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Patriarchy, the System
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An It, Not a He, a Them, Or An Us

Allan G. Johnson

“When you say patriarchy,” a man complained from the rear of the audience, “I know what
you really mean—me!” A lot of people hear “men” whenever someone says “patriarchy,”
so that criticism 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 personally if someone
merely mentions patriarchy or the oppression of women, bristling at what they often see
as a way 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 consequences these
produce or the prospect of giving up male privilege. But defensiveness more often reflects
2 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 confu-
sion 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 ethnic 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 oppression 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 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 is 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. . . . How, for example, do we participate in patriarchy, and how
does that link us to the consequences it produces? 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?
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Without asking such questions we can’t understand gender fully and we avoid taking
responsibility either for ourselves or for patriarchy. Instead, “the system” serves as a vague,
unarticulated catch-all, a dumping ground for social problems, a scapegoat that can never
be held to account and that, for all the power we think it has, can’t talk back or actually
do anything. . ..

If we see patriarchy as nothing more than men’s and women’s individual personalities,
motivations, and behavior, for example, then it probably 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 perspec-
tive, we might ask why a particular man raped, harassed, or beat a woman. 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 routine inclusion of sexual coercion and
violence in mainstream movies. . . .

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, something 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 individuals (such
as “men”). It is a system, which means it can’t be reduced to the people who participate
init. . ..

[P]atriarchy [is] 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. But we are not it, which means that
patriarchy can exist without men having “oppressive personalities” or actively conspiring

defend male privilege. To demonstrate that gender oppression exists,
llains, 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 punishments 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.

with one another to
we don’t have to show that men are vi

The crucial thing to understand about patriarchy or any other kind of social system is
that it’s something people participate in. It’s an arrangement of shared understandings and
relationships that connect people to one another and something larger than themselves. . ..

PATRIARCHY

The key to understanding any system is to identify its various parts and how they’re
arranged to form a whole. . . . Patriarchy’s defining elements are its male-dominated, male-
identified, and male-centered character, but this is just the beginning. At its core, patriarchy
is a set of symbols and ideas that make up a culture embodied by everything frorr} the
content of everyday conversation to literature and film. Patriarchal culture includes ideas
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about the nature of things, including men, women, and humanity, with manhood and
masculinity most closely associated with being human and womanhood and femininity
relegated to the marginal position of “other.” It’s about how social life is and how it’s sup-
posed to be; about what’s expected of people and about how they feel. It’s about standards
qf feminine beauty and masculine toughness, images of feminine vulnerability and mascu-
line protectiveness, of older men coupled with young women, of elderly women alone. It’s
about defining women and men as opposites, about the “naturalness” of male aggression,
competition, and dominance and of female caring, cooperation, and subordination. It’s
about the valuing of masculinity and maleness and the devaluing of femininity and female-
ness. It’s about the primary importance of a husband’s career and the secondary status of
a wife’s, about child care as a priority in women’s lives and its secondary importance in
men’s. It’s about the social acceptability of anger, rage, and toughness in men but not in
women, and of caring, tenderness, and vulnerability in women but not in men.

Above all, patriarchal culture is about the core value of control and domination in
almost every area of human existence. From the expression of emotion to economics
to the natural environment, gaining and exercising control is a continuing goal of great
importance. Because of this, the concept of power takes on a narrow definition in terms
of “power over”—the ability to control others, events, resources, or oneself in spite of
resistance—rather than alternatives such as the ability to cooperate with others, to give
freely of oneself, or to feel and act it harmony with nature. To have power over and to
be prepared to use it are defined culturally as good and desirable (and characteristically
“masculine”), and to lack such power or to be reluctant to use it is seen as weak if not
contemptible (and characteristically “feminine”).

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 profoundly 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 accus-
ing men of sexual misconduct. To embrace patriarchy is to believe that mothers should
stay home and that fathers should work out of the home, regardless 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 tobe . ...

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
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signs of vulnerability or weakness, or the fear and insecurity that every woman must deal
with when sh'e exercises the right to move freely in the world, especially at night and by
herself_. Such ideas make up the symbolic sea we swim in and the air we breathe. They are
the primary well from which springs how we think about ourselves, other people, and
the wor_ld‘ As such, they provide a taken-for-granted everyday reality, the setting for our
interactions with other people that continually fashion and refashion a shared sense of
what the world is about and who we are in relation to it. This doesn’t mean that the ideas
underlying patriarchy determine what we think, feel, and do, but it does mean they define
what we’ll have to deal with as we participate in it.

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 i spite of paths of least resistance contained in
our culture. Complete freedom from such feelings and judgments is 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 themselves as being too fat, to not abuse
themselves to one degree or another in pursuit of impossible male-identified standards
of beauty and sexual attractiveness. All of this is possible; but to live in patriarchy is to
breathe in misogynist images of women as objectified sexual property valued primarily
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.

The symbols and ideas that make up patriarchal culture are important to understand
because they have such powerful effects on the structure of social life. By “structure,” I
mean the ways that gender privilege and oppression are organized through social relation-
ships and unequal distributions of rewards, opportunities, and resources. This appears in
countless patterns of everyday life in family and work, religion and politics, community
and education. It is found in family divisions of labor that exempt fathers from most
domestic work even when both parents work outside the home, and in the concentration
of women in lower-level pink-collar jobs and male predominance almost everywhere else.
It is in the unequal distribution of income and all that goes with it, from access to health
care to the availability of leisure time. It is in patterns of male violence and harassment
that can turn a simple walk in the park or a typical day at work or a lovers’ quarrel into
a life-threatening nightmare. More than anything, the structure of patriarchy is found in
the unequal distribution of power that makes oppression possible, in patterns of male
dominance in every facet of human life, from everyday conversation to global politics. By
its nature, patriarchy puts issues of power, dominance, and control at the center of human
existence, not only in relationships between men and women, but among men as they
compete and struggle to gain status, maintain control, and protect themselves from what

other men might do to them.

e ..

THE SYSTEM IN US IN THE SYSTEM

One of the most difficult things to accept about patriarchy is that we’re involved in it,
which means we’re also involved in its consequences. This is especially hard for men who
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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. '

A common defense against this is to attribute everything to “society” as something
external and autonomous, with wants, needs, interests, and the power to control people
by making them into one sort of person or another. . . .

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 characteristics such as race, gender, ethnicity, age,
and class. . . .

‘From this perspective, who we and other people think we are has a lot to do with where
we are in relation to social systems and all the positions that people occupy. We wouldn’t
exist as social beings if it weren’t for our participation in one social system or another.
It’s hard to imagine just who we’d be and what our existence would consist of if we took
away all of our connections to the symbols, ideas, and relationships that make up social
systems. . . .

In this sense, like all social systems, patriarchy exists only through people’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 understand patriarchy. First, to some extent
people experience patriarchy as external 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 free-
dom 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 perpetuate 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 definition, a system of inequality

. organized around gender categories, we can no more avoid being involved in it than we
can avoid being female or male. All men and all women are therefore involved in this
oppressive system, and none us can control whether we participate, only how. . . .

Because privilege is conferred by social systems, people don’t have to feel privileged in
order to be privileged. When I do public presentations, for example, I usually come away
feeling pretty good about what happened and, therefore, about myself. If anyone were to
ask me to explain why things went so well, I'd probably mention my abilities, my years of
experience in public speaking, the quality of my ideas, and so on, as well as the interest
and contributions of the audience. The last thing that would occur to me, however, would
be that my success was aided by my gender, that if I'd performed in exactly the same
way but happened to be a woman, research shows quite clearly that I’d have been taken
less seriously, been evaluated less positively, and attributed less of my success to my own
efforts and ability. The difference between the two outcomes is a measure of my gender
privilege, and there is little I can do to get rid of it, because its authority doesn’t rest in
me but in society itself, especially in cultural images of gender. The audience doesn’t know
it’s conferring gender privilege on me, and I may not be aware that I’'m receiving it. But
the privilege is there, nonetheless, whether we intend or want it. That all this may feel
“natural” and nonprivileged only deepens the system’s hold on all who are involved in it.

Since we’re born into patriarchy, and since participating in social life is what makes us
who we are, we can’t escape growing up sexist to some degree. This means that the ques-
tion we have to ask ourselves isn’t whether sexism is part of who we are, but how broadly
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and deeply it is ingrained in us, how it appears in our experience and behavior, and what
we can do about it. No one wants to think of themselves as involved in social oppression,
but being involved doesn’t mean we’re bad or to blame for oppression, for people can
and do participate in systems that produce horrible, immoral consequences without being
horrible and immoral people. None of us is responsible or to blame for the world we were
born into or the inevitable way in which we took it into ourselves. But—and this “but” is
crucial—the ongoing reconstruction of that society is shaped by how people like us choose
to participate in it once we’re here. We are involved; we are part of the problem; the
question is whether we’ll choose to also be part of the solution.
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