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Attempt at humor fails 

miserably and lands me in hot water
Storyline by Christine M. Stenson 
Introduction

Nine years ago I worked at a wonderful company called SYSTAT.  SYSTAT produced statistical software and had an environment and work ethic much like that of the computer software developer’s the class viewed in the PBS video about the rise of Silicon Valley.

One day, my coworker Holly and I found a catalogue in the office kitchen that we had never seen before.  It was called something like “American Male.”  The main line of products in the catalogue was men’s workout and leisure clothes.  Now, I am no connoisseur of fashion, but these clothes struck even me as absolutely ridiculous.  Models wore skintight purple lycra leggings with weird Peter Max-like designs and slinky black T-shirts, or safari scented drawstring pants and no shirt, to name the two outfits I remember clearly.  None of the clothes were obscene, but some may have been slightly sexually suggestive.  None were nearly as suggestive as, say, the average bathing suit, but more suggestive than jeans and a tee shirt or a suit.

All are friends and coworkers (which at that point in our lives were one and the same) were fairly average-dressing people.  Some, like our coworker Mark and our boss Lee were somewhat “preppy,”preferring button-down shirts and khakis or jeans.  Most of our male coworkers and friends wore tee shirts and jeans to work if they did not have to meet somebody for business purposes.  Holly and I roared in laughter at the thought of seeing any of these men dressed in the catalogue attire.  We were laughing at the lack of fit between what was depicted in that catalogue and what we knew of male dressing behavior.  One of us said “can you picture Mark (one of the conservative dressers) in these safari pants with no shirt?”  We decided we would show it to him and mockingly suggest the outfit.

But then we had a “better” idea.  We would pick out an outfit for each of our male co-workers, including our boss, and put a post-it note with the coworker’s name on it.  We would then hang the catalogue in the kitchen on the bulletin board.  In picking the outfits we tried to get as far away as we could from something the person would actually wear.  The less it fit the person’s personality, the better.  The more macho types got pink spandex, and so forth.

Well, what Holly and I did not know (or failed to recognize the importance of, I do not recall which) was that this catalogue targeted a homosexual male audience, and the outfits were meant to entice the viewer, even though the average Sears catalogue was far racier in terms of amount of skin shown.  

So, Holly and I pinned up the catalogue and eagerly anticipated everyone’s laughter when they saw it the next day.  However, when we got to work, the catalogue had been removed, much to our shock.  We asked someone why it was gone, and he or she said that it offended someone.  We couldn’t imagine whom.  As it turns out, many of the people at work thought the catalogue idea was very funny, and, as with any attempt at humor, a few people found it neither funny nor offensive.  But, one man, Greg, was incensed.  

To provide some background, Greg and I had recently had a major disagreement.  He did not think it should be legal for women to carry Tazers (shock guns).  He said that he was afraid that, for instance, some woman on the ‘L (Chicago’s elevated train system) would shock him just for trying to start a friendly conversation.  When I said that women were not carrying Tazers to shock innocent conversational men but to ward off serious threats, and that I carried a Tazer, Greg got furious. We got into a big argument right in the middle of all the cubicles at work. Since I genuinely liked Greg, I invited him out for a drink a few days later and calmly explained the situations that I had been in that made me feel like it was a good idea to carry a defensive weapon.  After listening to my stories, Greg finally allowed that it was alright for me to carry a Tazer, but that most women would have no need.  Although he clearly did not accept my contention that my personal experiences were similar to most women’s experiences, I thought we had the whole male-female situation between us straightened out. But, we evidently did not, because he accused me and Holly of sexual harassment for putting up the catalogue. We could not believe it!

While there was no official channel for a complaint of sexual harassment in such a small company, I know that the owner of the company knew what Greg’s feelings were (and had seen the catalogue).  He never approached Holly or me about the incident.  So, I have no idea if Greg wanted Lee to mete out consequences to me and Holly or if he merely discussed the matter with him.  Of course, I had no intention of harassing or even offending anyone, and was shocked that I had done so. I had grown up on “Your Mama” jokes, and playful teasing of other people was the way you showed them that you cared about them.  In my household and with my close coworkers, it still is.  Of course, sometimes teasing can hurt people’s feelings. There is a fine line between playfully pointing out something incongruous about a person and their (or their mother’s) behavior and actively insulting them.  When someone feels insulted, it is difficult to convince them that your humor was not meant to harm.

In this case, it was impossible.  I felt guilty.  I felt angry that I was misunderstood.  I even began to wonder if I had actually been a sexual harasser. The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Guidelines offers this as a definition of sexual harassment: Unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature constitute sexual harassment when (I) submission to such conduct is made either explicitly or implicitly a term or condition of an individual’s employment; (2) submission to or rejection of such conduct by an individual is used as the basis for employment decisions affecting such [an] individual; or (3) such conduct has the purpose or effect of unreasonably interfering with an individual’s work performance or creating a hostile, or offensive working environment.

Categories one and two did not apply at all in this situation.  Holly and I were not in a position to affect Greg’s employment status and had made no requests. However, I wondered if Holly’s and my action “had the effect of unreasonably interfering with an individual’s work performance or creating a hostile, or offensive working environment” for men there. Greg certainly thought it did.  Mark, (the person we had assigned the safari outfit to) did not think so.  He had laughed when he saw the catalogue. To make me and Holly feel better, he offered to actually buy and wear the outfit we had picked out for him.  For my own part, I still wonder whether I was guilty (albeit unintentionally) of sexual harassment. I know that I apologized and made no attempts at humor when gender was at all involved.  

I only began to really understand what had happened at SYSTAT recently.  I have some thoughts about it that I will share, but I would like some feedback and answers to the following questions.  When I have gotten a few replies I will write what I think happened and give some references for my view.  But first, my questions are:

What happened in this situation?  

What theories of humor might be applied to understand this situation from all participants’ eyes?

How should Lee (the owner) have dealt with a situation like this?
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