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Power and Dignity

Sexual Harassment on Campus in Hong Kong

Abstract

This is a pioneering study of sexual harassment on a local university
campus. [t comprises two stages: panel discussions among single-sex
undergraduate and post-graduate student groups, followed by a ques-
tionnaire survey. The study aims at drawing out the perceptions of sexual
harassmentheld by students, their experierce of the problem on campus,
their reactions and responses to it, and their expectations of institutional
intervention inte the problem. In this study, we discover that a significant
gender gap exists in the perception and experience of sexual harassment.
This has arisen from the fact that sexual harassment of one form or other
is a common experience among women, but not so among men. Further-
more, sexual harassment is found to be closely related to the existing
structure of gender relationships. In this structure, two prominent fea-
tures stand cut, namely, power and dignity. Power is not only present in
the institutional context, whereby a victim (student) is confronted by
someone who is her or his superior (teacher). It also exists in a more subtle
way, in the predominance of a male-centred culture, in which jokes about
a woman's body, for example, is considered a common and harmless
pastime. Male power is also crystallised in the commoniy-accepted ‘pred-
ator-prey’ relationship in cross-gender courtship, so much so that for
many of cur respondents, ‘courtship advances’ {on the part of men)
constitutes a grey area in the definition of sexual harassment. In same-sex
harassment among men, power is again a major element, as such behavi-
our seems to contribute to the establishinent of a pecking order. As a
coroflary, victims or potential victims see the harm as residing in the
deprivation of one’s dignity, both on an individual level and on behalf of
one’s gender group (for women). Cross-cultural comparisons are also
made in this analysis, wherever possible.

Introduction

This is the first comprehensive study of sexual harassment on
university campus in Hong Kong. The idea first emerged during
informal discussions among members of the Gender Research
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Programme of The Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK)." A
common observation was that, unlike universities in many other
countries, there was no University policy (in CUHK as in other
local universities and colleges) with regard to sexual harassment,
and educational programmes for students and staff on the issue
were virtually non-existent. Committee members therefore
thought it opportune to call attention to the issue, both on the part
of the administration, and also of faculty and students. However,
because of the dearth of systematic studies in this area in the local
context,” it was decided that the first logical step was to conduct a
comprehensive and in-depth study of the issue.

From the very beginning, then, our study was initiated witha
practical (some might even call polemical) objective in mind,
namely, to put sexual harassment on the agenda. The aim, how-
ever, was to gain first-hand knowledge about the perceptions,
nature and extent of sexual harassment on the campus. Mean-
while, it is clear that our study would inevitably result in raising
awareness among students and faculty on the issue, to a greater or
lesser extent.

Research Questions

Most of the discussions and studies of sexual harassment in the
workplace in English-speaking societies have appeared only in
the eighties, indicating that, even within the field of feminist stud-
ies, this has only recently been put on the agenda As for Chinese
societies, such studies are next to non-existent. Reviewing these
limited studies, we realise that there are several questions which
beg to be answered.

The first line of inquiry concerns the definition of sexual ha-
rassment. Notwithstanding the difficulties of legal prosecution, it
seems that the more recognised sexual offenses such as rape and
indecent assault have well-defined boundaries, the most clear-cut
of all being the use of physical violence. While sexual harassment
could be a deeply painful experience for victims, its status as a
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‘legitimate’ problem is nevertheless questioned on the basis that
very often it does not involve physical violence or even contact.
Based on research findings, scholars such as MacKinnon and
Brownmiller proposed a ‘dominance’ approach, namely, that sex-
ual harassment involves the unwanted imposition of sexual re-
quirements in the context of a relationship of unequal power.’
Power differentiation, such as that between the male executive
and his female secretary, or between the male professor and his
female student, is the usual institutional context in which sexual
harassment takes place. This is owing to the fact that women as a
group occupy largely inferior job positions and roles. Sexual ha-
rassment is then basically a result of the interactive effect of gen-
der inequality, on the one hand, and power differentiation in the
institutional context, on the other. Following this line of argu-
ment, MacKinnon defines sexual harassment as a form of sex
discrimination, which, incidentally, is also precisely the legal def-
inition adopted in the United States.®

Sexual harassment as conceptualised in the foregomg ap-
proach therefore involves an abuse of power by members of one
gender (usually male) over those of the other (usually female).
Owing to the dearth of local findings, we think it advisable to
remain open-minded as fo the nature and institutional context in
which sexual harassment might take place in Hong Kong and,
more specifically, on local university campuses. The questions we
ask with regard to this aspect therefore include: the definitions
held by our respondents concerning sexual harassment, the na-
ture of such offenses as perceived and experienced by them and,
lastly, whether or not they involve mostly and/or exclusively
male harassers and female victims.

A second question of our study is the more descriptive one of
establishing the extent of sexual harassment. In Dolecheck’s study
among young college-educated employees in Hong Kong in 1983,
two-thirds of his respondents (male and female, N=169) acknowl-
edged that sexual harassment occurred occasionally in their or-
ganisation, while 50% of the women (N=39) reported having
encountered sexual harassment at work during the previous
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three-year period.” In a questionnaire survey conducted by the
Coalition Against Sexual Abuse in 1992, it was found that as much
as 85.9% (N=455) of their woman respondents reported having
experienced some form of sexual harassment in the two years
prior to the survey.’ Meanwhile, the percentage of women report-
ing such experience in the US varies from one study to another,
but generally, it is quite high, ranging from around 40% to 70%,
with one study of self-selected respondents even reporting 90%.’
One of our research questions therefore is to ask the extent to
which sexual harassment exists on the local university campus.

A third question concerns the difference of perception and
experience of sexual harassment between the two genders. Gutek,
for example, reported wide gender discrepancy in this regard.”® It
would be important to gauge this difference in the local context.
The significance of gender difference in this respect extends be-
yond mere academic interest. It has repercussions for the very real
political and legal issue of whether or not a woman's or a man’s
perspective should prevail in the handlihg of such cases, given
that a woman'’s perspective may differ substantially from a man’s
owing to widely discrepant life experiences.”

Apart from perceptions and experience, we investigate the
likely responses of victims of sexual harassment. Western studies
have found the reluctance to acknowledge the problem as well as
feelings of guilt and helplessness on the part of victims.” It is
expected that these responses would also be common in the Chi-
nese context.

Lastly, our study aims at asking what could be done by the
institution regarding this issue. In this context, we set out to exam-
ine our respondents’ expectations of institutional initiative and
response to sexual harassment. These expectations would be a

decisive factor behind the efficacy of any institutional changes

undertaken, or whether and how these should be devised in the
first place.

It has often been remarked that existing gender studies and
feminist perspectives manifest an overtly Anglo-Saxon bias, hav-
ing been generated mostly among white, middle-class women
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and, less often, men in such societies. While focusing on the topic
of sexual harassment, this present study nevertheless hopes to
contribute more generally to the discussion concerning the cul-
tural specificities of gender structure and inequality.

Method and Stages of Study

As a pioneering local study, this study was designed so that prior
assumptions about the definition, nature and scope of sexual ha-
rassment were kept to a minimum and that ample room was left
for the emergence of observations and insights. For practical rea-
sons, this study of sexual harassment on campus was undertaken
at The Chinese University of Hong Kong, where we all worked.
We believe that the findings could be generalised to other tertiary
institutions in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, we hope that similar
studies could be replicated in other local universities and colleges,
if possible. Again for reasons of feasibility, we limited our study to
undergraduate and postgraduate students, though we realise that
it could be extended to the rather sizable teaching and administra-
tive staff that comprise the university body.

The first of the two stages of our study was a series of panel
discussions intended to help us explore hitherto unknown areas
related to sexual harassment: how local students perceive and
experience the problem, what forms sexual harassment take in the
local situation, and what the various responses to sexual harass-
ment are. These panel discussions were useful in helping us gen-
erate useful parameters and indicators for the second stage of our
study, the questionnaire survey.

There were four sessions of panel discussions: an undergrad-
uate group and a postgraduate group for female and male stu-
dents respectively. These took place in a counselling room on
campus on four separate days within the same week in January
1992, and the number within each group ranged from a minimum
of three to a maximum of seven. The moderator for the discussion
in each case was a faculty member of the same sex as the group
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members, That the discussions were held not long after the Anita
Hill/Clarence Thomas case in the US had been widely reported in
the local media meant that the awareness of the participants re-
garding sexual harassment had been raised. Indeed, this case was
brought up several times during the discussions. Transcripts were
written on the basis of tape recordings, suppiemented by notes
taken by the principal researcher, who observed from behind a
one-way mirror throughout all four sessions.

The second stage of the study, undertaken in the month of
April 1992, was a questionnaire survey of the postgraduate and
undergraduate population of the University. In order to ensure
broad coverage and to economize on the cost of administration at
the same time, questionnaires were distributed to undergraduates
through the regular assemblies of constituent Colleges, under-
graduate dormitories of one College whose last assembly of the
year we missed, and the Department of Nursing (which has
predominantly part-time students). Graduate respondents were
also recruited through the individual departments and the post-
graduate dormitory. The size and distribution of the respondents
relative to the whole student population is shown in Table 1. It is
seen here that our sample constituted a little more than 10% and
around 7% of the undergraduate and postgraduate populations,
respectively. The gender balance among undergraduates was
quite even, while that among postgraduates was tilted in favour
of men (60.7% vs 39.3%). This approximates very closely the ac-
tual gender balance among the undergraduate and postgraduate
populations.
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Table 1 Background Information of Respondents
Male Female Total
Undergraduate
Total population 3,612 (49.7%) 3,655 (503%) 7,267 (100%)
Respondents 307 (40.1%) 458 (59.9%) 765 (100%)
% respondents out 8.5% 12.5% 10.5%
of total population
Postgraduate
Total population 752 (624%) 453 (37.6%) 1,205 (100%)
Respondents 5} (60.7%) 33 (39.3%) 84 (100%)
% respondents out 6.8% 7.3% 7.0%
of total population

Note: Student population figures are those at 1 April, 1992.

The questionnaire consisted of seven main sections: (1) simple
bio-data; {2) a scale regarding attitude towards gender equality;”
(3) a scale regarding attitude towards sexual harassment;" (4)
definition of sexual harassment; (b) awareness and /or experience
(as victims) of certain types of behaviour, initiated by faculty
members, which might constitute sexual harassment, and one’s
responses; (6) awareness and /or experience (as victims) of certain
types of behaviour, initiated by fellow students, which might
constitute sexual harassment, and one’s responses; (7) expecta-
tions of response from the University administration; and (8) re-
sponses towards the questionnaire itself.

The questionnaire was basically structured as close-ended
questions. Room was left for qualitative answers regarding
respondents’ feelings towards instances of sexual harassment as
well as to the questionnaire itself. This degree of open-endedness
was deemed important because of the in-depth nature and wide
scope of responses we amticipated.15

In the following sections, we shall highlight the major find-
ings of the study, based on our observations in the panel discus-
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sions as well as the results of the questionnaire survey. Although
the panel discussions were designed as a preparatory stage in the
study, it yielded unique insights which could not have been
gleaned from the survey, mainly because of their in-depth nature
and the ample room allowed for elaboration on the part of the
panellists. On the other hand, the group dynamics generated dus-
ing the discussions meant that it was inevitable that some argu-
ments or perspectives would prevail, while others might be
suppressed. Meanwhile, the contribution of the questionnaire suz-
vey lies in the broad frame of its sample, coverage of contents, as
well as the anonymity guaranteed to our respondents, all of which
gave rise to a wider spectrum of observations and opinions.

Findings and Analysis

Definitions and Perceptions of Sexual Harassment

Legitimacy of the Problem

In the questionnaire survey, we set out to test the extent to which
our respondents saw sexual harassment as a real problem by
asking them to rate ten related statements on a 5-point scale,
ranging from strong disagreement (1) to strong agreement (5). The
respective means for men and women students are shown in
Table 2. _

From Table 2, it is clear that the perceptions of men and
women differed consistently, with women tending to see sexual
harassment more as a real problem. While the two gender groups
disagreed most on the point about sexual harassment being exag-
gerated by women (women and women liberation activists), they
nevertheless were much closer in opinion as regards the silence of
victims (no. 8) and the clear distinction between sexual harass-
ment and sexual behaviour (no. 9.

Power and Dignity 9
Table 2 Perceptions of Sexual Harassment: means of ratings by sex
of respondents
Male Female
1. There is a chance for both men and women to be 3.1 23
sexually harassed, but women often exaggerate the
problem.
2. So-called ‘sexual harassment’ is nothing more than 2.1 1.6
over-reaction on the part of ‘victims' to male-female
relationships.
3. For a person who could handle personal relationships 2.0 17

well, the problem of so-called *sexual harassment’
would never occur.

4. The underlying source of sexual barassment is the 3.2 2.7
different standards of behaviour in male-female
relationships employed by the two genders.

5. So-called ‘sexual harassment’ is a problem invented by 2.1 1.5
woman liberation activitists.

6. Much of what is calied ‘sexual harassment’ is only 21 18
courfship behaviour between the two sexes.

7. Much of what is called ‘sexual harassment’ is nothing 1.9 14
but manifestations of men’s admiration for women.

8. The problem of sexual harassment on campus seems 3.1 3.2
non-existent because most victims suffer it silently and
do not make complaints.

9. Sexual harassment can be easily distinguished from 3.7 3.7

courtship bebaviour,

10. The eccurrence of sexual harassment cannot be blamed 2.6 3.0
on sexy apparel or looks on the part of women.

Note: The ratings are made on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

In order to facilitate comparison, we compare our findings
with those of various studies in the past, both local and overseas,
concerning the perceptions of sexual harassment.

From Table 3, one can see that where the figures are available,
the women respondents at Wisconsin-Madison were the least hes-
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3.7
3.6

Male and Female
.4,

3.6

3.2
2.6

n.a.

Hong Kong Employees# us Employees#
Male and Female

w-M'
Female
1.4
4.2
45

1.6
1.7
32
3.0

CUHK
Female

Male
2.0
3.1
2.6

2.1
-point scale ranging from 1 {strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agzree},

Cross-cultural Comparison of Perceptions of Sexual Harassment; means of ratings on related statements

be non-existent because most victims suffer
The ratings are made on a 5

it silently and do not make complaints.
be blamed on sexy apparel or looks on the

‘victims' to male-femmale relationships.
relationships well, the problem of so-called
‘sexnal harassment’ would never occur.
part of women.

more than over-reaction on the part of
4. The occurrence of sexual harassment canmot

1. So-calied ‘sexnal harassment’ is nothing
2. Fora person who could handle personal
3. The problem of sexual harassment seems to

Table 3
Note:
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itant in identifying sexual harassment as a real problem, and to
discount the blame laid on women victims. Meanwhile, young
employees with business degrees in both Hong Kong and the US
tended more than our students to emphasise the importance of
good handling of personal relationships in avoiding sexual ha-
rassment. Except for this one point, however, our students were
not very different from young Hong Kong employees. Both
groups were significantly less ready than young American em-
ployees to see sexual harassment as a problem in its own right.

Apart from gender difference in the general perception of
sexual harassment, we also did a simple correlation exercise be-
tween attitude towards gender equality, on the one hand, and
readiness to see sexual harassment as a real problem, on the other,
We believe that respondents’ readiness to acknowledge sexual
harassment as a problem would be affected, among other things,
by their attitude towards gender equality. This latter variable we
attempted to measure by asking them to rate the extent to which
they agreed to each of twenty-two statements related to percep-
tions of gender equality. These statements are, in turn, drawn up
on four dimensions of gender relations, namely, behavioural
norms, socio-political status, family norms, and courtship. The
results of the correlation are shown in Table 4.

eck (1984). The respondents in both

Table 4 Correlation Coefficients between Attitudes towards
Gender Equality (AGE) and Legitimacy of Sexual

calculated from the Report on the 1987 Sexual Harassment Swrvey conducted among four
and house staff of the Medical School of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, compiled by the

5 Issues, Center for Health Sciences, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1988,

Figures in these last two columns are caleulated from the percentages given in Dolech

Hong Kong and the US studies reported here were young college-educated employees with business degrees.

Harassment

8
E 8 g Legitimacy

¢ H
= B 30 Four dimensions of AGE Msle Female
Q

5
g g § 1. Behavioural norms 0.22 031
R S B 2. Socio-political status 0.20 0.15
- .9
g k= E 3. Family norms 0.26 0.21
&” é ] 4. Courtship norms e e

Note: Only those coefficients significant at .001 level are listed.

% a4
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From Table 4, one could see that attitude towards gender
equality in three out of four dimensions (behavioural norms,
socio-economic status and family norms) was significantly corre-
lated with readiness to regard sexual harassment as a problem, for
both men and women groups. In other words, the more one
identified with gender equality, the more likely one was to ac-
knowledge sexual harassment as a problem. The one dimension in
which no such correlation existed is that concerning norms on
courtship. For both men and women, attitudes within this dimen-
sion seem to be totally independent of those pertaining to the
other dimensions. This discrepancy is echoed in a related observa-
tion, namely, that while our female respondents were consistently
more supportive than male respondents of gender equality on all
other dimensions, they were less so in precisely this dimension of
courtship norms (see Table 5). Apparently, our respondents
adopted a totally different frame of mind when they were con-
fronted with courtship norms, which, presumably, concerned
them in a much more immediate way.

Definition of Sexual Harassment

Apart from gauging their general attitudes towards sexual harass-
ment, we also asked our respondents to identify specific items of
behaviour which they would define as sexual harassment. In this
process, a distinction was made between behaviour that took
place between faculty/staff members and students, on the one
hand, and that among students themselves, on the other, Table 6
shows the results of this study, compared with the 1987 Wiscon-
sin-Madison findings.

The gender gap with regard to the readiness o see sexual
harassment as a real problem is echoed here. Women respondents
were generally more likely than men to have a broader-band
definition of behaviour as sexual harassment, as reflected in their
higher percentages as compared to those of the men down the
columns. If we take a difference of around 10% as indicator of a
significant gap in perception, then we see this in six items of
behaviour in both faculty/staff-student and student-student in-
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teraction. These include: unwanted sexually suggestive looks or
gestures, unwanted display of visual materials of a sexual nature,
making remarks about bodily or other features relating to one’s
sex, unnecessary leaning over or comering, and unwanted inti-
mate behaviour including: putting one’s arm around another
person’s waist, as well as putting one’s arm around another
person’s shoulders and taking another person’s hand. The differ-
ence is also marked concerning talking or joking about one’s own
gender, but this is so only in case of student-student interaction.
Apparently, men respondents were much more tolerant of this
behaviour among students themselves than if it was initiated by
faculty members. In this item as in ‘unnecessary leaning over or
cornering’ and ‘unwanted sexually suggestive looks or gestures,’
the difference between men and women's perceptions was as
much as 20%.

Interestingly, there are two exceptions to the generally more
stringent standards adopted by women concerning what consti-
tutes sexual harassment. While they were more inclined than men
to see most items of behaviour as constituting sexual harassment,
they were nevertheless slightly more tolerant on two items,
namely, ‘unwanted disclosure of personal or emotional matters’
and ‘unwanted pressure for dates.” This is consistent with an
earlier paradoxical observation of women being more liberal re-
garding gender equality on more general levels, yet more conser-
vative than men with regard to courtship norms, which
presumably concerned them more immediately. Here again,
women seem to accommodate themselves more readily to existing
social expectations of their own gender: lending a sympathetic ear
to people who are troubled and being passive targets instead of
active initiators in the process of dating.
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Table 6 Percent in Support of Behavioural Items Being Regarded
as Sexual Harassment

Male Female W-M

('87)

1. Unwanted pressure for sexual activity 942 965 100
9500 971 (9N

2. Unwanted touching of sex organs 944 963
95.0) (971} ()

3. Asking for sexual activity as a condition for 883 945 100
certain benefits (88.0) (%4.5) (97)

4. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressing or 877 943 99
caressing your leg (86.6) (92.9) (97)

5. Unwanted intimate behaviour: kissing 90.0 94.1 —

87.2y (93.1) (4
6. Unwanted letters or phone calls which areof 2 87.7 933 100

sexual nature (85.0) (92.9) (96)
7. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putting his/her 772 810 99

arms around your waist (68.2) (7194 (9D
8. Unwanted leaning over or cornering 708 853 97

(59.9y (794) (91.9)
9, Unwanted sexually suggestive looks or gestures  69.1 847 919
(59.6) (813) (80.8)
10 Unwanted dispiay of visuai materials of a 719 835  63.6
sexual natare, e.g. slides, photos, posters, 67.7) (815 (51.%)
pamphlets, etc.
11. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putting his/her 73.0 819 99
arm around your shoukders or taking your hand  (64.6) (729 (87)

12. Unwanted intimate bebaviour: pressing or 415 554 99
caressing your hands 267y (@0 (9N
13. Making remarks about bodily or other features 345  45.0 828
relating to your sex {18.1) (29.1) (57.6)
14. Unwanted disclosure of personal or emotional 281 273 394
matters (13.4) (12.2) (263)
15. Talking or joking about your gender 181 238 556
(10.0) (29.1) (343)
16. Unwanted pressure for dates 192 175 929

{114y (102) (L7

Notes: Tn each item, the first row % concerns behaviour initiated by staff and
targetted at students and the second % concerns behaviour targetted at
fellow students. Also W-M ('87) stands f{or the findings in the 1987
Wisconsin-Madison study.
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For both men and women, a more stringent attitude was
adopted with regard to faculty/staff-student interaction than
with regard to student-student interaction. A slight deviation oc-
curs on two items: ‘unwanted pressure for sexual activity,” and
‘unwanted touching of sex organs,’ though the difference is slight
and might be explained by the fact that our respondents saw these
items of behaviour as much more serious than the term “sexual
harassment’ might warrant.

Comparing the local figures with those of the Wisconsin-
Madison study, we could see that the latter respondents were
much more ready to see all items except one (unwanted display of
visual materials of a sexual nature) as constituting sexual harass-
ment, and the discrepancy is striking. One could see that the
Wisconsin-Madison respondents were much more insistent on
one’s right not to be subjected to harassment.

We have seen the great discrepancy in perception between
men and women regarding the definition of certain behaviour as
sexual harassment. This confirmed what we found in the panel
discussions conducted in our first stage of research. Because of the
ample room for elaboration during these sessions, we were able to
gain further insights into this gender difference.

First of all, we found that women were much more forthcom-
ing and ready to acknowledge the problem, mainly because ha-
rassment in various forms, such as being touched or grabbed at in
public transport and receiving anonymous, threatening calls, was
a commonly shared experience among them. Men, on the other
hand, felt that the problem was irrelevant to their growth experi-
ence, and some even mentioned the ‘psychological pressure’ they
were subjected to as potential targets of accusations. Hence their
reluctance to talk about the issue.

Most women, and some men, mentioned the element of
power differential in sexual harassment. They called attention to
the fact that the victim would usually be caught in a situation
where she would have no choice apart from compliance to the will
of the harasser who was her superior, or total avoidance, which
meant giving up a valued job or university course. Other men,
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however, discounted this as exchanges of sexual favours for pro-
motion or high grades, in which case they would see it as a form
of bribery instead. The element of compulsion was somehow left
out in this portrayal of the situation as ‘mutual consent.”

Apart from power differential, it was mentioned in the
women’s sessions but not the men’s that one crucial element in
sexual harassment is the degradation of women as a group. For
example, some women mentioned their feeling of offence when
men discussed the sexual prowess or bodily features of women in
their presence. One woman panellist remarked thus:

{Bodily) figures are from Nature. No-one should be held guilty
for them.... Maybe showing off one’s (a woman’s) body has
become popular recently.... You could say (these) women are
cheap, but we could retort by saying women should not be
made a topic of discussion. This is a matter of human rights (of
Wwomen).

Interestingly, this remark about sexual harassment being an
infringement of women’s dignity resonates well with the legal
definition employed in other countries, that sexual harassment
falls within the purview of laws against sex discrimination.

In our panel discussions, men repeatedly manifested diffi-
culty in acknowledging the legitimacy of women’s perceptions
regarding sexual harassment. One man actually said that it was
out of ‘egocentrism’ of women that sexual harassment was made
an issue at all. He crystallised other men’s doubts about the valid-
ity of the concept, which they saw as hinging on women’s percep-
tions and feelings alone. Together with some of his fellow
panellists, he was of the opinion that the furore about sexual ha-
rassment following the Clarence Thomas case actually constituted
‘reverse discrimination’ of men by women. In other words,
women’s perceptions and definitions, which to them were inher-
ently not valid, were unjustly imposed on men.

Concepts about dignity, privacy and human rights mentioned
by the female panellist quoted above are universal concepts, but
some of our male panellists somehow had great difficulty in ac-
knowledging these as they applied to women. It was mentioned,
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for example, that talking about women's bodies, telling sex jokes
and using foul language derogatory to women were part of cul-
ture, in particular peer culture (of men). Women, therefore, should
not feel offended. Moreover, women liked to attract men'’s atten-
tion anyway, and even men whom they did not like ‘ha(d) the
right to look at them.”

Another interesting illustration of men’s reluctance to con-
sider the dignity and rights of women emerged in one of the men’s
panel discussions. Following on the point about harassmentbeing
defined by women's perceptions and feelings alone, a panellist
went further to say that peeping at a woman in the bathroom or
while she was undressing would not constitute harassment as
long as she was unaware of it. The fact that this remark was not
countered in the discussion reveals that men had great difficulty
in acknowledging the inherent right of women to privacy and
dignity.

Notwithstanding their readiness to acknowledge the prob-
lem, female discussants did mention ambiguities in the concept of
sexual harassment. One source of ambiguity was their realisation
that men and women might hold different perceptions regarding
certain items of behaviour, and we have seen this being confirmed
in the survey findings. Another problem, which was also men-
tioned by some male panellists, concerns the grey area between
courtship ‘advances’ (employed by men) and sexual harassment.
One woman mentioned that if a male lecturer who made certain
advances to a woman student happened to be single, then it
would be more difficult to judge whether this constituted sexual
harassment. Another man accused women of employing ‘double
standards’ when they presumably enjoyed leering made by hand-
some men, but accused less good-looking men of harassment if
the latter did the same. Although all female panellists were con-
vinced (see also item the mean score of responses to no. 9 in Table
2) that they could definitely identify certain behaviour as sexual
harassment, the existence of a grey area between this and court-
ship nevertheless raises a very real problem and should be exam-
ined more closely. We shall do this in a later section when we try
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to relate sexual harassment to the existing structure of gender
relationships.

Extent of the Problem on CU Campus

Awareness of Incidents of Sexual Harassment

In the questionnaire survey, we asked our respondents whether or
not they had heard about incidents of offensive behaviour taking
place between faculty/staff members and students, as well as
among students themselves. It is understood that these figures
should not be taken to reflect actual frequencies, because informa-
tion about one single incident might be passed on to a number of
people, so that the figures here might well be overestimated. The
resuits are shown in Table 7 (a, b) below.
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Table 7a  Awareness of Incidents of Sexual Harassment Initiated by
Faculty/Staff Metnbers and Targetted at Students
- Male Female
(n=358) (n=491)

1. Unwanted pressure for sexual activity 3 (0.8) 5 (LO)

2. Unwanted touching of sex organs 6 (1.7 12 @24

3. Asking for sexual activity as a condition 11 B 14 29
for certain benefits

4. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressingor 14 39 28 (7N
caressing your leg

5. Unwanted intimate behaviour: kissing 5 14 15 (@30

6. Unwanted letters or phone calls which are 12 (33 12 (24
of a sexual nature

7. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putting 48  (12.8) 54 (11.0)
his/her arms around your waist

8. Unwanted leaning over or cornering 82 (22.8) 139 (283)

9. Unwanted sexually suggestive Iooks or 55 (153) 76 (15.5)
gestures

10. Unwanted display of visual materials of a 19 3 15 @G
sexual nature, e.g. slides, photos, posters,
pamphlets, etc.

11. Unwanted intimate behaviour; pulting 46 (12.8) 53 (10.8)
his/her arm around your shoulders or
taking your hand

12. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressingor 83 (23.1) 137 (279
caressing your hands

13. Making remarks about bodily or other 66 (184} 128 (26.1)
features relating to your sex

4. Unwanted disclosure of personal or 29 8.1 4 (3.hH
emotional matters

15. Talking or joking about your gender 95 (265) 158 (32.2)

16. Unwanted pressure for dates 40 (125 84 (171

Note: The figure without parentheses is the actual number, while the one within

parentheses is the percentage.
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Table 7b  Awareness of Incidents of Sexual Harassment
between Students
Maile Female
(n=358) (n=491)
1. Unwanted pressure for sexual activity 8 2.2) 16 (3.3
2. Unwanted touching of sex organs 4 8.7) 28 5.7
3. Asking for sexual activity as a condition 10 (2.8) 16 (3.3}
for certain benefits
4. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressing 33 (14.8) 63 (12.8)
or caressing your lfeg
5. Unwanted intimate behaviour: kissing 47 {13.1) 64 (13.0)
6. Unwanted letters or phone calls which 37 (103) 41 (8.4)
are of a sexnal nature
7. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putting 104 (29.0) 135 (21.5)
his/her arms around your waist
8. Unwanted leaning over or cortiering 149  (41.5) 212 (43.2)
9. Unwanted sexually suggestive looks or 132 (36.8) 146 (29.7)
gestures
10. Unwanted display of visual materials of 51 (14.2) 34 6.9
a sexual nature, e.g. slides, photos,
posters, pamphlets, ete.
11. Unwanted intimate bebaviour: putting 100 279y 117 (23.8)
his/her arm around your shoalders or
taking youor hand
12. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressing 144 {40.1y 213 (43.4)
or caressing your hands
13. Making remarks about bodily or other 228 {635y 292 (59.5)
features relating to your sex
14. Unwanted disclosure of personal or 7 220 139 (283)
emotional matters
15. Talking or joking about your gender 216 (60.2) 282 (574)
16. Unwanted pressure for dates 148 (41.2) 253 (51.5)
Note: The figure without parentheses is the actual number, while the one within

parentheses is the percentage.
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From the above set of tables, we can see that such behaviour
targetted at fellow students were much more frequently reported
than that between faculty/staff members and students. This is not
surprising because students enter into more frequent interaction
among themselves than with members of the faculty. Moreover,
norms prohibiting such behaviour are much stricter when applied
to interaction between faculty /staff members and students.

Report of Victimisation

We asked our respondents to report if they had been victims of
offensive behaviour initiated by faculty/staff members as well as
by fellow students. These figures can be taken to reflect more
accurately the actual frequencies because each incident, if it had
occurred, would only be reported once by the victim her /himself.
The resulis are shown in Table 8 (a,b) below:

Comparing Table 8a with 8b, one could see that for both men
and women, victimisation was much more frequent among stu-
dents themselves than between faculty members and students.
This is congruent with the figures regarding reports of awareness
of incidents of sexual harassment.

While men and women did not differ significantly in their
respective frequencies of reports, the discrepancy between them
was noticeable when one comes to victimisation. In the case of
harassment by faculty/staff members, there were self-reported
victims for each and every item of behaviour for women, includ-
ing even the more serious ones such as unwanted pressure for
sexual activity (1 case), asking for sexual activity as a condition for
certain benefits (2 cases), unwanted touching of sex organs (1 case)
and so on. The percentages of reported victims went up even
higher in less serious forms of harassment. If we take a 10%
reporting as indicating significant prevalence, then three items
stood out prominently. These are: unwanted intimate behaviour:
pressing or holding your hand (11.0% or 54 cases), unwanted
disclosure of personal or emotional matters (11.0% or 54 cases),
and unwanted sexually suggestive looks or gestures (10.4% or 51
cases). Meanwhile, there was no report of victimisation for eight
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items of harassment for men. For the remaining eight items, the

e m
percentages were below 4, the highest being 3.9% (14 cases). Table 8b  Report of Victimisation by Fellow Students

Lo 1
Table 8a  Report of Victimisation by Faculty/Staff Members (nhf%es) é‘:ﬁ; f)
Male Female 1. Unwanted pressure for sexual activity 4 (1.13 3 08
(n=358) (n=491) 2. Unwanted touching of sex organs 1 (0.3) 3 (0.6)
1. Unwanted pressure for sexual activity — — 1 0.2) 3. gi%:ﬁ;‘:;:ﬁ:g;cmﬂy 2s a condition 1 ©3) 408
2 Unv\‘fanted fouching O_f S,ex organs . - o L ©0.2) 4. Unwanted intimate behaviotr: pressing or 2 0.6) 7 (14)
3. Asking for sexual activity as a condition — — 2 (0.4) caressing your leg
) i}’ reet m‘z benefits , s s 5. Unwanted intimate behaviour: kissing 79 13 (26
- Unwanted intimate bebaviour: pressingor ~ —  — ©.6) 6. Unwanted Jetters or phone calls which are 1 (0.3) 7 {14
caressing your log of a sexual nature
5. Unwanted intimate behaviour: kissing - - 8 (1.6) 7. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putling 5 (1.4} g (1.6
6. Unwanted letters or phone calls which are  — — 4 (0.8 his/her arms around your waist
. :;fa sex;zivn?turete behavi tin 5 (1.0) 8. Unwanted leaning over or cornering 16 4.5 75 (153
. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pu o —_ . )
his/her arms around your Waistp & 9. ;r;\t’:;iied sexually suggestive looks or 20 (5.6) 117 {(23.8)
. ted i i 8 2.2 2 7 . )
8. Unwanted leaning over or Cj:)merzng (2.2 3 @.7) 10. Unwanted display of visual materials of 2 9 2.5y 32 (6.5)
9. Unwanted sexually suggestive looks or 4 (LY 51 (104 sexual nature, e.g. slides, photos, posters,
gestares pamphlets, etc.
10. Unwanted display 01": visual materials of a 14 (1L.1) 12 (2.4) 11. Unwanted intimate behaviour: putting 9 2.5 38 (7.7
sexual nature, e.g. slides, photos, posters, fiis/her arm around your shoulders or
pamphlets, ete. taking your hand
1. L'{nwanted intimate behaviour: putting - - 18 (3.7) 12. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressingor 16 4.5 119 (24.2)
his/her arm around your shoulders or caressing your hands
taking your hand _ _ 13. Making remarks about bodily or other 2 a1n 88 (179
12. Unwanted intimate behaviour: pressing or 5 (14 54 (11L0) features relating to your sex
ca.res'smg your hands . 14. Unwanted disclosure of personal or 40 (111 108 (22.0)
13. Making remarks about bodily or other 10 (2.8 25 5.1 emotional matters
y fg‘*t“res ‘j;_tmlg o y“’“; sex ; 4 6o st 4o 15. Talking or joking abont your gender 7 (19) 43 (88)
it ¢ permonator -9 (i1 16. Unwanted pressure for dates 6 (L7 65 (132)
. i joki 4 i. 3.
13. Talking or joking about your gender -1 1_9 G.9) Note: 'The figure without parentheses is the actual number, while the one within
16. Unwanted pressure for dates 2 (e 21 (4.3} parentheses is the percentage.

Note: The figure without parentheses is the actuai number, while the one within
parentheses is the percentage.
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In the case of harassment by students, self-reported victimisa-
tion was much higher than that initiated by faculty/staff mem-
bers. Here again, women were much more frequently subjected to
harassment on all items except one (unwanted pressure for sexual
activity, on which one more case was reported by men). Again, if
we take a 10% reporting as a significant indicator of prevalence,
then six items stood out prominently. These are: unwanted sexu-
ally suggestive looks or gestures (23.8% or 117 cases), making
remarks about bodily or other features relating to your sex (17.9%
or 88 cases), unwanted pressure for dates (13.2% or 65 cases),
unnecessary leaning over or cornering (15.3% or 75 cases), un-
wanted intimate behaviour: pressing or caressing your hand
(24.2% or 119 cases), and unwanted disclosure of personal or
emotional matters (22.0% or 108 cases). For each of the last three
items, the frequency went up to more than 20%.
~ One rather unexpected finding involving the touching of sex
organs by one’s fellow students emerged from the qualitative
answers we obtained from our questionnaires. Several men gave
an essentially similar elaboration of this kind of behaviour, name-
ly, that this took place in all-male gatherings on campus and was
usually done in jest. This, together with the relatively high self-
reported victimisation by men on the items of ‘making remarks
about bodily or other features relating to your sex,” and ‘talking or
joking about your gender’ brings one’s attention to same-sex
harassment among men on campus. There was no similar report
of same-sex harassment by women, however. One plausible inter-
pretation is that same-sex harassment among men, which centred
on men's sex organs, bodily features (of men) and derogatory
comments about a certain gender (men), are essentially attempts
to establish a pecking order based on presumed physical manifes-
tations of masculinity. If so, it is not different in kind from that of
cross-sex harassment, in that both are attempts to establish or
confirm (in the case of male harasser and female victim) a power
relationship between harasser and victims.

There were several types of harassment on campus which had
not been anticipated but which emerged both in panel discussions
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and in answers to open-ended questions in the survey, These
include: peeping in women’s dormitory, clandestine delivery of
nude male photos to women’s rooms in dormitories, obscene
phone-calls and brushing against women’s bodies on campus
buses. In these incidents, it was difficult to point to a particular
harasser, nor were they directed specifically at individual victims.
Yet, women did not feel any less threatened.

Response to Sexual Harassment

We asked students to comment on their experience (direct or
indirect) of sexual harassment initiated by faculty /staff members,
in case they had any. We obtained 108 responses from male re-
spondents and 201 from female ones. The much higher response
on the,part of women indicated that they manifested greater
awareness of harassment and that they were more exposed to
victimisation on campus, as in the society at large. The most
common feelings of victims and sometimes of women who had
heard about incidents of harassment ranged from embarrassment,
unhappiness, surprise and disappointment, to shock, contempt,
humiliation {(both felt personally and on behalf of women as a
whole), fear, pain, helplessness, shame, and psychological stress.
There was mention of resistance and the wish to make complaints
or to see the harasser punished. The usual strategy, however,
seemed to be passive acceptance and avoidance, because it was
generally believed that victims had no channel of redress. Women
who had heard reports of harassment usually felt injustice or
anger for the sake of the victims and, at the same time, would
become more vigilant. There was a small minority who said they
accepted the situation because it was so common, and the situa-
tion was the same outside the University. An even smaller minor-
ity felt that victims should shoulder part of the blame.

Men's responses to the same question were more varied,
essentially because while some were responding as victims, many
more were responding to reports about harassment in which vic-
tims were of the opposite gender. This latter position added a
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noticeable feeling of remoteness to their response, which was
absent from the women’s answers. They reported, for example,
sympathy for woman victims and a strong feeling that victims
should make complaints or that harassers should be punished. A
number of respondents mentioned curiosity being aroused about
other people’s private life on hearing such reports, with one actu-
ally saying that he had a wish to try harassing others. There was
also a suspicion that victims might be exaggerating, over-reacting,
or that so-called harassment might only be manifestations of
admiration or a result of the victim’s attraction. Nevertheless,
there were reactions which men shared with women, and these
included: contempt for the harasser, shock, fear, anger, and help-
lessness. A recurrent feeling common to both men’s and women's
responses was that teachers who harassed students had betrayed
the respect vested in them. One man even went further to indicate
his revulsion against the degradation of women in the act of
harassment.

For the open-ended question asking for elaboration of feelings
towards having heard about or experienced offensive behaviour
initiated by students themselves, we obtained 85 responses from
men and 154 from women. Women’s responses were essentially
similar to those they gave regarding faculty/staff harassment:
from the feeling of embarrassment, disappointment (with the
campus situation), displeasure, to shock, revulsion, anger, sad-
ness, and a prevalent feeling of helplessness. One even mentioned
being deeply hurt and had a feeling of having been raped. This
was echoed by others who had heard about reports of presumably
serious harassment and who suggested that the victims needed
counselling. A few mentioned fear and a feeling of vulnerability
being a boarder on campus, and more said that they had become

much more vigilant either generally or when dealing with male-

counterparts. i

In comparison with faculty /staff harassment, there seemed to
be slightly greater confidence in taking control of the situation.
Though there was mention of self-doubt, avoidance and helpless-
ness, there were nevertheless a few who mentioned standing up
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against the harassers. One victim said that she definitely knew
how to react if she were harassed a second time, which showed
that she had most probably been taken by surprise the first time
and that she had learned through this unpleasant experience.
Similar to the response regarding faculty /staff harassment, a mi-
nority maintained that some women might have exaggerated or
misunderstood the situation and that others might have con-
doned the harasser’s behaviour. On the other hand, other women
said they felt strongly about the insult, injustice, humiliation and
discrimination against women in such incidents. A few linked
them to existing gender relationships and suggested that there
should be improvement in this area in terms of education and
research.

Though more limited in number, some men, among them
victims of same-sex harassment, reported similar feelings as those
of women: discomdfort, embarrassment, surprise, contempt, regret,
anger, harm and helplessness. Some said that such acts were
totally incomprehensible to them and that they were revolted by
the perversion of the act. Others reported avoidance and pretence
that it had not happened, while some said they did confront the
harasser. A considerably greater number of men than women said
that the incidents were only meant as jokes and there might be
misunderstandings on both sides. On the other hand, one or two
insisted that both male faculty/staff members and students
should be educated about this problem, so that they would have
greater awareness of this in future.

Both men and women mentioned their disappointment with
their fellow students who were harassers, because these latter had
failed to live up to their level of education. The Chinese notion
that education ought to elevate one’s moral standards is clearly at
work here.

A minority of both men and women manifested confusion
between sexual harassment, on the one hand, and courtship as itis
conventionally defined, on the other. One woman said, for exam-
ple, that she would feel proud if the act of harassment was not too
serious, but she would have the feeling of having been raped if it
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went too far. Working very much within a similar framework, a
mdn said that if the act of harassment was initiated by a woman to

a man, then it would be ‘cheap.” Whereas if it were initiated by a.

man to a woman, it would show that he was incapable (shui-pei),
presumably of pursuing a woman in a more tactful and effective
manner. For these two respondents, then, it was proper for men to
make certain advances to woman, and this explained why court-
ship could shade off to harassment. Meanwhile, this should defi-
nitely not work the other way round, i.e., for women to take the
initiative.

We were able to go into greater depths regarding responses to
harassment during our panel discussions. Our female panellists
mentioned the great hesitation they experienced in defining an act
committed against themselves as harassment, owing to the incon-
gruence between seeing someone as friend or even teacher ini-
tially and then having to acknowledge that this same person was
a harasser. In the case of faculty harassment, this was even more
difficult, as they had learned to respect the person in the first
place. Then, there was the fear of bringing even more shame onto
oneself when one made a formal complaint, thus letting the act ‘go
public.” This is essentially the same additional trauma, in the form
of public shame, suffered by victims of rape and indecent assault
in our society. Lastly, our panellists were inhibited from making
formal complaints because they felt that, in doing so, they would
have harmed the career of the harasser, especially in the case of a
young faculty member. Such findings concerning self-doubt, re-
luctance to go against an authority figure and to hurt the
harasser’s career were very much similar to findings of studies in
the west.'*

We included within our questionnaire one last open-ended
question inviting our respondents to comment on what they
thought of the study itself, hoping thereby to solicit their general
views about the problem and about putting it on the agenda as we
had done. The discrepancy between the number of answers from
our male (102) and female (181) respondents again showed that
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the problem of sexual harassment touched the latter group to a
much greater-extent.

Sixty-two women expressed support for the study, saying
that it was worthwhile, that it had raised their awareness of the
issue, that it showed that the University (or at least someone in the
teaching staff) cared about the problem. For nine of them, they
were gratified to see the study being done, because it seemed to
vindicate the damage they had suffered as a result of being har-
assed. One urged the results to be publicised, and that something
concrete be done by way of improving the situation, such as
educating students about it, and building formal channels of com-
plaint. Seven women, however, said that they did not feel it neces-
sary to do such a survey because this problem did not really exist.

Such a feeling was shared among a small minority of male
respondents. Four men were of the opinion that the whole study
was worthless and that the questionnaire was value-laden and
biased in favour of women. A few others expressed a less vehe-
ment argument but nevertheless felt that the study was not di-
rected towards them but towards women instead. Sexual
harassment clearly did not mean anything to them as men. How-
ever, there were other men who reminded the researchers that
they should not neglect same-sex harassment, echoing some of the
findings presented above.

Both men and women expressed confusion about the defini-
tion of sexual harassment as well as the exact definitions of some
of the phrases used in the questionnaire to describe certain offen-
sive behaviour, such as “unwanted.” This indicates that some
respondents had real difficulty in comprehending what sexual
harassment meant and identifying it when it occurred.

Expected Institutional Response to the Problem

In the questionnaire survey, we solicited our respondents’ expec-
tations of University initiatives in handling sexual harassment,
The results, presented in Table 9, generally confirmed what we
discovered during the panel discussions at an earlier stage. We
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have also included in our analysis a statistic from the Wisconsin-

Madison survey for comparison.

Table 9 Percentage in Support of Statements Regarding the
University’s Role in Sexual Harassment

Male Female

1. Sexual harassment is a personal matter; the university 223 149
should not intervene

2. University should hold talks and discussion sessionsto ~ 66.3  74.1

increase atfention

3. University should hold discussion sessions fo let 819 772
students of both sexes exchange viewpoints and
feelings

4. University should hold talis in order to publicize 774 800

methods of avoiding or dealing with sexual harassment

5. University should set up an independent body to handle  57.1 688
sexual harassment complaints. The function of such a

body should be:
a. Investigation 515 609
b. Arbitration 295 293
c. Counselling 513 619
d. Punishment 357 491

The general opinion tends to support University intervention
in this area, though this was slightly more prevalent among
women (85.1%) than among men (77.7%). This of course is not
surprising, given our finding all along that sexual harassment was
a more pertinent issue for women. As compared to the Wisconsin-
Madison study which registered a 77.8% support,” the support
given by our female respondents was quite high.

As for the forms of intervention, there were consistently more
women in support of all the listed forms (organise discussions or
talks, set up an independent body to receive complaints) except
for organising discussions in which men and women could ex-
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change views and feelings. On this last item, there was a slightly
lower support from women (77.2% vs 81.9% from men). We have
already noted, in our panel discussions, this reluctance on the part
of women to share their views in the presence of men, perhaps
due to a feeling of vulnerability to the opposite gender with re-
gard to this or related issues. In these discussions, some women
even expressed their reluctance not only of being in the presence
of men in such discussions but of being publicly seen to have
taken an interest in related topics. The shame conventionally me-
tered out to women as victims of sex-related harassment or as-
saults seemed to extend even to women who might fake an
interest in such topics. This reluctance on the part of women may
also be due to embarrassment arising from open discussion of
sexual matters in the presence of the opposite gender. Whatever
its cause, this reticence on the part of our women students must be
taken into account if educational campaigns on related issues are
organised.

Our respondents’ support dropped significantly with regard
to the setting up of an independent body to deal with complaints
about sexual harassment — 68.8% among women and 57.1%
among men, though this still accounted for more than half of the
respondents for both genders, For those who indicated support
for such a body, the functions which most of them favoured were
those of investigation and counselling. A smaller percentage sup-
ported the function of punishment (49.1% of women and 35.7% of
men supported this), and even less for the function of arbitration
(29.3% of women and 29.5% of men). Our respondents’ opinions
therefore were divided over the punitive function of this hypo-
thetical body, but they were much less inclined to see such a body
taking up only an arbitration role. Judging from what the
panellists had said about their mistrust of the University Estab-
lishment in handling students’ complaints fairly (not only with
regard to sexual harassment), it is likely that arbitration was per-
ceived by students to be conducted to their disadvantage.



34 Power and Dignity

Discussion

In this section, we intend to highlight a few crucial but contro-
versial points related to the issue of sexual harassment. We believe
that one must confront these controversies and try to resolve them
before one can hope to deal with sexual harassment in an effective
and just manner.

The Gender Gap and the Legitimacy of Women's
Perceptions

The first controversy concerns the discrepancy of views between
the two genders. We have seen a significant difference in the
readiness to acknowledge sexual harassment as a problem, its
exact definition and, most important of all, the different degrees to
which it is seen as pertinent for the two genders. This gender gap
leads to a serious practical and ultimately legal problem, ie.,
when a complaint about sexual harassment arises, which view is
to be privileged? On this point, an observation made ina 1991 US
report on sexual harassment is pertinent:

A 1991 landmark ruling by the Court of Appeals for the Ninth

Circuit in California held that ‘the appropriate perspective for

judging a hostile (work) environument claim is that of the “rea-

sonable woman” and recognised that a woman's perspective
may differ substantially from a man’s.’

The contribution of this landmark ruling lies in giving formal
and legal recognition to the fact that all along it has been the male
perspective which has prevailed in law courts as in wider society.
As a result, the standard of a hypothetical so-called ‘reasonable
man’has been used as a yardstick against which the offensiveness
of a certain remark or situation is measured. The 1991 ruling
called attention to the fact that women, owing to their very differ-
ent experience of being exposed to sexual assault and harassment,
have an entirely different view of the situation altogether. The
whole question therefore boils down to whether or not our society
and its law courts are willing to accept the legitimacy of the
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woman’s perspective, as Judge Robert Beezer, the person who
presided over the 1991 Court of Appeals mentioned above, had
done.

We have already noted, in our panel discussions, that the
gender-specific experience of growing up with the very real fear
of sexual assault has predisposed women to a greater readiness to
acknowledge the problem of sexual harassment. More im-
portantly, we have discovered that, in incidents of harassment
which do not involve physical touch and which are therefore most
controversial, women have repeatedly pointed out that the harm
lies in the insult or humiliation directed at their gender as a whole.
Meanwhile, this point was rarely raised among our male respon-
dents, indicating that most of them shared society’s failure to
relate universal concepts such as rights and dignity to women. As
a result, we obtained remarks such as ‘women are over-sensitive,’
‘it’s only done in jest, no offence meant,” or that ‘sharing sex jokes
is part of culture, why can’t women take them in good humour?’
and so on, both from our panellists and our survey respondents.

Furthermore, this failure to relate rights and dignity to
women and to acknowledge the legitimacy of women'’s feelings
also led to some women admitting that they themselves had got
used to sex remarks or jokes made by their male counterparts, so
much so that they did not feel that this constituted harassment.
This same perceptual gap too was reflected in the conunents made
about our questionnaire itself, mostly by men: that some of its
questions and phrases are ‘biased.” To them, these biases are em-
bedded in phrases such as: ‘have you been victims of the items of
behaviour below.” Such comments arose because the items of
behaviour were not seen as derogatory in the first place, and so
there was no way that one could speak of ‘victims.’

Sexual Harassment and Existing Gender Relationships

We have pointed out earlier the confusion manifested by some of
our respondents {(both men and women) between sexual harass-
ment and courtship. Some acts of infringement of privacy or dig-
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nity, for example, unwanted touching or repeated pressure for
dates, were seen as borderline cases and therefore presenting dif-
ficulty of judgement. Our interpretation of this confusion is that it
is deeply rooted in the way gender relations are structured in our
society, namely, that men and women are involved in a predator-
prey relationship in a courtship situation. The incongruence be-
tween this given relationship, on the one hand, and the claim for
equal rights (of both genders) to privacy and dignity carried in the
definition of sexual harassment, on the other, presents a very real
problem in the conceptualisation and social recognition of the
latter. This is the ultimate root of the controversy surrounding the
legitimacy of sexual harassment as a problem. Put in another way,
the emergence of sexual harassment as a problem has arisen from
new perspectives regarding the structure of gender relationships.
These are ones which challenge the existing relative status and
roles of men and women in society: men as predator, women as
prey; men as initiators of sexual advances, women as sex objects,
etc.

Existing gender relationships are also power relationships. It
is only within this framework that we could begin to understand
the ‘normalisation” of various forms of harassment thought to be
unharmful, such as the making of sex jokes and remarks and
displaying visual materials relating to sex. Through the
normalisation of such processes, the power differential between
men and women as separate and unequal groups (predator-prey,
subject-object) is constantly being reinforced and reproduced.
Within this framework of power differential too, we could also
understand the meaning of same-sex harassment within the male
group. Same-sex harassment among men, is, as we have observed
above, a means to establish a pecking order in terms of presumed
manifest masculinity.

The Chinese Context

We are interested in comparing our findings pertaining to a Chi-
nese society to those of other studies. We have found out that, in
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many ways, local women’s response to experienced or potential
harassment were similar to those found in Western societies.
These include: avoidance, initial reluctance to acknowledge the
problem, self-doubt and guilt, the feeling of shame, and the con-
sideration of the harasser’s career or welfare, all of which work to
inhibit the victims from actively seeking to solve the problem or
making formal complaints.

One recurrent remark we got from our respondents, very
often from men, was that women in the West might be more
‘open’ in their sexual mores and so would be more ready to accept
advances in the form of sex jokes and touching, etc. For some men
atleast, sexual harassment is seen as a problem only by those who
are too ‘prudent’ or not ‘open-minded” enough. When we com-
pare our results with those of the Wisconsin-Madison study, how-
ever, we see picture which is exactly the opposite. Instead of being
more accepting of sexual harassment among respondents of the
latter study, we find instead a much more stringent standard of
cross-sex behaviour and a greater insistence on institutional inter-
vention into infringements. Thus, what is involved in sexual ha-
rassment seems not fo lie in the degree of permissiveness with
regard to sexual mores, as is commonly believed locally, but in the
degree of insistence on individual rights, including those pertain-
ing to the privacy and dignity of being member to a particular
gender group.

Recommendations

Institutional Response to the Problem

Our study shows that sexual harassment constitutes a real prob-
lem in the local campus, and a clear and definite institutional
response is necessary. Unfortunately, there has been to date not
even an official acknowledgement that the problem exists.

If, at some point in time, official acknowledgement of the
problem is made, it is essential that efforts are made to raise the
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awareness of faculty members, staff and students about it, so that
it could be prevented as much as possible. In particular, members
of the institution should be made aware of one’s rights to be free
of harassment in an educational context or workplace. In this
regard, itis important to dispel existing myths about harassment,
such as victims being responsible for their plight, or that it is a
harmiless element of (male) culture. In designing educational ma-
terials and programmes, it would be useful to take into account
gender differences in perception and attitudes, which we have
revealed in our study.

Above all, it is important for the institution to make a clear
statement of its standpoint towards sexual harassment. A defini-
tive and well-publicised policy regarding all forms of sexual ha-
rassment will, we believe, go a long way towards prevention.
Members will be made aware of their rights and duties in social
interaction, and ambiguities of perceptions and actions will be
considerably reduced. In drawing up a polcy regarding sexual
harassment, local universities and colleges will by no means be
entering unknown terrain. On the contrary, they would do well to
refer to similar developments on campuses in the eighties in coun-
tries such as the US, Canada, Australia, Britain, and New Zealand.

Apart from a clear policy statement regarding sexual harass-
ment, universities and colleges will greatly benefit from
instifutionalised networks for providing support and handling
complaints made by victims. Again, working on the experience of
many overseas universities and colleges, such networks should
aim first and foremost at reducing the damage done to victims,
restoring their sense of control, and putting a stop to the action
which has caused harm in the first instance. Judging from re-
sponses arising from our panel discussions and questionnaires,
this also seems to be what most of our students want, emphasis-
ing, as they did, investigation and counselling rather than punish-
ment. Such networks should, of course, work in the strictest
confidentiality and, with all due regard to the best interests of the
victim, as well as full justice done to the alleged harasser.
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Further Research

We have discovered ambiguities about sexual harassment,
especially with regard to the grey area between actions seen to be
harassment on the one hand, and “acceptable’ courtship advances
on the other. If harassment is to be interpreted as abuse of power
with harmful effects to the victim’s dignity, and harassment could
and does occur between peers of opposite genders (or the same,
male gender), then one is presented with the problem of gender
{(and male) relationships in the context of differential power. This,
we believe, is an area of gender studies in which more research
could be fruitfully done.

With regard to the problem of sexual harassment itself, we
believe that it would be useful if a more systematic classification
of such actions could be drawn up, based on further studies of the
range and types of behaviour that could be defined as harassment.

Lastly, we believe that more research into the problem of
sexual harassment in other tertiary institutions, schools at lower
levels, and other work contexts would be-useful in gaining greater
understanding both about the problem itself and about gender
relationships at large.

Notes

1. For details of this Programme, see Choy (1991}

2. See Dolecheck {1984:23-27) for a study of young college-educated
employees in Hong Kong in 1983.

3. One of the earliest studies is Farley (1978). Others which appear
in the eighties include: Gutek (1985) and Dziech and Weiner
(1984).

4. See note 2 for an exception. In Taiwan, heated discussion on the
topic was aroused when sexual harassment cases in the National
Ching Hua University in 1992 were made public. A counter-
sexual harassment campaign was pursued, which resulted in
considerable public attention.

5. See MacKinnon (1979) and Brownmiller (1975).
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6. In 1980, the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission of the
United States federal government explicitly defined sexual ha-
rassment under Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act prohibiting
sex discrimination in the workplace as a form of ‘unlawful, sex-
based discrimination.” These guidelines were expanded in 1984
to include educational institutions.

7. See Dolecheck (1984:24).

See Coalition Against Sexual Abuse (1992:4),

9.  See National Council for Research on Women (1991:9).
10. Gutek, op cit.

11. See National Council for Research on Women {1991:4-5).
12. See Gruber (1989:3-7).

13. Adapted for local use from “A Short Version of the Attitudes
Towards Women Scale (AWS)”published in Bulletin of Psychono-
ic Society, 1973, vol.2(4).

14. Adapted for local use from the 1987 Sexual Harassment Survey
conducted among undergraduates, graduates and fellows of the
Medical School programs of the University of Wisconsin-Madi-
son. See the report compiled by the Commission on Women's
Issues, Center for Health Sciences. University of Wisconsin-Mad-
ison, 1988,

15. Thanks are due to Ms Helen Siebers, who generously gave us a
copy of the report on the 1987 sexual harassment survey con-
ducted by the Commission on Women’s Issues, University of
Wisconsion-Madison. This turned out to be a useful reference for
the designing of our questionnaire as well as for comparative
analysis.

16. See, for example, Dziech and Weiner (1984:chap.4).

17. See Commission on Women's Issues (1987:11).

18. See National Council for Research on Women (1991:4-5),
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