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Patriarchy is oppressive and counterproductive,
Johnson acknowledges. Given that men and women de-
pend on each other for life and existence, it is also puz-
zling: Why does it exist at all? Johnson argues that
although it affects both women and men, patriarchy
originates with men, driven by what is inside them. The
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task, then, is to understand the factors in men that ‘ %

impel them to the values and behaviors we recognize
as patrigrchal.

PATRIARCHY IS FULL OF PARADOX, not least of which "<

is the mere fact that it exists at all. Consider this.
Female and male are two halves of the human spe-
cies. In union they bring new life into the world;
they live and work together to make families and
communities; they trace their deepest time-space
sense of who they are and where they came from
through ties of blood and marriage that join them
as children, parents, siblings, or life partners who
bring with them some of the profoundest needs for
intimacy, belonging, and caring that humans can
have. And yet here we are, stuck in patriarchy,
surrounded by gender prejudice and oppression,
fundamentally at odds. Obviously, something pow-
erful is going on here and has been for a long time.
What kind of social engine could create and sustain

Excerpted and reprinted from “Why Patriarchy?” included in The
Gender Knot: Unraveling Our Patriarchal Legacy by Allan G. Johnson,
by permission of Temple University Press. Copyright © 1997 by
Temple University. All rights reserved.
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The answer that first occurs to many people is
that patriarchy is rooted in the natural order of
things. As such, it reflects “essential” differences be-
tween women and men based on biology or genet-
ics (which is why such arguments are often called
“essentialist”).! Men tend to be physically stronger
than women, for example, which might explain
their dominance. Or men must protect pregnant or
lactating women from wild beasts and other men,
and female dependency somehow requires men to
be in charge. Or men are naturally predisposed to
dominance, and patriarchy simply is men and
what they do to one another and to women. In
other words, patriarchy comes down to guys just
being guys.

If we take such arguments seriously, it’s hard
not to conclude that gender oppression is simply
part of who we are as a species. This will appeal to
anyone who wants to perpetuate patriarchy or who
wants to blame men for it in a way that leaves men
no room to maneuver. For people like me, who
sometimes feel overwhelmed by men’s violence, it
is also hard to resist the idea that there’s something
fundamentally wrong with maleness itself. Unfor-
tunately, though, essentialism offers us little hope
short of changing human nature, getting rid of men,
or finding a way for women and men to live com-
pletely apart (which won't do anything about the
awful things many men do to one another).? Given
this, it makes little sense to embrace essentialism
unless there’s solid evidence to support it. But there
isn't. Essentialism requires us to ignore much of
what we know about psychology, biology, genetics,
history, and how social life actually works. We have
to be willing to reduce incredibly complex patterns
of social life not just to biology and genetics, but to
the even thinner slice of human life that defines sex,
a position that gets litile support even from biolo-
gists, including sociobiologists like E. O. Wilson.?
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And if we believe in evolution, essentialism backs
us into the corner of arguing that oppression is ac-
tually a positive adaptation, that societies organized
around gender oppression will thrive more than
those that aren’t.

Essentialism also implies that patriarchy is the
only system that's ever been, since what makes
something “essential” is its universal and inescap-
able nature. Some things, of course, are essentially
human, such as small children’s unavoidable period
of dependence on adults to feed, protect, and care
for them. When it comes to patriarchy, however, all
kinds of evidence from anthropology, archaeology,
and history point to anything but a universal natu-
ral order. There is, for example, a lot of archaeolog-
ical evidence from prepatriarchal times that dates
back to about seven thousand years ago, when god-
dess imagery held a central place throughout mod-
ernday Europe, Africa, and the Middle East.* We
also know that the status of women varies a great
deal among pre-industrial tribal societies. In many
cases, for example, kinship is traced through women,
not men; women are neither subordinated nor op-
pressed; misogyny and sexual violence are unheard
of; and women control property and have political
authority.® Since essentialism assumes that all
humans share the same human “essence,” it falls
apart in the face of such striking and widespread
variations.

The best reason to pass up essentialism may be
that it doesn’t fit with what we know about how
patriarchy and gender actually work. Essentialism,
for example, can’t account for the enormous varia-
bility we find among women and among men, or for.
the similarities between men and women in similar
situations.t On various measures of mental ability,
men differ as much from other men as they do from
women; and men and women placed in the same
situation, such as having sole responsibility for

‘child care, tend to respond in ways that are far

more similar than different.” Essentialism also can’t
explain why so much coercion and violence are
needed to keep patriarchy going. If gender oppres-
sion is rooted in some male essence, for example,
then why do many men experience such pain, con-
fusion, ambivalence, and resistance during their
training for patriarchal manhood and their lives as
adult men?® And if women’s essence is to bé subor-
dinate, how do we explain their long history of re-
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sisting oppression and learning to undermine and
counteract male dominance?®

In spite of its appeal, essentialism doesn’t hold
up as a way to understand patriarchy. The alterna-

tive takes us into the deep root structures of society

and social forces powerful enough to drive patriar-
chy in spite of all the good reasons against it. And it
takes us deep into ourselves, where the terms of life
under patriarchy often seem to permeate to the core
of who we are.

MISSING LINKS: CONTROL, FEAR, AND MEN

More than anything else, patriarchy is based on con-
trol as a core principle around which entire societies
are organized. What drives patriarchy as a system—
what fuels competition, aggression, and oppres-
sion—is a dynamic relationship between control
and fear.!® Patriarchy encourages men to seek secu-
rity, status, and other rewards thrdugh control; to
fear other men’s ability to control and harm them;
and to identify being in control as both their best
defense against loss and humiliation and the surest
route to what they need and desire. In this sense,

. although we usually think of patriarchy in terms of
~women and men, it is more about what goes on
* among men. The oppression of women is certainly

an important part of patriarchy, but, paradoxically,
it may not be the point of patriarchy.

It would be misleading to suggest that control is
inherently bad or inevitably leads to oppression.
Control is, after all, one of the hallmarks of our spe-
cies. It is our only hope to bring some order out of
chaos or to protect ourselves from what threatens
our survival. We imagine, focus, and act—from
baking bread to composing music to designing a
national health plan—and all of this involves con-
trol. Even small children delight in a sense of hu-
man agency, in being able to make things happen.
Under patriarchy, however, control is more than an
expression of human essence or a way to get things
done; it’s valued and pursued to a degree that gives
social life an oppressive form by taking a natural
human capacity to obsessive extremes.

Under patriarchy, control shapes not only the
broad outlines of social life but also men’s inner
lives. It does this through its central place in the
definition of masculinity: a real man is in control or
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at least gives the impression of being in control. The
more men see control as central to their sense of self,
well-being, worth, and safety, the more driven they
feel to go after it and to organize their inner and
outer lives around it. This takes men away from
connection to others and themselves and toward
disconn?qun. This is because control involves a re-
lafiofiship between controller and controlled, and
disconnection is an integral part of that relationship.
In order to control something, we have to seeitas a
separate “other.” Even if we’re controlling our-
selves, we have to mentally split ourselves into a
“me” that’s being controlled and an “I” that’s doing
the controlling. And if we're controlling other
people, we have to justify the control and protgct
ourselves from an awareness of how our control af-
fects them.

As a result, controllers come to see themselves

as subjects who intend and decide what will hap-

pen, and to see others as objects to act upoM. The
controlled are seen without the fullness and com-
plexity that define them as human beings; they
have no history, no dimensions to give them depth;
there’s nothing there to command the controllers’
attention or understanding except what might inter-

fere with control. When parents control small chil-¢
dren, for example, they often act as though children

aren’t full human beings, and justify physical pun-
ishment by saying that children can’t reason and
don’t understand anything else. As the ability to see
children as “other” breaks down, control becomes
more difficult, especially in that memorable mo-
ment when a parent looks at a maturing child and
sees a person looking back. Suddenly, control that
once seemed justified may feel awkward, inappro-
priate, or even foolish.

Since patriarchy isn’t organized simply around
the idea of control, but of male control, the more
men participate in the system, the more they come
to see themselves as separate, autonomous, and dis-
connected from others. They can become versions
of the western hero who rides into town from no-
where, with no past, and leaves going nowhere,
with no apparent future. Women'’s lives, of course,
also involve control, especially in relation to chil-
dren. But the idea and practice of conirol as a core
principle of social life is part of what defines patri-
archal manhood, not womanhood, and so women
are less driven to pursue it and are criticized if they

do. A woman perceived as controlling a man is typ-
ically labeled a “castrating bitch” or a “ball buster,”
and the man she supposedly controls is looked
down upon as “henpecked,” “pussy whipped,” and
barely a man at all. But there are no insulting terms
for a man who controls a woman—by having the
last word, not letting her work outside the home,
deciding when she’ll have sex, or limiting her time
with other women—or the woman he controls.
There is no need for such words because men con-
trolling women is what patriarchal manhood is all
about.

Why does control have such cosmic importance
under patriarchy? One possibility is that control
may be inherently so terrific that men just can’t re-
sist organizing their lives around it. In other words,
men control because they can. But this puts us back
in the arms of dead-end essentialism and up against
the fact that the more people try to control other
people and themselves, the more miserable they
seem to be. And the idea that what men might get
through control, such as wealth or prestige, is inher-
ently so appealing that they would participate rou-
tinely in the oppression of their mothers, sisters,
daughters, and wives isn’t much better. For that to
be true, we would first have to explain how control
and its rewards could possibly outweigh the hor-
rendous consequences of social oppression, espe-
cially involving groups as intimately involved as
women and men are. A common explanation is
“That’s the way people (men) are: they’ll always
compete for wealth, power, and prestige.” But that’s
the kind of circular reasoning that essentialism so
often gets us into: Men are that way because that’s
the way men are.

An essentialist approach also ignores the prom-
inent role that fear plays in most men’s lives. Unlike
control, fear may be one of the most powerful and
primal of all human motivations, more deeply
rooted than greed, desire, lust, or even love. Noth-
ing matches fear’s potential to twist us out of shape,
to drive us to abandon everything we otherwise
hold dear, to oppress and do violence to one
another—fear of death, of loss, of pain, of what we
don’'t know or don’t understand. And the most
powerfully oppressive systems are those organized
to promote fear. What patriarchy accomplishes is to
make men fear what other men might do to them,
how control might be turned on them to do them

harm an
them. Tt
men will
as real 1
power ¢
our worl
us up or
the wro
against 1
beat, tort
we're afi
exert con
standing
Wom
men, but
chyasa-
cial becat
and respt
around n
resistanc
their owr
many wa
aggressiv
particula:
happens
themselv
moment {
learn to v
and neve
not to ple
cars, and
ance tha
iron, talk
tial arts, |
or rugby.
fear and i
an under
and the s’
Men’s
them in a
control, fc
of and the
more inve
worse he
SO on sorr
portunitie
tecting hi
opportun
man purs

L




me,
time
rols.
con-
is all

ance
ntrol
't re-
ords,
back
ainst
sther
they
it get
aher-
rou-
sters,
at to
ntrol
hor-
espe-
2d as
on is
ways
that’s
m SO
that’s

rom-
Inlike
il and
eeply
Noth-
‘hape,
Trwise
> one
lat we

most
mized
isisto
them,

them

harm and deprive them of what matters most to
them. This encourages men to feel afraid that other
men will ridicule us and deprive us of recognition
as real men!! We're afraid they’ll use economic
power to take away jobs or hold us back or make
our work lives miserable. We're afraid they’ll beat
us up or kill us if we're unlucky enough to provoke
the wrong one. We're afraid they’ll wage war
against us, destroy our communities and homes,
beat, torture, rape, and kill those we love. In short,
we're afraid of all the things that men can do to
exert control and thereby protect and enhance their
standing as real men in relation to other men.
Women, of course, have many reasons to fear
men, but this isn’t what shapes and defines patriar-
chy as a way of life. Men's fear of other men is cru-
cial because patriarchy is driven by how men both cause

and respond to it. Since patriarchy is organized ®
around male-identified control, men’s path of least #
" resistance is to protect themselves by increasing ¢

their own sense of control, and patriarchy provides
many ways to do it. Men learn to hold their own in
aggressive male banter, for example, whatever their
particular group’s version of “doing the dozens”*?
happens to be. They learn to keep their feelings to
themselves rather than be vulnerable at the wrong
moment to someone looking for an advantage. They
learn to win an argument, always have an answer,
and never admit they’re wrong. They learn early on
not to play with girls unless it’s in the back seats of
cars, and go out of their way to avoid the appear-
ance that women can control them. They pump
iron, talk and follow sports, study boxing and mar-
tial arts, learn to use guns, play football or hockey
or rugby. In all these ways they cope with their own
fear and inspire it in others, while still maintaining
an underlying commitment to men, what men do,
and the system that binds them together.

Men'’s participation in patriarchy tends to lock
them in an endless pursuit of and defense against
control, for under patriarchy control is both the source
of and the only solution they can see to their fear. The
more invested a man is in the control-fear spiral, the
worse he feels when he doesn’t feel in control. And
50 on some level he’s always on the lookout for op-
portunities to renew his sense of control while pro-
tecting himself from providing that same kind of
opportunity for others, especially men. As each
man pursues control as a way to defend and ad-

W
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vance himself, he fuels the very same response in
other men. This dynamic has provided patriarchy
with an escalating and seemingly unending driving
force for thousands of years.®
Men pay an enormous price for participating in
patriarchy. The more in control men try to be, for
eexample, the less secure they feel. They may not
know it because they're so busy trying to be in con-
trol, but the more they organize their lives around
being in control, the more tied they are to the fear of
not being in control. As Marilyn French put it, “A
religion of power is a religion of fear, and . . . those
who worship power are the most terrified creatures
on the earth.”* Dig beneath the surface appearance
of “great men,” and you'll often find deep insecu-
rity, fear, and a chronic need to prove themselves to

other men. As president of the United Sfafes, for
example, one-o ositions_on

€ Most po
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men feel safe, great power makes them need still
greater control to protect themselves from still more
powerful men locked into the same cycle. To make
matters worse, control itself is a fleeting, momen-
tary experience, not a natural, stable state, and so
is always on the edge of slipping away or falling
apart:

[Plower is not what we think it is. Power is not
substantial; not even when it takes substantive
form. The money you hold in your hand can be de-
valued overnight. . . . A title can be removed at the
next board meeting. . . . A huge military establish-
ment can disintegrate in a few days . . . a huge eco-
nomic structure can collapse in a few weeks.'s

All power is unstable. . . . There is never power,
but only a race for power. . . . Power is, by defini-
tion, only a means . . . but power seeking, owing to
its essential incapacity to seize ahold of its object,
rules out all consideration of an end, and finally
comes . . . to take the place of all ends.*

The religion of fear and control also blocks
men’s need for human connection by redefining in-
timacy. Men are encouraged to see everything and
everyone as other, and to look on every situation in
terms of how it might enhance or threaten their
sense of control. Every opportunity for control,
however, can also be an occasion for a failure of
control, a fact that can inject issues of control and




P@‘;’Y}(‘ZVO&/% qi Sex

98 Part 1 / The Gender System: Conceptual and Theoretical Issues

power into the most unlikely situations. Intimacy is
lost as a chance to be open and vulnerable on the
way to a deeper connection. Sexual intimacy in par-
ticular can go from pleasure in a safe place to a male
performance laced with worry about whether the
penis—that notorious and willful “other” that so
often balks at men’s efforts at control—will “per-.,
form” as it’s supposed to. Dictionaries typically de-
fine impotence as a man’s inability to achieve or
sustain an erection, as if an erection were something
a man did and not something he experienced, like
sweating or having his heart beat rapidly or feeling
happy. The more preoccupied with control men are,
the more lovers recede as full people with feelings,
thoughts, will, and soul, and become vehicles for
bolstering manhood and relieving anxiety. And
even though a woman’s opinion of a man’s sexual
“performance” may seem to be what matters, her

“words of reassurance are rarely enough, for it’s al-

ways a patriarchal male gaze that’s looking at him
over her shoulder. ' . : '

Patriarchy is grounded in a Great Lie that the
answer to life’s needs is disconnection and control
rather than connection, sharing, and cooperation.
The Great Lie separates men from what they need
most by encouraging them to be autonomous and
disconnected when in fact human existence is fun-
damentally relational. What is a “me” without a
“you,” a “mother” without a “child,” a “teacher”
without a “student”? Who are we if not our ties to
other people—“l am ... a father, a husband, a
worker, a friend, a son, a brother”?"” But patriarchal
magic turns the truth inside out, and “self-made
man” goes from oxymoron to cultural ideal. And

somewh need for human connec-
tion and the i ive to contro e two merge

‘and a sense of control becomes the closest many

men ever co ling connected with anything,
including themselves. ‘

PATRIARCHY AS A MEN'S PROBLEM

Patriarchy is usually portrayed as something that’s
primarily between women and men. At first blush
this makes a lot of sense, given that “male” and “fe-
male” define each other and that women occupy an
oppressed position in relation to men. Paradoxi-
cally, however, the cycle of control and fear that

drives patriarchy has more to do with relations

among men than with women, for it’s men who

control men’s standing as men. With few excep-
tions, men look to other men to affirm their man-
hood, whether as coaches, friends, teammates, co-
workers, sports figures, fathers, or mentors.

This contradicts the conventional wisdom that
women hold the key to heterosexual men’s sense of
manhood. It’s true that men often use women to
show they measure up—especially by controlling
women sexually—but the standards that are used
are men’s, not women’s. Men also may try to im-
press women as “real men” in order to start and
keep relationships with them, to control them, or to
get sexual access and personal care. This doesn’t
prove they’re real men, however. For affirmation
they have to go to a larger male-identified world—

-from the local bar to sports to work—which is
.. also where they’re most vulnerable to other men.

. Whether in school locker rooms or in the heat of

 political campaigns, when a man is accused of being

a “wimp” or of otherwise failing to measure up, it
almost always comes from another man. And when
a man suspects himself of being less than a real man,
he judges himself through a patriarchal male gaze,
not from a woman’s perspective.

Although men often use women as scapegoats
for their bad feelings about themselves, women’s
role in this is indirect at most. If other men reject a
man’s claim to “real man” standing, how his wife or
mother sees him usually makes little difference, and
if women'’s opinions do matter to him, his manhood
becomes all the more suspect to other men.'®
Women’s marginal importance in the manhood
question is plain to see in the risks men take to
prove themselves in spite of objections from wives,
mothers, and other women who find them just fine
the way they are. The record books are full of men
who seize upon anything—from throwing frisbees
to flagpole sitting to being the first to get some-
where or discover something—as a way to create
competitive arenas in which they can jockey for po-
sition and prove themselves among men.” If a man
must choose between men’s and women’s views of
what makes a real man, he’ll choose men’s views
most of the time. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s
gotta do” is typically spoken by a man to a woman
(often as he goes off to do something with other
men); and just what it is that he’s got to do is deter-
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mined by men and patriarchy, not by women. It
isn’t up to women to decide what a real man is. Her
role is to reassure men that they meet the standards
ofa pat'riarchal culture she doesn’t control.

When a woman does question or attack a man’s
masculinity, the terms of the attack and the power
behind it are based on men’s standards of patriar-
chal manhood. She’s not going to attack his man-
hood, for example, by telling him he isn't caring
enough. When she uses what are culturally defined
as women’s terms—“You're not sensitive, nurturing,
open, or vulnerable and you're oo controlling”—
the attack has much less weight and produces far
less effect. But when women don’t play along—
when they criticize or question or merely lose en-
thusiasm for affirming patriarchal manhood—they
risk the wrath of men, who may feel undermined,
abandoned, and even betrayed. Men may not
like being criticized for failing to measure up to

“women’s” ideas of what men should be, but it’s

nothing compared to how angry and violent men .

can be toward women who dare to use “men’s”
weapons against them.

In the patriarchal cycle of control and fear, no
man is safe from challenges to his real-man stand-
ing, which is why even the rich and powerful can
be quick to defend themselves. In his analysis of
John FE Kennedy’s presidency, for example, David
Halberstam argues that Kennedy initiated U.S. in-
volvement in the Vietnamese civil war in part be-
cause he failed to appear sufficiently tough and
manly at his 1961 Vienna summit meeting with
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev. Khrushchev
challenged Kennedy from the start, and Kennedy,
surprised, responded in kind only toward the end.
Upon returning home, he felt the need for an op-
portunity to right the impression he’d made and
remove any doubts about his manhood. “If he
[Khrushchev] thinks I'm inexperienced and have no
guts,” Kennedy told New York Times reporter James
Reston, “... we won't get anywhere with him. So
we have to act ... and Vietnam looks like the
place.”® And so the horror and tragedy of Amer-
ica’s involvement in Vietnam turned on a political
system organized in part around men’s ability to
impress one another with their standing as real
men. And this no doubt played a prominent role in
the tortured progress of that war and the stubborn
refusal of all sides to compromise or admit defeat.
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In addition to what Kennedy’s dilemma says
about patriarchal politics, it also challenges the ster-
eotype that macho displays of manhood are largely
confined to lower- and working-class subcultures.
The roots of men proving their manhood run deep
in the upper classes, from the enthusiastic stampede
of Britain’s elite to the killing fields of World War I
to Kennedy’s sexually compulsive private behavior
to the San Francisco Bohemian Grove retreats where
captains of business and government gather to
make deals, mock women in cross-dressing skits,
and otherwise relax in the comfort of male privi-
lege.?* Men, of course, aren’t born to this; they must
be trained and given ongoing incentives.

In the early 1960s, for example, I was a middle-
class freshman at an all-male Ivy League college, a
training ground for the sons of the elite. Among my
classmates’ fathers were prominent figures in busi-
ness, government, and the professions, who fully
expected their sons to follow in their footsteps. In
late fall, dorm residents who'd been accepted to fra-
ternities prepared for “sink night,” a time to cele-
brate their newfound “brotherhood” by getting
very drunk. Before they went off, they warned
freshmen not to lock our doors when we went to
bed because they intended to pay us a visit later on
and didn’t expect to be stopped by a locked door.
We didn’t know what was coming, but there was no
mistaking the dense familiar weight of men’s poten-
tial for violence.

When they returned that night, screaming
drunk, they went from door to door, rousting us
from our beds and herding us into the hall. They
lined us up and ordered us to drop our pants. Then
one held a metal ruler and another a Playboy maga-
zine opened to the centerfold picture, and the two
went down the line, thrusting the picture in our
faces, screaming “Get it up!” and resting our penises
on the ruler. The others paced up and down the hall
behind them, yelling, screaming, and laughing,
thickening the air with a mixture of alcohol and the
potential for violence. None of us protested, and of
course none of us “measured up.” We weren't sup-

~ posed to (any man who’d managed an erection

would have become a legend on the spot). That, af-
ter all, was the point: to submit to the humiliation,
to mirror (like women) men’s power to control and
terrorize in what we later learned was a rite of pas-
sage called “the peter meter.”
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For them, perhaps, it was a passage to a frater-
nal bond forged in their shared power over the
“others”; for us, it was a grant of immunity from
having to submit again, at least in this place, to
these men, in this way. But our lack of outrage and
the general absence of talk about it afterward sug-
gest we got something else as well. As outrageous
as the peter meter was, it touched a core of patriar-
chal truth about men, power, and violence that, as
men, we found repellant yet ultimately acceptable.
The truth is, we, too, got a piece of real-man stand-
ing that night, for by deadening and controlling
_.ourselves in the face of an assault, we showed that
we had the right stuff. Had anyone protested, he

wouldn’t have been seen as the more manly for his
courage; more likely he’d have been called a sissy, a
pussy, a little mama’s boy who couldn’t take it. And
so we both lost and gained during our late-night dip
in the patriarchal paradox of men competing and
bonding at the same time.?

WHAT ABOUT WOMEN?

In one sense, women, like all else in patriarchy, are
something for men to control. The consequences of
this are ehormous because of the damage it does to
women’s lives, but controlling women is neither the
point of patriarchy nor the engine that drives it. This
means that women'’s place is more complicated than
it might seem, especially in relation to competition
among men.?

This works in several ways. First, heterosexual
men are encouraged to use women as badges of suc-
cess to protect and enhance their standing in the
eyes of other men. People routinely compliment a
man married to a beautiful woman, for example,
not because he had a hand in making her beautiful
but because he has proprietary rights of access to
her. In contrast, people are much less likely to com-
pliment a man whose wife is financially successful—
especially if she earns more than he does—because
this threatens rather than enhances his status as a
real man.

Men’s use of women as badges of success is a
prime example of how men can compete and ally
with one another at the same time.? On the one
hand, they may compete over who has the highest
standing and is therefore least vulnerable to other

men’s control, as when they vie for a specific
. woman or use women in general as a way to keep
score on their manhood. A man who lacks enthusi-
asm for pursuing women may have his masculinity
questioned, if not attacked, especially by being “ac-
cused” of being gay. In this sense, “getting laid”
is more than a badge of success; it's also a safe-
conduct pass through perpetually hostile territory.
At the same time that men may compete with
one another, they're also encouraged to bond
around a common view of women as objects to be
competed for, possessed, and used. When men tell

sexist jokes, for example, or banter abour wormnen’s
anies, they usually can count on other men 1o g
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becoming an outcast. Even if the joke is directed at
his wife or lover, he’s likely to choose his tie to men
over loyalty to her by letting it pass with a shrug
and perhaps a good-natured smile that leaves intact
his standing as one of the guys. In this sense, the
competitive dynamic of patriarchal heterosexuality
brings men together and promotes feelings of soli-
darity by acting out the values of control and dom-
ination. This is partly why there is so much male
violence against gay men: since gays don’t use
women in this way, their sexual orientation chal-

- lenges not so much heterosexuality per se but male
solidarity around the key role of control and domi-

" nation in patriarchal heterosexuality.> John Stolten-
berg argues that violence against gays also protects
male solidarity by protecting men from sexual ag-
gression at the hands of other men:

Imagine this country without homophobia: There
would be a woman raped every three minutes and a
man raped every three minutes. Homophobia keeps
that statistic at a manageable level. The system

is not fool-proof. It breaks down, for instance, in
prison and in childhood—uwhen men and boys are
often subject to the same sexual terrorism that
women live with almost all the time. But for the
most part homophobia serves male supremacy by
keeping males who act like real men safe from sexual
assault 2

A second part that women play in men’s strug-
gle for control is to support the idea that men and
women are fundamentally different, because this
gives men a clear and unambiguous turf—mascu-
linity—on which to pursue control in competition
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with one another?” Women do this primarily by
supporting (or at least not challenging) femininity
as a valid view of women and how they’re sup-
posed to be. The idea that male sexuality is inher-
ently aggressive, predatory, and heterosexual, for
example, defines a common ground for men in re-
lation to both women and other men. To protect
this, it’s important that women not be sexually ag-
gressive or predatory because this would challenge
the idea of a unique male sexuality as a basis for
male solidarity and competition.

When women challenge stereotypically femi-
nine ways of acting, it makes it harder for men to
see themselves clearly as men. This muddles men’s
relationships with women and their standing as real
men under patriarchy. In the film Fatal Attraction,
for example, the villain embodies a predatory, vio-
lent female sexuality that sent shock waves through
audiences across the country. The history of film in-
cludes legions of obsessive, murderous men, but
with the appearance of the first such woman there
was a rush to analyze and explain how such a thing
could happen. Perhaps her greatest transgression
was to trespass on male turf by violating the stric-
tures of cultural femininity. How fitting, then, that
everything should be “set right” when her lover’s
wife—who embodies all the feminine virtues of
good mother, faithful wife, and constrained sexual-
ity—kills the madwoman who's invaded the sanc-
tity of this normal patriarchal household.

In a third sense, a woman’s place is to support
the key patriarchal illusion that men are independ-
ent and autonomous. An unemployed wife who
sees herself as dependent, for example, props up
images of male independence that mask men’s con-
siderable dependence on women for emotional
support, physical comfort, and a broad range of

practical services. On the average, for example
married men are DOMTHentally and pn sica”y

Eea!EEze_Tﬂf_an smE!e men ana Iige !onger, WEereas
for women just the ggosite is trye.?® Men also tend

_ And the standard model for a career s !
wife at home to perform support work, and any
man (or woman) who doesnt have one is at a
disadvantage.

The illusion of male independence and female
dependence is amplified by men’s complaints about
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the burdens of the breadwinner role. In fact, how-
ever, most husbands would have it no other way,
because for all its demands, the provider role brings
with it power and status and exempts men from
domestic work such as cleaning and child care. As
a result, many men feel threatened when their
wives earn as much or more than they do. They
cling to the idea that breadwinning is a man’s re-
sponsibility that anchors male gender identity, and
that women are little more than helpers in that role?
if not “little women” waiting for a man to bring
home the bacon. This arrangement, however, was
created largely by working- and middle-class white
men who fought for the “family wage” in the early
1900s. This enabled them to support their families
by themselves and justified keeping wives at home,
where they would be financially dependent and
available to provide personal services.*

You might think that such arrangements are a
thing of the past, that with so many married women
working outside the home, the breadwinner role is
no longer male-identified. But the superficial ap-
pearance of gender equity and balance masks a con-
tinuing imbalance that’s revealed when we consider
how men and women would be affected by leaving
paid employment. If the woman in a two-earner
household were to give up breadwmmng, it nught

- create hardships and negative feelings, but these

probably wouldn’t include making her feel less
than a real woman. But for a man to-give up the
breadwinning role, he’d have to contend with far
more serious threats to his sense of himself as a real
man, and both women and men know it. This is
why, when someone in a marriage has to leave paid
employment—to take care of children or ailing rel-
atives, for example—it is generally understood that
it will be the woman, regardless of who earns
more. 3

A fourth aspect of women’s place is to help con-
tain men’s resentment over being controlled by other
men so that it doesn’t overpower the male solidarity
that’s so essential to patriarchy. Most men are dom-
inated by other men, especially at wor
judge their manhoo oW - mu control

agamst

which they’re boun to fall short. If they rebel
against other men—as in worker strikes—the risks
are often huge and the gains short-lived. A safer
alternative is to accept as compensation social
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support to control and feel superior to women. This
provides both individual men and patriarchy with
a safety valve for the frustration and rage that might
otherwise be directed toward other men and at far
greater risk to both individuals and the system as a
whole.® No matter what other men do to a man or,
how deeply they control his life, he can always feel
culturally superior to women and take out his anger
and Tfrustration on them.® ; \

""In this way, men are allowed to dominate
women as a kind of compensation for their being
subordinated to other men because of social class,
race, or other forms of inequality. Ironically, how-
ever, their dominance of women supports the same
principles of conirol that enable other men to sub-
ordinate them, a contradiction that is typical of op-
pressive systems. Men may buy into this so long as
they can, in turn, enjoy the dominance that comes
with applying those principles to women. The use
of such compensation to stabilize systems also
works with race and class inequality where one op-
pression is used to compensate for another. Working-
class people, for example, can always look down
on people receiving welfare, just as lower-class
whites can feel superior to people of color. The

laying off of one oppression against another helps
exBEain sz overt B‘reluame 1s_most_common

amon e most disadvantage oups
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is the expectation that women will take care of men

[\ Related to men’s use of women as compensation
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who have been damaged by other men. When he
comes home from work, he wants a woman there to
greet and take care of him, whether or not she’s been
at work all day herself. On a deeper level, he wants
her to make him feel whole again, to restore what
he loses through his disconnected pursuit of con-
trol, to calm his fears—all, of course, without re-
quiring him to face the very things about himself
and patriarchy that produce the damage in the first
place. When women fail to “make it better”—and

they are bound to fail eventually—they are also

there to accept the blame and receive men’s disap-

pointment, pain, and rage. Men who feel unloved, -

incomplete, disconnected, battered, humiliated,
frightened, and anxious routinely blame women
for not supporting or loving them enough. It’s a
responsibility women are encouraged to accept,

which is one reason so many victims of domestic
violence stay with the men who abuse them.

\,\p\,o cawn WL VwJF?
MISOGYNY

These days even the slightest criticism of men or
male dominance can prompt accusations of “man
hating” or “male bashing”; but only feminists seem
to care about the cultural woman hating that’s been
around for millennia as part of everyday life under
patriarchy.® Men’s hypersensitivity is typical of
dominant groups such as whites who often react
strongly when blacks refer to whites as “honkies”
or merely express anger over continuing white re-
sistance to dealing with the everyday reality of ra-
cism. But whites barely notice the racial hostility

that pervades the lives of minorities, for Eart of
hite privilege is the subtle arrogance of not havin

w.
0 pay attention to how s others.
at men don't ge 7 € people

don’t get about race: whites don’t have to go out of
their way to act hatefully in order to participate in a
society that produces hateful consequences for peo-
ple of color. Simply flowing with the mainstream
and going about business as usual is enough.

The cultural expression of misogyny—the ha-
tred (mis-) of femaleness (gyny)—takes many
forms.® It's found in ancient and modern beliefs
that women are inherently evil and a primary cause
of human misery—products of what the Greek phi-
losopher and mathematician Pythagoras called the
“evil principle which created chaos, darkness, and
woman.”¥ There is misogyny in the violent pornog-
raphy that portrays women as willing victims of ex-
ploitation and abuse, in jokes about everything
from mothers-in-law to the slapping around or
“good fuck” that some women “need.” Misogyny
shaped the historical transformation of ancient
wise-women healers into modern-day images of

witches who roast and eat children; in the torture
and murder of millions of women from the witch

hunts of the Middle Ages to recent Serb terrorism

“in Bosnia; in the everyday reality of sexual coercion,

abuse, violence, and harassment; in the mass media
display of women’s bodies as objects existing pri-
marily to please men and satisfy the male gaze; in
“cultural ideals of slenderness that turn women
against their own bodies and inspire self-hatred and
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denial; in the steady stream of sensationalized and
sexualized mass media “entertainment” in which
men terrorize, torture, rape, and murder women.%

Not to be overlooked is the routine of insulting
males with names that link them to females—sissy
(sister), girl, pussy, son of a bitch, mama’s boy. No-
tice, however, that the worst way to insult a woman
isn’t to call her a man or a “daddy’s girl”; it’s to call
her a woman by another name by highlighting or
maligning femaleness itself—bitch, whore, cunt.*
The use of such words as insults is made even worse
by the fact that prior to patriarchy many had neutral
or positive meanings for women. A “whore” was a
lover of either sex; “bitch” was associated with the
pre-Christian goddess of the hunt, Artemis-Diana;
and “cunt” derives from several sources, includ-
ing the goddesses Cunti and Kunda, the universal
sources of life.

It’s difficult to accept the idea that in the midst
of wanting, needing, and loving women—if only as
sons in relation to mothers—men are involved in a
system that makes misogynist feelings, thoughts,
and behavior paths of least resistance. Most men
would probably deny this affects them in any way;

¢ often the most sexist men are among the first to say

¢ how much they love women. But there’s no escap-
ing misogyny, because it isn’t a personality flaw; it's
part of patriarchal culture. We're like fish swimming
in a sea laced with it, and we can’t breathe without
passing it through our gills.#* Misogyny infuses into
our cells and becomes part of who we are because
by the time we know enough to reject it, it’s too late.
As with everything else in a culture, some people
are exposed to more of it than others; but to suppose
that anyone escapes untouched is both wishful and
disempowering. It’s wishful because it goes against
what we know about socialization and the power of
culture to shape reality; it’s disempowering because
if we believe that misogyny doesn’t involve us, we
won't feel compelled to do anything about it.

Misogyny plays a complex role in patriarchy. It
fuels men’s sense of superiority, justifies male ag-
gression against women, and works to keep women
on the defensive and in their place. Misogyny is es-
pecially powerful in encouraging women to hate
their own femaleness, an example of internalized
oppression. The more women internalize misogy-
nist images and attitudes, the harder it is to chal-
lenge male privilege or patriarchy as a system. In
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fact, women won't tend to see patriarchy as even
problematic since the essence of self-hatred is to fo-
cus on the self as the sole cause of misery, including

* the self-hatred.

In another _'sen's'e',‘,:_patriar_chy promotes the ha-

tréd O WOTen a3 areaction to men’s fear of women.
Why should men fear woien? Every oppressive

_system depends to some degree on subordinate
groups being willing to go along with their own

subordination. The other side of this, however, is
the potential to undermine and rebel. This makes
oppression inherently unstable and makes domi-

“nant_groups vulnerable. Throughout the slave-

holding South, for example, white people’s fear of
slave revolts was woven into the fabric of everyday

&
<

life and caused many a restless night. And I suspect *

that much of the discomfort that whites feel around
blacks today, especially black men, also reflects a
fear that the potential for challenge and rebellion is
never far from the surface.®2 For men, the fear is that
women will stop playing the complex role that al-
lows patriarchy to continue, or may even go so far
as to challenge male privilege directly. Women’s po-
tential to disrupt patriarchy and make men vulner-
able is why it’s so easy for women to make men feel

_ foolish or emasculated through the mildest humor

that focuses on maleness and hints at women’s

oW oing a ith the status quo. Mak-
ing fun of men, however, is just the tip of the iceberg
of what women can do to disturb the patriarchal
order, and on some level most men know this and
have reason to feel threatened by it.

In more subtle ways, misogyny arises out of a
system that offers women to men as a form of com-
pensation. Because patriarchy limits men’s emo-
tional and spiritual lives, and because men rarely
risk being vulnerable with other men, they often
look to women as a way to ease their sense of emp-
tiness, meaninglessness, and disconnection. How-
ever, the patriarchal expectation that “real men” are
autonomous and independent sets men up to both
want and resent women at the same time. This is
made all the worse by the fact that women can’t
possibly give men what they want. Caught in this
bind, men could face the truth of the system that
put them in it in the first place. They could look at
patriarchy and how their position in it creates this
dilemma. The path of least resistance, however, is
to resent and blame women for what men lack, by

=
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accusing women of not being loving or sexual
enough, of being manipulative, withholding, selfish
bitches who deserve to be pumshed =

In a related sense,

vol i

nder patriarchy, women are viewed as trustees of
all that makes a rich emotional life possible—of em-
pathy and sympathy, vulnerability and openness to
connection, caring and nurturing, sensitivity and
compassion, emotional attention and expressive-

" ness—all of which are driven out by the cycle of

control and fear. On some level, men know the
value of what they don’t have and see women as
privileged for being able to hold on to it. As a result,
women live a double bind: the patriarchal ideology
that supports women'’s oppression devalues the hu-
man qualities associated with being female, yet it
also sets men up to envy and resent women for be-
ing able to weave those same qualities into their
lives.#

Finally, misogyny can be seen as a cultural re-
sult of men’s potential to feel guilty about women'’s
oppression. Rather than encourage men to feel
guilty, patriarchal culture projects negative judg-
ments about men onto women. When men do feel
guilty, they can blame women for making them feel
this way: “If you weren’t there reminding me of
how oppressed women are, then I wouldn't have to
feel bad about myself as a member of the group that
benefits from it.” Anger and resentment play this
kind of role in many oppressive systems. When
middle-class people encounter the homeless on the
street, for example, it's not uncommon for them to
feel angry simply for being reminded of their privi-
lege and their potential to feel guilty about it. It's
easier to hate the messenger than it is to take some
responsibility for doing something about the reahty
behind the message.

As a mainstay of patriarchal culture, Imsogyny
embodies some of the most contradictory and dis-
turbing aspects of gender oppression. When love
and need are bound up with fear and enwvy, hate and
resentment, the result is an explosive mixture that
can twist our sense of ourselves and one another
beyond recognition. If misogyny were merely a
problem of bad personal attitudes, it would be rel-
atively easy to deal with. But its close connection to

the cycle of control and fear that makes patriarchy
work will make it part of human life as long as pa-
triarchy exists.
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