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Conclusion

Feminism as critical theory views patriarchy as a historical social
structure in which men dominate, oppress, and exploit women’s
reproductive, productive, and sexual powers to their exclusive benefit.
The main thrust of the theory revolves around critiques of the oppressive
patriarchal structures: the familial, sexual, economic, political, social,
and cultural. The theory also paves the way for women’s emancipation
from the traps of patriarchal domination.

Theorizing patriarchy is mainly addressed by Marxist, Radical, and
Socialist feminists of the Modernist tradition, whose work provides a
comprehensive analysis of the origins, changes, and sites of patriarchal
oppression. Marxists contend that patriarchy is derived from capitalism
as a system of class oppression and exploitation. Patriarchal oppression
of women in the home and in the labor market as well as women’s
oppression of the capitalist state and consumer culture are cases of point
of capitalist exploitation.

In contrast to Marxists, Radicals see patriarchal oppression of
women as the most fundamental of all oppressive systems. They
postulate that patriarchy takes primacy over other systems of oppression
and even suggest that it is anterior and posterior to all such systems. They
investigate at large the themes of sexuality and male violence as well as
patriarchal oppression in the family, society, and culture.

Finally, Socialists attempt a synthesis of Marxist and Radical
feminist theories, arguing that both patriarchy and capitalism are
important in conditioning gender relations. They rework the Marxist
concepts of class and alienated labor and use them to capture the
appropriation of women’s productive and reproductive labor as well as
their sexuality in the family and society at large.
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become one. For her, patriarchy provides a system of control, law and
order, exemplified in cultural relations that are carried out from one
historical period to another, while capitalism provides a system of
economy, in the pursuit of profit. Women are doubly exploited as
reproducers, mothers, domestic worker, and consumer in the patriarchal
family on one hand, and as producer in the capitalist market on the
other. Changes in one part of the patriarchal-capitalist system will cause
changes in another part, as when the massive entry of women into paid
work increases the contradiction in the position of women who are both
housewives and wage laborers, setting up pressures for political change
(Walby 1990:6, 7, 73-76; Bhasin 1993:28).

Other writers keep the systems of patriarchy and capitalism distinct.
Mitchell (1975), for instance, discusses gender oppression in terms of a
separation between the two systems, in which the economic level is
structured by capitalist relations, and the level of the unconscious by the
law of patriarchy. She maintains that her theory of unconsciousness
amply explains the deep rootedness and persistence of patriarchy in
human society (Walby 1990:6, 7, 73-76).

Hartman proposes another conception (1979). His understanding of
the relation between capitalism and- patriarchy is similar to that of
Mitchell in that she wants to maintain the analytic separation of
patriarchy and capitalism, while Eisentein does not. But Hartman is
different in that she wants to posit a two-edged expropriation of women’s
labor by men. Within the household women do more labor than men,
even if they also have paid employment. Husbands do not share with
their wives the burdens of domestic work. Within the field of paid work
occupational segregation is used by organized men to keep access to the
best paid, high-status jobs for themselves at the expense of women. The
two forms of expropriation also act to reinforce each other, since
women’s domestic burdens disadvantage them in paid work, and their
disadvantaged position in the labor market makes them vulnerable in
making bad marriage arrangements (Walby 1990:6, 7, 73-76; Bhasin
1993:29).
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engaged in domestic labor and a non-producing class of husbands,
expropriating the labor of their wives. (Walby 1990:11-13).

Another Radical feminist writer, Shulamith Firestone, uses a
broader concept of class than Delphy: all women are in one, all men in
another. Sex is class. It is not restricted to housewives and husbands. The
key term is reproduction. Men’s control of women’s reproductive
capacity is the real material base of society, more basic than
production, and is the root of women’s oppression. The biological
hazards surrounding reproduction, such as pregnancy, menstruation,
childbirth, breast-feeding, and child rearing disadvantage women and
make them vulnerable and dependent on men (Walby 1990:65-68).

Finally, the third Modernist school - Socialist feminist theory or
Dual-Systems theory - attempts a synthesis of Marxist and Radical
feminist theory. Rather than being an exclusive focus on either capitalism
or patriarchy, this perspective argues that both systems are present and
important in the structuring of gender relations. It takes economic class
and sex class as two contradictions in society and try to see relationships
between them. According to them the whole area of family and domestic
labor and reproduction is related to the economic system, though it is not
causally related (Walby 1990:39, 73).

Socialist feminists also accept and use the basic Marxist principle of
alienated labor but have tried to enrich and extend it to gender specific
contexts. As workers under capitalism are alienated from their labor as a
result of their separation from the control of the labor process, likewise,
women are alienated from their bodies, their reproductive labor,
mothering roles, and intellect due to male supremacy (Ollenburger and
Moore 1992:23, 24).

The articulation of patriarchy and capitalism is seen in a range of
ways. They vary, for instance, as to whether they see patriarchy and
capitalism as fused into one system of capitalist patriarchy, as does Zillah
Eisenstein (1981), or whether they are conceptualized as two analytically
distinet, if empirically interacting, systems as does Heidi Hartman (1979)
and Juliet Mitchell (1975). Eisenstein (1981) considers that patriarchy
and capitalism are so closely interrelated and symbiotic that they have
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and were in this sense the first producers of life as gatherers or
agriculturists and as reproducers of humans. This asymmetrical
relationship, once established by means of violence, was upheld by
institutions and ideologies and carried throughout the ages (Bhasin
1993:29-33).

Radical feminists dwell at large on the theme of sexuality,
considering it a central cause of women’s oppression. They open up its
secrecy to self-doubt, analysis, sharing, and even to political purview.
The central thrust of their work revolves around criticizing oppressive
phallocentric sex and reclaiming a sort of plural, feminist sex more in line
with the needs of women. In addition, their concern with sex as a variety
of life options brings to focus the cultural dimensions of sex and,
henceforth, unmasks patriarchal sex as cultural domination ( Ehrenreich
ct al.1986: 68-71; Walby 1990: 13 ).

The themes'? investigated detail the strategies of oppressive
phallocentric sex: imposition of compulsory heterosexuality on women
and banalization of female bonding as perversion; trivialization of
clitoral orgasm to the profit of the «myth of vaginal orgasm»;
commercialization of violent and degrading sex in prostitution and
sadistic pornography; sexualization' of women as fuck objects in
consumerist society and culture; terrorization of women through
violence and the threat of violence to force them to acquiesce to male
supremacy; and utilization of sexual harassment to discriminate against
women in the labor market.

Some Radical feminists see the household as the most important site
of women’s subordination. They expand the Marxist concept of class to
capture the material (i.e. economic) basis of this subordination. Christine
Delphy, for example, uses class to conceptualize housewives and
husbands. For her, women’s housework is as much production as any
form of work, and its expropriation is the cornerstone of men’s
oppression of women. This creates two classes: a class of housewives

(1) See Ehrenreich (Ehrenreich et al. 1986), Crow (Crow 2000), 2006), Dworkin
(Dworkin 1981), Rich (Rich 1980), Firestone (Firestone 1974), (Brownmiller
1976), Mackinnon (Mackinnon 1979, 2006).
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fundamental of all oppressive systems. The school concentrates upon the
crucial significance of women as the first class of subordinates and men
as the first class of oppressors and beneficiaries. It spells out the ubiquity
of patriarchal domination; it describes its persistence through the
centuries; and it reports the great suffering of women as its victims.
Some radical feminists go as far as to describe the persecution and
massacring of women, and even to designate man as the major enemy
(Beasley 2005:48, 49; Atkinson 2000:82).

This system of patriarchal domination, Radical feminists declare,
does not derive from any other system of social inequality. It is not a by-
product of capitalism or racism or any other system of inequality.
Rather, it takes primacy over class or race: it is anterior and even
posterior to both systems of inequality; it frames and constitutes both
systems; it provides a conceptual framework for understanding all forms
of oppression; and it furnishes a model for all struggles against systems of
oppression (Crow 2000:2).

How Radical feminists explain this «battle of the sexes»? Drawing on
the exchange theory of women of Lévis-Strauss and Meillassoux, Gerda
Lerner argues that the commodification and reification of women as
resource and property in the Ancient World was the first appropriation
and accumulation of private property. The productive and reproductive
capacities of women were primary for the development of agriculture in
this stage of human history: women produced crops on the field and
reproduced potential agricultural laborers as well. Therefore, it was
imperative for men to appropriate this precious source of wealth. Once
appropriated, the trading or the exchange of women became a tangible
source of additional wealth for men and an impetus for further societal
development. Henceforth, the origin of women’s commodification as
workers, as providers of sexual services, and as reproducers (Lerner
1986:8, 49-53, 212-215).

Another Radical feminist’s explanation of male supremacy posits
man-the-hunter theory. Maria Mies, for instance, contends that men’s
domination over women derives from an asymmetric division of labor by
sex established in the early pastorial society: men invented and
monopolized the hunting technology or the means of destruction and
coercion, while women invented and controlled the means of subsistence

12



features of social structure and the determinants of gender relations
(Ollenburger, and Moore 1992:20; 21; Walby 1990:3, 4).

Friedrich Engels’ explanation of patriarchy provided the inspiration
for Marxist feminists’ theorization on the topic. Engels maintained that
there was a time when there were no class-gender differences. Human
beings lived almost like animals, gathered food and hunted. Ancestry was
through the mother, there was no marriage, and no notion of private
property. He postulated that the historic defeat of the female sex was a
result of the development of private property and class society in the
early agrarian society. The story began with the development of
agriculture and animal husbandry and the institution of slavery,
especially female slavery. This led to more division of labor among the
sexes. Men started moving further afield to hunt, while women stayed
home both to mind the children and to look after the homestead. It also
led to the generation of surpluses of crops, livestock, and slaves. Men
acquired power over others and started accumulating wealth. All this
gave rise to private property and classes. Men wanted to retain power
and property, and pass it on to their own children. To ensure this
inheritance, mother-right was overthrown. In order to establish the right
of the father, women had to be domesticated and confined and their
sexuality regulated and controlled. According to Engels it was in this
period, and for these reasons, that both patriarchy and monogamy for
women were established (Lerner 1986:21-24; Walby 1990:70-73).

Marxist feminists use Engels’ paradigm to investigate current sites of
capitalist oppression of women: appropriation of women’s free
productive and reproductive labor in the home; deflation of women’s
wages and segregation and deskilling of feminine occupations; impover-
ishment of minority and Third World women; exploitation of women as
high priestesses of consumption; objectification of women in the domain
of the media, art, literature, and discourse; and oppression of the
capitalist state and its non-intervention to protect women from male
violence (Walby 1990:33-38; Ollenburger and Moore 1992:20, 21, 32).

The second Modernist school - Radical feminism - articulates
diametrically opposed ideas to Marxist feminism. In effect, this school
sees patriarchal oppression of women as the first, the oldest, and the most
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nincteenth century by two very different books: Jakob Bachofen’s
Mother-Right (1986) and Friedrich Engels’ The Origins of the Family,
Private Property, and the State (1884). Both argued that early societies
where much better for women than later ones. For Bachofen, matriarchal
societies had prevailed until the «male principle» was asserted in classical
times. For Engels, the sexual equality of early societies waned once the
rise of private property inspired men to control women’s sexuality and
limit women’s work. These narratives of the past golden age placed
women at center stage of world history and at the same time traced how
the primordial equality of women and men was slowly undermined to the
profit of men throughout historical change. Furthermore, they provided
both intellectual support and political inspiration for feminists in the
196(’s. This was a story told in a host of popular books in the 1970’s, and
it was a story that shaped professional history as well: Gerda Lerner’s
The Creation of Patriarchy remains its most authoritative articulation;
and Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex is one of its most often
invoked books. Both are the founding texts of modern feminism (Millet
2000:125; Bennett 2006:37-39).

The concern with historical narration brings into focus the
Modernist-Postmodern divide in feminist theory: while grand theorizing
figures as a central preoccupation of Modernists, Postmodern feminists
are disinclined to adopt grand theory. From the midst of Modernist
theorizing, grand theories of patriarchy were constructed, and debates
regarding the origins and changes of patriarchal oppression blossomed in
women’s studies. In radical opposition to this trend, Postmodernist
feminists challenged all universal notions, including patriarchy and even
the notion of a universal woman.

According to Beasley, the major trends of first and second wave
feminism - the Liberal, Marxist, Radical, and Socialist traditions - are
Modernist and emancipatory in the triple sense of the term: they posit
large-scale macro-holistic explanatory accounts of the universe; they view
power as external domination and oppression and as the property of the
dominant, such that power can be thrown off and society can be freed;
and they conceive the self as repressed/oppressed by power, but stipulate
a universal human essence which can be emancipated by critical theory
and praxis ( Beasley 2005: 18-20, 62 ). It follows from this stand a



directly, appropriated their reproductive and productive capacities, and
justified their actions in the name of the rising domestic ideology
(Bennett 2006:4, 63, 69, 70; Walby 1990:179 -180).

Today, women have more freedom to engage in extra-marital sex,
choose singlehood, leave unwanted marriage, or enter the public sphere
of paid work and politics and, henceforth, escape the constraints of
oppressive husbands in the houschold. As a result, patriarchal oppression
in the family declines and, in some societies, even melts into thin air. Yet,
patriarchy persists in new forms. It moves towards a more diffuse, more
tolerant, less rigorous and freer, and more collectively-oriented model
based principally in public sites of the labor market ( segregation of
feminine occupations ), the state ( anti-feminist policies ), culture (
degrading images of women ), sexuality (public portrayal of sex in
pornography ) and the ethos of consumption ( women’s integration into
consumerism ) (Walby 1990:122-127, 180, 181).

Origin of Patriarchy

Changes in the form of patriarchy point to the centrality of its
historicity. Patriarchy, as Bennett declares, might be everywhere, but it is
not everywhere the same, and, henceforth, feminists need to understand,
analyze, explain, and interpret patriarchy in its historical setting. She
adds that this historical narrative is inherent to the feminist project of
women’s history. As Bennett puts it, the study of patriarchy is properly
as central to women’s history as is the study of capitalism to labor history
or the study of racism to African American history. This project, she
continues, is necessarily interpretive history in the sense that feminists
speak alongside the «objective» historical record and that feminist
politics informs the questions that frame research, shapes methods, and
inspires implications. Bennett insists that the goal of historians, and
feminist historians in particular, is «to help remember virtuous actions
and to abhor evil words and deeds» (Bennett 2006: 14-18, 54).

Feminists have always indulged in historical narration to construct a
hypothetical golden age of gender equality where matriarchy, goddesses
and fertility cults reigned supreme in human society. In effect, the
foundation of the narratives of women’s history has been set in the



its ever-recurrent creation and recreation by the unconscious processes of
transformation of meaning and symbols (Walby 1990:94-97).

Sylvia Walby in her book «Theorizing Patriarchy» offers a succinct
theoretical and substantive framework for understanding patriarchy.
Theoretically, she defines patriarchy as «a system of social structures and
practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women» (Walby
1990:20). These structures, she argues, are causally interrelated one to the
other, both reinforcing and blocking, but are relatively autonomous. The
identification of several structures rather than simply one structure, she
adds, is necessary to avoid the reductionism of single-cause theory and
the simple base-superstructure model of causal relations (Walby
1990:20).

Substantially, Walby identifies six patriarchal structures of oppres-
sion: patriarchal relations in the houschold; patriarchal relations within
paid work; oppression of the patriarchal state; male violence; patriarchal
relations in sexuality; and patriarchal cultural domination. These sites
investigate the oppressive conditions of women’s reproductive and
productive labor and its expropriation by men and address the state’s
systematic legitimation of men’s violence as well as tackle the issues of
the imposition of male-defined sexuality and women’s devaluation in
culture (Walby 1990:20).

Patriarchy involves historical constants and transformations. The
traps of women’s low status vis-a-vis men have remained remarkably
unchanged despite many changes in women’s experiences over the
centuries. Yet, the overall patriarchal strategy of appropriation has
markedly changed from private to public forms, reflecting the relaxation
of sexual mores and the entry of women into paid work and the public
sphere. Private patriarchy characterized the oppression of women in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It reflected the housewifization of
women brought about by the rise of capitalism and the creation of the
«private» family coupled with the confinement of women to house-
keeping, bearing and rearing children and the assignment of men to
breadwinning in the public sphere. In the private sphere of the home,
patriarchs, that is husbands, controlled their wives, individually and



was extended into political theory in an argument that power of kings
derived from the power of fathers. Needless to say, this view of
patriarchy implies a historical limitation: patriarchy began in classical
antiquity and ended in the nineteenth century with the granting of civil
rights to women (Lerner 1986:238, 239; Bennett 2006:55).

The third wider meaning espoused by feminists contends that
patriarchy is «a familial-social, ideological, political system in which men
- by force, direct pressure, or through ritual, tradition, law, and language,
custom, etiquette, education, and the division of labor, determine what
part women shall or shall not play, and in which the female is everywhere
subsumed under the male» (Rich 1976:57). It involves the «birthright
priority whereby men rule females» (Millet 2000:123) and «means the
manifestation and institutionalization of male dominance over women
(and children) in the family and the extension of male dominance over
women in society in general. It implies that men hold power in all the
important institutions of society and that women are deprived of access
to such power» (Lerner 1986:239). It is simply a male dominated, a male
identified, and a male centered society (Johnson 2005:5).

This meaning of patriarchy views relationships between the sexes as a
political relationship. It refers to power relations, that is, arrangements
whereby men control women at the various levels of society. It describes
the political implication of gendered power, mainly the inadequate
redress of women through existing political institutions and the
deterrence placed in their way to organize into political struggle and
opposition. Further, it brings into focus their experiences as an oppressed
group as well as their agendas for emancipation and empowerment
(Millet 2000:122,123).

Patriarchy as a system is deeply entrenched in human society. As
Kate Millet has put it, patriarchy is «sturdier than any form of
segregation, and more rigorous than class classification, more uniform,
certainly more enduring» (Millet 2000: 123). She adds that it is «the most
pervasive ideology of our culture and provides its most fundamental
concept of power» (Millet 2000: 123). Psychoanalytically-minded
feminists concur with Millet, arguing that patriarchy’s pervasiveness
inheres to its deep embeddedness in the human unconsciousness and to



private from the public and brings into light the intricacies of women’s
oppression in the family. Besides, this unmasking of family life challenges
the very basis of men’s power and tyranny (Nicholson 1986:62-65;
Hanisch 2000:113,114).

Furthermore, the phrase «the personal is political» involves «using
gender to undo gender» (Lorber 2000:99), concentrating on building the
world as it can be not as it is. This stand implies an unwavering political
commitment to the cause of women (Ollenburger and Moore 1992:34). It
might even require, in some studies on diverse subaltern female groups
lacking a common identity, the invention of a shared feminine identity as
an instrument for political action because such labels remain the currency
of existing politics (Spivak 1987:209).

A central theme entertained by many feminists is the epistemic
privilege of women in theory building. Some feminists claim that women
who are marginalized and excluded from the construction of knowledge
are in a privileged position to access «objective truth» and understand
how society works because they learn the dominant viewpoint while
experiencing its limitation, and hence are in the best position to produce
objective and true knowledge (Harding 1990:94-99). Other feminists
focus on the special vantage point of poor women of color, claiming that
only the intersection of gender, class, and race produces «true»
knowledge. Poor minority women are believed to be the least attached
to the dominant system; they have no rewards what-so-ever from the
system; and they never play the role of oppressors. For this reason they
are the true revolutionary feminists who have a unique claim to expertise,
knowledge, and a truth based on their identity (Hooks 1990:36, 39).

The Meaning of Patriarchy

Patriarchy has two narrow traditional meanings not necessary
embraced by feminists. The first refers to the ecclesiastical power of men
recognized as Christian leaders, particularly within the Greek Orthodox
tradition. Henceforth, people using this term denotes the archbishop of
Constantinople as the Patriarch of the Orthodox Church. The second
meaning connotes the system, historically derived from Greek and
Roman law, in which the husband/father had absolute power over his
wife, children, and other dependents in the household. This definition



superiority and centrality in mainstream thinking. It questions «whether
the world has to be this way» and «whether the world is as it is said to be»
(Beasley 2005:16). It notes that to speak of men is taken as speaking
universally. This universalized man, falsely acknowledged as representing
all humans, fails to take into account its gender specificity, its masculine
particularity. Furthermore, this masculine bias renders women invisible,
marginal to understandings of humanity and distorts understanding of
men themselves. As a remedy, feminist theory attempts to disrupt the
prevailing power structures and decenter the basic normative assumption
about what is central (men) and peripheral (women). In so doing, it
refocuses the subject of the analysis and places the notion of women at
center stage (Beasley 2005:16, 17).

Feminists challenge the claims to objectivity and ethical neutrality of
the traditional model of value-free social science. They call for developing
a value-sensitive science that acknowledges and embraces the centrality
of values to consciousness. Firstly, it is argued that woman’s subjective
experience as an oppressed category provides the only basis of unbiased
knowledge of the world. Secondly, it is postulated that researchers
themselves are not distanced from their vested interests, emotions, and
the prevailing values of their societies. Thirdly, it is conceded that the
elements of research are confused one with the other. The research
problem is perceived as inseparable from the purpose of research and
analysis, and the empirical evidence itself is envisioned to include the
beliefs, attitudes as well as behaviors of researchers. Fourthly, the
scientific enterprise is believed to boost women’s empowerment. It is seen
as a form of women’s resistance against their objectivation by the
scientific discourse of men. By embracing their subjective experience,
women dismantle the authoritative «objective» thought of men and,
henceforth, make a leap forward on the path to true knowledge
(Ollenburger and Moore 1992:34, 36-39, 58-62).

Feminist theory is often credited with creating the slogan «the
personal is political», implying that women’s relationships, their roles in
marriage, their feelings about child bearing and all issues pertaining to
the private sphere of the family and personal life are power relations that
concern society at large. This projection of inner life and home into the
public world renounces the age-old doctrine of the separation of the
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Patriarchy in the Views of Feminists

Raed Jreidini”’

Introduction

Patriarchy in the views of feminists is used more generally to refer to
male domination, to the power relationships by which men dominate
women, and to characterize a social system whereby women are kept
subordinate to the rule of men. As a system it is all-pervasive, running
through the economy, politics, society, and culture. It is the most
rigorous and the most enduring system of human society.

Men benefit from patriarchal society. They control women’s
productive power within the household and in paid work. They also
control women’s reproductive power and force on them the burdens of
mothering and nurturing. Men, furthermore, oblige women to provide
them with sexual services according to their needs and desires and to
acquiesce to their masculine definition of sexuality as well as to their
perception of femininity.

The theme of patriarchy resurfaces the Modernist-Postmodern
divide in feminist theory. Theorizing patriarchy is primarily the work
of Marxist, Radical, and Socialist feminists of the Modernist emancipa-
tory tradition. Liberals of this tradition, however, show a disinterest in
the systematic study of patriarchy but rather are more inclined to focus
on the denial of women’s rights and on sexist attitudes. As for
Postmodern feminists, their concern with deconstructing concepts
makes them suspicious of all universal categories, including the category
woman, gender, and patriarchy.

Feminist Theory

Feminist theory may be closely affiliated with the tradition of critical
theory. It starts from a critique of the misogynic assumption of male
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