Sexual Harassment on Campus

Many universities simply do not want the pervasiveness of sexually
suggestive actions by professors to be exposed

hortlyafter I arrived ata prestigious eastern univer-
sity to complete the work for my Ph.D., one of
professors in the department began to harass me.
This harassment consisted of repeated requests for
dates aswell as scxually suggestive remarks made to me both
in private and in front of other professors in the depart-
ment. This went on for several weeks.

I made a point of procuring a copy of the university
regulations concerning sexual harassment, but I was
surprised to discover that there was no university prohibi-
tion on sexual relations between professors and students.
Students were considered *‘adults” by the university and,
therefore, capable of informed “‘consent’’ to such relation-
ships. As long as this professor’s repeated requests for dates
were phrased politely and involved no overt threat to my
situation as a student in the department, they did not fall
under the heading of behavior that was prohibited.

After several weeks of fending off the advances of this
professor (whom I shall refer to as Bill), I turned to the
chairman of the department for help. When I explained my
situation to him, he seemed sympathetic. But, despite the
fact that he admitted I was not the first student Bill had
treated this way, he discouraged me from making a formal
complaint. While he assured me that Bill’s behavior was un-
acceptable, he was certain that it was not maliciously
motivated. I would not want, he said, to risk the possibility
of doing him any professional injury by making a formalcom-
plaint against him. He suggested that perhaps the best thing
to do would be for him to have a ‘‘talk’’ with Bill.

I was anxious to resolve the problem without harming
this person whose actions, for all their damaging nature,
may not have been malicious. I did not consider that the
chairman must have talked with Bill before, that the talk had
clearly been ineffectual, and that there was no reason to
believe it would work this time.

After I spoke to the chairman, Bill stopped asking me for
dates, so I assumed that my problem had been solved. I was
informed, however, by another professor (who could have
gotten in considerable trouble with the university for reveal-
ing this information to me) that Bill repeatedly made dis-
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paraging remarks about my work and intelligence in closed
faculty meetings. As a result the faculty was becoming so
prejudiced against me that there was a very real chance I
would not receive any financial support for the coming
academic year,

Counselors With No Real Authority

This university, like many, has counselors specifically ap-
pointed to handle complaints of sexual harassment. In
desperation, I went to one of these counselors and ex-
plained my situation. She was distressed by my story, but I
was shocked to discover that she had no real authority to do
anything about it. The most she could do was suggest to the
department, or to the university, that something should be
done, but ultimately either of these authorities had to
decide whether and how to act on her suggestion. They
never did.

Students who become the objects of romantic attentions
of a professor are often caught in a see-saw of emotions.
They are sometimes unsure whether their situation would
actually be considered “harassment,’’ but they almost al-
ways feel exceptionally vulnerable and experience a desire
to strike out at the source. This see-saw of emotions is usual-
ly magnified in the situation of a Christian who often fears
that to take action against his or her harasser would be to
violate a sacred duty to make his or her life an expression
of Christ's love, in patience and forbearance. There is an
importantdifference, however, between striking out against
an individual and taking action to alleviate an injustice. This
is what we, as Christians, must impress upon these victims
and upon ourselves. :

Itisvery difficult to get statistics on the proportion of stu-
dents harassed by professors because, as one sexual harass-
ment counsellor explained, “[m]ost of the cases are
handled informally without going to court or to a public
forum.” Thus, no records of these cases are kept. It is not
even possible to get a picture of the average case of harass-
ment because complaints of harassment are usually con-
fidential. This confidentiality is often interpreted by the
counselor as meaning that no details concerning these cases
may be revealed.

One mightlegitimately wonder whyall the secrecy? Sure-
ly a counselor could release general information concern-
ing the form most sexual harassment takes withoutviolating
the confidentiality of particular cases. The answer behind
the secrecy is that many universities simply do not want the
pervasiveness of sexual harassment on their campuses to be
exposed.

Harassment very seldom comes in the form of overt
threats or promises and yet that is how it is often defined in
university policies. The kind of harassment, most common
based on my research and interviews with both graduate and
undergraduate students, as well as established scholars, sel-
dom involves such overt threats. The absence of threats,
however, only makes this harassment more, not less,
dangerous and destructive. That is, it leaves the student in
a vulnerable position, afraid to confide his or her problem
for fear of being labeled ‘‘paranoid.”

Often, an investigation of any alleged harassment can
only be undertaken “‘if the complainant agrees to be iden-
tified.”” Butimagine an insecure college freshman agreeing
to be identified as bringing a complaint of harassment
against a professor who has not even overtly threatened him
or her! It almost never happens, and universities hope that
the absence of such formal complaints will be interpreted
by the public as reflecting an absence of harassment.

Policies Protect Universities and Employees

Sexual harassment policies are, more often than not, set
up to protect universities and their employees — that is, the
harassers rather than the harassees. This has been allowed to
happen because good people have consistently sent the
message to universities that they do not care to know what
goes on within their walls. The only time most people ever
really come to appreciate the inadequacy of more university
policies on sexual harassmentis when they, or someone they
know, have become victims of it, and then it is too late. One
professor I spoke to, who was also the chairman of his
department, explained that few professors in his depart-
ment were completely free of the stain of such harassment.
Thus, when a particularly bad case arose, he was unable to
getany of the other professors to support the victim because
they were so afraid that the accused would turn around and
point the finger at them.

There is no formal record anywhere that Bill has ever
sexually harassed a student, let alone that he is a chronic
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harasser. He has now taken a job at another university, but
his behavior has not changed. Several monthsago I received
a letter from the sexual harassment counselor with whom I
had spoken at Bill's former university asking if I would be
willing to support a woman whom Bill was harassing at this
new university. It scemed this woman was considering
making a formal complaint against Bill. However, to make
a strong case, she needed the testimony of other women he
had harassed.

Unfortunately, this woman eventually decided not to
make a formal complaint. She explained that she was afraid
of stirring up trouble and possibly prejudicing the rest of
the faculty against her by taking such an action, The difficul-
ty is that her fears were well-founded. Faculties do not like
students who make trouble. Even if her complaint was ul-
timately successful —i.e., even if it eventuated in some cen-
sure of Bill —she mightnever again receive any professional
support from anyone on the faculty of her department.

It would appear that the concern of the university is not
with the emotional or even professional well-being of its stu-
dents and graduate students. It is a disappointing thing to
realize, butitshould not be any great surprise. One “institu-
tion,”’ however, is concerned with the welfare of others —
the church. Christians are to be ‘‘the light of the world,”
and one of the ways in which we are to radiate this light is
through insuring, “in the spirit of gentleness,” that our
neighbors’ basic rights and freedoms are preserved.

Churches Can Help Correct Problems

Individual churches and their members can do a great
many things to help correct this problem. Any church may,
as a collective, solicit information from local colleges and
universities concerning their sexual harassment policies.
Parents or grandparents may also write to their child’s or
grandchild’s school and request a copy of that school’s
sexual harassment policy. Many schools still do not have a
formal policy prohibiting the sexual harassment of students.
Furthermore, many existing policies are inadequate; there-
fore, it is important to read any information from the
schools quite carefully. If the policy in question indicates
that harassment must involve overt threats or promises of
reward, itisinadequate. Ifit only allows an investigation into
reported cases of harassment when the victim agrees to be
identified, it is inadequate.

No one wants academe to be given over to witch hunts
where any anonymous allegation of impropriety can ruin a
career. The factis, however, thatunder many existing sexual
harassment policies, the professors’ rights are far more well
protected than the students. One formal complaint of im-
propriety is far from enough to get a tenured professor dis-
missed.

Hmvever, one instance of such * ‘impropriety’ can be
enough to injure a student substantially. It can cause a con-
siderable degree of emotional distress and can demoralize
the student to the extent that his or her grades will suffer.
Perhaps more importantly, it can create a fear and suspicion
of authority that may stay with the student for the rest of his
or her life.
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If the school from which parents have requested infor-
mation (and they may request this information in person as
well as in writing) either does not have a policy concerning
sexual harassment or has an inadequate policy, anyone can
exert pressure on the school to draft such a policy or to
revise existing policy. A person can do this by expressing
concern to both the dean of the college or university in ques-
tion and to local newspapers.

Persons who attended a college or university may exert
considerable pressure upon the institution by suggesting
that they will discontinue support if the school does not
adoptaresponsible sexual harassment policyand by inform-
ing the school that they will encourage other alumni to do
the same. Church persons can put similar pressure on
church-related colleges and universities. Most colleges and
universities are responsive to public concerns — if those
concerns are made apparent to them — because so much
of their funding comes from the public. So few people,
however, really know what goes on in most colleges and
universities. That is why sexual harassment on college and
university campuses is so pervasive,

Records Help Relieve Anxiety

The best thing for students to do if they find, or even
suspect, that they are the object of such harassment (and
this is advice every church ought to provide for its young
members as well as other individuals in the community) is
to make some record of the relevant event or events. This
record does not have to be elaborate; a note or two jotted
down in a calendar on the date of the eventis enough. Such
a record will help to lessen the anxiety that the event may
have caused, If the student is lucky, there will be no more
events to record and the note will simply be forgotten.
However, if there is another event, even something as ap-
parently innocent as a professor stzmding uncomfortably
close to the student in a line or in the hall, it should be
recorded. In this way it becomes possible to cstzbllsh
whether a pattern is emerging.

If such a pattern becomes evident, the student should
go to see a university counselor. Again, many universities
have counselors who are appointed specifically to talk to stu-
dents who have complaints about sexual harassment. If a
particular university does not have such counselors, it will
have counselors appointed to deal with other student
problems such as depression and test-anxiety, and the stu-
dent may speak to one of them.

There is no risk involved in seeing a counselor. The
counselor will simply listen to the student’s story and give
advice on how to pursue the matter. It is important to
remember, however, that these counselors are often under
pressure from their college or university to seek an informal
solution to the problem and that such informal solutions
are often unsatisfactory.

Students Need Support

Apart from exerting pressure upon various colleges and
universities to adopt responsible sexual harassment policies,



one of the most important things we can dois to encourage expressions of paranoi and thus roblem of

young people tobeopen aboutsuch experiences and to SUp- the student rather than of the professor oF the college ©F
port them when they do confide in us- Students need our university. We need to assure students that ;t may not be
support because the subtlety of most harassment often ° their faultif they feel "uncomfonable" around 2 particuhr
leaves them feeling confused, vulnerable, and even guilty professor an that we will support them if they decide to
Several students 0 whom 1 spoke actually confided 0 make a formal complaint.

their parents of to other adults that they were being made The Christian community can do a great deal to help
"uncomfortnblc" bythe pehavior of one of their professors. eradicate sexual harassment in academe. It is time we ac
They found, owever, that they received litde support- Un- cepted the responsibi\ity for reacting 10 this pervasive injus-
fommatcty. inclined to € aracterize the tice. Although more subtle than other injustices, jtisnotless
vague feell f harassment a$ devastating to 1 victims

All human being both male and female, ar¢ created in the tions, including seminaries. It is becoming clear as statistics
age of God, and thushave been made eq¥ in Christ. From the emerge that whatever their occupation, women share a common
ing God intended us 1o live outour equalityin relation with problem — the possibility of sexual harassment. Men can also be
one another. Yet, in our human brokenness We have given greater the victims of sexual harassment

value and power 1o men than © women. Jesus was sent into this National surveys done by the WorkingWomen‘s Institute, Red-
world that we might experience whole relationships with each book Magazins and an independent study in Dlinois from 1975

other and God. "'There is neither Jew nor Greek, there 18 neither through 1980 found that from 59 percent 10 g8 percent of all
Jlave nor free, there {s neither male nor female; for you ar¢ allone women surveyed responded that they had been made to feel
in Christ esus’’ (Galatians 3.98, RSV). sill both the church and humilialed or threatened by gexual harassment in their present
the society condone and ignore penoml and institutional abuse place of employment A 1981 survey of crises expcricnced by

of women. United Methodist women revealed that even without being
Sexual harassment is any unwanted sexual advance or rovided a definition of sexual harassment, one out of every eight
demand, either verbal or physicals which is perceiVQd by the respondents reported {hat she had been harassed on her job.
recipient a8 demeaning, intimidating oF coercive. Sexual harass Itis clear from € rrently available data that the Church sufters
ment must be unders an explmmion of a power relation- from the sin © sexual harulmcm.imnrlylw ich mirror the society.
ship rather than Jusively sexual issuc: Sexual harassment However, more nt resca needed. The tian com"
also includes the crea n of a hostile or abusive working environ- munity has 2 sponsibility deal resolutely with the issue ©
ment resultin from scrimination on ‘e basis of gender: The sexual ha sment. Itdemeans and destroy® dignity of the vic
successful 1086 Supreme rtc ¢ Meritor Savings Bank ¢t alv tim. Rather than affirming WO ns as Jesus A%
substantial broadened the legal definition of sexual it reinforces the idea of women 35 sexual objects- It challenges
ent, holding thatitis aviolationof ti-discrimina- women's humanity, undermining their selfestee™ job satisfac-
gon laws and saying that companies may be liable for the mis- tion and self-confidence: and, it keeps women at lower status
behavior of on¢ employee- This decision upheld the 1981 the work force: 2 By
guidelines of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission Therefore be it sesolved that The United Memodi.uChurch stands
(EEOC), which holds employers liable for all forms of sexual in opposition 1o the sin of scxual harassment in the Church and
harassment from clients and customers From the EEOC the society atlarge, and calls upon the Church atall levels to:
idelinesitisclear that the employer bearsan affirmative respon” 1. Produce cducational resources 10 assist United Methodi
sibility t0 maintain & work-place free from sexual harassment, 10 in understanding the issue of sexual harassment
investigate quickly and impartially 3%y charge of sexual harass 9. Develop clear policics and procedures related 10 sexual
ment and t© take action against all offenders. hi ent establishing grievances procedures for vicims
At the work-place at one extreme, SCx harassment is the penaltics for offcnders;
demand for sexual compliance coupled with the threatof firing if 3. Monitor federal, stale and local Jegislation, advocating for
refuses. just laws which will help © eradicate sexual harassment
On the other, itis being forced 10 work in an environment in 4. Model in its oWn life an environment of hospitality where
which, through various means, the person is subjected 10 stress OF there is not only an absenc® of harassment but the nce ©
made o feel humiliated because of one's gender: Sexual harass welcome, respect: and equality-
ment is behavior which becomes coercive because ;t occurs in the ‘And be it further resobved that 2 United States survey be con
employment context, thus threatening both a person’s job satis- ducted by the General Councilon Ministries t0 determine the €X
faction and security. This critical problem affects all person® tent of sexual harassment and the policies and procedureno des
ss of job category ©F Jescription, 386 race, economic Of with it inside our own urch structures including all relate
educational bac und. agencies and institutions. The findings and recommendations !
It affects women who are church pro[euionah as well as those this survey will be reported 0 agencies, annual conferences &7
who work in secular occupations: Sexual harassment has been local churchesbyDccember 1990.
ted in United Methodist churches, agencics and institu- — Adopted by the1988 General Confere




