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The Hites Of Sex

The Hitereportshave helped to shape women's per ceptionsof
their own sexuality. Rosalind Brunt analysesthethird and final
volume of thismassive sex survey

The most shocking thing ab-
out the new Hite report is
likely to be, for women any-
way, the shock of recogni-
tion. For what is covered
here is deeply familiar terri-
tory: the surprise is that it
has not been explored so sys-
tematically before.

This is the last in Shere
Hite's massive trilogy of re-
ports on women's and men's
sexuality. It is based on de-
tailed questionnaires com-
pleted by a sample popula-
tion of 4500 American
women and mixes statistical
data with 'qualitative’ evi-
dence - the women's own
words - and Hite's commen-
tsz;r}/. But the book is buttres-

by profuse expert tes-
timonials to Hite's scientific
integrity and aflorid tribute
to her own husband and these
provide an edgy reminder of
past accusations of doing
'man-hating' research.

Such defensiveness is un-
necessary when the report
itself stands as a positive de-
monstration of the honour-
able philosophy that marx-
ists uphold: 'the truth is a-
ways partisan’. Taki n? sides
needn't be incompatible with
scientific rigour and Shere
Hiteis scrupulously open ab-
out her evidence and
methods whilst being out-
and-out ‘for' women and
quite clear about moulding
her data into a particular
feminist framework.

My own interpretation of
the report is that it presents
the most damning and com-
prehensive indictment of
men's treatment of women
who love them that I've ever
read. At the same time, it is
nothing new and immediate-
ly recals al the stories that
women tell. But what makes
it so devastating is its scale
and consistency: so many
voices from such varied cir-
cumstances saying such
similar things.

Over dl the report's
findings is a sense of the sex
and gender times being com-

pletely out of joint: amassive
emotional and attitudinal dis-
parity between women and
men; with men still encased
in character-armour - in ev-
ery sense, stuck rigid - while
women have been 'on the
move, reassessing persona
experience in al sorts of
ways that have life-changing
implications.

Hite summises that what
prevents men 'letting go', be-
coming, as she puts it, 'emo-
tionally egual with women',
istheir fear of losing control,
and thereby power, over
women. Most women in the
report say that most men
take little or no responsibil-
ity for the development of a
love relationship: they won't
'work at it', lack intimacy
with women, are demeaning,
rejecting and unaffection-
ate, preoccupied with 'more
important things'. They tend
to treat sex as a primary
means of communication and
eguate sex with love; other-
wise, they are emotionaly
withholding and distancing
and offer no emotional sup-
port to women. At the same
time, without acknowledging
it, and whilst complaining
that it is women who do the
whingeing, clinging and de-
man |n%d_it is the men,
women believe, who are the
desperately 'needy’, emo-
tionally dependent and pas-
sve sex: demanding dl the
attention, time and nurture
from women that they are
not providing in their turn.
Plus 12% of women in the
sample had been beaten by a
loved man/men and 5/%
threatened with violencein a
relationship.

In this state of affairs, Hite
notes a significant factor in
the current American di-
vorce rate (50% of mar-
riages): 90% of the actions
are now initiated by women,
whereasthemen are still get-
ting enough satisfaction
from the relationship to want
to continue marriage. Furth-
ermore, she observes a
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marked trend of 40-plus di-
vorcees now embarking on
their first lesbian rea
tionship. The only chapters
inthereport that expressany
real contentment are those
where women describe les-
bian or celibate lifestyles.
Hite notes the value women
place on friendships with
women and how it is often
only sisterly support that
makes life with men bear-
able.

So what is going on here?
What remains the point of
gticking with men? | think
the Hite report undoubtedly
downplays the role of con-
tinuing material and cultural
inequality between men and
women in promoting-heter-
osexua choice. At the same
time, it presents a challenge
to those radical feminist
analyses that say if women
had equal accessto the same
means of existence as a man
thenitwould indeed beacase
of naked emperors. This
might well be so if women
were claming only to be

buying into the action and
lifestyle of men and not, as
Hite insistently demon-
strates, offerings indeed de-
manding, to loveand beloved
by men as well. So doesn't
there have to be 'something'
about men, besides the resl
socid props of patriarchy,
that makes them objects of
desire to women, however
strange that seems?

The questions that resonate
throughout the report re-
main the puzzles about men
that women are always pos
ingto each other: Ishereally
worth it? What did | see in
him? ever do we bother
with them? And if we reject,
as Hite does, the currently
fashionable notion  that
women are masochists who
somehow ‘love too much’,
then it is getting rather
urgent that we come up
with some good answers for
why women go on making a
heterosexual choice. *
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