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Thomism and taboo 
The Interrelations of Modesty,  
Compassion and Metaphysics

“The question of man’s relation to dress primarily is one of metaphysics…”
– Erik Peterson

“Though eros is an essential of human life, unrestricted eros is both dangerous 
and ‘inhuman’...clothes that cover everything reshape the person entirely.”

– Otto Steinmayer1

A Dystopian Past

Imagine, for a moment, the following past as a scenario.
Once upon a time, a fashion came to predominate among a vast 

majority of human males. Certain items of clothing for male ado-
lescents and adults were created by fashion designers. This clothing 
caused girls and women to crave…chocolate. Or, if the reader prefers, 
steak. (Better yet: let us make it both.)

Two things occurred with the clothing. First, visually, males sim-
ply “seemed” to girls and women as gourmet chocolate and porter-
house steak. Second, beginning around age 13, girls’ biochemical 

1  In the online article entitled, The Loincloth of Borneo, www.ikanlundu.com/lit-
erary/ borneo_loincloth.html, accessed 11/17/09.
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physiology, due to heightened estrogen and progesterone production, 
began actually craving the chocolate and steak they believed they 
were “experiencing” in confrontation with male clothing – and felt 
frustrated by this fact in day-to-day life. After all one could not always 
satisfy such a craving for expensive steak and chocolate. Plus, many 
young women could afford neither. And in either case, it was usually 
a tease anyway as neither chocolate or steak were really on offer; just 
the anticipation of the same.

What is more: after several decades, MRI scans ultimately re-
vealed what women always had always known. Namely, that they 
tended – involuntarily, and against their will – to “view” males 
dressed in this way not as fully human individuals deserving of em-
pathy (much less of respect). But rather, at best, as “objects” to be 
navigated around; or, at worst, the way a cat might view avian or 
rodent prey. For some female adolescents the male clothing could 
even cause brief dizziness, heart palpitations, confusion, an incohate 
fight-or-flight response or a  desire to retaliate against something. 
However fleeting, the responses caused profound ambivalences in 
human females.

Local laws limiting the length and extent of the new male attire 
at first were passed sporadically. This was both out of the concerns 
expressed regarding girls on the one hand, and out of a concern for 
the loss of perceived male dignity on the other. (To ‘protect the males 
from themselves,’ so to speak.) Yet Hollywood and other venues nor-
malized the new male attire to such an extent it became ubiquitous. 
After all: it was attention getting. Especially as featured in films, as 
party attire, and – most critically – in advertising.

Men’s responses for why they wore the clothing varied over time. 
The most common response to the question became a  shrug, fol-
lowed by: “They’re comfortable.” If pointed out the clothing could 
make things difficult for a  girl, one response was smirking, “Well, 
I guess that’s her problem!” But usually if the question of clothing was 
raised, even faintly, men seemed shocked – often hearing this objec-
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tion for the first time.2 Surely, men insisted (aided by slightly amne-
siac females over 35), the case was being overstated! Still other men, 
aware of the craving inspired by the clothing, wore it consciously or 
semi-consciously, as a power symbol; or else poignantly said “I wear 
it so girls will notice me.” Yet another group of men attacked women 
for objectifying them: “This is a  question of culturally conditioned 
perception, to enforce the power of the Matriarchy,” some male au-
thors insisted. “It has nothing to do with ‘biology’ – nice try, seeking 
to blame the victim!”

Other males insisted that wearing the clothing of their choice was 
a question of sacrosanct self-determination, an act of empowerment. 
One which women need not embrace themselves, but which every man, 
precisely as a man, had a right to: “Who’s going to tell me I shouldn’t 
wear what I want? Every guy I know dresses this way. You want me 
to dress like we’re in 1919, or ‘Little House on the Prairie’? We don’t 
live in the Middle Ages. Simply raising this issue implies a war against 
men….” (Etc.)

Women’s responses differed markedly from those of men. Some, 
verbally confronted about the question of men’s fashion, might shrug, 
grin sheepishly, look out the window and change the subject. If an 
adolescent female or young adult woman was queried (and it was not 
a peer who asked the question) then a blush, a mumble, and an awk-
ward stumbling out of the room might ensue. Eye contact was avoided 
– such as one might find when trying to stare an otherwise friendly 
canine in the snout.

Among peers, however, and in anonymous online postings, female 
reactions were vehement, both “pro” and “con” regarding the male 
attire. On the one hand, it seemed a great many females viewed males 
with homicidal contempt; a hatred manifested not only in heavy metal 

2  The majority of people in any society will practice what they understand to be 
a form of modesty in most cases. The point of this paper is that what many women take 
to be modest may remain unaligned – in an unexpected ways – with what males around 
understand may take to be modest (even when “socially acceptable”), regardless of the 
males’ cultural conditioning.
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and rap lyrics, but in immensely successful ‘torture-splatter’ films that 
skewered males – literally – who especially sported the clothing. With-
out defending misandry, it must be admitted males had, by this time, 
collaborated in a decades-long process of self-objectification rooted in 
raw appetite, even if most males knew it not; and thus had succeeded 
in rewiring the brains of young women between the ages of 13 and 35 
in what researchers found to be disturbing ways. Some females ac-
knowledged privately, when amongst themselves, that “Men’s dress-
ing like food can make us women feel like animals.”3

Other women reveled in their plight, finding it exciting, or unable 
to envision life otherwise. Female advertisers (anxious to attract wom-
en’s attention at any cost, and as products of the situation themselves) 
were all too eager to exploit this aspect of mass female psychology for 
a quick sell.

Some college age women insisted it was wrong to objectify men, 
regardless of how they dressed. Yet when confronted with increasingly 

3  The idea that dress could function as a “sufficient” condition for inculcating re-
spect for women is contradicted by statistics from “modesty” oriented countries cited in 
a footnote further down in this article. At the same time, if one compares contemporary 
sexual abuse rates with previous generations, one might infer that dress – enveloped 
within a richer vision of women than now obtains among many younger males – may 
function act as a “necessary” condition for shaping their neuro-psychological perspec-
tives. (Of course, some will point out earlier generations underreported harassment and 
assault.) According to the SACHA Sexual Assault Centre’s website, http://sacha.ca/
fact-sheets/statistics:

- 60% of Canadian college-aged males indicated they would commit sexual assault 
if they were certain they would not get caught.

- 51% of Canadian women report having experienced at least one incident of phys-
ical or sexual violence since the age of sixteen

- 87% of Canadian women report experiencing sexual harassment
- 43% of all Canadian women have been sexually harassed at work
-  8 out of 10 female students said they had been sexually harassed at school.
- Four out of five female undergraduates surveyed at Canadian universities said 

they had been victims of violence in a dating relationship.
- In a study of students grades 9-13, 54% of students were aware of dating violence 

among peers; 29% of those girls ages 11-20 from the same sample reported abuse in 
their own dating.
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daring fashion, language, and behavior among male peer, would admit 
privately, “Guys do make it hard for us to view them as ‘gentlemen’ 
or something.’” Girls – and even white collar female professionals – 
eventually went online for hours at a time, to view males wearing those 
fashion items inspiring the most intense appetitive reactions. By the late 
1990’s psychotherapists identified an Internet-related condition difficult 
to cure in women, with reactions approximating those of a crack co-
caine addict. “Rehab” centers opened here and there – though sadly too 
few. Meanwhile, men’s fashion drove much of the world’s economy.

Yet one study revealed about an unexpected percentage of wom-
en polled felt males should be disciplined for some kind of harass-
ment due to the “provocation” caused by wearing the offending attire 
in the workplace. Some men occasionally lost their jobs for wearing 
the clothing if wearing it interfered with female coworkers’ attention. 
(This, assuming males even received employment if they wore the 
clothing described to a job interview.)

For those who began reading this article in the middle, this of 
course is a fable. And, of course, it does not apply to men’s fashions 
and female reactions to these. It refers rather to women’s contemporary 
fashions, and male reactions to these. Yet it is plausible – I suggest in-
evitable – that no matter how many women might partially empathize 
with some point in this article:  as of this writing the overwhelming 
majority of women are unable to make out the tip of this Titanic ice-
berg. The reason for this is cultural conditioning. 

Fashion as Communication

Aquinas once claimed that:
Speech is proper to human beings seeing that it is proper to them, 

in contrast with other animals, to have knowledge of good and evil, 
just and unjust, and the fact speech can signify…communication about 
these things creates the household and civic community, making man 
a naturally familial and civic animal.
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Aquinas here highlights the human potential for symbolic commu-
nication not in adaptive needs, but in the social need to communicate 
ethically. For Aquinas it is communication-as-ethical which functions 
as the taproot of human families and local communities. As Antony 
Anderson has written, “communication remains not primarily a prob-
lem of technology, but of power, ethics and art.”

Polymath Oxford researcher Franz Steiner claimed the concept of 
“taboo” has its roots in a culture’s perceived “dangers”; i.e., that which 
once had resulted in helping cause an undesirable situation in the past 
was often labeled taboo – even if the original function of the taboo was 
forgotten. In few places is this more evident, perhaps, than in relation 
to dress, which, in addition to its protective function, we all know also 
constitutes “communication.” Taboos thus recognized dangers of an 
ethical nature.

While few things appear to be more culturally “relative” than 
dress,4 few things are also as “communicative” in semiotic terms, as 
a  reflection – or desired projection – of the person. In the words of 

4  This fact was always recognized. As an “objector” recorded by Aquinas notes, 
“It would seem that there cannot be virtue and vice in connection with outward apparel. 
For outward adornment does not belong to us by nature, wherefore it varies according 
to different times and places,” S Th 169, 1, obj.1. Take the following example from 
North America, little over a century old at this writing: “A gang of Spanish gypsies 
took the Magic City by storm Thursday…They presented a shocking appearance, some 
of the women being barefooted,” “Gypsies Ordered Out of Town,” Akron Daily Dem-
ocrat, August 30, 1902, p. 5. Aquinas however proceeds to disagree with the sweeping 
nature of this conclusion based on objector’s empirical observation: 

Although outward attire does not come from nature, it belongs to natural reason 
to moderate it; so that we are naturally inclined to be the recipients of the virtue that 
moderates outward raiment… concerning outward apparel…[since] a woman’s apparel 
may incite men to lust…Nevertheless a woman may use means to please her husband… 
And if indeed they adorn themselves with this intention of provoking others to lust, they 
sin mortally; whereas if they do so from frivolity, or from vanity for the sake of osten-
tation, it is not always mortal, but sometimes venial...some might be excused from sin, 
when they do this not through vanity but on account of some contrary custom: although 
such a custom is not to be commended… women are not forbidden to adorn themselves 
soberly and moderately but…shamelessly, and immodestly. S Th 169, 1, respondeo, 
and 2, respondeo, 1.
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Lloyd Llewellyn-Jones, “To choose the clothes we wear is to define 
ourselves, because we all reveal and conceal aspects of our personal-
ities by what we select for any given occasion.”5 Is Llewellyn-Jones 
correct?

In one sense, perhaps not. Dr. Susan Scafidi, professor of Fashion 
Law at Fordham University once tweeted that just as wearing a “hood-
ie” does not make its wearer a “hoodlum,” so “Nor does a miniskirt 
mean ‘yes’” [to sexual activity]; she adds “but that’s another issue.”6 
It is another issue indeed. Dr. Scafidi is naturally right in saying a min-
iskirt may tell us little to nothing about the individual wearer. Yet it 
may tell us all kinds about the culture the wearer inhabits. And what 
remains telling is why Dr. Scafidid felt the need to make the point she 
did. (Significantly, the title of her “tweet” is “The Confused Semiotics 
of Dress.”) In an at least cultural sense, Lewellyn-Jones is correct. Re-
garding tight-fitting clothing, for example, Peter Fressola, Benneton’s 
onetime communications director for North America, admitted that, 
“Jeans are about sex and danger.”7 Likewise relevant in this context is 
what onetime MSNBC television commentator Kathleen Parker has 
written:

It’s little wonder boys and young men are confused by constantly 
shifting and conflicting signals about how they should behave toward 
the lovelier sex.

Depending on a woman’s mood, a male is expected to know exact-
ly when to respond to her wiles by issuing a devastating compliment, 
or when to pretend he hasn’t so much as noticed her strategically 

5  “Sexy Athena: The Dress and Erotic Representation of a Virgin War Goddess,” 
Chapter 13 of Athena in the Classical World, eds. Susan Deacy, Alexandra Villing, 
Leiden: Brill, 2001, p. 223.

6  “Confused semiotics of dress: Hoodie does not equal hoodlum. Nor does a mini-
skirt mean ‘yes,’ but that’s another issue,” http://twitter.com/CounterfeitChic/sta-
tus/183510752416632832, 3:09 p.m., March 12, 2012, accessed 7/9/12.

7  Communication: Images with Messages, Paul Martin Lester, Wadsworth Pub-
lishing, p.68.
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plunging decolletage. Above all, he must be sensitive to her vulnera-
bilities — except when she’s feeling empowered.

The deal is basically this, fellas: Females can flaunt their foliage 
when, where and how they choose, and you males have to be psychics 
to respond appropriately. 

[Such a] culture would seem, on the one hand, a boon to males, whose 
legendary attraction to visual stimulation has rarely been so eagerly in-
dulged. On the other hand, the sight of so much flesh from coffee through 
cocktails must be discombobulating, especially to young males…8

According to feminist author Camille Paglia many contemporary 
women “think they can do anything, go anywhere, say anything, wear 
anything.” Paglia’s famously unpopular response to this was: “No, 
they can’t.” 9

Addressing what Camille Paglia claims regarding clothing, Amer-
ican men reportedly respond far more vehemently to female fashion 
than most women suspect.10 Journalist Guy Garcia once claimed of 
“guy after guy” questioned in studies that “their reactions to women 
made them feel surprisingly aggressive,” i.e., hostile, in relation to the 
fashions contemporary women wore. One disturbing response from 
a male interviewed was, “It’s a tease…I feel degraded…I feel that they 
have power over me just by their presence…[which] makes me feel like 
a dummy, makes me want revenge.” Garcia continues: “These sorts of 
replies – which seemed to invert the power dynamics between men and 
women that analysts, feminists, and social scientists had been observ-
ing – stunned [researcher Timothy] Beneke.11 Why does it look like 
men are in power when they constantly talk about being powerless?”

8  “‘Save the males’: Ho culture lights fuses, but confuses,” by Kathleen Parker, 
6/28/08, www.nydailynews.com/lifestyle/2008/06/30/2008-06-30_ save_ the_ males_ 
ho_culture _lights _ fuses _b.html, accessed 7/10/12. 

9  Cited in Guyland: The Perilous World Where Boys Become Men, Guy Garcia, 
Harper Collins, 2008, p.221, emphasis added.

10  Guyland, p.228. Another interviewed reportedly feeling “definitely teased…
used, manipulated…[as if women were] testing their power over me…” (ibid.).

11  The book by Timothy from which Garcia cites is Proving Manhood: Reflections 
on Men and Sexism, University of California Press,1997.
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where, Muslim women are rejecting the image of female pseudo-liber-
ation associated with Westernization to embrace the veil and concom-
itant values of modesty and respectability (Macloeod 1991); Masque-
lier 1999)17…the assumed connection between nakedness and truth 
can be problematic despite the ever more visible place of eroticism in 
consumer culture… the skin is also the symbolic screen through which 
contact between subject and social context is mediated, objectified, 

17  According to The Times of India:
From the college lecturer in Mumbai to the young married woman in Bihar’s 

Munger to the student in Lucknow — all say the burqa is an article of faith, a pillar of 
support...There’s simply no compulsion to wear a burqa,” says Jamia Millia geography 
professor Haseena Hashia... 

In a world where sexual-crime is rampant, the burqa denotes comfort, security and 
allows a woman her dignity, they say. Daughter of Nawab Jafar Mir Abdullah of Luc-
know’s royal family, 26-year-old Mahruq, who is pursuing her BEd feels safer wearing 
a burqa to public places like Nakhaas, a crowded locality.

“I feel protected from eve-teasers and anti-social elements as they don’t get to see 
me or my body,” she says. “A covered body sends out a positive signal that says no 
sexual mischief will be tolerated,” says Moonisa Bushra Abedi, professor of nuclear 
physics in Maharashtra College in Mumbai. When wearing a burqa, Aligarh-based doc-
tor Bazigha Tabassum says she is [free] “from societal pressures’ and adds, “In a burqa, 
I’m my own person. … strangers can’t give me the once-over.”

“Muslim women wear burqa by choice and not force. I don’t see it as a religious 
sign,” says… Sana Hashmi 26, from Munger in Bihar. Sana drapes a large dupatta [mul-
ti-purpose scarf] instead of a burqa because it’s easier to handle. “I feel uncomfortable 
without it,” she says. “When I wear the burqa, I feel safer and more protected…It is 
a way of life for my family’s women, part of our culture rather than religion”...

“Women behind the veil: Burqa secures dignity,” Meenakshi Sinha & Nandita 
Sengupta, June 24, 2009, http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2009-06-24/in-
dia/28183257_1_burqa-large-dupatta-religious-sign, accessed 7/15/12. That said: I am 
not insensitive to ideological overtones implicit in special pleading by feminist writers 
vis-a-vis Islamic society. The alliance of the international Left with Islam generally 
dates back to an alliance first forged by French Trotskyites decades ago, as narrated by 
Paul Berman (The Flight of the Intellectuals: The Controversy Over Islamism and the 
Press, Paul Berman, Melville House, 2011). Counterpoints to romanticizing current 
Islamic practice include points made by Phyllis Chesler, and the Pakistan-based Wom-
en’s Action Forum. Though some might suspect such romanticizing occurs in Naomi  
Wolf’s reflections at the end of this article, anyone who has followed Wolf’s trajectory 
will know her comments reveal deeply felt, longstanding convictions, not ideological 
posturing.
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and occasionally transformed. Exposure and decoration of certain 
body surfaces (or, conversely, their concealment, Turner showed), can 
have considerable semiotic value, because, like actual clothing, they 
are part of the ‘social skin’ on which identities and relations are made 
visible or, conversely, erased...these forms of inscription and erasure 
can become a morally charged  medium... As Satlow (1997) argues for 
Judaism and as several contributors demonstrate in their essays, ‘na-
kedness’ is often, and perhaps even always, gendered.18 This should 
hardly surprise us. Ever since Berger (1972) argued that ‘ways of see-
ing’ artistic nudes were structured around male entitlement to pleasure 
and female objectification as sites of that pleasure, attention to the 
complex parameters of gender has revealed radical differences be-
tween male and female perceptions and experiences of nudity...a male 
gaze producing distinctions and definitions of female forms that con-
trast radically with what a female onlooker would see.19

Masquelier makes some excellent points in this paragraph. How-
ever, as with most postmodern discourse about power and culture the 
question of evolutionary biology remains largely unaddressed. This 
fact is due to the decades-old anxieties of viewing women through 
a prism of biological determinism. In other words:  at some level (and 
paradoxically for materialists) the anthropology Rene Descartes – the 
man who marginalized embodiment better than anyone – must be re-
tained at some level. It must be  retained in some form if women are 
to be truly empowered.

Concretely what is thus underplayed is the display of certain body 
parts which Freud’s disciple John C. Flügel referred to as “eroge-
nous zones.” Sociobiology researchers today understand the function 
played by anatomical features in indicating optimal fitness and matu-
rity for mating within a species. Thus human males respond to signs of 
healthy female fertility (e.g., hip-to-waist ratios, capacity for nursing, 

18  The reference is to “Jewish Constructions of Nakedness in Late Antiquity,” by 
Michael L. Satlow, Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol.116, 1997, 429-54.

19  Dirt, Undress, And Difference, pp.4-5. The Berger reference is to Ways of See-
ing, John Berger, Penguin Books, reprinted 2008.
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relative symmetry as a  sign of health, etc.), occurring between the 
onset of puberty, and prior to the onset of menopause.

What women in Western societies do not (and perhaps, due to cul-
tural conditioning, a majority now cannot) readily understanding is 
the way in which a female may imperil, or even efface, her gestalt as 
a human being within a younger male’s psycho-visual field. In oth-
er words that she, with her own unique past and possibly rich inner 
life, can “dis-integrate,” phenomenologically, into a collection of body 
parts within the consciousness of a male perceiver, with each exposed 
body part competing with every other for attention. 

While the female as a whole may appeal as a unified “object” of 
male appetite – when not one of simple perception or contemplation – 
it is actually individual body parts which can cause “static” and “inter-
ference” in basic perception and, consequently, in such critical areas 
as interpersonal communication and the empathy this requires.

While the hormones testosterone and vasopression are involved in 
the makeup of younger males here (potentially prompting irascible or 
predatory aggression, in addition to appetite),20 the reward system for 
mating behavior is also set off in the brain, activated by epinephrine 
(adrenaline), norepinephrine, and dopamine. Thus, elation and predato-
ry aggression can be ignited in tandem – particularly in the adolescent 
or young adult male brain – with human females completely oblivious 
to this fact. Just for perspective:  the male adolescent allegedly receives, 
on average, 20 times the amount of testosterone of an adult female.21 

20  For the background to this, the reader may see Sexual Coercion on Primates 
and Humans An Evolutionary Perspective on Male Aggression Against Females, eds. 
Martin N. Muller and Richard W. Wrangham, Harvard University Press, 2009. Michael 
Gurian claims that claims that a series of physiological factors are responsible for men’s 
lesser impulse control  and aggression. Among these, he claims are more spinal fluid, 
which facilitates quick translation of impulse to action, and greater reliance in men on 
primitive brain stem, which, according to Gurian, in men is less connected to higher 
reasoning parts of the brain. I owe my knowledge of this latter insight to my acquain-
tance Dr. Tim Fortin.

21  Richard Alleyne, Science Correspondent in Chicago for the London Telegraph, 
February 16 2009, www.telegraph.co.uk/science/science-news/4636689.
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While the role of testosterone in producing aggression directly has been 
questioned, its role in reproductive drive, visual orientation, and per-
haps in regulating aggression-inducing vasopressin, does not appear to 
be. While Flügel hypothesized that erogenous zones acting as visual 
stimuli “fluctuate” across time periods and cultures, the reality is:  ad-
vertisers – especially since Freud – have always known better.22 Writes 
child psychologist-turned-journalist John-Henry Westin:

Flügel tried to suggest that those ‘erogenous zones,’ as he called 
them, fluctuated.  However…From somewhere between the elbow 
and the shoulder, from just below the knees and up, and from the col-
lar bone down (front and back), and all places in between are the areas 
which would more properly be referred to as the permanent erogenous 
zones. Exposure of these body parts…alters normal discernment and 
has been found to increase sales.

…Dressing to be attractive, to be well liked, to be popular, to be 
beautiful, to be noticed, to be fashionable, ‘with it’ – these are the 
desires which normally drive the selection of apparel…with a view to 
a lasting relationship. In reality…few, if any, men view a scantily clad 
young woman…with thoughts like, ‘… I wish I could marry her’…
Typically these thoughts do not consider the woman as a  person.... 
[whereas] dress, which covers up the erogenous zones, leaves intact 
one of the most authentically appealing aspects of womanhood – the 
mystery. That mystery has its own compelling quality but one which 
is not given to…provocative dress.23

As to specifically “instrusive erotic images,” Beneke again refer-
ences cleavage, miniskirts, etc., adding that:

Advertising is full of images of women that are likely to catch 
men unaware... Sexually attractive women in and of themselves can 
clearly be felt by men as intrusive; what begins as an intrusive image 
may then become a stolen one. Images can be simultaneously stolen 

22  The systematic eroticization of advertising dates back to the Freudian émigré to 
the United States Edward Bernays. 

23  www.lifesitenews.com/ldn/2008/sep/08093011.html. E.g, sign posted outside 
basilicas in Rome.
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and intrusive; one feels an image intruding into one’s field of vision 
and is authorized to notice but not stare at, so one steals...A kind of 
power struggle may ensue in the man as he attempts to dominate and 
‘defuse’ the intrusive image…The result is a vague, amorphously di-
rected sexual resentment of women and resentment of sexual desire 
itself. Men feel stimulated against their will, hence powerless, dis-
tracted, and resentful…The view of a woman’s appearance as a weap-
on, or at least a powerful physical force, is metaphorically structured 
in English. A sexy woman is a bombshell, a knockout, dressed to kill, 
a femme fatale, devastating, ravishing, striking, or stunning...Consider 
the overwhelming intrusiveness implicit in those words…

The implication is that the visible objects which detach themselves 
within the young male’s visual field on a female of childbearing age 
– shoulders, upper calves, etc. – may be experienced as weaponized. 
Referencing scantily clad women viewed by male college students un-
der research conditions, Princeton researcher Susan Fiske shared her 
results with the Association for the Advancement of Science:  “what 
the brain scans show is that [males] are reacting to this photograph as 
people react to objects. It is as if [women] are not fully human…They 
are not treating them as fully three dimensional humans.”

For Fiske, this was somehow surprising:
They’re not fully conscious responses, and so people don’t know 

the extent to which they’re being influenced…It’s important to recog-
nize the effects.

In the men who scored highest on hostile sexism [“a more ad-
versarial viewpoint which includes the belief that women attempt to 
dominate men”], the part of the brain associated with analyzing an-
other person’s thoughts, feelings and intentions was inactive....They 
associated fully clothed women, on the other hand, with the third-per-
son forms, indicating these women were perceived as in control of 
their own actions. The females who took the test did not show this 
effect…

The broader purpose of the research was to explore circumstances 
under which people treat one another as the means to an end…Taken 
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together, the research suggests that viewing certain images is not ap-
propriate in the workplace….24

In light of this research, psychiatrist Dr. Charles Raison suggested 
that, “Women should be aware of how they are perceived when wear-
ing provocative clothing…”25

Fiske points out, “The females who took the test did not show 
this effect…” If true, then most females arguably are as hormonally 
prepared to understand males on this issue as males are to understand 
what females undergo during a menstrual cycle, or pregnancy. While 
empathy may contribute to a  kind of peripheral understanding, we 
have no reason to believe that either sex is “hormonally qualified” to 
understand the other fully “from the inside.” It took Fiske herself sev-
eral MRI scans under controlled conditions to figure this out. So that 
– short of hormone shots – attempts to explain this to many women are 
likely to be futile. A fact which does not only bode ill for a great many 
males, but for a great many females as well.

Still, one might ask the question: ought this fact absolve either sex 
from seeking to “adapt” itself to the other, once understood, precisely 
from motives of empathy?

Modesty as Compassion: Empathy vis-à-vis  
the Young Male Experience

It is precisely empathy, or “sensitivity,” which females have 
claimed males so often lack in sufficient quantity. We know empa-
thy is central to the ethical education of the young, male and female. 
We also know, conversely, how such violently anti-social visual and 
acoustic media as “murder porn” films, “gangsta rap,” and much 
heavy metal music, abets anti-female sentiment in males by further 

24  Richard Alleyne, Science Correspondent in Chicago for the London Telegraph, 
February 16 2009, www.telegraph.co.uk/science/science-news/4636689.

25  CNN Science, April 2, 2009, www.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/02/19. 
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undermining empathy. Yet empathy will be a confusing lesson to teach 
young males should women fail to practice the kind of empathy they 
preach. Specifically vis-à-vis younger males; and more specifically in 
matters relating to females’ chosen self-presentation.

In regard to empathy, for example, Harry Brod has claimed of por-
nography that it is guilty of “diminishing the quality of men’s inter-
subjective relationships with women, and thereby contributes to the 
loss of positive human interaction and self-realization.”26 At this point, 
some might object that – along with our prior citation of Reismann – it 
is over the top or exaggerated to conflate pornography with forms of 
casual dress meant to “beat the heat” in summer weather. I, for one, 
make no such blanket identification – least of all regarding a wearer’s 
intent. Yet Beneke insists it is precisely the latter phenomenon which 
may direct males to the former. In other words, female forms of dress 
can feed into pornography.27 What is more, just as Brod invokes a loss 
of healthy intimacy and prosocial behavior in pornography, Beneke 
claims that, “Stealing images of women’s bodies is a troubled activity 
that pervades many heterosexual men’s adolescent and postadolescent 
social experience...”

Referring to what we might colloquially call “leering,” Beneke 
claims that, “It’s a skill many boys learn” “to mask staring.” Accord-
ing to him:

26  “Pornography and the Alienation of Male Sexuality,” in Rethinking Masculin-
ity: Philosophical Explorations in Light of Feminism, eds. L. May and R. Strikwerda, 
Lanham, Littlefield Adams, cited in http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/feminist-sex-mar-
kets/#VioAgaWom, accessed 7/9/12.

27  Beneke elsewhere writes, “One realm where manhood is threatened and proved 
is the realm of sexuality; this has become visible in recent years in discussions of por-
nography...[in which] three debates mingle and collide...We are asked to be (1) Out-
raged at the sexism in men’s minds and its ubiquitous dissemination in pornography 
and its inexorable expression in violence toward women, (2) grateful that we can finally 
honestly acknowledge, and freely explore and express, our sexuality, and (3) appalled at 
the presence of ‘such filth’ in our community.” Despite personal reservations about this 
last assertion, Beneke finally concedes that, “I think the third nudges and constrains me 
in visceral, semiconscious ways.”
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stolen images come in two forms: looking at something one is not 
authorized to look at and looking lustfully at what one is authorized to 
look at. And there are images that men are authorized, indeed expect-
ed, to notice, but are not authorized to stare at: a woman’s cleavage in 
a low-cut dress, the legs of a woman in a miniskirt... Stealing images 
and glossing the activity [peripheral leering] are deeply humiliating 
and isolating for men…as a chronic, fearful, humiliated stance toward 
women that often pervades men’s daily social experience...This ac-
tivity is humiliating...because it shuts one out �I�U�R�P���V�R�F�L�D�O���P�X�W�X�D�O�L�W�\...

At this point it may be useful to note that a suspect trait of femi-
nist discourse is that while its proponents lobby to wrest power �I�U�R�P 
males, the same writers may remain silent on questions of correlative 
responsibility, e.g. regarding displays of female empowerment �Y�L�V���j��
�Y�L�V males. Ironically so, given that abuse of power is precisely what 
feminists so often have criticized in men. If women wish men not to 
abuse power vis-à-vis others, it may be viewed as paradoxical that the 
former be perceived as projecting power (intentionally or not) without 
regard to the feelings of other human beings among whom they teach, 
work, or otherwise associate.

According to Aquinas, the summit of human potential (�S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D��
�K�X�P�D�Q�D) in terrestrial life is for individuals to mature through acts of 
selfless love that cultivate the virtue “charity.” In this way, “charity 
brings the will to maturity” (�F�D�U�L�W�D�V���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�D�W�H�P���S�H�U�¿�F�L�W).28 Neo-Freud-
ian psychoanalyst Erik Erikson – who was aware of Aquinas – would 
approximate to this with his conception of “generativity” (occurring 
relatively late in the human lifecycle). Aquinas, however, would allow 
charity to be exercised by children as well as adults; while also requir-
ing that a higher power “gift” charity to individuals, as a precondition 
for its exercise. The height of charity for Aquinas is to give one’s life 
for another.

28  �4�X�L�D���D�X�W�H�P���F�D�U�L�W�D�V���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�D�W�H�P���S�H�U�¿�F�L�W���L�Q���R�U�G�L�Q�H�����L�G�H�R���S�H�U���P�R�G�X�P���L�V�W�X�P���¿�G�H�V��
�S�H�U���F�D�U�L�W�D�W�H�P���I�R�U�P�D�W�X�U�����V�L�F�X�W���H�W���D�O�L�D�H���Y�L�U�W�X�W�H�V���T�X�D�H���L�P�S�H�U�L�X�P���Y�R�O�X�Q�W�D�W�L�V���V�H�T�X�X�Q�W�X�U��
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(i.e. rational) human desire to be compassionate’32…he acknowledges 
that this implies a sense of vulnerability to experiences such as suffer-
ing…,Aquinas says compassion has two elements: sharing pain and 
a desire to act. The compassionate person feels sorrow for and tries to 
dispel the distress of the other as if it were one’s own (sicut miseriam 
propriam)33…concern for the other’s welfare is couched in terms…of 
vulnerability to similar distress. Compassion is respect for the other 
that, like shame, has its grounding in respect for the self...34

And here, it would appear, is at least half our dilemma. For an 
overwhelming majority of women surely would display compassion 
toward males – if they regularly experienced “vulnerability to similar 
distress” with its “grounding in respect for the self” Ryan cites. Yet 
at least half the problem is: most do not, in fact, experience similar 
distress.

One contrast which might be viewed synoptically alongside this 
situation is a growth in empathy available to mature males which may 
form over time. This can result not only from healthy interaction with 
females generally, but arguably more so through marriage. Regarding 
marriage, whereas male spouses experience a hormonal arc spanning 
roughly a  day, female spouses experience on a  hormonal arc span-

32  Ryan here cites as sources in the footnotes: Catena Aurea, trans. J.H. Newman 
(London: Saint Austin Press, 1999), 377; and Cates, Choosing to Feel, 273–4, himself 
citing STh I-II 85. 2.

33  Ryan here cites STh I 21. 3 in a footnote.
34  Ryan here cites STh I-II 24.1 in a footnote, emphases added. In STh II-II 144, 

ad2, Aquinas also argues that, “shame denotes, not a  habit but a  passion, nor does 
its movement result from choice, but from an impulse of passion….shame  is fear of 
baseness and disgrace. Now it has been stated (142, 4) that the vice of intemperance 
[lack of self-control] is most base and disgraceful. Wherefore shame pertains more 
to temperance than to any other virtue.” He continues: “shamelessness, in so far as it 
results from excessive love of disgraceful things, is opposed to temperance…(ad4)… 
Being frequently ashamed causes the habit of an acquired virtue whereby one avoids 
disgraceful things which are the object of shame, without continuing to be ashamed in 
their regard” (ad5)… Shame properly regards disgrace as due to sin which is a volun-
tary defect. Hence the Philosopher says (Rhet. ii, 6) that ‘a man is more ashamed of 
those things of which he is the cause,’” 2 ad1.
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ning a month. The requirement for each spouse to accommodate to the 
shifting moods of the other has the potential to inculcate increased em-
pathy in the other’s regard, albeit over time. In the case of males, the 
same is true in learning of women’s specific vulnerabilities, both emo-
tional and physical (e.g., in menstruation and pregnancy, childbirth, 
illness – and even mortality). This experience can allow a mature male 
to view other women of comparable age relationally, not as objects, 
but as “another men’s spouses,” actually or potentially; or simply as 
complex persons with insights and experiences all their own, rather 
than abstract objects of appetite.

Yet empathy towards females arguably is augmented most of all in 
the raising of daughters. The physical vulnerability of a daughter from 
birth, through childhood, plus the emotional vulnerabilities men wit-
ness in a daughter from grade school through early adulthood, may be 
poignantly felt. This too can become dispositive toward viewing girls 
and women younger than oneself as “Somebody’s little girl” (or sis-
ter, or granddaughter, etc.) In other words, viewed relationally, within 
a  social context (beyond one’s own mother/sister/ grandmother), as 
she is valued by others, and thus, valuable in herself. This has the po-
tential to “re-humanize” females in male eyes, largely irrespective of 
most forms of dress. Even if a male cannot help but “notice,” he may 
choose also to “ignore,” and thus to attend fully to the human being 
before him as the “three dimensional” person she is.

Such a process, though common, need not however be “automat-
ic” or predetermined. It may be the result of choices made through 
reasserted acts of empathy by the male. In fact: indulgence is pornog-
raphy can be a deal-breaker. Most importantly, however, this mature 
experience of an older male must in no way be confused with that of 
younger male, in which the opportunities described have yet to present 
themselves, on the one hand; and in which the testosterone-induced 
fog of youth so often predominates on the other.35

35  Males’ testosterone on average begin to decrease about 2% annually after their 
twenties. The tension between a protective male father (half remembering his young 
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Returning to the question of empathy, let us momentarily examine 
a shorter “alternative past-to-present” scenario as a complement to the 
one which starts this article. Let us imagine that women in most work-
places, such as law firms and hospitals, are to wear all of the following 
attire – without fail – and without much complaint, even in summer: 
ankle length pants that are never form fitting; sleeves that come to the 
wrists; dark socks; closed-toe shoes (ideally leather); a buttoned-down 
collar; a tie.

Most female professionals are not expected to do this, nor do 
I know of anyone who believes they should. Yet such, of course, is 
standard dress for a great many males – even in summer (unless they 
work in California’s Silicon Valley). Few males I know of personally 
complain of heat or discomfort, or injustice, on account of this mode 
of dress. Much less do they propose to take a stand in defining them-
selves – on principle – by dressing in ways which might “provoke” 
female coworkers (such as coming to work in a muscled bare torso and 
a bow tie). Might this because males are uniformly heroic? Superhu-
man? More self-sacrificing than females generally? We would rightly 
doubt this. Yet if most men traditionally made sartorial sacrifices in 
late modernity to secure the goods intrinsic to social status, or “pro-
fessionalism,” then with equal reason might some women learn to do 
the same. Namely, out of empathy toward younger males; in order to 
safeguard their own social status; and most importantly, with a view 
toward their own inherent human dignity.

adulthood) and a younger male suitor, who has never had to assume responsibility for 
a female’s physical or psychological wellbeing, courting the older’ man’s daughter used 
to be a staple of popular culture. E.g., “The Cosby Show,” Season 1, Episode 10. Also, 
W. Bruce Cameron’s 8 Simple Rules for Marrying My Daughter: And Other Reason-
able Advice from the Father of the Bride (Not that Anyone is Paying Attention), Work-
man Publishing Company, 2001; Reprinted by Fireside 2008.
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Time and Taboo: A (Too) Brief History of Veiling  
and Social Status

If Beneke and Fiske on the one hand, and sociobiologists on the 
other, are correct, then taboos in male-female relations within tradi-
tional societies are born of male attitudes resulting from encounters 
with females perceived as fertile; ranging from a de-humanizing ob-
jectification of females, to attraction, to confusion, to resentment – of-
ten all at the same time. Attempts to dress women “up” thus arguably 
result less often from male attempts to control females (though this 
can happen), as from male attempts to control themselves. In other 
words, to control their own attitudes toward females – as well as the 
attitudes of other males toward females they value personally (such as 
close family members).36

In addition to protecting valued females from exploitation by the 
conflicted male gaze, the goal of “protecting” male self-sufficiency 
and self-control before external factors admittedly is in play too (in 
this area as in others). It is this which perhaps best explains consistent 
verbal warnings in antiquity to males regarding females– to the point 
of a depressing misogyny – appearing in real or alleged sayings of the 
Linyu attributed to Confucius, the words of the Buddha to his disciple 
Ananda, certain Islamic haditha relating to the Prophet Muhammad’s 
son-in-law Ali, and beyond. The Buddha’s advice to Ananda was to 
have no contact at all with women. Asked what to do if one must have 
contact with women, the Buddha allegedly replied, “Do not look at 
them.” And if one must “look at them”? “Do not speak with them,” the 

36  Just as a side note: It is this fact which renders some feminist accusations that 
men “hate women’s bodies” nonsensical to males who wish women well. Female 
pontifications on males’ inner experience are about as satisfying – or convincing – as 
Freud’s attempting to do the same for feminists might be. Put another way: the first 
feminist scholar who signs on to multiply her testosterone content twenty times over 
may at some point become qualified to evaluate and comment on men’s experience 
persuasively. Until that time, more empathic listening and attention to research studies, 
rather than pontificating, may be called for.
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Buddha supposedly replied. Muhammad’s son-in-law Ali was blunter. 
His alleged judgment:  “Women are evil.”37

The context for this is misogyny is male “shame” – an emotion 
widely acknowledged to serve at least some useful functions. Writes 
T. Ryan:

An emotion that is good of its very nature is shame. While shame 
is ‘negative’ (it makes us feel uncomfortable), its positive function 
emerges from its object, namely, the value it is directed towards up-
holding and the attitude produced. There are some actions (and at-
titudes) about which we should be ashamed. For Aquinas, shame is 
prompted by a sense of self-respect, a view supported by authors rang-
ing from Aristotle to Martha Nussbaum. In contemporary terms, by 
disposing our sensitivity to what can distort our moral horizon, shame 
is a sentinel guarding our personal self-transcendence in the search for 
meaning, truth, and values.38

Ryan goes to cite Aquinas as writing that those emotions are good 
which, “create a favorable attitude towards something truly good or 
an unfavorable one towards something really evil; and those emotions 
are evil which create an unfavorable attitude towards something truly 
good, or a favorable one towards something really evil.”39 Ryan adds 
that:

This is consistent with Aristotle’s view that appropriate self-regard 
(�S�K�L�O�D�X�W�L�D) is integral to human flourishing. Shame is entailed in self-
care as moral sensitivity to actions that could reflect, or have reflected, 
badly on oneself…Nussbaum notes that shame ‘requires self-regard as 

37  Accurately or not, Al-Askalany dared to claim of Muhammad himself saying, 
“women are all evil and the worst thing about them is that one cannot live without 
them.”

38  “Aquinas on Compassion.” Ryan cites the following sources in footnotes 
throughout this paragraph: Ryan’s own ‘Healthy Shame? An Interchange between Els-
peth Probyn and Thomas Aquinas,’ Australian Ejournal of Theology, No. 12, July 2008, 
www.acu.edu.au/__data/assets /pdf_file/0009/107469/ Ryan_Practical_Theol_Conf.
pdf (accessed 11 December 2009); and Oakley, Morality and the Emotions (London: 
Routledge, 1992), p. 74.

39  S Th I-II 24. 1
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wearing a  headscarf…[who] walks down a  European or North 
American street, surrounded by other women in halter tops, miniskirts 
and short shorts. She passes under immense billboards on which other 
women swoon…cavort in lingerie or simply stretch out languorous-
ly….Could this image be any more iconic of the discomfort the West 
has with the social mores of Islam, and vice versa?63 Ideological bat-
tles are often waged with women’s bodies as their emblems...are we 
blind to our own markers of the oppression and control of women?

…. when I travelled in Muslim countries and was invited to join 
a discussion in women-only settings within Muslim homes, I learned 
that Muslim attitudes toward women’s appearance and sexuality are 
not rooted in repression, but in a strong sense of public versus private, 
of what is due to God and what is due to one’s husband. It is not that 
Islam suppresses sexuality, but…embodies a strongly developed sense 
of its appropriate channeling – toward marriage, the bonds that sustain 
family life, and the attachment that secures a home.

…Indeed, many Muslim women I spoke with…felt liberated from 
what they experienced as the intrusive, commodifying, basely sexu-
alising Western gaze. Many women said something like this: “When 
I  wear Western clothes, men stare at me, objectify me, or I  am al-
ways measuring myself against the standards of models in magazines, 
which are hard to live up to – and even harder as you get older, not to 
mention how tiring it can be to be on display all the time. When I wear 
my headscarf or chador, people relate to me as an individual, not an 
object; I feel respected.”

…I put on a shalwar kameez and a headscarf in Morocco for a trip 
to the bazaar… as I moved about the market…the shape of my legs ob-
scured, my long hair not flying about me – I felt a novel sense of calm 
and serenity. I felt, yes, in certain ways, free… This may explain why 
both Muslim and Orthodox Jewish women not only describe a sense 

63  On this note, of relevance is the American Psychological Association’s Task 
Force on the Sexualization of Girls (2007-02-19): “Report of the APA Task Force on the 
Sexualization of Girls, Executive Summary,”  www.apa.org/pi/wpo/sexualizationsum.
html, accessed 11/2/07.
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