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/?Eminist theories of patriarchy considered
in the light of their usefulness or otherwise a)
as a mobilising force for political struggle o
against women's oDpression, t

“Theory allows you to think about new possibilities,
Strategy grows out of the possibilities,’
(Zilla Eisanstein)

L, IKNTROCUCTION

Fate Millett is usually credited with the first majhr use of the concept
of patriarchy in her important analysis of women's oppression, SexlE
Folitics, first published in 1969, Even today, however, there 1s no
uranimity on the ewact meaning of this concept among the different
faeminist theories of patreiarchy which have been deVEleed since thaﬂ It
15 also true, as H, Eisenstein has pointed out in C
Thogght, that the legitimacy of the concept of pthldPChy has been
guestioned by feminists like Gayle Rubin, who would restrict its use to
dizcussions of actual patriarchal sccieties in the strict sense, such as
“01d4 Testament-type pastoral nomads,, ", (Rubin, p, 163,13--1, or like
sheila Rowbothan, who doubts the usefulness of thu term at all
(Rowbothan, 1979) ) Nevertheless, as Eisenstein and others have noted,

the use of the term ‘patriacchy’ iz so universal by now as to have

zosed into standard feminist vocabuwlary,

»hE purposes of this paper, theories of patriarchy are considered in
it of their usefulness or otherwise as a mobillising force for
i othe belief that the most importzot function
+
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,itﬁl action, This is
i 1 n itz wltimate use to the women's struggle,

ot oany feminist theory
& theory of patriarchy seen in this light nust cbey certain critervia,
particularly berause of the universal and deep-seated nature of
o

patriarchy; they are as follows:-
il it must help to unify women rather than divide them,

117 at the sams time, it must do this in a realistic way without
covering up differences belween women,

1110 it must be prooted in women's actual experiences and Dy
analysing these and using them as evidence, be accessible to women
ir terms of mobilising thewk against their oppression,

1y it wust be capable of drawing wen into alliance with women op
st leazt act zalienating them permamently from the women's struggle,

v it must be able to link in with other oppressions to succeed,
Pu551blilty of congcicusness ralsing for

vir it muzt include the
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tand ment against c by
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ar not as theorles which could enable successful political action by

women against patriarchy,
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OF FATRIARCHY,

Millett, throwgh brief

=xcerpts from the weitimgs of Henry Miller, Norman Hdliui, and Jean
Genet, argues that the violence and hatred towards women (or, 1n the

f Germet, towards homncsesual men? implicit in their writing on
ity, indicates the authors' own 'sesuwal/literary mnotives, in spite

of the fictionzal mode they choose to communicate in, For Millett, these

writers arse engaged in what
the political is nob merely
of mestin

a5
H i

she names as ‘sexual politics'  arguing that
bhe "relatively narrow sind exclusive world

chatrmen, and parties", but rather “powsr-stiructured

!

%73&maﬁt“ wherehy one group of persons 1s controlled
L tt, [N 240 .

g

‘art Threz of o

itics, Millett provides a more

vy literary criticism of the novelists already covered briefly in
s UOne of Part One (with the addition of D,H, Lawrencel,
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Millett then develops ber theory of petelarchy, 10 which she makes th

following main pornis:

1 ime secuyal domenebtion by men of women 1s the most fundamental

TR af oall the ‘rower relationships’ pervading interaction A
i F ' ks /
between Indivicuals and groups, whether classes, races, castes, or /

113 This iz because socisty iteeli is a pateiavchy in which men
E H
Adominate women and younger men are dominated by oldsr men,

1112 The patriarchal system perpstuates itzelf by weans of the
conditioming of children along sterectyped gender lines in the
f the dominant group, 1,8, older nales,

ln.wrwn+5 i

iv) In this process, girls are encouraged to be passive, boys o be

aggressive and sach to take on appropriate ses roles, the females to
serve, the males to "adopt roles of mastery"

iv) Female ralez are arrested by this process at the "level of
biological esperience"” as Millett puts it, but this does not mean
hat mazculine and feminire traits are biological in origin because
‘core gender ldentity! is established as the baby develops,

v Millett argues that even sexual behaviour is almost entirvely
learned and that the male's grester physical strength, although
b'ﬂlnulcal in origin, iz today most effective because it is

i Tt is in any case is no longer relevant as a

= SURTEnacy

e chiizf institation of patriarchy is the family whoss head,
male, acts as an agent of the patriarchal state by

g family members to conform to the appropriate ses roles

which perpetuste the patreiarchal system,

lass, as well as other divisive factors such as age, beauty,
at set women against one another is mainly the result of
cmnditxonxng aivd not as impartant as what women have in cotmon,

—

villy Bomen'e rﬁleﬁ oatside the feamily are determined by whether or
rot they are regarded as a threat to patriacvchy, In the workplace,
for instante, 1t 1g middle-clase wonen who are most under threat
Because working class women's cheap labour in factories poses no
threat to patrizrvchy either financially or psychologically, Women's
edursticn 18 alsc designed to be non-threstening to patriarchy, e.g,
the predominance of - the humaities in women's higher education,
which carry less prestige than the asale—domingted scisnces,

1w Millett emphasiszes the imporisnce of the conditioning process
in the continuation of patviacchy and the role of marriage and the
family in this, For women, patrlarchal contral 1s mainly
':pwrancEd in relstion to sesuslity and also threough language, As a
oowomEn internalise patr;dxchd; messages of inferiority ar
bznlnq,cdl determinisn and despilise themsslves and other women,
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oo women in western society,
ideas the time as they pertain

mokes a clear historical
which, she argues, was a time of
Sﬁxual 0 mhich she ar;ues was one
of pel1t1:a , zocial amd int eciual reaction against the gains made by
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In Fat CFE describes as the First Phase of the Sexual

Fe ., Millett argues that historians have deliberately
glossed cver the CanldLr ble social reforms made during the Victarian
period to allev:atn womeEn's oppression, which amounted in many ways
almost tooa zewual revolution, She notes, for instance, that when the

perlicd Degan, womnen were ‘ﬂrced by law to relinguish sll their human
righits wpon marriage, whersas by the time the periocd ended, women had
sttained the vote as well as the right to divorce and to own property,

wal revolution by moving Deyond reformns

The faillure to complate the se

wEss dus not to the underestimation by reformers like John Stuart
dill o= itself of the resilience and deep-seated
matu :f striarchy, cslso to the conmcentration by the movement on
Vit a s} argues waz not only & ored Rerring in
~elation to the real needs of women, but echauwsted the resources &f the

t
inist novensnt ot the ,':17“113-:1', Hﬂl'tht—:l factor 1n the faillure to l_:‘p:!
peyond ceform, according o Milett, was the bourgecis character and
Teadership of the movement,

Millett rest discusses what she refsrg to as the counterrevolution 1930~
V960 during which & massive political and 1deoleogical veaction to
women's liberation accurved on several fromts,

On the political and social fronts, Millett points to svents in Naz
Germany and in the Soviet Union which reversed esarlier gains by women or

prevented nascent possitilities from taking place, In Weimar Germany, &
conisiderable wnman’s movement had sprung up, which was regiomally and
aven naticnally based and which boasted several million members., Such &

movement was anathema to Nazi ideology, which embodied a fanatically
1 I concept of women's role in society as one of its central

pr&cepts, The wmmen's movenent was coopted by the Naziz and became a
’fwm;h;:t d¢f1 Wy In the Zcviet Union, for econamic

fa lure of Marsism to appreciate fully
Loand p_vauHILn iczl strength of patriavchy", post-
sforms 10 the situstion of women were not carried

1 ion of women in Russia was no different

-
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Fer western countries, even including Mazi Germany,
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