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The President and the Feminists 

I T  n 1991, dur ing his hearings for nomina t ion  to the Supreme  Court ,  Clarence 
homas  was sub jec ted  to an inquisi t ion be fo re  the ent i re  world  wi thout  

benef i t  o f  due  process. His al leged offense was having made  ribald remarks  
on various occasions to Anita Hill some eight  years earlier at a t ime when  he 
was her  superior, first at the Civil Rights Division o f  the D e p a r t m e n t  o f  Educa- 
tion and  later at the Equal E m p l o y m e n t  Oppor tun i ty  Commission.  This al- 
leged behavior,  which T h o m a s  stoutly den ied ,  was por t r ayed  as horr i fy ing 
abuse,  crushing b e y o n d  c o m p r e h e n s i o n  and  fully necessitat ing the assault on  
c o m m o n  fairness and decency  that he was made  to suffer. And  yet, a few years 
later, when one  woman  after ano the r  made  credible  allegations against  Presi- 
den t  Clinton of  behavior  far worse than what  Hill had  al leged of  T h o m a s - - o f  
gross indecency, int imate touching,  veiled threats, misuse of  power, and  even 
r a p e - - t h e  charges were excused,  dismissed, ridiculed, and ignored  by femi- 
nists, somet imes  by the same feminists who had suppor t ed  Hill 's accusat ions 
against Thomas.  

If the attack on Clinton was politically motivated,  as his de fenders  claimed,  
so was the attack on Thomas.  With that  po in t  ba lanced  out, we were still left 
with the starkness of  the doub le  s tandard on the par t  o f  the feminists, who  no t  
only conspicuously  failed to show the livid white ho t  ind ignat ion  they had  
displayed against Thomas,  bu t  who also did everything in their  cons iderable  
power  to de fend  Clinton, shamelessly a b a n d o n i n g  all o f  their  supposed  prin- 
ciples regarding sexual misconduc t  in the  process.  

For  example ,  there  was the case of  Kathleen Willey, the f o r m e r  Cl inton 
campaign suppor te r  who descr ibed in shocking detail  how Clinton had g r o p e d  
her  in a r oom near  the Oval Office when  she came to h im for he lp  in f inding 
a job .  Soon after Willey's nationally televised interview on Sixty Minutes, Gloria 
Ste inem dec reed  that fondl ing  a woman  is no t  harassment  if the man  stops 
when  the woman says "no." What  came to be  called the one-g rope  rule di- 
rectly cont radic ted  the previous feminist  a r g u m e n t  that  to excuse even a one- 
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time advance was "closing ranks with the abuser," in Janet  Malcolm's words.l 
Then there wasJuanita Broaddrick, who in another, highly detailed nationally 
televised interview with Lisa Meyers on NBC-TV said that Bill Clinton raped 
her in a Little Rock hotel room when he was Attorney General of Arkansas in 
the late seventies. Far from coming to Broaddrick's side or even making any- 
thing of her  accusations, feminists protested at the amount  of time that had 
elapsed since the alleged rape and at the lack of hard evidence. They conve- 
niently forgot that the sexual misconduct charges that drove Robert Packwood 
out of the Senate in 1993-94 included incidents that had occurred as much  as 
25 years previously. They also suspended their past insistence, which they had 
screamed to the heavens during the Hill-Thomas hearings, that "women don ' t  
lie" about such things. 

The women who came forward or, as with Willey and Broaddrick, were forced 
forward in the Clinton scandals were often smeared and ridiculed by the me- 
dia and by Clinton supporters in the very manner  feminists deplore. Yet the 
feminists stood silently by, offered muted protest at best, or even jo ined  in the 
ridicule. Paula Jones, the former Arkansas state employee who sued Clinton 
for exposing himself and making physical advances to her  in a Little Rock 
hotel suite when he was governor, was subject to mockery for her  looks and 
background, and denigrated as "trailer-park trash." The president  himself 
sought to destroy the reputation and credibility ofMonica  Lewinsky, the young 
intern from whom he had received oral sex in the White House, by spreading 
the fake story that she had stalked and threatened him. At the prompting of 
Hillary Rodham Clinton, the White House discredited Kathleen Willey imme- 
diately after her CBS interview by publicizing the friendly letters she had writ- 
ten to the president, still in hopes of a job, after the incident near the Oval 
Office. 

The feminists' response to Willey's letters was radically different from the 
excuses they had made for Hill over her  continuing friendly relationship with 
Thomas after his alleged offensive behavior. In the case of Hill they had in- 
sisted that for the sake of her  career an abused woman will feel compelled to 
stay in contact with the powerful man who has abused her. This would actually 
have been easier to believe in the case of Willey, whose husband commit ted 
suicide over financial matters the very day she went to see the president and 
who genuinely needed a job, than it was of Hill, who followed Thomas to his 
new position at the Equal Employment  Opportunity Commission despite the 
fact that her  DOE job was secure. 2 In addition, so fearful was Willey that the 
president might view any follow-up letters from her  as a threat that she asked 
a lawyer how to phrase them. Willey's conduct  thus suggests that the president's 
alleged actions produced in her  exactly the kind of fear and confusion that 
feminists say is among the effects of sexual harassment, yet the feminists, so 
far from pointing this out, let Willey twist in the wind while the White House 
and media attacked her  credibility. 
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In other  ways, too, feminists hastily revised their principles for the sake of 
Clinton. Hill's allegations of racy talk alone had been portrayed as a punish- 
ing, soul-quenching gauntlet that she had barely managed to survive. Yet when 
it came to Paula Jones's allegations that Governor Clinton had summoned  
her  to his hotel suite during a state convention at which she was employed, 
dropped his trousers, and commanded  her  to kiss his penis, the feminists sud- 
denly turned into streetwise babes who could go Mae West one better. "So 
what?" Betty Friedan shrugged, "What's the big deal? She wasn't killed. She 
wasn't harassed. She wasn't fired." "Womanizing," in or even apart from the 
workplace, had previously been a deadly serious matter  to feminists, carrying 
"an implied denigration of women," as Friedan had declared regarding presi- 
dential hopeful  Gary Hart's consensual extra-marital affair in 1987. Ellen 
Goodman had observed of the Hart affair that the "slogan of the women's  
movement - - the  personal is political--has become a common sensibility. We 
are . . . .  less willing to accept a character that is split between public and 
private life." But in the case of Clinton's behavior, after some feeble protest at 
the inappropriateness of the Lewinsky assignations, feminists concluded that 
it was 'lust about sex," a matter of  his "private life," and not relevant to "how 
he does his job." 

Yes, they who had always insisted that the personal is political suddenly be- 
came passionately concerned over privacy, especially regarding the question- 
ing Clinton faced in the Jones suit about his relationship with Monica Lewinsky, 
questioning to which he repeatedly responded untruthfully under  oath. The 
feminists, including Anita Hill, insisted that a defendant  should not be forced 
to testify about his voluntary sexual contacts, such as those with Lewinsky. 
Aside from the fact that the Lewinsky matter  was the only one of the better  
known Clinton incidents which was voluntary, this defense directly contra- 
dicted a staple of feminist ideology, that no sex between unequals can be pre- 
sumed to be truly consensual. This idea, of course, had been promoted  most 
prominently by law professor Catharine MacKinnon, one of the chief archi- 
tects of sexual harassment theory, which is largely the brainchild of the femi- 
nist academy. 

Feminists also seemed in at least passive agreement  with the charge of "sexual 
McCarthyism." Some of Clinton's defenders took to asserting that the accusa- 
tions against him amounted to nothing more than the hatred-driven fantasies 
of a sexually repressed, sexually obsessed segment of American society that 
was on a perpetual witchhunt for stray erections. Again and again we heard  
that Europeans were laughing at us, that powerful men in Europe have sex 
with their female subordinates all the time, that no European politician would 
ever be questioned about his sexual affairs. Apart from the fact that these 
statements were manifestly untrue  (just think of all the British government  
officials in recent  years who have gotten in trouble over consensual sexual 
affairs), the people making these observations always neglected to say which 
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European countries also had the draconian sexual misconduct apparatus that 
feminists had constructed in the United States, a veritable Sexual Harassment 
Industry (SHI), as Daphne  Patai usefully calls it in her  invaluable book 
Heterophobia: Sexual Harassment and the Future of Feminism? Patai argues con- 
vincingly that this "industry" is built on an underlying animosity toward het- 
erosexuality itself, which she terms "heterophobia."  Thus if any punitive, 
inquisitorial interest in sex surfaced during the Clinton scandals, it was thanks 
to the feminists who had made the whole area of sexual behavior a matter of 
supreme national interest and intensive official scrutiny that frequently obvi- 
ated procedural  fairness. As Patai perceptively observes, the animating im- 
pulse of  sexual harassment theory fits well "with the dismaying history of 
twentieth-century totalitarianisms," tending as it does "toward totalizing pro- 
nouncements  and an absence of respect for the political process." 

Not only was feminism responsible for what came to be seen during the 
Clinton scandals as an unwholesome interest in sexual matters, but according 
to legal expert Jeffrey Rosen, the very rules of evidence which permit ted a 
prosecutor to question a defendant  about his sexual history, and which there- 
fore permitted the Jones attorneys to question Clinton about his relationship 
with Monica Lewinsky, were the result of lobbying by the feminists. Even more 
importantly, those rules of evidence had been signed into law by none other  
than Clinton himself-- the most amazing and yet also the most systematically 
ignored fact about the whole Lewinsky saga. 

Rosen especially notes how Deborah L. Rhode, feminist legal scholar at 
Stanford, changed her view of voluntary sexual relationships in the private life 
of a public figure. Of  the consensual extra-marital affair that sank Gary Hart's 
presidential aspirations in 1988, Rhode asserted that "[w] omanizing degrades 
and objectifies women in general . . . .  For positions involving moral leader- 
ship, these questions are relevant." But writing apropos of the Clinton scan- 
dals in 1998, Rhode exempted  the president 's  relat ionship with Monica 
Lewinsky from relevance on the grounds that it had been consensual. With 
her new-found understanding, Rhode was made deputy counsel to the Demo- 
crats on the House Judiciary Committee during the impeachment  inquiry, in 
which capacity she helped fashion the president's defense. 

Of course, feminists saw Thomas as an enemy of their agenda, while they 
saw Clinton as a supporter. Yet this did not change the fact that the feminists 
by their own actions had revealed the charge of sexual harassment as a weapon 
to be used against political enemies, not as a principled mechanism for the 
defense of women. 

The argument  between Clinton's defenders and critics was in itself a kind 
of corruption, since everyone knew that if the president had been of the op- 
position, none of the tortured excuses, explanations, and exonerations would 
have been made, and indeed he would have been driven from office in short 
order. Many of Clinton's allies were not even embarrassed by the grossness of 
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their  doub le  standard.  When  a g roup  o f  p r o m i n e n t  literary w o m e n  discussed 
the Clinton scandals at a public luncheon ,  as r epo r t ed  in the New York Observer, 
novelist Francine Prose of fe red  this explana t ion  for  the di f ferences  be tween  
the two reactions: "I wanted  Clarence Thomas  ou t  o f  there.  You know, so I was 
willing to go with Anita Hill. Even though  I thought ,  you know, What 's  the big 
deal abou t  s o m e o n e  making a j o k e  abou t  pubic  hair  on your  Coke can . . . 
who cares abou t  that? Whereas  I don ' t  want  Clinton ou t  o f  there." Likewise, 
law school professor  and media  personali ty Susan Estrich c o n c e d e d  dur ing  
the Clinton scandals that she never  felt that the behavior  Hill had  a l leged 
against Thomas  was really serious a l though she had suppor t ed  the at tack on 
him. Even the brilliant ph i losopher  T h o m a s  Nagel decr ied  the loss o f  privacy 
that marked  the Clinton scandals, while admit t ing that he had been  glad when  
accusations of  sexual misconduc t  were dep loyed  to destroy Clarence Thomas .  

Meanwhile,  conservative o p p o n e n t s  of  sexual ha rassment  l i t igation wel- 
c o m e d  what they saw as a sof tening in the feminists '  position, foolishly imag- 
ining that their  n e w f o u n d  m o d e r a t i o n  r e p r e s e n t e d  a g e n u i n e  r e t h i n k i n g  
r a the r  than an a t t e m p t  to p rese rve  the i r  access to power.  But  even  if  the  
law u n d e r  which  Cl in ton  was p r o s e c u t e d  was bad  law, it w a s - - a n d  still i s - -  
the  law, and  Cl in ton ' s  own law at that,  to which  he  as ch i e f  execu t ive  had  
sub jec t ed  every man  in the  country .  Thus  the  issue is w h e t h e r  the  law is to 
be  blatantly, selectively app l i ed  or  if it is to govern  all. As G w e n d o l y n  Mink,  
o n e  o f  the  few feminis ts  who  s tuck to he r  pr inciples ,  pu t  it: "Even a Presi- 
d e n t  has to answer  re levent  ques t ions  a b o u t  sex with s u b o r d i n a t e s  if  he  is a 
d e f e n d a n t  in a sexual  h a r a s s m e n t  case. If  ev idence  shows that  he  may have 
l ied u n d e r  oath ,  he  mus t  wi ths tand  inqu i ry  in to  the  sub jec t  o f  tha t  lie, 
even if it is a b o u t  consensua l  sex." 

The  fact that  the feminists '  real motive was so nakedly exposed  as lust for  
power  ra ther  than concern  for  jus t ice  should  have decisively d iscredi ted  the 
sexual harassment  crusade.  Instead that  crusade is s t ronger  than ever, bo th  
within and without  the walls o f  academe.  Interestingly, after  having invited 
the country  to dep lore  the ques t ioning to which he had been  subject  in the 

J o n e s  suit, and  to which he had r e s p o n d e d  untruthful ly  u n d e r  oath,  Cl inton 
signed the Violence Against Women  Act in 1998, which reaff i rmed the rules 
of  evidence permit t ing such ques t ioning in sexual m i s c o n d u c t  cases. Recen t ly  
a p r o m i n e n t  genera l  was f o r c e d  ou t  o f  the  Army for  m a k i n g  a single ad- 
vance  to a f emale  officer, w i thou t  so much  as a ment ion  of  the exonerat ion of  
similar behavior by the Commander  in Chief, and Columbia  University has in- 
st i tuted a Sexual Misconduct  Policy with s tar-chamber  implications. Further-  
more ,  Patai reports ,  at the 1998 Yale University confe rence  ce lebra t ing  the  
twentieth anniversary of  the publ ica t ion of  MacKinnon 's  Sexual Harassment of 
Women in the Workplace (1979), a key text in the deve l opmen t  of  ha rassment  
theory, the references  that  feminist  scholars made  to the Lewinsky mat te r  ex- 
pressed, no t  embar rassment  at what their  own machina t ions  had b r o u g h t  to 
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pass, bu t  fear  that  the  r e su r f ac ing  o f  "privacy" issues migh t  fuel  a "back- 
lash." And  a new b o o k  by Ruth  Rosen ,  p ro fe s so r  o f  h is tory  at the  Univer-  
sity of  Cal i fornia  at Davis, The World Split Open: How the Women's Movement 
Changed America, gives the  bes t  sense  o f  how feminis ts  want  the  his tory  o f  
sexual  h a r a s s m e n t  activism to be  wri t ten.  4 Rosen  favorably  cites the  galva- 
nizing effect  the  Hi l l -Thomas  e p i s o d e  had  on  the c rusade  agains t  sexual  
harassment ,  b u t  makes  only  a b r i e f  no t e  o f  the  Cl in ton-Lewinsky re la t ion-  
ship as "voluntary,"  a c c o m p a n i e d  by cr i t ic ism o f  I n d e p e n d e n t  C o u n s e l  
K e n n e t h  Starr  for  his "re lent less  at tacks" on  the  p re s iden t .  I n d e e d ,  the  
only men t ion  she makes of  feminist  hypocrisy is to identify it as an accusat ion 
that is leveled by the "political Right," and  she makes  no  re fe rence  at all to the 
o ther  women  who were the involuntary recipients  o f  Clinton's  at tentions.  

Two-Headed Feminism 

The  reason that  feminism has no t  been  discredi ted,  no twi ths tand ing  its 
manifest  hypocrisy, lies ult imately in its two-headed nature.  "Who stole femi- 
nism?" Christina H o f f  Sommers  asked a few years ago, a rguing that  an ex- 
treme, radical feminism had supp lan ted  the modera te ,  liberal feminism that 
was, or  should have been,  the true genius of  the feminist  movement .  But  the 
true answer to Sommers 's  query  has b e c o m e  clear. N o b o d y  stole feminism. It 
always had within it the dark seeds we see in full f lower today. 

According to its p roponents ,  mode ra t e  feminism entails the idea that  as a 
result o f  technologica l  progress,  smaller  families, and  women ' s  increas ing 
educat ional  a t ta inment ,  our  cul ture  n e e d e d  to ou tgrow tradit ional expecta-  
tions abou t  w o m e n  and their  place in society. Individual w o m e n  should  be  
able to advance in whatever  fields o f  endeavor  for which they show desire and 
ability. By contrast,  radical feminism entails the  c o m p l e t e  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  
society so as to achieve total equal i ty  of  o u t c o m e s  for  the  two sexes. This  
s u p p o s e d  oppos i t i on  of  m o d e r a t e  and  radical  f emin i sm is false, however .  
The  m o d e r a t e  and  the radical  strains are actual ly par t  o f  one  i n t e r lock ing  
cons t ruc t  in which,  u n d e r  cover  of  m o d e r a t e  ideas  such as fairness,  equa l  
pay for  equa l  work,  de f ense  against  a rb i t ra ry  sex d i sc r imina t ion  and  so on ,  
the  e x t r e m e  f e m i n i s m  has m o r e  and  m o r e  c o m e  to gove rn  o u r  soc ie ty  
t h r o u g h  such in s t rumen t s  as ant i-sexual  h a r a s s m e n t  policy, p r o p a g a n d a  in 
the  schools  via mu l t i cu l tu ra l  and  diversi ty e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d  d e m a n d s  for  
p r o p o r t i o n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  w o m e n  in all walks o f  life. T he  two femi-  
nisms are  l inked  mos t  f u n d a m e n t a l l y  by the  fact  tha t  even  m o d e r a t e  femi-  
nism, t h o u g h  invoking  the l anguage  o f  l iberal  individual ism,  o f t en  t reats  
w o m e n ' s  conce rns  (women ' s  heal th ,  w o m e n ' s  f inances ,  w o m e n ' s  law, etc.)  
as separa te  f rom ra the r  than  as pa r t  o f  the  social w h o l e , j u s t  as does  radical  
feminism.  M o d e r a t e  femin i sm o f t en  differs  f rom radical  f emin i sm only  in 
degree ,  no t  in kind,  and  t h e r e f o r e  lends  i tself  to the division be tween  the 
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sexes and  to the polit icized special interest  balkanizat ion that now mark  our  
public life. 

Even those feminists widely regarded  as mode ra t e  can display r e s e n t m e n t  
toward society and make demands  for w o m e n  no t  as individuals, bu t  as a group.  
Betty Friedan s o u n d e d  this note  in 1963 in her  seminal book,  The Feminine 
Mystique : "Drastic steps must  now be taken to re-educate  the w o m e n  who were 
de luded  or  chea ted  by the feminine  mystique," she wrote,  and  for the younge r  
genera t ion  she insisted that a "massive a t t empt  must  be made  by educa tors  
and p a r e n t s - - a n d  ministers, magazine editors,  manipulators ,  gu idance  coun-  
s e l o r s - t o  stop the early marr iage movement ,  s top girls f rom growing up  want- 
ing to be  jus t  a housewife." In all o f  this Fr iedan has tu rned  ou t  to be  a p r o p h e t  
and her  vision has been  realized, and then  some. Men and  w o m e n  today are 
less par tners  in a social whole than separate  classes, marked  by enmity  and  
def ined  by the idea that one  sex has den ied  the o the r  its fair share. 

Piggybacking as it did on the civil rights movement ,  feminism m a n a g e d  to 
mode l  the situation of  w o m e n  on that o f  blacks, i.e., as a g roup  that  had  suf- 
fered  injustice, had been  preven ted  by arbitrary pre judice  f rom normal  par- 
t icipation in the public sphere,  and was now owed redress by society. This was 
an unspeakable  de format ion  of  the truth bu t  it took hold  with a d e m e n t e d  
logic; f rom the very first, much  o f  the movement ' s  energy rose f rom griev- 
ance, vic t imhood,  and the concep t  o f  w o m e n  as an underpr iv i leged  political 
class. In this scenario,  women ' s  natural,  tradit ional role in the raising of  chil- 
dren,  especially in p re -modern  and early m o d e r n  c i r cums tances - -which  in- 
c luded  large families, mult iple pregnancies ,  the ever-present  danger  of  dea th  
due  to childbirth,  and, in certain periods,  a necessary division of  labor  be- 
tween husband  and  wife-- is  no t  fully accep ted  as the  reason for  women ' s  lesser 
part icipat ion in the public  sphere.  Instead, all o f  history is seen as a chronic le  
of  injustice, and society as an artificial cons t ruc t  des igned to keep w o m e n  in a 
role no t  buil t  on  innate  predi lec t ion  or  even the u rgency  of  survival, bu t  fash- 
ioned  for the convenience  of  men.  5 

Th rough  affirmative action and o the r  aggressive measures,  society under-  
took, not  to pro tec t  the basic rights o f  individual w o m e n  who wished to ad- 
vance, bu t  to equalize the part icipat ion of  w o m e n  as a g roup  in the publ ic  
sphere.  Fire depar tmen t s  have been  forced  to engage  in gargantuan,  mostly 
unsuccessful  efforts to recruit  more  women;  s tandards have been  lowered  in 
o rde r  to include w o m e n  in police forces and  the a r m e d  services; special pro- 
grams have been  crea ted  to erase the g e n d e r  gap in c o m p u t e r  p rogramming ,  
corpora te  leadership,  and o ther  areas. Why society would  necessarily have as a 
pr imary goal the wholesale incorpora t ion  of  w o m e n  into the public  sphere ,  as 
if the raising of  chi ldren  were only an a f te r thought ,  has never  b e e n  clear. 
Indeed ,  the quest ion has never  been  asked. Nor  has it been  asked outs ide  of  
conservative religious circles why a society would  no t  wish to preserve some 
mode l  o f  coopera t ion  be tween  the sexes ra ther  than strive to make  them iden- 
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tical, antagonistic, and mutually competitive. Whether  or not one agrees with 
such efforts as those ment ioned above, one has to see that they go well beyond 
the purported moderate expectations, and yet have been woven into the so- 
cial fabric and more or less accepted by society at large, persuaded by the 
smiling moderate face of feminism that some basic fairness to women is still at 
stake. 

Radicalism at Work 

We can observe how feminist radicalism replaces the traditional idea of a 
universal truth over all with the relativistic point-of-view group fragmentation 
of  today, and  the bruta l  c o n s e q u e n c e s  of  that  r e p l a c e m e n t ,  in Paula  
Rothenberg's intellectual autobiography, Invisible Privilege: A Memoir about Race, 
Class, and Gender. 6 This book gives evidence of a mind so completely governed 
by identity politics that literally nothing else can penetrate its field of aware- 
ness. Especially notable is her  unembarrassed revelation that as a high school 
student she cheated on a city-wide science exam in order  to get into a special 
science program, her  justification being that her  private school provided in- 
adequate science preparation compared to her  brother's. Also, her  cold,judg- 
mental portrayal of her parents' last years is ominously suggestive of the extent  
to which ideology can displace humanity, inasmuch as she virtually blames 
them for the illness, desolation, and loneliness they faced, supposedly because 
they had relied throughout  their lives on their "invisible" race, class, and gen- 
der "privileges." 

Rothenberg is a professor of philosophy and women's studies at the Will- 
iam Paterson University of New Jersey, and is perhaps best known as the au- 
thor of the controversial textbook, Racism and Sexism: An  Integrated Study, (1988). 
She is also head of the New Jersey Project on Inclusive Scholarship, Curricu- 
lum, and Teaching, which has "infused" gender, race, and class issues through- 
out the college curriculum in that state and which has enjoyed the steadfast 
support of Governor Christine Todd Whitman, a moderate  Republican. The 
public affairs director for the National Association of Scholars, Glenn Ricketts, 
a t tended one of the New Jersey Project's seminars designed to train teachers 
in the new "scholarship," and found it "very one-sided, with an almost relent- 
less emphasis on oppression, domination, racism, and sexism." Rothenberg 
herself openly admits to being one-sided. She declares that in her  textbook 
and college course, she had no intention of presenting both sides but pro- 
ceeded from the assumption "that racism and sexism existed in the United 
States" and set out to illustrate it. To make such a loaded assertion without 
context, nuance, differing definitions, and contrary arguments is propaganda, 
not education. 

But it is Rothenberg's comments  on sexual harassment that are especially 
germane to our discussion. In her  account of her  experience as chair of a 
panel of  faculty and administrators at William Paterson assigned "to help re- 
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fine and  enforce" the college's sexual harassment  policy, Ro thenbe rg  reveals 
the double th ink ,  self-righteousness, ignorance ,  and  totali tarian or ien ta t ion  
that mark contemporary  feminism, as well as the thtal challenge its quasi-Marxist 
politicized group-think presents to a society built on individual rights, pre- 
sumpt ion  of  innocence,  and procedura l  fairness. 

From the start, the committee spent the majority of its time discussing how to 
protect the rights and future careers of accused harassers. While it is obvious that 
this should be a concern of any such group or policy, it was ludicrous that several 
committee members seemed more concerned with this aspect of their responsi- 
bility than with protecting and empowering the women students who were rou- 
tinely harassed by male faculty [of which Rothenberg presents no proof], which 
was, after all, their primary charge. I had endless arguments with one member of 
the committee, a woman and self-defined feminist, whose preoccupation with the 
First Amendment freedoms paralyzed the committee's work. As a frequent ben- 
eficiary of the protections of those freedoms, I value them highly, but I also un- 
derstand that they were written by privileged white men to protect the freedoms 
(and privileges) of men of their class. Over the years, they have proved useful to 
some of the rest of us by extension or by good fortune. At issue now is whether we 
will interpret them in ways that continue to prioritize the interests and values of a 
small group of already privileged people over the emerging rights and needs of 
other subjects and agents. 

If, apparently, William Paterson University was able to resist the kinds o f  
procedures  Rothenberg  clearly des i red- - thanks ,  it seems, to that  noble un- 
n a m e d  modera te  feminist  to whom she refers - -such  procedures  are never- 
theless being implemen ted  in o ther  schools. According to the editorial  page 
edi tor  of  Columbia  University's s tudent  newspapel,  the Columbia Daily Specta- 
tor, the university has chosen to "police sexual misconduct  by its underg radu-  
ates with a new policy that  eliminates many of  the 'obstacles' known to most  
Americans  as civil liberties," i.e., " the  r ight  to cross-examine witnesses, be 
present  dur ing  testimony, receive advance notice of  evidence, have an attor- 
ney present  dur ing  hearings or even receive written notif icat ion of  the spe- 
cific allegations." 

Daphne  Patai, professor of  Portuguese l i terature at the University of  Massa- 
chusetts at Amhers t  and coau thor  with Noret ta  Koertge o f  an impor t an t  in- 
sider critique of  women's  studies, Professing Feminism, similarly sees a p r o f o u n d  
threat  to civil liberties from what she calls the Sexual H a r a s s m e n t  Industry ,  
a n d  to m u c h  else as well. 7 F rom Patai 's  newer  book,  Heterophobia, we lea rn  
tha t  the  "Kafkaesque" expe r i ence  o f  C la rence  T h o m a s  was no  abe r r a t i on  
but  the logical o u t c o m e  of  sexual h a r a s s m e n t  t heo ry  a n d  p r o c e d u r e ,  g rown 
even r anke r  in the  years since his ordeal .  Patai  focuses especial ly on the 
deve lopment  of  sexual harassment  policy in the academy, but  m u c h  of  her  
discussion is applicable to the p h e n o m e n o n  of  sexual harassment  in general .  

She reveals a world in which women  are portrayed,  contrary  to all evidence,  
as the helpless victims of  predatory  men  in a society pe rmea ted  by pervasive 
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discrimination and "systemic sexism." Women "who experience sexual harass- 
ment  are 'devastated,' go through a process of 'grieving,' and, if they are lucky, 
emerge as 'survivors.'" These views are reflected in current  sexual harassment 
policies, with their built-in assumption of female victimization and male guilt, 
insuring that the rights of the accused are "routinely sacrificed" to those of 
the accuser. 

The concept of sexual harassment, its identification as a type of sex dis- 
crimination, and the broadening of its definition toward such imponderables 
as "hostile environment" beyond quid pro quo sexual demands, has germi- 
nated over the past three decades through the civil rights laws, strings of law- 
suits, the widening authority of the EEOC, and a number  of Supreme Court 
decisions. In Williams v. Saxbe (1976) and Alexander v. Yale University (1980), 
the Court found sexual harassment to be a form of sex discrimination in vio- 
lation of the civil rights laws. In Moire v. Temple University School of Medicine and 
Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson (both in 1986), the Court endorsed the EEOC's 
slippery definition of sexual harassment as conduct  that has the "purpose or 
effect of unreasonably interfering with a person's work performance  or creat- 
ing an intimidating, hostile, or offensive work environment." Patai points out 
that the words "purpose or effect" cover both intended and un in tended  of- 
fenses. 

Legislative and judicial measures following the 1986 Supreme Court deci- 
sions expanded the concept and application of sexual harassment law even 
further, introducing rights to compensatory and punitive damages for victims 
and to jury trials. In 1991, EUison v. Brady established the subjective "reason- 
able woman" standard. What that meant  was that an act constituted sexual 
harassment or other offensive conduct  if a "reasonable woman" perceived it 
as such. The subjective perception of the defined victim thus replaced the 
objective notions of truth that are the basis of liberty. Then in 1992, writes 
Patai, "the Campus Sexual Assault Victims' Bill of Rights, binding on all insti- 
tutions receiving federal funds, obligated university authorities to treat re- 
ported offenses seriously and to protect the complainants against unwarranted 
allegations that they had invited the complained-of acts." 

With all this hanging over them, "universities were forced to adopt proce- 
dures in tended  to inhibit 'discriminatory'  behavior ( including 'offensive 
speech')," writes Patai, "and when such behavior was said to occur, launch a 
thorough investigation of it." This is an example of the two pronged strategy 
the harassment activists employ, "legal action being the threat that lends force 
to the insistence on redrawing the boundaries of permissible conduct" through 
codes, policies, and procedures that operate on the sublegal level. Moreover, 
the s tandard of proof  in sex discrimination suits is lower than in criminal  
cases, despite the fact that such suits can ruin the accused's life and career. 
And of course the standards are even lower in non-legal, in t ramural  proce- 
dures, in which "an inquisitorial process replaces or weakens the adversary 
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one,"  as Patai explains it, s o m e t h i n g  tha t  no t  only  d imin i shes  the  p resump-  
t ion o f  individual  i nnocence ,  bu t  puts the  accused  at the  mercy  o f  o f ten  
nonp ro fe s s iona l  universi ty officials who are given to "zealous p romot ion  of  
vigilance and  en fo rcemen t  measures" and  who are p rone  to "presumpt ion  of  
pervasive malfeasance in the behavior of  the targeted group."  

The feminist  academy has been an energet ic  par t ic ipant  in the creat ion of  
sexual harassment  theory and  p rocedure  both  inside and  outside the univer- 
sity. The  term was first used in a lawsuit that  began  at Cornell  in 1974. Two of  
the founda t iona l  texts had their  origin in the academy, MacKinnon 's  Sexual 
Harassment of Working Women (1979), a lready m e n t i o n e d ,  and  Sexual Shake- 
down: The Sexual Harassment of Women on the Job (1978) by Lyn Farley, who 
taught  women 's  studies at Cornell.  Moreover, in 1969, Bernice Sandler, w h o m  
Patai calls the doyenne  of  the Sexual Harassment  Industry, began a series o f  
sex discr iminat ion complaints  against colleges and  universities when she was 
a doctoral  s tudent  and  part-time teacher  at the University o f  Maryland.  These 
complaints  "established sex discr iminat ion in h igher  educa t ion  as a legit imate 
issue," according to Patai. Not con ten t  to rest on these laurels, however, Sandler  
and  her  associates went on to search for "a lasting out le t  for their  dedica t ion  
to activism," and  began to target ever more  subtle "microlevels" of  behavior  as 
sex discrimination in the form of  sexual harassment ,  s 

The relatively rare instances o f  actual harassment ,  more  than  covered by 
the legal mechanisms now in effect, became the means  by which harassment  
activists could control  every kind of  behavior, de f ined  not  by objective stan- 
dards or the intent  of  the accused, but  on the subjective feelings of  the ac- 
cuser. Anything that disturbs the "comfor t  level" of  the victim can be a problem: 
a "chilly climate," jokes, remarks, innuendoes ,  compl iments ,  even interest  in 
a s tudent 's  work. A climate of  fear reigns as professors watch what  they say and  
do. Drawing on actual cases, Patai presents the following picture o f  life u n d e r  
the tyranny of  the SHI: 

I have spoken to many colleagues who now say that they will not close their doors 
after a student enters their office. They watch their words and wonder whether it 
is wise to discuss "sensitive" issues in class, however germane these may be to their 
subject. Up and down the academic ranks, people are acutely aware of the dan- 
gers of doing something, however innocuous, however inadvertent, that another 
person, especially a subordinate, might possibly consider offensive or inappropri- 
ate. Lawsuits about matters that would have seemed ludicrous just a few years ago 
have now become commonplace. An offhand remark or misperceived gesture 
can threaten an entire career. A professor's encouraging words or practical help 
can be retroactively interpreted as "grooming" for sexual demands at a later time. 
On the other hand, criticism of students' classwork or disagreement with their 
ideas can be construed as contributing to an environment that impedes their full 
participation in academic life. A metaphor that happens to strike some student 
the wrong way can be claimed to have created a hostile environment in the class- 
room. A friendly hug may turn up months, or even years, later in a lawsuit, trans- 
formed into a "demand for a hug." 



38 Academic Questions / Winter 2000-01 

Patai narrates a n u m b e r  of  cases that  have e n m e s h e d  professors in years of  
civil suits and  university-run inquisitions over baseless or  flimsy charges,  at 
great  cost to their  careers, reputat ions,  and  well-being. O n e  professor 's night- 
mare  began when  he permi t ted  classroom discussion of  the possibility of  false 
allegations of  rape; another ' s  began when  he expla ined to his class that  f rom 
a biological point  of  view, life begins at concept ion .  

Decades of  feminist  rhetoric  and  women 's  studies p ropaganda  have taken 
their  toll, accord ing  to Patai. The  villainization o f  m e n  and  the assumpt ion in 
feminist  thinking that women's  f r e e d o m  and  well-being are in conflict  with 
heterosexuali ty have he lped  create a Salem-like a tmosphe re  on many  cam- 
puses. Young women  have been  t ra ined to see attacks against their  rights and  
dignity at every stage of  normal  campus  life. Women 's  centers  conduc t  surveys 
and  disseminate lists to sharpen  awareness of  potentially offending behaviors. 
Feminist theorists such as Mary Daly, Andrea Dworkin, and  Cathar ine  MacKinnon 
"manifest  a pathological  aversion to men,  a love o f  hyperbole ,  and  an antipa- 
thy to heterosexuali ty that has had  a s trong and  negative inf luence  on femi- 
nism, in the classroom and  out." Dworkin has conceptua l ized  the sex act itself 
as a humiliation for women; Mackinnon has te rmed war "male ejaculation." Patai 
quotes from the entry on "Heterosexuality," by E. Kay Trimberger,  in the new 
Reader's Companion to U.S. Women's History: 

[S]exuality is not private, but is political and related to power. "Compulsory het- 
erosexuality" [term coined by Adrienne Rich] is part of a power structure benefit- 
ing heterosexual males at the expense of women and homosexuals. This inequity 
is justified by an ideology that sees heterosexuality as natural, universal, and bio- 
logically necessary, and homosexuality as the opposite. The system also is rein- 
forced by legal sanctions and violence against women (rape, battering, incest, 
and murder) and against lesbians, gays, and transgendered persons (verbal ha- 
rassment, physical assault, and murder).:~ 

Power Game 

U n d e r n e a t h  the "utopian j a r g o n  about  g rea te r  justice," and  b e h i n d  the  
wi tchhunt  hysteria, Patai shrewdly spots the power  game  that  feminists play in 
the name  of  women:  "No social group selflessly refrains f rom using whatever  
weapons its historical m o m e n t  makes available in o rde r  to gain money,  posi- 
tion, fame (o fa  sort), and retr ibution,  all in the n a m e  of  equity and  righteous- 
ness." T h e  ques t ion  is, how has it b e c o m e  possible for  such an  e x t r e m e  
ideological m o v e m e n t  to gain this k ind of  power  in our  society. 

As Patai drily suggests, "If 'sexual harassment '  were re labeled ' female  privi- 
lege' or  'demol ish ing  men, '  it would not  c o m m a n d  m u c h  support ."  Yet de- 
spite seeing that the Sexual Harassment  Industry has advanced itself via what  
could be t e rmed  the "modera te"  feminist  dem ands  for fairness and  justice,  
Patai calls herself  a "still-avowed feminist," and  m u c h  of  he r  book  is c o n c e r n e d  
with the future  of  feminism, as the subtitle suggests. She worries that  
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the true feminism that aimed at promoting justice and equality, not anger and 
revenge, will have been tainted by the male-bashers, the deniers of biology, the 
ideologues--who are indeed often the loudest among feminist spokespersons. 
Enormous effort will then be required to restore feminism to the dignity without 
which it cannot succeed in improving women's status in those locations and situ- 
ations, at home and abroad, where such improvements are still much needed. 

Herein,  I believe, lies part  of  the answer to how radical feminism has ga ined  
its present  ascendancy in our  society. Leaving aside the concern  with the sta- 
tus of  women in o ther  cultures that  she has expressed above, we see that,  even 
in our  advanced Western culture, modera te  feminists like Patai also p roceed  
on the quasi-Marxist assumption that  w o m e n  const i tute a separate class re- 
quir ing special redress, and  that  they con t inue  to suffer injustice and  inequi ty  
as a group. 

Even a scholar as fair-minded and  perceptive as Patai buys into such as- 
sumptions when she says that  "some of  the more  ex t reme feminist  p ronounce -  
ments," such as "All intercourse is rape" or "All m e n  are potent ia l  rapists" can 
be "useful as rallying cries for necessary social change."  T h o u g h  she deplores  
this overheated rhetoric  and  the danger  in "grossly d e m e a n i n g  generaliza- 
tions about  half  the world," she still insists that  "someth ing  must  be conceded  
to such an argument ."  But why concede  anyth ing  to such an a rgument?  Per- 
haps because Patai shares some of  its under ly ing  premise,  the apparent ly  open- 
ended  need  for "social change" in the staus o f  women.  

While modera te  feminists such as Patai try to eke out  a chimerical  " third 
way" between ext reme feminism and  the more  tradit ional  approaches  to so- 
cial problems that  would resist class divisiveness, however, radical feminists 
like Ro thenberg  present  the si tuation starkly. Ro thenbe rg  sees only two vi- 
sions compet ing  for ascendancy at present.  Not  con ten t  with the extraordi-  
nary apparatus feminists have succeeded  in cons t ruc t ing  on both  the legal 
and  sublegal levels to combat  sexual harassment ,  Ro thenbe rg  muses: 

The Bill of Rights was never intended to leave room for dealing with sexual ha- 
rassment. Beginning with its premises and forcing sexual harassment procedures 
to conform to them when they are rigidly and narrowly interpreted and enforced 
will result in the silencing and victimization of women. A more constructive approach 
is to begin by recognizing the serious nature of sexual harassment complaints and 
the pervasiveness of the harassment of women of all ages and then asking what 
kinds of policies and practices will protect women and others while creating a 
campus and workplace climate that is respectful of and liberating for us all. 

This Stalinist conceptual izat ion should  give us pause: in the name  of  a far- 
o f f imagined  "liberation for all," we are to give up the Bill o f  Rights. Ro thenbe rg  
continues:  

Which of these approaches to rights' [sic] theory is ultimately victorious will not 
be a matter of which argument is superior, since both can be framed persuasively. 
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It will depend  on the success of  political struggle in the real world because, in the 
end, action shapes thought  just as much  as thought  leads to action. 

This  is qu i te  sober ing ;  success d e p e n d s  n o t  o n  t ru th ,  bu t  o n  the  "poli t ical  

s t ruggle ."  A n d  given the  c u r r e n t  g r o u p  pol i t i c iza t ion  o f  o u r  society, w h o  can  

be  sure  tha t  R o t h e n b e r g ' s  p r o g n o s i s  will be  p r o v e n  wrong?  

In  l ight  o f  all o f  the  above,  m o d e r a t e  feminis ts  m i g h t  c o n s i d e r  d r o p p i n g  

the  "feminis t"  f r o m  the i r  se l f -descr ip t ion  a n d  j o i n i n g  with h u m a n i t y  as a who le  

in r e c o g n i z i n g  the  t h r e a t  t ha t  f e m i n i s m  p r e s e n t s  to basic f r e e d o m .  I f  injus- 

tices to indiv idual  w o m e n  occur ,  they  n e e d  to be  h a n d l e d  wi th in  n o r m a l  social  

a n d  cons t i tu t iona l  pe r ime te r s .  As Patai  he r se l f  beaut i fu l ly  pu ts  it, 

If [sexual harassment] were merely seen as a temporary wrong to be righted, and 
not  as a dire peril stalking the lives of perennially beleaguered women,  our  whole 
social landscape would look different,  hostility between men  and  women  might  
well abate, and the SHI, f inding small d e m a n d  for its services, would wither 
away. 

T h e  m o d e r a t e  feminis ts  are  in s o m e  ways like those  fel low travelers  w h o  

c l u n g  to s o m e  idea  o f  social ism even  as o n e  C o m m u n i s t  h o r r o r  a f te r  a n o t h e r  

was revea led  to the  world .  But  R o t h e n b e r g  has m a d e  it clear. W h e n  c o n f r o n t -  

ing  wha t  Patai  he r se l f  has seen  as akin to to ta l i ta r ianism,  t h e r e  are  on ly  two 

choices .  T h e r e  is no  th i rd  way. 
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D e a r  Col leagues ,  
This  is a fol low-up ema i l  to the  o n e  I s en t  you e a r l i e r  this 

summer ,  r e q u e s t i n g  tha t  you  s e n d  m e  the  n a m e s  o f  w o m e n  a n d  mi-  
nor i ty  g r o u p  g rad  s tuden t s  in y o u r  p r o g r a m  who  will be  o n  the  j o b  
m a r k e t  this  fall. 

I a m  wr i t ing  to gen t ly  n u d g e  you  in the  d i r e c t i o n  o f  s e n d i n g  
m e  the  r e l evan t  n a m e s  ASAP. I t  is now a po l i cy  at  U W-M a d i son  tha t  
d e p a r t m e n t s  mus t  s u b m i t  a list o f  poss ib l e  c a n d i d a t e s  in these  two 
ca t ego r i e s  b e f o r e  they  a r e  given p e r m i s s i o n  to d o  a search .  So we 
c a n ' t  r u n  an  ad  in [ the  A m e r i c a n  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  Assoc i a t i on ' s  Jobs for 
Philosophers] b e f o r e  we have  this list in  h a n d .  

T h a n k s  for  y o u r  c o o p e r a t i o n  o n  this ( a n d  my a p o l o g i e s  to 
those  who  a l r eady  r e s p o n d e d ) .  


