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PROVING POWER: 
MEN'S OPINIONS ON GENDERED PUBLIC 

HARASSMENT

Mia Newell

New College of Florida, 2013

  ABSTRACT

The objective of this study was to understand the relationship between 

masculinity and public harassment. By examining men's understandings of harassment, 

and motivations for these types of interactions, a broader exploration of gender 

performativity and the role of masculinity in public spaces was made possible. Fifteen 

semi-structured interviews were conducted with men in public spaces. Participants' 

descriptions of harassment highlighted beliefs that harassment is about achieving, 

expressing, and maintaining power. These men identified proving masculinity as a 

motivation for harassing women in public. They also believed that harassment was 

related to a desire to feel powerful and express heterosexual desire. Although most 

participants did not link these concepts to masculinity, theoretical understandings of 

masculinity highlight that power, dominance, and aggressive sexuality are all important 

components of masculine identity. Despite these implications in regards to masculinity 

and power, however, participants generally did not see harassment as being a legitimate 

iv



threat towards women. Participants tended to believe that harassers believe that harassers 

are not violent, but instead are socially inept, even though most of these participants had 

previously indicated that men engage in harassment to feel powerful. This contradiction 

highlights a societal tendency to shield men from the consequences of masculine 

indiscretions. 

Thesis Sponsor, Emily Fairchild

Division of Social Sciences
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I. Introduction

I was visiting a friend and went for a run through their neighborhood, when a 
man in a blue truck started following me (yelling the usual crap). Luckily there 
was a fire station near by, I noticeably walked in the next time he came around. 
The firefighters there were furious and offered to give me a ride home and 
wanted to know what he looked like. I was really grateful those guys were there, 
but I think they didn’t understand that I don’t want to be protected, I want to 
be free. - Sarasota, FL1 (stopstreetharassment.org)

Women's harassment by strangers in the public realm is highly prevalent, with 85-

99% of women experiencing this phenomenon (Macmillan, Nierobisz & Welsh 2000; 

Fairchild & Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010; Wesselmann & Kelly 2010). The issue of 

public harassment is one that has been largely ignored by scholars of gender 

performativity, urban sociology, and masculinity. The prevalence of these incidents, 

paired with this lack of scholarly attention, signifies that harassment has become a 

normalized feature of public space. This site of inequality is overlooked, in spite of its 

documented impact on women's psychological well-being, primarily in regard to a 

perceived lack of safety (Gardner 1995; Tuerkheimer 1997; Macmillan et. al 2000; 

Fairchild & Rudman 2008; Doan 2010; Fairchild 2010; Wesselmann & Kelly 2010). In 

particular, public harassment reinforces a fear of sexual assault in the women who 

experience it (Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild & Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010; 

Wesselmann & Kelly 2010), and increases perceptions of the likelihood that sexual 

assault will occur (Fairchild & Rudman 2008). The threat of victimization is so pervasive 

1 Source: “Harassment Stories” http://www.stopstreetharassment.org/2011/03/i-dont-want-to-be-
protected-i-want-to-be-free/
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that women may limit their use of public space (Fairchild & Rudman 2008; Macmillan et.  

al 2000) or drastically alter their lifestyles in undignified ways so that they might feel 

safer (Gardner 1989; 1995). 

The current study examines men's perceptions of public harassment, with the goal 

of understanding the relationship between masculinity, harassment, and public space. 

Insight into these relationships allows for a closer examination of the motivations behind 

public harassment. This research not only addresses the more practical concerns related to 

harassment, but also adds to theoretical understandings of gender performativity, and the 

role of gender in public space. Men's perceptions of public harassment were collected 

through brief, semi-structured interviews, which touched upon participants' 

understandings of harassing behaviors, potential motivations for harassment, and whether 

or not harassment constitutes a threat. Each of these topics relate to harassment as a 

gendered public behavior, in which public space becomes an avenue for performing 

gender identities. 

Public harassment can be understood as a manifestation of expectations for 

gendered interactions. One way to think about gender appropriate public behavior is 

through the framework of “doing gender.” West and Zimmerman (1987) theorized that 

individuals perform gender, and this performance is assessed in accordance with an 

“accountability structure.” This accountability structure is formed by societal conceptions 

of how an individual should behave in relation to what social group they are assumed to 

belong to. Men's understandings of harassment can highlight the gendered expectations 

of interactions between strangers in public space, which may help to reveal the type of 
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masculinity that is being achieved through public harassment. 

The perpetrators of public harassment do not belong to just one group in relation 

to  race, age, class or ability; gender is the only characteristic common to the harassers, as 

individuals from a variety of backgrounds engage in this activity (Gardner 1989; 1995; 

Macmillan et. al 2000; Wesselmann & Kelley 2010). Despite the fact that the 

overwhelming majority of harassment is performed by men, little attention has been paid 

to their involvement in this phenomenon. The work that does indicates that men use 

public harassment as a way to cement relationships with other men (Wesselmann & Kelly 

2010). However, this explanation is not sufficient, as it does not explain why men harass 

when they are alone. Kimmel (1993) theorizes that men are caught in a “crisis of 

masculinity,” searching for the meaning of manhood in an era where women are entering, 

and succeeding in, previously male-dominated realms. As one of the last spheres in which 

equality is contested, bodies have recently become a location for men to assert 

differences and bodily superiority (Dworkin & Wachs 2009). Public harassment is not a 

new phenomenon, as can be seen in the history of harassment that has served to maintain 

a gendered public-private divide in public space (Wilson 1991). I will argue, however, 

that the current incarnation of public harassment is a way in which differences between 

male and female bodies are asserted and maintained through an underlying threat of 

victimization of women; it is a site in which sexual terrorism is employed against women, 

and the sexual content of slurs serves to remind women of their vulnerability to violent 

attacks (Davis 2002). 

Before public harassment became a topic in social research, the overwhelming 
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majority of theorists identified public space as gender neutral. Goffman (1963) discussed 

the concept of “civil inattention” as individuals maintaining public order by pretending to 

be unaware of those around them in public space to allow for privacy and anonymity. 

However, public harassment is a clear breach of civil inattention. The prevalence of 

public harassment poses a challenge to Goffman's gender neutral analysis, and indicates 

that public space is, indeed, gendered. Contemporary theorists posit that public space is a 

male sphere, and public harassment is a way in which women are reminded that they do 

not belong, reinforcing the gendered public-private divide by sending the message to 

women that they do not belong in public spaces, and as long as they are present they will 

face humiliation and predation (Gardner 1995).

Women are warned through advice books that it is their responsibility to prevent 

crimes from happening on their bodies (Gardner 1989; 1995). The fact that advice for 

women in public spaces outlines preventative measures rather than questioning women's 

unwarranted maltreatment, indicates that our culture normalizes male entitlement to,  

objectification of, and victimization of women's bodies. This victim blaming ideology is  

indicative of a rape culture (Kimmel 1993). In a rape culture, sexual assault is 

normalized, sexual harassment occurs in order to remind women that they are not equals, 

and men's greatest fears relate to being unmasculine in front of other men - a fear that is 

heightened by the equality of women. 

The current study adds to the body of literature about public space, and will also 

add to a dialogue that defines masculinity as performative, meaning that it is achieved 

through a display of gendered characteristics (Butler 1999; Connell 1995). Most 
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importantly, however, this research will add to the discussion of street harassment, which 

activists have begun to highlight as problematic in recent years, and may further efforts to 

promote public safety. At a historical moment in which women are reaching parity in 

formerly male-dominated spheres, and as differences in gender ideals are lessening 

(Dworkin and Wachs 2009), the assertion of dissimilarity becomes important if the 

gendered hierarchy is to remain in-tact (Kimmel 1993). As Kimmel (1993) points out, 

women have always been present in male spheres, but "it's not their presence that is 

threatening the men; it's their equality" (p.149).

In the following section, previous literature will be examined which discusses 

harassment, public space, and masculinity. The third chapter will outline the methods 

used in this study, characteristics of participants, and the researcher's positionality. The 

fourth section will present the findings of this research, as well as a discussion of themes 

that were prevalent throughout the interviews. In the final chapter, I will discuss the 

implications of this work, and make recommendations for future research on this topic. 
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II. Literature Review

Though there is little literature that revolves around masculinity and public 

harassment, previous works related to public space, gender performativity, and 

harassment may help to illuminate this phenomenon. Theorists in the field of urban 

sociology highlight that public space allows the manifestation of social values (Lefebvre 

1991). Within this space, social interactions occur which also demonstrate these values 

(Duneier 1999). Gender performativity is an example of these values, as gendered ideals 

are expected, enacted, and reinforced, through interactions (West and Zimmerman 1987). 

Because public harassment is a gendered phenomenon in which women are commonly 

harassed by men, stranger harassment in public space can be understood as "doing 

gender," which is the enactment of expected gendered behavior that serves to prove one's 

membership in a sex category of male or female. Public harassment can be understood as 

doing gender, in that its enactment is not outside of gendered norms, and in fact depends 

upon expectations of gendered behavior. Gendered expectations dictate that women 

should be open to men's advances (Grazian 2007), and men should be forward about their 

interests (Kimmel 1993). However, the values that are being reflected in these 

interactions are not well defined, as scholars have yet to adequately address the 

motivations behind gendered stranger harassment. This research will speak to men's 

reasons for harassing women in public. Through this, we will be able to gain a better 

understanding of masculinity, how it perpetuates harassment, and its role in public space.
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In reviewing previous literature on these topics, I will begin this chapter by 

exploring definitions of public harassment, and how this phenomenon is deeply tied to 

existing social hierarchies. I will then move on to discuss how social values are 

manifested in public space, and how these values relate to maintaining existing power 

dynamics, such as the public-private divide. In discussing the relationship between fear 

and power in public space, it will become clear that previous literature provides a link 

between masculinity and the importance of its public performance. Previous literature 

illustrates that the nuances of masculinity have yet to be examined in the context of 

public space. 

Defining Harassment

Scholars have defined public harassment in many different ways, often by naming 

particular behaviors such as catcalling, whistling, staring, having crude or offensive jokes 

made at one's expense, being pressured to cooperate sexually, and getting pinched, 

fondled, grabbed, or assaulted by strangers (Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild & Rudman 

2008; Kearl 2010). More broadly, this type of harassment has been defined as messages 

which reinforce the idea that women do not belong in public spaces, and as long as they 

are present, they will face humiliation and predation (Gardner 1989; 1995). Gardner 

(1989) defines street remarks as "free and evaluative commentary that one individual 

offers to an unacquainted other in public places" (48). These street remarks were often 

made by men towards women, and occurred through requests for public aid, talk about 

similarities, service encounters, and in reprimanding a stranger for being out of role. 
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Gardner takes particular interest in the reprimanding of role violations. She asserts that 

women's mere presence in public takes them out of their gender-appropriate role, and that 

street remarks are a way to control women in public spaces. Street remarks, in Gardner's 

analysis, are meant to be embarrassing for the woman, in that they (especially their 

appearances) are being evaluated, yet social norms make it inappropriate for them to 

respond to their harassers (whether in a positive or negative way): "To respond to a street 

remark is to ratify an otherwise forbidden state of talk between strangers - no matter that 

the male commentator has made the first move, the woman's ratification constitutes a 

virtual admission that his street remark is legitimate and a denigration of her own status 

as in-role" (1989:51).

Experience with stranger harassment has negative effects on women, and 

increases their levels of anxiety across several public contexts, and even in the home. 

Though numbers vary depending on the study, 85-99% of individuals experience 

harassment (Macmillan et al. 2000; Fairchild and Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010; Kearl 

2010). In one study, 32% of participants had been followed by a stranger, and 18% 

witnessed a stranger expose himself intentionally (Macmillan et al. 2000). In a different 

study, 36% reported experiencing unwanted touching or stroking by a stranger once a 

month, 30.3% had encountered subtle pressure to cooperate sexually by a stranger once a 

month, and 26.3% were forcefully fondled or grabbed by a stranger once a month 

(Fairchild and Rudman 2008). These experiences can be characterized as sexual coercion 

or assault. 

Despite the fact that public harassment is an issue that primarily affects 
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individuals who are assumed to be women, it is not just about gender, but about power. 

Harassment cannot be adequately conceptualized without examining the ways in which 

identities intersect with one another, and how presumed identities, outside of gender, 

result in different experiences of harassment. Not only do different axes of identity relate 

to the type of harassment that an individual is exposed to, but they also influence how the 

harassment is experienced, and how it is responded to. For instance, the stereotype of a 

loud, hypersexual, Black woman suggests that this group may respond more often, or 

more confidently to street harassment. Harassers who wish to elicit this response might 

target this group, and Black women who are faced with this harassment might feel 

pressured to resist responding, as doing so could reinforce these racist sexual stereotypes 

(Mills 2007). Racial identities also relate to how often harassment is experienced, with 

women of color reporting a much higher frequency of incidents (Kearl 2010). Often, 

sexist comments are made in conjunction with racial slurs and reflect stereotypes of 

women of color as promiscuous and sexually available (Davis 2002; Mills 2007; Kearl 

2010). 

Because harassment is about power, other marginalized experience a high 

frequency of harassment in relation to their identities. This can be observed from the rates 

of violence against trans women, the fact that passersby often demand sexual 

performances from lesbian couples (Kearl 2010), and the insults directed towards 

individuals with visible disabilities (Gardner 1995). By examining how identities such as 

gender, ability, race, and sexual orientation intersect and relate to experiences of 

harassment, it becomes clear that harassment is deeply linked to social power dynamics.
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The phenomenon of public harassment complicates widely held theories 

concerning rules of behavior in public space. The concept of civil inattention is the idea 

that unacquainted persons in public will acknowledge one another, and their usage of 

shared space, in an unthreatening and unobtrusive manner, while recognizing that they 

have no relationship and are therefore not entitled to conversation, personal information, 

resources, or the personal space of one another. In abiding by this rule of civil inattention, 

individuals communicate respect for one another's privacy, and assure recipients that they 

are not a target of ill intentions. Adversely, behavior that violates civil inattention, when 

enacted by strangers, may constitute a threat to one's safety (Goffman 1963; 1971). This 

idea of civil inattention is incongruent with the realities of public harassment. In fact,  

public harassment is the opposite of civil inattention, as women understand harassment to 

be both obtrusive and threatening (Gardner 1989; Macmillan et al. 2000; Fairchild & 

Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010; Wesselmann & Kelly 2010). It is, however, short-sighted 

to insinuate that it is harassment alone that is obtrusive and threatening; the reason that 

harassment can be threatening is because there is power behind that threat, and the power 

comes from the social hierarchies that are reinforced through harassment.

Social Values and Public Space

The social interactions that take place in public spaces are also reflections of 

values (Duneier 1999). In Sidewalk, Duneier (1999) complicates the idea that social, 

political, and economic forces are manifested in behavior on the street. Duneier 

demonstrates that the intersections of race, class, and gender allow for power struggles to 
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ensue on the sidewalks. Duneier explores the limitations of perceived safety in stranger 

interactions, in part by discussing the vendors in Greenwich Village (often unhoused men 

of color) and their relationship with the upper-middle-class white women who pass by. 

Through harassment, unhoused vendors attempt to use their masculine privilege to gain 

power over the women who have higher status in regards to race and class. By using 

conversation analysis, Duneier illustrates how these individuals use "interactional 

vandalism" in public to achieve power. Duneier indicates that passersby employ many 

tactics in order to avoid being perceived as "rude," but the unhoused vendors often use 

their knowledge of conversation against those of higher statuses, forcing them to either be 

rude or comply. Specifically, the unhoused men use their position as men to take charge 

of the interactions. The way in which the individual frames these interactions, and the 

confidence with which he engages, allows him to define the interaction, and the people 

involved, in a way that favors him and his actions. The pressure to comply with 

traditional femininity in public adds an additional layer of tension in incidents of 

harassment. Part of the reason why women may avoid being rude public space is because 

being rude means acting out of the idealized “feminine” role (Gardner 1995). Because 

harassers expect women to act in this feminine manner (West and Zimmerman 1987), 

they use this to their advantage by creating situations that either compromise their 

performance of femininity, or their comfort. 

 Despite the fact that these women are accosted with compliments in regard to 

their appearance and assertions of intimacy, Duneier (1999) denies that the perception of 

sexualized threat is the issue in this environment: "We might speculate that the layering 
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of race-class-gender differences on top of micro-level conversational trouble leads to a 

tension well out of proportion to any material or physical harm the interactions 

themselves might involve" (214). This delegitimizing of a threatening atmosphere for 

women in relation to bodily harm is common in our society (Madriz 1997). The 

normalization of stranger harassment allows for these actions to go unchallenged. 

Though harassment is often not framed as dangerous, victims are blamed for 

exposing themselves to risk if they do complain (Madriz 1997). Stereotypes about what 

constitutes a legitimate victim are based on myths and false dichotomies, relegating 

women to the roles of saints or sinners. If a woman faces public harassment, some aspect 

of the circumstances – whether she is out after dark, alone in the city, seen as too 

feminine or too masculine - will likely be interpreted so that she is a “vamp” rather than a 

“victim.” The tendency to blame women for their harassment, especially by the police, 

reinforces the idea that their objectification is legitimate, that nothing about harassment  

denotes danger or a threat, and defines harassment as appropriate public behavior. These 

ideas reinforce notions of the public-private gender divide, in which women belong in the 

home, and are not fit to exist within the public realm (Madriz 1997).

Ruth Lister (2003) argues that the public-private divide is often achieved through 

ideals concerning appropriate behavior, and limits women's rights as citizens, their 

participation in the community, and their human agency. Harassment can be understood 

as a manifestation of the desire to preserve the public-private divide, as it effectively 

serves to promote the message that the public realm is a masculine one. The argument for 

maintaining the public-private divide often revolves around concern over women's safety 

12



(Gardner 1995; Madriz 1997; Wilson 1991). However, this argument for safety is often 

conflated with the desire to maintain women's sexual purity. Elizabeth Wilson (1991) 

outlines a history of the city as a sexualized arena. Especially prevalent in her analysis is 

that public space was where men have historically escaped from the private sphere in 

search of extramarital affairs. The societal fears regarding women in public, therefore, is 

their presence "as temptress, as whore, as fallen woman" (Wilson 1991:6). The archetype 

of tainted femininity in the city is often applied to women who have not successfully 

avoided criminal activity in the public realm (Madriz 1997). In conjunction with this 

notion, the conflation of safety and purity serves to hide that real threats exist. 

This notion of feminine protectionism, however, may only be true for white 

women. Women of color are often stereotyped as being promiscuous and sexually 

available. They also experience higher rates of sexual violence. Historically, women of 

color have been dehumanized and animalized through sexualization, whether by slave 

owners (Kearl 2010) or through advertising. Stereotypes about Black women as jezebels 

remain salient, and are reflected in their interactions in public (Davis 2002). In fact, 

Black women who have experienced harassment often report that their harassers assumed 

they were prostitutes (Mills 2007; Kearl 2010). The differences in the harassment faced 

by white women and women of color is due to "true womanhood" being defined through 

a white lens historically. For instance, the comments that Black women endure are often 

based on comparisons to ideals of white femininity (Davis 2002). 

With women of color having these experiences in pubic space, it becomes clear 

that the public realm is not only masculinized, but it is also white. Since this space is not 
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constructed in a way that ensures safety for marginalized groups, individuals often adapt 

by finding strategies that work best for their situations. However, a pervasive fear of 

crime leads women to adopt strategies that may lead to masculine dependence, and a 

weaker sense of self-efficacy (Gardner 1989; 1995). 

In popular culture, there is a normalization of women's fear of public places. 

Advice books written for women about navigating these spaces tend to reinforce a fear of 

crime, and women are taught to prevent crime by managing their appearances. There is 

an emphasis in this literature on maintaining femininity, while masking it. Through 

striking the right balance, the reader is told, she will be able to avoid attracting unwanted 

sexual attention, or slurs related to a perceived lack of femininity. Often, women are 

conscious of crime when selecting clothing (for instance, women may have a hard time 

running from criminals if they wear high-heals in public). The readers are also 

encouraged to adopt repellent qualities, so that potential attackers will be too repulsed to 

attack. The teaching of self-defense in this genre relates to repulsion, in that the woman is 

told to yell to her attacker that she had a sexually transmitted disease, or is menstruating. 

Writers of these advice books advise women to attempt to mitigate potential criminal  

behavior by selecting workplaces, activities, and routes that are safer. One of the 

predominant pieces of advice for women in public spaces, however, is to use men for 

protection. Male friends and neighbors are conceptualized as people to seek out in times 

of danger or potential escorts when in public. These tactics often make it difficult to 

retain self respect and self-confidence. In being accompanied by someone who can be 

used as protection, women form a sense of self that is weak, and lose self-confidence 
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about their own abilities (Gardner 1995; 1989). 

These advice books not only serve to reinforce a fear of public space, but they 

also imply that it is a woman's responsibility to ensure that crime does not happen to her. 

The insistence that crimes can be prevented through these tactics only serves to minimize 

the actions of the criminals, normalizing male entitlement to, objectification of, and 

victimization of women's bodies. This is characteristic of a rape culture (Kimmel, 1993). 

When talking about crime, it is important to note that women's general fear of crime is 

coupled with fears of sexual violence. Women understand that, while a man might have 

his possessions stolen by a stranger, a woman may be robbed and sexually assaulted by 

that same stranger. This "shadow of sexual assault" hypothesis has been discussed by 

many authors, who indicate that women's dread of public spaces because of their fears of 

assault are linked to their experiences with harassment (Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild 

and Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010). Higher rates of public harassment are correlated with 

higher levels of fear regarding sexual assault, as well as a higher perceived likelihood of 

being sexually assaulted (Fairchild and Rudman 2008). The threat of victimization is so 

pervasive that women may limit their use of public space (Macmillan et al. 2000; 

Fairchild & Rudman 2008) or drastically alter their lifestyles in undignified ways so that 

they might feel safer (Gardner 1989;1995). 

With fears of sexual violence being so deeply related to public harassment, it 

becomes clear that harassment serves to reinforce the public-private divide, in that 

women become fearful of being in public spaces. Davis (2002) understands this fear as 

being a part of a larger system of sexual terrorism, in which "men's systematic control 
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and domination of women [occurs] through actual and implied violence" (215). Davis 

asserts that women's psychological oppression serves as the context in which street 

harassment can occur, but highlights that this form of harassment is just one of many 

ways in which sexual terrorism pervades the lives of women. Public harassment is a site 

in which sexual terrorism is employed against women, and the sexual content of slurs 

serves to remind women of their vulnerability to violent attacks (Davis 2002). This is 

something that women are conscious of, as reflected in interviews with victims of 

harassment. Not only do women believe that men can harass women without facing any 

consequences, but they also have an understanding that men control the streets (Madriz 

1997). 

The Performance of Masculinity 

Because masculinity is primarily performed for other men (Grazian 2007), and the 

public realm is most often conceptualized as a masculine realm (Lister 2003), one can 

deduce that men perform a version of masculinity in public that would be acceptable to 

other men. Since much of this performance revolves around proving heterosexuality 

(Grazian 2007), public harassment - where comments are often about intimacy and the 

woman's appearance - can be understood as a ritual in which heterosexuality is being 

proven to other men. Often times, proving one's heterosexuality is achieved through the 

domination of women as sexual objects (Kimmel 2000; Grazian 2007). Men's attempts to 

dominate women in public space becomes increasingly important as it becomes clear that 

ideas concerning men's bodily superiority are related to the threat of violence 
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(Brownmiller 1975; Messner 1990; Kimmel 2000; Dworkin and Wachs 2009). In fact, 

scholars have indicated that violence is an avenue for men to demonstrate masculinity 

(Messner 1990; Kaufman 2001), while reinforcing gendered expectations of men being as 

stronger than women (Anderson & Umberson 2001). It has also been noted that violence 

is enacted to compensate for a threat to one's masculine identity (Totten 2003). The 

contemporary crisis of masculinity may be one reason behind men's performance of an 

obtrusive and threatening masculinity in public spaces. 

The crisis of masculinity can be understood as a defense mechanism which occurs 

in times where gender equality seems to be reaching parity. Many scholars indicate that 

the crisis of masculinity leads men to enact a version of masculinity that serves to 

emphasize the differences between men and women, and to maintain gendered power-

dynamics (Connell 1995; Kimmel 2000). The most recent crisis of masculinity developed 

in response to the success of the second wave feminist movement, women entering 

traditionally male realms, the closing gap between ideal masculine and feminine 

behaviors, the increasing role of fathers in family life, and a broader acceptance of 

emotional display for privileged men (Kimmel 2000). In their book, Body Panic, 

Dworkin and Wachs (2009) assert that the version of masculinity resulting from the 

recent crisis in masculinity, focuses on bodily difference as a means for asserting male 

dominance and physical superiority. Through an examination of fitness culture, Dworkin 

and Wachs highlight that the crisis is paradoxically constructed and partially resolved 

through men's body panic, which creates an imperative to shape oneself into a heavily 

gendered body. The increase in men's physical size can be understood as a masculinist 
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response to increasing gender parity, in that there is a drive to maintain masculine 

superiority. This shift in maintaining gender differences through the body rests on the 

idea that the male body is superior because of the use, or threat, of violence (Brownmiller 

1975; Messner 1990).

Masculinist responses to rapid changes in gender roles often reflect a fear of male 

feminization (Dworkin and Wachs 2009), which can be understood as impulse to protect 

the gendered order more broadly, as masculinity is socially defined in opposition to 

femininity (Connell 1995). Though the body is one of the last terrains in which equality is 

contested (Dworkin and Wachs), bodily superiority is only one facet of the performance 

of masculinity. Goffman (1959) in his work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, 

analyzes interactions from a dramaturgical perspective, asserting that individuals are 

actors, their expressions and actions are played out on the "front stage," and roles are 

performed for an audience. Within this framework, individuals attempt to project a stable 

self image so that they will not appear discreditable to others, who may interpret 

inconsistent identity displays to mean that one is somehow tainted or unworthy of trust. 

In public, the performance of masculinity by men may be necessitated by a desire to 

maintain a credible masculine identity, as they are expected by others who assume their 

sex category, to abide by a set of behaviors that are presumed to go along with that 

category (West and Zimmerman 1987); and these behaviors may be related to the set of 

characteristics associated with hegemonic masculinity.

Because there are many different behaviors associated with masculinity, 

performing it may be complex. Studies often cite hegemonic ideals of masculinity as 
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being comprised of four main characteristics: being unfeminine (No Sissy Stuff), 

emotionally stable (Sturdy Oak), successful through wealth or social status (Big Wheel), 

and aggressive (Give 'em Hell) (Brannon 1985; Thompson, Grisanti and Pleck 1985; 

Walker, Tokar and Fischer 2000). However, Raewyn Connell (1995) in Masculinities, 

contests the notion that we can have such generalized definitions of masculinity, as very 

few individuals are capable of upholding hegemonic masculinity through their actions. 

Rather, hegemonic masculinity - the socially dominant definition of masculinity - is  

sustained by the aggressive actions of the minority, and a much less visible majority 

engage in many different types of masculinity. Complicit masculinity, for instance, 

highlights groups that benefit from ideas of male domination, but do not actively support 

it. Subordinated and marginalized masculinities are devalued and are always relative to 

the dominant group's definitions of masculinity. Despite the breadth of masculine 

expressions possible, Connell illustrates through interviews with men from various 

backgrounds, that individuals will often attempt to negotiate their identities within the 

framework of hegemonic masculinity, in order to make their situations compatible with 

societal ideals. An example of this is Adler's (1929) idea of the “masculine protest,” in 

which individuals will exaggerate certain tenants of hegemonic masculinity when some 

form of weakness (such as low socioeconomic status or a sign of femininity) is 

highlighted. Connell's work here highlights that masculine performances are deeply tied 

to proving membership in the hegemonic group, allowing them to occupy a more 

valuable and powerful position in society. 

How then do men prove membership in this hegemonic group? Various scholars 
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have concluded that masculinity is primarily performed for other men (Connell 1995; 

Kimmel 2000; Grazian 2007). As heterosexuality is a prime component of masculinity 

(Connel 1995; Grazian 2007), men often come together in order to ritualistically display, 

and prove, their heterosexuality. Grazian (2007) highlights how the "girl hunt" is often 

engaged in as a homosocial activity between young men, who very rarely end up finding 

any girls who want to spend time with them. Another aspect of the "girl hunt" that 

Grazian explores is the public portrayal of situational dominance - meaning that a man 

has successfully 'won' an interaction. Despite the fact that this research seems to 

illuminate the dynamics of public harassment, it focuses on young men and cannot be 

generalized to all harassers. In fact, harassment by young men is not perceived as 

threatening to the same extent that harassment by older men is (Fairchid 2010). Because 

masculinity intersects with age to create an ideal masculinity that is more likely to be 

achieved by middle-aged men, this group has more power in our society than do their 

younger counterparts (Brannon 1985; Thompson et. al 1985; Connell 1995; Walker et. al 

2000).

 In order to more fully understand why a powerful group would engage in 

harassment, it is important to examine the motivations behind harassment for older men. 

With masculinity being a highly performative aspect of identity, the phenomenon of 

public harassment indicates that something about masculinity necessitates the 

performance of an identity that can be achieved through harassment. By asking men 

about public harassment, we may be able to understand how men conceptualize the 

relationship between masculinity and public space. In this research, I will attempt to get 
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at these answers by examining men's understandings of public harassment, and what they 

believe the underlying goal is in these interactions. Through this, it may be possible to get 

a better understanding of the relationship between masculinity and public harassment.
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III. Methodology

Sample and Recruitment

In order to understand the role of masculinity and harassment in public space, I 

conducted fifteen semi-structured interviews with men age forty and over. I chose this 

population for several reasons. According to West and Zimmerman (1987), individuals 

assume others' sex based on their appearances, and expect that others will act in 

accordance to the gendered norms that are associated with that sex. By interviewing men 

about other men's activities in public space, I expected that they answer in a way that 

would reflect their conceptions of masculinity. Their knowledge of how to comply with 

expectations for masculine behavior in public space provides an opportunity to get an in 

depth understanding of masculinity, and its role in public space. I chose this age group, 

too, because participants may answer in a way that reflect their ideas of men of their own 

age. I wanted to understand this age group specifically because women who have been 

harassed find men who are forty and over as being most threatening (Fairchild 2010). 

I used convenience sampling as a way to recruit participants, as I was unable to 

randomly sample, and did not have a goal of achieving a representative sample. 

Convenience sampling was the most efficient and accessible way for me to achieve my 

goals of exploring the opinions of men in the general public who used public spaces. 

Because of this, the data presented here cannot be expanded to represent the views of all 

men in this demographic. Instead, the findings of this study can be seen as ideas that do 
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exist among some individuals who occupy public spaces, and prompt further research 

into the relationship between masculinity and public space.

Of my participants, all but one of them identified as white. Participants' ages 

ranged from 40-79, with the average age being 54. I conducted my interviews at coffee 

shops, a local pier, and a variety of places in the downtown area of Sarasota, including 

stores, outside seating areas, sidewalks, and bars. I chose these research locations because 

they were easy ways to reach members of the general public. I initially had a difficult 

time finding participants because people who I approached declined to participate unless 

they were alone. Only one of my participants was not alone when I approached him to be 

a part of my study. After being rejected multiple times by people who were with others, I 

then decided to only approach individuals who were by themselves. This led me to spend 

more time recruiting participants in coffee shops and bars than in the other research 

locations where people tended to be with others. Early in my interviewing, I realized that 

men in their forties and fifties were more difficult to find than those who were sixty and 

over. I began convenience sampling for individuals towards the younger end of the age 

group. 

When deciding on which individuals to approach for participating in this study, I 

decided to first approach individuals who were alone and who appeared to be engaging in 

activities that could reasonably be interrupted without inconveniencing or disturbing the 

individual, such as standing alone, reading, or watching television in the research 

location. Choosing individuals who were alone or engaged in these behaviors allowed me 

to choose participants more manageably, and led to few situations where there were 
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multiple individuals who I could approach. When there were multiple individuals who I 

deemed available to be approached in my research setting, I interviewed both of them, 

choosing to first interview the younger looking person, as men in their forties and fifties 

were more difficult to access. 

As it became increasingly difficult to find individuals who were alone in the 

downtown area, I chose to conduct some of this research in bars after noticing many men 

by themselves in these locations who fit my sample criteria. When interviewing in bars, I 

recruited participants differently to avoid including individuals who were too intoxicated 

to consent to be a part of this research. Instead of interviewing people who were already 

at the bar, and had presumably been drinking, I only approached individuals who were 

just arriving at the location, and asked them if they were intoxicated. Four of my 

interviews were conducted at bars, and all of these participants were under 50 years old. 

Other than recruiting slightly younger participants at these locations, I saw no 

recognizable differences in interview responses from these individuals. 
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Procedure

Semi-structured interviews lasted from 6 to 28 minutes in length, with the average 

time being 10 minutes and 25 seconds. Interviews were chosen as the method of data 

collections so that participants could respond to questions at length, revealing their own 

opinions without being limited by closed responses. Probes were used to get more 

detailed explanations for participants' responses, which provided me with the information 

that comprises the bulk of this study. Because men in this age group have not been 

researched before in regards to public harassment, it would have also been limiting to 

create a survey with closed-choice responses based on research that had only been 

conducted on younger men. 

I began interviews by showing a brief harassment skit that is available on the 

internet.2 In this clip, a man harasses a woman on a subway, first trying to get her 

attention and then becoming angry and insulting her when she tells him to "get lost." This 

clip was made by a member of the Stop Street Harassment movement, who created the 

short as an example of a brief skit that could be performed in between subway stops. The 

purpose of the skit was to draw attention to street harassment as a problem, and to 

encourage bystanders to step in when harassment is happening around them. My thesis 

sponsor sent me the clip right as I hit a snag in my previous research plan, in which I 

proposed to interview men about their own engagement in harassing behaviors. I was told 

by a member of the Institutional Review Board that my initial project presented too much 

of a risk, as participants could reveal criminal behavior to me in the course of my 

research, and I would not be able to guarantee their protection. While I was trying to 

2 This video can be accessed at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=twapQ2qF_iQ
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work with my initial project idea, it became clear that I would likely get many untruthful  

answers in my interviews from individuals who would not want to disclose their own 

harassing behaviors, as this was a major finding in the work of Wesselmann and Kelly 

(2010), who found that individuals would deny their part in harassment, but would later 

admit to taking part in stranger harassment. In order to avoid these issues, I altered my 

research goals from understanding harassers' behaviors, to examining men's opinions on 

these behaviors. 

To avoid seeming as if I was insinuating that participants had engaged in 

harassing behaviors, I used the video as both an ice breaker and an introduction to the 

topic of harassment. Not only did this show participants an example of the harassment 

that we would later be discussing, but it also allowed me to approach the topic of 

harassment without being interpreted as accusatory and abrasive by potential participants, 

which could lead to defensiveness and an overall lack of responses. Using the video as a 

generalized example of harassment, and characterizing it as the behavior of other men 

rather than the behavior of participants, may have helped participants to discuss the topic 

more candidly than they would have if they believed I was connecting their responses to 

their own behavior. 

My interview questions touched on a variety of aspects of harassment, including 

definitions of harassment, common behaviors of harassers, explanations for harassment, 

and women's reactions to gendered harassment. Questions from my interview guide are 

listed in the Appendix. I refrained from asking participants questions about masculinity, 

power, or gender until they had answered more broad questions. I did this so that I would 
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not be influencing the participants to answer in a way that would keep them from 

discussing ideas that were salient to them. When participants mentioned these concepts in 

the interview, I asked them to expand on their answers. In cases where participants gave 

answers that did not relate these concepts, I asked them more specific questions. For 

instance, instead of asking participants if they felt that there was a gender-dynamic to 

harassment, I asked them if any groups of people were more likely to be harassed. If they 

did not mention gender as an important factor in harassment, I then asked them if they 

thought that women were more frequently harassed, and if men were typically the 

harassers. If they did mention gender, I asked them to expand on why this might be. 

Although this research design allowed me to access interesting information, there 

certainly were limitations. The video that I used to approach the topic urged viewers to 

“stop street harassment” at the end. This may have indicated to participants that I was 

opposed to street harassment, effecting the likelihood that they would express views to 

the contrary. Additionally, the use of interviews allowed me to explore participants' views 

in-depth, but may have lead them to be dishonest in their responses because of the lack of 

anonymity that accompanies face-to-face interactions.

Researcher's Positionality

Other factors, such as my gender, may have also had an effect on the efficacy of 

conducting interviews on this topic. My position as a woman throughout this research 

was both beneficial and disadvantageous. Research on interviewing highlights that 

women interviewers are understood by participants as being more trustworthy. However, 
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as a woman researching gendered harassment, it can be inferred by participants that I 

have experienced harassment, and have a negative attitude towards it. This could create 

an environment in which participants are less likely to reveal their honest beliefs about 

harassment, and presents a large limitation of this study. Future research should explore 

how the use of men interviewers would effect the responses of participants. If harassment 

is a behavior exhibited by men in order to demonstrate masculinity to other men, men 

interviewers may be able to illicit responses from participants that would likely not be 

revealed to women. Despite this challenge, participants typically gave detailed responses 

about harassment. When questioned about my own opinions on the topic, which 

happened only a few times throughout my research, I asked that we wait until the 

interview was over to discuss my views. In these conversations I presented myself as 

being against gendered harassment because of messages that are typically conveyed in 

these interactions, which characterize women as existing in public space for the visual 

enjoyment of men, as well as the idea that men are entitled to make evaluative 

commentary about women's bodies in these spaces. I also discussed the psychological 

literature on the subject which suggests that harassment has negative effects on women's 

perceptions of safety. These post-interview conversations were typically short, as those 

who asked my opinion saw gendered harassment as negative and seemed to agree with 

my perspective.

Participants were not chosen on the basis of their likelihood to harass, however, 

there were a few instances throughout my research where I came to realize that my 

participants may be inclined to harass. Ironically enough, they were the same participants 
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who expressed that harassment was something they were strongly against. In one of these 

instances, I interviewed a participant and returned to the research location the next day. 

The participant was there again, and a friend who was with me pointed him out and told 

me that he frequently and persistently makes evaluative comments to women about their 

appearances and makes her and her friends extremely uncomfortable. In another instance, 

a participant made comments about my appearance before, during, and after the 

interview. This participant also made frequent comments about me giving him a copy of 

the consent form as a way of giving him my phone number, presumably so that he could 

contact me for a date. This indicates that, although individuals may oppose stranger 

harassment, they are unaware of either their own engagement in harassment, or of the 

many different behaviors that can be considered harassment. 

Analysis

In the following chapter, I present the ideas that were most commonly expressed 

by participants throughout the interviews. In analyzing my data, I focused on three topics 

which my interview questions primarily addressed: participants' definitions of 

harassment, ideas about motivations for harassment, and their assessment of whether or 

not harassment presented a threat to those being harassed. When examining participants' 

definitions of harassment, I noted the key words used in their responses. I took into 

account participants' ideas about the specific actions associated with harassment, as well 

as more general ideas such as "attention seeking behavior." In reviewing participants' 

understandings of why men harass women in public, I recorded the most prevalent terms 
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that arose, as well as common explanations for why this may be, and how harassment 

helps harassers to achieve their goals. When analyzing responses to whether or not 

harassment is a threat to those facing harassment, several items were examined, including 

participants' ideas about women's perceptions, potential for violent behavior, and harasser 

intentions. To ensure participant's anonymity and confidentiality, pseudonyms have been 

assigned. However, I have included the participant's ages and race when using their 

quotes in my analysis, as it may help to contextualize the participants' perspectives.
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IV. ANALYSIS

In this section, I will discus prevalent themes that came up in my research. 

Primarily, these themes are related to the behaviors of harassers, and participants' 

explanations for these behaviors. Harassment was described by participants as a way to 

draw attention to themselves, and to assert power over others. Participants generally 

believed that men engaged in harassment as a way to prove masculinity and power, by 

exhibiting a variety of masculine behaviors in these types of interactions. Though 

participants indicated that there is a relationship between power, masculinity, and 

harassment, this complex relationship was understood by participants in a variety of 

ways. Once these findings have been presented in-depth, I will discuss the implications of 

these responses. Overall, participants had very different views about harassment than 

women who had experienced it, as is apparent when comparing participants' responses 

with the existing literature on women's experiences. This difference of opinion could be 

related to a lack of experience with being harassed, as well as a societal tendency to 

ignore men's transgressions and protect them from repercussions. An analysis matrix, 

showing participants individual responses to questions in different sections of the 

interview, is located in the appendix.

Understanding Harassment

In order to understand men's opinions on public harassment, I asked them a series 

of questions that got at what harassment is, and who it affects. When asked to describe 
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harassment, participants overwhelmingly gave short, vague definitions. Common 

descriptors for harassing behaviors were "rudeness," "being impolite," "yelling," and 

"annoying." Of my fifteen participants, only one individual mentioned that less overt 

behaviors could be considered harassment: "What is that called? Elevator eyes, you 

know? I was always taught that, in the hospitality business, saying 'Do not use the 

elevator eyes!' It doesn't have to be verbal" (Loren, white, 40). The descriptors used by 

these men to define harassment are interesting because they are generally much more 

vague than descriptors used by women, who take the content of what is being said, as 

well as the meanings of gestures, into account when determining if something is 

harassment. 

According to scholarly work on the subject, women tend to give specific and 

descriptive examples of harassment. They described particular behaviors such as using 

double entendres, staring, whistling, making evaluative comments under the guise of 

compliments, using vulgar language and insults, as well as physically pinching, grabbing, 

and even hitting (Gardner 1989; 1995; Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild & Rudman 

2008). These experiences were described as vulgar, degrading, embarrassing, and 

intrusive. The overall inability of my participants to give accurate and specific 

descriptions of harassment indicate that their lack of experience with being harassed as a 

woman leads to a difficulty in comprehending the reality of gendered harassment. 

Many participants indicated that harassment was intentionally disruptive. For 

many respondents, harassing interactions were seen as cries for attention, forcing an 

interaction between the harassed and the harasser. This is interesting because this 
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attention seeking behavior was framed by participants as a breech in social expectations, 

supporting Goffman's (1963; 1971) theory of civil inattention as expected of strangers in 

public spaces, while highlighting the lack of attention to gender in Goffman's analysis. 

Throughout his work on interactions in public space, Goffman used the lens of 

civil inattention to highlight that people strike a balance between ignoring one another,  

and being polite enough to share space with them. However, this analysis neglects to 

address how gender comes into play in public space. While many of my participants 

indicate a belief that men crave attention in public space, these participants do not 

suggest that it is common for harassers to try to get attention from other men. However, 

gendered expectations may explain why men feel more comfortable in trying to get 

attention from women in public. Traditional femininity ascribes particular traits to 

women, including the idea that women should be open and responsive to men's advances 

(Gardner 1995), allowing men to believe that they will be successful in getting and 

maintaining a woman's attention in public, in ways that they would not engage with men. 

Though Goffman may be correct in that there is an expectation for civil inattention in 

public spaces, he overlooks the fact that there are gendered expectations being negotiated 

simultaneously, and that these gendered expectations can be contradictory, and even 

override impulses towards civil inattention. 

While describing harassment, most participants indicated a belief that harassment 

is a gendered phenomenon, in that harassers are typically men and those being harassed 

are typically women. Most respondents indicated that women were often targeted because 

they are assumed to be docile and unlikely to fight back: "They feel like [women] are 
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weak, and a lot of men consider women to be chattel!" (Ron, white, 79). Of the 

participants who did not identify harassment as a gendered behavior, there was a 

tendency to assert that harassment did not, or rarely, occurred. These same individuals, 

however, told stories of harassment that they had witnessed, and in each of these 

accounts, a man was harassing a woman. Despite the fact that they did not believe that 

harassment even happened, they acknowledged that they had witnessed this kind of 

behavior. With this in mind, it stands to reason that these participants were able to ignore 

or deny the occurrence of gendered harassment, even though they had witnessed it, 

because they are not on the receiving end of it, or because they are members of the group 

that benefits from the supporting social structure. 

Despite the fact that gender was indicated as a prime component of harassment, 

participants highlighted that individuals are targeted for harassment for a variety of 

reasons in addition to gender. Over a third of participants indicated that harassers target 

those who are "weak," or "different" on the basis of age, race, religion, sexual orientation, 

ability, or class. From these descriptions, it becomes clear that harassment can be 

understood as an expression of prejudices. This leads to an interpretation of harassment 

as being a manifestation of societal power imbalances, as power is exercised by those in 

power by those with less power. Not only can harassment be understood as an expression 

of these power imbalances, but they also serve to support them by creating a situation in 

which individuals experience and witness power differentials and become more aware of 

their existence. Although there are many layers of oppression that are upheld by society, 

individuals can use the positions of power that they have relative to others to attain power 
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in these stranger interactions. Previous scholars have also discussed the relationship 

between harassment and societal power dynamics, highlighting that it is a way for 

individuals in disadvantaged positions to assert power over others (Duneier 1999). For 

instance, a man who is also a person of color can exercise their masculine privilege on 

white women through harassment, in spite of the power imbalances that exist between 

individuals of different races. However, scholars have also indicated that harassing 

behavior is prevalent among men of all groups, not excluding those in the highest 

positions in society (Gardner 1995). This highlights that harassment is not only enacted 

as a way to attain power over those who are in more advantaged positions than the 

harasser; the fact that harassment is enacted among these advantaged groups points to 

harassment as being an expression of the power that certain individuals hold, and a way 

for them to assert and reinforce this power. 

In sum, although the definitions of harassment given by participants were vague, 

they touched upon ideas of harassment as being intentionally disruptive, and relating to 

gender and other axes of oppression. It is likely that these definitions were kept vague in 

regards to specific actions on behalf of harassers because these participants do not 

experience this type of stranger harassment. Participants' descriptions of harassment as 

being intentionally disruptive highlight an expectation for civil inattention in public  

spaces, while the existence of this type of harassment points to competing expectations 

for public behavior, in which gendered expectations may override those for privacy. 

Participants also indicate that public harassment is a gendered phenomenon, in that 

women are targeted because they are perceived as being weak. Participants' discussions 
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of other groups that are targeted for harassment, however, demonstrates that this type of 

behavior may not just be about gender, but about achieving, expressing, and reinforcing 

power over groups that are perceived as less powerful. 

Why Harass?

Almost all of my participants concluded that harassers engage in harassment 

because it makes them feel powerful and dominant. How they believed dominance is 

established, however, was subject to more variability. A couple of participants indicated 

that establishing dominance was accomplished in ways that could reflect hostile views 

towards women. One participant indicated that harassment was a way to "retaliate" 

against all women for previous rejection, while another highlighted harassment as a way 

to establish ownership over women. About a quarter of participants explicitly related 

harassers' need to feel dominant, superior, and in control to masculinity:

"Interviewer: Do you think that the people harassing women know that it bothers them? 

Martin: Yes. That's why they do it. Yeah. Again, it goes back to their high. If they can 

make a woman cry, or scream, or whatever the case may be, they feel like they have the 

upper hand" (Martin, white, 49).

One of the ways that participants suggested dominance is achieved was through 

forcing reactions out of others. Jordan (white, 40), for instance, indicates that harassers 

are able to make themselves feel powerful by forcing others to notice them: "They are 

forcing a reaction that they wouldn't get otherwise. It's like, 'Hey look at me, here I am. 

You have to pay attention to me!'” This is related to the notion of "interactional terrorism" 

discussed by Duneier, who claimed that harassers used social expectations of politeness 
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to force others into conversations by intentionally overlooking social cues that indicated 

that an individual wants to end an interaction (1999). 

Despite the fact that Duneier pointed out that interactional terrorism happened 

primarily in the context of man on woman harassment, he did not discuss the gendered 

foundations and implications of this type of interaction. Interactional terrorism is 

contingent upon the feminine docility, in that a woman will not break the social 

expectations of politeness, as well as the masculine trait of assertiveness. 

Other participants believe that harassment is fueled by heterosexual desire, which 

has been indicated by scholars as a primary component of masculinity (Brannon 1985; 

Thompson et. al 1985; Walker et. al 2000). This unrestrained expression of masculine 

sexuality was justified by participants as "primal" or otherwise natural. Although Sam 

(white, 64) described harassment as a "lack of compassion," he naturalized these 

expressions of sexual desires: "They harass out of a combination of a primal urge and 

ignorance... It's what is called the 'prime directive' - survive to propagate! It's the primal, 

masculine urge that drives men to do it." Though only a few participants articulated 

aggressive sexual desires as being compulsory, many others indicated that sexuality 

played a role in men's harassing behaviors. 

 Though only a few participants explicitly linked power, dominance, and 

aggressive sexuality to masculinity, each of these explanations have been understood by 

scholars as expressions of masculinity (Messner 1990; Kimmel 1993; Connell 1995; 

Anderson & Umberson 2001; Grazian 2007). In West and Zimmerman's (1987) work, 

they theorize that individuals interact with one another in accordance to gendered 
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expectations as a way to verify their membership in a particular sex category. Because 

there are expectations from others for this gendered behavior, there is additional pressure 

to act in acceptable masculine or feminine ways. Men may feel that they are expected, 

and even encouraged to harass women in public, as individuals may believe that 

harassment is a way to display masculine attributes, and therefore a way to prove 

maleness. 

The majority of participants identified harassment as stemming from a need to 

prove masculinity. These participants attributed this need to prove masculinity to a 

variety of sources. Several participants suggested that harassment was primarily 

performed for other men. "It's the crux of it [harassment] - proving manhood to their little 

sub-harassers!" (T.D., white, 54). This relates to previous studies in which harassment 

was characterized as a way for bonding to occur among men, as they proved masculinity 

together (Grazian 2007). However, a few participants indicated that harassment was used 

as a way to show dominance, not only over women, but over other men: 

“Interviewer: And why do you think specifically that men harass women?
Alex: Macho dominance. 
 I: So you think it has to do with masculinity?
A: Yes
 I: Why?
A: To show that they're superior!
 I: Who do you think they are trying to show that to?
A: Other men - showing them that they can do whatever they want to do” 
(Alex, white, 54)

This indicates that harassment does not simply function to solidify relationships between 

men who harass together, but may also serve to communicate a threatening masculinity to 

other men. About a quarter of my participants found harassment to be an illegitimate way 

to achieve masculinity. Of these participants, many indicated that harassing women to 
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prove masculinity actually demonstrates insecurities about masculinity. Others 

characterized harassment as  being in opposition to their version of masculinity: "I would 

never allow a woman to be harassed in my company! I still consider myself a 

gentleman!" (David, white 68). Throughout his interview, David described himself as 

gentlemanly and chivalrous, and indicated that harassing women was contrary to this type 

of masculinity. 

This raises an interesting question about how one can achieve masculinity in 

acceptable ways. Scholars indicate that there is not only one masculine identity, but many 

masculinities that can be achieved in a variety of ways (Connell 1995). Connell (1995) 

discusses how masculinity can be proven by individuals in different social positions by 

asserting power over others through the positions of power that they occupy. For 

instance, individuals who are not in accordance with masculine ideals for high 

educational attainment may emphasize their physical strength through violence in order 

to assert their masculine power. In the context of this research, Connell's work indicates 

that my participants see harassment as a way for harassers to overcome the ways in which 

they fail to comply with hegemonic masculinity, or see it as a masculinity that is in 

conflict with other masculine ideals such as feminine protectionism. 

When talking about masculinity, many of my participants tended to use the term 

generally. Although I did not ask specifically how they conceptualized masculinity, 

almost half of my participants offered their ideas about what kind of masculinity is being 

highlighted through harassment. Of these participants, most indicated that harasser's were 

trying to prove masculinity in order to show that they were “superior.” The other 
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participants who described harassers' masculinity emphasized that it was aggressive, 

potentially violent, and revolved around communicating strength. 

Harassment can be viewed as a way to achieve masculinity because it can be 

connected to a variety of masculine traits such as power, dominance, being forward in 

interactions, and being sexually driven. Many of my participants indicated that 

harassment may simply be an expression of these masculine impulses, which occur 

because they are a part of men's natural behaviors. However, a pervasive emphasis on 

proving masculinity among participants indicates that the performance itself is a prime 

component of masculinity. With expectations for gendered performance being a large part 

of social life, it becomes clear that one's masculinity is dependent upon proving it. And 

with power being an underlying marker of masculine traits, harassment becomes an 

opportunity for men to prove power. 

Harmless or Threat?

One of the more striking themes that emerged throughout these interviews was the 

contention among participants that harassment does not indicate an actual, physical threat 

to women. While the majority of my participants identified a relationship between 

experiencing harassment and fearing physical violence, few acknowledged this fear as 

being prevalent or legitimate. The three individuals who discussed the legitimacy of this 

fear discussed the violence against women by harassers that they had witnessed, and 

some even indicated a pervasive psychological threat. Several participants indicated that,  

although some women may feel threatened, harassment did not present a likelihood of 
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violence. To these individuals, the major problem with harassment was that it was 

annoying. 

Of those who did not see harassment as effecting women's perceptions of safety, 

the majority either did not think that harassment occurred, did not believe it to have any 

effect on those being harassed, or a combination of the two. Throughout his interview, 

Notanecho (white, 70), indicated that women were not in actual danger when being 

harassed, but were simply "oversensitive" if they did feel they were being threatened. 

Though he indicated that women may feel threatened by harassment, he dismissed it by 

asserting that there was little legitimacy behind this fear. Another individual, Jared 

(Argentinian, 62) indicated that he experienced harassment because of his disability, but 

felt that there was no real damage done by harassment in general. Jared's own 

experiences with harassment led him to believe there was no threat behind it. However, 

his position as a man allows his opinion to be shaped by his own experiences in feeling as 

if he is able to defend himself against attackers. Because women are socialized to believe 

that they are weak, easily targeted, and unlikely to be able to defend themselves 

physically (Gardner 1995), their experiences with harassment, in conjunction with the 

fact that women are often victimized because of their gender, allow threats to become a 

more tangible reality to them than they may to men. 

The primary argument of most of my participants, in regards to whether or not 

harassment posed a legitimate threat to women, was that, although women may feel 

threatened, there was no legitimate threat because harassers do not generally have a 

propensity to commit violent acts. Instead these participants saw harassers as men who 
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simply do not understand social cues or are otherwise socially inept when it comes to 

talking to women. T.D. (white, 54) is of this opinion, believing that men harass women 

because "They can't get a date! I would venture to say they just don't know any better, or 

don't have much experience with talking to women." This highlights the pervasiveness of 

what Kimmel (2008) calls "the culture of protection," which is the tendency for society to 

protect the men who victimize women, by enacting a code of silence around these men's 

transgressions, and lashing out at those who do not engage in this protection. The culture 

of protection can be seen in the case of harassment, in that men are afforded the benefit of 

the doubt in situations that require an understanding of social interactions, excusing them 

for a lack of politeness that would not be equally excusable for women. 

The culture of protection was also evident among participants' perspectives, in 

that they often obscured harassers' intentionality, blaming harassment instead on 

harassers' lack of intelligence, uncontrollable sexual urges, and unconscious desires to 

boost their self confidence by hiding insecurities about their masculinity. Despite the fact 

that these individuals may think that harassers are simply unable to communicate 

effectively with women, all of the individuals who have this belief also indicated that 

harassing women makes men feel powerful. These men either do not believe, or are 

unwilling to admit, that violence against women by men occurs frequently. 

Though most instances of street harassment do not result in physical violence, it 

does occur (Gardner 1995; Fairchild & Rudman 2008; Fairchild 2010). And just as 

harassment can be understood as a way for men to achieve masculinity, so too can 

violence. Several scholars have discussed the relationship between masculinity and 
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violence, identifying that it is often used to compensate for a threat to masculine identity,  

to reproduce binary frameworks of gender, and is employed, overall, as a way to solidify 

a masculine identity (Messner 1990; Anderson & Umberson 2001; Kaufman 2001; Totten 

2003). While most of my participants believed that harassment was used to achieve 

masculinity, and their experiences as men have likely exposed them to the fact that 

violence is used to achieve masculinity, they were resistant to the idea that harassment 

would turn violent. This could be understood as a facet of the culture of protection, in that 

these participants did not want to acknowledge violence as being a pervasive aspect of 

hegemonic masculinity. 

Throughout these responses, power has been prevalent in definitions, 

explanations, and the implications of harassment. Harassment was understood by the 

majority of participants as an expression of power, and was believed to be enacted in 

order to prove power. However, most participants did not see violence as being related to 

power and harassment, in that they did not believe violence would be used to achieve 

power, despite the fact that it is a component of the hegemonic masculinity that 

participants believed that harassers were trying to perform. Given the acknowledgement 

of the relationship between harassment and masculinity, but the denial of harassment as a 

legitimate threat, the code of silence in this culture of protection, then, seems to not be 

occupied with protecting harassers' intentions to achieve power and masculinity, but 

instead is meant to keep violent transgressions, and the relationship between masculinity 

and violence, invisible. 
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V. Conclusion

A considerable amount of work has been published in regards to sexual 

harassment in work places and educational environments, but not enough emphasis has 

been placed on the harassment that occurs outside of these institutions, in the public 

realm. Moreover, existing research on public harassment typically focuses on the 

experiences of women who have been harassed, and the effects that it has on their 

psychological state. Though this body of literature is important in establishing the 

consequences of public harassment, not enough attention has been paid to men's 

perspectives. The current study adds to this research in that it examines men's opinions on 

gendered public harassment, and highlights the relationship between masculinity, power, 

and public space.

Because normative gender behaviors are considered socially valuable (West & 

Zimmerman 1987), public space can be understood as gendered, in that these values are 

reflected in the interactions the occur within the public realm (Duneier 1999). This, in 

conjunction with the history of gender in public space, highlights that the public realm is 

coded as masculine and is framed as dangerous for women (Wilson 1991; Madriz 1997; 

Lister 2003). With expectations for gendered behavior existing in public space (West & 

Zimmerman), and increasing gender parity presenting pressure for men to behave in ways 

that express gender difference (Dworkin & Wachs 2009), public harassment can be 

understood as a performance of masculine superiority.
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For this study, I conducted 15 semi-structured interviews with men in public 

spaces. Their experiences navigating gendered expectations give insight into expectations 

of appropriate public behavior for men. Interview questions related to participants' 

understandings of harassment, ideas about motivations for harassment, and opinions on 

whether or not harassment presents a potential for violence. 

Participants gave vague descriptions of harassment, while women in previous 

studies give very specific information about the harassment they have endured (Gardner 

1989; 1995; Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild & Rudman 2008). This indicates that 

participants' lack of experience being harassed leads to a lack of understanding of the 

realities of harassment. Participants also highlighted that harassment is intentionally 

disruptive, which was framed as a breech of social expectations. This has implications for 

theories related to interactions in public space, as it reflects an expectation for civil  

inattention (Goffman 1963; 1971) while highlighting the lack of attention to gender in 

this framework. This indicates that there may be competing and contradictory 

expectations for public behavior, as ideals of politeness may be in opposition to the 

compulsory performance of gender in these spaces. The broader implications of this then, 

is that as long as gendered expectations for behavior exist, public space will continue to 

be gendered. 

Participants' responses not only related to gender dynamics in public space, but 

also portrayed public harassment as a manifestation of societal power imbalances. 

Participants believed that individuals were often targeted due to their membership in 

marginalized groups. Previous understandings of harassment indicated that individuals 
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engaged in these behaviors because they wanted to assert power over women who were 

in higher social positions, by exercising their power as men (Duneier 1999). However, 

this explanation can only be extended to some instances of harassment, as this 

phenomenon occurs in situations where the harasser is already in a higher social position 

relative to their target in regards to class, race, age, and other axes of oppression (Gardner 

1995). This indicates that harassment is not only about achieving power over others, but 

is also about expressing and maintaining those power dynamics. The implications of this 

in regards to public space is that the public realm can be understood not only as a venue 

through which power imbalances are reflected, but a space where they are created and 

reinforced. 

Motivations for harassment, as described by participants, were related to desires 

to feel powerful. This has broader implications in regards to how masculinity is 

conceptualized. Power has been linked by a variety of scholars to masculinity (Messner 

1990; Kimmel 1993; 2000; Connell 1995; Anderson & Umberson 2001; Kaufman 2001; 

Trotten 2003; Adler 2011). Though only a few participants explicitly related concepts 

such as dominance, superiority, and aggression to masculinity, there are works which 

define each of these motivations for harassment as being central to masculinity (Brannon 

1976; Thompson et. al 1985; Messner 1990; Kimmel 1993; 2000; Connell 1995; Walker 

et. al 2000; Anderson & Umberson 2001; Kaufman 2001; Trotten 2003; Adler 2011). 

With participants relating these motivations to power, and scholars making connections 

between these concepts and masculinity, it becomes apparent that power is a major focal 

point of masculinity. 
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Participants also suggested that harassment is an expression of heterosexual 

desire. With the public realm being a space in which men have historically escaped from 

the private sphere in search of extramarital affairs (Wilson 1991), and the expression of 

sexual desire being an important facet of masculinity (Brannon 1976; Thompson et. al 

1985; Kimmel 2000; Connell 1995; Walker et. al 2000; Grazian 2007), the existence of 

gendered public harassment indicates that previous understandings of the public realm as 

a sexualized arena are not outdated. In fact, modern rituals of the "girl hunt" highlight 

these notions about the public realm being a sexualized space (Grazian 2007). The 

implications of this, in relation to public space, is that the notions that coincide with the 

ideas of sexualized space, such as the public realm being coded as masculine and framed 

as dangerous for women (Wilson 1991; Madriz 1997; Lister 2003), remain true, even as 

scholars move past ideas concerning the public-private gender divide. 

Participants in this study emphasized performing masculinity as being a 

motivation for harassment. This highlights that a major tenet of masculinity as displaying 

one's masculine attributes. With gender performativity being what constitutes ones' 

gender (Butler 1999), public harassment can be understood as a way to prove manhood, 

even if it is a type of masculinity that others may not see as valid. This need for 

masculinity to constantly be reified through performance underscores the fragility of 

masculinity, as the emphasis on performance indicates that masculinity is not naturally 

occurring to an individual, but is something that must be attained. 

When asked if harassment posed a legitimate threat of violence, participants 

indicated a belief that there was not a potential for violent behavior, but acknowledged 
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that harassment may make women feel threatened. This again relates to a lack of 

experience with being harassed leading to a compromised comprehension of the realities 

of harassment, as individuals may be able to deny the legitimacy of the threat of violence 

because they do not experience this phenomenon. Further, men's are socialized to believe 

that they are able to defend themselves against attackers, whereas women are typically 

socialized to believe that they are weak, easily targeted, and unlikely to be able to defend 

themselves physically (Gardner 1995). Because of this, threats may not seem as tangible 

to men as they are to women. These experiences may lead men to have a general feeling 

of safety in public spaces, relative to women. This furthers the idea that the public-private 

gender divide is still in place, with harassment being a tool for its reinforcement. 

Participants' primary justification for the idea that harassment does not indicate a 

legitimate threat of violence was that harassers only engage in harassment because they 

do not understand social cues and have a hard time talking to women. All of the 

participants who made this assertion, however, had previously indicated that harassers 

engage in harassment to feel powerful. These responses are related to a societal tendency 

to overlook masculine indiscretions, which has been termed the "culture of protection" 

(Kimmel 2000). Given that harassment was indicated by many participants to be about 

achieving masculinity, along with the scholarly link between masculinity and its 

attainment through violence (Messner 1990; Anderson & Umberson 2001; Kaufman 

2001; Totten 2003), it became clear that participants either did not see, or did not want to 

admit, that harassment could turn violent. With a societal effort to hide any relationship 

between masculinity and violence, the culture of protection serves to minimize the issues 
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such as public harassment, by identifying them as harmless. However, the inequalities 

faced on the street are still very real, and have lasting, negative effects on those who face 

harassment (Gardner 1995; Tuerkheimer 1997; Macmillan et. al 2000; Fairchild & 

Rudman 2008; Doan 2010; Fairchild 2010; Wesselmann & Kelly 2010). 

In order to more fully understand public harassment, masculinity, and gender in 

public space, future research should focus on the explanations of harassers themselves. If 

harassment truly does revolve around proving masculinity, future researchers may want 

to conduct research in the context of focus groups, in which individuals may desire to 

discuss their masculine performances with their peers by speaking candidly about 

harassment. Additionally, scholarly attention should be paid to the culture of protection, 

and how it functions to maintain the gendered hierarchy that consistently keeps men in 

positions of power.

Though the relationship between masculinity, harassment, and public space is 

complicated, exploring the connections between these concepts is necessary if we are to 

gain a better understanding of gendered power dynamics. Scholars have discussed 

interactions between strangers as ones in which individuals communicate respect for 

privacy and personal space, as well as an indication that there is no need to feel 

threatened (Goffman 1963; 1971). However, gendered public harassment constitutes a 

breech of privacy, personal space, and revokes individuals' feelings of safety. Women 

deserve respect and safety in the public realm, and unveiling the cultural norms which 

allow for the continuation of gendered harassment may help to place responsibility on the 

perpetrators of harassment, and restore that sense of respect and safety in public spaces. 
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Appendix - Interview Guide

What do you know about public harassment?

What would you characterize as harassment?

Is it a problem? Socially acceptable?

Who does it effect?

Why do you think men harass women in public?

Do you think most men act this way?

Do you think they are trying to prove masculinity to men or women?

Do you think they do it to feel powerful? 

How do you think women feel about harassment?

Do you think men know that it bothers them?

Do you think they ever feel scared or threatened? Should they be?

What responses have you seen from women in regards to public harassment?
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Appendix – Analysis Matrix

Table 2. Analysis Matrix  This table illustrates my categorization of participants' 
responses. The definition portion of this table highlights initial descriptions of harassing 
behaviors in regards to whether responses were vague, whether or not participants related 
harassment to social power dynamics, and whether or not they believed harassment to be 
gendered. The motivation section of this table indicates the explanations given for 
harassing behaviors, which were categorized based on explicit and implicit 
acknowledgement of these categories. The threat section indicates whether or not 
participants believed that women perceived harassment to be threatening, if there was a 
real propensity for violence in these situations, and if participants disclosed witnessing 
violence against women being harassed. 
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