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Bored in Wizshmgton.

All Work and No Fhrt

By Susan Benda

WASHINGTON — If you plan
to visit the American capltal
you'd better heed this travel ad
sory: ‘*At all costs, do not flirt.”
The fear of sexual harassment
lawsuits and political correctness
have brought an unprecedented
coolness to relations between the

MEANWHILE

pxck up the cues,

 —

sexes here. Mcn

repent and reform. And women learn

to subsist on the meager local diet.
Not long ago, I found myself in
the salad bar line at my office cafe-
teria next to a man I had noticed
around the law firm. He was kind of
cute, I didn't work with him and as
far as I knew, he wasn’t mammed. °
There we were, side by side, de- _
liberating between cucumbers and
cherry tomatoes. Qur eyes met. .
Seizing the moment, I compluncnt
- ed him on his colorful sweater. .
But slightly embarrassed at my
- own foray into flirting, I tried to
deflect attention by noting that if he
had admired my outfit, he would
have felt obli gcd to keep that a secret.
My comment résonated with several
of the men around the salad bar, One
lawyer, who is in his 50’s, said that
he felt entirely constrained in his
interactions with women and simply
didn’t know how to act anymom
What's going on? - .-
Sometimes it takes an outsndcr to
point out a bizarre local practice. In
talking to foreigners living in Wash-
ington, one discovers that they view
with horror the antiseptic, antisex-
ual way in which the natives relate:
® A French journalist nearing 40
confides that after a year of living
here, she is convinced she had lost
her sex appeal. Imagine her relief
when, upon her return to France,
men actually acknowledge her (fe-
male) presence. She knows what
sexual harassment is and has no
patience for it, but it doesn't mean
that she doesn’t want to be noticed.
® A Romanian in Washington for
a six-week program struggles with a
vague and uneasy sense that she has
become invisible and is close to
desperate by the time she boards her
plane for Europe.
® An Argentine woman throws
up her hands in exasperation and
says: "*All I know is if there’s any
less flmmg in this town, I'm
going home."’
All of these foreign women are
senious professionals who are hap-
pily mamed and not in search of a
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) flmanon that eases
.~ lations in their home countries.

- ment about a woman's

_+L; Foreign

’great love or even a little fling. But

at the lack of gracious
ey malc-fcmalc re-

According to my unscientific sur-

" vey of Washington residents in their

latc30 s to early 40's, men are fear-
ful of flirting or makmg any cor::;

in the course of the work day. -1
men also learn the rules

“They have told me that they dare not
banter with women or ask a woman

“'out on a date if they ﬁrst encounter

“ her professionally. S 11
3V31r10en one consnda's how much

time work consumes, this is no minor
gcvelopmcnt — pamculariy for thc
Sln € pErson. SRR R :

don’t believe I'm ovcrstatmg
thc problem. And it is a problem.
Aﬁcr all what S tbc fun of being

. What’s thefun of " 0
bemg grown-up if

D |
you can’t banter.' .
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wnup 1fyoucantﬂ1rt?'l'hcm
E:s) to be some compensation for the
grind of monthly mortgage pay-
ments, the boredom of weekly gro-

opping and laundry, and the
ocriyy on&gl of rcpomng to an office
NG

masmt o ML K

['m told, somcumcs rmhcr smug-:
ly. that this is the inevitable and
necessary result and mﬂccuon of the

~"success of the women's movement.

Are feminism and flirting irrecon-
cilably contradictory concepts?

I think not. : g
* There i1s a difference between
vulgar leenng and flirtatious banter.
I'll admit that this is a subjective
matter, dependent on both the judg-
ment of the beholder and the sen-
sibilities of the beholden. But given
the choice, I would much prefer to
live with the struggle to find the
golden mean, if only because the
price of banishing flirting altogether
1S sunply too high.

I don’t accept that the choice is
between sexism or this ‘‘neuteri-
zation’’ of our lives. I am old
enough to call myself a feminist —

for me thax uires no reflection —
but [ sall ¢ that 1t 18 (or can bc)
fun to be female.

The writer is a lawver in Wash-
ington. She contributed this com-

ment to the Internanonal Herald
Tribune.



