THE HARM THAT HAS NO NAME 5 5
Street Harassment, Embodiment,

and African American Women

Deirdre E. Davis

In her article Street Harassment and the Informal Ghettoization of Women, law
professor Cynthia Grant Bowman explores street harassment as a harm and
the necessity of legally recognizing street harassment’s oppressive effects.!
This chapter explores the idea that “[w]e cannot hope to understand the
meaning of a person’s experiences, including her experiences of oppression,
without first thinking of her as embodied, and second thinking about the par-
ticular meanings assigned to that embodiment”? in the context of street ha-
rassment and African American women. Street harassment silences women.
Similarly, racism has silenced and continues to silence African American
women. Writing about street harassment and African American women legit-
imizes and recognizes the existence and importance of both.

THE MECHANICS OF STREET HARASSNIENT

There are three ways to define and understand street harassment. Specifically,
particular acts constitute street harassment. Normatively, the following char-
acteristics identify particular acts of street harassment: the locale; the gender
of and the relationship between the harasser and the target; the unacceptabil-
ity of “thank you” as a response; and the reference to body parts. Systematically,
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street harassment can be understood as an element of a larger system of sex-

ual terrorism.

Specific Acts of Street Harassment

Cheris Kramarae, professor of speech communication and 'sociology, and
Elizabeth Kissling describe street harassment as “verbal and nonverbal mark-
ers ... wolf-whistles, leers, winks, grabs, pinches, catcalls and street remarks.” 3
Specific remarks commonly include “Hey, pretty,” “Hey, whore,” “What ya
doin” tonight?” “Look at them legs,” “Wanna fuck?” “Are you working?”
“Great legs,” “Hey, cunt,” “Smile,” “Smile for me, baby,” “Smile, bitch,”
“Come here, girl,” and “I'll be back when you get a little older, baby.” When
these acts occur on a public street, street harassment takes place.*

Street Harassment’s Role in Sexual Terrorism

Recognizing street harassment’s role in sexual terrorism is crucial to under-
standing its potential to harm. Carole Sheffield defines sexual terrorism as
men’s systematic control and domination of women through actual and im-
plied violence.’ She views sexual terrorism as both the objective condition of
women’s existence and the theoretical framework that creates and maintains
social orders.S Sexual terrorism and violence play crucial roles in the ongoing
process of female subordination.” Violence is not one particular act, nor is it
static; rather, it is a continuum of behavior in which street harassment must be
placed if we are to understand the depth and pervasivenyés of sexual terrorism.?
Street harassment “frightens women and reinforces fears of rape and other
acts of terrorism.”® Rape is generally viewed as a violent act of power occurring
in a context limited to particular individuals or situations. However, rape may
begin with an act of street harassment. Potential rapists can test the accessibil-
ity of a victim by making derogatory sexual comments to determine whether
she can be intimidated.!® As a result, street harassment plays a definite role in
the objective condition of women fearing bodily harm on a day-to-day basis.
Women also experience the connection between rape and street harass-
ment on a subjective level. Regardless of whether there is the possibility of ac-
tual rape, when women endure street harassment, they fear the possibility of
rape.!! That one of every eight adult women has been raped makes rape a con-
stant possibility on a subjective level.!? The sexual content of street harass-
ment “reminds women of their vulnerability to violent attack in American ur-
ban centers, and to sexual violence in general” and intensifies the fear of the
possibility of rape.!* As a precursor to rape and an escalator of the fear of rape,
street harassment entraps women in a sexually terroristic environment.

Within the framework of sexual terrorism, the specific acts and norma-
- .. - S cmmsmes 2dandif tha wanma of hehavinr that

Deirdre E. Davis 485

const(lltutes street harassment. Once it is realized that “street harassment is not
a product of a sexually terroristic culture, but an active factor in creating such

a culture,” then the ability of
of an act of street harassme
nt
becomes clearer.14 (@ cavse harm

GENDERIZATION OF THE STREET: THE EFFECTS
AND CONTEXT OF STREET HARASSMENT

Street harassment genderizes the street by distributing power in such
that perpetuates male supremacy and female subordination.!S Conse ] V:lay
street harassment transforms the street into yet another for;1m th erpete,
ates and reinforces the gender hierarchy. e perper:
In order for the social effects of street harassment to occur, a preexisti
context must exist that enables street harassment. Psycholo 'c’al Ic)) ression
serves as t:he context that allows street harassment to genderiffe the Egressmn
Despite street harassment’s clear socially and psychologically o e
effects, street harassment remains invisible as a harm. Because mex}lr d Ppress“;e
.fer street harassment to the extent women do, street harassment is 0(1)1: erer.
ized as s9mething other than harassment. Acts that are legally co r?zc:l?lr .
harms‘gam recognition “as an injury of the systematic abuse of owgm' hie
erarchies [when it is an exercise of ] power men recognize.” 16 Me1[1) cew street
harassment as innocuous, trivial, “boys will be boys” ty.pe of bel‘::livi:)f‘treec;
blam.e women for attaching negative meanings to their acts, Street hara en
remains invisible because it is not a harm men suffer and t.herefor it e nota
harm men, or society as a whole, recognize. ’ Srener
Whlle some women view street harassment as a trivial part of their ever
day lives, they can still suffer extreme consequences. First, because str hy—
rassment has been trivialized, women do not talk about ’it and ar tlelet .
lenced. This reinforces the invisibility of street harassment and i:s eilfls -
Moreover, .When a woman thinks about ending the silence, she may h eclts.
of d(.)u.bt, given that street harassment—a pervasive part (;f ever 3’ T’? e
so trivialized. Ignoring street harassment causes women to becoli; oo erfs
supporters of a system of sexual terrorism.!? Finally, the failu : perceive
street harassment as a harm causes women to “transfc;rm the p:i; i?ltgercewe
thing els.e, such as, for example, punishment, or flattery, or transcend o or
unconscious pleasure.” 18 ’ e
‘(‘}mpg. a harn‘l a name is the first step in making the harm visible. Given
tha.t an injury uniquely sustained by a disempowered group will Jack z.z
a history, and in general 2 linguistic reality,” it is crucial for the tar ets of ctreoy
harassment to name the harm.! Naming is not a random or neu%:ral pr;S:sZt
)

but is bi
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i ime, once
a2 harm. While these harms have been a part of society for a longst::d a;d e
' they had a name, their visibility, both as acts and as harms, Increa
o the possibility of redress. -
t It Ii)s important for women to name the harms th.ey suﬁ;er;:lecutonon[\l)}]gf
king the power of naming for themselves [and gaining cul tub a oo b
. mgn can determine with what bias street harassmelnt will be end eras.ing
Di. cial steps towar
i i i treet harassment are cru ©
Discussing and naming s : xd crong
constan% source of women’s pain and making street harassmen
a

a harm.

A RICAN WOMEN
INCLUDING AF RICAN AME :
IN THE DISCOURSE ON STREET HARASSMENT

GENDERIZATION AND RACIALIZATION
OF THE STREET

African American Women and Street Harassment:
Recurring Images of Slavery

i se has ex-
By refusing to acknowledge difference, street harassment discour

3 .
i i S. Many ave a glled
Cluded Aft 1can Amerlcan women S experlence .}1 \% ‘ T that str eet.

harassment just “is,” and that race, class, s o women v
“In fact, women will sometimes comment that they
Y

—_ es, classes,
races, classes, and ages are subject to attz?cks from men N ojszlrln::;:t is,primar_
and ages.”?! This statement relies 0(131 the idea t;l;t i}t:'j(:esta:erment D
i ender domination. Consequently, mer
lli}e’cl;isszdal?r‘:rgmen experience street harassment, it has no s1gkx;1(fiiicsat1;:§izeg}:31;s({
its gender meaning: «[T]he women who do find street r;i;ltlz:; e
gusting, or dangerous evidently hear them as more s€ ao e e whit
-+ 22 The race of the harassers has also been disregarded: = X¢ A
l;(t)u Jike about class and race. Those differences are real. But in this everyday

Scenarlio, Znyv:;arzaznv:;;t?s’ exposed to him hate herself and he_r body.” B T:lhlz
:)u;TcezaUZament of race ignores the relevant ianuxryt:h tlie t}llsesliz :Z :C(‘); he
act’s independence from these dii."ferences, but tbe a\cftid’:;1 i oo
spite of the differences. Abstracting the categories o

standing of the dynamics of street haras;ment. . consequently, szt
j to street harassm , ‘

All women are subjected assit e

harassment is a form of gender subordination. However, wh Adriean

Aj; rican women are subjected to street harassment, street harassmi hara,ss
e . . . . Su‘ee _

the very least genderized and racialized. This is not to say that

?

IIleIlt llaS one IIlCaIllIl 01 }d 1can AIIICI 1can women aIld a dlﬂel eIlt rrlealnrlg
g f T

no matter what his color or class is, has the power
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and ethnicities, including white women, street harassment is both genderized
and racialized for every woman; but the racial aspect is set in the particular
historical context to which the particular woman belongs.

During and as a result of slavery, African American women have experi-
enced the preexisting context that enables street harassment to be a factor
in our sexually terroristic environment. Consequently, the psychological op-
pression of street harassment has a different—not a double—impact on Af-
rican American women given their embodiment as indivisible beings. Street
harassment forces African American women to realize that the ideologies of
slavery still exist.

Although slavery has been legally eradicated, the racist ideology perpet-
uated during the slave era still exists with a different fate. While the “formal
barriers and symbolic manifestations of subordination”?* have disappeared,
“[tlhe white norm . . . has not disappeared; it has only been submerged in pop-
ular consciousness.”?* White men struggle to maintain their hierarchical po-
sition in a social structure that is constantly being challenged, questioned, and
chiseled away.

Street harassment is a forum that allows white men, in the absence of slav-
ery, to maintain the boundaries of their relationship with black women and to
perpetuate the image of African American women as “blackwomen.” The le-
gal and cultural invisibility of street harassment gives white men a way of op-

pressing African American women that replaces the historical slave/master
structure.

The Cult of True Womanhood:
The White Woman as Paradigm

Street harassment oppresses women because it denies women an authentic
choice of self and mandates conformance to gender stereotypes. Such oppres-
sion also formed the basis of the slave era’s dominant gender ideology. In her
work Reconstructing Womanbood, English and African American studies pro-
fessor Hazel Carby explores women slaves’ relationship to the predominant
ideology of the “cult of true [white] womanhood.”?6 Based on notions of
motherhood and womanhood, the cardinal tenets of piety, purity (sexual and
nonsexual), submissiveness, and domesticity characterized the cult of true
womanhood.?”

The ideology had two cultural effects: “[I]t was dominant, in the sense of
being the most subscribed to convention governing female behavior, but it
was also clearly recognizable as a dominating image, describing the parame-
ters within which women were medsured and declared to be, or not to be,
women.” 2 White men used the cult of true womanhood to establish the nor-
mative ideal for white women and to establish the boundaries outside of which
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and womanhood for white women and slave women, the definitions were de-
pendent on one another.3

The cult of true womanhood also illustrates how stereotypes obscure
women’s reality by focusing on men’s interpretations. During slavery, slave
owners and buyers perceived some characteristics as negative in white women,
yet as positive, economic assets in slave women. For example, “[s}trength and
ability to bear fatigue, argued to be so distasteful a presence in a white woman,
were positive features to be emphasized in the promotion and selling of a
black female field hand at a slave auction.”*!

African American slave women internalized the underlying ideological
beliefs; “[bly completely accepting the female role as defined by patriarchy,
enslaved blackwomen embraced and upheld an oppressive sexist social order
and became (along with their white sisters) both accomplices in the crimes
perpetuated against women and the victims of those crimes.”32 Consequently,
cultural domination has led African American women to believe that street ha-
rassment is an acceptable, natural part of everyday life, given the slave culture.

The Controlling Image of Jezebel: African American
Woman as (White) Man’s Temptress

During slavery, white men developed a racist ideology particular to slave
women, which consisted of four “interrelated, socially constructed controlling
images.”» Created by white men to justify, maintain, and perpetuate the sub-
ordination of African American women, the most powerful of these control-
ling images is that of the female slave as a Jezebel. The}ezebel image—the
slave woman as “whore, sexually aggressive wet nurse,” and “sexual tempt-
ress”—served two functions. First, it justified white men’s sexual abuse of
slave women. Second, it justified the inapplicability of the cult of true wom-
anhood to slave women—if a slave woman was seen as a sexual animal, then
she was not a real woman. The hypersexual Jezebel image dehumanized black
women and justified their exploitation in the fields. White men used the con-
trolling image of Jezebel, in conjunction with other images, to create and
maintain the existing slave/master social and economic structure.
Multiple Subordination: The Intersection of White Men’s and African American
Men’s Objectification of African American Women While “[r]acism has always
been a divisive force separating black men and white men, [it has been] sexism
[that] has been a force that unites the two groups.”3* Like white men, African
American men have been socialized to exercise their male status to oppress
women: “As Americans, they [African American men] had not been taught to
really believe that social equality was an inherent right all people possess, but
they had been socialized to believe that it is the nature of males to desire and
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member of the male gender is the ability to exercise dominance over women.
During the slavery era, the African American man, “though obviously de-
prived of the social status that would enable him to protect and provide for
himself and others, had a higher status than the black female slave based solely
on his being male.”? Again, the binary framework of racism and sexism ig-
nores the fact that “[rJacism does not prevent black men from absorbing the
same sexist socialization white men are inundated with.”37 As a result of the
intersection of race and gender, while racism “cause[s] white men to make
blackwomen targets,”® “sexism . . . causes all men to think they can verbally
or physically assault women sexually with impunity.”3®

When Afvican American Men Seek a Position of Whiteness: The Experience of
Intravacial Harassment Given the pervasiveness of the controlling images
of African American womanhood created and perpetuated by white men
African American men also view African American women “as nothing morei
than mammies, matriarchs, or Jezebels.” As bell hooks points out, “[a]s sexist
ideology has been accepted by black people, these negative myths and stereo-
types have effectively transcended class and race boundaries and affected the
way black women [are] perceived by members of their own race.”+°

African American men exercise the power implicit in sexism from a “po-
sition of whiteness.” A position of whiteness consists of the “historically de-
rived constellation of privileges associated with white [male] racial domina-
tion.”* A person acting from a position of whiteness creates a racial hierarchy
and produces and reinforces stereotypical images. This position of whiteness
is not limited to white men, but can be seen as a position of authority attended
by the privileges associated with authority.

‘Whereas white men assign and invoke the Jezebel image of African
American women in order to maintain dominance, African American men use
the same image in order to try to obtain that which white men have—the
power to define the position of whiteness. As bell hooks has noted, “[t]heir
[black men’s] expressions of rage and anger are less a critique of the white male
patriarchal social order and more a reaction against the fact that they have not
been allowed full participation in the power game.”*? Engaging in any form of op-
pression when you are a member of a marginalized group may make a person
feel more powerful and less oppressed. Nevertheless, the established social or-
der, though possibly capable of change, is still relative. Consequently, “men of
color are not able to reap the material and social rewards for their participa-
tion in patriarchy. In fact they often suffer from blindly and passively acting
out a myth of masculinity that is life-thréatening. Sexist thinking blinds them
to this reality. They become victims of the patriarchy.”*#

Some have argued that street harassment does not harm African American

) «©re . -
women because “[iJn many African American communities, men and women
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exist between African American men and women, the speech rights are asym-
metrical because “although many African American women respond as-
sertively to rapping, they typically do not initiate it.”* Furthermore, the fact
that some African American women may engage in rapping does not negate

the fact that

[bllack leaders, male and female, have been unwilling to acknowledge black
male sexist oppression of black women because they do not want to acknowl-
edge that racism is not the only oppressive force in our lives. Nor do they wish
to complicate efforts to resist racism by acknowledging that black men can be
victimized by racism but at the same time act as sexist oppressors of black

women.*¢

Finally, characterizing street harassment as an African American cultural
phenomenon ignores the intersection of race and gender by “overlook[ing]
the way in which this sexual discourse reflects a differential power relationship
between men and women.”% This characterization also allows society to
avoid examining “the different means by which these [African American cul-
tural] practices are maintained and legitimated,” thereby perpetuating the
subordination of African American women.* : '

Multiple Consciousness and Street Harassment:
Incorporating African American Women’s Experience

Including African American women’s experiences in the street harassment
discourse enlightens women to their multiple consciousness and provides all
women with a tool that enables them to cope with the sociZi and psychologi-
cally oppressive effects of street harassment. By embracing the multiplicitous
self, African American women, as the descendants of slaves, have learned how
to handle the multiple forms of oppression, including gender 4nd racial op-
pression. Recognizing a multiple consciousness helps women deconstruct and
accept their experiences with street harassment. By embracing the multiple
parts of self and moving away from a binary construction of “self,” we also rec-
ognize the possibility for internal contradiction.

African American women have historically and consistently existed in a
zone of dissonance. African American women, as society’s “other,” are disen-
franchised and excluded from society in many ways. At the same time, African
American women are “essential for [society’s] survival because those individ-
uals who stand at the margins of society clarify its boundaries. African Amer-
ican women, by not belonging, emphasize the significance of belonging.”*°

The multiple consciousness is yet another site of identity, where both the
subjective self and the objective self coexist. Recognizing this site of identity
will allow women to shift their energies from deconstructing and understand-
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A New Definition for the Effects
of Street Harassment: Spirit-Murder

Including African American women’s experiences in street harassment dis-
course provides a fuller understanding of how all women may experience street
harassment. This inclusion also provides access to a broader term that ma
more fully reflect street harassment’s invidious role in terrorizing all Womeny
Law professor Patricia Williams states that “[a] fundamental part of ourselves.
and of our dignity is dependent upon the uncontrollable, powerful, external
observers who constitute society.”*® Engaging in racist behavior ,Which is
the overt expression of the internalized “system of formalized dist,ortions of
thought,”5! leads to the “disregard for others whose lives qualitatively depend
on our regard.” 2 Williams terms this disregard “spirit-murder,” a phenome-
non that creates and perpetuates social structures that are defined by hate and
fe:.ir: and give unexpressed feeling an outlet. While Williams’s discussion of
spirit-murder encompasses only race, Adrien Wing incorporates sexism into
.thF concept of spirit-murder.5* While spirit-murder is the cumulative effect
it is made up of micro aggressions, “Ihlundreds, if not thousands of spirit in—’
juries and assaults—some major, some minor— the cumulative effect of which
is the slow death of the psyche, the soul and the persona.;’ *% In the context of
street harassment, it is easy to understand spirit-murder as being subjected to
many incidences of street harassment each day. To gain a fuller understand-
ing of street harassment and its impact on African American women, it is nec-
essary to place street harassment in the continuum of behavior tha; includes
spirit-murder. Using these terms, one can understand the ful] extent to which
all women are terrorized.

R_edeﬁning street harassment as spirit-murder benefits not only African
American women, but all women. It allows for recognition of the “other”
harms that women suffer, which may or may not be due to their gender. Fur-
thermore, defining street harassment as “spirit-murder” both helps t(; ive
street harassment a name and identifies the harasser’s wrong instead of fOCg:IS—
ing on the target. An objective definition of street harassment focuses on the
harasser’s actions as a form of intrusion instead of “looking to” or blamin
the female target. When African American women’s experiences are incof
porat:ed into the street harassment discourse, women are empowered with a
terminology that fully portrays the depth of women’s experiences with street
harassment.

The first step in recognizing an act as a harm is the accurate construction of

that act. Once street harassment is constructed and understood to be a harm

(tihat plays a role in the sexual terrorism that governs women’s lives by gen-
erizing the street in order to inati

derizing etir " to perpetuate female subordination, street harass-
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cate 2 harm, we must give the harm a name. Employing the term “street ha-
rassment” to describe the type of behavior is one step toward breaking the si-
lence and misconceptions that surround street harassment.

Including African American women’s experiences within street harass-
ment and recognizing the different ways African American women experience
street harassment due to their experiences with slavery broaden street harass-
ment discourse. This inclusion provides both access to a term, multiple con-
sciousness, that defines the site in which the harm occurs, and a broader
meaning of the effects of street harassment, spirit-murder. These terms give
women a fuller understanding of the harm street harassment causes.

Naming the harm gives all women the tools with which street harassment
can be dismantled and gives them the strength to speak out, up, and loud in
response to street harassment.
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