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was taught that it was his role to be served; to provide; to be strong; to think, 
strategize, and plan; and to refuse to caretake or nurture others. I was taught 
that it was not proper for a female to be violent, that it was “unnatural.” 
My brother was taught hat his value would be determined by his will to 
do violence (albeit in appropriate settings). He was taught that for a boy, 
enjoying violence was a good thing (albeit in appropriate settings). He was 
taught that a boy should not express feelings. I was taught that girls could 
and should express feelings, or at least some of them. When I responded with 
rage at being denied a toy, I was taught as a girl in a patriarchal household 
that rage was not an appropriate feminine feeling, that it should be not only 
not be expressed but be eradicated. When my brother responded with rage 
at being denied a toy, he was taught as a boy in a patriarchal household that 
his ability to express rage was good but that he had to learn the best setting 
to unleash his hostility. It was not good for him to use his rage to oppose the 
wishes of his parents, but later, when he grew up, he was taught that rage was 
permitted and that allowing rage to provoke him to violence would help him 
protect home and nation.

We lived in farm country, isolated from other people. Our sense of gender 
roles was learned from our parents, from the ways we saw them behave. My 
brother and I remember our confusion about gender. In reality I was stronger 
and more violent than my brother, which we learned quickly was bad. And 
he was a gentle, peaceful boy, which we learned was really bad. Although we 
were often confused, we knew one fact for certain: we could not be and act 
the way we wanted to, doing what we felt like. It was clear to us that our 
behavior had to follow a predetermined, gendered script. We both learned the 
word “patriarchy” in our adult life, when we learned that the script that had 
determined what we should be, the identities we should make, was based on 
patriarchal values and beliefs about gender.

I was always more interested in challenging patriarchy than my brother was 
because it was the system that was always leaving me out of things that I 
wanted to be part of. In our family life of the fifties, marbles were a boy’s game. 
My brother had inherited his marbles from men in the family; he had a tin 
box to keep them in. All sizes and shapes, marvelously colored, they were to 
my eye the most beautiful objects. We played together with them, often with 
me aggressively clinging to the marble I liked best, refusing to share. When 
Dad was at work, our stay-athome mom was quite content to see us playing 
marbles together. Yet Dad, looking at our play from a patriarchal perspective, 
was disturbed by what he saw. His daughter, aggressive and competitive, was a 
better player than his son. His son was passive; the boy did not really seem to 
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