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HAT a confusing

aituation: Asking

for gex and expos-

ing one’s genitals

tsn’t sexual har-

assment? Pin-ups and cartoons

might be? President Clinton says

he's been exonerated? But don’t you

know someone who got fived for a
lot lese?

Whal is "sexual harassment”
anyway?

First, sexuat harassment refers
to a wide range of behavior. The
Eskimos have dozens of words for
snow, but we have only Lhis one
phrase for unwanted sexual behav-
ior. It eould be anything from a
rirgué joke to a rape, One would be
critninal; the other, bad taste
{something almost all of ve are
guilty of from time to time).

Second is the difference be-
tween violaling work rules against
sewual harassment angd crealing so
sevare and hostile a work environ-
ment that the harassreent would
lead to liability,
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‘Sexual harassment : What does it mean?
4

Most employers have work
rules that prohibit all harassment
~ not just harassment that is se-
vere and pervasive.

Butb not every violation of those
rules is the sort of behavior that
should result in a lawsuit. There
are many waya to address offensive
behavior. The courts are the place
of last resort and should be re-
served for seriong cases.

In fact, most sexual harassroent
cases that are filed in court involve
egregious behuvior — usually be-
havior that has gone on for some
time,

Paula Jones had a weak case,
8he slleged a one-time incident
with someone she had no day-to-
day contact with. She couldn’t
show any negative ramifications
from the encounter, So she lost her
case — unless her appeal is suc
cessful — with a “sunymary judg:
ment.” This means the judge found
that sven i the facts she alleged

were true, there was no violation of
the aw. tooe

Does this “exoneraie” the be-
havior sha alleged against Presi.
dent Clinton? Of
‘course not. If he

The Paula Jones ruling
shouldn't be ssen as an {ndication
that sexual haragsment isn't a seri-
ous problem. In 1994, 44 percent of
women and 19
percent of men

did as Jones said, M
it was inappropri-

For the most

who worked for
the federal gov-

ate, offensive and ernment reported
an abuge of his an- part, the experiencing sexu-
thority, Most em- : al-harassing be-
ployers would aggressors are havior. Almost
take serious ac- - two thirds of
tiom, often by fir. DOt evil women in high-
ing an employee people’ though levsl positions in

who engaged in
this behavier at
work. Likewise for
someone  who
grabbed some-
one's genilals
without consent,
Common sense dictales this is cor
rect: We don'l, wanl to employ such
people, and if we do, wa need Lo tn.
sare the contlucl won'l yeeww,

stopped

their behavior

should be

the private sector
reported being
sexually harassed.
There is no reason
{o disbelieve these
figures,

Nor should the
Jones case discourage victims of
harassment from fiting suit, Le.
gitimate cases that involve seri-
ous allegalions will contivue Lo

go forward successfully. If any-
thing, recent cases have broad-
ened liability for sexual har-
agsment at work.

The truth ia that many people
{mostly women) are harassed at
work and therefore — guess what?
— many people (mostly men) are
doing the harassing.

For the most part, the aggres-
sors are not evil people, though
their behavior is wrong and should
be atopped. '

At the same time, women may
have ambivalent feelings about be-
ing the recipient of certain sexual
harassment, perhaps even feeling
coraplimented and repelled al the
satne time,

That does not mcan they asked
to be harassed or are at fault thom.
selves. Maintaining a relationship
with the harasser, and not. com.
plaining, is the norm.

So what do we do aboul this?
Assunting we trnly want to re-

"

duce sexual harassment in the
workplace, here ave some sugges-
tions:

P Recognize that it's prevalent
and has a negative hopact — pri-
marily on women.

P In discussing it, focus on be-
havior rather than the label of
“harassment.”

» Some people don’t treat oth-
ers with respect. Cleavly inform
them that they rmust do 2o or suft
fer consequences, Do this imimedi-
ately rather than wait for behav-
ior Lo become repeated nr sericus,
If the behavior continues, follow
through on the conseguences at 8
level that s in keeping with the
behavior.

P Look for solutions. Use s
suits as a last resort, Don't use 1%
suits to pursue a political agends,

» Engage in honest lalk ahout
how we treat each other and how
we feel about that treatment —
with an open mind and without
judpment,

B Treat people who come for.
ward with allegations with grall-
tude and respect. Do nol expect
them te be superhuraan,

> Treat people who engage in
harassment with respect as well.
Help them find ways to make
amends and not, repeat the behav-
107,



	
	
	
	



