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Previous readings in this chapter explore questions and assumptions about
love—whether love can last, how the search for love has changed. In this essay,
Sanders takes a different interest in the question of romance. He analyzes the
factors of physical attraction and explores how gender roles play out on the field
of courtship by asking, “How should a man look at women?”

P Mapping Your Reading
~ Throughout this essay, Sanders describes specific

episodes from his own life. As you read, use the
margins to make notes about what each episode
is meant to convey to readers. As a boy and a
young man, what messages does Sanders get
about sex? How does he connect sexuality with
morality, and what contradictory attitudes about
sex and women does Sanders point out? What
does he think is the purpose of pornography?

n that sizzling July afternoon, the girl who crossed at the stoplight in front
Oof our car looked, as my mother would say, as though she had been poured
into her pink shorts. The girl's matching pink halter bared her stomach and
clung to her nubbin breasts, leaving little to the imagination, as my mother
would also say. Until that moment, it had never made any difference to me how
much or little a girl's clothing revealed, for my imagination had been entirely de-
voted to other mysteries. I was 11. The girl was about 14, the age of my buddy
Norman who lounged in the back seat with me. Staring after her, Norman el-
bowed me in the ribs and murmured, “Check out that chassis.”

His mother glared around from the driver’s seat. “Hush your mouth.”

“I was talking about that sweet Chevy,” said Norman, pointing out a souped-
up jalopy at the curb.

“I know what you were talking about,” his mother snapped.
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No doubt she did know, since mothers could read minds, but at first I did
not have a clue. Chassis? I knew what it meant for a car, an airplane, a radio,
or even a cannon to have a chassis. But could a girl have one as well? [ glanced
after the retreating figure, and suddenly noticed with a sympathetic twitch-
ing in my belly the way her long raven ponytail swayed in rhythm to her
walk and the way her fanny jostled in those pink shorts. In July’s dazzle of
sun, her swinging legs and arms beamed at me a semaphore [ could almost
read.

As the light turned green and our car pulled away, Norman's mother cast
one more scow! at her son in the rearview mirror, saying, “Just think how it
makes her feel to have you two boys gawking at her.”

How? I wondered.

“Makes her feel like hot stuff,” said Norman, owner of a bold mouth.

“If you don't get your mind out of the gutter, you're going to wind up in the
state reformatory,” said his mother.

Norman gave a snort. I sank into the seat, and tried to figure out what power
had sprung from that sashaying girl to zap me in the belly.

Only after much puzzling did it dawn on me that I must finally have drifted
into the force-field of sex, as a space traveler who has lived all his years in free
fall might rocket for the first time within gravitational reach of a star. Even asa
bashful 11-year-old I knew the word sex, of course, and I could
paste that name across my image of the tantalizing girl. But a

What power label for a mystery no more explains a mystery than the word

had sprung from gravity explains gravity. As I grew a beard and my taste shifted
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that sashaying  from girls to women, I acquired a more cagey language for
girl to zap me  speaking of desire, I picked up disarming theories. First by

in the belly? hearsay and then by experiment, I learned the delicious details
of making babies. I came to appreciate the urgency for propa-
gation that litters the road with maple seeds and drives salmon
up waterfalls and yokes the newest crop of boys to the newest crop of girls.
Books in their killjoy wisdom taught me that all the valentines and violins, the
waltzes and glances, the long fever and ache of romance, were merely embell-
ishments on biology’s instructions that we multiply our kind. And yet, the frac-
tion of desire that actually leads to procreation is so vanishingly small as to
seem irrelevant. In his lifetime a man sways to a million longings, only a few of
which, or perhaps none at all, ever lead to the fathering of children. Now, 30
years away from that july afternoon, firmly married, twice a father, I am still
humming from the power unleashed by the girl in pink shorts, still wondering
how it made her feel to have two boys gawk at her, still puzzling over how to
dwell in the force-field of desire.

How should a man look at women? It is a peculiarly and perhaps neuroti-
cally human question. Billy goats do not fret over how they should look at nanny
goats. They look or don't look, as seasons and hormones dictate, and feel what
they feel without benefit of theory. There is more billy goat in most men than we
care to admit. None of us, however, is pure goat. To live utterly as an animal
would make the business of sex far tidier but also drearier. If we tried, like
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Rousseau,' to peel off the layers of civilization and imagine our way back to some
pristine man and woman who have not yet been corrupted by hand-me-down no-
tions of sexuality, my hunch is that we would find, in our speculative state of na-
ture, that men regarded women with appalling simplicity. In any case, unlike
goats, we dwell in history. What attracts our eyes and rouses our blood is only
partly instinctual. Other forces contend in us as well: the voices of books and re-
ligions, the images of art and film and advertising, the entire chorus of culture.
Norman’s telling me to relish the sight of females and his mother's telling me to
keep my eyes to myself are only two of the many voices quarreling in my head.

If there were a rule book for sex, it would be longer than the one for base-
ball (that byzantine sport), more intricate and obscure than tax instructions from
the Internal Revenue Service. What [ present here are a few images and reflec-
tions that cling, for me, to this one item in such a compendium of rules: How
should a man look at women?

Well before I was to see any women naked in the flesh, I saw a bevy of them
naked in photographs, hung in a gallery around the bed of my freshman room-
mate at college. A Playboy subscriber, he would pluck the centerfold from its staples
each month and tape another airbrushed lovely to the wall. The gallery was in
place when I moved in, and for an instant before I realized what [ was looking
at, all that expanse of skin reminded me of a meat locker back in Newton Falls,
Ohio. I never quite shook that first impression, even after 1 had inspected the
pinups at my leisure on subsequent days. Every curve of buttock and breast was
news to me, an innocent kid from the Puritan back roads. Today you would be
hard pressed to find a college freshman as ignorant as [ was of female anatomy,
if only because teenagers now routinely watch movies at home that would have
been shown, during my teen years, exclusively on the fly-speckled screens of
honky-tonk cinemas or in the basement of the Kinsey Institute.? I studied those
alien shapes on the wall with a curiosity that was not wholly sexual, a curiosity
tinged with the wonder that astronomers must have felt when they pored over
the early photographs of the far side of the moon.

The paper women seemed to gaze back at me, enticing or mocking, yet even
in my adolescent dither [ was troubled by the phony stare, for [ knew this was no
true exchange of looks. Those mascaraed eyes were not fixed on me but on a cam-
era. What the models felt as they posed I could only guess—perhaps the boredom
of any numbskull job, perhaps the weight of dollar bills, perhaps the sweltering
lights of fame, perhaps a tingle of the power that launched a thousand ships.

Whatever their motives, these women had chosen to put themselves on
display. For the instant of the photograph, they had become their bodies, as a

"Jean-Jacques Rousseau {1712-1778), French philosopher, composer, and political theorist. His the-
ory of the noble savage contends that people are good by nature but become corrupted by the impo-
sition of society’s conventions.

*The Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, and Reproduction was founded by Alfred Charles
Kinsey (1894~1956) and is located at Indiana University.
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prizefighter does in the moment of landing a punch, as a weightlifter does in the
moment of hoisting a barbell, as a ballerina does in the whirl of a pirouette, as
we all do in the crisis of making love or dying. Men, ogling such photographs,
are supposed to feel that where so much surface is revealed there can be no
depths. Yet I never doubted that behind the makeup and the plump curves and
the two dimensions of the image there was an inwardness, a feeling self as mys-
terious as my own. In fact, during moments when I should have been studying
French or thermodynamics, I would glance at my roommate’s wall and invent
mythical lives for those goddesses. The lives I made up were adolescent ones, to
be sure; but so was mine. Without that saving aura of inwardness, these women
in the glossy photographs would have become merely another category of objects
for sale, alongside the sports cars and stereo systems and liquors advertised in
the same pages. If not extinguished, however, their humanity was severely re-
duced. And if by simplifying themselves they had lost some human essence,
then by gaping at them 1 had shared in the theft.

What did that gaping take from me> How did it affect my way of seeing
other women, those who would never dream of lying nude on a fake tiger rug
before the million-faceted eye of a camera? The bodies in the photographs
were implausibly smooth and slick and inflated, like balloon caricatures that
might be floated overhead in a parade. Free of sweat and scars and imperfec-
tions, sensual without being fertile, tempting yet impregnable, they were
Platonic ideals of the female form, divorced from time and the fluster of liv-

. ing, excused from the perplexities of mind. No actual woman could rival their

insipid perfection.

The swains who gathered to admire my roommate’s gallery discussed the
pinups in the same tones and in much the same language as the farmers back
home in Ohio used for assessing cows. The relevant parts of male or female bod-
ies are quickly named—and, the Kamasutra and Marquis de Sade® notwith-
standing, the number of ways in which those parts can be stimulated or con-
joined is touchingly small—so these studly conversations were more tedious
than chitchat about the weather. I would lie on my bunk pondering calculus or
Aeschylus and unwillingly hear the same few nouns and fewer verbs issuing
from one mouth after another, and I would feel smugly superior. Here I was, im-
proving my mind, while theirs wallowed in the notorious gutter. Eventually the
swains would depart, leaving me in peace, and from the intellectual heights of
my bunk I would glance across at those photographs—and yield to the gravity of
lust. Idiot flesh! How stupid that a counterfeit stare and artful curves, printed in
millions of copies on glossy paper, could arouse me. But there it was, not the first
proof of my body's automatism and not the last.

Nothing in men is more machinelike than the flipping of sexual switches.
I have never been able to read with a straight face the claims made by D. H.

*The Kamasutra is an ancient Indian text on human sexual behavior, written by Vatsyayana some-
time between the first and sixth centuries A.D. The Marquis de Sade (1740-1814) was a French aris-
tocrat and writer of often violent pornography. The word “sadism” came from his name.
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Lawrence® and lesser pundits that the penis is a god, a lurking dragon. It more
nearly resembles a railroad crossing signal, which stirs into life at intervals to
announce, “Here comes a train.” Or, if the penis must be likened to an animal,
let it be an ill-trained circus dog, sitting up and playing dead and heeling when-
ever it takes a notion, oblivious of the trainer's commands. Meanwhile, heart,
lungs, blood vessels, pupils, and eyelids all assert their independence like the
memobers of a rebellious troupe. Reason stands helpless at the center of the ring,
cracking its whip.

While he was president, Jimmy Carter raised a brouhaha by confessing in a
Playboy interview, of all shady places, that he occasionally felt lust in his heart for
women. What man hasn't, aside from those who feel lust in their hearts for other
men? The commentators flung their stones anyway. Naughty, naughty, they
chirped. Wicked Jimmy. Perhaps Mr. Carter could derive some consolation from
psychologist Allen Wheelis, who blames male appetite on biology: “We have
been selected for desiring. Nothing could have convinced us by argument that it
would be worthwhile to chase endlessly and insatiably after women, but some-
thing has transformed us from within, a plasmid has invaded
our DNA, has twisted our nature so that now this is exactly what
we want to do.” Certainly, by Darwinian logic, those males who

were most avid in their pursuit of females were also the most PNA, I must
likely to pass on their genes. Consoling it may be, yet it is finally  live with the
no solution to blame biology. “I am extremely sexual in myde-  consequences
sires: I carry them everywhere and at all times,” William Carlos of my Iooking

Williams® tells us on the opening page of his autobiography. “1
think that from that arises the drive which empowers us all.
Given that drive, a man does with it what his mind directs. In
the manner in which he directs that power lies his secret.” Whatever the con-
tents of my DNA, however potent the influence of my ancestors, I still must di-
rect that rebellious power. I still must live with the consequences of my looking
and my longing,

Aloof on their blankets like goddesses on clouds, the pinups did not belong to
my funky world. [ was invisible to them, and they were immune to my gaze. Not
so the women who passed me on the street, sat near me in classes, shared a table
with me in the cafeteria: It was risky to stare at them. They could gaze back, and
sometimes did, with looks both puzzling and exciting. It only complicated mat-
ters for me to realize that so many of these strangers had taken precautions that
men should notice them. The girl in matching pink halter and shorts who set me
humming in my eleventh year might only have wanted to keep cool in the sizzle
of July. But these alluring college femmes had deeper designs. Perfume, eye
shadow, uplift bras (about which I learned in the Sears catalog), curled hair,

‘David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930), English writer who explored themes of sexuality and the pni-
mal instincts of the unconscious.

*William Carlos Williamns (1883-1963), American poet and physician.,
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stockings, jewelry, lipstick, lace—what were these if not hooks thrown out into
male waters?

I recall being mystified in particular by spike heels. They looked painful to
me, and dangerous. Danger may have been the point, since the spikes would
have made good weapons—they were affectionately known, after all, as stilettos.
Or danger may have been the point in another sense, because a woman teeter-
ing along on such heels is tipsy, vulnerable, broadcasting her need for support.
And who better than 2 man to prop her up, some guy who clomps around in
brogans wide enough for the cornerstones of flying buttresses? (For years after
college, I felt certain that spike heels had been forever banned, like bustles and
foot-binding, but lately they have come back in fashion, and once more one en-
counters women teetering along on knife points.)

Back in those days of my awakening to women, I was also baffled by lin-
gerie. 1 do not mean underwear, the proletariat of clothing, and I do not mean
foundation garments, pale and sensible. I mean what the woman who lives in
the house behind ours—owner of a shop called “Bare Essentials"—refers to as
“intimate apparel.” Those two words announce that her merchandise is both
sexy and expensive. These flimsy items cost more per ounce than truffles, more
than frankincense and myrrh. They are put-ons whose only purpose is in being
taken off. 1 have a friend who used to attend the men’s-only nights at Bare
Essentials, during which he would invariably buy a slinky outfit or two, by way
of proving his serious purpose, outfits that wound up in the attic because his
wife would not be caught dead in them. Most of the customers at the shop are
women, however, as the models are women, and the owner is a woman. What
should one make of that? During my college days I knew about intimate apparel
only by rumor, not being that intimate with anyone who would have tricked her-
self out in such finery, but I could see the spike heels and other female trap-
pings everywhere I turned. Why, I wondered then and wonder still, do so many
women decorate themselves like dolls? And does that mean they wish to be
viewed as dolls?

On this question as on many others, Simone de Beauvoir® has clarified mat-
ters for me, writing in The Second Sex. “The ‘feminine’ woman in making her-
self prey tries to reduce man, also, to her carnal passivity; she occupies herself in
catching him in her trap, in enchaining him by means of the desires she arouses
in him in submissively making herself a thing.” Those women who transform
themselves into dolls, in other words, do so because that is the most potent iden-
tity available to them. “It must be admitted,” Beauvoir concedes, “that the males
find in woman more complicity than the oppressor usually finds in the op-
pressed. And in bad faith they take authorization from this to declare that she
has desired the destiny they have imposed on her.”

“Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), French author and philosopher whose major work is The Second
Sex (1949), in which she observes that, throughout history, women have been considered less ca-
pable, irrational, and a deviation from the norm. Having been cast as “the Other,” de Beauvoir asserts
that women need to fight against this assumption about male dominance.
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Complicity, oppressor, bad faith: such terms yank us into a moral realm un-
known to goats. While I am saddled with enough male guilt to believe three-
quarters of Beauvoir’s claim, I still doubt that men are so entirely to blame for
the turning of women into sexual dolls. I believe human history is more collab-
orative than her argument would suggest. It seems unlikely to me that one-half
the species could have “imposed” a destiny on the other half, unless that other
half were far more craven than the females I have known. Some women have ex-
pressed their own skepticism on this point. Thus Joan Didion: “That many
women are victims of condescension and exploitation and sex-role stereotyping
was scarcely news, but neither was it news that other women are not: nobody
forces women to buy the package.” Beauvoir herself recognized that many mem-
bers of her sex refuse to buy the “feminine” package: “The emancipated woman,
on the contrary, wants to be active, a taker, and refuses the passivity man means
to impose on her.”

Since my college years, back in the murky 1960s, emancipated women have
been discouraging their unemancipated sisters from making spectacles of them-
selves. Don’t paint your face like a clown’s or drape your body like a man-
nequin’s, they say. Don’t bounce on the sidelines in skimpy outfits, screaming
your fool head off, while men compete in the limelight for victories. Don't pre-
sent yourself to the world as a fluff pastry, delicate and edible. Don't waddle
across the stage in a bathing suit in hopes of being named Miss This or That.

A great many women still ignore the exhortations. Wherever a crown for
beauty is to be handed out, many still line up to stake their claims. Recently, Miss
Indiana Persimmon Festival was quoted in our newspaper about the burdens of
possessing the sort of looks that snag men’s eyes. “Most of the time ] enjoy hav-
ing guys stare at me,” she said, “but every once in a while it makes me feel like
a piece of meat.” The news photograph showed a cheerleader’s
perky face, heavily made-up, with starched hair teased into a

blond cumulus. She put me in mind not of meat but of a plas-  Nobody should
tic figurine, something you might buy from a booth outside a  ever be seen as

shrine. Nobody should ever be seen as meat, mere juicy stuffto  meat. Better

satisfy an appetite. Better to appear as a plastic figurine, which ¢4 appear as a
plastic figurine.

Is not meant for eating, and which is a gesture, however crude,
toward art. Joyce’ described the aesthetic response as a contem-
plation of form without the impulse to action. Perhaps that is
what Miss Indiana Persimmon Festival wishes to inspire in those who look at
her, perhaps that is what many women who paint and primp themselves desire:
to withdraw from the touch of hands and dwell in the eye alone, to achieve the
status of art.

By turning herself into (or allowing herself to be turned into) a work of art,
does a woman truly escape men’s proprietary stare? Not often, says the British
critic John Berger. Summarizing the treatment of women in Western painting,
he concludes that—with a few notable exceptions, such as works by Rubens and

"James Joyce (1882-1941), Irish novelist.
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Rembrandt—the woman on canvas is a passive object displayed for the pleasure
of the male viewer, especially for the owner of the painting, who is, by extension,
owner of the woman herself. Berger concludes: “Men look at women. Women
watch themselves being looked at. This determines not only most relations be-
tween men and women but also the relation of women to themselves. The sur-
veyor of woman in herself is male: the surveyed female. Thus she turns herself
into an object—and most particularly an object of vision: a sight.”

That sweeping claim, like the one quoted earlier from Beauvoir, also seems
to me about three-quarters truth and one-quarter exaggeration. I know men who
outdo the peacock for show, and I know women who are so fully possessed of
themselves that they do not give a hang whether anybody notices them or not.
The flamboyant gentlemen portrayed by Van Dyck are no less aware of being seen
than are the languid ladies portrayed by Ingres.® With or without clothes, both
gentlemen and ladies may conceive of themselves as objects of vision, targets of
envy or admiration or desire. Where they differ is in their potential for action:
the men are caught in the midst of a decisive gesture or on the verge of making
one; the women wait like fuel for someone else to strike a match.

I'am not sure the abstract nudes favored in modern art are much of an ad-
vance over the inert and voluptuous ones of the old school. Think of two fa-
mous examples: Duchamp’s Nude Descending a Staircase (1912), where the
faceless woman has blurred into a waterfall of jagged shards, or Picasso’s Les
Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907), where the five angular damsels have been ham-
mered as flat as cookie sheets and fitted with African masks. Neither painting
invites us to behold a woman, but instead to behold what Picasso or Duchamp
can make of one.

The naked women in Rubens, far from being passive, are gleefully active, ex-
uberant, their sumptuous pink bodies like rainclouds or plump nebulae. “His
nudes are the first ones that ever made me feel happy about my own body,” a
woman friend told me in one of the Rubens galleries of the Prado Museum. I do
not imagine any pinup or store-window mannequin or bathing-suited Miss
Whatsit could have made her feel that way. The naked women in Rembrandt,
emerging from the bath or rising from bed, are so private, so cherished in the
painter’s gaze, that we as viewers see them not as sexual playthings but as loved
persons. A man would do well to emulate that gaze.

I have never thought of myself as a sight. How much that has to do with being
male and how much with having grown up on the back roads where money was
scarce and eyes were few, [ cannot say. As a boy, apart from combing my hair
when I was compelled to and regretting the patches on my jeans (only the poor
wore patches), 1 took no trouble over my appearance. It never occurred to me
that anybody outside my family, least of all a girl, would look at me twice. As a
young man, when young women did occasionally glance my way, without any

SAnthony Van Dyck {1599-1641), Flemish painter who settled in England in 1632; Jean-Auguste.
Dominique Ingres (1780-1867), French painter.
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prospect of appearing handsome 1 tried at least to avoid appearing odd. A stan-
dard haircut and the cheapest versions of the standard clothes were camouflage
enough. Now as a middle-aged man I have achieved once more that boyhood
condition of invisibility, with less hair to comb and fewer patches to humble me.
Many women clearly pass through the world aspiring to invisibility. Many
others just as clearly aspire to be conspicuous. Women need not make spectacles
of themselves in order to draw the attention of men. Indeed, for my taste, the less
paint and fewer bangles the better. [ am as helpless in the presence of subtle
lures as a male moth catching a whiff of pheromones. I am a
sucker for hair ribbons, a scarf at the throat, toes leaking from

sandals, teeth bared in a smile. By contrast, I have always been  Many women

more amused than attracted by the enameled exhibitionists pass through the
whom our biblical mothers would identify as brazen hussiesor  world aspiring to

painted Jezebels or, in the extreme cases, as whores of Babylon. invisibility.

To encounter female exhibitionists in their full glory and
variety, you need to go to a city. I never encountered ogling as a
full-blown sport until 1 visited Rome, where bands of Italian men joined with
gusto in appraising the charms of every passing female, and the passing females
vied with one another in demonstrating their charms. In our own cities the most
notorious bands of oglers tend to be construction gangs or street crews, men
who spend much of their day leaning on the handles of shovels or pausing be-
tween bursts of riveting guins, their eyes tracing the curves of passersby. The first
time my wife and kids and I drove into Boston we followed the signs to
Chinatown, only to discover that Chinatown’s miserably congested main street
was undergoing repairs. That street also proved to be the city’s home for X-rated
cinemas and girlie shows and skin shops. LIVE SEX ACTS ON STAGE. PEEP
SHOWS. PRIVATE BOOTHS. Caught in a traffic jam, we spent an hour listen-
ing to jackhammers and wolf whistles as we crept through the few blocks of plea-
sure palaces, my son and daughter with their noses hanging out the windows,
my wife and I steaming, Lighted marquees peppered by burnt-out bulbs an-
nounced the titles of sleazy flicks; life-size posters of naked women flanked the
doorways of clubs: leggy strippers in miniskirts, the originals for some of the
posters, smoked on the curb between numbers.

After we had finally emerged from the zone of eros, eight-year-old Jesse in-
quired, “What was that place all about?”

“Sex for sale,” my wife Ruth explained.

That might carry us some way toward a definition of pornography: making
flesh into a commodity, flaunting it like any other merchandise, divorcing bod-
ies from selves. By this reckoning, there is a pornographic dimension to much
advertising, where a charge of sex is added to products ranging from cars to shav-
ing cream. In fact, the calculated imagery of advertising may be more harmful
than the blatant imagery of the pleasure palaces, that frank raunchiness which
Kate Millett refers to as the “truthful explicitness of pornography.” One can leave
the X-rated zone of the city, but one cannot es cape the sticky reach of commerce,
which summons gitls to the high calling of cosmetic glamor, fashion, and sexual
display, while it summons boys to the panting chase.
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You can recognize pornography, according to D. H. Lawrence, “by the insult
it offers, invariably, to sex, and to the human spirit.” He should know, Millet ar-
gues in Sexual Politics, for in her view Lawrence himself was a purveyor of pa-
triarchal and often sadistic pornography. I think she is correct about the worst of
Lawrence, and that she identifies a misogynist streak in his work; but she ig-
nores his career-long struggle to achieve a more public, tolerant vision of sexu-
ality as an exchange between equals. Besides, his novels and stories all bear
within themselves their own critiques. George Steiner reminds us that “the list
of writers who have had the genius to enlarge our actual compass of sexual
awareness, who have given the erotic play of the mind a novel focus, an area of
recognition previously unknown or fallow, is very small.” Lawrence belongs on
that brief list. The chief insult to the human spirit is to deny it, to claim that we
are merely conglomerations of molecules, to pretend that we exist purely as
bundles of appetites or as food for the appetites of others.

Men commit that insult toward women out of ignorance, but also out of
dread. Allen Wheelis again: “Men gather in pornographic shows, not to stimulate
desire, as they may think, but to diminish fear. It is the nature of the show to re-
duce the woman, discard her individuality, her soul, make her into an object,
thereby enabling the man to handle her with greater safety, to use herasatoy. ...
As women move increasingly toward equality, the felt danger to men increases,
leading to an increase in pornography and, since there are some men whose fears
cannot even so be stilled, to an increase also in violence against women.”

Make her into an object: All the hurtful ways for men to look at women are
variations on this betrayal. “Thus she turns herself into an object,” writes Berger.
A woman’s ultimate degradation is in “submissively making herself a thing,”
writes Beauvoir. To be turned into an object—whether by the brush of a painter
or the lens of a photographer or the eye of a voyeur, whether by hunger or poverty
or enslavement, by mugging or rape, bullets or bombs, by hatred, racism, car
crashes, fires, or falls—is for each of us the deepest dread; and to reduce another
person to an object is the primal wrong.

Caught in the vortex of desire, we have to struggle to recall the wholeness of per-
sons, including ourselves. Beauvoir speaks of the temptation we all occasionally
feel to give up the struggle for a self and lapse into the inertia of an object: “Along
with the ethical urge of each individual to affirm his subjective existence, there
is also the temptation to forgo liberty and become a thing.” A woman in partic-

ular, given so much encouragement to lapse into thinghood, “is

Caught in the  often very well pleased with her role as the Other.”

vortex of desire, Yet one need not forgo liberty and become a thing, without

struggle to recall
the wholeness of

we haveto  acenterora self, in order to become the Other. In our mutual
strangeness, men and women can be doorways one for another,
openings into the creative mystery that we share by virtue of our
existence in the flesh. “To be sensual,” James Baldwin writes,

persons, includ- s to respect and rejoice in the force of life, of life itself, and to
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ing ourselves.  be present in all that one does, from the effort of loving to the
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breaking of bread.” The effort of loving is reciprocal, not only in act but in desire,
an I addressing a Thou, a meeting in that vivid presence. The distance a man
stares across at a woman, or a woman at a man, is a gulf in the soul, out of which
a voice cries, Leap, leap. One day all men may cease to look on themselves as pro-
totypically human and on women as lesser miracles; women may cease to feel
themselves the targets for desire; men and women both may come to realize that
we are all mere flickerings in the universal fire; and then none of us, male or fe-
male, need give up humanity in order to become the Other.

Ever since [ gawked at the girl in pink shorts, 1 have dwelt knowingly in the
force-field of sex. Knowingly or not, it is where we all dwell. Like the masses of
planets and stars, our bodies curve the space around us. We radiate signals con-
stantly, radio sources that never go off the air. We cannot help being centers of
attraction and repulsion for one another. That is not all we are by a long shot, nor
all we are capable of feeling, and yet, even after our much-needed revolution in
sexual consciousness, the power of eros will still turn our heads and hearts. In a
world without beauty pageants, there will still be beauty, however its definition
may have changed. As long as men have eyes, they will gaze with yearning and
confusion at women.

When 1 return to the street with the ancient legacy of longing coiled in my
DNA, and the residues from a thousand generations of patriarchs silting my
brain, I encounter women whose presence strikes me like a slap of wind in the
face. I must prepare a gaze that is worthy of their splendor.

ey
3

P Analyzing the Text
iy
1. At the beginning and end of this essay, Sanders suggests that a “force-field of
sex” surrounds all our interactions with others. Working through the essay, ex-
plain how Sanders uses each example or episode from his past to discuss the

impact of this force-field of sex.

2. In one early episode from his past, Sanders describes the experience of viewing
pinups and centerfolds of women from magazines like Playboy. How, in his
view, do these images “severely reduce” the humanity of the women in the pho-
tographs? How did the prevalence of these images in his college dorm affect his
way of seeing women?

3. In the middle of this essay, Sanders introduces the theories of feminist scholar
Simone de Beauvoir. Review those paragraphs and develop your own explana-
tion of what her theories are regarding how men and women define each
other's sexuality.

4. What role does Sanders suggest women play in allowing themselves to be ob-
jectified by men’s attention? What examples does he provide? Do you think that
women contribute to their own objectification by men? Why or why not?

5. In the end, what is Sanders’s answer to the question, “How should a man look
at women?” Where does he provide it?
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