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Beth A. Quinn’s research explores the accounts men and women give for what, on the
surface, is a relatively benign form of sexual harassment—watching and rating women at
work. To do s0, she conducted 43 interviews with men and women, [asting from 1 to 3 hours,
asking about relationships at work. She then randomly sampled more than half the original
sample (25) from one organization and recruited the remaining individuals from a nearby
community college and university. The accounts men give for sexual harassment indicate that
they realize the effects of their girl watching on the women they work with and acknowl-
edge that they would not like being watched this way if they were women. The interviews
reveal that sexual harassment is instrumental in bonding men together and separating men
from women in the workplace.

1. What is the role of objectification and (dis)empathy in maintaining masculinity?

2. How does sexual harassment work to enforce gender for men in the workplace, and
what are the effects of such behavior for women and men?

3. What would have to change if “girl watching” were to disappear from the workplace?
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SexualL HARASSMENT AND MASCULINITY

Tie POWER AND MEANING OF “Girt WaTCHING”

Beth A. Quinn

( j onfronted with complaints about sexual
harassment or accounts in the media,
some men claim that women are too sen-

sitive or that they too often pusinterpret men’s

intentions (Bemnstein 1994; Buckwald 1993). In
contrast, some women note with frustration that
men just “don’t get it” and lament the seeming
inadequacy of sexual harassment policies (Conley

1991; Guecione 1992). Indeed, this ambiguity in

defining acts of sexual harassment might be, as

Cleveland and Kerst (1993) suggested, the most

robust finding in sexual harassinent research. . . .
This article focuses on the subjectivities of the

perpetrators of a disputable form of sexual

harassment, “girl watching.” The term refers to
the act of men’s sexuaily evaluating women,

"“often in the company of other men. It may take

the form of a verbal or gestural message of “check
it out,” boasts of sexual prowess, or explicit com-
ments about a woman’s body or imagined sexual
acts. The target may be an individual woman or
group of women or simply a photograph or other
representation. The woman may be a stranger,
coworker, supervisor, employee, or client. For
the present analysis, girl watching within the
workplace is centered.

The analysis is grounded in the work of mas-
culinity scholars such as Connell (1987, 1995) in
that if atternpts to explain the subject positions of
the interviewed men—not the abstract and gen-
derless subjects of patriarchy but the gendered
and privileged subjects embedded in this system.
Since I am attempting to delineate the gendered
worldviews of the interviewed men, | emaploy the

term “girl watching,” a phrase that reflects their
language (“they watch girls”).

I have chosen to center the analysis on gitl
waiching within the workplace for two reasons.
Tirst, it appears to be fairly prevalent, For exam-
ple, a survey of federal civil employees (U.S.
Merit Systems Protection Board 1988) found
that in the previous 24 months, 28 percent of the
women surveyed had experienced “unwanted
sexual looks or gestures,” and 35 percent had
experienced “unwanted sexual teasing, jokes,
remarks, or questions.” Second, girl watching is
still often normalized and trivialized as only play,
or “boys will be boys.” A man watching girls—
even in his workplace—is frequently accepted as
a natural and commonplace activity, especially if
he is in the presence of other men.! Indeed, it may
be required (Heam 1985). Thus, girl watching sits
on the blurry edge between fun and harm, joking
and harassment. An understanding of the process
of identifying behavior as sexual harassment, or of
rejecting this label, may be built on this ambiguity.

Girl watching has various forms and fune-
tions, depending on the context and the men
involved. For exarople, it may be used by men as
a directed act of power against a particular woman
or women. In this, girl watching—at least in the
workplace—is most clearly identified as harassing
by both men and women. I am most interested,
however, in the form where it is characterized as
only play. This type is more obliquely motivated
and, as T will argue, functions as a game men
play to build shared muasculine identities and
social relations. -

From Quing, B., “Sexual Harassment and Masculinity: The Power and Meaning of ‘Girl Watching,”™ Gender & Society, 16(3):
386-402. Copyright © 2002 by Sage Publications; Inc. Reprinted with permission.
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Multiple and contradictory subject positions
are also evidenced in girl watching, most notably
that between the gazing man and the woman he
watches. Drawing on Michael Schwalbe’s (1992}
analysis of empathy and the formation of mascu-
line identities, I argue that girl watching is pre-
mised on the obfuscation of this multiplicity
through the objectification of the woman watched
and a suppression of empathy for her. In conclu-
sion, the ways these elements operate to produce
gender differences in interpreting sexual harass-
ment and the implications for developing effec-
tive poticies are discussed.

Previous RESEARCH

The question of how behavior is or is not labeled
as sexual harassment has been primanly studied
through experimental vignettes and surveys.” In
both methods, participants evaluate either hypo-
thetical scenarios or lists of behaviors, consider-
ing whether, for example, the behavior constitutes
sexual harassment, which party is most at fault,
and what consequences the act might engender.
Researchers manipulate factors such as the level
of “welcomeness” the target exhibits and the
relationship of the actors (supervisor-employee,
coworker-coworker).

Both methods consistently show that women
are willing to define more acts as sexual harass-
ment (Gutek, Morasch, and Cohen 1983; Padgitt
and Padgitt 1986; Powell 1986; York 1989; but
see Stockdale and Vauwx 1993) and are more
likely to see situations as coercive (Garcia,
Milano, and Quijano 1989). When asked who is
more to blame in a particular scenario, men are
moie likely to blame, and less likely to empathize
with, the victim (Jensen and Gutek 1982; Kenig
and Ryan 1986). In terms of actual behaviors like
girl watching, the U.S. Merit Systems Protection
Board (1988) survey found that 81 percent of the
women surveyed considered “uninvited sexually
suggestive looks or gestures” from a supervisor
to be sexual harassment. While the majority of
men (68 percent) also defined it as such, signifi-
cantly more men were willing to dismiss such

behavior. Similarly, while 40 percent of the men
would not consider the same bebavior from 3
coworker to be harassing, more than three—quar_.:
ters of the women would.

The most common explanation offered for
these differences is gender role socializatiof
This conclusion is supported by the consistent:
finding that the more men and women adhere tg
traditional gender roles, the more likely they are
to deny the harm in sexual harassment and to
consider the behavior acceptable or at least nor-
mal (Gutek and Koss 1993; Malovich and Stake
1990; Murrell and Dietz-Uhler 1993; Popovich et
al. 1992; Pryor 1987; Tagri and Hayes 1997),
Men who hold predatory ideas about sexuality;
who are more likely to believe rape myths, and
who are more likely to self-report that they would
rape under certain circumstances are less likely {o
see behaviors as harassing (Murrell and Dietz-
Uhler 1993; Pryor 1987; Reilly et al. 1992).

These findings do not, however, adequately
address the between-group differences. The
more one is socialized into traditional notioss of
[gender], the more likely it is for both men and
women to view the behaviors as acceptable or at
least unchangeable. The processes by which gén-
der roles operate to produce these differences
remain underexamined. Some theorists arpug
that men are more likely to discount the harass-
ing aspects of their behavior because of a cultur-
ally conditioned tendency to misperceive women’s
intentions. For example, Stockdale (1993, 96)
argued that “patriarchal norms create a sexyally
aggressive belief system in some people more
than others, and this belief system can lead to the
propensity to mispercetve.” Gender differefices
in interpreting sexual harassment, then, may be
the outcome of the acceptance of normative
ideas about women’s inscrutability and indirect-
ness and men’s role as sexual aggressors. Meh see .
harmless flirtation or sexual interest rather than
harassment because they misperceive women’s
intent and responses,

Stockdale’s (1993) theory is promising buf
limited. First, while it may apply to action§
such as repeatedly aslang for dates and quid pro
quo harassment,® it does not effectively explain




men
m a

uar- -

for
10m.
itent
e to
- are
d to
nor-
take
het
97).
dity,
and
suld
ly to
letz-

Ltely
The
is of
and
or at
gen-
nces
rgue

ltur-
en’s

96)
1ally
nore
y the
nces
y be
tive
-ect-
15ee

en’s

but
ions
.pro
lain

motivations for more indirect actions, such as
displaying pornography and girl watching.
Second, it does not explain why some men are
more likely to operate from these discourses of
sexual aggression contributing to a propensity to
misperceive.

% &k

FrnDiNGs: (GIRL WATCHING AS
“HoMMOSEXUALITY”

[They] had a buiton on the computer that
you pushed if there was a girl who came to
the front counter. . .. [t was a code and it
said “BAFC”"—RBabe at Front Counter. . . .
If the guy in the back looked up and saw a
cute gitl come in the station, he would hit
this button for the other dispatcher to [come]
see the cute girl.

—Paula, Police Officer

In its most serious form, girl watching operates
as a targeted tactic of power. The men seem to
want everyone—ithe targeted woman as well as
coworkers, clients, and superiors—to know they
are looking. The gaze demonstrates their right, as
men, to sexvally evaluate women. Through the
gaze, the targeted woman is reduced to a sexual
object, coniradicting her other identities, such as
that of competent worker or leader. This employ-
ment of the discourse of asymmetrical hetero-
sexuality (i.e., the double standard) may trump a
woman’s formal organizational power, claims to
prolessionalism, and organizational discourses
of rationality (Collinson and Collinson 1989,
Garduer 1995; Yount 1991).% As research on rape
has demonstrated (Estrich 1987), calling atten-
tion to a woman’s gendered sexuality can func-
tion to exclude recogpition of her competence,
rationality, trustworthiness, and even humanity.
In contrast, the overt recognition of a man’s Chet-
ero)sexuality is normally compatible with other
aspects of his identity; indeed, it is often required
(Connelt 1995; Hearn 1985). Thus, the power of
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sexuality is asymmetrical, in part, because being
seen as sexual has different consequences for
women and men.

But when they ogle, gawk, whistle and point,
are men always so directly motivated to disem-
power their women colleagues? Is the target of
the gaze also the intended audience? Consider,
for example, this account told by Ed, a white,
29-year-old instrament technician.

When a group of guys goes to a bar or a nightclub
and they try to be manly. . . . A few of us always
found [it] funny {when] a woman would walk by
and a guy would be like, “T can have her.” [pause]
“Yeah, OK, we want to see it!” [laugh]

In his account—a fairly common one in
men’s discussions—the passing woman is sim-
ply a visual cue for their play. It seems clear that
it is a game played by men for men; the woman’s
participation and awareness of her role seem
fairly unimportant.

As Thome (1993) reminded us, we should not
be too quick to dismiss games as “only play.” In
her study of gender relations in elementary
schools, Thome found play to be a powerful
form of gendered social action. One of its “clus-
ters of meaning” most relevant here is that of
“dramatic performance.” In this, play functions
as both a source of fun and a mechanism by
which gendered identities, group boundaries,
and power relations are (re)produced. )

The metaphor of play was strong in Karl’s
comments. Karl, a white man in his early thirties
who worked in a technical support role in the
Acme engineering department, hoped to earn a
degree in engincering. His frustration with his
slow progress—which he atiributed to the bur-
dens of marriage and fatherhood—was evident
throughout the interview. Karl saw himself as an
mndeserved oufsider in his department and he
seemed to delight in telling on the engineers.

Girl watching came up as Karl considered the
gender reversal question. Like many of the men
1 interviewed, his first reaction was to muse
about premenstrual syndrome and clothes.
When I inquired about the potential social
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effects of the fransformation (by asking him,
Would it “be easier dealing with the engineers
or would it be harder?”) he haltingly introduced
the engineers’ “game.”

Karl: Some of the engincers here are very
{pause] they’re not very, how shall we
say? [pause] What's the way [ want to
put this? They’re not very, uh [pause]
what's the word? Um. Tt escapes me.

Researcher: Give me a hint?

Karl: They watch women but they’re not very
careful about getting caught,

Researcher: Oh! Like they ogle?

Karl: Ogle or gaze or [pause] stare even, or
ipause] generate a commotion of an
unusual nature.

His initial discomfort in discussing the issue
{with me, I presume) is evident in his excruciat-
ingly formal and hesitant language. The aspect of
play, however, came through clearly when 1
pushed him to describe what generating a com-
motion looked hike: “*Oh! There goes so-and-so.
Come and take a look! She's wearing this great
outfit today!’ Just like a schootboy. They’ll rush
out of their offices and [cranes his neck] and
check things out.” That this is as a form of play
was evident in Karl’s boisterous tone and in his
reference to schoolboys. This is not a case of an
aggressive sexual appraising of a woman
coworker but 2 commotion created for the bene-
fit of other men. . ..

Propucing MASCULINITY

I suggest that girl watching in this form functions
simultaneously as a form of play and as a poten-
tially powerful site of gendered social action. Its
social significance lies in its power to form iden-
tities and relationships based on these common
practices for, as Cockburn (1983, 123) has noted,
“patriarchy is as much about relations between
man and man as it is about relations between
men and women.” Girl watching works similarly

to the sexual joking that Johnson (1988} sug-
gested is a common way for heterosexual men to
establish intimacy among themselves.

In particular, girl watching works as a dra-
matic performance played to other men, a means
by which a certain type of masculinity is pro-
duced and heterosexual desire displayed. It is a
means by which men assert a masculine identity
to other men, in an ironic “hormmosexual” prac-
tice of heterosexuality (Butler 1990).° As Connell
(1995) and others (Butler 1990; West and
Zimmerman 1987) have aptly noted, masculinity
is not a static identity but rather one that must
constanily be reciaiined. The content of any per-
formance—and there are multiple forms—is
influenced by a hegemonic notion of masculin-
jty. When asked what “being a man entailed,
many of the men and women 1 interviewed trian-
gulated toward notions of strength (if not in
muscle, then in character and job performance),
dominance, and a marked sexuality, overflowing
and uncontrollable to some degree and natural to
the male “species.” Heterosexuality is required,
for just as the label “girl” questions a man’s
claim to masculine powet, so does the label
“fag” (Hopkins 1992; Pronger 1992). I asked
Karl, for example, if he would consider his sons
“good men” if they were gay. His response was
laced with ambivalence; he noted ouly that the
question was “a tough one.”

The practice of girl waiching is just that—a
practice—one rehearsed and performed in every-
day settings. This aspect of rehearsal was evident
in my interview with Mike, a self-employed
house painter who used to work construction. In
locating himself as a born-again Christian, Mike
recounted the girl watching of his fellow con-
struction workers with conternpt. Mike was par-
ticalarly disturbed by a man who brought his
young son to the job site one day. The boy was
explicitly taught to caicall, a practice that
included identifying the proper targets: women
and effeminate men.

Girl watching, however, can be somewhat
tenuous as a masculine practice. In their acknowl-
edgment {to other men) of their supposed desire
lies the possibility that in being too interested in
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women the players will be seen as mere school-
boys giggling in the playground. Taken too far,
the practice undermines rather than supports a
masculine performance....A man must be
interested in women, but not too interested; they
must show their (hetero)sexual interest, but not
overly so, for this would be to admit that women
have power over them.

Tre RoLE oF OBIECTIFICATION AND
(D1s)EMPATHY

As a performance of heterosexuality among
men, the targeted woman is primarily an object
onto which men’s homosocial sexuality is pro-
jected. The presence of a woman in any form—
embodied, pictorial, or as an image conjured
from words—is required, but her subjectivity
and active participation is not. To be sure, given
the ways the discourse of asymmetrical sexuality
works, men’s actions may result in similarly
negative effects on the targeted woman as that of
a more direct form of sexualization. The crucial
difference is that the men’s understanding of
their actions differs. This difference is one key to
understanding the ambiguity around interpreting
harassing behavior.

When asked about the engineers’ practice of
neck craning, Robert grinned, saying nothing at
first. After some initial discussion, I started to
ask him if he thought women were aware of their
game (“Do you think that the women who are
walking by ... 7).

Robert did not want to admit that women might
not enjoy it {“that didn’t come out right”) but
acknowledged that their feelings were irrelevant.

Only subjects, not objects, take pleasure or
are annoyed. If a woman did complain, Robert
thought “the guys wouldn’t know what to say.”
In her analysis of street harassment, Gardner
(1995, 187) found a similar absence, in that
“men’s interpretations seldom mentioned a
woman’s reaction, either guessed at or observed.”

The centrality of objectification was also
apparent in comments made by José, a Hispanic
man in his late 40s who worked in manufacturing.
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For José, the issue came up when he considered
the topic of compliments. He initially claimed that
women enjoy compliments more than men do. In
recensidering, he remembered girl watching and
the importance of intent.

There is [pause} a point where [pause] a2 woman
can be admired by [pause] a pair of eyes, but we're
tatking about “that look.” Where, you know,
vou're admiring her because she’s dressed nice,
she’s got a nice figure, she’s got nice legs. But then
you also have the other side. You have an animal
who just seems to undress you with his eyes and
he’s just [pause], there’s those kind of people out
there too.

What is most interesting about this statement
is that in making the distinction between merely
admiring and an animal look that ravages, José
switched subject position. He spoke in the second
person when describing both forms of looking,
but his consistency in grammar belies a switch in
subjectivity: you (as a man) admire, and you (as
a woman) are undressed with his eyes. When
considering an appropriate, complimentary gaze,
José described it from a man’s point of view; the
subject who experiences the inappropriate, vio-
lating look, however, is a woman. Thus, as in
Robert’s account, José acknowledged that there
are potentially different meanings in the act for
men and women. In particular, to be admired in a
certain way is potentially demeaning for a woman
through its objectification. . . .

‘When asked to envision himself as a woman in
his workplace, like many of the individuals I
interviewed, Karl believed that he did not “koow
how to be a woman.” Nonetheless, he produced
an account that mirrored the stories of some of the
women I interviewed. He knew the experience of
girl watching could be quite different—in fact,
threatening and potentially disempowering—for
the woman who is its object. As such, the game
was something to be avoided. In imagining them-
selves as women, the men remembered the prac-
tice of girl watching. None, however, were able to
comfortably describe the game of girl watching
from the perspective of a woman and maiptain its
{masculine) meaning as play.
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In attempting to take up the subject position
of a woman, these men are necessarily drawing
on knowledge they already hold. If men simply
“don’t get it"—truly failing to see the harm in
girl watching or other pore serious acts of sex-
ual harassroent—then they should not be able (o
see this harm when epvisioning themselves as
women. What the interviews reveal is that many
men—most of whom failed to see the harm of
many acts that would constitute the hostile work
environment form of sexual harassment—did in
fact understand the harm of these acts when
forced to consider the positien of the targeted
woman.

1 suggest that the gender reversal scenario
produced, in some men at least, a moment of
empathy. Empathy, Schwalbe (1992) argued,
requires two things. First, one moust have some
knowledge of the other’s situation and feelings.
Second, one must be motivated to take the posi-
tion of the other. What the present research sug-
gests is that gender differences in interpreting
sexual harassment stem not so much from men’s
not getting it {a failure of the first element) but
from a studied, often compulsory, lack of moti-
vation to identify with women’s experiences.

In his analysis of masculinity and empathy,
Schwalbe {1992) argued that the requirements of
masculinity necessitate a “narrowing of the
moral self.” Men leamn that to effectively per-
form masculinity and to protect a masculine
identity, they must, in many instances, ignore a
woman’s pain and obscure her viewpoint, Men
fail to exhibit empathy with women because
masculinity precludes them from taking the posi-
tion of the feminine other, and men’s moral
stance vis-a-vis women Is attenuated by this lack
of empathy.

As a case study, Schwalbe (1992) considered
the Thomas-Hiil hearings, concluding that the
examining semators maintained a masculinist
stance that precluded them from giving serious
consideration to Professor Hill’s claims. A con-
sequence of this masculine moral narrowing is
that “charges of sexual harassment . . . are often
seen as exaggerated or as fabricated out of mis-
understanding or spite” (Schwalbe 1992, 46).

Thus, gender differences in interpreting sexually
harassing behaviors may stem more from acts of
ignoring than states of ignorance.

THE Propriv Wity GerTiNg CAUGHT

But are women really the untroubled objects that
gitl watching—viewed through the eyes of
men—suggests? Obviously not; the game may
be premised on a denial of a woman'’s subjectiv-
ity, but an actual erasure is beyond men’s power!
It is in ths multiplicity of subjectivities, as
Rutler (1990, ix} noted, where “trouble” lurks,
provoked by “the unanticipated agency of a
female ‘object’” who inexplicably refurns the
glance, reverses the gaze, and contests the place
and authority of the masculine position.” To face
a returned gaze 1s to get caughi, an act that has
the power to undermine the logic of girl watch-
ing as simply a game among men. Karl, for
example, noted that when caught, men are often
flustersd, a reaction suggesting that the boundar-
ies of usual play have been disturbed.’

When a woman looks back, when she asks,
“What are you looking at?” she speaks as a sub-
ject, and her status as mere object is disturbed.
When the game is played as 2 form of hemmo-
sexuality, the confronted man may be baftled by
her response. When she catches them looking,
when she complaips, the targeted woman speaks
as a subject. The men, however, understand her
primarily as an object, and objects do hot object.

The radical potential of sexual harassment
law is that it centers women’s subjectivity, an
aspect prompting Catharine MacKinnon's (1979)
unusual hope for the law’s potential as a remedy.
For men engaged in girl watching, however, this
subjectivity may be inconceivable. From their
viewpoint, acts such as girl watching are simnply
games played with objects: women’s bodies.
Similar to Schwalbe’s (1992) msight into the
senators” reaction to Professor Hill, the harm of
sexual harassment may seem mote the result of a
woman’s complaint {(and law’s “illegitimate”
encroachment into the everyday work world)
than men’s acts of objectification. For example,
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in reflecting on the impact of sexual harassment
policies in the workplace, José lamented that
“back in the >70s, [it was] all peace and love
then. Now as things tum around, men can’t get
away with as much as what they used to.” Just
whose peace and love are we talking about?

* & ok

CONCLUSIONS

In this analysis, I have sought to unravel the
social logic of girl watching and its relationship
to the question of gender differences in the
interpretation of sexual harassment. In the form
analyzed here, girl watching functions simulta-~
neously as only play and as a potent site where
power is played. Through the objectification on
which it is premised and in the nonempathetic
masculinity it supports, this form of girl watch-
ing simultaneously produces both the harass-
ment and the barriers to men’s acknowledgment
of its potential harm.

The implications these findings have for anti-
sexual harassment training are profound. If we

understand harassment to be the result of a sir-
ple lack of knowledge (of ignorance), then

straightforward informational sexual harassment
training may be effective. The present analysis
suggests, however, that the etiology of some
harassment les elsewhere. While they might
havé quarreled with it, most of the men I inter-
viewed had fairly good abstract understandings
of the behaviors their companies’ sexual harass-
ment policies prohibited. At the same time, in
relating stories of social relations in their work-

places, most failed to identify specific behaviors

as sexual harassment when they matched the
abstract definition. . . . [Tthe source of this con-
tradiction lies not so much in ignorance but in
acts of ignoring. Traditional sexual harassment
training programs address the former rather than
the latter, As such, their effectiveness against
sexually harassing behaviors bom out of social
practices of masculinity like girl watching is
questionable.
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Ultimately, the project of challenging sexual
harassment will be frustrated and our under-
standing distorted unless we interrogate hege-
monic, pattiarchal forms of masculinity and the
practices by which they are (re)produced. We
must continue to research the processes by which
sexual harassment is produced and the gendered
identities and subjectivities on which it poaches
(Wood 1998). My study provides a first step
toward a more process-oriented understanding of
sexual harassment, the ways the social meanings
of barassment are constructed, and ultimately,
the potential success of antiharassment training
programs.

NoOTES

1. For example, Maria, an administrative assistant
I interviewed, simultaneously echoed and ecritiqued
this understanding when she complained about her
boss’s girl watching in her presence: “If'he wants to do
that in front of other men . . . you know, that’s what
men do.”

2, Recently, more researchers have turned to
qualitative studies as a means to understand the pro-
cess of fabeling behavior as harassment. Of note are
Collinson and Collinson (1996), Giuffre and Williams
{1994), Quinn (2000), and Rogers and Henson (1997).

3. Quid pro guo (“this for that”) sexunal harass-
ment occurs when a person with organizational power
attempts to coerce an individual into sexual behavior
by threatening adverse job actions.

4. I prefer the term “asymmetrical heterosexual-
ity” over “double standard” because it directly refer-
ences the dominance of heterosexuality and more
accurately reflects the intercomnected but different
forms of acceptable sexuality for men and women. As
Estrich (1987) argued, it is not simply that we hold
men and women to different standards of sexuality but
that these standards are (re)productive of women’s
disempowerment.

5. “Hommo” is a play on the French word for
man, homme.

6. Men are not always concerned with getting
caught, as the behavior of catcalling construction
workers amply illustrates; that a woman hears is part
of the thrill (Gardner 1995). The difference between
the workplace and the street is the level of anonymity
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the men have vis-&-vis the woman and the complexity
of social rules and the diversity of power sources an
individual has at his or her disposal.
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