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grandmother is a farmer and the other runs her own boarding house. Sum-
marizing the effect of growing up among such women, Lord says:

When a little girl has had a chance to learn strength, survival tactics, a firm

grasp of reality, and an understanding of class oppression from the women
around her, it doesn't remove oppression from her life, but it does give her a

fighting chance. And that's an advantage! (Lord 1979: 25)

Finally, if it is agreed that today, to some extent, all women are oppressed,
to what extent can a woman, or a group of women, also act as oppressor? Small
as the numbers may be, there are some affluent black women .... Is it not
possible that among this very small group of black women there are those
who, while they experience oppression because of their race, act in oppressive
ways toward other women because of their class? Does the experience of this
society's heterosexism make a Euro-American lesbian incapable of engaging
in racist acts toward women of color? The point is very simply that privilege
can and does coexist with oppression (Bulkin et al. 1984: 99) and being a vic-
tim of one form of discrimination does not make one immune to victimizing

someone else on a different basis ....
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UNDERSTANDING AND
FIGHTING SEXISM:
A Call to Men

18

Peter Blood, Alan Tuttle, and George Lakey

PART 1: UNDERSTANDING THE ENEMY:
HOW SEXISM WORKS IN THE U.S.A.

What Is Sexism?

Sexism is much more than a problem with the language we use, our personal
attitudes, or individual hurtful acts toward women. Sexism in our country is a
complex mesh of practices, institutions, and ideas which have the overall effect
of giving more power to men than to women. By "power" we mean the ability
to influence important decisions-political decisions of government on every
level, economic decisions (jobs, access to money, choice of priorities), and a
wide variety of other life areas down to the most personal concerns, such as
whether two people are going to make love on a given night or not. The word
"patriarchy" is sometimes used to refer to the actual power structure built
around men's domination of women. Two key areas where women are denied
power are the area of jobs and the area of violence directed toward women.

Women have much less earning power in our labor market than men do.
Reasons for this include the fact that much of women's labor is unwaged
(housecleaning, childrearing, little services to please bosses or lovers); the low
status and pay of most of the traditionally women's jobs that are waged (sec-
retary, sales clerk, childcare, nursing home attendant); the non-union status of
most women workers; and the discriminatory practices such as the recent Su-
preme Court decision allowing companies to exclude pregnancy from their
medical insurance and sick leave benefits.

Women face a constant threat of physical violence and sexual aggression
in our society. As men we are rarely aware of how pervasive this is or the
powerful effect it has on women's outlook on themselves and the world. Actual
rape or sadistic violence is the tip of the iceberg. Physical abuse of wives and
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lovers is common and rarely publicized. A majority of women have probably
experienced some form of sexual abuse as children. The memory of these ex-
periences often gets suppressed because they feel so humiliated and scared,
and because adults deny repeatedly that such a thing could happen. Society is
filled with messages pressuring women to provide men with sexual pleasure.

All of the above combine with differences in physical strength, voice, ac-
culturated ways of dealing with anger, and the very concrete power men hold
in other areas of life to keep many women intimidated, passive, and unable to
even acknowledge their own fear openly. The rapist is the shock trooper for

an overall system of unequal power.
Patriarchy is not just a power structure "out there"; it is mainly enforced

by our own acceptance of its character ideals for our lives. The character ideal
which is held up for men to reach toward is "masculinity." A masculine man
is supposed to be tough, good at abstract reasoning, hard-working, unfeeling
except for anger and sexual desire, and habitually taking the initiative. Mas-
culinity exists only in contrast to femininity, the model for women. Feminine
characteristics include cooperativeness, emotionality, patience, passivity, nur-

turance, and sexual appeal.We all know that human characteristics are not distributed neatly between
the sexes that way. A nursery school will often include girls who do abstract
reasoning and get into fights and boys who cry easily.We also know that the
culture does not leave them alone-the tomboy usually learns to become a
lady, and the gende boy develops armor to protect him from the jibes of his
mates. They also learn that masculinity is valued in our culture more than
femininity, especially when it comes to gaining power. In fact, the character-
istics which are assigned to men by the patriarchy are the power-linked char-
acteristics. In other words, by accepting masculinity as an ideal for ourselves,
men buy into a system which keeps women down.

SEXISM AND OUR ECONOMIC SYSTEM

\mty does sexism exist? Why is it so hard to root it out? Who really benefits
from it? There is a variety of theories as to where sexism originated. Some say
it started with the advent of class society; others say it preceded all other forms

of oppression.Regardless of its historic roots, it is clear that sexism today is intimately
connected with our economic system, which is called "corporate capitalism."

In our society, a small group of people own and control almost all of the
factories, financial institutions, networks of transport and sales of food and
clothing. What this means, first of all, is that though we as men generally have
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more power than women do, the great majority of us have relatively little real
power. Most of us are given very little chance to make the major decisions
which affect our lives (for example, whether society will emphasize public
transportation or private cars, how decisions are made at the factory where we
work, what quality air we breathe, what is taught to our children in school). In
fact, this kind of power is concentrated in the hands of a relatively small num-
ber of white, middle-aged to older men.

However much power the system has given to each of us, this power is
only useful in keeping things going according to the present rules, not in
changing things in any basic way. The moment one of us tries to use power
conveyed by the system to make fundamental changes, we find it taken away
from us by that system. (Allof us do possess the power to influence the course
of history and bring about fundamental changes if we work together. This
power comes from a very different source: from our power to work collec-
tively to change the world around us, by "grass roots" power.)

Corporate capitalism is supported by sexism in many ways. Perhaps the
most important way is that women function as a surplus labor force, where
they can be pushed in and out of employment in keeping with current needs of
the economy (depression, expansion, wartime, or a period of union-busting).
In effect, the prevalent attitude in this society might he: "A woman's place is
in the home ... until she's needed in the factory." Women's low wages keep wages
lower for all: our boss holds the implicit threat that he can replace us with
lower-paid women workers if we get too uppity or demand too high wages.
Job role stereotyping also helps get women to do unpleasant forms of work
which men would rather not do.

There are other ways sexism helps maintain capitalism. Women's un-
waged labor of reproducing and taking care of the work force is called
"women's work" and taken for granted. Women's servicing of men at home
keeps our feelings of alienation and frustration concerning our jobs in check,
which might otherwise lead to rebellion or burnout. Men's role as sole bread-
winner in many families makes them reluctant to take militant stands on
safety, wages, or other issues at work. It is threatening for a man not to be
filling the breadwinner role-and he knows his wife will have a very difficult
time finding work that pays enough to support a family. Women and men are
played off against each other in competing for scarce jobs rather than sharing
the fruits of a non-competitive, non-wasteful economy. Finally, excess con-
sumption is encouraged by the lifeless, unsatisfying sex roles which we get
shunted into on the job and at home.

The capitalist economic-political structure works to preserve sexism
through indoctrination in our schools, a constant flow of brainwashing (subtle
or otherwise) in advertising, and through its control of the mass media
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(what news gets reported and what does not, what programs get chosen for
airing . . .). It also maintains it through control of legislation (influence
through money), through the policies of our large corporations, and through
failure to make use of leadership positions to educate people about the ways
sexismaffects us and ways it can be overcome.

Sexism and capitalism are so intertwined, in fact, that we believe there is
no way that sexism can be thoroughly uprooted from our society without the

total remaking of our economic system ....
Setting up a socialist society in no way guarantees an end to sexism (as can

also be seen in the persistence of sexism to one degree or another in [many)
countries). The patriarchy is a power arrangement which has a life of its own
independent of capitalism's indoctrination. The struggle against sexism,
therefore, must be a high priority for any movement which is offering lead-
ership in creating a new society. The style pervading socialist movements in
this country and the groupS which are leading socialist countries is all too
often determined by the masculine conditioning of domination and competi-
tion. This conditioning needs to be struggled againstmuch more forcefully
than it has been if we are ever to achieve a world free from sexism.

ARE WE MEN THE ENEMY?

Some people say that men are the enemy when it comes to fighting sexism.
We do not agree; blame and guilt don't help in understanding why people
function as they do or in getting them to change.

Does this mean we are not responsible for what is happening? Not at all!
Asmen, we are all involved in the oppression women experience, and we bene-
fit from it each day. Yet this is no reason to fix blame on ourselves as "the
oppressor" (or, for that matter, to place blame on any woman for "failing to
fight back"). Over many years society has forced men and women into these

roles of domination and submission.
How did society do this? It is clear we were pushed into these roles when

we were young children and especially vulnerable. At that time, all of us were
hurt in many ways through the expectations put on our sex.These hurts came
through ridicUle and threats directed at us and also through having to watch
others get hurt while feeling ourselves incapable (because of lack of informa-
tion or strength) of stopping that hurt. This experience of powerlessness in

. turn has reduced our ability to see the world clearly and act accordingly.
The ingrained fear from these experiences tends to lead to either of two re-
sponses: feeling powerless and playing the victim role, or turning the experi-
ence around and acting out an oppressor role.
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These dynamics do not just happen between men and women, but also
between races, age groups, gays and non-gays, healthy and physically chal-
lenged people, and a number of other groups. As a matter of fact, everyone in
our society has probably ended up playing both of these roles at one time or
another. Even the richest, most powerful man was once powerless as a child
in relation to his parents. Even a poor black woman could experience some
privilege in relation to a very young person or a gay person.

The point is that we were all taught very early not to go beyond the ex-
pected stereotyped behavior. The sooner we recognize the effects of this kind
of conditioning on us, the sooner we can effectively change the way things
happen. This may mean stopping our domination of others or ceasing to ac-
cept oppression ourselves. It is good to recognize that stepping out of the
old roles usually feels uncomfortable and may well require years of painful
struggle, but to give up before the process is over is to miss the rich rewards
that are down the road. We can travel that road successfully if we join with
others for strength and support.

WHY CHANGE?

What rewards are there for us in this process? Much of what society thinks of
as being manly is really a way of hardening up so we can dominate or coerce
other people. We pay a high price for this hardening, however; it means giving
up much of our humanity. We men are conditioned to suppress our feelings
and don't learn how to give and receive support, nurturance, and affection
awarely.We are taught to take all the responsibility for a situation on our own
shoulders. We are taught to have heavy expectations of accomplishment for
ourselves and for others. The direct result of this is a high level of tension and
anxiety; the indirect result is a high disease rate and early death.

So, as men we have a lot to gain by fighting sexism. From what we have
seen and experienced, men (at least in the long run) feel relief and joy just
from being freed from the roles that lead to the oppression of women.

But this in no way means that we change easily. Conditioning is far too
strong, and the temptation to keep the privilege too great. Nor does it mean,
as some people suggest, that "men and women are both oppressed equally by
sexism." However much men are hurt or limited by sex roles in this country,
the fact remains that they are not systematically denied power simply because
of being born a certain sex, as women are. Tremendous amounts of struggle
will be required-as well as lots of loving support, especially from other
men-to undergo the process of change.



RACISM, AGEISM, AND THE OPPRESSION
OF LESBIANS AND GAY MEN

All forms of oppression in our society are closely connected both to each
other and to our economic system. Racism, for example, has many close par-
allels with sexism. Racial minorities, like women, function as a "reserve labor
force," shunted into unattractive jobs with little reward or decision-making
power, pushed in and out of employment as benefits the system. Racism, like
sexism,divides working people from one another, preventing them from look-
ing at who holds most of the power in our country. Racial minorities, like
women, are thought to be unintelligent and to have less motivation to achieve
and work hard than white males. Both groupS are kept in place by violent
intimidation and are referred to with abusive words. Both frequently get de-
flected from militant struggle against the oppression of their group by coop-
tation of a few of their leaders into the lower levels of the power strUcture. In
addition, sexual myths and paranoia about blacks and Latinos play an espe-
cially vicious role in undergirding white people's racial fears and stereotypes.

People are just beginning to have a glimpse of what oppression based on
age involves. The fact is that our society is almost totally blind to the dignity
and capacities of the very young and the very old. Children are like women in
being considered helpless, dependent, and cute-creatures to be cherished
and taken care of, but not full human beings to be deeply respected and rrusted
with significant power. They experience 10-15 years of unpaid labor and
brainwashing in our current form of education. Older people are looked at as
children-except that they often find themselves without anyone interested
in cherishing or taking care of them. For men, growing up is associated with
taking on more and more of the hard masculine traits we mentioned before.
Crying, acting afraid, and showing too much tenderness are all considered
shameful because they are "childish" or "woman-like." ("You gotta stop that

crying-don't be a sissy.")
Most of us know gay people, but usually we do not know who they are!

Lesbians and gay men are so frequently hurt in this society that they usually
do not feel safe to come out, even to their friends. An invisible colony of
20,000,000 people in our midst, lesbians and gay men generally work to ser-
vice the status quo-even the Hollywood illusions of heterosexual romance-
while their own dignity and security are denied.

People are still beaten and even killed for being homosexual in America,
and the memory of the mass deaths of gays in Nazi concentration camps re-
mains vivid. Now the "new right" is cutting back some recent gains lesbians
and gay men have made in rights to jobs and housing. The fact that the same
forces are opposing the Equal Rights Amendment and gay rights is a tip-off
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to the intimate connection between sexism and heterosexism. For one thing,
gay men are mistakenly seen as taking the role of women in heterosexual re-
lationships, and therefore not being "real men." For another, lesbiansare seen
as "uppity" because they act with a freedom not usually found when depen-
dent upon men for loving.

Gay oppression is one of the ways the potential unity of all workers is
prevented. It is also one of the cornerstones of the American nuclear family,
which in turn is used to promote consumption and to teach sexist division of
labor and sex roles. Lesbians and gay men are also exploited by being forced
into ghettos and by the commercialized culture which profits from them.

Everyone is hurt by gay oppression. The fear of being considered gay
limits and distorts everyone's life choices and relationships. Men are often
afraid to get close to their male friends because it might imply gayness-and
might even reveal a half-suspected gay dimension of themselves. An essential
prop for sexism, in keeping people within their accustomed sex roles, is this
fear of homosexuality, or homophobia. Because of this, women's liberation
and men's liberation depend partly on gay liberation ....

AGE, RACE, CLASS, AND SEX:

Women Redefining Difference

Audre Lorde
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Much of Western European history conditions us to see human differences
in simplistic opposition to each other: dominant/subordinate, good/bad, up!
down, superiorfinferior. In a society where the good is defined in terms of
profit rather than in terms of human need, there must always be some group
of people who, through systematized oppression, can be made to feel surplus,
to occupy the place of the dehumanized inferior. Within this society, that
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