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we keep the secrets of patriarchy, thereby protecting the rule of the father. This 
rule of silence is upheld when the culture refuses everyone easy access even to 
the word “patriarchy.” Most children do not learn what to call this system of 
institutionalized gender roles, so rarely do we name it in everyday speech. This 
silence promotes denial. And how can we organize to challenge and change a 
system that cannot be named?

It is no accident that feminists began to use the word “patriarchy” to replace 
the more commonly used “male chauvanism” and “sexism.” These courageous 
voices wanted men and women to become more aware of the way patriarchy 
affects us all. In popular culture the word itself was hardly used during the 
heyday of contemporary feminism. Antimale activists were no more eager 
than their sexist male counterparts to emphasize the system of patriarchy 
and the way it works. For to do so would have automatically exposed the 
notion that men were all-powerful and women powerless, that all men were 
oppressive and women always and only victims. By placing the blame for the 
perpetuation of sexism solely on men, these women could maintain their own 
allegiance to patriarchy, their own lust for power. They masked their longing to 
be dominators by taking on the mantle of victimhood.

Like many visionary radical feminists I challenged the misguided notion, 
put forward by women who were simply fed up with male exploitation and 
oppression, that men were “the enemy.” As early as 1984 I included a chapter 
with the title “Men: Comrades in Struggle” in my book Feminist Theory: 
From Margin to Center urging advocates of feminist politics to challenge any 
rhetoric which placed the sole blame for perpetuating patriarchy and male 
domination onto men:

Separatist ideology encourages women to ignore the negative impact of sexism 
on male personhood. It stresses polarization between the sexes. According to Joy 
Justice, separatists believe that there are “two basic perspectives” on the issue of 
naming the victims of sexism: “There is the perspective that men oppress women. 
And there is the perspective that people are people, and we are all hurt by rigid sex 
roles.”…Both perspectives accurately describe our predica ment. Men do oppress 
women. People are hurt by rigid sexist role patterns, These two realities coexist. 
Male oppression of women cannot be excused by the recognition that there are ways 
men are hurt by rigid sexist roles. Feminist activists should acknowledge that hurt, 
and work to change it—it exists. It does not erase or lessen male responsibility for 
supporting and perpetuating their power under patriarchy to exploit and oppress 
women in a manner far more grievous than the serious psychological stress and 
emotional pain caused by male conformity to rigid sexist role patterns. 

BAR - Design File 2.indd   110BAR - Design File 2.indd   110 02/06/2024   23:35:0302/06/2024   23:35:03


