I WAS PUNCHED BY A FEMINIST


BACKGROUND:

I am a member of the Board of Directors of the American Humanist Association. I know that not many people know who we are (or even that we exist) so without boring you with details let me just tell you that Humanism is the idea that you can be good without a belief in God(s).

Every year we hold a conference during which several speakers give presentations and hold panel discussions on important issues of concern to humanity. Members of our organization gather from all over the country to participate in these discussions. These gatherings are extremely important to organizations like ours because our positions are not based on dogma or sacred texts. As science and society evolves, our stance on many issues evolves as well. The only constant remains our commitment to the well-being of humanity.

It is not always easy maintaining a consensus in a democratic organization like ours where the positions on issues are not set in stone. Allowing our positions to evolve is an arduous and sometimes painful process which involves many hours of careful study and discussion amongst our members. Our success in this area is directly related to our ability to empathize, compromise and remain focused on our shared goals.

Two topics where we currently find a high degree of controversy are pornography and prostitution. Again, without going into detail and at the risk of over-simplifying the issues let me just give you a summary of both sides of this debate:

FOR: Pornography and prostitution are issues of civil liberty and freedom of choice. Every human should have the right to decide what to do with his or her own body and we should not attempt to restrict this basic human right. This includes the buying and selling of sex.

Pornography is nothing more than a form of entertainment that should not be restricted or censored in any way. Different types of pornography exist to satisfy different tastes and they will continue to exist as long as there is an appeal and/or a market for it. 

Prostitution is nothing more than another profession deserving of respect and legal protection. Just like pornography, it will continue to exist until there is no more market for it. 

As long as no minors are involved and no human is forced to do anything against his or her will, there is no need to criminalize either industry. 

Bottom line: Just because you don’t like something doesn’t mean you should try to take it away from everyone else. 

AGAINST: Pornography and prostitution should be banned because they objectify humans and contribute to the general denigration of the human condition.

Sex is one of the most intimate and precious forms of human expression and as such it should not be up for sale. We should not allow ourselves to treat sex as a commodity because this cheapens and pollutes the very nature of being human. Sex is not for entertainment.

Bottom line: We shouldn’t allow sex to be seen as just another product that can be bought or sold because it causes irreparable harm to human relationships as a whole.

I should also mention that besides the simple philosophical nature of both arguments, the current state of gender inequality in our world means that in practice, women end up paying a much higher price than men. Such are the sad and unintended consequences of the existence of these industries. 

Even though we all know that a small percentage of women do enjoy the glamour and financial benefits of such professions, we must not forget that many women suffer from different types of abuse around the globe. The profitable nature of the business makes it attractive for the criminal element. This carries extreme and disturbing consequences like kidnapping, torture and coercion into different levels of sexual slavery or servitude. In many cases, the criminal nature of the business forces it to exist underground, outside of the eyes of the public and the law. Even the law is unequal when it punishes the prostitute and not the john. 

So, women suffer because men are buying. 

We agree that women and men deserve to be treated equally. What we must not forget is that women and men are not equal and it is not as simple as they have vaginas and we have penises. Our differences run deep and the genders don’t see or experience our world in the same way. Some of these differences are cultural but other ones, the most basic ones, come from evolution. 

Of course no one is justifying the violence and abuse that women suffer by saying that it’s in men’s nature. That would be ludicrous. What I’m saying is that understanding the reasons for these differences is the first step towards helping us address the inequality, injustice and pain that currently exists.

What is the solution then?

Should we blame these industries for the tragic human abuses connected to them? To prevent the current state of sexual slavery in which many women live, should we ban all forms of pornography and prostitution? Is this solution as naïve and unrealistic as providing abstinence-only sex education for our children?

Maybe we can solve this with decriminalization by taking away the opportunity from the criminal element to profit. Are pornography and prostitution industries that can be monitored and controlled? Are we ready as a society to admit that sex is just another commodity?


SO, WHAT HAPPENED?

On the first day of the conference I met Stephanie Hughes, the co-chair of the Feminist Caucus of the AHA and we had a nice long conversation about everything that I just shared with you. We agreed to collaborate on the drafting of a resolution on women’s issues.
 
On Saturday, June 5 at 4:30 PM, I attended the session “Porn, Prostitution, Pimps and Patriarchal Religions”. It was supposed to be facilitated by Pat Willis, the other co-chair of the Feminist Caucus, but since she was unable to attend, Stephanie stepped up to the plate. Instead of making it a scholarly presentation, she proposed that we have an open discussion about these issues. This was an excellent idea: let our members speak on issues where we have a wide range of opinions. To this goal and just five minutes before the session started, Stephanie invited me to the front table to help facilitate the discussion. 

The idea worked very well. We had an opportunity to hear insightful remarks and very good questions from many members. We could tell that some members were more passionate about their opinions than others. In particular, I could see that a Silver-Haired lady in the front row felt strongly about this because she kept gasping, shaking her head, rolling her eyes and pursing her lips whenever she didn’t like someone’s opinion. 

A man came to the front and made a comment about how to the same stimuli, parts of the brain respond differently in women and men. The lady in the front kept shaking her head and when the man was walking past her on the way to his seat, she slapped him on the arm. Not a hard slap. It was just a “I’m-so-annoyed-with-you” slap. Then, she turned to her friend and told her “I’m going to get him”. 

A little bit later, someone made a comment about how women are forced by culture and society to wear nine inch heels and look like whores. TV, magazines and movies are constantly feeding us the image of the “perfect” woman, an unrealistic image for many women to attain. My response to that was that I wondered if the peacock ever complained about having to carry around such plumage. Females and males attract the opposite sex in different ways. Like Marcel Marceau used to say: Vive la différence!

Men are visual animals. Our minds and our emotions are connected to what we see. That is why men like porn. Women are verbal animals. Girls develop language skills earlier than men. That is why women like romance novels. Then I accused these novels of portraying men as a perfect hero, an unrealistic image for any man to attain. 
 
My comment drew a few laughs and Silver-Hair in the front row said to me: “Watch it. You are in very thin ice with this group”.  

At the end of the session, people started to get up from their seats and Silver-Hair walked over to the table to say something to Stephanie. I felt a little disappointed because during the whole session, this woman, who apparently had a lot to say, had not once approached the microphone. But some people don’t feel comfortable speaking in public and I was still very curious so when they were done talking, I looked over at Silver-Hair and asked her “Ma’am, I am very interested in your opinion”.

“Well, I don’t want to give it to you!” she sharply responded as she clenched her fists and put her arms straight at her sides like a child throwing a tantrum.
 
I said “Come on. This is why we get together. So that we have an opportunity to talk about these things. There is no need for such reactions. For example, why did you slap the gentleman that walked past you?”

“I will slap you too!” she said to me as she leaned across the table. 

“Come on. There is no need for threats of viole…”

WHAMMO!

Silver-Hair throws a right hook to my chin. My chin drops. Not because of the punch but because I can’t believe that I just got punched by a 60-something-year-old woman at a Feminist session.

“Get away from me” I finally manage to say and I take a step back. The lady starts coming around the table. I continue to back up (almost tripping over the projection screen) while Silver-Hair keeps lumbering towards me. To me she just looks like grandma from hell walking over to give me a REALLY hard hug. 

I keep backing up away from her and by now I’m in the aisle of the conference room. I keep yelling “Don’t touch me. Get away from me”. BUT NO ONE IS STOPPING HER! By this time I have gotten pretty loud and suddenly I hear Stephanie shout: “Raul, be quiet!” (I wonder if she would say the same to a prostitute that just got punched by her pimp?)

I end up escaping to the hallway when finally, a tall man in shining armor steps in between us (what do you know: romance novels are true!).

I immediately head to the registration desk where I tell Roy Speckhardt, Executive Director of the AHA what just happened. We agree that the best thing to do at this point is to ask her to leave the conference and not attend any more events. If she refuses, then we can ask hotel Security to get involved. An hour later, my wife and I are walking to the Humanist of the Year Banquet when I see Silver-Hair walking into the banquet hall. I find Roy and show him where she is sitting so he goes and asks her to please talk to him in the hallway. After a short while, Silver-Hair walks back into the banquet hall and Roy calls me out into the hallway. He tells me that Silver-Hair refuses to leave and that she claims that I attacked her first. 

Now I get upset. 

A simple apology would have been enough for me. But now, the thought of this lady sitting just a few tables away from me, eating her cake and drinking her tea with no remorse and maybe even proud of herself for hitting a man… this makes me feel sick. 

Plus, weren’t we just talking about equality? If our positions were reversed and I had punched her, I would have been sitting in jail an hour ago and getting real friendly with a fellow named Rico.

I consider my options.

A board member explains the possible consequences of pressing charges against this lady and the inconvenience of having to appear in court in San Jose since I live in Las Vegas. Another board member suggests that I don’t talk about this at the dinner table which to me sounds eerily reminiscent of a Catholic telling a child not to talk about the time when Father Flanagan touched his special place. 

I decide to press charges. Hotel Security calls the cops and Roy and I walk back into the banquet hall to try and pretend to enjoy our meals. When the cops arrive, I explain to them what happened. When I’m done telling my story I apologize to the police officers for wasting their time with something so petty. One police officer tells me: “Sir, you are the victim here. There is no need to apologize”.

When Silver-Hair comes out to talk to the cops I finally see some fear in her eyes. Grabbing on to Stephanie for support, she tells the officer that I assaulted her first. 

“He got in my face and poked me with his finger like this” she tells the officer while she pokes him on the chest with her finger. The officer looks down at her finger and then at her face. She recoils and apologizes for poking him. I’m sure the officer didn’t buy any of this. Not just because he’s already heard a different version of the facts, but simply because Silver-Hair is taller than me and has a couple of pounds (plus a few kilos) on me. 

“Ma’m, they are telling me that you punched this man. If he decides to press charges, you will be charged with assault and you may end up having to pay a $1,000 to $5,000 fine plus spend up to one year in jail.”

The silence is deafening. I can almost hear her “gulp”.

Another officer that has been quiet until now, saves the day by saying: “Why don’t you just apologize so that we can all go home?”

Just like a couple of children after a school-yard fight, Silver-Hair begrudgingly apologizes to me. 

After the officers are gone, Stephanie approaches me and asks me to come over so we can all talk about what just happened.

“I am sorry, Stephanie”, I reply. “All I wanted was an apology and you couldn’t convince her to even do that. We had to waste the time of three police officers for her to finally accept that what she did was wrong. On top of that, she lied to the cops. I have no interest in talking to a liar.” 

The next day, whenever someone heard “Raul got punched by a feminist”, the most commonly asked question was: “What did he say?”

I am not going to pretend that I am not a trouble-maker. If I wasn’t, I probably wouldn’t be an atheist. I would just be a Catholic that never goes to church. So, even though I am a person that knows how to press people’s buttons, did I deserve to be punched? I guess my answer is: No more than a woman wearing nine-inch heels and a short skirt deserves to be raped.

EPILOGUE:

If you don’t believe God has a sense of humor, listen to this: 

I flew back from San Jose on Flight 4586. I was in seat 11A and guess who was in seat 10B? Silver-Hair! Don’t worry. I didn’t ask for her opinion and she didn’t punch me. We simply ignored each other for the whole flight. This made me very sad. 

I could see her silver hair over the seat just a few inches away from me and yet she could have been a million miles away. Here was a fellow human being that for some reason had felt compelled to strike another human being in anger. I desperately wanted to understand how she felt. Is she angry because of personal experience? Was she abused herself? Was she sold into some form of sexual slavery or was this purely philosophical for her? 

I guess I could simply dismiss her as crazy but that would be too easy. I wanted to understand her. Even though I know that women and men don’t see the world the same way, I still wanted to try. But I couldn’t talk to her! All her life experience and wisdom will remain a mystery to me.

That’s why I’m sad. I don’t want the dialogue to end.
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