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“ hen you say patriarchy,” a man complained from the rear of the
audience, “I know what you really mean—ne!” A lot of people
hear “men” whenever someone says “patriarchy,” so that criti-

cism of gender oppression is taken to mean that all men—each and every one
of them—are oppressive people. Not surprisingly, many men take it person-
ally if someone merely mentions patriarchy or the oppression of women,
bristling at what they often see as away to make them feel guilty. And some
women feel free to blame individual men for patriarchy simply because
they're men. Some of the time, men feel defensive because they identify with
patriarchy and its values and don’t want to face the consequehces these pro-
duce or the prospect of giving up male privilege. But defensiveness more
often reflects a common confusion about the difference between patriarchy
as a kind of society and the people who participate in it. If we're ever going
to work toward real change, it’s a confusion we'll have to clear up.

To do this, we have to realize that we're stuck in a model of social life
that views everything as beginning and ending with individuals. Looking at
things in this way, we tend to think that if evil exists in the world, it’s only
because there are evil people who have entered into an evil conspiracy.
Racism exists, for example, simply because white people are racist bigots
who hate members of racial and éthnic minorities and want to do them
harm. There is gender oppression because men want and like to dominate
women and act out hostility toward them. There is poverty and class op-
pression because people in the upper classes are greedy, heartless, and cruel.
The flip side of this individualistic model of guilt and blame is that race,
gender, and class oppression are actually not oppression at all, but merely
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the sum of individual failings on the part of blacks, women, and the poor,
who lack the right stuff to compete successfully with whites, men, and
others who know how to make something of themselves.

What this kind of thinking ignores % that we are all participating in
something larger than ourselves or any collection of us. On some level, most
people are familiar with the idea that social life involves us in something
larger than ourselves, but few seem to know what to do with that idea. When
Sam Keen laments that “THE SYSTEM is running us all,”! he strikes a deep
chord in many people. But he also touches on a basic misunderstanding of
social life, because having blamed “the system” (presumably society) for our
problems, he doesn’t take the next step to understand what that might mean.
What exactly is a system,‘for example, and how could it run us? Do we have
anything to do with shaping it, and if so, how? How, for example, do we par-
ticipate in patriarchy, and how does that link us to the consequences it pro-
duces? How is what we think of as “normal” life related to male dominance,
women's oppression, and the hierarchical, control-obsessed world in which
they, and our lives, are embedded? . ..

.. If we see patriarchy as nothing more than men’s and women's indi-
vidual personalities, motivations, and behavior, for example, then it proba-
bly won't even occur to us to ask about larger contexts—such as institutions
like the family, religion, and the economy—and how people’s lives are
shaped in relation to them. From this kind of individualistic perspective,
we might ask why a particular man raped, harassed, or beat a womar. We
wouldn’t ask, however, what kind of society would promote persistent
patterns of such behavior in everyday life, from wife-beating jokes to the rou-
tine inclusion of sexual coercion and violence in mainstream movies. We are
quick to explain rape and battery as the acts of sick or angry men; but we
rarely take seriously the question of what kind of society would produce so
much male anger and pathology or direct it toward sexual violence rather
than something else. We rarely ask how gender violence might serve other
more “normalized” ends such as male control and domination. ...

... If the goal is to change the world, this won't help us. We need to see
and deal with the social roots that generate and nurture the social problems
that are reflected in the behavior of individuals. We can’t do this without
realizing that we all participate in something larger than ourselves, some-
thing we didn’t create but that we have the power to affect through the
choices we make about how to participate.

That something larger is patriarchy, which is more than a collection of in-
dividuals (such as “men”). It is a system, which means it can't be reduced to
the people who participate in it. If you go to work ina corporation, for exam-
ple, you know the minute you walk in the door that you've entered “some-
thing” that shapes your experience and behavior, something that isn't just
you and the other people you work with. You can feel yourself stepping into
a set of relationships and shared understandings about who’s who and
what's supposed to happen and why, and all of this limits you in many ways.
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And when you leave at the end of the day you can feel yourself released from
the constraints imposed by your participation in that system; you can feel the
expectations drop away and your focus shift to other systems such as family
or a neighborhood bar that shape your experience in different ways. To un-
derstand a system like a corporation, we have to look at more than people
like you, because all of you aren’t the corporation, even though you make it
run. If the corporation were just a collection of people, then whatever hap-
pened to the corporation would by definition also happen to them, and vice
versa; but this clearly isn’t so. A corporation can go bankrupt, for example, or
cease to exist altogether without any of the people who work there going
bankrupt or disappearing. Conversely, everyone who works for the corpora-
tion could quit, but that wouldn’t necessarily mean the end of the corpora-
tion, only the arrival of a new set of participants. We can’t understand a
corporation, then, just by looking at the people who participate in it, for it is
something larger and has to be understood as such.
So, too, with patriarchy, a kind of society that is more than a collection
of women and men and can’t be understood simply by understanding
them. We are not patriarchy, no more than people who believe in Allah are
Islam or Canadians are Canada. Patriarchy is a kind of society organized
around certain kinds of social relationships and ideas. As individuals, we
participate in it. Paradoxically, our participation both shapes our lives and
gives us the opportunity to be part of changing or perpetuating it.2 But we
are not it, which means that patriarchy can exist without men having “op-
pressive personalities” or actively conspiring with one another to defend
male privilege. To demonstrate that gender oppression exists, we don’t
have to show that men are villains, that women are good-hearted victims,
that women don’t participate in their own oppression, or that men never
oppose it. If a society is oppressive, then people who grow up and live in it
will tend to accept, identify with, and participate in it as “normal” and
unremarkable life. That's the path of least resistance in any system. It's hard
not to follow it, given how we depend on society and its rewards and pun-
ishments that hinge on going along with the status quo. When oppression is
woven into the fabric of everyday life, we don’t need to go out of our way
to be overly oppressive in order for an oppressive system to produce
oppressive consequences. As the saying goes, what evil requires is simply
that ordinary people do nothing.

Patriarchy

The key to understanding any system is to identify its various parts and how
they're arranged to form a whole. To understand a language, for example, we
have to learn its alphabet, vocabulary, and rules for combining words into
meaningful phrases and sentences. With a social system such as patriarchy,
it's more complicated because there are many different kinds of parts, and it
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transformed from a positive cultural image of female power, independence,
and dignity to an insult or a shadow of its former self so that few words
remain to identify women in ways both positive and powerful.

Going deeper into patriarchal culture, we find a complex web of ideas
that define reality and what's considered good and desirable. To see the
world through patriarchal eyes is to believe that women and men are pro-
foundly different in their basic natures, that hierarchy is the only alternative
to chaos, and that men were made in the image of a masculine God with
whom they enjoy a special relationship. It is to take as obvious the idea that
there are two and only two distinct genders; that patriarchal heterosexuality
is “natural” and same-sex attraction is not; that because men neither bear nor
breast-feed children, they cannot feel a compelling bodily connection to
them; that on some level every woman, whether heterosexual or lesbian,
wants a “real man” who knows how to “take charge of things,” including
her; that females can’t be trusted, especially when they're menstruating or
accusing men of sexual misconduct. To embrace patriarchy 1s to believe that
mothers should stay home and that fathers should work out of the home, re-
gardless of men's and women's actual abilities or needs.’ It is to buy into the
notion that women are weak and men are strong, that women and children
need men to support and protect them, all in spite of the fact that in many
ways men are not the physically stronger Sex. that women perform a huge
share of hard physical labor in many societies (often larger than men’s), that
women's physical endurance tends to be greater than men's over the long
haul, that women tend to be more capable of enduring pain and emotional
stress.® And yet such evidence means little in the face of a patriarchal culture
that dictates how things ought to be and, like all cultural mythology,

will not be argued down by facts. [t may seem to be making
straightforward statements, but actually these conceal another
mood, the imperative. Myth exists in a state of tension. It is not
really describing a situation, but trying by means of this description
to bring about what it declares to exist.”

To live in a patriarchal culture is to learn what's expected of us as men
and women, the rules that regulate punishment and reward based on how
we behave and appear. These rules range from laws that require men to fight
in wars not of their own choosing to customary expectations that mothers
will provide child care, or that when a woman shows sexual interest in a man
or merely smiles or acts friendly, she gives up her right to say no and control
her own body. And to live under patriarchy is to take into ourselves shared
ways of feeling—the hostile contempt for femaleness that forms the core of
misogyny and presumptions of male superiority, the ridicule men direct at
other men who show signs of vulnerability or weakness, Ot the fear and
insecurity that every woman must deal with when she exercises the right to
move freely in the world, especially at night and by herself. . ..
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The prominent place of misogyny in patriarchal culture, for example,
doesn’t mean that every man and woman consciously hates all things
female. But it does mean that to the extent that we don't feel such hatred, it's
in spite of paths of least resistance contained in our culture. Complete free-
dom from such feelings and judgments 18 all but impossible. It is certainly
possible for heterosexual men to love women without mentally fragmenting
them into breasts, buttocks, genitals, and other variously desirable parts. It
is possible for women to feel good about their bodies, to not judge them-
selves as being too fat, to not abuse themselves to one degree or another in
pursuit of impossible male-identified standards of beauty and sexual attrac-
tiveness. All of this is possible; but to live in patriarchy is to breathe in

~misogynist images of women as objectified sexual property valued prima-

rily for their usefulness to men. This finds its way into everyone who grows
up breathing and swimming in it, and once inside us it remains, however
unaware of it we may be. So, when we hear or express sexist jokes and other
forms of misogyny we may not recognize it, and even if we do, say nothing
rather than risk other people thinking we're “too sensitive” or, especially in
the case of men, “not one of the guys.” In either case, we are involved, if

- only by our silence. . ...

To understand patriarchy, we have to identify its cultural elements and
see how they are related to the structure of social life. We must see, for exam-
ple, how cultural ideas that identify women primarily as mothers and men
primarily as breadwinners support patterns in which women do most
domestic work at home and are discriminated against in hiring, pay, and
promotions at work. But to do anything with such an understanding, we also
must see what patriarchy has to do with usas individuals—how it shapes us
and how we, in choosing how to participate, shape it.

The System in Us in the System

One of the most difficult things to accept about patriarchy is that we're in-
volved in it, which means we're also involved in its consequences. This is
especially hard for men who refuse to believe they benefit from women’s
oppression, because they can’t see how this could happen without their
being personally oppressive in their intentions, feelings, and behavior. For
many men, being told they're involved in oppression can only mean they are
oppressive. . . -

.. Societies don't exist without people participating in them, which
means that we can't understand patriarchy unless we also ask how people
are connected to it and how this connection varies, depending on social char-
acteristics such as race, gender, ethnicity, age and class. Capitalism, for
example, didn’t just happen on its own but emerged as an economic system
in a patriarchal world dominated by men and their interests, especially white
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European men of the newly emerging merchant class. The same can be said
of industrialization, which was bound up with the development of capital-
ism in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe. This line of thinking
might seem to undermine the argument I've made about including systems
in our thinking—"1t really comes down to individuals after all”—but it's
more complicated than that. The problem isn’t society and it isn't us. It's the
relationship between the two that we have to understand, the nature of the
thing we participate in and how we choose to participate in it and how both
are shaped in the process. In this sense, it's a mistake to equate patriarchy
with men; but it's also wrong to act as though systems like patriarchy or cap-
italism have nothing to do with gender and differences in power and inter-
ests that distinguish and separate men and women. It's equally wrong to act
as though all men or all women are the same, as though dynamics such as
racism and class oppression don't affect how patriarchy operates and affects
people’s lives in different ways.

One way to see how people connect with systems is to think of us as oc-
cupying social positions that locate us in relation to people in other positions.
We connect to families, for example, through positions such as “mother,”
“daughter,” and “cousin”; to economic systems through positions such as
“vice president,” “gecretary,” OF “unemployed”; to political systems through
positions such as “citizen,” "registered voter,” and “mayor”; to religious sys-
tems through positions such as “believer” and “clergy.” How we perceive the
people who occupy such positions and what we expect of them depend on
cultural ideas—such as the belief that mothers are naturatly better than
fathers at child care or the expectation that fathers will be the primary bread-
winners. Such ideas are powerful because we use them to construct a sense
of who we and other people are. When a woman marries, for example, how
people (including her) perceive and think about her changes as cultural ideas
about what it means tobea wife come into play—ideas about how wives feel
about their husbands, for example, what's most important to wives, what's
expected of them, and what they may expect of others. . ..

We can think of a society as a network of interconnected systems within
systems, each made up of social positions and their relations to one another.
To say, then, that I'm white, male, college educated, and a writer, sociologist,
U.S. citizen, heterosexual, middle-aged, husband, father, brother, and son
identifies me in relation to positions which are themselves related to posi-
tions in various social systems, from the entire world to the family of my
pirth. In another sense, the day-to-day reality of a society only exists
through what people actually do as they participate in it. Patriarchal cul-
ture, for example, places a high value on control and maleness. By them-
selves, these are just abstractions. But when men and women actually talk
and men interrupt women more than women interrupt men, or men ignore
topics introduced by women in favor of their own or in other ways control
conversation,? or when men use their authority to sexually harass women
in the workplace, then the reality of patriarchy as a kind of society and
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people’s sense of themselves as female and male within it actually happen
in a concrete way.

In this sense, like all social systems, patriarchy exists only through peo-
ple's lives. Through this, patriarchy’s various aspects are there for us to see
over and over again. This has two important implications for how we under-
stand patriarchy. First, to some extent people experience patriarchy as exter-
nal to them; but this doesn’t mean that it’s a distinct and separate thing, like
a house in which we live. Instead, by participating in patriarchy we are of
patriarchy and it is of us. Both exist through the other and neither can exist
without the other. Second, patriarchy isn’t static; it's an ongoing process that's
continuously shaped and reshaped. Since the thing we're participating in is
patriarchal, we tend to behave in ways that create a patriarchal world from
one moment to the next. But we have some freedom to break the rules and
construct everyday life in different ways, which means that the paths
we choose to follow can do as much to change patriarchy as they can to per-
petuate it.

We're involved in patriarchy and its consequences because we occupy
social positions in it, which is all it takes. Since gender oppression is, by def-
inition, a system of inequality organized around gender categories, we can
no more avoid being involved in it than we can avoid being fermale or male.
All men and all women are therefore involved in this oppressive system, and
none of us can control whether we participate, only how. . ..
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