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His Sexuality, Her
Reproductive Rights

By Richard Newman © 1987

Your lover on the phone is very ex-
cited.

“Congratulations!” she says. “You're
going to be a father! I just got back
from the doctor and she tells. me I'm
pregnant. Isn’t that great?” Your heart
sinks. You want to scream, “What do
you mean, 'Isn’t that great?’” You want
to tell her to have an abortion.

Or she calls and her voice is slow
over the phone, and she has a hard
time getting the words out. Finally, she
tells you, “I'm pregnant.” “Why so
glum?” you ask elatedly. “That’s
wonderful!” She replies, “I want an
abortion.”

Or she calls and tells you she’s al-
ready had an abortion. She says she
feels guilty for not telling you first but
she was afraid. You hang up screaming
“Murderer!” into the phone.

Or she tells you she’s pregnant and
doesn’t know what to do. Neither do
you. This is the first time the subject
has come up.

Abortion: Whose Rights?

These scenarios, each perfectly un-
derstandable in its own context, raise
questions about the rights of both
men and women in relation to the
fetuses we create together. Can a man
claim a fetus as half his? Can he say
that if his lover aborts it against his
will, she violates his bodily and
reproductive rights? Or can he claim
that if he does not want to have a
child, she has no right to carry the
pregnancy to term? On the other
hand, can the woman claim that, since
she carries the fetus and his body is no
longer involved, the man’s claims are
irrelevant?

An important difference separates
these two sets of claims. The man’s
claim assumes power over the body of
the woman. Although his active par-
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ticipation in the reproductive process
is finished, he believes that his feelings
about having children are enough to
keep the woman from doing what she
wants with her body. The woman'’s
claim, however, involves no such
power over the man. She merely states
that since the sex act is over, he has no
bodily and/or reproductive rights to ex-
ercise. She refuses to acknowledge his
claim to power over her, and instead
asserts her right to her own autonomy.

Women'’s liberation concerns precise-
ly this right of women to their own in-
dependence without regard for patriar-
chal ideas of who, what or how
women should be. Women'’s libera-
tion, in other words, concerns woman-
centeredness, or “gynocentry.” In the
situations described above, the
woman'’s claim concerning her right to
abortion is based on a woman-center-
ed sexuality in which her relationship
to her own body is more important
than her relationship to the man. The
man’s claims grow out of an hierarchi-
cal sexuality in which the woman's
body — because of her relationship to
him — becomes an object over which
he has control. Her body becomes a
part of him the way anything we ac-
quire becomes in some way a part of
ourselves.

If we men want to redefine the na-
ture of our reproductive and sexual
relationships with women, we must
look, not to the women, but to other
men. From men comes the possibility
of a male-centered, male-defined
heterosexuality in which our relation-
ships to ourselves and each other be-
come primary. Developing these

-relationships should command our at-

tention with some urgency because
any hopes we have of real and com-
plete male liberation depend on our
ability to live our lives without
recourse to the possession/oppression
of a subservient other —the role into

which we coerce the women of our
culture.

The politics of abortion seem to me a
good place to start defining this male-
centered sexuality. This is because the
issues concerning women’s reproduc-
tive choice and men’s role in the
reproductive process ultimately in-
volve understanding the boundaries
between male and female sexualities.

Relinquishing Male Privileges

We can begin with what is probably a
radical assumption in our culture, an
assumption that we shouldn’t have to
mention at all: that women are fully
adult human beings, fully capable of
making responsible life decisions.
They do this not only within the con-
text of the female community but also,
along with fully adult and fully capable
men, within the context of the human
species. Second, we can recognize a
simple biological fact: men do not get
pregnant. Because the physical proces-
ses of pregnancy, abortion and
childbirth are experienced only by
women, it is only common sense that
the final decision to experience either
childbirth or abortion should rest with
no one but a pregnant woman. (Just
imagine how unreasonable it would
be if women decided when and
whether men should undergo vasec-
tomy operations.) I accept this right of
women to reproductive choice as a
fact inaccessible to argument; it simply
is, and demands nothing more of me
and other men than our full awareness
and acknowledgement of this right. To
the extent that we lack this awareness,
or that we fail in our acknow-
ledgement, we can not enter fully into
egalitarian relationships with women.

Probably most men would agree with
a woman'’s “right to choose,” but I
wonder how many of us understand
fully the implications of what we are

agreeing to.



T be politics
of abortion is a good
place to start defining
a male-centered
sexuality.

The politics of reproduction in our
culture are such that women have func-
tioned primarily as baby machines
without their having much, if any, con-
trol over when or whether this func-
tion should be performed. Even today,
despite the relative availability of birth
control, many women — for religious,
economic, social or family reasons —
have children they can’t afford, don’t
want or shouldn’t have all because
“that’s what women do.” The patriar-
chal institution of monogamous mar-
riage has “privileged” the reproductive
aspect of female sexuality by essential-
ly enslaving women to the “duty” of
having a family. We have created the
notion that a woman without a hus-
band and children lives, by definition,
an unfulfilled life. In effect, women ac-
quire fulfillment in a patriarchal cul-
ture by prostituting themselves, offer-
ing their bodies as sexual and
reproductive machines serving the
needs of men.

Such a hierarchical relationship be-
tween ourselves and women has deep
implications for how men perceive our
sexuality and our role in reproduc-
tion. By presuming to insist that
women'’s sexual biology exists to serve
male needs, we have, in essence, con-
fined our reproductive role to one of
control. We also have made it virtually
impossible, for both' men and women,
to separate erotic sex from reproduc-
tive sex.

In an essay entitled “Erotica and Por-
nography,” Gloria Steinem observed
that human beings are the only
animals who engage in erotic sex, in
sex as “a way of bonding, of giving and
receiving pleasure, bridging different-
ness, discovering sameness, and com-
municating emotion”(1). She also
makes the point that the yoking
together of erotic sexuality and
reproduction, and the insistence that
the breaking of this yoke is somehow
obscene and pornographic, con-

stitutes a major strategy by which men
use religious and political institutions
to intimidate women into resisting
women's liberation. If a woman,
having conceived, can decide without
recourse to any authority but herself
whether or not to carry her pregnancy
to term, she is a woman free to deter-
mine the who, what, when, where,
why and how of her own sexuality.
Her sexuality, then, becomes a part of
her whole identity, and she can, at her
will, explore whatever other parts of
herself she chooses. Her life becomes
woman-centered and the patriarchal
power of the male collapses.

When the courts of this country
granted women the right to abortion,
women gained a sexual freedom pre-
viously lacking in their lives. However,
in our male-dominated society, what
the King can grant the King can also
take away. Presuming to grant women
a right which is intrinsically theirs
merely reinforces the same old at-
titudes about female sexuality. Even
though male-permitted abortion-on-
demand allows women, married or
not, a necessary option to unwanted
pregnancy, it also gives men one more
possible reason to insist that women
make themselves sexually available to
us. Further, if we don’t like how they
use this “privilege” we have “granted”
them, we can take it away. For ex-
ample, anti-abortionists use this
strategy when they point to the rise in
the number of teen-age abortions as a
reason to make abortion against the
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law. The fact that the right to abortion
can be challenged in court and its
availability restricted by law indicates
how little of our actual privilege men
have relinquished.
Women'’s right to reproductive

choice —if we men understand it
fully —not only allows women
freedom of sexual expression, both
reproductive and erotic, it also leaves
men with a minor biological role in
the reproductive process. Full
reproductive choice for women means
they regain the control we previously
enjoyed. If a woman, simply by having
an abortion, can thwart a man’s desire
to have children, he loses a great deal
of what men traditionally invest in
having children to begin with.

Currently, male control of concep-
tion and childbirth functions to rein-
force heterosexual notions of virility,
self-worth and masculinity. Part of the
traditional significance for men in the
birth of a child is not only that we per-
petuate ourselves, but that we cause it
to happen. Take, for instance, the no-
tion of “fathering” a son to carry on
the family name, tradition or business.
Also, it was common to blame the lack
of a male child in the family on the
wife’s inability to produce one—as if
her interference botched what the hus-
band could, almost by himself, do all
along. If women possess complete con-
trol over their reproductive biology —
which unrestricted abortion on
demand provides them —we men may
perpetuate ourselves through the birth
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of a male or female child, but that self-
perpetuation takes place only by per-
mission of the mother.

Male-Centered Heterosexuality

Merely acknowledging the reality of
the male role in reproduction and
thereby relinquishing our perceived
right to control the process, however,
accomplishes little more than an inver-
sion of the present situation. The injus-
tice of men controlling the biology of
reproduction will find no remedy in
the injustice of women’s control over
our emotional investment in having
children.

I think we men need to redefine our
relationship to reproduction, both
symbolically and physically. We need
to find a way of being sexual and
reproductive that neither exploits
others nor puts our sexual and
reproductive fulfillment at the mercy
of someone else’s freedom of choice.
We need to put ourselves — not the
women (or other men) with whom we
make love — at the center of our
sexuality. Then we can begin to learn
truly who we are as loving and vul-
nerable human beings.

To the degree that the primary
power relationship in patriarchal
society is between men and women,
gay men, by virtue of their sexual
choices, do not participate in one
aspect of that relationship: they do not
require/ask for the specifically sexual
surrender of women. I do not mean
that gay men, because they are gay, are
not sexist. I do not mean that by defini-
tion relationships among gay men will
not duplicate the sexual hierarchy of
the dominant culture. Nor do I mean
that the gay male community, simply
by existing, subverts the connections
between sexism and heterosexism. I
do mean that relationships between
gay men take place in a community
which is defined by men in terms of
men. Heterosexual men can begin to
develop from this aspect of the gay
male community a political/physical
male-centered sexuality for ourselves
that is analagous to the women-
centered sexuality I discussed above.
Because a male-centered sexuality as-
serts the primacy of our relationships
with ourselves and other men, it will
subvert the hierarchy of a heterosex-
uality organized around our posses-
sion and control of women.

Probably the most common and easi-
ly identifiable aspect of sexist culture
is the physical/sexual objectification of
women by men. Such objectification
is, however, an aspect of any sexual
relationship. It is reasonable that bed
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partners like each other’s bodies as
bodies. A sexually defined power
hierarchy reveals itself when the objec-
tification becomes chronic and repre-
sents the entire relationship, or even
just the entire sexual aspect of the
relationship.

Of course, sexual objectification of
men by men does not in and of itself
avoid or subvert sexual hierarchies. A
homosexual couple may fall quite con-
ventionally into easily recognizable
male (“dominant”) and female (“sub-
missive”) roles. However, if it is the
“idea” of the female which determines
the hierarchical structure of the
relationship, it is possible for each
man to recognize himself, if only on a
physical level, in the other. Since a
chronic hierarchy can only be main-
tained by the denial of the basic same-
ness between the two lovers, such
recognition will work to subvert the
hierarchy.

M ale

beterosexual respon-
sibility should begin
with the realization
that once we fertilize
the egg —unless we
bave agreed before-
band with our
partner on the conse-
quences —whbat bap-
pens thereafter is
beyond our control.

Recognizing aspects of oneself in
another human being and accepting
that basic sameness as positive re-
quires a certain amount of self-accep-
tance, of self-love. A malecentered
sexuality will depend upon our claim-
ing the primacy of our relationships
with ourselves and other men. I can
only love the man in other men if I
love the man in me as a man. If this
self-love becomes the basis for my life
decisions, then my art, my science,
politics, religion — everything I do, in-
cluding my sexual activity, becomes an
expression of my love for myself. My
homo/autoeroticism gives my life its
power, and I do not need to depend
on someone else’s surrender, male or

female, to tell me who and what I am.
A community in which the primary
motivating principle of human action
is self-love would honor non-hierarchi-
cal social arrangements. The integrity
of its communal structure would
depend on a constant awareness of,
and fidelity to, the basic sameness of
each of its members.

Heterosexual Responsibility
Redefined

Currently, male hetérosexual respon-
sibility usually consists of something
like “don’t get her pregnant unless
you’re ready to accept the consequen-
ces” (i.e., marry her, pay for the abor-
tion). But women either get pregnant
or they don't, and we need to know
what we’re about if we take the
chance that they might. The basic as-
sumptions are still the same. Since
women exist as objects to fulfill male
sexual and reproductive needs, tradi-
tional male heterosexual responsibility
requires that, if we choose to use
them, we maintain them properly.

Real male heterosexual responsibility
requires that we be aware of and
responsible for the consequences for
ourselves of our own sexual activity,
not the use to which we put women-as-
objects. How many of us, for instance,
can honestly say that before we be-
came sexually involved with a woman
we found out whether we agreed on
what would happen if she got preg-
nant—and then, based on that discus-
sion, decided the extent to which we
were willing to become physically in-
volved with ber. 1 suggest this discus-
sion as the very point at which male
heterosexual responsibility starts.

That the physical facts of abortion
and childbirth take place within an ex-
clusively female community does not
prevent men from having feelings and
opinions about those facts. Nor should
it prevent us from taking responsibility
for what we think and feel. For in-
stance, if a man who believes abortion
is murder finds himself involved with a
woman who explicitly says she will
have an abortion should she become
pregnant, that man has a responsibility
to himself to avoid completely the pos-
sibility of her becoming pregnant.

Since he cannot question her right to
an abortion, the moral dilemma if she
gets pregnant is his, not hers. If she
has an abortion because of his sexual
involvement with her, he —according
to his own ethic—implicates himself in
a murder. Since he cannot hold the
woman accountable for any beliefs but
her own, the responsibility to say “no”
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Male
Sexuality

continued from p.4

is his. The same reasoning would
apply to a man who does not want to
have a child and a woman who does
not believe in abortion.

Male heterosexual responsibility
should begin with the realization that
once we fertilize the egg —unless we
have agreed beforehand with our
partner on the consequences — what
happens thereafter is beyond our con-
trol. We need to start with what we
can control: the extent and nature of
our heterosexual relationships.

For heterosexual men, the idea that
we can and must control only our own
participation in our sexual relation-
ships has many implications. It implies
a new way of thinking about ourselves
that is in direct opposition to the
general stereotype of men as people
whose sexual responsibility hangs

from our penises by a thread which
breaks when we get hard.

It means we can tell a woman, “No, I
don’t want to fuck,” out of fidelity to
our own beliefs about abortion or our
desire not to have children —not simp-
ly to avoid the fertilization of an egg.

It means that our choice of sexual
partners and the character of our
sexual relationships will be deter-
mined by our sexual biology (not a
comfortable situation for anyone).
One possible result is that men will dis-
cover a renewed interest in develop-
ing— for ourselves as well as our
partners — truly safe and effective con-
traceptives, thereby rendering ob-
solete the question of abortion.

It means we can assert and explore
the fullness of our own erotic selves
by insisting that oral, anal and manual
sex — or even non-genital intimacy
such as massage — are not mere sub-
stitutes for or preludes to sexual inter-
course. Rather, they are perfectly valid
erotic acts in and of themselves.

Finally, it means that men will learn
how true erotic fulfillment comes from
within ourselves, as a result of under-
standing who we are, and not from

controlling who does what to whom
and how often.

Richard Newman is a poet working
as an adjunct writing teacher at the
New York Institute of Technology, Old
Westbury, Long Island, NY.
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