
 
Patriarchy Now  
(an excerpt) 
	 Patriarchal gender roles are assigned to us as 
children and we are given continual guidance 
about the ways we can best fulfill these roles. 
Patriarchy is a political-social system that 
insists that males are inherently dominating, 
superior to everything and everyone deemed 
weak, especially females, and endowed with 
the right to dominate and rule over the weak 
and to maintain that dominance through 
various forms of psychological terrorism and 
violence. 	

When my older brother and I were born 
with a year separating us in age, patriarchy 
determined how we would each be regarded by 
our parents. As their daughter I was taught that 
it was my role to serve, to be weak, to be free 
from the burden of thinking, to caretake and 
nurture others. My brother 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. 

Psychotherapist John Bradshaw’s clearsighted definition of patriarchy in Creating Love is 
a useful one: “The dictionary defines ‘patriarchy’ as a ‘social organization marked by the 
supremacy of the father in the clan or family in both domestic and religious functions’.” 



Patriarchy is characterized by male domination and power. He states further that “patriarchal 
rules still govern most of the world’s religious, school systems, and family systems.” Describing 
the most damaging of these rules, Bradshaw lists “blind obedience—the foundation upon which 
patriarchy stands; the repression of all emotions except fear; the destruction of individual 
willpower; and the repression of thinking whenever it departs from the authority figure’s way of 
thinking.” Patriarchal thinking shapes the values of our culture. We are socialized into this 
system, females as well as males. Most of us learned patriarchal attitudes in our family of origin, 
and they were usually taught to us by our mothers. These attitudes were reinforced in schools 
and religious institutions. 

I often tell audiences that if we were to go door-to-door asking if we should end male 
violence against women, most people would give their unequivocal support. Then if you told 
them we can only stop male violence against women by ending male domination, by eradicating 
patriarchy, they would begin to hesitate, to change their position. Despite the many gains of 
contemporary feminist movement—greater equality for women in the workforce, more tolerance 
for the relinquishing of rigid gender roles—patriarchy as a system remains intact, and many 
people continue to believe that it is needed if humans are to survive as a species. This belief 
seems ironic, given that patriarchal methods of organizing nations, especially the insistence on 
violence as a means of social control, has actually led to the slaughter of millions of people on 
the planet.  

Until we can collectively acknowledge the damage patriarchy causes and the suffering it 
creates, we cannot address male pain. We cannot demand for men the right to be whole, to be 
givers and sustainers of life. Obviously some patriarchal men are reliable and even benevolent 
caretakers and providers, but still they are imprisoned by a system that undermines their mental 
health. 
 
Patriarchy Then 
Where does it start?? The Neolithic Revolution 
Adapted from Catherine Clay, Chandrika Paul and Christine Senecal, Envisioning Women in 
World History (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2009), 20-23 and Margaret Ehrenberg, Women in Pre-
History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1989), 77-81, 99-100, 103-7.  
 
The discovery of farming techniques has usually been assumed to have been made by men, but it 
is in fact very much more likely to have been made by women. It was after the first stage of the 
Neolithic Revolution as societies developed new kinds of agriculture, especially plow agriculture 
that used animals, that men started to take over more. This kind of farming demanded more 
intense labor, which men began to control. Men began to own more during this time, which gave 
them more power. This meant a gradual loss of women’s social power and prestige and 
accelerated men’s control over economic activity and social resources. To maintain this kind of 
farming system also required larger populations, so women’s jobs were narrowed more towards 
having children.  
 
At the same time, wealth began to be concentrated, so that there were now the “haves” and the 
“have-nots.” For the first time, you could keep a significant amount of wealth within your 
family, so women in these families were expected to have babies to keep a family’s status. On 
top of that, a bride’s father, representing his family, could exchange her reproductive capacity for 
wealth, household goods, or influence in the city. Because women’s bodies were now more 
connected with the wealth and property of her family, there were new rules added in cities and 
informally within the home that decided what women should and should not be able to do, 
especially with their sexuality.  


