. What an ethic of care respect does suggest is that we approach all human relationships with the kind of sensitivity to individual context and individual needs that can help guide us in our judgments of whether and how to care for the persons in those relationships. This ethic does not provide a set of abstract principles for making such judgments, nor does it provide the terms and conditions of "world"-traveling that would be applicable to every case. Such abstractions would be antithetical to the appreciation of context and particularity that is definitive of care respect. What this ethic does provide is a framework for treating our sexual partners and understanding others' sexualities in ways that allow them to be the agents and defining subjects of their sexual experience. My claim is that with such an approach, we can better determine whose needs should be met and how than if we assume a moral superiority in deference to the "view from somewhere better," invoke a set of abstract moral principles applicable to all in deference to the "view from nowhere," or assume that all perspectives are of equal value in deference to the "view from everywhere."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For example, I may listen to what your sexual needs are, only to find out that pursuing those needs violates the care respect of other persons that the "view from somewhere different" advocates. An ethic of care respect would be self-defeating if we did not insist that the feminist promotion of the sexual agency and self-definition of others be consistent with an ethic of care respect. Rape, sexual harassment, sexual battery, or other forms of sexual violence against, and intimidation of, women are neither tolerated nor promoted from this point of view, since the encouragement of sexual oppression as well as the oppression itself constitute a violation of the care respect of the one oppressed. On the other hand, a sexual ethic of care respect recommends that we not automatically disdain the sexual pleasures or preferences of others simply because we do not like or agree with them. A sexual ethic of care respect from the "view from somewhere different" expands our worldviews precisely because this perspective does not commit us to a single interpretation of a satisfying sexual life. As a result, such an ethic will be extremely unsatisfying for anyone determined to find a set of moral principles that will prescribe what persons ought and ought not do in every case of sex. Some anonymous sexual partners may share intimate sex; other partners' sexual intimacy will require time and familiarity. For still others, intimacy will not be a prerequisite for safe and satisfying sex at all, while the most exciting sex for some will be unsafe sex to which applying standards of care re-
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            	spect would reduce the eroticism. It may also be that the kind of lesbian sadomasochism in which each partner attempts to satisfy the other's particular sexual preferences is both power-polarizing sex and egalitarian sex. I have been arguing that trying to determine what kind of sex is the "right" sex, by excising the concept of care respect from its application in a caring and cooperative community of difference, forecloses sexual debate and arbitrarily stifles the sexual needs of some in favor of others. As I suggested at the end of chapter 1, adopting the "view from somewhere different" means destabilizing our notions of moral rightness or political correctness toward a more uncertain future that nevertheless has the distinct feminist advantage of freeing oppressed voices to pursue their identity in diversity. In this way my sexual ethic of care respect reflects Raymond Belliotti's "engaged fallibilistic pluralism" and Laurie Shrage's moral pluralism, both of which are neither absolutist nor relativist; rather, these moral perspectives appreciate the ways in which culture and context define the parameters of ethical behavior in ways that make moral judgments meaningful even if they are not universally binding. 111

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	It could be argued that this ethic of care respect reinforces the nurturing role that has restricted women to domestic and sexual servitude. Women take care of others, but no one takes care of them. My suggestion is that we adopt Marjorie Weinzweig's model of "autonomous relating to others," which I introduced in chapter 2. This model requires knowing what we want and enjoy for ourselves, a knowledge gained from the state of personal moral development that Weinzweig calls "autonomous being oneself" in which we choose to act for ourselves alone, not because "we hope that somebody else will take care of us if we act as they wish."112 This kind of autonomy is meant to limit the advantage often taken of the woman whose identity is so bound up in the needs of others that everyone's needs are met except hers. Yet Weinzweig, like Dillon, recognizes the importance of an active care and concern for others in a world that is composed of interdependent members of communities, not of isolated individuals. Thus, Weinzweig advocates the further development of an "autonomous relating to others" in which a woman attempts to understand how her own needs and the needs of others may be met within a community of both shared and competing interests. A woman who develops this way of living recognizes that she is part of a larger community in which the satisfaction of her individual needs will influence, and be influenced by, the pursuit of the needs of others. In this way she can be sympathetic, available, and understanding of others in ways that do not undermine her agency or self-definition. Sexual relationships in which this kind of care respect is mutual can enhance each partners' ability to express her or his individual preferences without forcing those preferences on others or ignoring the preferences of others.113

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, from the "view from somewhere different," women's autonomy in an actively caring community includes what Joyce Trebilcot calls "taking responsibility for one's sexuality." Taking responsibility for one's sexuality encourages women's sexual agency and self-definition by asking each woman to reflect on the meaning and value of sexual difference in her life. Trebilcot's responsibility for one's sexuality echoes the "view from somewhere different" when she recommends that women begin to get in touch with the "dissonant, unacceptable, threatening, puzzling aspects of ourselves."114 In this way women can begin to discover our own sexual needs and
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            	appreciate the differences of sexual preference and desire within and among women. Such responsibility implies being sensitive to the ways in which an individual woman's race, class, age, nationality, cultural and family history, and physical ability or appearance shape her sexual life. This responsibility also encourages women to consider in what ways our sexual desires and preferences may be a function of patriarchal rules and standards that have been defined without listening to women's voices. In taking responsibility for their sexuality, women help each other recognize the extent to which women may contribute to, as well as overcome, the oppressive sexual stereotypes outlined in chapter 2. Thus, a sexual ethic of care respect in which each person takes responsibility for her or his sexuality is one that recommends that we acknowledge, understand, and promote the agency and self-definition of a community of persons with a wide variety of sexual experiences, preferences, and desires. In this way individual sexual needs can be reflectively identified in the social context in which they arise and can be met with the active care and concern of a community of persons responsive to those needs.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In summary, a feminist sexual ethic of care respect is an ethic reflective of, and derivable from, the "view from somewhere different." A feminist sexual ethic of care respect recommends that all persons express an active and sensitive concern for sexual difference by advocating care respect not only in our personal sexual relations but also in our attitudes toward the sexual lives of others. Thus, it is an ethic that eschews any notion of a politically correct sexuality that would stifle sexual diversity in deference to the "view from somewhere better" or the "view from nowhere." Nevertheless, it is an ethic that can condemn the sexual exploitation or abuse of women by recognizing sexual oppression as both the failure to respect persons of diverse social locations as equally valuable and the failure to "world"-travel in order to promote the sexual agency and self-definition of others. Instead of deconstructing difference from a ''view from everywhere" in which "good" versus "bad" sex no long has any meaning, the "view from somewhere different" constructs a sexual ethic to accommodate difference within the moral parameters of care respect. Within such parameters, individual women can decide for themselves how the erotic figures in their lives, so that their sexuality will have meaning and value for them. Weinzweig's autonomous relating to others insures that women's lives combine caring for themselves and caring for others. Trebilcot's concept of taking responsibility for one's sexuality requires that women understand the context of the eroticization of power from which many of our notions of what counts as good sex springs.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Adopting a feminist ethic of care respect implies not assigning normative status to sexual difference without considering the particular historical and social location in which that difference is practiced. Paula Webster has suggested that many feminists have been afraid to embrace sexual difference simply because difference has traditionally meant deviance and division within the movement; tolerating, much less encouraging, the dominant/submissive sex of lesbian sadomasochism or butch/femme role-playing was believed to splinter feminism by alienating those women for whom a woman-identified sexuality means eschewing power-polarizing sexual roles. Yet Webster strongly contends that "[t]he more we know about the dimensions of our hungers, their finite limits and requirements, the more entitled we may feel to speak of our own wishes and listen with compassion to our friends." 115 By adopting the
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            	"view from somewhere different," we recast sexual deviance as one of many different sexual practices, none of which is the object of feminist condemnation without the contextual analysis that the dialectic between gender and sexuality and the sexual ethic of care respect recommend. From this perspective, the bonding, nonpolarized sex of the cultural feminist becomes only one of many sexual practices for which women may take responsibility; such responsibility involves reflecting on the ways in which encouraging bonding and intimacy in women's sexual relationships may reinforce women's subordination to, or debilitating dependence on, our partners. So, too, from the "view from somewhere different," the more polarized sex advocated by some sex radical feminists is understood as one of many avenues of sexual exploration open to women; at the same time, recognizing the dialectical relationship between gender and sexuality means recognizing that radical sexual practices exist within a sexually politicized milieu in which the eroticization of power is notorious for the sexual oppression of women as well as children. Recognizing such possibilities is not ''giving in" to the power of the patriarchs. Such recognition is essential if we are to minimize misinterpretations of women's reclamations of erotic power and use them to transcend an oppressive sexual politics and head toward a new vision of feminist sexual liberation.
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            	The "view from somewhere different" is a perspective that recognizes the complexity of normative judgments by refusing to close discussion that would reduce tensions among alternative points of view. This perspective recommends that we attempt to negotiate such tensions so that a diversity of normative voices can be heard. Such negotiation reflects the fact that the "view from somewhere different" approaches issues in feminist philosophy of sex with an appreciation for the dialectic between gender and sexuality, which is itself a relation of tension and instability. Thus, earlier in this chapter I argued that sexuality should be reconstituted as a differentiated category of nonstigmatized sexual variation. From such a perspective, both normal and perverse sex become forms of sexual difference. Within this framework, no sexual preference is advantaged by being "normal," yet quite different normative evaluations of sexual practices remain morally meaningful within a broader context of care respect. Indeed, understanding both the normal and the perverse as two types of sexual difference from the "view from somewhere different" has the added benefit of revealing the ways in which normative judgments about sex may involve pragmatics and aesthetics and ethics. The "view from somewhere different" recognizes social locations in which our normative judgments about sex will include a variety of value concepts that cannot be easily separated.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I argued that the "view from somewhere different" can reveal the strengths and weaknesses in both cultural and sex radical perspectives on sexual difference. The "view from somewhere different" incorporates the tensions between them into an inclusive feminist philosophy of sex whose ethic is defined in terms of care respect. Cultural feminism's emphasis on the way gender informs sexuality is important for recognizing the patriarchal context in which women's sexual desires and preferences develop. A sex radical's emphasis on the way sexuality informs gender is important for
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            	recognizing women's desire to transcend sexual oppression toward a broad-ranging conception of sexual exploration, pleasure, and agency. The "view from somewhere different" recommends that we explore the often tempestuous tensions between these two views in an effort to reflect the complexity and contradiction in much of our thinking about the relationship between gender role-playing and erotic role-playing, between the sexes and sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A paradox of liberation is that complete freedom in a world of scarcity and competing self-interests results in conflict; but partial freedom means making decisions favoring some values over others, which also produces conflict. Adopting the "view from somewhere different" means questioning the presupposition that there is some politically correct set of sexual values that one individual or group can define for the rest. By neither ignoring, rejecting, nor transcending difference, the "view from somewhere different" positions us to begin learning how to talk to each other in ways that help mediate conflict but do not ignore the internal tensions of debates over sexual practice. 116

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As feminists, we must be mindful of the ways in which women's attitudes toward sexual difference, from conservative to subversive, are affected by the patriarchal milieu in which they develop. The "view from somewhere different" is itself socially constructed from within this milieu, which will inevitably tend to bias its conceptual and normative frameworks. Feminists should be both sympathetic toward, and suspicious of, that which is made other, different, or outside the status quo, since otherness has been the historically oppressive place of women. Yet as sex radical feminists contend, it would be a mistake to continue to allow male-identified sexual values to command all the attention of women in pursuit of a woman-identified life. By questioning the presupposition that difference is bad, feminists pave the way for a reassessment of sexual difference that can promote the sexual agency and self-definition of all women. From this perspective, we can continue to explore the dialectic between gender and sexuality in the debates over sex work discussed in the next chapter.
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            I Only Do It for the Money:

            Pornography, Prostitution, and the Business of Sex
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            	Feminists from a variety of theoretical backgrounds target the sex industry as a paradigm of the institutionalized sexual subordination of women. Many radical feminists contend that dancing in strip bars, working as prostitutes, or posing for pornography reduces women to marketable sexual commodities in a patriarchal environment that legitimizes men's unconditional sexual access to women. Socialist feminists expand on the radical critique of androcentric sexual politics with their own critique of patriarchy's class hierarchies and economic exploitation of women. Many socialist feminists contend that commercial sex workers are primarily driven to the trade by a combination of poverty and inexperience in a discriminatory economic climate and that they tolerate their work in virtue of cultural stereotypes of women as the sexual objects of men. Under such circumstances, many sex workers are exploited by male porn producers and club managers or bullied and abused by photographers and pimps. Similarly, it is charged that young girls are coerced by their parents to have oral or anal sex with each other and adults for pornographic videos or films; and teenage runaways suspicious of social agencies that would return them to abusive parents are easy targets for sweet-talking but dominating pimps. 1 Kidnapping and confinement for the purpose of prostitution are not uncommon, particularly in less industrialized countries with large populations of homeless and destitute women and children. Liberal feminists, who believe women's sexual liberation can be won with women's equal protection under the law, would add that even where prostitution or
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            	pornography is legal, it typically remains extremely difficult for sex workers to demand better pay or working conditions or to expose their mistreatment by clients and employers. Poor women of all ethnicities seeking employment comprise a traffic in women who are procured under false pretenses for the purpose of prostitution. In Southeast Asia and the Philippines, "sex tourism" is a thriving industry in which tour operators contract with club owners to provide "hospitality girls" to foreign male visitors and businessmen. Asian mail-order and military brides who are deserted by their husbands often have no other recourse but prostitution. 2

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminist critics of the sex industry also point out that rape, bondage, and sexual abuse provide the content for some of the more popular pornographic books, magazines, films, and videos. The most popular visual pornography is that which shows real sex rather than simulated sex; thus, penetration by foreign objects, sexual violence, mutilation, even murder become pornography's cinema verité. As one porn model reported, "I knew the pose was right when it hurt."3 Some feminists emphasize that wives and daughters are shown pornography by husbands and fathers to teach them the sex men want. Racial stereotypes are exploited in pornography through depictions of black women as untamed sexual animals whipped and chained by white masters or of Asian women as exotic seductresses who are passive in their bondage. Pornography's multi-billion dollar industry, much of which is black-market, combined with prostitution's underground economy make the sex industry attractive to drug dealers and organized criminals who cater to illegal but lucrative market demands. Corrupt police both threaten prostitutes with arrest unless they receive regular "servicing" and accept bribes from customers and pimps.4

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, many feminists argue that a sex worker determined to support herself and her family but compelled to engage in socially stigmatized and often dangerous work becomes the victim of a patriarchal system that entices her into sex work paying more than she could otherwise make with the same skills; and her fear of legal incrimination combined with the threat of exposure make it difficult for her to get out. Such conditions have prompted ex-prostitutes like Evelina Giobbe to organize WHISPER (Women Hurt in Systems of Prostitution Engaged in Revolt) in order to document "the violence and manipulation used to recruit and trap women in the sex industry."5

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, given the pervasiveness and accessibility of strip bars, live sex shows, escort agencies, and adult book shops, including X-rated home video, cable, computer, and telephone service,6 the sex industry appears well positioned to perpetuate an ideology that all women are the proper sexual subordinates of men, craving whatever humiliation, abuse, or physical violence men are willing to dish out. In the absence of a feminist consciousness that recognizes a patriarchy's often coercive sexual politics, some feminists contend that women depicted in pornography as blissful in their bondage and begging to be brutalized convey the message that any sex can be recreational, pleasurable, and fun because it is sex. As Catharine MacKinnon has claimed, "[P]ornography eroticizes and thereby legitimizes forced sex."7 Women who "choose" to be strippers and prostitutes under economic and psychological duress are mistakenly understood as freely and willingly performing sex work, despite the fact that such work may be the only way they can survive or the only work they see themselves capable of performing. From many feminists' perspectives, such an industry not only degrades individual sex workers from autonomous sexual subjects
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            	to exploited sex objects but also degrades all women, reinforcing a prevailing sexist ideology that encourages the toleration and promotion of sexual violence against women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women (and children) report that pornography has been used to break down their self-esteem, train them to sexual submission, season them to forced sex, and intimidate them out of a job. Sex offenders have been reported to imitate the violence they read about in porn. Some feminists have suggested that the sex industry is central to a larger system of the intimidation of women through sex that includes sexual harassment, child abuse, wife battering, and rape. Such an image has prompted Susan Brownmiller to comment that "[p]ornography is the undiluted essence of anti-female propaganda" and Robin Morgan to write, "Pornography is the theory, rape is the practice." 8 From this point of view, the high-class call girl is at best the brainwashed victim of internalized, male-identified sexual values; at worst, she is a neurotic and self-serving collaborator in a system of women's sexual subordination, who lives well from the coercion and abuse that her own sex work reinforces but mistakes a career choice to live the good life for the ubiquity of her oppression.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists who are critical of the sex industry and who are otherwise at odds with moral conservatives over political issues such as AIDS, sex education, and reproductive, gay, and lesbian rights have formed an uneasy alliance with the political right against civil libertarians and sex radicals. Various factions of the political left regard attempts to ban pornography or close nude bars as yet another wave of Victorian sexual repression and renewed attacks on the First Amendment. New Right conservatives condemn sexually explicit material as appealing to "the prurient interest," regarding the moral indecency of sex work as threatening the institution of the family and the fragile moral fabric of the country. Yet many feminists are both dubious of the propriety of the traditional patriarch who defines the conservative's "family values" and suspicious of who is chosen to weave the fabric of the conservative's moral community.9 Therefore, feminists who oppose male-identified sex work as degrading to women are vociferous in their assertion that a condemnation of women's sexual subordination is neither a condemnation of sex itself nor a political platform in favor of sexual decency over obscenity. In this vein, some feminists have taken great pains to draw a conceptual and moral distinction between "erotica" and "pornography" to permit, if not applaud, the creation of a sex industry that would produce egalitarian, nonsexist, sexually explicit material.10 Other feminists have rejected this distinction as failing to recognize the essential male dominance that comprises all sexually explicit material produced under conditions of patriarchy. Andrea Dworkin claims that ''in the male sexual lexicon, which is the vocabulary of power, erotica is simply high-class pornography: better produced, better conceived, better executed, better packaged, designed for a better class of consumer . . . but both are produced by the same system of sexual values and both perform the same sexual service."11 From this perspective, any distinction between erotica and porn collapses, since the patriarchal sex depicted in either case constitutes the degradation and violation of women. As Catharine MacKinnon writes, "In pornography, the violence is the sex. The inequality is the sex" (MacKinnon's italics).12

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Despite such differences, feminists critical of the sex industry are united in their suspicion of a multi-billion-dollar commercial enterprise that profits from women's
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            	sexual objectification but defends the private use and public expression of women's sexuality in the name of a less repressed erotic life. Especially for radical feminists, who regard the male appropriation of women's sexual and reproductive life as pivotal to women's oppression, what is proffered as sexual liberation is all too often equivalent to men's sexual freedom to control women, thereby repressing, if not silencing, women's voices as girlfriends, wives, mothers, and wage earners. Indeed, some feminists have suggested that both conservative and liberal male hierarchies conspire to keep women oppressed by simultaneously telling every woman that she should be sexually subordinate to one man in marriage and that she should be sexually available to any man who wants her: the classic double message to the "good" girl who is "best" when being "bad." 13

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	All of the above suggests that there is substantial evidence to support the claim that the sex industry is a paradigm of the institutionalized sexual subordination of women. However, from both within and without the sex industry, women have been organizing to change the image and conditions of the sex worker and her work. Some feminists note that violent pornography comprises a relatively small percentage of the total amount of sexually explicit materials on the market and that pornography is increasingly bought by heterosexual women who have the financial and political bargaining power in their relationships with men to demand a type of pornography that suits their own sexual tastes. From this perspective, feminists claim that women ought to be able to enjoy pornography without at the same time conveying the message that women like being abused. Lesbians have become much more visible producers and consumers of woman-identified pornography in an effort to provide the lesbian community with its own alternative for erotic arousal. From this point of view, given the variety of sexual styles portrayed in pornography and available through prostitution, sex work can liberate women who are not in the trade to explore their own sexual styles and to learn new ones. Indeed, some women in the sex trade contend that if a woman is given the money and the permission to use prostitutes, she will.14

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many strippers and prostitutes report that they enjoy the money, the flexibility, and the independence that their work offers. Many of them are neither pimped, poor, nor wildly promiscuous, but working women with their own preferred clients, hours, and bosses. Such sex workers report that they are not coerced, abused, or mistreated, although they acknowledge that these are some of the hazards of the profession. They contend that allowing prostitutes to file criminal and civil charges against their clients, along with stricter enforcement of fair wages and working conditions for strippers and porn actresses, would greatly reduce the risks typically associated with their work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What these sex workers demand are their rights as workers to legal protection and the negotiation of the terms and conditions of their work. As women who advocate financial independence, sexual self-determination, and protection against sexual abuse for all women, they consider themselves feminists as well as sex workers who acknowledge the intimidation and abuse of sex workers worldwide but who reject feminists' and moral conservatives' identification of all sex workers as victims. From this perspective, if prostitution gives a woman the financial independence to choose what to do with her life, feminists who value women's sexual agency and self-definition must not condemn women for pursuing sex work. Therefore, sex workers are
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            	skeptical of feminists whose apparent moral and practical insensitivity to the diverse daily needs of individual sex workers makes them look like the same reactionary sexual puritans that feminists disavow, especially if romance novels, music videos, and fashion magazines may be equal if not greater culprits in the perpetuation of women's sexual oppression. From this viewpoint, attacking the sex industry in order to save its victims is precisely the kind of patronizing moralism that feeds a patriarchy's obsession with defining women's sexuality in men's terms. 15

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radical feminists join ranks with sex workers when radicals accuse feminists critical of the sex industry of reinforcing the traditional heterosexual values of monogamy, intimacy, and romance that stripping, pornography, and prostitution flatly reject. From a sex radical perspective, feminists who are unable or unwilling to confront their own sexuality and who see little if anything that is not degrading about sex work under patriarchy are the natural allies of a sexual conservatism that condemns the anonymous, recreational, pleasure-seeking sex in sex work. Moreover, many feminists from a variety of theoretical perspectives believe that such an alliance results in the association of feminism with an antisex moralism that makes feminism unappealing to women who consider themselves both politically liberated and sexually adventurous.16

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For a feminist philosopher of sex interested in approaching the topic of sex work from the "view from somewhere different" introduced in chapter 1, speculating about whether or how the sex industry may contribute to women's sexual liberation is no simple matter. Feminists appear to side with what would otherwise be their political opponents and disagree vehemently among themselves. Some liberal feminists want to abolish current discriminatory prostitution law and protect the legal rights of sex workers; others would abolish prostitution altogether and reform those laws that limit women's economic and political access. Some socialist feminists consider pornography an ugly by-product of capitalism that is best gotten rid of by a socialist economy of moral egalitarianism and community responsibility, while others see a new vision of pornographic eroticism brought about by men's and women's renewed acquaintance with nonalienating labor.17 Radical feminists differ on the distinction between pornography and erotica. Antiporn radical feminists differ over whether pornography is primarily about violence or about sex and whether sex education, censorship, or the filing of civil sex discrimination suits are the best solutions.18 While most feminists find at least some form of sexually explicit material unobjectionable, this stance typically disallows s/m porn and depictions of consensual pedophilia. Such a stance consequently draws the ire of sex radicals, who grow tired of defending their sexual difference against the charge of false consciousness.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The variety of opinion within the sex industry is equally wide-ranging. Male and female porn producers (and feminists) have remarked that pornography often parodies itself and pokes fun at antiporn feminists. How else, they ask, could one interpret the 1978 Hustler cover photo depicting a woman's torso and legs being run through a meat grinder with the caption, "We will no longer hang women up like pieces of meat"?19 Women who are managers, lawyers, and publicists of porn producers often find feminist antipornography rhetoric irrelevant to what they experience: women and men signing contracts to work long hours, doing strenuous work that not everyone has either the stamina or the ability to do, and being well paid for

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 115
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	it. These industry professionals ask what the feminist charge of degradation could possibly mean in such contexts other than that sex for pure pleasure and public enjoyment is indecent. The searing description by Linda Marchiano, a.k.a. Linda Lovelace, of her coercion and abuse throughout the making of the film Deep Throat is in stark contrast to the reports of porn models and actresses who attest to agreeable directors, steady incomes, and the chance to feel glamorous in front of a camera. Some activist prostitutes reject feminist support that requires them to leave prostitution, regarding prostitution as one of many legitimate occupations that women should have the opportunity to pursue. 20 Other prostitutes and ex-prostitutes regard poverty and women's refusal of poverty as the cause and attraction of prostitution. From this perspective, prostitution is a last resort in the absence of dignified and economically sustaining work. Until such work is available, such women advocate the recognition of prostitutes as legal workers. As Nina Lopez-Jones remarks, "We are not interested in legitimizing prostitution, but in legitimizing all prostitute women."21 Still other ex-prostitutes are much more adamant in their condemnation of prostitution. They perceive all prostitutes as victims and reject decriminalization of prostitution as its solution, since such a measure would, in their opinion, perpetuate "the lie that turning tricks is sexual pleasure or agency for women ."22 In addition, non-political, mostly silent sex workers who simply want to be left alone to support themselves and their families often find feminists' and prostitutes' rights organizations inevitably serving white, middle-class interests and needs. From this perspective, using sex work to subvert the sexual status quo presumes a political platform and power base that women of color in the industry and poorer sex workers, particularly those from less industrialized nations, simply do not have.23

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Legal responses to sex work as well as research attempts to locate a causal connection between pornography and violence against women are similarly inconsistent. While the 1970 U.S. Commission on Obscenity and Pornography concluded that there was no significant correlation between the use of pornography and crimes against women, the 1986 final report by the Attorney General's Commission on Pornography cited evidence of increased sexual violence against women due to men's exposure to violent sexually explicit material. The commission further claimed that such exposure encourages belief in the myth that women want to be raped. However, questions have since arisen concerning the research methods used for such reports, indicating that the 1970 commission tended to rely on surveys whose data was derived from exposure to nonviolent pornography, while the 1986 commission used surveys by researchers most of whom exposed their subjects only to violent pornography. Still other data suggest that harmful effects can result from pornography that is either violent or nonviolent in its depictions. To further complicate matters, published accounts by researchers and other academics suggest that surveys on how people react to pornographic material may be skewed by the artificiality of the surveys' surroundings, the undetectable duplicity of the respondents, and the fact that what respondents may say they will do may not reflect how they would in fact behave.24

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In 1983, Minneapolis passed an antipornography civil rights ordinance drafted by Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin that would allow women to sue pornographers for damages that women claimed were the result of using pornography.
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            	While the ordinance was drafted at the request of the Minneapolis city council, it was ultimately declared unconstitutional, as it was perceived to have the effect of illegally censoring freedom of expression. 25 Gail Pheterson reports that in some countries, like Norway, pornography is censored but prostitution is decriminalized, while in the United States pornography flourishes and prostitution is illegal.26 Nevada law allows prostitution in townships of 250,000 or less, yet regulations prohibit prostitutes from socializing in many public places after business hours. In most states it is not a crime to be a prostitute or to have sex with a prostitute, but it is a crime to do any business as a prostitute or for the purposes of prostitution, such as solicit, pimp, or pander. Since pimping is defined as "living off the earnings of a prostitute," a sex worker's elderly aunt, boyfriend, or baby-sitter can be arrested for pimping. Ironically, the state may collect fines from arrests and not be so charged. Feminists argue that such laws are designed to protect customers, who can be accused of no crime simply by being found with a hooker.27

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Instead of trying to locate a single politically correct voice from within the sex industry, social research, feminism, or the law, I suggest that we adopt the "view from somewhere different" to understand some of the complexity of a commerce in sex whose culture both rewards and punishes women for being the sexual objects of male desire. In this way we can move the dialogue away from the polarization that arises from attempts to reduce and not embrace the tensions that exist among sex workers and feminists alike. My claim in this chapter is that stalemate in feminist dialogue about the nature and value of sex work is inevitable if we require that sex work taken up for profit or pleasure be degrading to women. I will argue that one way to make progress toward understanding whether and how sex work is constructed in the lives of individual women is to reconceptualize a sex worker's life in terms of a dialectical relation between commodified object and active subject, which allows us to view sex work both in terms of women's sexual subordination and in terms of women's sexual liberation from oppressive sexual norms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For those sex workers who view themselves or would like to view themselves as the sexual subjects of a self-determined life, feminists' accusations of victimization or patriarchal brainwashing appear misplaced. Because the only alternative explanation for the accusation of degradation appears to sex workers to be one of sexual indecency, and because feminists have aligned themselves with moral conservatives on the issue of sex work (albeit for different reasons), feminists who lodge such charges are inevitably stamped with the moniker of sexual puritan. Furthermore, because they fail to appreciate the subject/object dialectic of sex work, feminists critical of the sex industry appear to condemn sex workers who are the true victims of coercion and abuse to a life in which they cannot transcend their subordination by men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, too strong an emphasis on a sex worker's subjectivity ignores the ideological, economic, and legal constraints of patriarchy within which the sex worker plies her trade. My aim is to show the interplay of the subject/object dialectic within sex work and to argue that such an interplay helps explain the apparently contradictory claims that women and men inside and outside the industry make about sex work. I contend that not to acknowledge this interplay forestalls discussion and polarizes debate on the meaning and morality of sex work; and I argue that to

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 117
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	acknowledge this interplay is to reaffirm an appreciation for the dialectic between gender and sexuality that recognizes the contradiction, complexity, and diversity in the sexual lives of women and men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the following pages I describe some of the variety of sex workers and their work. I use this analysis to examine what some feminists mean when they say that sex work is degrading to women. I argue that this ascription of degradation risks investing an undesirable sexual puritanism and moral condescension in many of the legitimate objections feminists raise against sex work. I also contend that viewing sex work as degrading tends to universalize questions of degradation that are context-sensitive and precludes ascriptions of agency or autonomy to sex workers with which many may resist or transcend their subordinate status as dehumanized sexual commodities. I then examine the claim of some sex workers and sex radical feminists that sex work can be pleasurable, profitable, and liberating for women. I argue that unless sex work is situated within a larger cultural framework circumscribed by patriarchal constraints on women's sexuality, the freedom of sex workers to define the terms and conditions of their work is a more restricted one than many sex workers or sex radicals might think. I suggest that understanding sex work as a dialectical relation between commodified object and active subject can better represent women's participation in the sex industry than either anti-industry or sex radical perspectives alone; and I argue that this dialectic reflects the "view from somewhere different" by describing women's sexuality in terms that are neither exclusively oppressive nor unilaterally liberating. In the closing section I show how a feminist sexual ethic of care respect that appreciates the dialectic between gender and sexuality can help feminists and sex workers understand the strengths of each others' positions and find common ground in our efforts to secure the sexual agency and self-definition of all women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex Work, Degradation, and the Sale of Women's Bodies
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            	I may be missing something, but I don't see a lot of women lawyers, fem-

            inist or otherwise, selling their asses on the street or looking for a pornog-

            rapher with a camera in order to fulfill their sexual agency and I don't

            think it is because they are sexually repressed.
Catharine A. MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Any normative evaluation of the sex industry is a complex one, made so by the variety of work that is performed and by the diversity of people who perform it. In the following section I describe some of that variety in an effort to avoid definitions of sex work and sex workers that marginalize or silence some of the voices within the industry. I also examine some of the ways in which the sex industry may mirror sexual relations purported to be of a noncommercial sort, in order to question the severe dichotomy between sex work and nondegrading sex that some might claim. I will then discuss some of the difficulties with arguing that sex work is degrading to women, as a way of previewing the subject/object dialectic that I believe better represents the variety of sex workers and their work.
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            	Conceptual Issues

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Stripping, erotic dancing, prostitution, and pornographic film acting or photo modeling are the most common and best-known forms of work within the sex industry; they also comprise the sex work most often discussed by feminists. The picture becomes immediately complicated, however, by the variety and hierarchy within the professions themselves. Is the removal of a stripper's costume total or partial? Is it done at a private party or a public club? Does it include table dancing where customers are in close proximity? Does it include stage dancing in which the dancer performs with more theatrical autonomy? Does the strip show include a live sex show? Is the sex heterosexual or homosexual, group or in pairs, s/m or vanilla? Who owns the club, and how are dancers hired? 28 Is the prostitute a streetwalker or a call girl? Teenager or adult? Beaten or befriended? Part-time or full-time? Man or woman?29 Is the prostitute's work in a private home, motel room, massage parlor, car? Does the work include bondage or discipline? Does the work involve intercourse, fellatio, or only masturbation, the "hand finish" of some massage parlors?30 Does the work require genital contact with a sex partner, some contact, or none? Is the pornographic work for film, video, magazine layout, computer digitalization? Is the actress also a writer or director? Is the film sex simulated or real? Do we see her bound? Do we see her face? Do we see her unclothed? Is she Anglo or a woman of color? Young or old? There is also a debatable class hierarchy within the industry, in which porn modeling or private club dancing is at the top and prostitution is at the bottom. Within prostitution itself, expensive diplomatic escorts rank high and streetwalkers rank low. In Western industrialized nations, women of color tend to be concentrated at the lower end of the hierarchy, often comprising the majority of streetwalkers in any given city but the minority of prostitutes over all. Streetwalkers in less industrialized nations will rank lower than women of color in countries with greater capital incomes.31

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My point is that even when we limit a moral analysis of sex work to just one profession within the industry, this limitation does not guarantee that we will capture all of the variety within that profession. The social location of any one sex worker will affect how she sees herself; how club managers, customers, or porn producers treat her; how feminists understand her circumstances; and how society stigmatizes her, and all of these factors will affect any assessment of the "degradation" of her work. One of my aims in this chapter is to fill out the general charge that sex work is degrading to women, by supplying a variety of examples from the sex industry to illustrate both the charge and any responses to it.32

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This is not to suggest that there is no overlap across genres. Strippers service private customers in hotel rooms after club performances, porn models do table dancing, call girls get hired for magazine layouts. On the other hand, the hierarchy in the sex industry that I mentioned earlier can make it an insult to call a stripper a whore, whereas prostitutes often refer to themselves and each other as whores as a positive declaration of their work.33 Indeed, some erotic dancers who refuse to dance "totally nude" regard their dancing as much in aesthetic terms as sexual ones.34 Some sex workers regard pornographic work as safer and more familiar than the street, while
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            	others report abuses by photographers and producers that rival the exploitation and coercion of pimps, customers, and cops. Some feminists condemn pornography as more oppressive to women than prostitution, since porn models and actresses typically have no control over the distribution of their work. 35

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The term "pornography" comes from the Greek pornographos, meaning the writing or depiction (graphos) of the life and manner of prostitutes (porneia) and their patrons.36 Andrea Dworkin has contended that these sexually explicit depictions were part of an entrenched institution of female sexual slavery in ancient Greece. Gayle Rubin, on the other hand, finds no evidence for the claim that such depictions are in any way historically or teleologically linked to modern pornography.37 The sexually explicit depictions likely served as aphrodisiacs for patrons in the houses of prostitution of ancient times and could be used by prostitutes to advertise their particular services. This sales technique is given an ironic twist when contemporary pornography, often depicting violence or abuse, is used to show prostitutes what customers want. Evelina Giobbe argues that since much of the contemporary pornography shown to prostitutes by customers is of various sexual perversions, many of them dangerous or painful when attempted, prostitutes who may be averse to such sex are simply raped.38 Rubin would argue nevertheless that this is a far cry from suggesting that pornography is part of the history of ancient Greek sexual experience designed to exploit, debase, and violate women in forced sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Despite oppositional hierarchies within the sex industry, when California defines prostitution as "a lewd act in exchange for money or other consideration" and strippers who perform live sex shows are the equivalent of live pornography, the lines between pornography, prostitution, and stripping become extremely thin. Sarah Wynter flatly rejects all conceptual and moral distinctions between prostitution, pornography, and stripping, since she believes that all sex work reduces women to commodities for the pleasure and profit of men. The only descriptive difference she does acknowledge is that "in pornography there is a permanent record of the woman's abuse."39 Diana Russell rejects the expressions "porn actress" or ''porn model" because in her opinion, pornography is just prostitution in front of a camera.40 On the other hand, Robert Stoller reports that most performers he has interviewed disagree with Russell's assessment. They point out that their sex is with other performers, not customers, so that their partners are not hiring them to do their performing. All performers are hired by some third party, and all parties know that the performers are acting, especially when the sex is not simulated. They also appreciate the circumstances and special skills involved, such as men ejaculating in artificial settings, long hours of frontal or anal penetration, and complex dramas of bondage and discipline and/or oral sex under hot lights and in uncomfortable positions.41

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While there is considerable conceptual disagreement over the various categories of sex work, there are a number of striking similarities between sexual relations outside the industry and commercial sex work. As Alan Soble has pointed out, sex in exchange for money (or some other consideration) could describe dates, marriage, even sex therapy.42 Indeed, radical feminists have regarded prostitution as the paradigm of the sexual subordination of women to men in any context: women "sell" their sexuality daily, in exchange for dinner and a movie, for a promotion, for financial se-
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            	curity and social status. From this perspective, if prostitutes accept paintings, flashy cars, and apartments for sex, how different are they from man-hunting social climbers? At least, so sex workers say, prostitutes are honest about the exchange and can say no or send men away in the absence of coercive pimps, who eerily imitate the role of demanding husbands. Thus, it is claimed that what makes prostitution especially threatening to "respectable" women is that it reveals the fundamentally commercial nature of sex. 43

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For example, Frederich Engels was convinced that a bourgeois wife differs from a prostitute only "in that she does not let out her body on piecework as a wageworker, but sells it once and for all into slavery."44 Sex workers, like wives or girlfriends, can be exploited, abused, and threatened by men, especially if women want to end their relationships with them. A sex worker, like a wife or a girlfriend, can appear to "choose" her life yet still be coerced into sex because she has no other alternative for men's acceptance or support. A prostitute may not be dependent on a single man for making a living, but she is dependent on men, whose fortunes turn with the vagaries of the economy. As one prostitute reports, "If the stock market falls, it's just like any other business."45 Some prostitutes' rights organizations contend that sex workers are stigmatized, even criminalized, because their efforts at true financial independence from men, unlike the social climber's financial parasitism, are a threat to men's oppression of women.46 Therefore, if feminists wish to condemn sex work as degrading to women, we must also look critically at our more traditional economic and social institutions whose sexual exchange for goods and services may be degrading to women as well.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Without a raised consciousness regarding the oppressive nature of heterosexuality under patriarchy, prostitutes remain the "bad girls" who perform the dirty, indecent, promiscuous sex that "good" girlfriends/wives cannot or will not do in order to retain their "good girl" status in the eyes of men. As Gail Pheterson points out, the "bad girl'' stigma is a stigma of blame for her abuse, shame for her sexuality, and punishment for her independence.47 Thus, the good girl/bad girl standard for women's sexuality only exacerbates the alienation of prostitutes from wives or girlfriends by teaching good girls what will happen to them if they do not toe the line. Yet some prostitutes contend that what men really want is for their wives to be whores, the virgin nymphomaniacs of some pornography, who represent the impossibly simultaneous good girl/bad girl discussed in chapter 2. According to one sex worker, if a prostitute could perform the sex her male clients asked for, while successfully pretending to be in love with them, she would be rich.48 Prostitutes often see themselves as therapists for their customers' problems with their wives, while wives condemn prostitutes for pursuing a line of work that they believe encourages errant husbands and panders to, even promotes, men's worst sexual fantasies. Such condemnation is only reinforced by men who bring their wives with them when they visit prostitutes, to coerce their wives into doing what they must pay prostitutes to do.49

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Given the diversity and overlap within the sex industry and the complex relationship between the sex industry and other social relations, I propose using the expression "sex worker" to refer to those persons whose sexuality is a commodity for the commercial exchange often referred to by workers themselves as the sex trade.50 The
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            	extent to which women (and men) make a business out of trading sex for personal gain is the extent to which we can call their sexual relations "sex work." Sex workers are conceptually distinguishable from others who work in the sex industry, such as accountants, lawyers, producers, directors, writers, managers, or pimps, whose sexuality is not for sale but who engage in the production and distribution of sex. Sex workers can also be producers or pimps, but they are not to be conceptually confused with them. Thus, "sex work" can be understood as the commercial exchange within the sex trade of the sexuality of the worker for some other commodity of value. This expression alone does not decide whether the work is that of entrepreneur, employee, or unwilling victim nor whether the work is done for $100 an hour or simply to stave off starvation. Nor does the expression "sex work" presume the gender, race, sexual preference, or other social location of the sex worker. In other words, sex work does not presume freedom or force, pleasure or pain, respect or humiliation. Work, as Karl Marx has reminded us, can be impoverishing, alienating, or exploitative for some, humanizing or liberating for others.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Politicized sex workers have often advocated using the expression "sex work" to advance the view that prostitution, stripping, and pornographic posing are simply occupations deserving of employment protection under the law, equal to that of other occupations. Many sex workers report that while making an independent living as a woman is difficult enough, taking money for sex stigmatizes sex workers most. Emphasizing the work in sex work is thought to reduce this stigma, by eliminating the negative connotations many people associate with words like "whore" or "stripper." From this perspective, if sex workers have more trouble than other working women in determining the terms and conditions of their work, it is the sex in sex work that is the reason.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Yet sex work is attractive to many women who are sex workers precisely because sex is a powerful tool for women's economic independence. As one prostitute has said, "The erotic image is our bread and butter." 51 Some politicized sex workers refer to themselves proudly as "bad girls" and "whores" as a way of subverting the negative connotations typically attached to them and announcing their pride in exchanging sex for money. Indeed, as I mentioned earlier, the fact that a woman's sexuality can be a source of freedom from dependence on any one man may be one reason for the stigma of sex work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Consequently, feminists who want to convince sex workers that feminists are not sexual puritans must convince sex workers that we are worried about women's potential subordination through sex, not the (purported) indecency of tainting sex with anonymity and money. Feminists who are skeptical of sex work fear that it makes the degradation of women sexy and hence natural, desirable, pleasurable, and defensible. Yet in claiming this, even feminists who presume that only some kinds of sex work are degrading appear to complain about sex and so alienate many sex workers from the start. Because I wish to explore the tensions between sex worker and feminist concerns, my conceptual emphasis will remain balanced between the two terms "work" and "sex." This approach is in keeping with my thesis that the work itself comprises a dialectic between sexual subject and object that both affords and explains the variety of interpretations of it.
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            	Normative Criticisms

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The feminist complaint that sex work is degrading to women is typically both a complaint about work that degrades women who participate in the industry and a complaint about the degradation of all women. The degradation is typically described in terms of the commerce in sex in which the sex worker engages: sex work is degrading because the sex worker treats herself, and allows others to treat her, as a commodity to be bought and sold on the open market. Evelina Giobbe characterizes the sex industry as one in which "women's or children's bodies are bought, sold, or traded for sexual use and abuse." Diana Russell and Laura Lederer remark that "even the most banal pornography objectifies women's bodies." 52 According to this view, the sex worker does not treat herself, nor is she treated by others, as a person whose feelings, interests, and needs are worthy of respect, equal to that of any other person. She is treated as a mere body, toy, tool, prop, or pet to be used and abused by the men who purchase her. Not only does her work define her as the proper sexual subordinate of men, but her work, insofar as she appears to choose it, encourages and reinforces the view that her only pleasure is to service men and that what she wants and needs from men is their use and abuse. From this perspective, because sex work is situated within a patriarchal milieu whose sexual ideology is already one that defines women in terms of our sexual availability to men, sex work only reinforces the view that all women, even those who would not choose it, wish to devote our lives to the sexual service of men. Feminists argue that such false beliefs about women not only are degrading in themselves but also inevitably result in the sexual exploitation and violation of women, regarded as the unconditional sexual objects of men. Thus, the complaint that sex work degrades women is both a deontological and a teleological complaint: sex work is wrong per se, because it is degrading to (all) women; and sex work is wrong because it has harmful consequences that are the result of degradation, in that sex work encourages the exploitation of women and promotes the tolerance and exercise of violence against women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, one of the ways that feminists may forestall open debate on the morality of sex work is by requiring that sex work be degrading to women. Helen Longino defines pornography as "the degrading and demeaning portrayal of the role and status of the human female." According to this view, by portraying herself in demeaning ways, a pornographic model or actress performs work that is degrading to all women. Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon define pornography in their Minneapolis ordinance as "the graphic, sexually explicit subordination of women in pictures and/or words." Sarah Wynter defines prostitution as "a type of commercial sexual exploitation and abuse which reduces women to commodities for the pleasure and profit of men."53

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The negative normative content of sex work need not be a function of defining sex work as degrading; some feminists argue that the degradation is implicit in the patriarchal context in which the sex work is practiced. For example, Laurie Shrage posits that cultural settings specify the meaning and value of our activities. Thus, depending on the culture in which commercial sex work is practiced, such work may or may not be degrading to women. However, according to Shrage, in contemporary Western industrialized nations like the United States, prostitution is necessarily de-
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            	grading to women in virtue of the patriarchal culture in which it is practiced. She states that "if [contemporary Western] prostitution were sufficiently transformed to make it completely nonoppressive to women, though commercial transactions involving sex might still exist, prostitution as we now know it would not." 54 Thus, Shrage notes that in a contemporary Western society imbued with patriarchal values, prostitution differs from marriage in that marriage does not necessarily involve relations of dominance and subordination.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One difficulty with these approaches is that they invest prostitution and pornography with negative normative content that closes the question as to whether sex work under current patriarchal constraints is degrading to women. Sex workers whose lived experience is that of freedom, mobility, and pride in their work are denied any philosophical foundation from which to contest such a view. While Shrage admits to an important cultural and historical incommensurability when it comes to sex work across cultures, she does not apply a similar incommensurability to the multicultural, diversely experienced community of women living in the United States. Indeed, she states that "the meaning of sex work in American society is determined by sexist, classist, and racist ideologies" (my italics) in a way that the meaning of sex work in social contexts absent those ideologies may not be. Shrage is certainly correct about much of contemporary American sex work; but to claim that sex work is necessarily oppressive to the women who practice it not only assumes that her interpretive categories for analyzing American prostitution cover every possible case but also denies prostitutes the ability to conceive of their sex work as in any way liberating to them.55

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, when sex work is defined as degrading to women, feminists cannot ask the questions "Is there anything wrong with prostitution?" or "Is pornography degrading?" without being redundant. Such definitions also preclude discussions of gay male pornography and are "conveniently expendable," to use Gayle Rubin's phrase, to fit the most violent or the least sexually suggestive material, making "pornography'' a buzz-word for any sexual depictions that feminists find objectionable.56

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many feminists have defended their definitions of sex work on the grounds that they are only referring to one type of sex work. The sex work performed to produce "erotica," for example, would not be degrading to women because, in Gloria Steinem's words, such work is produced to depict "a mutually pleasurable, sexual expression between people who have enough power to be there by positive choice."57 Individual models and actresses can be degraded in their sex work by producers heaping abuse on actresses' performances of "erotica" as well as "pornography," so Steinem is referring here to the degradation of women as a class through degrading depictions of sex. However, much of the sexually explicit material to which many feminists object simply depicts women happily serving men's sexual needs, most of which appear totally self-serving but none of which are expressly coercive, violent, or abusive. Such scenes are thought to be objectionable in that they depict women as mere sex objects of male lust, not as the sexual subjects of a self-determined life. For example, Diana Russell and Laura Lederer contend that even nonviolent pornography can encourage rape by depicting women "not . . . as human beings but as things."58 Nevertheless, such pornography can just as readily evoke the "sensuous and voluptuous" sexual interest that would satisfy Eva Kittay's condition on erotica
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            	as the "lewd or prurient" interests she identifies with porn. Moreover, this latter description of pornography does not meet Steinem's condition that pornography be material whose message is "violence, dominance, and conquest." 59 Indeed, if sexual subservience is part of a woman's self-determined plan of seduction, she might wonder where to locate the objection of degradation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Suppose, as some philosophers have suggested, that we add to mutual consent and mutual pleasure an equality of partnership that requires that the materials depict people satisfying each other.60 Then, however, the requirement is too strong for still photographs, which necessarily describe only one instant or aspect in the life of their subjects (Do respectful lovers always and simultaneously respond to the needs of each other? How would a still photograph show this?); and the requirement is too weak to preclude s/m porn, which antiporn feminists reject but which, according to sex radical feminists, can depict consent, mutuality, and moral equality, just not equality of sexual roles. Kittay argues that since many viewers of s/m porn cannot see the moral equality that the practitioners promise, the sex depicted is illegitimate.61 However, as I suggested earlier, moral equality is difficult to show even in more vanilla contexts; and Kittay's view confines s/m sex work to an interpretation solely in terms of a patriarchal ideology that eroticizes power in oppressive, not parodying or liberating, terms. Dominatrixes who do s/m work primarily because it pays well report that they are not aroused by it, much less oppressed by it, while others say that they can happily combine business with pleasure.62 Alan Soble suggests that a speciflable set of internal and external cues can help us distinguish depictions of lovemaking from those of pure sex, or consensual from coercive s/m sex. However, one difficulty with Soble's suggestion is that if the same cues are not shared by all viewers, or if we cannot be sure that the intended cues are received, then we are as much at a loss for one single, appropriate interpretation as before. I agree that if feminists do not want to condemn all sex work, we need ways to distinguish the degrading from the nondegrading sort; but sexual and social bias, institutional setting, and personal taste and moral judgment will all have an effect on what is to count, for individual men and women, as legitimate sex and legitimate sex work. In short, the context in which the sex work occurs is just as important as, if not more important than, the content of the work itself.63

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Helen Longino recognizes the importance of context when she points out that sexually explicit depictions of women being degraded can be used as educational tools to help us understand the harm that pornography does (Longino's "moral realism"). Therefore, Longino adds, for sexually explicit material to degrade women, there must be "no suggestion that this sort of [degrading] treatment of others is inappropriate." Longino proposes that women are degraded in pornography when they are depicted as women whose sole purpose ought to be their sexual subordination to men, and women whose sole pleasure ought to consist in serving men's every sexual whim no matter how destructive or abusive. That is, the degradation must not just be depicted in pornography for it to be objectionable; it must also be endorsed.64

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The strength of Longino's argument rests on pornography's ability to both depict and endorse degradation. Exactly what does it mean to depict degradation and endorse it? Judith M. Hill makes the important point that being degraded requires more than being subordinated, exploited, or abused: degradation implies that the victim
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            	deserves the treatment receivedthat she is perceived, by either her tormentors, herself, or the public at large, as unworthy of anything better. 65 This analysis is consistent with Longino's claim that the subordination of women in pornography is degrading, because it is endorsed as well as depicted. Given this analysis of degradation, however, it is unclear how a photographer might unambiguously depict such an endorsement on the part of either the subordinators or the subordinated, or instill such a perception in the viewer. A woman photographed as appearing pleased to be sexually accessible to any man who wants her does not alone constitute her own or anyone else's perception that she is subordinating her sexuality to dominating men or that she is worthy only of degradation. Indeed, such a photograph is consistent with a woman's initiating such encounters after an honest and self-reflective assessment of what sexually excites her most. Moreover, this image is also consistent with the subject's belief that if she does not appear to enjoy herself and mollify those who would gratify themselves at her expense, only worse (and equally undeserved) treatment will follow. Those whom she services may simply have targeted her as an easy mark, to vent their frustration at work or to fulfill a gang initiation requirement; but this is not equivalent to their contemptuous abuse of her because she (or any woman) deserves it. Thus, the degradation must be inferred by the viewer, not from any pleasure taken in her accessibility, subordination, or abuse but from the depiction of a woman whose sole purpose is to serve men sexually. Since it is not inherently degrading to depict a woman acting with a single purpose (imagine Mother Teresa serving the poor), the degradation must be inferred from the depiction of a woman whose sole purpose is (heterosexual service. Consequently, some feminists have argued that depicting unconditional female sexual service is degrading to women, even if depicted as initiated by women, because such depictions are situated in a patriarchal culture that endorses the sexual subordination of women, reinforcing the sexual abuse and exploitation of, and violence against, women in that culture.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, such arguments must be advanced without assuming that sex work subordinates women and without requiring that all women who work in the porn industry contribute to the degradation of women; otherwise, we beg the question of the moral status of sex work in any context. Moreover, such arguments need not claim that all heterosexual sex is degrading to women, since feminists can specify more liberating contexts within patriarchy in which nondegrading sex occurs. While some antiporn feminists appear to adopt the view that heterosexual sex and violence are synonyms in a misogynist society, not all feminists critical of the sex industry agree. One result of such a condemnation of heterosexual sex has been the alienation from feminism of sex workers and of women outside the industry who regard such an attitude as repressively antimale and antipleasure.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Nevertheless, even if the sexual subordination of women is depicted in a patriarchal society that endorses it, it is still unclear whether or how pornography and, by implication, pornographic modeling or acting recommends or endorses women's degradation. In the same theater in a single cultural setting, some people may see a recommendation of women's subordination and a "come hither" look in a pornography model's smile, especially if she is only doing what a viewer expects; others may see only sex that outrages, disgusts, or disturbs them. Still others may simply enjoy an unanticipated arousal, oblivious to any social messages about women that the de-
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            	pictions might send. Depicting me happily indulging in large quantities of raw liver without any suggestion that this is inappropriate does not itself count as an endorsement of the indulgence. The saturating repetition of this message in a culture already predisposed to encourage the eating of raw meat probably would count as an endorsement, even propaganda, but then any objection to the depiction would be an objection to the cultural ideology and its gastronomic attitudes, not the depiction itself. Using this analogy, attacking pornography is only attacking the symptomin fact, one among many symptoms that include romance novels, soap operas, fashion advertising, and music videosand not the disease. 66 One reason that some feminists have made efforts to show a causal connection between pornography and violence against women is to argue that eliminating pornography is itself an attack on the "disease" of a misogynistic and androcentric culture.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What this discussion suggests is that even if we were to argue that pornography were successful at being an endorsement of degradation, the further question remains as to whether the endorsement is successful at persuading its audience to act on its endorsement. As Alan Soble has pointed out, celebrities endorse all sorts of products that we are not automatically persuaded to buy. Not all men (or women) react and feel the same way about pornography or about sex work generally, nor will such reactions necessarily remain consistent over time. In the same society, some men enjoy pornography and strip bars but eschew prostitutes; others never pay for commercial sexual excitement.67 F. M. Christensen has argued that women exert enough power in sex by their approval and disapproval of men that pornography simply does not maintain the unilateral control over women that feminists think. He contends that sex is so shame-laden in Western culture that feminists find humiliation and degradation in porn where there is only sex. What is degrading to Christensen is telling men that their sexual desires are always exploitative and degrading, or that men are so depraved as to be driven to violence by pornography.68 Alan Soble suggests that it is men's powerlessness in the wake of feminist advances at home and at work that is expressed in pornography, not men's power. Laura Kipnis echoes this view when she calls pornography a failed attempt at power over women, expressive of "compensatory mechanisms and empty signifiers" that reveal the impotence of men's sexual fantasies.69

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My sense is that such claims tend to underestimate the extent to which a patriarchal culture reinforces the sexual subordination of women by using many sources, of which pornography is one. The fact that not all readers of violent porn are motivated to rape does not mean that hard-core pornography has no effect on a male readership bombarded with images of the sexual accessibility of women, nor does it mean that pornography cannot encourage many men to express dominance and control through sex. Companies pay celebrities enormous amounts of money for their endorsements, so at least some people think endorsements do make a difference. Indeed, without my acting on an endorsement of a product, I may still persuade others to buy it. Similarly, the simple fact that many men are not made violent by pornography is no reason to think that pornography does not succeed in endorsing violence against women in people's minds. This endorsement can then be communicated to others in ways that are successful at persuading them to act on the endorsement or to adopt attitudes degrading to women.
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            	Moreover, sadomasochistic pornography featuring dominatrixes and their whips might express men's sexual submission or symbolize their fear at the power of women, but some pornographic movies and videos also depict women submitting to all manner of sexual abuse in a culture whose sexual ideology characterizes women as men's sexual objects who want and deserve to be sexually dominated by men. Until relatively recently, wives and girlfriends could not expect to press successful charges of rape against their partners, in part because of such ideological beliefs. It would be more than a little ironic to find that men feel so threatened by, much less powerless in the face of, women's sexual rejection of them that their only recourse is to murder, rape, batter, harass, and humiliate women worldwide. 70 Furthermore, it is clear from sex workers' personal descriptions that not all pornography depicts only simulated rape and abuse; among other things, some viewers' arousal (and pornographer's profits) will be a function of whether viewers can be convinced that what they see depicts an actual event. Harry Brod believes that pornography is both an expression of men's public power as members of the institutionally dominant gendered class and an expression of their lack of personal power; however, radical feminists have contended that such distinctions between public and private politics only serve the interests of men by characterizing women as capable of greater freedom of choice in the domestic privacy of their "personal" lives than institutionalized discrimination, patriarchal family values, and husbands' sexual intimidation actually allow.71 I believe that feminists can effectively argue that at least some products and practices of the sex industry are degrading to women; but we must be prepared to show, without begging any normative questions, that such practices somehow fall to treat women living under patriarchal constraints as moral equals who deserve what I have called care respect. Engaging in sex work in which the primary purpose is to satisfy men's sexual desires, to be depicted as doing so, or to endorse doing so will not be considered degrading unless we can show that the social location of either the sex work or the sex work's depictions endorses the degradation of women. Because many feminists believe that patriarchy defines just such a location for modern prostitution and pornography, sex work in these industries is thought to be degrading as it is currently practiced.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, I have suggested that considerations of individual social location within patriarchy are vital to determining the nature and scope of the sexual degradation of sex work. Such contextual considerations appear to be absent in the description of depictions of sexual subordination in the Minneapolis ordinance written by Andrea Dworkin and Catharine MacKinnon. These include: "women presented dehumanized as sexual objects, things, or commodities; or women presented as sexual objects who enjoy pain or humiliation; . . . or women presented in scenarios of degradation, injury, torture, shown as filthy or inferior, bleeding, bruised, or hurt in a context that makes these conditions sexual."72 Dworkin's and MacKinnon's ordinance would thereby appear to condemn objectifying or violent sexually explicit material that might be used in aversive sex therapy as well as material that simply happened to be sexually stimulating to its audience, even in educative or explanatory contexts. This is particularly odd, given Dworkin's publication of her own novel Mercy, which depicts considerable acts of violence against womenostensibly as a contribution to the feminist debate over pornographybut which could easily be read for the ex-
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            	press purpose of sexual arousal. 73 Sarah Wynter's definition of prostitution, alluded to earlier, equally condemns the sexual commodification of women, who are degraded from their status as persons by "exploitation and abuse." However, given the positive testimonials of prostitutes described in this chapter's overview as well as Judith Hill's previously cited claims about the nature of degradation, Wynter cannot assume that all prostitution, much less all sex work, is necessarily exploitative and abusive of its workers or that such exploitation constitutes their degradation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, neither Wynter's definition nor the Dworkin/MacKinnon ordinance answers the question of why treating a woman as a sexual object, thing, or commodity is degrading. While many feminists often equate a woman's objectification with her degradation, treating a person as an object is not in and of itself objectionable; people who own treasured mementos and prized pets sometimes treat them better than they treat other people. Paula Webster suggests, in a positive vein, that all porn actors are objectified by being represented as paradigms, fantasies, or cultural icons of a sexuality challenging traditional notions of sexual conservatism. Many sex workers describe their work and themselves in terms of bodily barter without any sense that they are being treated, or are treating themselves, inappropriately. As one prostitute puts it, "I think women and men and feminists have to realize that all work involves selling some part of your body. You might sell your brain, your might sell your back, you might sell your fingers for typewriting. Whatever it is that you do you are selling one part of your body. I choose to sell my body the way I want to and I choose to sell my vagina."74 Feminist film critics have viewed pornography as the extreme instance of the voyeuristic, fetishizing male gaze that dominates film direction, production, and viewing. Yet this criticism implies that all film actresses are collaborators in men's sexual perversions; and such complaints interpret men's viewing of film, especially pornographic film, as perverse, reinforcing the moral conservative's attacks on sexual deviance.75 Diana Russell locates the objection to pornography in the fact that women are not portrayed as "multi-faceted human beings deserving equal rights with men." A similar line is taken by John Stoltenberg whose sexual ideal is "when the integrity within everyone's body and the whole personhood of each person is celebrated whenever two people touch."76 But how would even the most tame of erotic photographs portray me as a lover as well as a committed vegetarian and a philosophy professor? Do I fail to treat the cashier at the supermarket as a person when I simply treat her as a cashier? Philosophy may be a deep part of my personhood, but I may not want to discuss Cartesian dualism in bed; I may simply want to have sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Locating the degradation in the "sexual" of the expression "sexual object" is also problematic. Defining the sexual as degrading defeats any feminist attempts to promote the erotic, instead of the pornographic, in heterosexual sex. Furthermore, it invites the sexual puritan charge that obscenity, not subordination, is the issue. Merely describing some sex acts as degrading invites the contextual criticisms noted earlier: how and for whom is which sex degrading? Ann Garry and Robert Baker suggest that being a harmed object is what is degrading about being a sex object. Their point is that there is a conceptual connection in the way we think about sex, between being a (female) sex partner and being harmed. According to Garry and Baker, this conceptual connection is reflected in such language as "Screw you!" and "Up yours!"
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            	and captures the complaints women make when they are treated as sex objects. However, conceptually connecting sex with harm that men do to women appears to condemn all heterosexual sex, not just the degrading sort, reinforcing the view of sex workers that antipornography feminists are anti-heterosexual sex. 77 Moreover, as I noted earlier, a woman can be harmed without being regarded as an inferior or subordinate and without being regarded as a commodity and not a person. Therefore, if we address only the "sex" in "sex object," without addressing her complex "object" status, those contexts that turn a woman's objectification into her degradation remain indeterminate.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Along similar lines, in their Minneapolis pornography ordinance Dworkin and MacKinnon describe sexual objects as "women presented in scenarios of degradation," indicating subordination of some type. However, this begs the question as to what makes being an object degrading. Being depicted as filthy, bleeding, bruised, or hurt may be disgusting to view but may not show that the person being hurt is being degraded. Many feminists do not see that expressions like "I choose to sell my body" indicate precisely the dialectical subjectivity in the commodification of women's bodies under conditions of male supremacy which prompts pro-industry sex workers to assume that the charge of degradation must be a charge of sexual conservatism.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have suggested that if feminists wish to argue that at least certain forms of sex work constitute degradation or the endorsement of degradation, then we must locate sex work within an institutionalized ideology of men's sex objectification of women without begging the question of whether sex work endorses women's subordination or abuse within such constraints. Prostitution, pornography, and stripping will reinforce the erroneous message that women are the natural, proper, and willing sexual subordinates of men only when that message is already an integral part of the gender stereotypes and social role expectations of the culture in which the sex work exists. Furthermore, such expectations combine with economic discrimination against women to narrow many women's choice of work to sex work. This is precisely the criticism that Carole Pateman lodges against Lars Ericsson's claim that prostitution is the free and informed contractual selling of a service, not an instance of sex inequality.78 Saturation of explicit sexuality in a culture whose sexual ideology is oppressive to women has the effect of desensitizing the consumer: women and men become more accepting and imitative of what Naomi Wolf refers to as "beauty pornography" in fashion magazines and advertising, which increases our tolerance of hard-core pornography, thus our tolerance of real violence against women.79 Nevertheless, to say that sex work is degrading to women is misleading, since this implies that the degradation somehow originates from the work itself and not from within the social milieu in which sex work is practiced. By recognizing that the endorsement of women's degradation is a function of our society's social construction of sexuality and not a function of commercial sex work, women can legitimately use sex work to subvert and transform the construction of sexuality that is oppressive to them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The adoption of the "view from somewhere different" that I have described in the preceding chapters recommends that a feminist philosophy of sex locate women's sexuality, among other things, within a male-identified social framework whose sex-
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            	ual double standard circumscribes women's sexuality in terms of the subordination of women. But when feminists require sex work to be degrading under such constraints, feminists may be guilty of reinforcing a view of sex work that oversimplifies and overdetermines particular cases. Laurie Shrage makes the important point that in a society whose role expectations for women are that they deserve no more than sexual subordination by men, commercial sex will ring a false note. However, while not condemning all commercial sex work in all cultural settings, Shrage then concludes that prostitution will be oppressive for all women living under the patriarchal constructs that support the subordination of women. My quarrel with this line of argument is that if prostitution is oppressive under patriarchy, such that without being oppressive it would not be prostitution, prostitutes' arguments that their work is sexually or economically liberating under patriarchy must be dismissed out of hand. Feminists like Longino, Dworkin, and MacKinnon who condemn pornography appear to make the case that pornography is degrading to women only after they have assumed that pornography unequivocally depicts and endorses degradation. Feminists will reinforce the very victimization we wish to transcend if we describe sex work solely in terms of those role expectations that are oppressive to women. What I will argue in the next section is that sex work admits of a general characterization in both subject and object terms that can accommodate the variety of interpretations of it from women both within and outside the sex industry.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The Subject/Object Dialectic of Sex Work

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As much as feminists have described sex workers as commodities and not persons, there is much about sex work that suggests an agency, personhood, or subjectivity that is in dialectical opposition to sex workers' treatment as sex objects. This is especially clear under conditions that are not outrightly coercive or abusive; but even when conditions are less than ideal, a dialectic between a sex worker's subjectivity and her objectification remains. Sex workers sign contracts, accept payment for services rendered, and act out scenes, not always or even often, of necrophilia or fetishism, but of people having sex. Customers who visit prostitutes and not boutiques specializing in sexual paraphernalia do so because they want sex with a woman, not an anatomically correct rubber doll. Strippers are enticing precisely because they are scantily clad, seductive women, not windup toys or automatons. Alan Soble points out, "To be aware of the woman [depicted in pornography] as one who is licking her lips in anticipation of sex or as an invitation to engage in sex, is to affirm rather than deny her humanity. . . . [T]he ordinary viewer of pornography responds somewhat to the woman's showing him her body or its parts; he responds to an action performed by a person expressing intentions." 80

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Particularly in prostitution, part of the arousal can come from feeling power over a woman who willingly accepts payment to be objectified. Agency "cattle calls" in which photographers choose women for their bodies, breasts, or buttocks reduce such women to their body parts in the way portrait artists reduce women to their faces: it is this woman with this body that is required. Sexualizing her body parts or politicizing her objectification to further distinguish the two cases is crucial. Nevertheless, such distinctions do not obliterate the fact that stripping, pornography, and prostitu-
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            	tion are successful because they proffer real women for sale. Andrea Dworkin notes with some irony that sexual arousal by a fetishized object is usually considered abnormal, but arousal from the objectification of a woman is not. 81 There is no irony here, however, if we locate the source of the arousal in the fact that this is a woman being reduced to the status of object, a woman in dialectical relation to her objectification. Dworkin says as much when she states that "[t]he object is allowed to desire if she desires to be an object; to be formed; especially to be used." Dworkin also tells the story of game hunters who rape and abuse a Girl Scout resembling the women depicted in their pornography. On seeing her, they shout, "There's a live one!"82 Men who become aroused by having sex with especially sick or filthy prostitutes may become excited, at least in part, because they are associating themselves with a person whom they regard as defiled, abject, degenerate, someone who has fallen from grace and who can thus represent the ultimate corruption of the subject. For this reason I disagree with those who would describe sex objectification in terms of "regarding women's bodies, functions or sexual parts as sexual stimuli independently of their connection to a human person."83 Indeed, if the objectification of a woman is erotic, it is because she is reducible from the status of woman to that of object.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Part of a standard pornographic fantasy is the overcoming of a woman's will to resist. She is ultimately subdued, but only after we see her as someone who has a will to be overcome. As Nancy Hartsock points out, "Without the boundary to violate, the thrill of transgression would disappear." She argues that by distancing themselves from an embodiedness of sensuality and feeling that can only remind them of their own mortality, men distance themselves from the embodiedness of woman by attempting to control her will. Robert Stoller has suggested that men need aggression for their sexual excitement, which expresses revenge for an infantile powerlessness in the face of an all-powerful mother. She is recognized as a fearsome subject defining others in terms of her subjectivity. Lynne Segal sees porn as a means for men to revenge themselves on a castrating mother; yet since the revenge remains in the realm of fantasy, men succeed without fear of reprisal, disapproval, or humiliation from a "real" woman. Eva Kittay describes the dialectic between subject and object in pornography when she remarks that women are depicted simultaneously as menacing and inferior, needing to be conquered and having been conquered. Since woman is perceived as menacing, power must be exerted over her; since she is regarded as inferior, power can be exerted with impunity.84

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	An interesting irony of this type of objectification is that men who become dependent on pornography or the use of prostitutes/dominatrixes for their arousal have themselves become objects of a sort, controlled by the sex worker's subjective will to arouse. Anne McClintock describes dominatrixes who take out their aggressions on male clients, feel good about being in control, know just how far to push their "punishment," and keep male "slaves" as real domestics; yet by feeling indispensable to men whose special needs are both acknowledged and fulfilled, the dominatrix's subjectivity restrains and reconstitutes the objectification of her clients. At the same time, McClintock does not believe that a dominatrix's complex psychology of sexual power easily translates into women's political liberation or social power.85 Harry Brod contends that in depriving women of their sexual subjectivity, a dehumanizing heterosexual partner deprives himself of any meaningful human interaction, turning

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 132
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	himself into a performance-oriented, genitally fixated sexual object. "The necessary corollary to pornography's myth of female perpetual availability is its myth of male perpetual readiness." 86

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, such a dehumanizing partner may so consume his object that he annihilates her, thereby destroying the very object that defines him as subject. Thus, says Jessica Benjamin, the man who commodifies women "must be careful never to wholly consume her as will-less object, but rather to command and consume her will" (Benjamin's italics). This analysis suggests that pornographic "snuff" films, depicting the purportedly real torture and murder of women, are arousing precisely because of the slow and steady annihilation of a woman's will. When the woman is dead, she has become literally nothing more than body, and the film, necrophilia excluded, is over.87 Even drugged pornographer's models, raped and filmed while only semiconscious, are sex objects whose ability to arouse lies in a subjectivity that is being ravished or subdued. Since some of the most popular porn, unlike R-rated mainstream love scenes, enacts the sex that is depicted, Catharine MacKinnon has commented, "the speech of pornographers was once someone else's life."88

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The dialectic between subject and object characteristic of sex work is also recreated in the dialectic of reality and fantasy that is the sex worker's modus operandi. A stripper provides her customers with fantasies of real sex because she is a sexually enticing woman often no more than an arm's length away. Prostitutes are paid to give reality to their customer's sexual imaginings: one of the reported hazards of the job is the extent to which a customer will force his fantasies on a woman he has paid to service him. Live sex shows, purported "snuff" films, even ceiling mirrors in hotel rooms attest to the arousal of an audience by real subjects; yet much of pornography is arousing in part because of its fictional portrayal of a patriarchal "pornotopia" in which every social aspect is sexualized and in which women are depicted as unconditionally available to men.89 Diana Russell suggests that pornography is backlash, men's fantasy solution to the reality of "uppity females"; but she also wants to make the case that such fantasy solutions inspire nonfantasy acts of abuse, humiliation, and violence against women. Catharine MacKinnon makes an even stronger claim by stating that pornography constitutes violence against women, such that "[i]t is not that life and art imitate each other; in sexuality, they are each other."90 Few feminists take such an extreme view of the realism in pornography; indeed, Gayle Rubin challenges this claim by noting that (1) it conflates the image of violence with the institution of violence, and (2) 90 percent of pornographic images are not of violence but of frontal nudity, frontal or anal intercourse, or oral sex.91 However, in either case, a fascinating dialectic between reality and fantasy in sex work emerges: if the sex work includes too much fantasy, the sex object can become a distant, inaccessible, unreal thing; too real and she will become either too mundane (the accessible, accepting wife), too judgmental (the complaining girlfriend), or too much trouble (the promiscuous and oversexed "ball breaker''). Thus, the female stripper, prostitute, and porn actress symbolize the ambivalence of sexual desire in heterosexual men, reflected in the dialectic of reality/fantasy and subject/object at the heart of sex work. When pornography is claimed to be therapeutic or cathartic, it is because the fantasies depicted in porn are regarded as allowing the viewer to work through dangerous or repressed sexual feelings that the viewer does not wish to make real.92
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            	One of the strongest claims to a sex worker's subjectivity ironically comes from the very complaints of objectification that feminists often lodge against her: she is perceived as not only the proper sexual subordinate of men but also someone who wants, needs, even begs for whatever humiliation or abuse to which men are willing to submit her. Part of the arousal of pornography, stripping, and prostitution for many men consists in their belief that this is a woman who is enjoying herself, conveying the message (that feminists object to) that any sex goes. If women's perceived willingness and desire to be men's sexual subordinates is what legitimizes women's subordination in men's eyes, then the heterosexual male image of women as willing and desiring subjects endorses women's sex objectification. Thus, a dialectical relation between subject and object that recognizes the varied, complex, even contradictory range of interpretation of sexually explicit material and sex work may better represent women working in the sex industry than simply reducing sex work to the commodification and degradation of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Male sex workers who cater to a gay clientele can combine the dominating subjectivity of the male heterosexual stereotype and the objectification of playing a feminine sexual role that is also assumed by many gays. In gay pornographic depictions of men being sodomized, men who sodomize in return are depicted as objects of male supremacy without being its victims. However, some gay writers contend that gay porn does not always recreate the performance orientation and correlative sex objectification of heterosexual porn but is often more reciprocal, goal-less, and mutual. 93 Gay and heterosexual sex workers of color often complain that their white customers doubly dehumanize them as objects of racial and sexual subordination, especially when whites regard men of color as sexually threatening competitors. White, heterosexual, male sex workers would seem to benefit most from a culture that associates their sexual desirability with a superior masculine agency. Relatively few heterosexual men are professional "gigolos" compared to their gay or female counterparts in prostitution. The catcalls of women in clubs with male strip dancers and the voyeuristic gaze of the female viewer of pornography are no match for the objectifying gaze of a man, whose cultural ideology assumes that his sexuality, not hers, does the subordinating. Some feminists argue that it will not serve feminism to offer heterosexual women our own porn and prostitutes, since such de facto equality under current patriarchal constraints would simply legitimize men's continued subordination of women, encourage women to dehumanize men, and fool women into thinking we are successful.94 From this perspective, male sex work does not convey or reinforce the belief that men are deserving of humiliation or abuse. On the contrary, toleration of gratuitous violence as well as the infliction of violence are a large part of the cult of macho. When such violence is depicted in gay porn, it is designed, according to some, to assure gays that they are really men after all. John Stoltenberg believes that all gays should be antiporn, since heterosexual pornography is an instance of sex discrimination against women, and sex discrimination encourages homophobia: gay men are regarded as participating in the degraded status of the female. In 1972, the readers of a female-oriented soft porn magazine, Viva, reported to Bob Guccione, publisher of Viva and Penthouse, that all of the nude male models looked gay: does this observation reflect women's difficulty in objectifying heterosexual men? Are these women underscoring the ways that sexual objectification imposes a
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            	sexual submission associated with gay men but not heterosexual men? Are gay men simply more willing, or more qualified, to pose nude in front of a camera? Porn actors who want to go mainstream often cannot get nonpornographic work, because their value remains fixed on penile erection and ejaculation. (One male porn star has come to be known by porn producers as "The Hose.") This suggests that a restrictive commodification of sexuality in the sex industry is not an exclusively female domain. 95

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Social context, normative perspective, and the psychoanalytic dynamics of power and powerlessness all play key roles in the interpretation of sexually explicit material and sex work. Highly controversial Robert Mapplethorpe photographs of nude women and men have been denounced as reducing African American men to nothing more than penises and praised as explorations into the historical invisibility of the black male nude in European aesthetics.96 Is s/m sex work an objectifying endorsement of degradation or a self-defining parody of the battle between the sexes? Is a woman stripping a humiliation of the female body or a celebration of it? Is a depiction of a grimace from anal intercourse a depiction of pleasure or pain? Is a prostitute's posh apartment after years of poverty a symbol of the corruption of capitalism or a triumph over adversity? Instead of silencing alternative voices whose interpretations give meaning and value to the diversity of sex work, I have proposed that we regard sex work as a dialectic between subject and object, one that appreciates the sex industry's variety, complexity, contradiction, and ambiguity. In doing so we adopt the "view from somewhere different," which encourages the recognition and promotion of alternative points of view.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists' objections to the coerciveness and abuse that exist in much of the sex industry are well justified. Many prostitutes endure rapes and beatings from pimps and customers without legal or economic recourse. Margo St. James reports that at least 20 percent of the violence against prostitutes is inflicted by the police. Pornographer's models and actresses report being drugged and raped by photographers and coerced into sex on film that they do not wish to perform. Feminists point out that the business of pornography alone is a multi-billion-dollar industry that feeds into, as well as profits from, an institutionalized ideology that devalues women's sexual subjectivity and self-determination in deference to the sexual needs of men. Herein lies the dehumanization and the degradation in treating a woman as a sex object.97

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My point, however, is that sex work is not merely about treating a woman as an object nor merely about dehumanizing her. Sex work is a complex dialectic between subject and object in which a woman's dehumanization is successful precisely because she is perceived as a person whose will, seductiveness, and power is properly subordinate to men. From a feminist perspective that condemns sex work, since women are defined largely in sexual terms, a woman who sells her sexuality makes herself into a commodity; but from a sex radical feminist perspective, women provide a commercial service when they sell sex, thus opening the door for sex workers as sexual subjects to determine the terms and conditions of their work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	When a woman becomes a sex worker because her society affords her little in the way of alternatives for supporting herself, her sexuality becomes both the means to her survival and her power, often the only resource that gives her some sense of con-
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            	trol over her life, even though that very sexuality is a feminist symbol of her oppression. When feminists appear to take that power away from a sex worker by treating her as a victim, a sex worker's understandable response is to accuse feminists of self-righteous moralizing and middle-class interference. Many would argue that Catharine MacKinnon's sardonic comment quoted earlier about lawyers not choosing sex work betrays a social classism that blinds her to the struggle to make a living that sex work often mitigates. Yet when women already experienced in the job market or otherwise capable of other work choose stripping, pornography, or prostitution, they typically see themselves as taking advantage of the profits in a capitalist economy that otherwise discriminates against women. From such a perspective, if sexual self-determination and economic independence are feminist goals, sex workers are the quintessential feminists, taking advantage of the power of a woman-identified sexuality. In these women's eyes, they are combating the very dehumanization to which feminists seem determined to resign themfeminists who blame sex workers, not men, for promoting violence against women. 98 Combine this sense of her own personal agency with the subjectivity of the intentionally seductive stroke, glance, or gyration, and the self-appointed sex worker cannot comprehend where the submission is located about which feminists complain. For a sex worker, submission lies in giving anyone the power to keep her away from using recreational sex as a way to make money. Thus, the only sensible way such sex workers can translate accounts of their degradation is as complaints about the sexual indecency of their work, and this translation is reinforced by feminists' apparent confederacy with the political right.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Catharine MacKinnon's cynicism about the sexual agency in sex work is typical of feminists who see such unequivocal dehumanization in sex work that they cannot imagine or condone any woman's consent to it. By conceptualizing sex work solely in terms of women's object status, however, feminists forfeit the possibility for transcendence to greater subjectivity afforded women when sex work is regarded as work that contains the reality and possibility of both objectification and agency. My contention is that unless feminists are willing to acknowledge the dialectical subjectivity in sex work, we will continue to be regarded as sexual puritans and only contribute to the dehumanization of the sex worker. We can now turn to some of the more specific arguments offered in favor of sex work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex Workers and Sex Radical Feminists Join Ranks
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            	[F]or some women to get paid for what all women are expected to do for

            free is a source of power for all women to refuse any free sex.
Nina Lopez-Jones, "Workers: Introducing the English Collective of Prostitutes"
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            	I didn't join the feminist movement to live inside a Hallmark greeting

            card.
Pat Califia, "Feminism and Sadomasochism"
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            	Sex workers skeptical of feminists' anti-industry stance have found a more permissive approach in sex radical feminism. This approach eschews analyses of women's oppression solely or even primarily in terms of patriarchal victimization, in favor of analyses in terms of the repression of sexual deviance and the promotion of alternative sexualities for women. Both sex workers and sex radical feminists point out that sex workers struggle against stereotypes perpetuated by both feminists and the mediathat they are either greedy glamour girls who cannot get enough sex or sexually abused and exploited women who turn to drugs to assuage the disgust of work foisted on them by a discriminatory patriarchy. From this perspective, all sex workers are either physically coerced into their work, compelled by their circumstances to live a life otherwise abhorrent to them, or victims of an internalized patriarchy that has convinced them that theirs is a freely chosen life, not without risks, but with the promise of greater financial reward and independence than other jobs demanding the same hours, level of training, or education. What politicized sex workers demand is that feminists stop making such blanket assumptions about an industry as diverse as women are themselves and recognize that for at least some sex workers, their livelihood can be pleasurable, profitable, and liberating.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such sex workers desire to be recognized as plying a legitimate trade so that they can better determine for themselves the terms and conditions of their work. This means jettisoning the stigma attached to associating female sexuality with earning power. Many prostitutes argue for the abolition of laws against soliciting so that they can file legal grievances against abusive or exploitative conditions that cannot be addressed under current restrictions without landing them in jail. Politicized sex workers typically want to educate the public about the spread of AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases and to dispel the myth that just because someone works in the sex industry, she is incautious about infection. Heterosexual customers have been known to offer prostitutes as much as four times their going rate if they will dispense with using condoms. On the other hand, prostitutes would prefer that their customers use condoms, belying the claim that prostitutes' indiscriminate sex is largely responsible for the spread of AIDS in the heterosexual community. Sex workers complain that they are doubly stigmatized: as morally incorrect by conservatives for their sexual license and permissiveness, and as politically incorrect by feminists for making sexual transactions with sexists and for taking advantage of a capitalist enterprise that profits from exploiting women's sexuality. From a sex worker's point of view, her stigmatization gives feminists a way to remain good girls who join the moral and political right in righteously condemning sex workers for being bad. Moreover, while political liberals or civil libertarians may be more inclined than conservatives to accept the sex industry in the name of freedom of expression, according to some sex workers and sex radical feminists, liberals do not give the needs of women in the sex industry the priority that many feel they deserve. 99

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex radical feminists claim that the sex industry affirms sexual pleasure, promotes diverse sexual styles, and gives a voice to oppressed sexualities. They claim that prostitution affirms the validity of sex divorced from intimacy or romance. Lesbian and gay pornographic literature, s/m videos, and magazines featuring cross-generational sex are regarded as important erotic outlets for those interested in exploring sexual alternatives. Many sex radicals point out that the vast majority of pornography depicts
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            	women liking sex in all its variety and initiating sexual encounters, confirming, not denying, women's sexual agency and subjectivity in a world that benefits from women's sexual submissiveness. From this perspective, the very public depiction of women's sexual agency combined with the revelation that sex for money is not fundamentally different from sex in exchange for social status, marriage, or children is what moral conservatives of both genders find truly "obscene." Sex radicals contend that the sex industry is poised to redefine women's sexuality in women's terms and to end the stigma associated with combining female sexual pleasure and recreational sex. Instead of feminists telling other women what kind of sex they can have, sex radicals and sex workers advocate organizing more groups like Pink Thread, a liaison group of women from both inside and outside the industry advocating financial independence, sexual self-determination, and protection against sexual abuse for all women. 100 Strengthened and emboldened by such reforms, women will then be in a position to decide for themselves what kind of sex or sex work is best for them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Instead of asking "What kind of woman would choose sex work?," sex radicals suggest that feminists should ask, "What kind of woman wouldn't choose sex work?" Indeed, both sex workers and sex radicals censure the society that would stigmatize and marginalize an economically productive worker, demanding her existence and her invisibility all at once. Sex workers and sex radicals contend that since many feminists would ignore the social and economic needs of sex workers, feminists' complaints about sex work are really concerns about bonding versus recreational sex and about confronting the power of our own sexuality.101 From this perspective, until feminists are willing to expand our notion of appropriate sexuality, the chasm between sex workers and feminists will remain.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My contention is that just as some feminists overemphasize the objectification of the sex worker, some sex workers and radicals see only the potential for subjectivity and female agency in the sex industry. In the discussion that follows, the claim that sex work can be pleasurable, profitable, and liberating will be expanded in some detail. My aim is to show that without taking a close enough look at the ideological milieu in which their sex work is performed, sex workers can too easily rationalize their occupations as nonoppressive, indeed, liberating for women. What I do believe is that sex work contains both liberating and oppressive elements, circumscribed by the dialectic between subject and object described in the previous section. This dialectic reflects the broader dialectic between gender and sexuality that acknowledges the victimization and the agency in women's sexuality under patriarchy. From such a perspective, we can then describe in the closing section of this chapter a care respect for sex workers from the "view from somewhere different" that can embrace some of the tensions and highlight some of the complexity in our attitudes toward sexuality and the sex industry.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	It has been argued by sex workers that sex work can be pleasurable, just like any other occupation. The money, independence, and flexibility afforded many single women and working mothers means more time for leisure, more time with children and family. Many porn actresses and strippers report feeling sexy and glamorous on the screen or stage; some prostitutes enjoy the company of their customers.102 Porn actresses get satisfaction out of the fact that their photographs, films, and videos will offer viewers new sex techniques or sex therapy, or simply provide their audience with
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            	sexual pleasure. Some prostitutes say they are only too happy to provide (for a fee) the sex that men are often too ashamed, unable, or unwilling to ask their wives or girlfriends to provide. According to this view, if women and men were willing to confront their sexual fears and frustrations and share them with their partners, they would contribute to the breakdown of the good girl/bad girl sexual standard that separates sex workers from feminists. Sex workers like to point out that as long as sex work can be stigmatized, any woman can be made into a bad girl. Thus, feminists aligned with sex workers argue that women's freedom from male sexual intimidation and control of sexual pleasure will always be limited as long as sex workers are stigmatized and criminalized. As Deirdre English has noted, the whole point of a feminist politics of sexuality is not to have to choose between being a good girl or a bad one. 103

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, many sex workers and sex radical feminists argue that pornography is consumed for arousal and produced to make money. From their perspective, the claim that it represents or promotes violence against women is simply unwarranted, given the conflicting claims of researchers, and especially given the fact that such a small portion of the industry is devoted to depictions of violence. As Ellen Willis remarks, "It is men's hostility toward womencombined with their power to express that hostility and for the most part get away with itthat causes sexual violence. . . . [I]f Hustler were to vanish from the shelves tomorrow, I doubt if rape or wife-beating statistics would decline." Gayle Rubin adds, "It is important to recall that rape, violence against women, oppression and exploitation of women, and the attitudes that encouraged and justified these activities, have been present throughout most of human history and predate the emergence of commercial erotica by several millennia."104 Accordingly, if feminists are concerned about media expressions of violence against women, we would do just as well to boycott selected mainstream television, movies, music videos, and "bodice-ripper'' romances (all the more insidious because they are mainstream), or to promote more woman-identified, heterosexual and lesbian pornography. Sex radical feminists contend that women can be aroused by visual depictions of sex; women just need to be looking at sex that appeals to us. This contention is in response to authors like Beatrice Faust, who suggests that women are not aroused by visual erotic stimuli in ways that would make pornography appealing to them the way it is to men.105 Such feminists argue that they only wish to delegitimize the primary significance of the penis for women's eroticism, not reject heterosexual porn, especially since many women report liking and buying it. Furthermore, they would argue that prohibiting pornography is just another way to repress sexual minorities whose "deviant" sexualities are made explicit in porn. According to this line of reasoning, anti-industry feminists and former sex workers deceptively portray themselves as representative of the feminist movement and all sex workers, when there are plenty of women who would like to experiment safely with using pornography or engage in sex work. Furthermore, feminists have argued that saving the sex worker from her purported victimization has a history of being subverted to serve moral and legal conservatism.106

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex workers admit that abusive porn producers, club managers, pimps, and customers are hazards of the profession. They also admit that the personal pride as well as survival of many sex workers often precludes their dwelling on how and why women get hurt.107 But many prostitutes claim that eliminating discriminatory laws
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            	against prostitution would reduce violence against them, by making it more difficult for the men they work with, or for, to get away with it. Strippers and porn actresses suggest that if their work were not so marginalized by a sexually conservative politics, they would be better able to take cases to court without being humiliated by the exposure. Because sexual harassment is such a common feature of working women's lives and sexual abuse so pervasive among wives and girlfriends, sex workers see no special reason for targeting them other than the purported sexual indecency in their work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, because prostitutes as a group are identified as promiscuous (averaging a reported 1,500 clients a year), female prostitutes have been targeted as a primary cause of the spread of AIDS among heterosexuals. However, the U.S. Department of Public Health reports that while up to 35 percent of sexually transmitted diseases in the United States are related to teenage sex, only 5 percent are related to prostitution. Margo St. James reports that in every age group, the venereal disease rate among prostitutes is lower than the rate among the general public. As I mentioned earlier, sex workers insist that prostitutes have always been careful about sexually transmitted diseases, because disease-free sex is their bread and butter. When they do not use condoms, it is often because they are too financially desperate to insist on them when customers are willing to pay several times the going rate to go without. Police officials are not much more helpful when they confiscate condoms as evidence of solicitation. 108

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, surveys on the transmission of AIDS through prostitution are often biased, targeting IV drug users in the sex industry or prostitutes already visiting HIV clinics. Customers are seldom officially tested, and where prostitution is regulated and legal, prostitutes can be subjected to compulsory isolation and public censure for testing positive for HIV. Thus, sex workers argue that the real AIDS threat is in forcing sex work underground, resulting in a lack of customer education about, and responsibility for, HIV transmission. Sex workers also point to the dearth of education of heterosexual couples on the importance of the use of condoms and the fight by a conservative public to keep condom distribution out of public schools. In a culture in which women's sexuality has been associated with dirt and defilement, women in the industry complain that they are assumed to be the diseased ones, blatantly displaying a sexuality that does not defile the men for whom they work.109

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women of color in the sex industry feel the bite of racism and classism in the maintenance of the good girl/bad girl standard, since cleanliness and purity are associated in many Anglo minds with upper-class whites: for many white men, "black woman" means "whore." Black women who simply stroll in or near red-light districts are often arrested as prostitutes, and antiloitering laws make it easy to press charges. Consistent with the white stereotype of black males, pimps are often assumed to be black, since black men are regarded by many whites as violent, irresponsible, and sexually powerful. Indeed, such a description fits some pimps, but not all of them.110

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some sex workers simply say that they are tired of rationalizing their work. If sex work is not always pleasant, at least it's a job. They remind feminists that most of us compromise when it comes to work, since the jobs we have are often not our ideal. Moreover, most of us do not work "by choice" but do so in order to support ourselves and our families. Nevertheless, sex workers are talked down to and considered sick,
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            	neurotic, or abused just because they honestly and openly exchange sex for money. Sex workers complain that feminists can only see the reinforcement of male power in commercial sex work and not the power a woman has in making a successful sale. Women of color have argued that activism against the sex industry has been largely a white, middle-class issue, since abolishing prostitution or censoring pornography would only mean more unemployed women of color who do not have the luxury of choosing their line of work and who find white social service agencies alienating, isolating, and ineffective. According to this view, if middle-class feminists were to argue for better working conditions for sex workers, such feminists would have to admit that their own middle class, perhaps some of their own husbands, are sexually exploiting working women. From such a perspective, feminists who tell sex workers what kind of work they should or should not do sound exactly like racist and sexist men who say women ought to make coffee and not laws; and feminists who tell sex workers what kind of sex they should or should not have sound exactly like moralizing prudes. Sex workers say that picketing through their districts and humiliating them on organized tours through strip clubs and porn shops only shows them that feminists do not believe that sex workers' voices count. Such workers demand that feminists either contribute to their cause for better working conditions or simply let them get on with their work. 111

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As in other occupations, when sex work is profitable, the mundane or even unpleasant aspects of the work are often more tolerable. When a stripper in a fancy New York club or a call girl for a studio executive makes more money in an evening than she can make in a month of typing, the money itself can be exciting. Sex workers say that because there is big money to be made in the sex industry, feminists should want women to get a piece of what is still a preserve whose economic base is determined primarily by male producers, directors, photographers, club managers, and pimps. When madams like Heidi Fleiss in Los Angeles are arrested for pandering, they are made into media spectacles and moral examples of good girls gone bad. The facts that Heidi Fleiss grew up in an upper-middle-class vegetarian household and that her parents are a pediatrician and a schoolteacher have often been cited to imply that she was not always "that kind of girl."112 Such denigration is the price, some prostitutes contend, for making good money in an industry that stigmatizes women but not men for commercializing sex.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If pornography is used to coerce women into sex they do not want, the problem is not with the sex industry but with the fact that women are not in positions of economic or social power to refuse. According to this view, legalized sex work empowers women to say yes or no to sex, thereby challenging the belief that women are the proper sexual subordinates of men; censoring or prohibiting the industry does not. Some sex workers contend that if feminists want women to be economically independent, there is no better way to earn a living and have power over men than working in the sex industry, whether as producer, manager, or sex worker. Indeed, sex workers point out that legitimizing sex work might even prompt women to be more honest about the negotiations they make in exchange for sex or give women permission to see dating and marriage as the sex work that it is.113

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The English Collective of Prostitutes asserts in its policy statements that laws against prostitution punish women for refusing poverty and deny them the right to
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            	make money. 114 Arrests only reinforce dependence on pimps who can arrange bail, attorneys, and child care; constant surveillance of known offenders often drives women to other cities, where pimps are enticing in the absence of a known support network. Constant fines and bail fees encourage a revolving door whereby prostitutes are forced back out on the street in order to pay their fines, prompting some sex workers to accuse the state of being the biggest pimp of all. Runaways from parental abuse tend to stay in underground sex work largely because public agencies and police charged with their protection are legally required to notify their families of their whereabouts. According to sex workers, the money spent on arrests alone could be used for support services for women, including alternative job training, child care, continued education, and counseling. The fact that such broad-ranging support is not forthcoming is evidence, according to this view, of both a cultural dependence on and abhorrence of prostitution. Indeed, many feminists are convinced that antipornography and antiprostitution campaigns drain energy away from more productive feminist efforts to secure adequate employment, education, housing, and health care for women who would then be better able to resist men's exploitation and abuse. As Betty Friedan admonishes her more radical antiporn sisters, "Get off the pornography kick and face the real obscenity of poverty." Sex workers believe that feminists can "save" women from sex work only if they help women secure enough education and job skills to make their own decisions about how to live.115

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, many sex workers admit that minimum-wage job training or its equivalent will fail to draw women away from the real profits, independence, and flexibility in much of sex work. From this perspective, the view that pornography is a propaganda tool to degrade women is a trap feminists fall into that blinds us to the real profits to be made in the industry. Moreover, simply to ban all sex work underestimates the real humiliation and desperation of women who cannot feed their children or pay their rent without sex work. The prohibition of sex work simply drives it underground, making it a feeding ground for drugs and crime. Sex work advocates want the world to admit that the sex industry is here to stay: as retired stripper Amber Cooke has said, "People will actually pay for sex, and that makes it a valuable commodity to a woman. That's her right. As long as people are willing to buy sex, there will be people who choose to make their living in the sex trade."116 Thus, say sex workers, they should be accorded proper social status, unionization, and protection under the law.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This is not to advocate legal regulation of sex work, however. Sex workers and feminists alike point out that state regulation of prostitution has been historically oppressive to women. In regions like Nevada, where prostitution is legal in communities under 250,000, prostitutes are licensed with the state and confined to brothels for their work. Any criminal offense constitutes the automatic withdrawal of the license, yet the social stigma of being a prostitute remains public record for any future employers, loan officers, or landlords to check. Her regulation not only limits her hours of work but also limits where she can socialize after hours, making brothels places of confinement, not employment. Police are notorious for using such regulations to make regular sweeps of brothels for minor infractions in order to bring a fresh supply of prostitutes into town for regular customers. Such sweeps are often racist: in Las Vegas, where prostitution is illegal, black prostitutes are often not allowed into the
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            	casinos or hotels where white prostitutes mingle; instead, they return illegally to the street, where they are picked up, do more jail time, and pay more fines than whites. Street life is the lowest paying work for prostitutes, comprising a reported 1020 percent of all prostitution, yet 8595 percent of prostitution arrests are off the street. The percentage of women of color among all women arrested for street soliciting is much greater than the percentage of women of color working the street. Women of color picked up for soliciting constitute 85 percent of all prostitutes who serve jail time. 117

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Licensed prostitutes are the subject of frequent mandatory venereal disease checks to which their customers are seldom subjected. A positive test for HIV can mean loss of a job and an identifying photograph in the local newspaper. Priscilla Alexander notes that California's confidentiality laws preclude such exposure, but AIDS fears projected onto prostitutes may challenge them. There are typically no regulations on condom use and no requirements that brothels provide disability benefits, health insurance, or pensions. Strippers and porn actresses complain of exploitative "consultant" contracts that provide no benefits but restrict their dress, hours, and activities in ways that make them more employees than independent contractors. Licensing strippers has the same discriminatory effect on alternative employment that licensing prostitutes does. While nude dancing is illegal in many cities, club owners may require it to compete with underground clubs who offer it; but when police raid the clubs, it is the dancers who are busted. Sex workers note with some irony that while feminists would restrict sex work in the name of preventing violence against women, the least restrictive prostitution laws are those that have been correlated with the least violence or theft against prostitutes and the least juvenile prostitution. Feminists aligned with sex workers point out that while sex work regulations are purportedly designed to protect prostitutes and facilitate their work, the laws nevertheless exist within a cultural ideology whose sexual double standard and sexist attitudes subvert the law to reinforce women's unconditional sexual access to men.118

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Despite the admitted risks and real dangers of the job, however, many women who are sex workers claim that their work is personally and politically liberating. They contend that their work gives them an economic independence, freedom, and flexibility that they could not obtain otherwise. Sex work is regarded as financially empowering when a woman controls a valuable commodity for which a man is willing to pay. By the same token, sex work can be sexually liberating in that it is work that severs the bonds between sex and love and hence affords female sex workers the opportunity to explore a sexuality of pleasure and entertainment not confined to intimacy or monogamy. Some sex workers argue that feminists are hiding behind issues of degradation and violence against women because we are unwilling to confront the potential for liberation in our own sexuality. From this view, the fact that a sexually repressive society has rejected anonymous or casual sex is no reason for women to reject it too. In this respect, sex work can also be politically liberating in that it conveys a message to women and men that women are the sexual subjects of a woman-identified life. Thus, roller hockey team owner Jeanie Buss is reported to have posed for Playboy as a way of celebrating her divorce, advertising roller hockey, and (ironically) compensating for her father's constant company of Playboy "bunnies" when she was growing up. In this way, sex work is believed to be subversive of the sexual status
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            	quo and radical in its goal of freeing women from the subordination, humiliation, and abuse that accompanies women's economic and social dependence on men. 119

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, many sex workers admit to creating an intentional barrier between themselves and the dominant culture for their own protection. Prostitutes risk their livelihoods by coming out politically in favor of workers' rights and the abolition of laws against prostitution. Women in the sex industry who are found to be organizing, striking, or agitating are quickly blackballed: jobs become scarce, and fellow workers become frightened and stay away. Exposed sex workers risk loss of alternative employment, housing, custody of children, scholarships, and loans and alienation from friends and family. The sex industry remains a netherworld where many women seek shelter from abusive spouses and families. Thus, it is even more important from the sex worker's point of view that feminists take the time to uncover, in a conscientious and caring way, their individual stories of survival.120

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this perspective, feminists who regard sex workers as either victims of an overpowering patriarchy or collaborators in collective brainwashing are themselves collaborators in refusing individual women the freedom to define their sexuality and their economic lives in their own terms. If all heterosexual prostitution, stripping, and pornography is based on male power backed by force, then autonomous choice for women within the industry collapses. When Pat Califia points out that dominatrixes and others on the s/m game do not mock the oppressed but, rather, are the oppressed, her aim is to give such women tools to fight their sexual oppression, not to condemn them to it. Compare Califia's comments to those of Catharine MacKinnon, who accuses the editors of Powers of Desire of false consciousness for thinking that they can define and express a distinctively women's sexuality under patriarchy: "Women often find ways to resist male supremacy and to expand their spheres of action. But they are never free of it. . . . From pornography one learns that forcible violation of women is the essence of sex."121

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Most adult sex workers have very strong views about the abuse of children in pornography and prostitution and do not deny that the kind of work women and men do in the sex industry has its exploitative and violent side. Sex workers argue, however, that such dangers are present in order to silence women who would dare to use their own sexuality as a source for economic and erotic power. Degrading sex work inevitably results in degrading the commodity that sex workers offer; thus, women whose real poverty makes sex work their only option or whose sex work has liberated them from incest or abuse at home have been effectively stigmatized by feminists simply for trying to make a living. From this perspective, therefore, feminists who would deny sex workers their work are doing precisely what a patriarchy interested in keeping women economically dependent on men, and dividing women against themselves, would want. Sex workers only hear contempt in patronizing comments to the effect that to save an otherwise wounded pride, sex workers simply do not want to confront the reality of their victimization. For example, Catharine MacKinnon observes: "Women who are compromised, cajoled, pressured, tricked, black-mailed, or outright forced into sex (or pornography) often respond to the unspeakable humiliation, coupled with the sense of having lost some irreplaceable integrity, by claiming that sexuality as their own. Faced with no alternatives, the strategy to acquire self-respect and pride is: I chose it." Compare such comments to those of for-
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            	mer porn actress Candida Royalle: "I was never forced or coerced to do anything. . . . [Antiporn feminists] don't want to hear that I made the choice to do this" (Royalle's italics). 122

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex workers and sex radical feminists also warn that sex-related materials vital to public education about AIDS and family planning, agendas for the promotion of gay and lesbian rights, and sexually explicit materials that could enhance the exploration and enjoyment of women's sexuality are all endangered by a feminist diatribe against sex work. Feminists like Alisa Carse worry that censoring pornography will only serve to restrict a feminist liberation of sexuality by supporting "a strenuous politics of silence and repression."123 Moreover, sex radicals argue that if feminists encourage women to breach the boundaries of traditional erotic and social territory by being lesbians, then feminists must support sex workers, many of whom are lesbians, in their own challenge of the sexual landscape. Indeed, women-only escort services, strip clubs, erotic videos, and lesbian pornographic novels represent a small but growing segment of the sex industry, and safer sex initiatives using sexually explicit depictions have begun to take off in gay male and lesbian communities. Heterosexual and lesbian women who use pornography report that it allows them to detect their own repressed sexuality and confirm existing desires and empowers them to define their own sexual agendas. They increasingly demand erotic videos with real plots, showing women living full lives of which pleasurable, mutually satisfying sex is a part. Lesbian porn and prostitution mirror radical lesbianism outside the industry in aiming directly at subverting the sexual ideology that says only men get to have pleasurable, recreational sex. There has also emerged a category of bisexual pornography aimed at subverting prescribed sexualities without identifying exclusively with men or women. From a sex radical view, women of all classes, ethnicities, and sexual preferences must work together in a sex-positive, not sex-negative, approach to free women's pursuit of the sexual subjectivity and economic self-definition that is at the heart of sex work.124

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Objectification without Victimization

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My contention is that the extent to which sex workers are the defining subjects of their sexual lives is the extent to which they can begin to transcend patriarchal limitations of their choice of work and male-identified definitions of women's sexuality. A woman's socially constructed sexuality under conditions of male dominance is so closely identified with who she is as a person that when she sells her sexuality, she appears to sell her selfnamely, her subjectivity, her agency. Moreover, if sex in such a culture turns good women into bad, then the degradation of a woman, through the identification of her with her sexuality, is a fundamental one, affecting her identity as a self-determining moral agent.125 When feminists complain that sex work is degrading to women, many of us do so in the belief not that sex work cannot be pleasurable for women but that such pleasure resides in the identification of women with a subordinating, male-identified sexuality that does not allow women to explore our sexuality in our own terms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex work is pleasurable, profitable, and liberating for women in an environment where women's options for both work and social status compared to those of men are
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            	circumscribed by a feminine stereotype that relegates women to the private, domestic, sexual, and reproductive sphere and men to the public, professional, intellectual, and political one. Men's power in such a culture is the power to define the public world as more valuable than the private and to convince women that our real value lies in the sexual and reproductive roles that fulfill men's interests and men's needs. Professional career women can still be expected to take responsibility for child care and housework, hiring other women to perform the necessary day labor; sexual harassment, violence, and abuse, no matter what a woman's social or economic status, are reminders of her primary gender identification as the sexual subordinate of men. In a culture that fully approves of women only when we are heterosexually attractive, women will appear "naturally" to gravitate to those social and economic roles that portray us as the proper sexual objects of men as a way of gaining prestige, social acceptance, and financial support. Such prestige is tenuous, however, as I pointed out in chapter 2, since a woman's socially constructed sexuality, reconceptualized as the "nature" of woman, is as much an excuse for her degradation and abuse as for her approval by men. Thus, when women choose sex work, they do so within a political hierarchy that circumscribes their legitimate social and economic choices in terms of women's natural and proper sexual subordination to men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women who choose sex work under such ideological conditions must be regarded as both the subjects and objects of their sexual experience. They remain subjects in that even sex workers victimized by poverty or blackmailed into sex work are women whose eroticism derives in part from their being perceived as women whose wills can be subordinated and controlled. Moreover, many self-identified sex workers enjoy what they do, agree to basic terms and conditions of work that earns them a supporting and sometimes superior income, and take pleasure in the personal satisfaction of a job well done. Nevertheless, all such women are also the male-identified objects of a subordinating sexuality that is reinforced by the prevailing culture and made real by rape, sexual harassment, battery, and abuse that are justified by appeals to female inferiority. A woman's willingness to model sexual bondage or abuse, to portray rape for sport, or simply to parade naked in high heels before high-paying, fully clothed men is a sign to many feminists of just how successful her indoctrination into her own subordination has become. From such a view, the sex industry functions as a medium of social control for insuring women's sexual compliance and reinforcing our political silence. As Catharine MacKinnon points out, "[W]ho listens to a woman with a penis in her mouth?" 126 Such control is particularly defaming, according to some feminists, because while Jews and blacks have been treated like laboratory rats or plow horses, no one ever assumed that those persecuted wanted to be treated that way. Therefore, even the work of the most self-identified female sex worker will be circumscribed by a subject/object dialectic that commits her to examining how her actions encourage and reinforce the prevailing sexual ideology.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For example, when sex worker Valerie Scott says that most of her married clients still love their wives but that sometimes men just need a sexual change of pace,127 she fails to situate her prostitution within a sexist ideology in which women have no similar outlet for our adulterous peccadillos nor a way to maintain our status of "good girl" if we had. Thus, even if Scott is right that "lust will never replace love," so that truly loved wives need not be threatened by prostitution, she does not take re-
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            	sponsibility for the fact that her prostitution reinforces a sexual double standard that deprives women's sexuality of an eroticism fully defined in our terms. As Anne McClintock points out:
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            	Sure, men don't get enough sex; but then neither do women. Men have privileged access to the global emporium of porn and prostitutionnot to mention that hardy perennial the double standard. Women's desire, by contrast, has been crimped and confined to history's sad museum of corsets, chastity belts, the virginity cult and genital mutilation. Alongside women's erotic malnourishment, men's sexual scarcity looks like a Roman banquet. 128

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Given this double standard, the power the prostitute says she has over her customer is temporary and socially invisible relative to his; thus, Scott may fail to see how easily her power can be subverted to empower her customer's sex objectification of his whore and his wife (and his secretary and his girlfriend . . . ). The fact that sex workers tend not to share their real horror stories in public and consider violence to be one of the risks of the job suggests that even their occasional abuse and humiliation by men has to some degree undermined their ability to be liberated from it.129 It also suggests that while no one likes to be a victim, sex workers must recognize that they do not act in social isolation from a patriarchal culture of sexual violence and submission given tacit approval by women who appear to choose their own objectification.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	When feminist women of color object to stereotypical depictions of them in pornography, especially s/m porn, they see women who pose for such depictions as women who accept their identification by both black and white males as sexual slaves and bestial whores. Alice Walker suggests that pornography bonds black men to white men as men, so that black women are no longer sisters in a common struggle with black men against racial oppression but sexual objects to be consumed. Alice Mayall and Diana Russell complain that racism in pornography is largely ignored because it is made sexy, thus desirable and pleasurable. When black women complain about their portrayal in pornography, they are attacked by black men as aligning themselves with a feminist movement of white, overprivileged "hags."130 From within such a cultural milieu, the facts that the proportion of black prostitutes in countries like the United States and Canada is much higher than their percentage in the general population, and that they typically comprise the majority of street prostitutes where the life is most dangerous and least lucrative, bespeak a racism in education, housing, and employment that forces black women into the streets. Nina Lopez-Jones claims that many madams, escort services, massage parlors, and clubs refuse to hire black women; services that do hire them tend to keep minimum quotas that restrict black women to streetwalking.131 Since street work is highly visible, women of color not only are more frequently arrested but, ironically, also serve to reinforce the black stereotype entertained by many whites of the insatiable sexual animal. When women of color are hired by escort services, they are advertised as especially hot or submissive, and men who call such services ask for them specifically if they want "kinky" sex. Perhaps this image is reinforced by the fact that while white women make up the majority of women depicted in pornography, women of color tend to fall into the "special interest'' categories of s/m, bondage, lesbian sex, and sex with children.132
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            	Feminists are predictably split over sex work's political priorities. While conference pro-industry feminists talk about reform, education, and self-esteem, conference women of color talk about racism, feeding their children, and economic powerlessness. 133 The contention of women of color is that commanding sex work as pleasurable, profitable, or subversive in its exploration of alternative sexual styles will be commendations of both racism and sexism if care is not taken to understand the cultural framework of interlocking oppressions within which such sex work takes place.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Ironically, in their demand that sex work be treated like any other occupation in light of the bread and butter of its eroticism, sex workers underestimate the extent to which the sex in their work represents a primary tool for the subordination of women under patriarchy. The husband watching a pornographic video who says, "Honey, I want to do this," is not watching a cooking video to encourage his wife to try out new recipes. The woman whistling at a male stripper is not applauding a male violinist. The customer visiting a prostitute has come to exchange money for sex, not encyclopedias. Sex is what makes pornography, stripping, and prostitution so attractive to so many people, and sex is what makes women's and men's personal relations such a complex potential of the unpredictable, the dangerous, the frustrating, the pleasurable, and the political. Without recognizing that sex workers cannot choose to ply their trade outside an institutionalized ideology of sexism and sexual subordination in which their industry plays a part, they adopt the "view from nowhere," which distorts their choices by suggesting that they can be made from within a social vacuum. When sex workers compare their work to nursing or typing, they not only ignore the training and social skills that make such professions those to which a poor and inexperienced woman cannot turn as a last resort; they also fail to acknowledge that sex work is a highly stigmatized and often criminalized occupation to which poor and inexperienced women are forced to turn. Society does not teach women that if all else fails, women can always get attention and money by typing; society teaches women that if all else fails, women can always offer sex. In offering such comparisons, sex workers downplay the dangers of coercion and abuse that accompany a job with such a high degree of illegitimacy and inferiority attached to it; and they also tend to underestimate the extent to which the economic restriction and sex objectification of women may subvert their efforts at control of their lives. Feminists are doing fundamental consciousness-raising when we urge sex workers who could pursue other lines of work to understand that they choose a profession whose socially illicit nature reinforces the institutionalized marginalization and silencing of women, despite the profits involved. Yet because one of the ways women are politically oppressed is through the linking of moral defilement and inferiority to women's sexuality, what sex workers usually hear in feminists' laments about the oppressive nature of sex work is that sex is morally wrong. While sex workers are justified in objecting to their characterization as symbols of women's oppression, their work symbolizes a powerful means whereby men reaffirm their claim to the unconditional sexual availability of women. Unless sex workers see their work in such terms, they will inevitably alienate feminists whose fight to extricate women from the grip of patriarchy begins with an acknowledgment of its power.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sex workers are correct in asserting that they cannot control any man's particular penchant for regarding women solely as a means to his own sexual gratification. In
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            	fact, they will say that being such a means is exactly what their job requires. What sex workers deny is that their being treated as sex objects is always, or even often, treatment that enhances their customers' sense of erotic and economic power at the expense of their own. Nevertheless, as a sex worker in an industry still dominated and profit-driven by the cult of macho and the subordination of the female, she must recognize that the power of her market value or her ability to capitalize on the sexual desire of men may be exploited to serve male financial and sexual interests at her expense.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In view of such contradictions, I have argued that we should regard sex workers as both the subjects and the objects of their experience. They create their own burlesque theater; they contract for and write pornographic scripts; they act as therapist, social worker, and confidante to the men they service. Under such conditions it is difficult to describe their work as reducing them to nothing more than "tits and ass." Indeed, the subject/object dialectic that I contend is at the heart of sex work suggests that the reduction of a woman to a sexy body is as much a function of her erotic power as her powerlessness. Therefore, I suggest that a sex worker's choice can be objectifying without always being victimizing. Sex workers can be treated as commodities by their customers without being the victims of abusive pimps or exploitative club managers. Sex workers can make a profit from selling their bodies without needing sex work to keep them from starvation. Nevertheless, the words of one former pornography model put the issue of women's sexual exploitation at the heart of the sex work debate: "The thing is, with enough stress or enough need any woman will do things she never thought she would do before." 134

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My claim is that all sex work must be described and evaluated from within the social construction of oppressive sexual institutions that circumscribe women's lives. Such evaluations, however, must not so determine women's sexuality that women cannot, even in principle, define for ourselves what is to count as satisfying sex and sex work. To do so would effectively condemn the feminist enterprise of constructive change in heterosexual relations from within the patriarchal institutions in which feminists live. By characterizing sex work in terms of a dialectic between subject and object, sex workers are in a position to use their work as a source for their liberation from the economic and sexual subordination of men. The desire for liberation, however, must be characterized and evaluated in terms of the objectifying gaze that defines the subordinate position from which she would liberate herself. Thus, the subject/object dialectic that characterizes sex work reflects the broader dialectic between gender and sexuality that I believe gives voice to the diversity of women's sexuality. Treating sex workers with a care respect circumscribed by the "view from somewhere different" and convincing sex workers to take the same view toward both their own work and the concerns of feminists is the subject of the following section.
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            	Is the prostitute the quintessential oppressed woman or the quintessential

            liberated woman? Or is the prostitute simply a woman who, like all

            women in this society, is struggling to understand and live her own sexu-

            ality?
Rosemarie Tong, Women, Sex, and the Law
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            	In other words, there is no real stereotype of who a prostitute woman is

            she could be any of us.
Rachel West, "U.S. PROStitutes Collective"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The debate over the meaning and morality of sex work is a debate easily polarized by sex workers and feminists alike. Some feminists accuse sex workers of overestimating the agency and autonomy of sex work in a social milieu whose institutionalized ideology defines women as the sexual subordinates of men. Some sex workers accuse feminists of overemphasizing the status of woman as victim in a patriarchal society, such that women have no possibility of subverting the sexual status quo to meet the needs and goals of women. Some feminists argue that sex work symbolizes male dominance backed by force; sex workers argue that such a description makes all consent to sex work and all nonviolent sex work meaningless. Feminists accuse sex workers of mistaking an internalized patriarchy for sexual freedom; sex workers accuse feminists of recreating an oppressive patriarchy by not affording sex workers the means to their own sexual liberation. Indeed, from a sex worker's perspective, if women's brainwashing by men is so complete, then the feminist agenda itself must be suspect. In short, feminists accuse sex workers of not gendering their sexuality; sex workers accuse feminists of not sexually liberating our politics of gender. My claim has been that recognizing sex work as a dialectical relation between subject and object means recognizing the dialectic between gender and sexuality that negotiates the tensions between those who regard sex work as oppressive to women and those who regard sex work as liberating to women. Such a dialectic affirms that sex work can be objectifying at the same time that it can provide workers with a subjectivity and potentially liberating sexual agency. The dialectic between gender and sexuality affirms that sex work within patriarchy can be self-determining at the same time that sex work can be degrading in a culture in which women's sexuality has historically been circumscribed by men's subordination of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such an analysis is consistent with the view of Irene Diamond, who warns that overemphasizing the violence in pornography makes porn evil without challenging traditional attitudes about sex but that conceiving of pornography solely as sexually explicit material cannot account for the ways in which pornography functions to maintain and encourage the domination of women. 135 It is also consistent with the suggestion by Rosemarie Tong quoted at the beginning of this section that a sex worker need not be construed exclusively as either oppressed or liberated but can be regarded as a woman struggling amid the objectification and subjectivity of her work in order to find some meaning and value in it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In this section I introduce what it would mean to treat sex workers with the care respect outlined at the end of chapter 3, in order to capture the dialectical elements of women's sexuality and sex work described thus far. I will suggest that feminists' "world"-traveling to a sex worker's social location can help feminists acknowledge, understand, and promote the agendas of sex workers who wish to use their profession as a source for personal growth, entrepreneurial profit, or economic survival. In addition, I will show how Marjorie Weinzweig's notion of autonomous relating to others and Joyce Trebilcot's notion of taking responsibility for one's sexuality can
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            	help a sex worker situate her work within the larger social context of men's sexual subordination of women. Thus, by listening to each other with the particularized sensitivity and social responsibility implied by a sexual ethic of care respect, both feminists and sex workers can better promote our common goal of sexual self-determination for all women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Recall from chapter 3 that treating a person with care respect means not only valuing her as one among many unique individuals worthy of respect but also valuing the particular ways in which she is unique. This perspective allows us to acknowledge the shared partiality of social location in all of us as well the contextual specificity of each person. An ethic of care respect also requires that we try to understand an individual in her own terms and not through our favored ways of seeing her and that we try to promote, where possible and desirable, the interests of individuals consistent with that ethic. Thus, a sexual ethic of care respect is not confined merely to personal sexual relations but extends outward to individuals and institutions that are a part of one's larger community.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This perspective reiterates the recommendation from the "view from somewhere different," introduced in chapter 1, that each one of us "world"-travel in order to understand and more effectively promote the particular worldview of others. Such traveling reminds us to ask the questions "What is it like to be them?" and "What is it like to be myself in their eyes?" It is a point of view that requires me to recognize that my "world'' is not the only one worth knowing, and that my perspective will always be partial to my needs and my interests in a way that will often make it difficult to understand the partiality of others.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, treating sex workers with care respect will mean trying to see the world from their point of view and, even more important, to respect each worker as a unique individual whose social location specifies her needs and interests in ways that may be quite different from other sex workers' or my own. Such a relationship requires establishing open lines of communication and trust between feminists and sex workers through which we can exchange points of view. Former stripper Amber Cooke cautions, however, that politics is a luxury that most sex workers cannot practically or legally afford. 136 Thus, care respect for sex workers means realizing that only those sex workers (and feminists) who know about seminars, attend conferences, or will risk speaking in a public forum will be heard. Such women show that they already have the freedom of choice that many sex workers do not. This means that sex workers who do politicize their profession must recognize that they are not representative of sex workers as a whole and must work, in deference to the "view from somewhere different," to find ways to include otherwise silenced agendas on the table.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As I mentioned earlier in the chapter, sex workers who politicize their work must also face an often humiliating and skeptical public eye when they voice their concerns about the terms and conditions of their work. They also risk losing their means of financial support and custody of their children for coming out as illegal workers. For this reason it is all the more important that feminists wishing to align ourselves with sex workers in pursuit of women's economic and sexual self-determination be willing to listen to, and speak on behalf of, sex workers with the time and money to be political as well as sex workers with no such opportunities. Feminists must also remember that many sex workers will mistrust our political agenda, since concerns
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            	about the degradation of women in sex can sound exactly like moral prudery. By asking "What is it like to be myself in this sex worker's eyes?," feminists can sensitize ourselves to such misunderstandings in order to better establish lines of connectedness with sex workers. Inviting nonintrusive and safe conversations with sex workers in bars, clubs, and on the street; visiting them during a studio session; buying them dinner; helping them pay the bills; finding them affordable housing; meeting their child-care needs for a dayin other words, meeting sex workers on their turf without intruding on their turf: these are the practical strategies that Amber Cooke believes will show sex workers that feminists are committed to addressing their specific, daily needs as well as the longer-term needs of women within the industry as a whole. 137

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Just as feminists are required to "world"-travel epistemologically and practically to an individual sex worker's social location in order to find common ground, so, too, a sex worker must adopt an ethic of care respect from the "view from somewhere different" if she is to understand a feminist's emphasis on the historical and social context in which she works. In this respect, developing the autonomy characterized in chapter 3 as autonomous relating to others and taking responsibility for her sexuality under conditions of patriarchy will be vital for any sex worker, both to ''world"-travel successfully to a feminist's critical perspective and to make better sense of her own. For example, when a sex worker stigmatized by some for her association with the sex industry chooses to make an economically better life for herself in sex work rather than in social work, she exercises an autonomous being oneself in which she chooses to act for herself alone and not in virtue of how others might want her to act; but a woman who exercises an autonomous relating to others recognizes both her own individual needs and the needs of others. Such an autonomy requires that she see her actions within the context of a larger community of women whose own needs and interests may conflict with her own. In this way a sex worker may locate her work within a feminist community that will ask her to question some of her presuppositions about the benefits of sex work.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, a sex worker who adopts a sexual ethic of care respect will be required to take responsibility for her sexuality. She does so by reflecting on the extent to which her sexuality originates with her, and also the extent to which her sexuality is a function of male-identified, institutionalized sexual values that she has adopted for the sake of survival, approval, or profit. This is not to suggest that such reflections are easily parsed out or that her awareness of her gendered context will necessarily alter her pursuit of sex work. Her responsibility for her sexuality will recommend locating the common feminist complaint that sex work is degrading to women in a political context, not a context of moral and sexual conservatism. ("What is it like to be them?") Also, by asking herself "What is it like to be myself in their eyes?," a sex worker can better understand why some feminists might regard sex work as collaborating with the enemy or as work so infused by patriarchal approval that sex workers assume the pleasure from their work to be self-determining. Such "world"-traveling can be motivated by the conviction, based on the "view from somewhere different," that sex workers' happiness and well-being will be improved when they see their lives as part of a larger community of women whose combined efforts at securing women's liberation are stronger than any single effort alone. Such a perspective will also
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            	allow a sex worker to see the variety within feminism, so that she need not think that feminists are unilaterally against sex work or against one form of sex work. Furthermore, taking responsibility for her sexuality will allow her to see the diversity among sex workers, especially those whose work may be much less lucrative or satisfying than her own. In this way her considered judgments about her own work and sex work generally will be better informed and more sensitive to feminist politics than before.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this perspective, the relevant question for both sex workers and feminists is not "What kind of sex do women like?" but "What kind of sex (if any) does this woman like?" If both women's and men's contemporary sexuality is a complex social construction under conditions in which patriarchal institutions define the norms of the sexual, then it makes no sense to ask, paraphrasing Freud, ''What do women really want?" Enmeshed as we are within the social framework that circumscribes our sexuality, we cannot know which aspects of our sexual lives are defined by conditions of women's sexual subordination by men and which are the "natural" conditions of women. Alan Soble critiques a Reichian sexual philosophy on the basis that we cannot know what kind of sexuality will emerge from repressive capitalist conditions, when all we know about that sexuality is circumscribed by those conditions. On this basis, however, I do not think that Soble can argue for his thesis that there will be pornography under communism with any more epistemological certainty than Reich has at his disposal. 138 The question of whether or not there will be sex work in the ideal society assumes that there is one ideal to which individual women and men universally subscribe and to which we all have the same epistemological access, a perspective firmly ensconced in the "view from nowhere," which I have argued greatly misrepresents the variety and complexity of women's sexuality. What we can say is that our individual attitudes toward our own and others' sexualities is quixotic and complex enough to warrant skepticism about making generalizations concerning what women (and men) may derive politically or personally from sex work. As with Andrea Dworkins's Mercy, the subject/object dialectic in sex work makes distinctions between pornography, erotica, and feminist moral realism tenuous even when their contexts are carefully noted. Robert Stoller has pointed out, "In both art and erotics, each episode feels different and is done differently from every other episode, even in the same person" (Stoller's italics).139 Feelings of power and powerlessness, fear and rage, tenderness and intimacy often paradoxically combine to form a single human sexual relationship. Sex work, like sex, is simply too complexly motivated to lend itself to easy analysis or simple categories.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	To affirm this ambiguous, contradictory, and uncertain space is typically unpopular with philosophers and feminists who require analytically and morally determinable foundations from which to argue their positions. My thesis throughout this book has been that while both feminism and philosophy are essential to clarify the issues that divide people over sex, it is a mistake to treat sex itself as capable of conceptual and moral clarity. What we do need is more women talking and listening to each other, so that we will feel united, not divided, by our diversity; and we need more women talking to men who perform sex work, more women listening to men who are embarrassed, confused, or themselves enraged by sex work, and more women willing to "world"-travel to the social location of men who simply cannot get
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            	enough of what the sex industry has to offer. 140 Exploring the tensions in women's and men's attitudes toward sex work without the superiority of the "view from somewhere better" or the univocal perspective of the "view from nowhere" means negotiating the tensionsaccommodating, even embracing them, not disregarding or ignoring them after attempts at resolution have failed. Indeed, I contend that such attempts at resolution arbitrarily and artificially close important conceptual, moral, and political questions, thus dividing women against each other when openness to such questions would unite sex workers and feminists.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Efforts at eradicating specific sex work practices commonly ignore those women whose only sense of identity and autonomy derives from sex work. On the other hand, celebrating the subversiveness of the self-identified "bad girl" can minimize the ways in which sex work is used to justify and reinforce men's sexual subordination of women. Both run the risks of polarizing the dialogue and alienating women from our common goal of sexual subjectivity and self-definition for all women. Both sex workers and feminists must recognize that a debilitating sexual double standard that turns "good" girls into ''bad" ones, combined with economic discrimination that drives many women to a profession stigmatized by that standard, are the real enemies, not sex workers or feminists. Without such recognition, women may unwittingly fall prey to the socially ubiquitous "blame the woman" syndrome that both sex workers and feminists contest. The extent to which sex work will be liberating for women will be the extent to which individual women of diverse perspectives can define their sexuality in their own terms and, as members of a caring community of women, live differently together in ways that help secure for all women the educational and economic opportunities necessary for informed vocational choice.
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            	Driving the sex industry underground with accusations of political incorrectness will not constructively address those aspects of the trade that promote or reinforce the degradation and abuse of women; nor will successfully eliminating abuses within the sex industry change the content of billboards and soap operas that also capitalize on the equation of a woman's identity with her sexual availability to men. The sex industry is a conducive environment for the exploitation of women, since the industry exists within a culture in which heterosexual sex has been, and continues to be, a primary means of intimidation of women through rape, sexual harassment, wife battering, incest, and the forced traffic in women.141 However, this is not equivalent to saying that every female sex worker is a victim nor that sex workers must work for feminist producers, procurers, or club managers in order not to be collaborators in patriarchy. Moreover, pinning harm to women on the sex industry, its workers, or its images absolves rapists and batterers of their responsibility for their violence against women.142 Indeed, sex workers are often assigned the impossible role of being both the brainwashed victims of an oppressive patriarchy and the willful causal agents of men's violence against women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The goal of feminists working to separate pornography from erotica is to give women sex work and sexually explicit material that is nonsexist and nondegrading to women. Yet many such feminists err in assuming that we can easily distinguish the
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            	pornographic from the erotic or that women who perceive themselves as feminists would not want to be turned on by bondage, discipline, anonymous sex, group sex, telephone sex, computer sex, and other alternative sexual styles depicted or otherwise offered for sale by the sex industry. This is not to suggest that sexual pleasure is its own justification. It is simply to remind feminists that women must be given the freedom to explore sexual difference if we are to transcend the restrictive standards of women's sexuality under patriarchy. It is also to remind sex workers that such standards are easily reinforced by behavior that can be reframed by the status quo and mistaken by feminists as women desiring our sexual subordination by men. Characterizing sex work as a dialectic between subject and object allows feminists and sex workers to talk to each other about the meaning and morality of sex work without devolving into the polarization and alienation that has characterized so much of the dialogue in recent years. By adopting a sexual ethic of care respect derived from the "view from somewhere different," feminists and sex workers can better understand how a woman's sale of her sexuality can be both a vehicle for her subordination and her liberation. 143 How this perspective can help us understand the pervasiveness of women's sexual intimidation at home and at work is the subject of the final chapter.
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            Appropriating Women's Bodies:

            The Form and Function of Men's Sexual Intimidation of Women
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            	The woman who says, "He talked me into it" after having consensual se

            is still seen as a good girl. The young woman who says, "I invited him up

            to my place; we got naked and had a blast" is often still deemed a slut.
Rene Denfeld, The New Victorians: A Young Woman's Challenge to the Old Feminist Order

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As the previous chapters suggest, one of the ways that individual women are punished for defying patriarchal models of feminine sexuality is by being denigrated to the status of "loose woman." When a woman chooses to be promiscuous, or when she questions the desirability of a compulsory and traditional heterosexuality, or when she turns a profit from selling sex, she becomes tantalizing proof of a potential for sexual agency and self-definition that must be discouraged if she is to continue in the sexual service of male desire. Moreover, as Rene Denfeld implies, so-called good girls acquire and maintain their good-girl status by acquiescing to the sexual intimidation of menif not by appearing to submit to men's sexual persistence, then by actually relenting to ultimately coercive sexual advances. Still other women acquiesce to sexual intimidation by remaining silent in the face of sexual violence or psychological abuse. From this perspective, men's sexual harassment, rape, battery, and abuse of women and girls are the visible exemplars of men's attempts to insure that women stay well within the boundaries of male-identified conceptions of women's "proper place."
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            	Indeed, many feminists point out that sexual violence against women in the United States is considered staggering enough in scope and intensity that many mental health professionals, social scientists, and legal theorists refer to it as a national epidemic. 1 However, these same feminists contend that characterizing sexual violence as epidemic may leave many with the impression that the violator is a mentally ill, deviant, or otherwise deranged individual whose personal responsibility for his actions is mitigated by serious psychopathology. Feminist researchers of sexual violence against women point out that such acts are perpetrated by men of every class, nationality, race, age, sexual preference, or religion, men whose personality profiles most often put them well within the range of "normal" and whose victims are themselves equally diverse.2 The 1990s have seen a dramatic increase in various highly publicized sexual harassment, rape, or battery allegations, including Anita Hill's 1991 charges of sexual harassment against then Supreme Court Justice nominee Clarence Thomas; allegations against former U.S. Senator Bob Packwood for sexual harassment over the past two decades of several female secretaries and aides; Paula Jones's allegations of sexual harassment by President Bill Clinton when he was governor of Arkansas; charges of sexual assault at the 1991 Tailhook Association Convention in Las Vegas, at which over 100 female officers were allegedly accosted by Navy and Marine Corps men; allegations of rape against Mike Tyson (1991, convicted) and William Kennedy Smith (1992, acquitted); charges of sexual harassment and intimidation against the 1993 Lakewood, California, high school men's Spur Posse, whose members would compete for the best female "score"; and O. J. Simpson's alleged harassment and assault of his former wife Nicole Brown Simpson, whose murder he was charged with (1994) and acquitted of (1995). Such cases paint a very public picture of workplace, domestic, and campus life that, together with researchers' survey data, would appear to reflect women's widespread sexual intimidation by men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminism is often identified with the claim that the pervasive and often violent sexual intimidation of women by men is by no means a coincidental series of isolated, spontaneous, or unrelated events; rather, it is evidence of the systematic and institutionalized sexual subordination of women whose intimidation serves a patriarchal status quo. Indeed, many feminists contend that while women are less likely to be the victims of violent crime than men, men prey on other men (and women defend themselves against men) in ways that do not maintain and reinforce a cultural ideology that encourages the devaluation and sexual subordination of the male sex.3 It is argued that in a patriarchal society in which social and economic power and prestige lie in the hands of men, the sexual intimidation of women is an especially successful means of maintaining dominance over and control of women, when that intimidation is built into the very fabric of our laws, education, economics, media, culture, and family life. From this perspective, tacit institutional approval of women's sexual harassment and abuse creates a climate of paranoia and fear in which women gain no social recognition for the violence they experience nor any economic independence or legal protection from it. Coerced into unconditional sexual accessibility by men in positions of social and economic power who define the terms and conditions of women's lives, women become the sexual victims of men. Marilyn French refers to the insidiousness of such socially sanctioned appropriation of women's bodies by men as the "slime under the rug of patriarchy."4 The sexual vic-
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            	timization of women is successfully reinforced by patriarchal sex role socialization that teaches men to be sexually dominant and women to be sexually submissive, and the resulting model of woman's fundamental inferiority and passivity justifies and legitimizes the violence done to her. This is the thrust of many feminists' claim that men abuse women because they can. 5 From this view, sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls become the tools of sexual intimidation whereby men establish and maintain their dominance and supremacy over women. Men's sexual violation, terrorization, coercion, and dehumanization of women insure this dominance by turning women into sexual victims. The ultimate elimination of such victimization, according to such a view, would require the wholesale dismantling of the hierarchical structures of our current patriarchal politics and sex role socialization within the family that reinforce, and are enforced by, the sexual intimidation of women. Feminists who subscribe to the general tenets of this theory claim that unless men's sexual intimidation of women is exposed and vilified for its systematic and pervasive violence against women, women will never be free to control our own bodies and so our own sexual and reproductive lives.6

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, socially constructing the problem of individual women's sexual intimidation by defining women as a class as sexually subordinate to men has appeared to at least some feminists only to reinvigorate the debilitating feminine stereotype of the sexually passive and vulnerable woman. Such feminists argue that much of feminist theory in effect defines or determines women as victims in ways that ironically succeed in performing patriarchy's own task of inhibiting women's sexual agency and self-definition. Critics claim that the victim mentality apparently promoted by many feminists absolves women of their responsibility for taking undue risks in sexually dangerous environments that common sense would dictate avoiding altogether; and sexual harassment policies only succeed in communicating that women need special protection in an overwhelmingly hostile male environment. Critics contend that date rape brochures advise an unrealistically sterile approach to sex that denies the inevitability and legitimacy of flirtation and temptation in sex, depicting women as helpless victims of coercive male sexual power. Many of these same critics would agree that individual men count on the passive and silent suffering of women to perpetuate men's crimes against women and to reinforce a legal and social services system that discriminates against women. These feminists would acknowledge that when that silence is broken, as it is in the consciousness-raising forums of public speak-outs, marches, educational seminars, and community-sponsored public meetings, the community becomes accountable for the ways in which it has blamed, ignored, or trivialized the violence that many men inflict on women. It is contended, however, that more than a few members of that community feel bombarded by feminists' antimale and antisex propaganda that says all men are potential rapists and no heterosexual bedroom is safe for women. Feminists critical of antirape marches and incest victims' speak-outs believe that these activities produce a "groupthink" hysteria about male violence against women that results in false accusations of men's sexual abuse of women and effectively closes women's minds to the possibility of satisfying sexual exploration and pleasure with passionate and pleasure-seeking men. From this perspective, presuming that an institutionally entrenched, ubiquitous, and all-powerful patriarchy sexually oppresses women at every opportunity alienates
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            	many women who would like to call themselves feminists but are hesitant to align themselves with a political platform that does not match their own experience of either men or sex. Indeed, it is argued that the evidence for a so-called epidemic of sexual violence against women is based on ambiguously worded surveys and misleading statistics that overestimate the actual battering and rape women suffer at the hands of men and underestimate individual women's causal role in their own abuse. 7

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The dilemma is a deeply troubling one for feminists: if we ascribe to women too much sexual victimization and not enough sexual agency, we are at risk of reasserting patriarchy's message that women are to be identified as the proper sexual subordinates of men. If we ascribe to women too much sexual agency, however, and fail to see the ways in which women's condition is a socially constructed and institutionally subordinated one under conditions of male dominance, women's sexual harassment and abuse become personal failures that, had women only acted differently, would never have happened. In ascribing to women a sexual agency that places the responsibility for their abuse on women, men are able to shirk their own responsibility and reap the social benefits many of them share for intimidating women into men's sexual service. Feminists seem to be left with one of two equally unpalatable choices: a victimization model of woman's condition that appears to essentialize her sexually subordinate situation, despite the political necessity of exposing it; or an agency model of woman's condition that disguises the structural nature of her oppression but affords her the practical and moral basis for her liberation. How can feminists establish and promote women's sexual agency and sexual self-definition from a position of sexual subordination without either overwhelming individual women with a personal responsibility for their sexual abuse that they do not deserve or overdetermining women as sexual victims in ways that alienate women and men from feminism and reinforce debilitating patriarchal values? How do we recognize and politicize the pervasiveness and severity of men's sexual intimidation of women through sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls yet at the same time empower women to transcend the status of victim to one of self-determining sexual subject?

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I propose that the answer can be found in analyzing women's sexual intimidation under patriarchy from the "view from somewhere different," the perspective I introduced in chapter 1 to provide a viable context and legitimacy for the diversity of voices within feminist debates over women's sexuality. This perspective requires that we recognize not only the ways in which gender politicizes sexuality under conditions of male dominance but also the ways in which sexuality informs gender with liberating strategies for women's (and men's) sexual pleasure, agency, and self-definition. In this chapter I will suggest ways in which we can facilitate a continuing dialogue among feminists of diverse viewpoints concerning the politics of women's sexual intimidation in the face of the apparently irreconcilable views already expressed.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The discussion that follows poses these questions: How should we understand the feminist claim that a woman is the "victim" of a man's sexual intimidation? What do feminists mean when we say that women as a class are sexually "victimized" by male dominated social institutions? To answer these questions, I offer a detailed summary of several feminists' denunciations of men's sexual harassment, rape, battering, and sexual abuse of women and girls to reveal the normative forms that such victimiza-

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 159
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	tion takes: (1) the violation of and violence against women; (2) the terrorization of women; (3) the coercion, deception, and manipulation of women; (4) the dehumanization of women. I then look more closely at the feminist counterclaims that by describing women's sexuality as institutionally and pervasively male-dominated, feminists condemn women to the very condition of sexual passivity, feminine fragility, and physical vulnerability from which feminists would extricate women, and that this perspective leaves many women with the impression that feminists are antimale and antisex, if not outrightly misogynistic, when it comes to women who refuse to accept their "victim" role.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	After framing the debate, I invoke the "view from somewhere different" to argue that men's sexual intimidation of women can be better represented by socially locating women in dialectical contexts that are both institutionally oppressive and personally liberating. As in the previous chapter on sex work, I contend that women's sexuality in contemporary Western culture can be described in terms of a complex and dynamic subject/object relation; I then use this relation to think and talk about women as both the objects of men's sexual victimization and the defining subjects of our sexual experience as women, capable of transcending the victimization we may suffer. Specifically, using the notion of woman as survivor, I argue that a woman's experience of being sexually victimized by men can generate within her a renewed sense of sexual agency and political activism. I contend that women can be reinvigorated by feminist consciousness-raising efforts at identifying men's sexual intimidation of women, not revictimized by them. However, women's sexual subjectivity will be impossible if men and women do not make an effort to dismantle the hierarchical structures and values that reinforce the male dominance of women. Therefore, in the closing section I sketch what is required for men to treat women with care respect in their sexual relations with them, and what women need to understand about men's socially complex power position under patriarchy in order to make that respect a shared one.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Victimization and Male Dominance
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            	[M]en initiate, women consentthat's mutual?
Catharine A. MacKinnon, Feminism Unmodified: Discourses on Life and Law
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            	[B]eing a woman [is] a life time occupational hazard in itself.
Robin Morgan, The Demon Lover: On the Sexuality of Terrorism
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            	Funny, every man I meet wants to protect me. I can't figure out what from.
Mae West, quoted in Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In this chapter's overview, as well as in previous chapters, I have outlined feminists' arguments for the claim that women's sex role socialization and economic discrimi-
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            	nation maintain and reinforce men's power over and control of women. Thus, when a feminist argues that women are sexually victimized by men, she has in mind a victimization circumscribed by an oppressive framework that I refer to as institutionalized intimidation. Marilyn Frye describes such a framework as "a network of forces and barriers which are systematically related and which conspire to the immobilization, reduction and molding of women and the lives we live." 8 From this view, any woman is oppressed in that she belongs to an oppressed group whose members are other women, all of whom live in a patriarchal society in which women are devalued, marginalized, or silenced by oppressive social institutions. Because these institutionslaw, government, education, religion, medicine, media, culture and the arts, the familyare regulated and controlled at the highest administrative levels by men, it is contended that men effectively dominate women's daily lives, specifically women's sexual and reproductive lives. According to this view, the sexual intimidation of women is central to consolidating male advantage under patriarchy. Thus, when some feminists argue that social and economic institutions support a "rape culture" or that woman battering has been "normalized'' under patriarchy, they refer to the power of these institutions to determine the terms and conditions of women's sexuality. While not all feminists contend that every man is a potential rapist, many do believe that sexual harassment, battery, and rape lie on a continuum of violence against women and that all men benefit from the sexual intimidation engendered by some men's rape.9 From this perspective, sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls are designed so effectively to intimidate women that women become dependent on men for protection from men. Mae West's comment about men's urge to protect her captures the irony and the frustrating paradox of this situation: men maintain their institutional superiority over women by sexually intimidating women, only to reinforce male dominance by convincing women that we need a man's protection from other men's abuse but not his own.10

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the following pages I will review much of the evidence and many of the arguments that feminists offer in support of the claim that men's sexual intimidation of women maintains and reinforces cultural, political, and economic institutions that are oppressive to all women. My aim is to show how and why many feminists have come to believe that sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls have common normative features that bind them together in a pervasive system of sexual intimidation that facilitates men's control over women's sexuality and rationalizes men's unconditional access to women's bodies. This is not to deny that male children are common objects of adult neglect or emotional or physical abuse, although studies suggest that sexually abused girls far outnumber sexually abused boys. My primary concern in this chapter is to examine how women's sexual intimidation under patriarchy manifests itself.11 I begin this discussion with some indication of the conceptual overlap between sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls and suggest that this overlap is consistent with the feminist argument offered earlier that such treatment of women is part of a larger, overarching effort aimed at men's sexual domination and control of women. I then discuss in considerable detail the normative features that feminists most often cite as common to men's sexual intimidation of women: (1) sexual violation and violence; (2) sexual terrorization; (3) sexual coercion, deception, and manipulation; and (4)
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            	sexual dehumanization. Such normative categories are not conceptually discrete or independent, since they circumscribe common features of interrelated types of sexual intimidation. Nevertheless, these categories are helpful in illuminating the variety of complaints individual women make when they are sexually victimized by men; and they are helpful in situating women's sexual intimidation within the socially constructed context of male dominance and control on which many feminists base their condemnation of the sexual oppression of women. Furthermore, while such categories point out the ways in which the variety of forms of sexual intimidation may be linked, they also reveal some of the finer distinctions between sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and child sexual abuse. Thus, my analysis both draws from and contributes to contemporary feminist theorizing on the sexual victimization of women. My goal in this section is to provide a normative framework for thinking and talking about women's sexual intimidation that is consistent with the feminist claim that such intimidation maintains, and is facilitated by, men's institutionalized dominance and control of women. I can then proceed to explicate and evaluate the critical responses to such a claim, which counter that conceiving of women's lives as pervaded by male heterosexual dominance only serves to reinforce and legitimize men's sexual victimization of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Conceptual Confusion

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	There is wide disagreement among political theorists, moral philosophers, mental health professionals, and legal authorities as to what counts as a clear case of either sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, or the sexual abuse of girls. Because each form of sexual intimidation involves some type of sexual violation, questions typically arise as to how to identify its occurrence. For example, Ellen Frankel Paul feels that we should define sexual harassment sufficiently to exclude the "merely trivial" sexual innuendo yet not equate all sexual harassment with a serious injury like rape. While sexual harassment is a serious violation, Paul, like Rosemarie Tong, believes that merely offensive or annoying sexual behavior must be differentiated from the extreme violation of bodily integrity that is at the heart of rape. 12 On the other hand, to say simply that sexual harassment is unwanted sexual behavior condemns all accidental or unintentional slights and includes offenses taken by the sexually paranoid or vindictive person.13 Both sexual harassment and rape share the feature of being unwelcome sexual overtures that are not asked for and not returned, but this means that the two forms of sexual intimidation also share the ambiguity of the word "unwelcome." Quid pro quo sexual harassment in which sex is made a condition for employment or promotion may be a relatively straightforward case of coercion, but what about a request for a date by a supervisor? In her discussion of harassment within the academy, Nancy Tuana believes that actions count as sexually harassing if a professor or thesis adviser should have known that those actions would be construed as an implied threat;14 yet what may be construed as threatening to one graduate student may seem ludicrous to another or a harmless flirtation to a third. On the other hand, if the harasser's intent is the sole criterion of harassment, then sexual harassment claims will deflate in the face of unverifiable excuses like ''I didn't mean to upset her. I was just . . . [horsing around, trying to flatter her, impress the boys, etc.]," when dis-
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            	cernible harm has been done in contradiction to company or educational policy guidelines. This is why the conduct of the harasser and the effects on the harassed, not the intent of the harasser, are the criteria for determining sexual harassment specified by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission guidelines. 15

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	An intruder's violation of a woman in her own bedroom may be a more obvious case of an unwelcome advance than the successful pressure placed on a date to "put out" after an expensive dinner; but a woman who feels manipulated into having sex when it is late and her date is her only ride home feels the sexual violation nevertheless. Feminists are also deeply divided over how a woman's responsibility for her own conduct and choice of male companionship should figure in any moral assessment of his sexual violation of her. John Bogart suggests that raping a woman who is intoxicated makes sense because rape can be both voluntary and nonconsensual, an observation typically overlooked in favor of the more common assumption that a woman's rape always constitutes a sexual assault against her will.16 These are the very kinds of "hard" cases that have made sexual harassment and rape so difficult to prosecute successfully, a fact made especially painful given the statistics showing that the vast majority of sexual harassers and rapists are men that the victim knows and often knows well. Despite the fact that sexual harassment is a form of gender discrimination that is illegal under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, local and federal judges in sexual harassment cases are notorious for their inconsistent interpretation of what constitutes a "hostile environment" for women in the workplace; what an employer ''could or should have known" about the harassment; what is "severe or pervasive" treatment of an offensive sort; or what a "reasonable person" would be offended by.17 For the purposes of my own discussion, sexual harassment will be distinguished from gender harassment in which the sexuality of the harassed is absent from a description of the gender discrimination against her.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Woman battering can be a form of sexual intimidation among teen and adult intimates, because physical abuse or psychological abuse (attacks on self-esteem, scare tactics, or threats) can be used to enforce sexual compliance, and because a woman's breasts, pregnant abdomen, and genitals are often the focus for her abuser's physical attacks. While Rosemarie Tong notes that such sexual battering ideologically links sexual harassment and rape to woman battering, other feminists warn that since it is still legal in some states for a man to rape his wife, a wife's rape and her battering should be kept conceptually separate for the purpose of successfully filing assault charges that can distinguish rape from the beating that may or may not accompany it.18 On the other hand, if Catharine MacKinnon and others are right that sex is the weapon of choice for men because of its effectiveness in violating women, how do we determine which batterings are "sexual" and which are not? Sex and aggression are not easily parsed out; the slap that is, for some, a sexual turn-on is not easily differentiated from a "merely violent" punch. When some social scientists declare that they do not include sexual aggression in their assessment of violent behavior, they only succeed in biasing their own data with presumptions about the nature and legitimacy of the distinction.19

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Diana Russell also notes the lack of agreement among researchers as to which sex acts constitute the sexual abuse of children, as well as the researchers' confusion over
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            	how to define the term "child." Some researchers distinguish the vaginal or anal rape of children from their "mere" sexual abuse; others refer only to the abuse of a child by an adult but do not consider abuse by peers or younger children to be in the same category. Physical or emotional assault or neglect accompanying the sexual assault of children presents the same problems of identification and differentiation as those concerning woman battering. Legal statutes vary: what is "forcible rape in one jurisdiction is "impairing the morals of a minor" in another. While focusing on father-daughter incest acknowledges the special power dynamics involved in such an assault, many assume the incestuous father to be the biological father, although there is good reason to think that stepfathers and legal guardians are much more common perpetrators of the sexual abuse of children than biological fathers. The question then arises as to whether or not the sexual abuse of a child by an adoptive parent constitutes incest, and what social inhibitions are minimized if it does not. 20

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The sexual abuse of a four-year-old girl and the physical battering of a teenage girlfriend can both constitute rape; a stepfather's threatening demands for the sexual compliance of his young stepdaughter or the psychological battering of his wife constitute the unwelcome sexual overtures definitive of sexual harassment; a foster father's verbal and sexual abuse of a mature teenager is as much a case of woman battering as child abuse; a rubber penis thrown into a woman's lap at the office is as much psychological battery as sexual harassment. In light of such conceptual overlap, any attempt to draw hard and fast distinctions between cases would be misleading. Indeed, this conceptual overlap in the forms of sexual intimidation mirrors the ways in which the correlative normative concepts of violation, terrorization, coercion, and dehumanization are related: for example, a woman who is battered by her husband is sexually terrorized by his threats to her well-being, which are coercive and in violation of her sexual autonomy and integrity, which in turn dehumanizes her to the status of mere object for her husband's sexual consumption.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What I suggest is that the conceptual and normative overlap between various forms of sexual intimidation has instructive, if paradoxical, political implications for feminists. On the one hand, if the systematic sexual intimidation of women is most successful when it is not exposed for public scrutiny and, when exposed, only confuses many women and men by its complexity and variety, then it will behoove feminists not only to call for fairer legislation of men's sexual intimidation of women but also to make fine distinctions between cases. Such distinctions would also help in sure that feminist surveys conducted to gather data on various forms of sexual intimidation would not be open to charges of vagueness, self-serving interpretations of the data, or the making of mountains out of molehills. On the other hand, when some feminists make a point of noting the overlap between casesthat sexual harassment looks like woman battering, that rape is a form of sexual battery, that sexual abuse is often rape, and so onthey can more persuasively argue that there exists a continuum of sexual intimidation that pervades women's lives at home, at the workplace, in campus dormitories, in parking lots, in public bars: in a word, everywhere. As Sandra Lee Bartky points out, "To apprehend myself as victim in a sexist society is to know that there are few places where I can hide, that I can be attacked almost anywhere, at any time, by virtually anyone."21 The variety of any one form of sexual intimidation only appears to offer further evidence of its pervasiveness: rape can be
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            	perpetrated by a stranger, acquaintance, or lover, and stranger rape itself can be gang rape; anal, oral, or vaginal rape; rape with objects; a planned rape; or a crime of opportunity. Sexual harassment can be quid pro quo or hostile environment harassment; but a hostile environment can itself consist of comments, gestures, leers, cartoons, or photographs. 22

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What this paradox implies is that even the most conceptually clear, woman-centered legislation will be ineffective if sexual intimidation case law continues to be interpreted under the aegis of a pervasive and institutionalized sexism. Feminists who believe that such structural sexism exists require instead a normative feminist framework for sorting through the variety of complaints that women make when they are sexually intimidated by mena framework that condemns the patriarchal institutions themselves. Such a framework will be intentionally redundant in order (1) to reflect the conceptual and normative overlaps in men's sexual intimidation of women; (2) to capture the pervasiveness and reiteration of men's sexual intimidation of women; and (3) to galvanize women victimized in this way into individual and collective political resistance. To this framework we can now turn.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Violation and Sexual Violence

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One of the strongest arguments feminists can make against the sexual intimidation of women is that it constitutes a violation of a woman's sexual integrity and autonomy. Women who are sexually harassed, raped, battered, or sexually abused as children or teenagers all express a sense of being both emotionally and physically violated by their victimizers. Victims feel injured, invaded, and defiled in ways that linger long after any physical scars have healed. Sexual harassment is a complex and often misunderstood case of sexual violation, since unwelcome sexual jokes, comments, gestures, ogling, touching, or pinching are invasive to women yet not physically violent. Even quid pro quo harassment does not typically involve consistent verbal abuse or physical beating, although the sexually coercive nature of sexual harassment has led feminists like Marilyn French to describe it as threatening physical violence: "male co-workers" derogatory comments on women's sexuality, appearance, and competence express hatred: the men tacitly threaten rape or battery and appropriate the woman's sexuality to themselves."23

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Edmund Wall suggests that sexual harassment primarily involves wrongful communication that is marked not so much by the content of the harassment as by the invasiveness of the approach. In Wall's opinion, sexual harassment is simply a failure to show respect for the victim's right to privacy. Many feminists argue that such an analysis of sexual harassment is misleading because it fails to situate sexual harassment in a patriarchal context in which discrimination against women as a class is a means of establishing and maintaining institutionalized male dominance. Catharine MacKinnon argues, for example, that when they are "[u]nsituated in a recognition of the [structural] context that keeps women secondary and powerless, sexual injuries appear as incidental or deviant aberrations which arise in one-to-one relationships gone wrong."24 The harassed woman may feel especially exposed if she reports her harassment, fearing that questions about her sexual life may arise despite grievance procedure guidelines to the contrary. Such fears cause her embarrassment
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            	and shame in a culture ambivalent about the value of sexual privacy and, along with fear of reprisal, make rates of reporting sexual harassment low relative to its incidence. The sexually harassed woman may be required to fend off advances sustained over long periods of time, causing her not only tension, anxiety, and frustration but also physical ailments such as headaches, nausea, and insomnia. 25 Feminists have argued that these very illnesses can severely hamper her job performance-indeed, in some cases force her resignationjustifying the prejudice that women are too fragile for the stresses of the workplace. One of the difficulties in proving that a hostile working or educational environment exists for a woman is precisely the difficulty of showing that unsolicited, deliberate, or repeated sexual comments, leers, or gestures violate a woman's sexual integrity in a way comparable to the coercion of quid pro quo harassment. The subtlety, variety, and ubiquity of hostile environment harassment diffuse and normalize it, so that many women simply accept it as a fact of life. If both women and men accept the view that women trade sex for money, status, and security through commercial sex work, dating, and marriage, then sexual harassment will be understood as the intrusive but necessary price women pay for social goods.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The grievances of women of color often include complaints of sexism, racism, and classism since their harassment by white males will appear to many such women to be vestiges of colonial imperialism or slavery, threatening the livelihoods of female heads of single-parent households or poor households in ways that a more wealthy white women's harassment might not. Women of color whose sexuality is stereotypically associated in some white men's minds with promiscuity and sexual accessibility may be especially vulnerable to harassment. Furthermore, even if the courts decide to base their assessment of hostile environment harassment on what a reasonable woman might find offensive, as opposed to what a reasonable man might, such a judgment may still be biased in favor of white, middle-class women.26 Yet many African American women may be more resistant to sexual harassment than white women because they have both everything (their livelihood) and nothing (their economic advantage) to lose by reporting it and, given their history of sexual exploitation by whites, are particularly sensitive to the structural oppression that their harassment represents. On the other hand, a white woman may be accused of being racist if she officially complains of her harassment by a man of color, appearing to castrate him for attempting to accost a white woman.27 Lesbians harassed by heterosexual men may feel the special intrusion of a man, whose very sexual preference is invasive and presumptuous. Indeed, lesbians often suffer harassment as punishment precisely because they refuse to make men their choice of sexual partner. However, lesbians cannot sue under Title VII or IX for loss of a job or an education due to discrimination against them as homosexuals unless their claims of discriminatory harassment are also claims of gender discrimination.28

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Understanding women's sexual harassment in terms of gender discrimination means recognizing that if the harassed were not a woman, she would not be treated this way. Catharine MacKinnon has argued that the harassment is sexual precisely because women as a class are identified by men as their sexual subordinates; thus women's sexual harassment (as opposed to harassment based on women's managerial or culinary skills, such as "This memo stinks!" or "I wouldn't feed this to my dog!") constitutes the discrimination against women and becomes the source for women's
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            	exploitation and humiliation. For feminists like MacKinnon, sexual harassment is an abuse of sex as well as an abuse of educational status or economic power; otherwise we could not explain the effectiveness of coworker and peer harassment of women by men. From such a perspective, the invasiveness of sexual harassment, like all sexual intimidation, stems from the attempt to use sex to dominate and control the harassed. 29 Women as a class do not control men's employment destinies or wield economic power to the extent that men do, and women are not socialized to be the sexual initiators in the way that men are. As women move up the corporate ladder, more women are harassing men; but the man who perceives his harassment as a compliment or who feels fully justified in retaliating with a harassment report is in a better social and psychological position to resist than a woman. Such asymmetries are used by many feminists to point out the power of a Western gender role socialization that defines men as aggressive and self-confident and women as submissive and indecisive to maintain and reinforce the sexual intimidation of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A woman's sexual harassment has been called her "little rape" because, among other things, harassment involves an invasive sense of sexual violation. Rape, on the other hand, is invasive in its violence to women's sexual integrity and autonomy. In rape, a woman's body is physically appropriated and sexually used in ways only hinted at in hostile environment sexual harassment. Even quid pro quo harassment coerces with incentive: sex is offered in exchange for a promotion or sex in exchange for a good grade, and the price of refusal is rarely the threat of imminent death. In rape, a woman's sexuality is overwhelmed by an attacker uninterested in cutting deals and unfazed by women who "just say no." Whether in stranger, acquaintance, date, or marital rape, the rapist shows his victim in unequivocal terms who is in control of her sexuality. In Judith Lewis Herman's words, "In rape . . . the purpose of the attack is precisely to demonstrate contempt for the victim's autonomy and dignity. The traumatic event thus destroys the belief that one can be oneself in relation to others." Carolyn Shafer and Marilyn Frye suggest something similar when they argue that rape is the transgression of one's personal domain, in which one's body is central. John Bogart describes rape as a violation of bodily integrity. Jacquelyn Dowd Hall contends that rape and the fear of rape enforce a "bodily muting" and a ''self-censorship" that make it impossible for women to express our sexuality on free and equal terms with men.30

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	For some rape victims, every sexual contact has been tainted, a constant reminder of the personal invasion that the victim would sooner forget. Catharine MacKinnon states that rape is no less than the violation of a woman's sexuality, whose control is lost to her by an attack that is "intrusive or expropriative of a woman's sexual wholeness."31 Specifically, the violation constitutes a personal invasion or intrusion on a part of the self that is sexual, a paradoxically privatized and intimate part of the self given massive public exposure in Western culture, largely through depictions of women's bodies. According to Pamela Foa, since a woman's sexuality in such a culture is characteristically used to identify her, rape makes evident the essential sexual nature of woman; in rape, a woman is sexually assaulted, not merely robbed or beaten. Furthermore, because her sexuality has traditionally been used to brand and degrade her (as whore, adulterer, temptress, bitch), rape may be cause for her humiliation in ways that a robbery or mugging is not. The rape victim becomes the
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            	transgressor of sexual mores, not simply an unfortunate victim of brutal assault. 32 This analysis matches the fate of the raped Muslim wife I described in chapter 2, who was socially ostracized as punishment for her "promiscuity."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Ironically, rape was originally conceived as a violation of a man's right to his daughter's or wife's body. According to this tradition, a rapist has either robbed the father of his daughter's marketable virginity or robbed the husband of his certainty of paternity and stigmatized a prized possession. So conceived, a rapist is always a stranger or an enemy to the family, never a friend or acquaintance and never a husband or father. Thus, from this view, the proverbial unknown rapist lurking in the bushes for an unsuspecting victim relieves men of the burden of responsibility for the rapes of women by their friends, lovers, and spouses that some surveys suggest comprise 85 percent or more of all rape incidents.33 The tradition of a marital exception rule to rape stems from the belief that a man cannot violate that to which he already has total and legitimate access. If an extramarital rapist is found innocent in court, the victim herself is often condemned as an adulterer. While feminism has made legal headway in dispelling the notion that women are men's property, and women can now file assault charges against their husbands, marital rape exemption rules still exist in some states in the fear that vindictive wives will falsely cry rape for better divorce settlements or in order to justify not having sex with their husbands.34

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The violation of rape is not confined to penile entry or vaginal penetration: objects, fingers, and tongues can penetrate, and rape can be oral or anal. The rapist can be motivated by rage, a strong need to control, and/or by an obsessive and sadistic aggressiveness that has perpetuated the myth of the rapist as the rare but dangerous madman. The psychological violation of rape, the humiliation, embarrassment, and sense of personal invasion, are often not confined to the incident itself but continue for many rape victims through the process of reporting and prosecuting their rape. One reason why many rape victims do not press formal charges is to avoid the ordeal of the courtroom. Feminists have succeeded to a large extent in sensitizing police, prosecutors, judges, and juries to the psychological injury often done to the rape victim by the criminal justice systemfor example, by insisting on rape shield laws that make the victim's prior sexual history inadmissible as evidence in court in most states. Nevertheless, such a history can still come out in the course of questioning the victim for evidence of her credibility or in private hearings to determine whether such history is crucial evidence in the case.35

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such an intrusion is especially galling when victims of robbery or mugging are not routinely asked such questions as "Have you ever been robbed before?," "Why didn't you take precautions?" ''What did you do to resist?," or "Were there any witnesses?" Julie Allison and Lawrence Wrightsman observe that "[r]ape is the only crime in which the credibility of the victim is considered relevant to the issue of whether the defendant's behavior constitutes rape." The authors also point out that according to prosecutors, the rapist's use of a weapon makes rape more credible, since a weapon is independent corroboration of the victim's inability or unwillingness to resist. Yet a majority of states still require that the victim put forth "reasonable" resistance in order for the event to be considered rape. Under feminist pressure, judges in California have stopped routinely advising jurors that the accusation of rape is easy to make but difficult to prove. A victim's habit of drinking or drug use has also been
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            	known to lead jurors to doubt whether rape has occurred, despite the absence of such use immediately prior to rape. Her moral weakness and sexual attractiveness can often lead directly to perceptions that the victim was somehow responsible for what occurred, often prompting the rape victim herself to wonder what she could have done differently, despite the assertions of stranger rapists that "it could have been anyone." Women on the witness stand often fare little better with their church or families, who may find it easier to blame the victim than face the reality of an acquaintance rape by one of their own. Indeed, the victim herself may remain emotionally dependent on the man who raped her or be convinced that she could not survive with her children alone, making either his arrest or his prosecution that much more unlikely. The emotional dependency of a marital rape victim will be especially acute if the rape has been preceded by months of physical and verbal abuse that effectively destroy her self-confidence and self-esteem. 36

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A single, ninety-year-old woman who is raped by an intruder in her own home is not provocative, in the wrong place at the wrong time, drunk, "asking for it," "loose," or putting herself at risk, outside of living alone and independently. Yet such beliefs about the stereotypical rape "victim'' are precisely those that have encouraged prosecutors, judges, and juries to look for special evidence that would reveal the victim's "true" predicament. Many feminists point out that it has been largely through feminist efforts that changes have been made in recent years in the legal requirements for corroboration and proof of resistance for successfully suing against rape, which more closely resemble such requirements in assault cases. On the other hand, some feminists argue that comparing rape to assault underestimates the psychological trauma the rape victim suffers and fails to critique the violence done to women through sex; others charge that overemphasizing such trauma restigmatizes women as hysterical and would reduce the penalties for the "lucky" rapist whose emotionally stable victim was not seriously traumatized.37

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The prostitute and the promiscuous woman are especially vulnerable to the charge that their livelihood or lifestyle makes it impossible for anyone to have raped them. From this perspective, women as sexual subjects demanding payment or initiating sexual advances are already "used goods" whom forcible sex cannot further defile, who like being "forced" into sexual acts that they really want and thus are responsible for whatever sexual abuse they receive.38 Such beliefs are consistent with a Western cultural ideology, epitomized in female representation from pulp novels to pornography, that encourages female sexual accessibility with the curious rationale that since women really want to be raped (taken, used, ravished), there is no use asking them: "no" will always mean "yes." Men's gender role socialization in such a milieu is that male violence toward women is a legitimate expression of what men want or need from women. It is for this reason that Diana Russell describes rape not as a deviant behavior but as an overconforming one, an extreme acting out of qualities regarded by the rapist's culture as masculine: aggression, force, power, strength, toughness, dominance, competitiveness, independence. Russell refers to a belief in the appropriateness of such qualities in men as a belief in the "masculinity mystique" or the "virility mystique." Julie Allison and Lawrence Wrightsman contend that such overconforming behavior derives from an identification with "hypermasculinity," which encourages a man to believe that danger is exciting and that violence is de-
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            	sirable and a sign of masculinity. As a result, hypermasculine men's sexual attitudes toward women are exploitative and callous. Allison and Wrightsman also found that such attitudes are exhibited more strongly in men who engage in coercive sex than those who do not. Catharine MacKinnon and others would argue that rape is a conforming behavior simpliciter, since heterosexuality and violence are culturally congruent. Whether conforming or overconforming, such socialization brings down reporting rates and causes many young girls and women to expect (and tolerate) at least some abuse from their husbands or boyfriends. 39 Heterosexual men have been known to try to "cure" lesbians by raping them, while rape between lesbians, when it occurs, may recreate or reflect masculine/feminine sexual power dynamics more than it exposes an underlying violence in the lesbian community. Lesbians are understandably reticent to politicize sexual violence among lesbians, since the tendency in the heterosexual community is to use such exposure as a way of condemning women's homosexuality.40

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women of color are especially wary of making rape a political priority. Given the white world's stereotype of the violent black male or the sexually volatile Latino, these women believe that the men of color in their communities will inordinately bear the responsibility for rape. Furthermore, given the stereotype of the prostituted, sexually voracious black woman, African American women who are victims of sexual violence are even more skeptical than their Anglo counterparts that they will be believed by police, judges, and juries. In addition, poor women who do not own a car or who live in high-crime districts are particularly vulnerable to rape. Even though most rapes are intraracial and black women are raped four times as often as white women, black feminists note that African American men have been disproportionately executed for rape, and they argue that rape reform laws need to be enforced fairly against white and black men alike and enforced with equal diligence when whites perpetrate such crimes in the black community. Vindictive, southern slave-owning white women were known to accuse slaves and black freemen of rape, and black men were lynched for purported assaults on white women that never in fact occurred. As a result, black feminists are wary of dismissing out of hand the claim that women lie about being raped and suggest that many white women have little conception of surviving in a culture that encourages intraracial violence as a way of maintaining dominance over women and men of color.41

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Racism is a factor in the violence and violation of woman battering as well. A young black woman may refrain from seeking help if she thinks that a white establishment will not take her seriously or if she sees only a limited educational or career future for herself, staying in an abusive relationship where she believes she can "make things better." Because they combine a gender identity that keeps young women dependent economically and socially with a youth that inhibits access to resources for power and independence, young women of color are especially vulnerable to sexual abuse by their husbands or boyfriends. Teen pregnancy only adds to this powerlessness. Social pressure to be a "couple" and a desire to become more independent of her family are further inducements to stay in a relationship that nevertheless may be unremittingly invasive. Men of color are arrested more often than white middle-class men for similar battering, despite the pervasiveness of abuse within white, bourgeois communities. Feminist women of color argue that such com-
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            	munities can simply hide women's violation better from legal authorities, whose profile is higher in poorer and more racially or ethnically mixed neighborhoods, where private therapy is less accessible. Also, women of color may feel the pressure alluded to in my discussion of rape to protect their partners in order to avoid the disintegration of a family and community already suffering from racism; in doing so, men of color may feel the power of patriarchy at home even if they do not feel it in the public domain. Believing that the only system designed to protect women of color has historically subjugated and exploited them, many women of color will be suspicious of the social services and legal resources designed to aid the battered woman. Poor women may simply perceive violence in the home as part of their overall struggle to feed, clothe, and shelter their families. 42

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Invasion and intrusion of the battered woman's sense of self are the hallmark of abusive relationships, identified by hypercritical or demeaning verbal barrages, with or without physical or sexual violence, alternating with the batterer's displays of affection, remorse, or passionate sex. In this way the batterer effectively physically and emotionally ties the battered woman to him. Rosemarie Tong describes the general character of woman battering as assaultive behavior between adults in an intimate, sexual, theoretically peer, usually cohabitating relationship; the relationship can involve physical, sexual, and/or psychological abuse, or the destruction of property or pets. Cigarette burns, sleep deprivation, enforced social isolation, deprivation of medical care, beating, and threats of increased violence are not uncommon. Ola Barnett and Alyce LaViolette add that battering is not an isolated, incidental instance of hitting or verbal abuse but a systematic means of dominance and control of the battered. Some men are thought to batter to reestablish the traditional sexual division of labor lost with feminist advances at home and in the workplace.43

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The sexual intimacy of the partners distinguishes woman battering from at least some sexual harassment and rape and makes the criminal justice system especially reticent about interfering. Feminists debate over how much the state should regulate family, sexual, and reproductive life. However, we typically agree that many women's emotional and economic dependence on abusive partners makes it almost impossible for them to escape their sexual violation without readily available social services and legal resources. Given that almost 25 percent of all police homicides result from handling family disturbance cases, and that a woman's credibility is still a thorny issue with some policemen who may themselves be batterers, police may be slow to respond to domestic violence calls. Indeed, police arrest more women who batter in self-defense than men who offensively batter, despite the fact that a woman uses extreme violence against her partner less often than men and that women's violence against men is more often retaliatory than offensive. When a battered woman refuses to press charges out of fear of reprisal, community recrimination, or isolation, she only reinforces in the minds of the police that their call was unnecessary. Yet restraining orders are difficult to enforce even when police adopt a "pro-arrest" policy in battery investigations to inform a battered woman of her legal options, and shelters are often already full of women and children without the financial or family resources to move elsewhere. Issuing restraining orders that successfully ban the batterer from the house may only further enrage him, with no guarantee that he will not continue to threaten and harass his partner when she leaves. Thus, she effectively be-
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            	comes a prisoner in her own home with or without his presence. Prosecutors and judges are often insensitive to the emotional or economic predicaments of the battered. If the batterer is charged and convicted, his prison term may mean real financial hardship on his family. Therapy as a condition of probation is often met with indifference, if not outright hostility, and is often without the radical feminist slant that many women feel is necessary for ultimate prevention. Many women may simply feel too overwhelmed by a legal bureaucracy that cannot appreciate the fact that they do not have the time or energy to appear at court hearings and that they still care for their partners; they just want the battering to stop. 44

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The same tradition of woman as sexual property that is used to rationalize rape is used to justify the battering of women. Some sociologists have called a contemporary marriage license a "hitting license," reminiscent of traditional "wife chastisement" laws that permitted a certain level of physical abuse for purposes of patriarchal stability and control within the family. Rosemarie Tong reports that as late as 1977, the courts treated a husband's assault on his wife as "acceptable practice." Barrie Levy notes that as of 1991, only three states included dating relationships within the definition of relationships under the protection of domestic violence laws and allowed women under age eighteen to seek redress under those laws.45 If violence is (hetero)sexualized by a cultural ideology of male dominance and control, then a battered woman's violation will often be sexual in that she will be battered into sex, battered on the breasts or genitals, or battered by a man whose sexual satisfaction derives from being dominant and abusive. Conversely, if heterosexual pleasure translates into male sexual conquest and his conquest into brute force, there will be little of her heterosexuality that will not involve battering. Together, these claims are the driving force behind Catharine MacKinnon's assertion that men's erotic arousal from depictions of violence against women means that the violence just is the sex.46 Denise Ganache reports that compared to other battered women, women sexually abused in their battery are significantly more severely injured, frequently beaten, ashamed of their bodies, likely to have stress-related physical symptoms, more likely to blame themselves for the abuse, and more in danger of either murder or committing murder.47 The irony is that in the absence of social services or legal resources, or lacking any community awareness and support of such resources in isolated or rural communities, women do not report their abuse for fear of reprisal, social isolation, or homelessness; thus, such resources are not developed in response to the need. Lesbian couples are especially vulnerable if they live in areas where they fear that homophobia will punish them for attempting to seek help. Experiences of sexism and internalized homophobia can create the kind of low self-esteem that inhibits some lesbians from taking any action against their abusive partners.48

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The same woman who complains that a man's abuse of her is a violation of her emotional and physical integrity may also say that she regards her battering as his plea for her support or for more affection and tolerance on her part. A boyfriend's jealousy or abrupt and uncontrollable anger is often cited by a teenage girl as a prelude to his battering, reinforcing her belief that her batterer really does love her but that she is responsible for the unhappiness in the relationship. Battered women's shelters and judge's restraining orders are not always available to juveniles suffering from battering by their boyfriends. High school administrations often have no public pol-
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            	icy of preventing and responding to this kind of intimate violence, despite a batterer's constant presence on campus. 49

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Gender role socialization that prompts many women to take full responsibility for the success of their relationships convinces them that if only they were better lovers, housekeepers, mothers, or support systems for their families or their partners, the abuse would stop. These beliefs persist despite the clinical documentation of battered woman syndrome, a psychological condition much like the post-traumatic stress disorder suffered by war veterans and concentration camp and hostage survivors. Those who suffer from such conditions reexperience the traumatic events in dreams and externally stimulated memory, have difficulty concentrating, feel detached and alienated from loved ones, and suffer insomnia and nightmares. As with victims of sexual harassment and rape, a battered woman's psychic life features fear, shock, shame, anger, distrust, sadness, guilt, and helplessness. Suicide rates among battered women are high, as if they were carrying their abusers' destructiveness with them.50

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The sexual violation of a young girl is perhaps the most difficult to countenance. Florence Rush notes that the youngest victims of sexual abuse may suffer from internal hemorrhaging and ruptures from penises and objects too large for their fragile bodies; they can also enter clinics ravaged by disease and infection.51 Not all of the sexual abuse of girls is this physically violent, at least not in the beginning: Sandra Butler reports that in the majority of father-daughter incest cases, the abuse begins with fondling, then escalates to intercourse at puberty, after a history of sexual play justifies to the father the move to the next step.52 Even in the absence of violent abuse, the sexual molestation of girls is invasive in its violation of the trust that a young girl has been taught to place in those adults who are responsible for her protection and well-being. Like the rape of teen and adult women, the sexual violation and abuse of a prepubescent girl is perpetrated largely by men she knows and often loves or trusts: a father, stepfather, mother's boyfriend, brother's schoolmate, uncle, grandfather, foster father. Such men are typically not regarded by their community as self-serving pedophiles, mental misfits, or criminals on the loose but as law-abiding, church-going "family" men.53

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If a man's emotional security, sexual virility, and social status define his masculine identity yet are constantly being threatened by other men equally driven to establish their power positions in a male hierarchy, powerless children can be exploited to reassert a man's masculinity, particularly in the privacy of his home. Women's entry into the workforce in ever-increasing numbers and feminists' challenges to men's presumption of institutional dominance have often been blamed for men turning to their domestic lives to reestablish their perceived loss of control. Diana Russell argues that men far outnumber women as perpetrators of child sexual abuse because of men's gender role socialization to initiate and control the sex they want, to divorce sexuality from affection or intimacy, and to sexualize emotions that women regard as maternal and caring. As with rape, Russell attributes the sexual abuse of girls to the social and economic power disparity between women and men and to a culture of violence that dominates the effectiveness of social institutions to control the abuse.54 Like adult women, children have traditionally been viewed as the property of the family patriarch. Many feminists argue that such a tradition lives on in the lack
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            	of credibility and legal rights we afford the contemporary child. The belief in a male right to the unconditional sexual accessibility of children certainly appears to live on in the booming global business in child pornography and prostitution. Some feminists critical of pederasty and pedophilia suggest that this same sense of entitlement comes into play in the male sexual "deviant." 55

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual activity between children and adults is a crime in every state in the United States: statutory rape and sexual molestation laws prohibit vaginal, oral, or anal sex with a legal minor as well as the fondling of her genitals or private parts. Physicians, psychologists, teachers, social workers, and other professionals who closely supervise children are required by law to report all suspected cases of such activity to law enforcement agencies; police are required to investigate reports made; prosecutors are required to prosecute. Yet the horror at the offense by some professionals, their need to find serious physical injury before they report abuse, the predisposition of police and prosecutors to disbelieve children in the face of denials by adults, and children who are manipulated or forced into retractions all contribute to a system that often fails to protect children from adults who wish to abuse them sexually. Often the child is the one who feels punished by being removed from the only home she knows. Indeed, the irony in this is that sexual abuse commonly exists in juvenile halls and foster care as well.56

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	When the perpetrator of child abuse is white but the victim is not, women of color find convictions more difficult to get than when the perpetrator is a man of color. The most common convictions still involve a black perpetrator and a white victim. As I mentioned earlier, researchers report that offenders are overwhelmingly male. Female perpetrators of child sexual abuse are not only much rarer than males but use less violence and verbal threats to get what they want, are less likely to molest children much younger than themselves, and almost never molest girls. Nevertheless, a young girl's fear of reprisal, of being disbelieved, of breaking up her family, or of hurting or leaving her parents, combined with her confusion over what is actually happening to her and her ignorance of where to turn when she believes something is wrong, make the probability that authorities will discover her abuse from an adult of either sex extremely low.57

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Survivors of incest who have endured many years of oral, anal, and/or vaginal intercourse by their fathers often struggle to develop self-esteem and self-confidence. Adult sex can be difficult, reminding them of their vulnerability and failure of control as children. One woman writes of her feelings of violation and intrusion, "How do I feel? Emptylostdisgustedangryguiltysuicidal inside. I am exploding with emotions, but outside I am emptyI feel like my eyes are black holes to my soul."58 Some women develop split personalities from incestuous abuse as a way to metaphysically and psychically dissociate themselves from their trauma. Ironically, this personality profile is often judged normal for women, since the feminine stereotype is that of a "charmingly unsure, ambivalent and slightly confused" person.59 Judith Lewis Herman has documented how the emotional upheaval of many incest victims matches the post-traumatic stress disorder of the rape trauma victim and the traumatized battered woman, including not only the dissociation of the split personality but also insomnia, nausea, overreaction, nightmares, and the intrusion of constantly reliving the trauma in memory. Herman wryly points out that only after
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            	successful efforts by combat veterans to legitimize post-traumatic stress disorder did the trauma suffered by victims of sexual violence become recognized as not just another form of female hysteria. Young women's antisocial behavior; problems with drugs, diet, or alcohol; or difficulty with adult authority can often be traced to earlier sexual abuse. 60 Mothers of incest victims are often blamed by authorities and by their own children for not protecting them from men's abuse, for being already too burdened to handle the strain of the exposure, or for not staying home and being a "real" mother. Many mothers' frustration with their own powerlessness within the family, their loyalty to their husbands, and their competition with their children make intervening in the abuse a difficult task. In their preoccupation with social recrimination and personal guilt in a society that has acculturated them to take full responsibility for the emotional well-being of their families, many mothers simply choose to ignore what is going on.61

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While some sex radicals and mental health professionals have claimed that children have a right to sex, I suggested in chapter 3 that children have little experience in saying no to adults who tempt them either with attention and affection or with physical and emotional security in exchange for sex. Often they do not understand their own or others' sexuality, ignorance of which is used to the advantage of the abuser. Even some politically active gay pedophiles assert that heterosexual pedophilia under conditions of gender inequality is a "reprehensible form of power tripping."62 Yet even if it is insured that children in nonhierarchical settings have the sexual knowledge and economic freedom to make informed and unfettered sexual choices, sexual activity between adult and child, especially adult male and female child, will always carry with it the burden of proof that such activity is not exploitative of a child's emotional immaturity. To stress this point, Sandra Butler has characterized incest in terms of incestuous assault, in which an adult family member imposes sexual contact on a child "who is unable to alter or understand the adult's behavior because of his or her powerlessness in the family and early stage of psychological development." Florence Rush asserts that children are entitled to be free of their violation by exploitative and violent adults and to legislation that insures against abuses of power.63

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Terrorization

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Several feminists have argued that the sexual intimidation of women is victimizing not only for its violent and violating intrusiveness but also for its success in instilling terror in women. According to this view, a woman who is intimidated by the possibility of sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and child sexual abuse feels a wariness, paranoia, and fear that come from not being able to predict if or when her actual violation will occur, who the perpetrators will be, or whether she will be able to protect herself adequately from the abuse. This is the thrust of Sandra Lee Bartky's comment quoted earlier that a woman living under conditions of male dominance can experience her sexual violation by almost anyone, anytime, anywhere she goes. In this way, a climate is created in which a woman's fear becomes a part of her everyday life. Robin Morgan has called the daily insistence of this fear "the normalization of terror," which functions, among other things, to keep individual women from
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            	properly assessing the extent of their sexual danger. Morgan compares a woman's daily condition to a population terrorized by subnational groups or clandestine state agents whose political, premeditated motivation "is not to kill or to destroy property but to break the spirit of the opposition." 64 Bat-Ami Bar On suggests that terrorism is a formative process that produces people who are psychologically and morally diminished by a constant, threatening surveillance. A terrorized woman no longer has control over what happens to her. From this point of view, a woman who is not individually terrorized by a boyfriend or husband must still live with institutional terrorism in the fear that at anytime, any one man might victimize her. Thus, every woman is terrorized because she is a member of a class all of whose members are potential targets. Susan Brownmiller comments, "That some men rape provides a sufficient threat to keep all women in a constant state of intimidation."65

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this perspective, a woman's terror is exacerbated by the fact that her sexual intimidation is enforced by a secrecy and silence for which she perceives a real threat of punishment if broken. A woman who is sexually harassed at work or at school often does not report her abuse for fear that the harasser will "get her later" either by impugning her own character or by actually raping her. Her lack of confidence in the grievance procedures available to her, her lack of self-confidence due to the humiliating attacks, and her embarrassment at having to describe such attacks reinforce this fear.66 Men who create a hostile environment for women with off-color jokes, comments, cartoons, sex toys, or pornography often do so with just enough irregularity and variety that a woman cannot know how to prevent what is happening or defend herself against it. Sandra Lee Bartky writes:
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            	Feminist consciousness is a little like paranoia, especially when the feminist first begins to apprehend the full extent of sex discrimination and the subtlety and variety of the ways in which it is enforced. Its agents are everywhere, even inside her own mind, since she can fall prey to self-doubt or to a temptation to compliance. In response to this, the feminist becomes vigilant and suspicious.67

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If her harasser is her supervisor or professor, a woman may fear for her job or academic standing if she does not comply. She may wonder whether it is her work quality or her sexuality that got her the position in the first place. Despite legislation designed to allay such fears, the process of reporting and prosecuting a harasser is still a harrowing and uncertain experience for many women.68

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Unlike sexual harassment, stranger rape is an act of violence that, according to Susan Griffin, "always carries with it the threat of death." Among many women, only murder is feared more than rape. Susan Brownmiller calls stranger rapists "anonymous agents of terror" whose rape is "designed to intimidate and inspire fear."69 Griffin refers generally to rape as a form of what she calls "mass terrorism,'' where women are victimized indiscriminately then blamed for behaving as though they were free. I would qualify Griffin's remark by noting that date rapists can be quite particular about whom they rape; their purpose is not just to dominate and control some woman or other but to dominate this woman sexually. Ironically, the threat of stranger rape can terrorize women into seeking intimate relationships with men as a means of protection, even though women are more likely to be raped by an intimate than by a stranger. Indeed, some black feminists contend that the historical lynch-
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            	ing of black men for uncommitted crimes against white women had the intended effect of terrorizing white women into dependency on white men. Lynching thus served to convince white women that they were "ever threatened by black men's lust, ever in need of white men's protection. 70

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some feminists have pointed out that just knowing that she can be raped in a public place can make a woman constantly wary, sometimes incapable of venturing out alone or in groups of women. A rape in her own home may terrorize her into moving to another city or retaining an unlisted phone number or post office box. As Kathleen Barry notes, "In the face of terrorism people reorganize their lives."71 Men who are raped in prison may feel some of this kind of terrorization, since they live in the kinds of controlled environments where men are the sole available instruments to express sexual conquest and to validate masculinity. However, many heterosexual and gay men may also display a well-socialized machismo in prison that motivates outrage and offense rather than resignation and submission. Indeed, without the adoption of a masculine stereotype on both sides of the attack, we could not make sense of the heterosexual male prisoner's claim that "[a] male who fucks a male is a double male."72

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As with sexual harassment, a woman often does not report her rape out of fear of reprisal. In many cases, the man whom she may be living with or going to classes with or who is the father of her children is the perpetrator, and his capacity for reprisal terrorizes his victim into silence. The trauma of reliving the event in the police station and the courtroom makes this fear even more real. Publicity about rape or attempted rape can have deleterious effects on women's reporting, when women read about or see the agony, humiliation, sexual publicity, and alienation of women who prosecute the men who raped them. In one study it was found that almost one in five victims of rape attempted suicide, indicating for many feminists that the power of the rapist to terrorize his victim extends far beyond the rape itself.73

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Ann Jones calls rapists and woman batterers within the family "domestic terrorists" whose tactics of physical and verbal abuse are designed to enable the terrorist to dominate and control the terrorized, to destroy any sense of autonomy or authority, "to erase identity" through careful manipulation of her practical and emotional life. Ola Barnett and Alyce LaViolette regard battering as the creation of an atmosphere of fear informed by a variety of abuse increasing in frequency and intensity over time. That fear is intensified by the unpredictable nature of the violence, which forces a woman to worry about the time, place, or reason for the next attack. From the batterer's perspective, the more frightened and humiliated a battered woman is, the easier it is to control her. The batterer may threaten his partner with murder or his own suicide if she tries to leave him, and his prior physical abuse may convince her that he means what he says. Ironically, a woman threatened in this way must also fear state retribution in the form of extended prison sentences if she kills her threatening partner in self-defense.74

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A battering husband may threaten to stop payment on his wife's checks, take the children, or lock her out. An abusive boyfriend may obsessively follow his girlfriend to school or work, harass her friends, monitor her phone calls. A battered girlfriend is often too embarrassed and confused to ask her parents for help, afraid that they will forbid her to see a boy she still cares about or fears too much to leave. A battered wife
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            	knows that her batterer will come looking for her at the homes of family or friends. Living in motels and moving her family from place to place may severely deplete her already limited financial resources. She has been told by police that they can arrest him on assault charges but cannot physically restrain him prior to sentencing with anything more that a court order. Her fear of reprisal may keep her from reporting her abuse at all. Simply not knowing when he will appear or what he will do next may undermine her will to resist his presence in her life. Judith Lewis Herman remarks that what mental health professionals have called a battered woman's "learned helplessness" should be understood not as passive submission in the face of danger but as an active decision to comply with her batterer, a decision marked by a profound wariness based on the legitimate belief that every action is watched and transgressions paid for dearly. 75

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Her terrorizer may so dominate a woman's life that she perceives escape as impossible. If he shows any signs of affection or reprieve, she may come to believe that she can secure her safety only by becoming hypervigilant and attentive to her batterer so that he will refrain from abusing her. In her efforts to survive, she may then begin to identify his wants and needs as her own. In this way she imitates the psychological profile of terrorized hostages and concentration camp victims, who adopt the behavior patterns or values of their aggressors as a means of staying alive.76 This identification, combined with a socialization that may compel her to stay to try to "make things better" and a fear of being alone in a world unfriendly to single women, conspire to undermine any determination she may have to make a better life for herself or her children outside the confines of her battering.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Even if a battered woman escapes her abuse, she may be terrorized by old fears. A playful hand on the neck or face, a sudden outburst by an otherwise sensitive lover, can recreate painful and paralyzing images. She may struggle with the nightmares and overreaction of battered woman syndrome in a way that reinvigorates the feeling of being out of control of her life. Feminists remind us, however, that such feelings are not misplaced. As Ola Barnett and Alyce LaViolette point out, the terrorism in woman battering is that "[a] woman cannot know with complete certainty that the man she loves and plans to marry will not eventually abuse her. A battered woman could be any woman or every woman" (Barnett's and LaViolette's italics).77 If a woman can be convinced that aggression against women is an acceptable expression of masculinity and proof of it, she will live in a state of constant fear of what men will do and resign herself that women must accept what is done to them. Therefore, even men who do not abuse their partners may benefit from the dominance or authority conferred by their gender but bear the burden of being regarded with either suspicion or fear by their female partners.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Young girls who are the victims of sexual abuse may be terrorized most of all, since as children they are even more vulnerable than battered women to the sexual dominance and control of adult men. A sexually abused girl often does not understand what is happening to her. If she does, she may fear that her own reluctant complicity or lack of resistance will destroy her credibility. She may also fear what will happen to herself or her family if she tells anyone. The trauma of having her life or bodily integrity threatened at such a young age is sufficient to inspire in her feelings of terror and helplessness. Incest survivors recall the fear of knowing that their abusers

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 178
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	were always there when they came home from school, when their mothers were working or away. A young incest victim's terror of her abuse becomes the overriding preoccupation of her life. She wonders not only when the abuse will end but why it is happening at all. When her abuse does not stop, she often blames herself, since she cannot believe that someone she has loved and trusted would choose to treat her this way. 78 Even if her image of her abuser is too fragmentary to be one of love or trust, she may simply be unable to sort out why someone with so much power over her would subject her to such violation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A young girl abused by a stranger may remain fearful of adult men for many years afterward, indoctrinated into sex by way of insecurity, confusion, and terror. Some survivors fear their own sexual arousal, as its heightened state may be associated with real physical pain and emotional chaos. A survivor's capacity for intimacy may be irreparably damaged by oscillating feelings of need and fear. Judith Lewis Herman documents the terrorizing symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder that many survivors of sexual abuse feel: a state of hyperarousal in which the survivor believes that danger could return at any moment; intrusion, in which survivors continue to relive the event, never sure when some reminder of the trauma will reactivate painful memories; and constriction, a state of surrender or dissociation in which the survivor tries desperately to block the traumatic event off from conscious memory.79

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Mothers of incest victims fear for their children's safety when abusive fathers continue legal visitation. If mothers flee with their children from such visits, they are often hounded by their husbands and by the police, held in contempt of court, or jailed. Mothers contemplating intervention often fear family division, community stigma, or what may appear to be an overwhelming legal bureaucracy. When mothers do interfere in their children's abuse, they are often beaten or abused themselves. Thus, they may harbor deep feelings of guilt for allowing the abuse to happen or for having ignored it for so long. Young girls who attempt to run away from their abusers at home often end up being reterrorized by pimps whose livelihood is threatened by young prostitutes who think or act too independently. Indeed, Kathleen Barry compares the pimp's abduction, seasoning, and criminalization of young girls to the sexual intimidation of battered women.80 Such intimidation communicates to many of these young women that sexual danger is inescapable and sexual victimization inevitable.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Coercion, Deception, and Manipulation

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Several feminists have noted that the violation and terrorization of women would be unsuccessful if women were not physically forced or psychologically threatened to have sex we would not otherwise choose. Such sexual coercion captures the sense that women often feel betrayed and trapped by men into sexual compliance, misunderstood by deceptive myths about women's sexual needs and desires, and manipulated by economic and legal institutions that appear to facilitate the sexual violation of women by men. Feminists who argue that sexual intimidation is an institutionalized part of women's lives under patriarchy claim that sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls are each special cases of a pattern of systematic and pervasive sexual coercion, deception, and manipulation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 179
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Ellen Frankel Paul refers to quid pro quo sexual harassment as a form of extortion of property in which a woman's body is appropriated using the leverage of fear for her job. 81 Many feminists have argued that women are vulnerable to sexual harassment precisely because women's job opportunities are limited and our work devalued, suggesting structural or institutional inequities that individual women have little power to overcome.82 Indeed, before the success of Title VII lawsuits, women were often fired for not acquiescing to quid pro quo harassment. Some feminists suggest that female graduate students are well advised not to become sexually involved with their professors, noting young women's vulnerability to male abuses of academic power and to accusations of "asking for it." Many institutions officially condemn such liaisons to protect both students and faculty from defamation and false accusation. According to Rosemarie Tong, sexual offers ("Sleep with me and I will promote/hire you") that are not overt threats (''If you don't sleep with me I'll flunk/fire you") are equivalent not to seduction but to coercion, given the charged hierarchical contexts of the workplace or the academic office. Tong suggests that while the seducer's goal is ultimately to win over a willing (and equal) partner, the sexual coercer's goal is ultimately to satisfy his own sexual needs whether or not the object of his coercion really wants to sleep with him. If a woman refuses her senior's sexual offer, she must face the possible repercussions of her refusal. If she accepts, she must face the possibility that her supervisor will not follow through with the promised employment or promotion or that her professor will not give her the promised grade or academic rank. She may wonder whether she will in fact please him or if others of his professional status will get a similar idea. Edmund Wall contends that sexual threats are too often confused with sexual offers. He contends that not all offers of promotion in exchange for sex in fact promise harm to the employee if she does not accept nor are they seen by all women as placing their situations in jeopardy. I would argue that an employee or student's standing is compromised by her superior's sexual offers, because she cannot confidently predict their outcome, nor can she participate equally in defining the terms and conditions of the relationship, given her less dominant position in the company or academic hierarchy. The coerciveness of such offers, whatever the outcome, lies not in their likelihood of being injurious to women nor in women understanding such offers as implicit threats; their coerciveness lies in their success at turning requests, which in more egalitarian relationships can be freely refused, into issues of dominance and control.83

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A sexually harassed woman may feel coerced into not reporting her abuse out of a perceived loss of privacy or fear of retribution. It may cause her extreme hardship to look for another job or change classes or advisers, much less leave school. If she reports her harassment, she often feels manipulated by a harasser who charges that she either provoked his advances or asked for them and whose social status and assumption of superiority may protect his credibility and insure his safety from reprisal. A harassed woman may be made out to be a spurned and vindictive lover, an employee dissatisfied with her salary, or a student whining for a better grade. Some students reluctantly but successfully short-circuit their professors' harassment by dropping classes, switching majors, or leaving school rather than risk matching their credibility against their professors. Such avoidance, however, has the unintended consequence of leaving other students vulnerable to the same fate. Women who try
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            	to diffuse their harassment by joking about it or appearing to be flattered have been regarded by some judges as making the kinds of suggestive remarks that purportedly show that they were not in fact harassed. Some harassers threaten countersuits for defamation of character, which often also succeed in reducing the harassed to silence or in rehumiliating her. 84

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Catharine MacKinnon has referred to sexual harassment as "economic coercion, in which material survival is held hostage to sexual submission," and as "economically enforced sexual exploitation."85 While such coercion may be true in cases of quid pro quo harassment, some philosophers and feminists have wanted to make a distinction between quid pro quo and hostile environment harassment on the basis that the former, but not the latter, is actually coercive.86 Others have contended, however, that sexually harassed working women are often less able to work as productively and efficiently as they might if they were not working in a sexually hostile environment. Their inefficiency may then be used as an excuse to lay them off, pay them less, or fail to promote them. The environment may become so untenable that rather than risk further alienating her coworkers with a harassment report, a harassed woman may quit her job or request a transfer. Such transfers can result in virtual job segregation by gender, which can perpetuate lower wages and middle-management glass ceilings for women. While hostile environment harassment does not imply forcing a woman to perform sexually, some feminists charge that this kind of harassment is coercive because it forces women to perform their work under conditions unfairly adverse to their success on the job.87

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Hostile environment harassment at colleges and universities is also perceived as coercive. Campus peer harassment can be manipulative of a female student's attention and performance in the classroom. Unsolicited sexual advances from students do not carry the weight of professorial power behind them, but they can nevertheless undermine a young woman's efforts to concentrate on her studies or simply to live a campus life free of unwelcome sexual intrusion. Nancy Tuana argues that a professor's sexist remarks or sexual ogling in class can carry the implicit, even if unintended, threat that unless his female students allow him to continue to speak and act this way, their grades will suffer. A hostile environment created by such a professor becomes coercive in virtue of his power position. If sexual harassment is part of a system of sexual intimidation reinforced by economic and social discrimination against women, then both quid pro quo and hostile environment harassment can be said to coerce women oppressed by such a system into sexual compliance.88

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The traditional English common law definition of rape is coercive sex: "illicit carnal knowledge of a female by force against her will." Just as rape is considered to be more physically violent than sexual harassment, so the rapist may display more physical force as well. However, there is notoriously wide disagreement among legal theorists, sociologists, feminist activists, philosophers, and lay people alike over what is to count as "against her will." For example, John Bogart notes that coercive sex may not capture every case of rape, since a woman may be raped not by being forced to have sex but by being too intoxicated to be able to give her consent. On the other hand, if "forcible sex" and "sex without one's consent" are regarded as synonymous expressions for rape, all rape is sex against one's will to resist.89 Until fairly recently,
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            	one of the difficulties rape victims have had in pressing legal suits against rapists has been to prove lack of consent. Unnecessary in other criminal assault cases, such evidence at one time required proving the kind of resistance that caused serious bruises, internal injuries, or lacerations, sometimes in addition to showing that the rapist had a gun or knife. A majority of states still require victims to show "reasonable" resistance in order for the event to be considered rape, lest vindictive women falsely accuse tiresome or unacceptable partners, or willing women later blame their partners for their lost virtue. However, as Robin Abcarian has pointed out, many women are taught to say no to a rapist, then not resist further for fear of being killed. She notes that women who are raped by their friends, acquaintances, or dates often do not physically resist because women think that such men will listen to them. Moreover, it is argued that what may appear to be reasonable resistance for a man may not be so for a woman, and rape prosecutions are so emotionally harrowing that few women would submit to them for the sake of simple revenge. In fact, the percentage of false charges of rape is reported to be no higher than the percentage of false charges for other crimes. 90

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The traditional legal requirements for proving sexual coercion appear to be based on the beliefs that men are naturally sexually aggressive and women naturally resistant and in the stereotype of the woman as liar and temptress, so that only an inordinate amount of verifiable resistance would constitute nonconsensual sex. Moreover, the feeling persists among many people that a truly virtuous woman would fight to the death to retain her chastity or would never have gotten herself in such a situation in the first place. This feeling is consistent with the common rationalization that prostitutes and black women cannot be raped, since their purported promiscuity "proves" that they really want all the sex they can get. If men and women continue to believe that even stranger rape is brought on by the woman herself, then the more intimate the rapist and the more voluntary the setting, the less the sex will look like rape. Yet as Rosemarie Tong points out, boyfriends can be just as forceful or violent as strangers, and husbands can use even more clever methods of deception or manipulation because the victim is well-known to them. Indeed, acquaintance rape can be more psychologically devastating than stranger rape, since a divorced spouse or spurned lover may rape out of hatred or vindictiveness directed at this victim.91

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The myth that women want to be raped is matched by the belief that rapists are suddenly overcome with uncontrollable lust in the presence of a seductive and tantalizing woman. From this view, such lust is thought naturally to reside in men, all of whom are potential predators against whom women must take appropriate precautions or be ready to accept the consequences. The fact that most rapes are planned and that fifteen-month-old babies are raped do not seem to make much headway in dispelling such myths. Many feminists argue that women are blamed for rape so that men, particularly educated or affluent white men, can be absolved of responsibility for their own violence; and men justify rape by claiming that women "want it."92 Feminists encourage women to prosecute their rapists because women's silence or unwillingness to file charges is regarded as unwitting collaboration in the elaborate deception notoriously referred to under the general heading "blame the
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            	woman." Women's silence also encourages men to continue to rape in the belief that women who value their femininity will quietly submit to it and encourages in women a stereotypic passivity that itself encourages rape.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	According to Catharine MacKinnon, myths about rape also undermine women's ability to see or admit how much "normal" sex is coercive or unwanted, obscuring the extent to which rape has been defined in terms of what men perceive as forced sex. From this view, separating rapists from "normal" men encourages women to believe (falsely) that we can protect ourselves by associating only with the "right" men. 93 Py Bateman notes that many young women as well as men consider a certain amount of forced sex to be an acceptable part of a date: when he initiates the date, pays for it, and takes her back to his apartment for coffee and she still says no, he may feel justified in taking the sex he thinks he deserves. Thus, his control over the context of the date encourages his belief that he has control over the person who is his date as well. Diana Russell speculates that men will continue to extort the sex they want if they resent the price they have to pay for it: money, status, and security for women.94

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	What Susan Rae Peterson calls the "social coercion" of rape refers not only to rape's restriction of the freedom of individual women's bodily movement by individual men; the expression also refers to the structural coercion of all women that presents ubiquitous barriers to women in our pursuit of equal participation in both public and private life. From this view, a woman's social coercion through rape exists whether or not she is conscious of it, because she is unable to express herself or go almost anywhere without moderating her behavior in response to unknown sexual danger.95 Accordingly, rape is punishment for transgression of the sexual double standard that rewards chaste girls with moral virtue while denying them social mobility and rewards promiscuous men with sexual virility and social independence. As Marilyn Frye points out, "[T]o coerce someone into doing something, one has to manipulate the situation so that the world as perceived by the victim presents the victim with a range of options the least unattractive of which (or the most attractive of which) in the judgment of the victim is the act one wants the victim to do."96

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, according to some feminists, raping a woman is part of the masculine ideal for at least some men. Diana Russell quotes Norman Mailer, who has written, "A little bit of rape is good for a man's soul," and Ogden Nash, who writes, "Seduction is for sissies; a he-man wants his rape."97 Yet according to this view, since no woman is exempt from unconditional sexual accessibility to men, heterosexually inactive women must be raped tooindeed, must want to be rapedsince they are deeply repressed from having been taught to say no when they really mean yes.98 The traditional psychoanalytic description of women's unconscious masochism has only contributed to such beliefs, as have romance novels and soap operas that depict the heroine falling in love with her ravisher. Thus, it is no surprise that estimating the incidence of rape is troubling for some feminists, since not all women characterize forcible sex by someone they know as rape. Julie Allison and Lawrence Wrightsman observe that many women believe that women enjoy men's use of force in sex, that relationships between men and women are normally manipulative and adversarial, and that many women say no initially so as not to appear too eager, when they have every intention of having sex. If (1) men continue to be socialized to believe that men
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            	know what women really want out of sex, (2) women continue to be socialized simultaneously to guard our "reputations" yet encourage, indeed want, a sexually aggressive response, and (3) women submit to men's sexual advances only when we have been sufficiently "paid" with money, status, security, or a good time, then the possibility for misinterpretation, miscommunication, and forced sex among sexual partners will remain high. 99

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The battering of women is regarded as an especially complex case of coercion, as it often involves a combination of isolation, mental manipulation, and physical violence that succeeds in narrowing the victim's choices of action to those defined by the batterer. As in the pimp's seasoning of his prostitutes, the strategy of the woman batterer is to capture and attach his partner to him.100 A battered woman is often made to think she cannot survive without her batterer's protection, yet his verbal and physical abuse tell her that she may be killed or abandoned if she displeases him. Her total enslavement requires that her own interests actually become the batterer's interests. Her enslavement is only partial when she regards doing whatever her batterer wants as the best means to her own survival. Her belief in her own responsibility for the abuse, her conviction that things will not get better, and the unpredictable nature of her violation often induce in her what I referred to earlier as a learned helplessness that paralyzes her into inaction.101 As in rape, many women, particularly young women, often do not regard battering as coercive, since the violence against them signifies attention, affection, even love. Such beliefs are consistent with the claim of some feminists that violence against women is so normalized and institutionalized that women themselves often fail to recognize its coercive and manipulative quality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Several feminists point out that myths surrounding the battered woman parallel those of the rape victim: a battered woman wants, needs, or deserves her abuse, and if she will not take responsibility for her battering, then it simply did not happen. Such myths reinforce accusations that battered women always choose violent men, have a history of repeated sexual abuse as children, and are never seriously harmed (otherwise they would always have their partners arrested). Some feminists have contended that the very language of woman battering contributes to such myths by failing to identify the perpetrator: "woman battering" by whom? "spousal abuse" by whom? "The wife was beaten with a hose until unconscious" by whom? This linguistic analysis also suggests that the expression "domestic violence" succeeds in obfuscating the identity of the victim as well as the abuser, while "domestic situation'' obscures that any violence occurred at all. Just "slapping a woman around a little" might be condoned by some (unfortunately), until it is revealed that such hits can be so hard that some women's jaws have to be wired shut.102 As in rape, such myths make it difficult for women to establish credibility during police investigations and in the courtroom. If the battered woman is a woman of color, she may confront white police officers or judges who believe such violence to be normal and inevitable among a people many of whose members reside in a racial or ethnic ghetto. Yet because of the general lack of privacy and heightened police presence in such communities, people of color tend to become statistics more readily than whites.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Battered women can become susceptible to myths about themselves, since beliefs in their inferiority and blameworthiness for abuse are often reinforced by the very
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            	men from whom they have received love and support in the past. A battered woman may feel total responsibility for the emotional health of her family because of her gender role socialization, which is then manipulated by the batterer into absolving him of any blame for a violent household. She may still want to believe that her home is a safe haven, a loving, happy place protected from the ravages of the outside world, instead of the beleaguered place descriptive of so many homes divided by traditional gender hierarchies. She may be made to believe that good women stay no matter what and that she can love him if she tries hard enough. Thus, if she stays, she is blamed for her own abuse. If she leaves she is accused of having no commitment or concern for the welfare of her family. This may be especially true in African American communities, where black women have often felt obligated to protect black men from whites' stereotypes of intraracial violence.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If a battered woman does not complain the first time she is beaten, she may find it increasingly difficult not to blame herself for continued abuse. In addition, any financial or emotional dependence on her batterer is exploited to attach her to him at the same time that he abuses her. ("I'll always take care of you, darling," "You know I would never hurt you," or "That was all in the past.") Women are more apt to consult clergymen than any outside source other than the police. Yet many women are told simply to forgive, be patient, and remain committed, even in the face of visible evidence of serious abuse. Psychiatrists are much less apt to label battered women paranoid or hysterical today than in the mid-1970s, yet many physicians still prefer prescribing painkillers, tranquilizers, and sleeping pills to helping a battered woman prevent her abuse from continuing, especially if she shows any ambivalence about separating from her partner. Many feminists have argued that unless we provide battered women with access to food, clothing, shelter, job training, child care, and feminist psychological counseling, legal resources, and health services, all of which also recognize the special needs of battered women of color, women will not be in a free and informed position to take action against their abusers. 103

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In many cases, the frequency and severity of a woman's abuse increase over time. Some women succeed in adjusting to the escalating violence by making the former into the new baseline, so that a punch or slap is "just nothing really." Other women who see themselves trapped in a pattern of repeated violence by men physically stronger than they are may resort to violence themselves. Yet because quite often their retaliatory violence has been in anticipatory self-defensekilling their battering husbands in the certainty that they would be killed themselves in the foreseeable future if they did not do sojudges and juries have been wary of acquitting such cases. The law has also traditionally been hesitant to acquit battered women who kill battering husbands who brandish no weapon other than their own fists. As with rape, however, more courts are becoming sensitized to what a reasonable woman would consider imminent danger or justifiable force in defense of her life. Such sensitivity is largely the result of feminists determined to write domestic assault case law from a woman's point of view.104

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some feminists remark that young girls can be coerced into sex even more easily than adult women, since young girls tend to be less sexually experienced, less strong, and more trusting and dependent on adults for their emotional and material well-being than mature women. Young girls may have been successfully taught not to take

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 185
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	candy from strangers but not taught to be wary of the sexual advances of adults they know and love. These girls may be more impressed by threats of bodily harm or sexual exposure than mature women, more vulnerable to incentives offered by adult men, and more easily forced into retractions or denials of sexual abuse they do report. A typical scenario is that the abused girl is taken from her home to the local youth authority or juvenile hall, while the perpetrator is out on bail. One or both of her parents then say that if she wants to come home, she must recant her story. 105 Some professionals believe that issues of consent to sex are meaningless with regard to very young children, since they are unable to alter or understand what is happening to them. Children often have even less credibility than adult women: young girls must confront both sexism and the bias of age when they report their abuse by adult men who may be otherwise respected members of their community. If sexually abused girls sustain no discernible physical injuries, their reports may be dismissed out of hand. The pressure on girls to keep silent is even greater when their abuse is within their own families, often perpetrated by the very men to whom they would turn if they were abused by strangers. Disbelieving mothers may unwittingly contribute to their daughters' sexual coercion by failing to comprehend what their husbands or boyfriends are doing. Others who are themselves battered or economically dependent on their husbands may believe they have no choice but to allow the abuse to continue. Some may fear social stigma strongly enough to look the other way or remain passive in their perceived role as subordinate to their husbands. Still others simply never hear of the abuse, when fear of reprisal or of witnessing her mother's emotional breakdown may maintain a young girl's silence.106

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The causal claim that victimized children become victimizing adults must be seriously questioned, when it is acknowledged that the vast majority of perpetrators are men but the vast majority of victims are women.107 Many feminists contend that insisting on accusing mothers of incest victims of being primarily responsible for their daughters' abuse, by being failed wives and spiteful, competitive, "unfit" mothers, is yet another example of blaming women for men's violence. The claim by some feminists that rape is normal sex for many men is consistent with men's claims that they did no harm to the girls they molested. ("She needed to be taught the facts of life," or "She needed to be protected from other men.") If injury is obvious, then little girls are turned into temptresses and tarts who brought their abuse upon themselves. Such rationalizations are invoked to justify young girls' use in pornography as something they enjoy and to encourage men who view such pornography to assume the same. Young girls running away from abusive households are sometimes accused of wanting a faster life, when they may be at the mercy of coercive pimps and indifferent law enforcement officials who appear interested only in returning them to their original incestuous abusers.108

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	If young girls and adult women alike are made to believe that men's unbridled lust makes violence against women inevitable, justified by both biology and gender hierarchy within the family, then they will fail to see any legitimate line of defense against their abuse. "Family" therapy too often manipulates both mother and daughter into feeling compelled to admit some complicity in the crime. According to some feminists, Dr. Benjamin Spock has misleadingly overemphasized the relatively rare occurrence of the lonely, confused, and socially inadequate pedophile confronted
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            	by a sexually precocious and seductive child. It is argued that Spock, a highly regarded child psychologist, has also overplayed the image of the benevolent and unsuspecting baby-sitter who is approached for sex by his charge. The myth of the seductive child persists when children respond to adults' approval of their charm, popularity, or physical attractiveness or when they imitate what they see their parents do. Yet children become frustrated and confused when they are inconsistently punished for a seductiveness that they are told is never to be used "that way." Parents often teach their children that child molesters are not responsible for their behavior, because molesters are emotionally deprived or "friend-sick." However, this lesson only encourages children to think that they are responsible for their abuse. Upwardly mobile parents are also notorious for painting a picture of incest as something that happens in other families, when such abuse does not confine itself to one class, race, nationality, or religion. The Freudian legacy that teaches analysts to regard reports of women's sexual abuse as girls as mere fantasy, revealing a search for resolution of their own Oedipal conflicts, has been difficult to dispel among psychiatrists unfamiliar with feminist criticism of traditional psychoanalysis. Florence Rush notes that such a legacy has led contemporary professionals to believe not only that many women's reports are false but also that their fantasies encourage the abuse that does occur. Thus, Rush calls a young girl's sexual abuse "a system of foolproof emotional blackmail," the exposure of which would incriminate herself as well as her abuser. In this way incest remains ''the best kept secret in the world." 109 Moreover, the fact that middle-class incest often remains in the privacy of a physician's or therapist's office means that its occurrence may fail to be recorded as a significant social statistic in the way that sexual abuse documented in public hospitals and police stations among the poorer classes is recorded. Coerced into sex they do not want, betrayed by adults they have been taught to trust, if not love, deceived by myths about girls' and women's sexuality that confuse and frustrate them, and manipulated by men into sexual activity that can have severe consequences for their emotional and sexual life for years after the abuse has ended, women who are survivors of child sexual abuse are confirming evidence to many feminists of an entrenched and pervasive sexual ideology that encourages the sexual intimidation of women by men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Dehumanization

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A woman who has experienced a man's sexual insensitivity and sense of propriety will often assert that she feels as if she were nothing more than a sex object to serve his own sexual needs. Her complaint is one of being treated as if her sexuality made her something less than a man's equal in power, authority, or dignity and that her own needs and interests were insignificant compared to his own. This sexual dehumanization of woman from active subject to expendable object captures the feeling many women have of being degraded, humiliated, and exploited in their sexual relationships with men. From this perspective, sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls reduce women to sexual toys, tools, props, and pets that men can appropriate and control. Some feminists claim that one of the primary ways men can assert their superiority and dominance is through their pervasive and institutionally sanctioned sexual dehumanization of women.110
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            	Quid pro quo sexual harassment is degrading to many women in the workplace and academia, because it sends them the message that they are primarily valued not for their professional or practical skills but for their sexuality. Women who are subjected to this form of harassment often begin to question their own job or intellectual performance and wonder whether they were ever hired, promoted, or evaluated on any basis besides their sexuality. Hostile environment sexual harassment lets a woman know that she is not respected as a fellow worker or student but used as the brunt of sexual jokes, comments, cartoons, or photographs that reveal how men prefer women: as ready and willing sexual objects of male desire. An especially interesting case of sexual harassment as sex objectification appeared in a 1991 sexual harassment suit filed by five women against Stroh's Brewing Company. The women alleged that Stroh's sexually provocative beer commercialsshowing bikini-clad Swedish girls bearing six-packs and parachuting into a male campsiteencouraged Stroh's male workforce to treat the women who worked at Stroh's as sexually available and exploitable objects. 111 Thus, quid pro quo and hostile environment sexual harassment both express the attitude that women are to be identified in terms of their sexual attractiveness (or unattractiveness) to men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The question immediately arises: what is wrong with being valued primarily, if not solely, for one's sexuality? First, some feminists argue that when sexually harassed women complain about being treated as sex objects at work or in academia, they are typically complaining not about being found sexually attractive by the men in the office but about being dominated and controlled through sex, or about being humiliated and degraded through sex, as though their own feelings or desires were of no consequence. When sexually harassed women are accused of lacking a sense of humor or misinterpreting the intent of sexual jokes or sexual touching, they are accused of politicizing sexuality by the very men whose gender dominance defines what counts as a sexual joke and what does not. Sexually harassed women are not just being reduced to their sexuality; their sexuality is being exploited by men whose expression of appropriate masculinity begins with the presumption of sexual propriety.112 Women's complaints about feeling victimized by sexual harassment are considered by some feminists to bolster the view that as a form of institutionalized sexual intimidation, sexual harassment is about power and control over women, about imposing an inferior status on a person otherwise deserving of respect as an equal, and about reinforcing that status with the message that a natural inferior should expect no better. Furthermore, from this view, men will resent and resist being exposed as perpetrators of sexual harassment at the same time that they take advantage of the opportunity.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Second, because of the often public nature of hostile environment harassment, a woman bears the added humiliation of being sexualized in a culture that teaches her that "good" girls put a premium on sexual privacy and discretion. Sexual harassment often makes a woman feel embarrassed or ashamed, because her sexuality is made part of a public domain that she would prefer to keep private, or that she knows that others would prefer to keep private. And third, because women as a class are socialized to identify ourselves primarily in terms of our heterosexual attractiveness, often to the exclusion of other aspects of our character or abilities, when a man attempts to exploit a woman's sexuality, that exploitation may strike at the very core of how she

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 188
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	sees herself as a woman. Many women who consider themselves sexually attractive to men are often upset by sexual harassment precisely because they feel they are being punished for appearing and behaving exactly the way men would insult them for were they not sexually attractive. In fact, many women, lesbian and heterosexual alike, report sexual harassment based on sexual slurs and epithets that let them know that they are not measuring up to their male coworkers' definitions of sexual desirability. Older women have complained that they have been harassed out of their jobs to make way for younger women whose youth and gender make them more accessible and desirable sexual objects. If heterosexuality is socially constructed on the foundations of male dominance and female submission, as radical feminists claim, then sexual harassment is an ideal venue for women's exploitation and abuse. As Catharine MacKinnon asserts, "[G]ender distributes power as it divides labor, enforcing that division by sexual means." Indeed, the sexual harassment of women who work in the sex industry has been dismissed by some courts, who regard it as "a rational consequence of such employment." 113

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists like Susan Brownmiller have argued that rape should be understood as a violent attempt to humiliate, degrade, or defile women, not to alleviate men's over-sexed nature or quell their sexual fears or anxieties. Such a thesis is consistent with the tradition that rape is the seizing of another man's property as his own, such that a woman's value to her original possessor is severely diminished. If a woman is identified either by herself or by her culture in terms of her sexuality, then a rapist's violation of a woman's sexuality is a violation of herself, a diminution of herself to that of exploitable and expendable object. Kathryn Larsen remarks, "Rape is a death of sorts. It slowly chokes the spirit and drains one's sense of self."114 Furthermore, in a culture whose sexual double standard can demean women merely for being sexual, rape stands out as just one more way to sexualize women and thus demean them. For this reason, some feminists remark that rape degrades women in a way that mugging does not, even though both are attacks on the body. On the other hand, women are given the implicit message that we deserve no better than rape by men who normalize rape as heterosexual sex and by legal institutions who question women's accounts of sex by force. As in the case of sexual harassment, the dialectical message of rape is that a woman is an innately inferior creature whose sexuality is deserving of violation and abuse, as well as an active subject whose sexuality is a means of devaluing her.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women of color are multiply dehumanized by race and by gender, and often by class: white men often regard women of color as already inferior in virtue of their race or poverty so that their gender makes them even more vulnerable to the myth that women want, need, and deserve to be raped. Black feminists point out that the exploitation of female black slaves by white masters involved sexual appropriation as much as economic exploitation. Indeed, when women are perceived as having no claim to our own bodies, the myth that a promiscuous woman never has sex against her will gains force and legitimacy.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some feminists claim that a feminine socialization that encourages kindness, compassion, patience, and acceptance and emphasizes connectedness in human relations may make women more susceptible to rape, particularly acquaintance rape. Many women do not want to hurt their dates' feelings or appear rude or unfeminine

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 189
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	and believe they will bear the blame if the relationship sours. A young woman who is raped is blamed for dressing too seductively, but when she refuses to beautify herself on men's terms, she is marked frigid, lesbian, or just plain ugly. In this way the social expectations placed on women to be sexually seductive while at the same time sexually discriminating are themselves dehumanizing, insofar as they encourage a woman to submit her feelings about her own sexual needs and preferences to the service of male sexual desire. Some feminists have argued that many college fraternities that brutalize and degrade their initiates with epithets of "wimp" and "pansy" reinforce the masculine mystique of toughness and domination that is then acted out on campus women in the form of battering and rape. While boys are taught how not to be weak and submissive, "like a girl,'' many girls are taught that this is exactly what they are. 115 Many feminists bemoan the reemergence of "the waif look" among models, in the fear that associating female beauty with physical fragility and vulnerability can only encourage rape and the submission to rape.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	One of the manipulative techniques of the woman batterer is to degrade the object of his abuse with verbal assaults on her self-esteem. "You can't do anything right," "You're a worthless bitch," and "I'll show you who's boss" are typical examples of the verbal abuse that undermines the self-confidence and self-worth of the battered woman. If he batters her by destroying her property or pets, she is being told that she too is breakable and expendable. The batterer's physical abuse is often accompanied by verbal abuse precisely because in this way he can most effectively communicate to her that she is deserving of nothing better. She can be so terrorized that her sense of her own personhood, of herself as an autonomous being in control of her own life, is effectively shattered. Bat-Ami Bar On remarks that such terrorization results in "a self [that] is intentionally eroded and a will [that] is intentionally broken." Larry Tifft contends that battering "deconstructs the self," causing the battered to lose the ability to observe, express, and identify herself as someone whose consciousness and being in the world are independent of the will of the batterer.116 If the batterer is successful at attaching the battered woman to him at the same time that he abuses her, he has at least partially succeeded in disintegrating her own independent interests and reintegrating them into his own. If he is too successful, however, she becomes so completely will-less, abject, and emotionally flat that his abuse no longer expresses power over any agent at all. His despair at her total inattentiveness may drive him to kill her as a final attempt at control. Jessica Benjamin observes, "Violence is a way of expressing or asserting control over an other, of establishing one's own autonomy and negating the other person's. It is a way of repudiating dependency while attempting to avoid the consequent feeling of aloneness. It makes the other an object but retains possession of her or him." Of the sadists and their object in The Story of O, Benjamin writes: "When her [O's] objectification is complete, when she has no more will, they cannot engage with her without becoming filled with her thing-like nature. They must perform their violation rationally and ritually both in order to maintain their boundaries and to make her will the object of their will." Many feminists believe that O. J. Simpson's alleged history of battering and verbally abusing Nicole Brown Simpson was directly relevant to his murder trial, precisely because Nicole's express rejection of his attentions could have been overwhelming enough for her batterer to turn to murder.117
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            	Failing to see herself as someone capable of living on her own, a battered woman becomes convinced that she does not deserve a better life than she is living and so fails to seek help or confide her abuse to anyone. If she has been successfully socialized to be submissive or at least acquiescent in the face of the demands of men, or if she has learned to question her own behavior before she accuses others, she may accept her degradation as normal and expected. Even women who are the primary breadwinners in their families will stay in abusive households, because such socialization often means that they are unable to imagine themselves outside of their relationships with men, that they are confined to thinking of themselves primarily as men's wives and as the mothers of their children. If a woman believes love equals her denial and self-sacrifice, then the more she tries to do what he wants, despite his beatings, the more she will feel she loves him and the more this belief in reform can be used by her partner to keep her from leaving. 118

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Men of color who have themselves experienced a demeaning sense of powerlessness in a racist world may seek to reestablish that power at home by subjecting their partners to the kind of physical or verbal abuse that makes women feel worthless. A perceived breakdown of patriarchy in the public domain in the wake of feminism has led many to believe that men of all races and classes are reverting to the privacy of the home to reestablish their dominance and authority. Feminists remind us that white women were legally beaten under English common laws that suspended a woman's legal existence during marriage: whipping a woman was likened in many men's minds to breaking a horse, since both women and horses were considered property acquired or exchanged at the will of the family patriarchs.119

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Daughters have also traditionally been regarded as the property of their patriarchs, a tradition that many feminists contend lives on in men who feel entitled to sexual access to their daughters, as if they were objects or possessions to be taken when wives are unwilling, unavailable, or unsatisfying. A little girl's sexual dehumanization by a male family member is a function not only of an inequality of gender but also of unequal generational power and unequal custodial power. Researchers such as David Finkelhor suggest that adult male abuse of female children is the most common form of child sexual abuse, because such abuse tends to gravitate to the relationship with the greatest power differential .120 Mothers who cannot protect themselves or their children from abuse further devalue and berate themselves for being unable to act. When a young girl's mother feels powerless to stop her daughter's abuse, the young girl's dehumanization can become even more devastating: she has no role model for equality and respect in a heterosexual relationship; she learns very early that women are to serve at a man's sexual whim and that without either protection from the abuse or the resources to convince another adult of her violation, she concludes that she must be inferior after all. She sometimes sees herself as evil, as a witch, dog, rat, or snake, in order to stigmatize herself and save her attachment to her parents. Incest survivors commonly resort to self-injury in order to reestablish some semblance of control over their own lives and to experience themselves as something more than a mere object. As one survivor remarked, "I do it to prove I exist."121

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Women who are survivors of child sexual abuse also struggle to develop self-esteem and self-confidence, feeling used by someone who had no feelings at all for their emotional or sexual needs. A survivor may denigrate herself while idealizing
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            	others in an attempt to seek the love and affection she feels was denied her as a child, or she may become permanently dependent, passive, and unable to make her own needs known to her adult partner. If her abuse is severe enough, she may dissociate herself completely from a world she no longer sees as safe or just. She may completely lose any sense of positive value in herself or any meaning or purpose to her life. Mental health professionals can also dehumanize survivors of child sexual abuse by reducing them to personality profiles, implying that the survivor is equivalent to some stereotypical set of characteristics that determine her abuse. 122

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The aim of this extended discussion has been to show why feminists believe that men's sexual intimidation of women must be exposed as an entrenched and ubiquitous feature of the patriarchal social institutions under which women live. From this view, the sexual harassment, rape, battering, and abuse of individual women and girls constitute the systematic victimization of women as a class, whose pervasive sexual violation and violence, terrorization, coercion, manipulation, deception, and dehumanization come to be regarded as a normal and inevitable part of women's social psychology and sexual agency. Many feminists believe that a necessary element in the liberation of women from men's sexual harassment and abuse is to actively and publicly continue to make both women and men aware of the form and function of men's individual and institutionalized sexual intimidation of women, and the excruciating pain, fear, anger, and anxiety such intimidation produces in women. According to this perspective, such consciousness-raising is vital if we are to effectively move women from our sexually subordinate position under patriarchy to a position of informed and autonomous choice concerning the nature and value of women's individual sexual lives. The following section fleshes out the general counterclaim that far from liberating women from men's sexual intimidation, such a perspective only succeeds in revictimizing the very women feminists wish to empower.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminist Paranoia, Male-Bashing, and the Avoidance of Personal Responsibility
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            	A girl who lets herself get dead drunk at a fraternity party is a fool. A girl

            who goes upstairs alone with a brother at a fraternity party is an idiot.

            Feminists call this "blaming the victim." I call it common sense.
Camille Paglia, Sex, Art, and American Culture
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            	We'd rather see a woman spend her money on a .357 magnum than con-

            tribute to her therapist's BMW payments for the next 30 years.
Nikki Craft, quoted in Amber Coverdale Sumrall and Dena Taylor, eds., Sexual Harassment: Women Speak Out

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	While some feminists have been organizing Take Back the Night marches decrying sexual violence against women, distributing leaflets about sexual harassment and date rape on college campuses, and staffing shelters for battered women and their abused daughters, other feminists professing equal commitment to the cause of
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            	women's sexual agency and self-definition have been calling for a fundamental reevaluation of how women can best procure our sexual liberation. These feminists are concerned that activists' consciousness-raising practices are too full of "victim" talk, of how sexually oppressed women are and how violated and misunderstood women feel. Such critics charge that this kind of feminist thinking is both patronizing and alienating to many women: women who do not feel harassed at work, endangered on the street, or paranoid and worthless at home are regarded as either pitiable, dull-witted, or co-opted women who need their consciousnesses "raised" with all manner of marches, speak-outs, seminars, brochures, and "woman-identified'' therapy to discover how truly oppressed they are. Feminists who object to this approach to understanding women's sexuality do not deny that some women some of the time are subjected to sexual intimidation by insensitive and overbearing men. Indeed, they do not deny that some women are brutalized by inexcusably violent men. What such feminists object to is a picture of women's lives in a world in which men are pervasively victimizing, hostile, and oppressive. Critics charge that such a picture reinvigorates an image of woman as a fragile flower whose vulnerability must be protected. This picture also paints an image of a savage male whom women would surely want to avoid at all costs, especially when considering sexual partners or families.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Critics further contend that the so-called evidence many feminists have adduced to make their case for the pervasive sexual violence against women is overblown in virtue of sloppy research methods and biased interpretations of the data. It is charged that such interpretations overestimate the severity of violence against women and disguise how women are complicit in much of their own abuse. Indeed, critics argue that the female victimization alleged to be fundamental to an institutionalized sexism effectively eliminates any personal responsibility that women have for being harassed, raped, or abused. Taking such responsibility, according to these critics, would encourage the kind of liberating mentality that not only results in better resistance to abuse but would conceivably keep a woman from getting into her abusive situation in the first place. Some sex radicals are unusually aligned with more conservative liberal feminists on this issue, as both camps tend to agree that treating women's sexual intimidation as, first and foremost, a gender issue is patronizing, presumptuous, and hostile to women (and men), and plays directly into the hands of those who would benefit socially and politically from women thinking of ourselves as sexual victims. 123

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In the discussion that follows, I will further delineate how the feminist contention that women's sexual intimidation is an institutionalized and integral part of an oppressive patriarchy has been criticized by other feminists for disempowering and alienating women. From such an analysis we can then determine to what extent the "view from somewhere different" can offer a working model for thinking and talking about women's sexual intimidation that mediates the tensions of the debate without silencing the voices within it.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Developing a Thick Skin

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some feminists who wish to differentiate bona fide cases of sexual harassment from the sexual innuendo and trivial double entendre common to office banter are con-
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            	cerned that sexual harassment has become a catchall for any and all offensive remarks men make about women. Ellen Frankel Paul believes that all women become the unavoidable victims of an oppressive male sexuality when feminists regard sexual harassment as any unwelcome or offensive sexual behavior, since she contends that "[n]o one, female or male, can expect to enjoy a working environment that is perfectly stress-free, or to be treated always and by everyone with kindness and respect." 124 According to Paul, if we define sexual harassment in terms of sexually offensive behavior that fails to respect the rights of others or that creates a hostile environment for women, we have no way to distinguish between patting a woman's fanny and raping her, a position she suggests women should find unacceptably extreme. In fact, researchers who have documented the different ways women and men assess the seriousness of sexual comments and behavior in the workplace have noted that those who think of themselves as victims tend to regard specific behavior as more harassing than those who take up the perspective of the actor.125 Paul's suggestion is that women "develop a thick skin" in order to survive and prosper in the workforce, even to "dispense a few risqué barbs" toward annoying men now and then, to diffuse their obvious satisfaction at watching women squirm.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Paul is not atypical of those concerned with the victim status they see foisted on women by feminists who would politicize and institutionalize the sexual harassment of women. Camille Paglia also worries that the hostile environment category under the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission guidelines for sexual harassment confuses coarse or ribald language with real sexual intimidation. Paglia is convinced that this confusion makes women appear to be sexual puritans and moral elitists who cry wolf at the slightest off-color remark; and policies against hostile environment harassment return women to the traditional status of "delicate flowers who must be protected from assault by male lechers" by demanding a procedural advantage outside men's workplace rules.126 Both she and Paul would rather women be given the message to be more resilient and self-reliant when it comes to sexual provocation by male coworkers, instead of encouraging women to file gender discrimination suits that only give men the message that women are not equal in the workplace. Paul comments, "Equality has its price and that price may include unwelcome sexual advances, irritating and even intimidating sexual jests, and lewd and obnoxious colleagues." Paglia simply asserts, "It is anti-feminist to ask for special treatment for women."127

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Such "special treatment" can indeed backfire: male supervisors may hesitate to include women in business dinners or in informal gatherings where "shop talk" is looser, or men may fail to include women on teams that travel out of town for fear that they will take offense at coarse jokes made in airport or hotel bars. Kate Walsh argues that "the gender issue" has made men impossibly paternalistic in their dealings with women in order not to be sexist or in any way offensive. Now, instead of "What is a pretty girl like you going to do with a Ph.D.?,'' it is "What a bright girl you are!," as if, according to Walsh, it is a surprise that a woman can be smart. From this perspective, claiming to be victimized by an oppressive patriarchy has resulted in women being handled with a kid-glove approach that militates against frank discussion and direct criticism. Camille Paglia notes that climbing up the corporate ladder has always been cutthroat, requiring oppositional stratagems and rank competition. If individual women want to make their way in this environment, according to Paglia,
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            	then they had better get over their Victorian moralism, learn how to play hardball, and "talk trash with the rest of the human race." 128

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, Paglia regards hostile environment harassment as absurdly reactionary and totalitarian in its demand for the curtailment of freedom of speech; she believes such restrictions only confirm the view that feminists who would develop sexual harassment policy guidelines are no more than punitive moral prudes. However, she and other critics agree that a woman should be encouraged to seek redress if she is persistently and injuriously harassed. Researchers have found that ignoring or going along with the harassment is the least effective strategy for reducing its occurrence, while confrontation or reporting the harassment was found to be the most effective.129 On the other hand, feminists in favor of regarding sexual harassment as a case of gender discrimination have warned women to be wary of making only informal complaints to their harassers or third-party mediators. Compliance by the harasser must be voluntary under such conditions, and the confidentiality of the complaint makes it difficult to identify repeat offenders or gain an accurate picture of sexual harassment within the company or department as a whole. Even formal reporting that follows company or university guidelines on sexual harassment may be biased against the harassed, if those appointed to review the case personally favor the accused or resent a woman's airing the company's or department's dirty laundry. Yet according to some critics, seeking legal redress through the courts in order to obtain a fairer hearing, expose the harassment to public scrutiny, or gain a monetary settlement underestimates the effectiveness of using in-house sexual harassment policies and procedures to settle disputes. Furthermore, such legal action often results in a humiliating revictimization of women on the witness stand, which feminists interested in publicizing the pervasively structural nature of the harassment have themselves deplored.130 Critics charge that such a public impression can only leave those who take in the proceedings with the sense not only that a woman is unable to manage the stress of the workplace or academic life without whining or blaming men but also that she is unwilling, or unable, to take any personal responsibility for her situation. According to this line of reasoning, since such responsibility is indicative of moral agency and autonomy, women appear to be no more than passive objects to be manipulated and controlled at the whim of men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Rejecting the Purported Right to Be Comfortable

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Katie Roiphe suggests that campus women's concerns about sexual harassment and rape are actually fears and anxieties about heterosexual sex, displaced onto male students and professors. Such displacement, she implies, ignores the real responsibility female students must take for steering the course of their sexual lives. Roiphe also sees hostile environment sexual harassment as making the workplace and academia so sexually sterile and humorless that all semblance of what is valuable in human contact is lost. Like Camille Paglia, Roiphe contends that male sexual aggression is a part of nature, which is not to say that all men are power mongers or real threats to women. Roiphe argues that there is no such right as a woman's right to be comfortable around men; yet according to Roiphe, this is just the sort of impossibly subjective entitlement that feminists are demanding when they demand to be free of un-
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            	wanted sexual attention. Moreover, Roiphe contends that if young women learn to expect leering coworkers around every corner and a rapist in every date, we will train an entire generation of women to see themselves as sexual victims whom feminists themselves have helped to create. Roiphe's concern is that unless we begin to deal realistically with the problems men and women face in our sexual relationships with one another, we will continue to miscommunicate our intentions and ignore chances for real intimacy. 131

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, Roiphe sees white student and faculty feminists' concerns about date rape as revealing a deeper anxiety over multiculturalism, one that characterizes poor but sexually voracious men of color as lusting after rich, white girls who have a reputation to protect. Instead of facing the problems of multiculturalism head-on, such feminists, in Roiphe's view, hide behind the specter of date rape to express their own gender angst about the apparent irreconcilability between races and classes. She also believes that date rape films, seminars, and brochures put women on the sexual defensive at the expense of sexual passion and pleasure. Women who are paranoid about rape, she implies, will not be willing to take the emotional and physical risks that are an integral part of satisfying sex.132

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Exercising Sexual Power and Handling Lecherous Men

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Camille Paglia, on the other hand, describes men in such a way that suggests women should be on the sexual defensive, but only in order to assert women's sexual responsibility and exercise women's sexual power. Paglia asserts that men's "natural" state is one of sexual aggression; thus, she insists it is high time feminists embrace male lust and take responsibility for handling it. Paglia writes, "So my motto for men is going to be this, 'Get it up!' That's my thing. 'Get it up!' And now my motto for women: 'Deal with it.'"133 With college men ''at their hormonal peak" and with a "tendency toward anarchy and brutishness" that only socialization can inhibit, a college woman must be alert and ready to fend off those who would sexually assault her. Paglia contends that women do not understand how provocative and inflammatory their sexual signals are to men whose pride and ego combine with their testosterone to demand women's sexual compliance. Yet because of men's pressure on women to "put out," women do not understand the full nature of their sexual power over men. For Paglia, rape is expressive of men's desperation, envy, and revenge for an infantile dependence on an all-powerful mother, a revenge which young women should be taught to predict, confront, and survive. Paglia is convinced that acknowledging that women are the objects of male lust in this way does just the opposite of victimizing them: such a recognition encourages a woman to take up her best line of defense herself. "The only solution to date rape is female self-awareness and self-control," Paglia states. She eschews campus judicial bodies set up to handle accusations of rape precisely because they do not empower women to counterattack publicly and legally.134 As for stranger rape, former antigun activist Paxton Quigley has made a career out of teaching women how to feel comfortable handling and using firearms, asserting that her courses help women stop seeing themselves as victims and start seeing themselves as confident human beings. As one martial arts teacher who specializes in women's self-defense puts it, "Fear of men turns women into victims."135
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            	One of Paglia's main complaints against a feminism grounding women's oppression in structural and pervasive sexual intimidation is that many affluent, sexually curious, but naive young women, armed with a renewed awareness of their own victimization, become convinced that they can take back the night, go anywhere, wear anything, and not be accosted. In Paglia's opinion, this attitude effectively places young women in positions of vulnerability for which they are totally unprepared. According to Paglia, when women are taught about their sexual victimization and not about their sexual power and the free-ranging lust it engenders, men get blamed for women ending up in the wrong bed, when it is up to women to make men keep their pants on. Such a view is echoed by Nigella Lawson, a London columnist reporting on the acquittal of a twenty-one-year-old male London University student who was accused of raping a female student: "To wake up and find yourself in bed with someone whom sober you wouldn't touch with a barge pole is not such a big deal. We've all been there, honey. It's called student life." 136 According to Paglia, when a woman accepts a date with a man, she accepts the risk that sex may be demanded of her even though she may not want it. It is her responsibility to set the tone for how she is to be treated and what lines should not be crossed; but she should not and cannot expect her date not to take advantage of any sexual opportunity that comes his way. If she is raped, her awareness of such a possibility, combined with the knowledge that she was as prepared to defend herself as she could be, will aid her recuperation much faster than what Paglia believes is revictimizing rape therapy. Such is the state of two sexes "at war."137

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Some feminists who are sympathetic to the legal difficulties in prosecuting rape described earlier also wonder whether according the rape victim special legal status over and above that of assault victim is most conducive to the cause of equal rights for women. Making too much of the trauma might only reinforce the assumption that women crack easily under stress or are not capable of dealing effectively with physical danger or violence, and that all rape is traumatizing to all rape victims. From this perspective, feminists who claim that women fear only murder more than rape are buying into the sexist assumption that women are physically vulnerable creatures in need of (male) protection. Some feminists also point out that to treat rape as a gendered category glosses over male and female homosexual rape, cases where women actually rape men, and heterosexual rapes by men in which women assist. Defining rape as a patriarchally structured problem of dominant men attacking passive women not only appears to define women as passive but also obscures the very real power struggle and emotional anguish that is also a part of less common, but no less painful, rapes. Furthermore, if patriarchal institutions effectively determine women's sexual choices, as opposed merely to impeding or constraining them, and are so ubiquitous that all heterosexual sex becomes rape, battery, or harassment, then any ability of women to liberate themselves from such conditions is effectively eliminated.138

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Realistically Assessing a Crisis of Sexual Violence

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Critics also contend that "rape awareness" programs, "rape crisis" centers, psychiatric literature that describes ''rape trauma syndrome," and even self-defense programs specifically designed to defend against rape are just a few of the many examples of a
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            	feminist mindset that makes individual women sexually paranoid about men, often despite the fact that they have yet to experience being victimized. From this point of view, concentrating on helping the victim of injustice allows the perpetrator himself to go unchallenged and, self-defense classes notwithstanding, continues to typecast women as sexually vulnerable objects. Katie Roiphe argues that Take Back the Night marches on college campuses are high on canned rhetoric and group therapy and low on real analysis of what the exact nature of the local problem may be. Rape begins to lose its horror when date rape brochures suggest to campus women that they invest in rape everything they find negative about sex. According to Roiphe, false accusations of rape are the inevitable result of such messages; such brochures can also backfire on women by implying that women cannot take care of themselves, do not have a clear head when it comes to sex, and cannot withstand the verbal and emotional pressure of a heavy come-on. 139

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, the Violence against Women Act recently introduced in Congress to make rape an act of gender discrimination has been described by its critics as victimizing women by not only making it harder to convict rapists but also making women appear to need special, not equal, protection under the law.140 Furthermore, from this view, if the sexual intimidation of women is embedded in our legal institutions, then a feminist is wasting her time trying to make any changes from within. Critics like Christina Sommers agree that women who have been brutally raped should have the proper resources to overcome the real trauma they may suffer; but Sommers argues that the very communities who need social resources for combating rape are the ones least likely to receive funds. Monies are directed instead to support rape hotlines on affluent college campuses, where rapes are relatively rare but academic feminist advocacy is strongest. Sommers and Roiphe also contest the feminist claim that rape is ubiquitous and that rapists are "normal" men, since women filling out surveys do not always recognize as rape the sex that feminist researchers say they should. According to this view, when surveys designed to reveal the actual incidence of rape or battering are vague in their questions and manipulable in their responses, it is too easy for feminists to find in such surveys the data that will confirm their original beliefs. Sommers and Roiphe believe that if feminists do not want to assist a so-called oppressive patriarchy in its carefully crafted sexual intimidation of women, then we should restrict our sexual indictments to those men who commit real crimes against real victims.141

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Critics also charge that high school support groups and workshops for teens who are profiled as high-risk victims of battering or abuse tend to reinforce the view that fragile young women need protection from hostile boyfriends and fathers that overwhelm women's ability to resist. Along similar lines, the claim is made that laws specifically designed to deal with woman battering by taking into account a woman's fear of reprisal and her emotional and economic dependence on her batterer only serve to reinstantiate the view that women lack self-confidence and initiative and cannot fend for ourselves. Recognizing battered woman syndrome or what a reasonable woman finds life-threatening may have created new avenues for a woman's self-defense plea against the charge of willfully murdering her batterer. Nevertheless, some researchers are concerned that without expert testimony in the courtroom to explain a battered woman's feelings of both dependency and fear, juries will simply
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            	see her as a mentally unstable woman who should have walked out on her husband long before she chose to retaliate. 142 Similarly, to many ears, a battered woman's learned helplessness is not a reasoned and active response to a life-threatening situation perceived to be out of her control but a pathological retreat to a defenseless feminine passivity that only makes a bad situation worse. Camille Paglia would prefer that feminists both admit the psychological truth that some women stay in abusive relationships because they like them, and quit denying women's free will with epithets that refuse to recognize her power to goad her partner into violence and to be complicit in her own abuse.143

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this perspective, expressions like "domestic violence" or "spousal abuse" do less harm to women than expressions like "wife beating" or "woman battering'' simply because the less gendered expression does not leave the impression that all and only women are beaten by our partners. Indeed, Christina Sommers contends that men are far more victimized by violence than women and that women do as much minor battery to men as men do to women. Like her complaints about the gathering of rape statistics, Sommers argues that surveys to reveal the incidence of woman battering enlarge on the number of cases by making minor domestic skirmishes equivalent to full-blown physical attacks. She suggests that less biased studies reveal that the great majority of batterers are not "normal" men but criminals with prior records and that battery among noncriminals is a pathology of intimacy, not patriarchy. Sommers decries the violence that men do to women by arguing that without credible and trustworthy information on the incidence and severity of woman battering, feminists will fail to procure the legislation, public funding, and community support necessary to address the problem.144

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, Sommers is convinced that "gender feminists," the name she gives to feminists who claim that all women are oppressed by institutionalized male dominance, put the most degrading or humiliating face on women's relations with men. She finds it patronizing and parochial to think that because not all women have the hostility toward men that she believes may be at the foundation of gender feminism, such women must somehow be reeducated not to want what men have told them to want, which cannot be what women really want anyway. Not only, she says, do gender feminists betray a profound and unmitigated hatred of men, but such feminists also reveal a deep disdain for women who enjoy the feminine traditions that such feminists assert are so oppressive. What results, according to Sommers, is a feminism that is apparently so antimale and antiheterosexual sex that it is no surprise to Sommers that many women are turned off by it.145

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Rene Denfeld echoes this view when she complains that an entire generation of twenty-something women are rejecting feminism in the wake of its apparent condemnation of men as oppressive brutes from whom helpless women have no hope of escaping. According to Denfeld, this so-called antiphallic campaign is so anti-heterosexual sex as to appear to advocate a return to the Victorian values of moral refinement, chastity, sexlessness, and spiritual purity that have historically been so oppressive to women. Indeed, the current feminist campaign appears to Denfeld to allow individual women no means to redefine their socialized submissiveness, dooming them to a life of unmitigated victimhood. Both Sommers and Denfeld would like to see feminism return to its liberal democratic roots, with a platform demanding
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            	such basic goods for women as pay equity, political parity, and reproductive rights. According to both women, feminists' self-preoccupation with spiritual transformation and sexual alienation has taken all of the truly political dialogue out of feminist activism and left it with an overly personalized agenda maimed by feelings of resentment and hurt. 146

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Developing Pro-Active Strategies of Resistance

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Critics have also charged that men and women of color will continue to suffer from racism, classism, and sexism if they persist in seeing themselves as nothing more than members of a race on the defensive from the horrors of white, bourgeois oppression. Many African American women already endure sexual and emotional abuse from men they feel must be nurtured when a white world turns its back on them. Evelyn White suggests that black women and men together must stop the cycle of domestic violence that reverberates from, and continues into, the streets by creating their own programs for resistance and prevention targeted to their individual families and communities.147

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Indeed, critics do not contest the need for pro-active as well as defensive strategies to combat the real problems of woman battering. They would applaud the tactic in some Peruvian shanty towns, for example, of women blowing whistles when they are beaten or abused, drawing a cadre of volunteer women who march to the battered woman's defense. They would not contest Indian women banging pots and pans outside the houses of the most abusive men in their communities, literally humbling their abusers into desisting. Rather, critics' concern is that community programs and services with their seminars and brochures on the ubiquity of woman battering may so undermine a woman's confidence that she comes to expect or resign herself to her abuse, despite such programs' efforts at promoting legal and practical resistance.148

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Critics further contend that a young girl who is fed a steady diet of scathing indictments about power-driven adult men who sexually exploit young girls will grow up as unsure of herself sexually and as paranoid of men as if she had actually been abused. From this perspective, children need to be protected from adult abuse by being given the tools to resist temptation and the credibility to report their abuse, not more horror stories about "boogie men" who are hiding behind the mask of the friendly next-door neighbor or family friend. Some might charge that the stability of the family unit itself is unnecessarily threatened by inculcating in young girls the suspicion, based on a belief in the ubiquity of an oppressive patriarchy, that her own beloved patriarch is in fact an incestuous monster. Furthermore, from this view, referring to women who were sexually abused as children as "survivors" stamps them with a moniker of the walking wounded that will make the trauma that much more difficult to overcome.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sonia Johnson contends that part of what it means to be a victim of an enslaving patriarchy is to believe that for women to be liberated, we must get men to change their minds about women. According to Johnson, if women can be convinced that men can and must be "fixed," we will wait forever expecting men to respond to our demands when they never will. Therefore, if advocating freedom from oppressive
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            	male dominance means trying to get men to change first, then feminism is truly victimizing after all. According to Johnson, women are the ones who must do the changing, so that we do not miss opportunities for making new lives for ourselves outside the system of oppression, not from within it. 149

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sonia Johnson is committed to the view that women's oppression is ubiquitous and institutionalized. Nevertheless, she questions the road to liberation founded on trying to change men's behavior, believing this tactic gives men more power to dictate the form and function of that liberation. As I have described thus far, other critics are much more skeptical of the theoretical foundations of a feminism that appears to reduce women to sexual victims: how, such critics ask, can we provide women with equality of opportunity at home and in the workplace when many feminists want literally to institutionalize men's sexual harassment and abuse of women? In the discussion that follows, I offer some analysis of the competing views described in the preceding sections and outline a framework for discussing women's sexual intimidation that can circumscribe the concerns of a variety of political perspectives

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Intimidation Revisited
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            	The [feminist] consciousness of victimization is a divided consciousness.

            To see myself as victim is to know that I have already sustained injury, that

            I live exposed to injury, that I have been at worst mutilated, at best di-

            minished in my being. But at the same time, feminist consciousness is a

            joyous consciousness of one's own power, of the possibility of unprece-

            dented personal growth and the release of energy long suppressed. Thus,

            feminist consciousness is both consciousness of weakness and conscious-

            ness of strength. But this division in the way we apprehend ourselves has

            a positive effect, for it leads to the search both for ways of overcoming those

            weaknesses in ourselves which support the system and for direct forms of

            struggle against the system itself.
Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists who are convinced that an understanding of women's systematic sexual intimidation by men is necessary to freeing women to define the terms and conditions of our sexual lives argue, as does Sandra Lee Bartky, that such an understanding is empowering to women. Such feminists argue that with this understanding, women can recognize that our intimidation is not trivial, inevitable, or deserved, even if it appears "normal"; and when we do come to see our intimidation as imposed by patriarchal social institutions, we are able to map out the specific programs and strategies most effective in resisting what is sexually oppressive to us. An understanding of the structural and pervasive nature of women's sexual intimidation tells abused women that they are not alone in their pain and that there are resources at their disposal designed to help them overcome their abuse. Furthermore, from this perspective, women can understand that the male bias and gender asymmetry within the political and cultural institutions under which we live make it highly questionable
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            	whether the economic, legal, academic, or family values of the status quo will work to our advantage.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, I believe feminists critical of views like Bartky's are mistaken when they contend that such a perspective reduces women to no more than victims of an oppressive patriarchy. These critics apparently disregard the strong emphasis that feminists like Bartky place on women's resistance and transcendence of women's subordinate position. Sexual harassment policies, campus rape brochures, battered women's shelters, and abused women's support groups are all designed to encourage individual women to resist their exploitation, defend against possible violence, and change their abusive conditions. For feminists who regard the sexual intimidation of women as pervasive and institutionalized, the raised consciousness of sexual intimidation in a woman's life means that she is aware of her responsibility for assessing the risks of where she walks and with whom, which dorm rooms she visits, and how to avoid unnecessary contact with an employee known for his advances. These same feminists also encourage individual women to take the offensive, by participating in Take Back the Night marches, filing sexual assault and battery charges, and apprising themselves of harassment grievance procedures and how to use them. Many feminists make a point of arguing that a woman who is terrorized and dehumanized is not thereby made helpless even though she may feel helpless. I believe that what many feminists do not want to imply by making women responsible moral agents is that women should always be blamed when things go wrong.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	However, I would argue that this is precisely what happens when critics like Camille Paglia contend that given men's aggressive nature, women who do not want sex are "fools" for letting men get too close. It is difficult to deny that a young college woman is at least partially responsible for her dating behavior, unless we want to make her into a truly passive victim. Women should be wary of the ways in which their sexual messages may be misconveyed or misunderstood. Yet by removing all behavioral responsibility from men in the name of raging hormones, Paglia places all of the responsibility on women for what men do to them, effectively blaming women for whatever happens in our dealings with men. I think that we can assign individual sexual responsibility to both women and men, in keeping with the "view from somewhere different," in ways that allow us to adjudicate cases contextually according to an ethic of care respect and under current cultural constraints that typecast women, and not men, as heterosexual subordinates. Under such constraints, some female students may get their boyfriends drunk and press them for sex; some women may take sexual advantage of their senior positions in academia to intimidate male graduate students. However, these gender role reversals should not disguise important asymmetries in the general patterns of socially constructed sexual relations between women and men; and a woman cannot be expected to bear full responsibility for the acting out of any one man's lust in addition to her own. My point is that we cannot treat any cases of sexual intimidation in isolation from the particular social locations and dialectical interplay of sexual subordination and liberation that circumscribe each case.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My main criticism of the contention that women's sexual intimidation is a pervasive and institutionalized feature of all women's lives is in its widely mistaken interpretation, not in its intent, since this claim often leaves many with the easily refutable
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            	but false impression that all women spend their lives stricken with an immobilizing terror that sexual violence could be their fate at any moment. Few would deny that men's sexual violence against women is a serious problem or that the numbers of women who are abused daily are far too high. Therefore, I believe that feminists would do ourselves a great service by consistently pointing out that the institutionalized sexual intimidation of women does not require women to spend most or even many of our waking hours experiencing the kind of daily wariness, paranoia, or fear that a woman living under the threat of a Salvadoran or Serbian terrorist attack feels when she steps outside her front door. I agree with the feminist claim that battered women and incest victims are terrorized in an analogous way, but that same sense of constant and unmitigated fear cannot be attributed to all women. What I believe feminists do say with accuracy is that women's sexual intimidation is part of the fabric of patriarchal institutions and that it is used regularly and effectively as a means for the subordination of women in contemporary Western societyso effectively, in fact, that women's views of ourselves and our negotiation of our world is profoundly influenced by a pervasive awareness of our vulnerability to male sexual assault. This is what Bartky refers to when she says that women live daily with a consciousness of our own victimization. Indeed, it is a consciousness of sexual vulnerability and access that I believe men as a class do not experience, no matter how victimized by male violence they may be. While self-defense courses and gun classes can better prepare a woman to avoid or combat rape, their growing popularity is testimony to general feelings of sexual distrust and anxiety that are a common feature of women's lives. When a working woman locking up late in the evening is joined alone in an elevator by a man she does not know, she will typically experience a heightened awareness of her own vulnerability that symbolizes, at some level, that her sexual intimidation by men is always with her. Walking alone to my parked car at night in an unattended lot is enough to instill this awareness in me, no matter how much self-defense I know or how assertive I am. Indeed, it is this very awareness that gives women who have never been raped, battered, or abused some understanding and empathy for women whose lives are those of daily trauma or abuse. Men's sexual intimidation of women can be overt or subtle, unmitigated or intermittent, overwhelming or overcome. From the "view from somewhere different," the partiality and particularity of each woman's social location will define the nature and extent of that intimidation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, when a woman is advised by feminists wary of an overly victimizing view of women's sexuality to "take the heat" of men's sexual harassment or to dispense a few "risqué barbs" herself, I would respond that women are not always or even often in the social or economic position to fight back with equal power or authority. Nor should women give men the idea that such harassment is acceptable by shrugging it off or, whenever possible, by returning the harassment in kind. The goal of making women's sexual harassment a form of gender discrimination, among other things, is to point out that the harassment is underwritten by a stereotypical view of women qua women as the unconditionally accessible sexual objects of men. Without laws specifically designed to prohibit taking advantage of women's sexuality, employment and academic environments are not level playing fields for women and men. Furthermore, it is because there is a gender hierarchy at work, not just an eco-
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            	nomic one, that sexual harassment of women by men, particularly by coworkers, is such a routine occurrence: in a system defined by patriarchal values whose rule for heterosexual relations is one of male dominance and female submission, sexual harassment indeed becomes the norm. This is why many women are often suspicious of in-house resolutions to their harassment. This is why feminists have taken such pains in the last twenty years to expose women's humiliation and exploitation in school and at work. Thus, I would argue, in response to Katie Roiphe and Rene Denfeld, that younger feminists tired of the apparent sexual conservatism and humorlessness of an older feminist generation would do well to acknowledge the extent to which such women's consciousness-raising efforts on behalf of all women have afforded many younger, more affluent women the sexual freedom that Roiphe and Denfeld value.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I also believe that arming women in self-defense communicates to many men that violence is a legitimate way of settling disputes. A .357 magnum or a black belt in karate may help keep rapists at bay but may also be used as excuses for men to do whatever they think they can get away with. Furthermore, bearing lethal weapons can not only escalate violence between the sexes but can also give both women and men the false impression that the sexual playing field is a level one just because both sexes are armed. However, women are victimized sexually in part because our socialization reinforces establishing connections rather than enforcing hierarchies, and many men know this. Being "armed and female" may be completely useless in acquaintance rape. Will a woman want to shoot her date in the face? Will she want to send her lover to the hospital? Will she want to jeopardize her family's primary source of economic support? Moreover, women's success on the firing range or in the karate studio does not always translate into successful defense against rape. Rape can be painful, humiliatingindeed, traumatizingprecisely because all of one's best-laid plans for self-protection simply did not work. Misfires in the heat of the moment can further enrage a rapist who may himself be armed. Karate can be rendered useless by gang rapists or an attacker with a knife. In short, arming ourselves can give women a false sense of security that may encourage women to enter the dangerous settings of which Camille Paglia and others say women should be more wary, not less.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Contra Paglia, if men are strongly motivated by the most basic biological urges of sex and aggression, all the more reason for men to reassess their shortcomings as successfully socialized human beings, not for women to take up the slack. Indeed, a woman can be sending all of Paglia's recommended "clear signals" that she wants a man to keep away from her, but this may only increase his excitement, hostility, or abuse. Moreover, a ninety-year-old widow may be incapable of firing a gun properly or executing a karate chop. As Susan Brownmiller attests, "There can be no private solutions to the problem of rape." From this perspective, unless women and men recognize the political underpinnings of why men rape and why women cannot ignore rape, women will continue to suffer from the contradiction of being perceived as both the victims of male sexual aggression and the agents responsible for sexual assaults against us by men bursting with uncontrollable hormones. 150

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Woman battering is another area where, as with sexual harassment and rape, special laws to handle battering do not upset an already equitable distribution of justice but attempt to restore an equity that does not exist within legislative institutions
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            	whose male bias is part of their existing structure. From this perspective, gender blindness in such areas is itself a prejudice from the "view from nowhere" discussed in chapter 1, in which ignorance of individual social location can induce the false belief that standards of neutrality and objectivity will eviscerate gender bias. Furthermore, community speak-outs, support groups, educational seminars, and films are essential for empowering women with the knowledge that woman battering is a function of a system of reinforced male dominance that we can and must take responsibility for transcending, not for merely covering over or coping with. In response to both Rene Denfeld and Christina Sommers, I would argue that it is not antisex or paranoid to gain a realistic assessment of being a woman in a world often hostile and degrading to women, nor is it antimale to suggest that our social institutions advantage men in ways that make it easy for men to convince women that women's sexual harassment and abuse is natural or deserved. Feminists do not need overwhelming statistical evidence to make the claim that men's sexual violence against women is too common and too severe to be tolerated; and legal, economic, and marital institutions can be clearly identified as traditionally conforming to men's versions of what counts as the sexual harassment and abuse of women. If women do not identify forcible or abusive sex because this is the only sex they know, then surveys designed to reveal the incidence of rape or battering that do not take this into account will themselves be biased against women. Moreover, without identifying behaviors like battered woman syndrome or learned helplessness, many women are regarded as paranoid hysterics whose emotional state remains psychologized out of its gendered context and so uninterpreted as rational mechanisms for helping a woman survive a subordinating sexual ideology supported by patriarchy.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From this perspective, it is no less important for young girls and their mothers to know of whom they should be wary and why. Certainly not knowing has kept the sexual abuse of girls an embarrassing and dirty family secret and has often convinced mothers that they are primarily responsible for their husbands' incestuous abuse of their daughters. Many feminists argue that if female children are disempowered by their age as well as their sex, and if many of them are further victimized by race or poverty, making appeal to the legal system especially difficult, then this is all the more reason to provide public resources advertising their special role in protecting children from adult abuse. The overriding concern by many feminists, including myself, is that unless we continue to voice our opposition to the institutional nature, social pervasiveness, and gender discrimination of women's sexual intimidation by men, then sexual harassment, rape, woman battering, and the sexual abuse of girls will continue to keep women from transcending our sexual victimization and moving toward a new vision of individual sexual agency and self-definition for all women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Sexual Intimidation from the "View from Somewhere Different"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists remain deeply divided over the issue of the nature, extent, and ramifications of women's sexual victimization by men. Some feminists regard hostile environment sexual harassment as an insidious reminder of patriarchal control of the workplace. Others regard it as indicative of overly sensitive and easily offended fem-
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            	inists who are hostile to men in the first place. Some feminists regard speak-outs against rape as vital to women's self-conscious sexual liberation. Others regard such gatherings as tedious and unnecessary rape hype that only widens the increasing gap between the sexes. Some feminists regard battered woman syndrome as essential for legally arguing self-defense cases against the batterer. Others see the syndrome as reinvigorating the stereotype of the hysterical woman who cannot maintain self-control. Some feminists think protecting young girls from adult male sexual abuse requires recognizing the potentially debilitating hierarchy within the traditional nuclear family. Others think that such gender politics divides otherwise close families by suspicion and false accusation.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	My claim is that we can use the "view from somewhere different" to negotiate the tensions among such disparate perspectives. By interpreting women's sexuality as a dialectic between gender and sexuality, we can characterize women's sexual intimidation by men as reflective of men's pervasive and institutionalized dominance over women's sexual lives yet as also carrying within it the seeds of women's growth toward a sexuality more fully defined in our own terms. The "view from somewhere different" asks us to recognize patriarchy's claim on women's sexuality yet at the same time to resist women's sexual intimidation by men, so that women may claim our sexuality as our own. In this sense, progress toward women's sexual pleasure and agency can be a feminist goal precisely because it is also progress away from women's sexual victimization. In the remainder of this section I will describe how regarding women as survivors of sexual intimidation can allow us to think and talk about women as both the active and responsible subjects of our sexual experience and the victimized objects of men's dominance and control. As in my discussion of sex work in the previous chapter, my aim is to use such a dialectic to negotiate the tensions between those feminists who require that we recognize women's victimization under patriarchy and those who fear that such a recognition diffuses women's sense of sexual responsibility and agency. If women's sexuality under patriarchy is dialectical in the way I suggest, then both sexual victimization and sexual agency have a stake in defining women's sexual preferences and sexual desires.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Suppose, for example, that a woman interprets her sexual intimidation under patriarchy not only as an assertion of male dominance at home and at work but also as a reaction to, and fear of, women's sexual power over men. Traditional psychoanalytic literature is rife with imagery of a punitive and powerful mother whose perceived ability to disempower her son causes him to distance himself from her and align himself with his father. Feminist "backlash" theories claim that women are the increasing targets of men's sexual harassment and abuse precisely because feminism is empowering women in ways that severely threaten men's sexual dominance over them. Under such theories, women are both the unconditional sexual objects of men and the defining sexual subjects of men's experience of their own sexuality. Instead of perceiving herself as a mere victim, a woman may thus begin to see herself as surviving victimization by being the defining subject of how men perceive themselves in the world. In doing so, she may begin to gain a sense of her own agency as a woman whose sexual power is to be reckoned with, which in turn helps embolden her to stop tolerating her harassment or to report her date rape or battering. Even the behavior of her rapist or batterer can be interpreted from this perspective as an admission of
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            	his own weakness, his own pathos, his own dependence on her to satisfy his own complex emotional needs.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, actively reporting her abuse may result in reprisals or humiliation that reaffirm in her mind her own victimization. Actively resisting a rapist or batterer carries real risks: he may desist in search of someone more passive, or he may overcome her resistance and be made even more hostile or excited by it. 151 Alternatively, a woman may simply be so overwhelmed by the male sexual hostility she confronts on a daily basis that any sense that she is powerful or fearsome in the eyes of any man remains illusive. Therefore, from the "view from somewhere different," being a survivor of sexual intimidation in a patriarchal world where women and men are in constant contact means both living with and living through the sexual risks of being a woman in a society oppressive to women. Under such conditions, women forge sexual lives in terms circumscribed by patriarchy and also in terms not bound exclusively by patriarchy. The feminist consciousness implicit in the "view from somewhere different" is a consciousness of women's sexual oppression under social institutions that reinforce a cultural ideology of male superiority and enforce a politics of male dominance. I claim, however, that the dialectical relation between the politics of gender and the possibilities of sexual experience that defines women's sexuality from the ''view from somewhere different" also implies a consciousness of women's potential for sexual exploration and sexual passion. This consciousness can transform a woman's victimization under patriarchy into something she lives with and through, but not something she is defined by. When she reassesses her life from the dialectical perspective implicit in the "view from somewhere different," her sexual victimization can become a source for her liberation, a lens through which she may see in less distorted fashion the possibilities for, and limitations of, her own sexual agency and self-definition.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	From such a dialectical perspective, a woman may begin to understand how some men see her as both a sexual object of their harassment and abuse and a sexual subject wanting, needing, or deserving her attack. From this perspective, she may realize that her agency is in fact circumscribed by his wants and needs, so that she will be blamed for her partner's abuse, charged with "making" him hit her. She may later reflect that her own learned helplessness was an active decision to comply with the abusive demands of her batterer, a decision that ultimately afforded her the opportunity to gather her children and few possessions and leave her abuse for good. From a dialectical point of view, a woman may begin to recognize how her socialization to empathize with the troubles of others ironically militates against the very act of resistance to rape that would reduce the likelihood of long-term emotional trauma, despite the risks of such resistance. A woman may also understand why no matter how successful her career track, how careful her choice of date, how perfect her housekeeping, she can nevertheless feel and be violated, terrorized, coerced, or dehumanized, and sometimes all of these at once. By the same token, she may understand her own harassment as the objectifying abuse of a woman whose mere presence may be powerful enough to inspire hostility, fear, or anger. On the other hand, a woman who says she does not recognize or experience her oppression in any way is not the object of patronizing feminist derision but a woman who has simply not experienced herself as a sexual survivor in a patriarchal world. To say that she should so experi-
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            	ence herself is to foist upon her a "view from somewhere better" that is antithetical to the task of credibly listening to the diversity of women's voices recommended by the ethic of care respect from the "view from somewhere different."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	By viewing herself as a survivor from the "view from somewhere different," however, a woman can tell other women about her own sexual intimidation and share with them what she feels are the risks of not also seeing themselves as self-determining subjects in dialectical relation to their own sexual objectification. From this perspective, she may be motivated to learn self-defense, join therapy groups, or become a rape crisis counselor after her own rape as a way of seeing herself as the defining agent of her own victimization and as helping other women do the same. Even if she must change jobs, addresses, or lifestyles simply to avoid further abuse, as a survivor seeing herself from the "view from somewhere different," she may regard such changes as positive steps toward her sexual dignity and autonomy as well as steps away from her abuser.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, as I noted earlier, a woman's sexual agency under patriarchy is an agency at risk. She may find that confronting or chastising her harasser, when she knows that sexual harassment is not about being flattered or being "nice," still leaves her feeling humiliated and used. Sharing her history of child abuse with a therapist may cause her to reexperience the violation at the same time that she begins, perhaps for the first time, to see herself as a self-confident and self-defining subject in the world. Surviving, therefore, from the "view from somewhere different," is not about moving blithely forward as a sexually autonomous agent without a consciousness of one's own and others' victimization; surviving means using that consciousness as a way of forming personal and communal strategies for liberation in a world where the sexual intimidation of women by men is a fact of contemporary life. Robin Morgan captures the subject/object dialectic implicit in this perspective when she describes what happens to a woman who, having acquiesced to her abuse in the past, finds it impossible to continue to live a victimized life: "At last she begins to fear her own silence as much as or more than the violence he visits upon her if she speaks. Her silence is within her own power to break, even if his violence is not. Silence is the first thing within the power of the enslaved to shatter. From that shattering, everything else spills forth.'' 152 But that shattering is also frightening, for it requires women to rely on ourselves to give meaning and value to our lives and to appreciate the different ways each woman may wish to define her life for herself. Many women in such situations both want and do not want to be the defining subjects of their sexual experiences with men. They want the freedom to define the terms and conditions of their heterosexual relationships, but they know that with such freedom comes the shared responsibility for making those relationships successful. They know that the personal agency requisite for such responsibility has often been used to blame them for their own abuse but that without the recognition of such agency, they remain no more than sexual objects to be exploited by self-serving men. Being a survivor of sexual intimidation from the "view from somewhere different" means acknowledging that a woman's victimization provides the context and the rationale for her sexual liberation and that her resistance to that victimization is a way of beginning to define her sexuality in her own terms. This dialectic is reflected in Marilyn Frye's observation that "[t]he forces which we want to imagine ourselves free of . . . mark the shape
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            	they mold us to, but they also suggest by implication the shapes we might have been without that molding." 153

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The dialectical relation between active subject and manipulable object that defines being a survivor of sexual intimidation from the "view from somewhere different" helps explain why a contemporary woman's experience of her sexuality can be such a fascinating and frustrating experience. The more a woman rejects traditional notions of femininity by going out alone, living independently, or initiating dates, the more she may also find herself vulnerable to violence than if she sought the safety and passivity of membership in a group. The more a woman submits herself to her batterer, the more she may see herself as engaged in her active survival, and the more her batterer must allay the total submission that would turn her into a will-less object of no value to him. A battered woman may simultaneously see herself as the active support system for a troubled partner and the whipping post for his anger and frustration. Resisting her rape may reduce a woman's experience of post-traumatic stress syndrome, but it may also increase the risk of further abuse during the rape itself. Reporting her abuse can aid her recovery, reduce further incidents of abuse, and increase public awareness of the nature of the abuse and the identity of the abuser; but as I mentioned earlier, such reporting can also result in the kind of reprisal, humiliation, reduced credibility, or emotional repetition of the original trauma that makes her feel she has been victimized all over again.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Self-defense courses specifically designed to combat rape can build a woman's self-confidence and self-reliance but can also promote a wariness and hostility that encourage her to see a rapist in every man. Carrying a can of mace in her purse may convince a woman that she is not in sexual danger, yet she may find herself defenseless against an aggressive former boyfriend whom she cannot bring herself to hurt. Many feminists argue that sex education for young girls is incomplete without an explanation of the ways in which a woman's sexuality can be used as a vehicle for her harassment and abuse; yet the goal of such education is not to increase girls' sense of victimization but to strengthen their resolve not to tolerate such abuse or see it as normal. Sexually abused little girls often see themselves as powerful keepers of the dark secret that keeps their families intact and as tempting seductresses of their abusers; yet they can also regard themselves as powerless to stop their own sexual violation. While helplessness may constitute the essential insult of the trauma, reliving it in memory later in life may help restore efficacy and power to the survivor.154 "Reasonable woman" standards of harassment and self-defense, and rape shield laws limiting the exposure of women's sexual history, can have the combined effect of both encouraging some women to prosecute their abusers and encouraging others to regard women as in need of special protection. Ironically, if a woman makes a relatively quick psychic recovery from the dehumanizing trauma of date rape, she may be accused of not being raped at all. Many women who feel successful at putting their abuse behind them report that a feminist activism of sharing their experience with others has been their best source for recovery. Other women who have been rape victims find that they can no longer tolerate the subordinating sex on demand that was a regular feature of their sex lives prior to being raped. Indeed, Judith Lewis Herman remarks that it is tempting to side with the perpetrator of violence, for while
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            	he simply asks you to ignore him, his victim "demands action, engagement, and remembering." 155

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Kathleen Barry states that surviving is the other side of being a victim.156 I agree that a woman's survival of sexual intimidation involves her developing coping mechanism and formulating strategies in response to her abuse, strategies, that require a willful subject. I have argued, however, that from the "view from somewhere different," surviving places a woman's sexual victimization under patriarchy in a dialectical relation, to her active capacity for sexual agency and self-definition. From the "view from somewhere different," being a survivor, just is being both a victim or potential victim of institutionalized male dominance and an autonomous agent who has the capacity to transcend that victimization and move toward a sexuality more fully defined in her own terms. From this perspective, women's sexuality under patriarchy constitutes a dialectical relation between defining sexual subject and abused sexual object. This relation describes women's sexual desires and preferences as constrained by social institutions that are oppressive to women at the same time, that women's capacity to define the terms and conditions of our sexual lives affords us the determination to resist oppressive individuals and institutions and, ultimately, to transcend them. Valerie Heller, a feminist survivor of years of sexual abuse as a child, reports, "I think that our sexuality cannot and has not been taken from us. It has without a doubt been thwarted. . . . My sexualitythe inner experience of my sexual energyis, in actuality, something that I am becoming aware of and experiencing for the first time."157

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view form somewhere different" can accommodate the diversity of feminist voices that speak to the issue of women's sexual intimidation, because the subject/object dialectic on which surviving such intimidation is based invites viewing women as both victims of men's pervasive and institutionalized sexual violation and as willful agents taking responsibility for the direction of our sexual lives. Thinking and talking about women's sexual intimidation from the "view from somewhere different" does not reinvigorate the debilitating stereotype of the fragile and vulnerable woman in need of protection from and by men, because this perspective affords women the capacity to develop a self-confidence and self-reliance that can liberate her from her dependence on abusive men; nor does such a perspective absolve women of all personal responsibility, for our heterosexual relationships. Indeed, taking responsibility for one's sexuality is a feature of the ethic of care respect implied by this perspective, which asks women and men to look at how and why we choose, the sexual partner, we do, and how those choices are affected by the particular cultural and political contexts in which we live. Interpreted from this perspective, men's sexual violation, terrorization, coercion, and dehumanization of woman under institutionalized male dominance can be experiences that motivate women to seek out better relationships for ourselves and richer lives for our families and friends. Therefore, regarding women as survivors from the "view from somewhere different" is neither antimale nor antisex, since such a perspective encourages viewing women's sexuality not merely as externally defined by an oppressive patriarchy but also as subjectively determined by each woman through her own personal exploration of sexual passion and pleasure. From this perspective, it is through the unique dialectical interplay of
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            	these two opposing forces in each woman's life that her sexuality is formed and lived. In the next section of this chapter I will outline how encouraging men to treat women with care respect can help undermine men's sexual intimidation of women.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Encouraging Men to Treat Women with Care Respect
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            	The only way to understand a woman's survival is to put oneself in her

            place.
Kathleen Barry, Female Sexual Slavery

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminist who argue that women's sexual harassment and abuse are pervasive features of contemporary social institutions also argue that it will take the wholesale dismantling of such institutions for men's sexual intimidation of women to be eliminated. Taking this position into account, it is naive to expect men to change their sexist attitudes toward women, when such attitudes continue to be reinforced be cultural institutions that reward male sexual dominance and control. Recognizing this, many feminists satisfy themselves with changes in current law, politics, or education, which they believe will result in better treatment of women. Yet despite changes, in these areas, feminists have found that if men's and women's attitudes toward the relations between the sexes do not change, the practice of theoretically equitable social systems tends to remain inconsistent and unpredictable. Dismantling institutional sexual intimidation will ultimately be successful only if those who have power over, and control of, existing social structures are themselves amenable to change. Therefore, in this section I present ways that women can encourage men to treat women with care respect, which can begin the process of dismantling those social institutions inimical to women's sexual agency and self-definition. I will argue that one of the ways that women can actively undermine the sexist attitudes that reinforce the sexual intimidation of women is to men to do the "world"-traveling required by the ethic of care respect introduced in chapter 3. First, I explain what it would mean for a man to treat a woman with care respect in his sexual relations with her. I then describe how encouraging men to exercise autonomous relating to others and to take responsibility for their sexuality can help them understand what it means to be a woman in a sexist society and what cultural pressures men may feel to conform to sexist standards. I speculate about whether convincing men (and women) to change their sexual attitudes is either practical or possible, especially if men will be asked to give up their power base. I conclude with the claim that only by simultaneously shifting individual women's and men's sexual attitudes toward those of care respect, as well as working toward changing the cultural and economic institutions that are both created by oppressive sexual attitudes and continue to reinforce them, can feminists hope to afford women the sexual agency and self-esteem necessary to define our sexuality in our own terms.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Encouraging Men to "World"-Travel

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	In chapters 3 and 4 I discussed how an effort to recognize other persons as both equally valuable and special is fundamental to air ethic of care respect. I suggested
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            	that a sexual ethic of care respect also encourages an active concern for understanding and promoting others' sexual wants and needs as they see them and for doing so in ways consists with the care respect of others. If we want to encourage men to treat women with care respect, then we must encourage men not only to regard each woman as the defining subject of her sexual experience but also to recognize each woman's ability to define her sexual experience in ways unique to her. Attempting to understand an individual woman's experience of her sexuality also requires the "world"-traveling often referred to as "putting oneself in another's shoes": treating a woman with care respect requires that a man ask, "What is it like to be her?," and ''What is it like to be me in her eyes?" Through such "world"-traveling, men will begin to understand the particular context of each woman's battle with sexual intimidation as well as her gender role socialization as the sexual object of men's institutionalized supremacy and control. He may also begin to understand why women fail to feel much sympathy for men whose failure in the workplace or in education is so often compensated for by their harassment or abuse of women and girls, yet rationalized by citing "trouble at home."

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A sexual ethic of care respect further recommends that men not merely tolerate, or refrain from interfering with, a woman's pursuit of the meaning and value of the erotic in her own life. In doing so a man would be exercising no more than Marjorie Weinzweig's "autonomous being for oneself," introduced in chapter 3. This kind of autonomy is quite similar to one described by traditional actual theories of justice, in which mutually self-interested persons make claims on each other only when competing individual rights create conflicts between persons or when impartial duties to act in accordance with those rights are not fulfilled. Instead, a sexual ethic of care respect recommends that a man do what he can to promote a woman's sexual agency and self-definition in ways that encourage her ability to exercise an autonomous relating to others and to take responsibility for her sexuality. In this way a man also becomes one who exercises an autonomous relating to others in the world, a member of a community of persons who share a similar commitment to "world"-traveling and the pro-active care of others. 158 Furthermore, in such a community, a man takes responsibility for his own sexuality by seeing his sexual desires and preferences as themselves rooted in patriarchal social institutions that can afford him an unfair advantage over women and that may make it easy for him to treat women unreflectively as accessible sexual objects. By adopting this moral perspective, men will begin to regard men's sexual violation, terrorization, coercion, and dehumanization of women as violating their respect for women, as self-determining moral equals and as antithetical to the empathy and sense of community required of those who value an ethic of care.159

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Specifically, treating women with care respect in the workplace or in academia means, among other things, realizing that overt physical or sexual contact, sexual comments, jokes, or cartoons may offend a woman and not a man, precisely because she is sexualized by a culture whose economic and social climate makes it difficult for her either to transcend her identification of sexual object or to make that identification a positive feature of her life. By understanding sexual harassment from a woman's point of view, a man may realize that the subtlety, variety, and constant exposure to hostile environment harassment that a woman may be subjected to can be
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            	just as destructive to her self-esteem or self-confidence as the quid pro quo variety. Because hostile environment harassment represents an abuse of the social and sexual power men have over women without the more obvious economic or political hierarchies of quid pro quo harassment, for men to understand hostile environment harassment requires that they understand the ways in which social institutions are hierarchically constituted simply by the gender of their members. Thus, the "world"-traveling implicit in care respect may motivate judges and juries to listen with new political sensibilities to what individual women consider a hostile work environment, rather than relying on overly generalized and apolitical standards of what a "reasonable man," a "reasonable person," or even a "reasonable woman'' would find harassing. Furthermore, a man who treats women with care respect in the workplace or academia will not automatically assume that a woman's friendliness is a sign of sexual attraction to him and so will not respond to her attentions in ways that are in fact harassing to her. Former U.S. senator Bob Packwood actively supported equal rights for woman during his congressional tenure yet allegedly sexually harassed his secretaries and political aides over a period of many years, In the language of care respect, Packwood's failure to "world"-travel to individual women's economic and social situation or to take responsibility for his sexuality under conditions of institutionalized male dominance made it possible for him to depoliticize his very personal attentions. Care respect for women who are sexually harassed also means developing policies and procedures that reflect women's preferences for handling disputes and that recognize how a woman's lower position or economic clout within a company hierarchy may make purportedly gender neutral grievance procedures work against her. Men may also realize from this perspective that while men might lie about others' sexual harassment of them to rationalized poor job performance or to punish supervisors unwilling to promote them, a woman rarely does so, if only because of the tremendous emotional and economic price she often feels she must pay for her accusations. 160

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Pamela Foa suggests that once woman and men begin really listening to each other, coercive sex will no longer reflect the norm of many women's heterosexual experience. If men were to treat women with care respect, men might begin to understand the social pressures many women (especially young women) feel to say yes to sex when they would rather say no; the desire of some women to be partners with men for social comfort, affection, and companionship but not sex; and the pressures men often feel to "score" or to make their partners' sexual needs secondary to their own.161 Women and men would begin to realize that there are compelling alternatives to the often debilitating and destructive courtship customs that require that when men "shell out" for a date, women must "put out," making rape and battery a common feature of heterosexual sex. Women would begin to see ourselves as worthy of respect in our own right and less in need of acquiescing to a man to maintain our self-esteem or social image. By asking "What is it like to be me in their eyes?," men would recognize how much more threatening, controlling, and violent they often appear to their wives and girlfriends than they seem to themselves. Compassion and kindness in sexual relations would replace selfishness and cruelty if women and men treated each other with care respect, where compassion, according to Lawrence Blum, involves an "imaginative dwelling on the condition of another person, an active regard for his good, a view of him as a fellow human being, and emotional re-
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            	sponses of a certain degree of intensity," and where kindness, according to Tom Regan, implies "to act with the intention of forwarding the interests of others, not for reasons of self-gain, but out of love, affection or compassion for the individuals whose interests are forwarded." 162

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Challenging Social Hierarchies and Gender Role Expectations

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Many feminists claim that eradicating men's violence against women over the long term means eradicating the unequal power relations between the sexes. This eradication would demand a total restructuring of the family, with men and women taking equal responsibility for child rearing, domestic maintenance, and financial security.163 The successful dismantling of the patriarchal family would also require the widespread acceptance of caring and cooperative alternatives to the heterosexual nuclear family, as well as radical changes in the workplace and traditional child care. However, if feminists are to be successful in teaching men care respect for women, then feminists must dislodge many men's (and women's) gender role association of masculinity with power over women, for unless they do so, men will regard feminists' demands for egalitarian relationships as emasculating. Yet if men's public lives continue to demand that they value and pursue hierarchical social power and authority, then men may find it difficult to give up such pursuits in their personal relationships or may resist doing so altogether.164 This is one reason why socialist feminists claim that women's liberation requires not only a revolution in our sexual and reproductive institutions but also the dismantling of any political economy that requires human relationships to be defined by the dominance of an elite and wealthy few over an impoverished and oppressed majority.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	As with sexual harassment law, "reasonable woman" standards in self-defense laws pertaining to battered women reveal that lawmakers are making an attempt to "world"-travel to the situations of battered women. Judges and juries are being asked to try to understand a woman's fear for her life from her perspective rather than from a man's, who may only have bared his fists or may not have been provocative the moment she assaulted him. Men who treat young girls with care respect will begin to realize a girl's pain, humiliation, confusion, and outrage by being abused and not believed, or by being consistently raped yet asked to feel affection and respect for her abuser. Men will begin to see themselves as adults in whom many young girls place an enormous amount of trust but whose betrayal of that trust can have devastating effects that can last a lifetime in young women already socialized to dependency and self-doubt. In short, for a man to treat women with care respect means not objectifying, universalizing, or rationalizing women but trying his best to particularize and empathize with women's daily experience of sexual intimidation by men, including himself. Men cannot be women, of course; but men can make every effort to acknowledge, understand, and promote women's sexual lives as women would define them, not as men might wish women to define them.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Therefore, the caring and respectful treatment of women should be understood not as treatment encouraged only under the most sexually intimate conditions but as treatment that should exist in the workplace, in education, in the law, and in the

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 214
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	familyindeed, everywhere that women and men congregate. There are few such places that do not provide ample opportunity for men's sexual intimidation of women, and few relationships between women and men that could not benefit from the combination of esteem and empathy that an ethic of care respect describes. At the same time, a sexual ethic of care respect should not be understood as giving men blanket permission to intrude on women's sexual lives with the excuse that they are "just trying to get to know women better." What a sexual ethic of care respect recommends is that both women and men be sensitive to the social location and the needs of each individual, a sensitivity in which listening to each other's particular voices is a value. In this way women and men can begin to assess how far their imaginative understanding of another's sexuality should reach and how much effort should be spent promoting the interests of others. An ethic of care respect is grounded in a fundamental respect for persons as self-determining moral agents and so can morally circumscribe the parameters of such efforts with minimum standards of moral conduct below which no one must fall. However, this ethic is deliberately flexible in its decision procedures for particular cases in order to appreciate social context and individual eccentricity and to avoid the distortion of a purportedly more exact ethical theory that advocates the application of universal and abstract moral principles to a wide variety of cases. An ethic of care respect can thus appreciate both the ambiguity and the clarity of the woman described by Robin Morgan, who awakens for the first time to her own sense of herself: "She still doesn't know 'what must be done,' but she is on her way to doing it, and she has no time to waste on those who insist they know when they don't." 165

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Furthermore, just as men must take responsibility for accepting a socially constructed male sexuality often dictated by cultural expectations of dominance and control, so women must take responsibility for acquiescing to our own gender expectations of sexual compliance and understand the complex social pressures that encourage many men unreflectively to dominate women sexually. Thus, neither sex is "off the hook" from the "view from somewhere different," since both women and men who adopt this perspective not only seek to resist making presumptions about the other's sexual needs and preferences but also recognize the difficulties of doing so in a world whose social expectations put pressure on both genders to conform to a hierarchical status quo. The creative collaboration and opportunities for real affection that may result from such efforts, however, may encourage men to give up a power base that they may otherwise feel too vulnerable to relinquish. Yet as I write this, I realize that it may be a question not of losing or gaining power but of transforming the meaning and value of power in sexual relations that will make them personally rewarding for all. Intimacy and shared responsibility without the fear of falling down a notch in a gender hierarchy may create opportunities for individual women and men to understand more clearly their own needs and values.166 Lesbian and gay relationships would certainly benefit from a perspective that advocates care respect as would any sexual practice that deviates from traditional heterosexual norms, since sadomasochistic as well as vanilla sex can be nonoppressive sex using such a model. If power-transforming, nonintimidating, compassionate, and passionate sexual relationships are both possible and desirable, then we must not only redefine for adults as well as our children the moral parameters of sexual desire under
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            	the rubric of care respect; we must also continue to demand that our economic, political, and cultural institutions neither instantiate nor reinforce the sexual intimidation of women. The latter task defines the continuing need for a feminist activism that publicly recognizes and resists the victimization of women. The former task asks women and men to share the responsibility for redefining human sexuality in terms that facilitate the sexual exploration, passion, and pleasure of both sexes.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Conclusion

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from somewhere different" is a perspective from which I have claimed that men's institutionalized sexual intimidation of women and women's capacity for determining the meaning and value of our sexual passion and pleasure combine to reflect the dialectic between gender and sexuality that is at the heart of women's sexual experience under patriarchy. This perspective encourages women to understand the pervasive and structural ways in which women are sexually victimized by men in a society that reinforces men's domination and control of women. I have argued that this perspective is vital if individual women are to defend themselves against their sexual harassment and abuse and to liberate themselves to define a sexuality suited to their individual needs. The "view from somewhere different" can accommodate those who believe that feminists victimize women by overemphasizing women's institutionalized oppression; according to the "view from somewhere different," women's sexuality is an active and responsible one that women have the capacity to define in our own terms, yet such definitions are viable ones only when women recognize the extent to which our sexuality is also a function of social institutions structurally biased to advantage men.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Thus, for women to eradicate men's sexual intimidation of women requires profound and difficult changes in women's and men's sexual attitudes that must be incorporated into, and reflected by, the social institutions under which women and men live. Such a perspective in turn recommends that a promising method of resistance against men's sexual intimidation of women is to encourage women and men to treat one another with care respect. This perspective advocates treating all persons as moral equals as well as treating each person as uniquely situated in a way that allows women and men to recognize, understand, and promote the particular and self-determined interests of each other. The intentional ambiguity of how to assess those interests is one of the strengths of this perspective, since it requires women and men to explore actively and communally which actions best suit which contexts and needs within the parameters of moral equality.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	On the other hand, the "view from somewhere different" is a frustrating perspective for many, because it is paradoxically noncommittal in its insistence that there is no one epistemological or moral voice that can speak about women's sexual experience in all times and places. What this perspective gains by this approach, however, is a way of understanding women's sexuality that accounts for the variety and complexity of individual women's sexual experience, affords women and men a way of evaluating that experience using an ethic of care respect, and gives each woman the double prism of her patriarchal oppression and her capacity for sexual self-definition from which to discern the meaning of the erotic in her own life.
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            	We face the task of learning how to use our own conflicts constructively,

            affiliatively, and pleasurablyas sources of pleasure precisely because

            they can be tools for forging new understanding and new forms of affilia-

            tion.
Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller, "Conclusion: Practicing Conflict in Feminist Theory"

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Feminists continue to disagree over the extent to which individual women may be complicit in their own sexual oppression and the oppression of women as a class. We also differ over what kinds of experience can liberate women individually and collectively to define the terms and conditions of our sexual lives. I have suggested in this book that such disagreements often paint a picture of women's sexuality in mutually exclusive terms: women's sexual choices are either the product of an oppressive gender politics or the site for a self-defined sexual liberation for women. I have argued that a more representative picture of women's sexuality reveals diversity, complexity, ambiguity, and contradiction in individual women's lives. I have argued that such features reflect a dialectic in a woman's sexual experience between the individual and institutional forces of her sexual oppression, on the one hand, and the possibilities for her sexual exploration, passion, and pleasure, on the other. From this perspective, the profoundly feminist assertion that the personal is political is less an equivalence than a fluid and dynamic relationship between a woman's individual

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        

      
    

  


  


  
    
      	
        
          
            	

            	
          

        

      
    


    
      	
        
          
            	Page 217
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	pursuit of her own passions and preferences and her social responsibility for making decisions that do not contribute to women's sexual oppression under conditions of institutionalized male dominance.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	I have contended that the perspective of the "view from somewhere different" is an epistemological framework that provides a way of thinking and talking about women's sexuality that captures the dynamic between the personal and the political within and among women. Such a framework recognizes the strengths of a feminism that situates women's sexuality within a cultural ideology that devalues and subordinates women to the advantage of men. Yet it is also a framework that advocates raising our consciousness of this ideology as a first step in the pursuit of women's sexual creativity and power, which along with women's freedom from sexual subordination would allow individual women to determine for themselves how sex and sexuality figure in their lives.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This perspective informs a sexual ethic of care respect that recommends treating women and men as the agents and defining subjects of our sexual experience in actively caring communities of both shared and conflicting interests. This ethic recommends a general application of the principles of care respect to our sexual lives at the same time that it encourages persons to regard sexual relationships as uniquely confounded by the politics of gender. My contention is that sex is not merely a matter of taste, because sex is such an effective tool for the harassment, humiliation, and abuse of women. Power and control are moral issues; thus, our moral sensibilities must be engaged to examine those specific and unique ways in which systemic gender hierarchies turn a woman's sexuality into a vehicle for her oppression and the oppression of women as a class. A sexual ethic of care respect from the "view from somewhere different" is designed as a guide, but not a decision procedure, for considering the meaning, value, and practice of the sexual lives of persons who may be very differently situated from one another. Thus, the "view from somewhere different" can provide a context and a legitimacy for a variety of sexual experiences, preferences, and desires in both women and men and can provide feminists of diverse theoretical backgrounds with a common frame of reference from which to advance our dialogue in women's sexuality. This advance is essential if we wish to represent ourselves as offering constructive voices in different women's lives instead of the unacceptable extremisms often disseminated by feminism's detractors.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	This means that we will have to become more comfortable with conflict in the absence of clear resolution and accept compromise or consensus only when it is understood that consensus does not require stasis or sameness. It is much easier to fall back on the "view from nowhere" or the "view from somewhere better," because neither requires the energy and effort of "world"-traveling. On the other hand, being all things to all people is an impossible task not lost on critics of the "view from everywhere.'' However, from the "view from somewhere different," living with partial coalitions or uneasy alliances need not be divisive, when consensus is not the ultimate goal and when conflict resolution can be oppressively elitist and dismissive of difference. As Raymond Belliotti writes:
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            	Rather than regretting the loss of fixed foundations and authoritative trumps of reason, we should revel in increased opportunities for freedom and collective deliberation.
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            	Further, we should not assume that convergence of opinion is the necessary goal of rational discussion. . . . [O]ur institutions should not strive to eliminate ideological and political conflict; rather, they should rechannel controversy as a way to invigorate social life. 1

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	Moreover, by emphasizing the importance of negotiating the tensions among feminists from a wide variety of theoretical and practical perspectives, the "view from somewhere different" is useful for advancing the dialogue across a broad spectrum of feminist concerns. Such concerns reveal themselves in conflicts over the meaning and value of essentialist claims in feminist theorizing; debates over the place of analytic reasoning and objectivity in women's studies curricula and feminist academic discussion; differences of opinion over whether and how psychoanalytic theory should be used to explore women's oppression; exchanges over the benefits and risks of new reproductive technologies such as in vitro fertilization, embryo transfer, and embryo freezing; and tensions among feminists of differing sexual preferences over what counts as an affirming and expansive sexuality for women.2 The "view from somewhere different" recommends that all such feminists "world"-travel to the perspectives of those from whom we differ and to remember that ours are not the only "worlds" worth knowing. In this way women and men may build a connectedness without striving for commonality or unanimity, where Marianne Hirsch's and Evelyn Fox Keller's "new forms of affiliation'' may be formed and lived.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	The "view from somewhere different" encourages us to think of any one woman's metaphysical "self" as both enduring and unstable, since it is a self whose identity as an agent of change is an important element in her capacity for liberation. From this perspective, a woman is in constant flux between the ideological forces that shape her sexuality and the self-consciousness of those forces that can ground her sexual subjectivity and agency. Adopting the "view from somewhere different" means recognizing that gender can be a liberating force in women's lives and that sexuality can be an oppressive one, depending on the context and culture in which the dialectic between gender and sexuality is played out. I believe it is beside the point to wonder what "good sex" means for women outside the current patriarchal constraints that circumscribe our sexuality. Rather, it is up to feminist theory and practice from the "view from somewhere different" to give us an epistemology and ethic that can work within current parameters to forge new pathways for women's sexual freedom, creativity, and satisfaction.

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	
          

        


        
          
            	

            	

            	
          


          
            	
          


          
            	

            	A common framework for thinking and talking about women's sexuality may strike some feminists as uncomfortably presumptuous and inevitably universalizing, necessarily silencing some of the very voices within the discourse that such a framework is purportedly designed to recognize. On the contrary, I am convinced of the necessity and the possibility of a single philosophical perspective from which a variety of issues in women's sexuality can be explored. Indeed, the framework is designed to be simultaneously theoretical and practical in its efforts to facilitate conversation and collaboration. Without feminist praxis to ground theory, such a framework too readily dissolves into the rallying cry of an intellectual elite; without feminist theory to inform practice, feminists cannot credibly argue for structural changes in social policy. In the preceding chapters I have contended that feminist tensions within dis-
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            	cussions of women's sexuality invite critical inquiry and allow constructive negotiation without requiring the final resolution that would silence opposing feminist viewpoints. I believe that this perspective both strengthens and endorses the feminist commitment that women's voices be heard and validated despite a status quo advantaged by our silence. Such a perspective is more pragmatic than relativistic, more reconstructive than deconstructive, since this perspective denounces both the legitimacy of men's sexual oppression of women and any ethic of exclusion that ignores the unique and varied role that sexuality may play in each woman's life. It is a perspective that seeks to transform and transcend current marginalizing definitions of difference. It is not a complement but a radical alternative to more conservative conceptions of the value of diversity in a global community. I believe it is a perspective that works to bring otherwise disparate factions together in a single and collective effort to eradicate misogyny and male bias from women's sexual lives and to increase women's sexual agency and self-definition. In this sense, feminist theory fuses with feminist practice in ways that show how feminism, philosophy, and women's sexuality, taken together, can further our understanding of the relations between the sexes. The conviction to continue, not forestall, the dialogue in women's sexuality by constructing a framework for conscientiously listening to the diversity of women's voices in such discussions has encouraged me to forge ahead, wary of hasty generalization yet convinced of the value of the effort. I encourage readers to use the discussions in this book to reflect on the role that sex and sexuality play in their own lives and to find caring and cooperative ways of sharing those reflections with others.
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