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Yet again, for our lovers, Jim Gilligan and Donald Levy,
the most loving of men

     

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228


The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the
convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between
fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction
between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.

Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, p. 474
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Introduction

We conceived and wrote The Deepening Darkness1 during the years when
George W. Bush was president. Our title flagged a threat we saw playing
out in our midst: a patriarchal psychology and politics were jeopardizing
democracy’s future. Our intention was to name the threat, to expose its
roots in our personal and cultural histories, and to highlight a potential
for resistance grounded not in ideology but in what can be thought of as
the better angels of our nature – capacities integral to our humanity.
Ironically, in the name of morality, patriarchy was dimming our ethical
intelligence. With global warming accelerating and inequality deepening,
a misguided war in Iraq had been joined by renewed efforts to restrict
access to birth control and to ban same-sex marriage. A visitor arriving
from another galaxy might well have concluded that people on earth had
lost their minds.

Yet in 2008 when The Deepening Darkness was published, our title no
longer seemed so apt. Barack Obama had been elected president; a black
family (Barack and Michelle, the girls and grandma) were living in the
White House, and our president, a man of immense grace and wise
beyond his years, reached across many lines of division. Having been
raised by a nontraditional mother and her parents, having worked as a
community organizer and married a woman clearly his equal, he exempli-
fied a manhood whose core impulses were democratic rather than patri-
archal. Despite the setbacks under George W. Bush, with the election of
Obama the moral arc of the universe seemed truly to be bending toward
justice.

And then in 2016, we were taken aback. Suddenly our book appeared
prophetic. No longer hiding in democracy, patriarchy was all too visible.
The adjective “patriarchal” appeared on the op-ed pages of the New York
Times along with the analogy comparing the fate of American democracy
under Trump to the shift from republic to empire in Rome under
Augustus. Our claim that patriarchy had been hiding in democracy was
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echoed by Paul Krugman’s observation that in the Rome of Augustus, the
move to empire had been concealed by the retention of republican forms.2

Our 2008 argument was all too contemporary.
Despite all predictions to the contrary, an unapologetically patriarchal

voice had triumphed, first in the Republican primary and then in the
election. Openly undemocratic in its misogyny, racism, xenophobia,
homophobia, and contempt for the rule of law (“If I don’t like the results
of the election, I might not accept them”), this voice found resonance
among a large enough segment of the population to secure an electoral
college victory and hence the presidency for Donald J. Trump. To the
disbelief of many onlookers including prominent Republicans, neither
mocking the disabled nor insulting veterans, neither boasting of grabbing
pussies nor inciting his supporters to violence (Should Hillary win, Trump
told them, you can take your guns and assassinate her), had barred him
from becoming the president. If anything, they seemed to have acceler-
ated his ascension. “Lock her up,” he said of his opponent, “Such a nasty
woman.” Faced with disagreement, he found it sufficient to dismiss any
truths he found inconvenient by saying simply, “I do not believe it.” Here
was the patriarch unvarnished, naked in his claim to authority, presenting
himself as the arbiter of truth and morality, his manhood invested in
being rougher and tougher, bigger and better, superior rather than infer-
ior, a winner not a loser.

To put it baldly, we have to talk about gender. Irrelevant to democracy,
it is essential to patriarchy. The gender binary that divides human cap-
abilities into either “masculine” or “feminine” and the gender hierarchy
that elevates the masculine, are the DNA: the building blocks of a patri-
archal order. It is important to emphasize from the outset that in bringing
gender to the forefront of our analysis, we in no way intend to discount or
diminish the importance of race and class, sexuality, religion or any other
of the grounds that have been used to rationalize the division of humans
into the superior and the inferior, the touchables and the untouchables.
Quite the contrary. In saying that we have to talk about gender, we in no
way mean that we do not have to talk about race, class, caste, and sexual-
ity. Rather, our point is that without talking about gender we cannot
explain how the human capacities that otherwise would lead us to recog-
nize oppression and to resist injustice come to be muted or repressed,
thus opening the way to the various intersections of race, class, and
gender, fueling homophobia and religious intolerance, and, to speak more
generally, impeding our capacity to recognize our common humanity and
our desire to love and to live democratically.

To put it simply, the reconsideration that has been spreading through
the human sciences since the 1970s has as its core the recognition that as
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humans we are inherently relational and responsive beings, born with a
voice – the ability to communicate our experience – and with the desire to
engage responsively with others, that is, to live not alone but in a relation-
ship. Empathy and cooperation are part of our evolutionary history,
key to our survival as a species. Thus rather than asking how do we come
to gain the capacity for empathy so that we pick up and respond to the
feelings of others, how do we learn to take the point of view of the other
and overcome the pursuit of self-interest, we are prompted instead to ask,
how do we lose these basic human capacities. How do we come not to
know or to care about what others are experiencing, how do we lose our
desire and our ability to love?

With this reframing of human development, it became obvious that to
establish and maintain hierarchy, it is necessary to interrupt or more
precisely to stunt and to shame the human capacities that would other-
wise stand in the way: that is, our capacity for empathy, mind-reading,
and cooperation, which are the components of mutual understanding.
Gender enters into our argument about patriarchy because it is in the
name of and for the sake of becoming or being recognized as a “real”man
or a “good” woman that our relational abilities come to be compromised
or rendered ineffective. In Descartes’s Error, Damasio, the neuroscientist,
shows that the splitting of reason from emotion, long seen as the sine qua
non of rationality, is in fact a manifestation of brain injury or trauma.3

What Damasio doesn’t say is that the splitting of reason from emotion and
the elevation of mind over body also are manifestations of the gender
binary and hierarchy of patriarchy, that privilege the masculine (reason
andmind) over the feminine (emotion and body). When we say we have to
talk about gender, what we mean is that we need to see the role that
gender divisions play in undercutting or injuring the human capacities
that otherwise would lead us to resist injustice, whether it takes the form
of racism, sexism, religious intolerance, homophobia, or what have you.
Put starkly, patriarchy with its codes of masculine honor and feminine
goodness dims our ethical intelligence. In this light, we were struck by
how readily, even in what from a gender perspective was the potentially
historic 2016 election, gender dropped out of the conversation – at least
with respect to the way in which we are accustomed to talking about
gender (as an issue of women).

In the United States, codes of white patriarchy – scripts of masculinity
and femininity keyed to the privileging of whites over people of color –

have played a particularly vicious role in enforcing the racism of
American society. The historian W. E. B. Du Bois writing about double-
consciousness,4 the artists Richard Wright5 and James Baldwin in
recounting their experiences as black men in America,6 the courageous
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journalist Ida B. Wells who exposed the lie behind Southern lynchings,7

the activist Sojourner Truth,8 the writer Harriet Jacobs,9 were all pioneers
in illuminating the intersections of racism and patriarchy, which have
since become more widely recognized, in the fiction and non-fiction of
Toni Morrison,10 in Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider,11 Robin Coste Lewis’s
Voyage of the Sable Venus,12 and inMichelle Cliff’s The Land of Look Behind
and Free Enterprise: A Novel of Mary Ellen Pleasant.13 The black community
in America may have been less surprised by the election of Trump, and
more skeptical about the future of democracy in the US, given our history
of racism and patriarchy. To reiterate a key point, in putting gender
forward as a linchpin that holds structures of oppression in place, our
intention is not to discount the effects of racism or social class but to show
how constructions of manhood and of womanhood can function to sub-
vert the capacity to resist injustice in its many and intersectional forms.

Two observations:
In the weeks leading up to November 2016, following the release of the

pussygate tape, both the New York Times and the New Yorker ran head-
lines announcing that women’s votes would take down Trump. The
gender gap in the forthcoming election, we were told, would be the largest
ever recorded. The story then disappeared without a trace.

As it turned out, the gender gap in 2016 was no larger than it had been
in 2012. Again there was a twelve point spread in both directions with
more women voting Democrat and more men voting Republican. Again,
women’s votes split with single women and women of color voting over-
whelmingly Democrat whereas married white women voted Republican
by a slight majority. In contrast to African Americans, who had voted en
masse for Barack Obama, women as a group did not show the same
support for Hillary Clinton.

Second, in the run-up to the 2008 election, in response to the contro-
versy over his association with the Reverend Wright, Obama made an
extraordinary speech about race, urging Americans to understand the
animosity toward one another felt by both blacks and whites and then
to transcend racial divisions. At no point, either in 2008 or 2016, did
Clinton make a comparable speech about gender. What’s more, whether
such a speech could be effective is not immediately obvious.

Along with many Americans, we were shocked on the morning of
November 9 to discover that Donald Trump was to be our next president.
Despite having written about the ongoing tensions between democracy
and patriarchy, we were not prepared for the resonance his unequivocally
patriarchal voice had found in many of our country’s men and women.

Gender was the proverbial elephant in the room. It seemed at times
as though everything could be spoken about except the threat that
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patriarchal gender codes pose to democracy. Looking more closely into
what was in fact said and not said, we found ourselves wondering
whether the reluctance to talk about gender in this way stemmed in part
from the fact that the gender dynamic playing out in the election was not
the one we are accustomed to seeing. Hillary Clinton did in fact win the
popular vote by close to 3 million, although in the rush now to blame her,
this is quickly overlooked or forgotten. Along with the fact that Hillary
was the one who had said unequivocally that women’s rights are human
rights and human rights are women’s rights, and that from the very
beginning, she had been tireless in her support for women and children.
Still, it was Trump who played a gender hand brilliantly by appealing to a
shamed American manhood. It’s tempting here to compare him to Hitler,
who came to power on the campaign promise “to undo the shame of
Versailles.” Trump’s promise was to undo the shame of white American
men whose claim to superiority had been shaken. His campaign slogan
“Make America great again,” was a thinly veiled pledge to restore the
patriarchal order. He was the one who would take on the enemy and
rescue white patriarchy from political correctness.

Most striking to us, however, because it was this that we did not
anticipate or see, was the realization that Trump, whether inadvertently
or intentionally, had shifted the framework. Rather than looking
through a democratic lens and seeing gender as one among many issues
(the others being race, class, sexuality, etc.) that raise concerns about
equal voice and respect, for Trump, gender was the lens through which
he viewed the world. The gender binary and hierarchy shaped his per-
ception and judgment. Little Marco didn’t measure up as a man, crooked
Hillary was not a good woman. Seen through a democratic framework,
these were insults, manifestations of disrespect. When the lens was
patriarchy, they were simply statements of fact. Marco Rubio wasn’t
big enough to be the president; Hillary wasn’t good enough. It was just
how things are. As anyone could see, Jeb Bush was low in energy and,
however unfortunate (sad, was Trump’s word), some women are not as
attractive as others.

The shift in the framework was not politically correct because as
Americans we aspire to be a democratic nation. The surprise was that it
turned out to be politically effective. Perhaps it was the shift in the
framework that made it impossible for those of us who continued to view
things through a democratic lens to see what was happening. Perhaps this
is why for many Americans what was going on felt so disorienting and
confusing. But for a significant number of Americans, the patriarchal lens
was instantly clarifying. In their minds, finally someone had the courage
to see and to say what was happening.
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To make our approach transparent, two things need to be stressed
at the outset:

1. Feminism is not an issue of women only or a battle of women vs. men.
Feminism is one of the great liberation movements of human history; it
is the movement to free democracy from patriarchy.

2. In freeing democracy from the grip of patriarchy, feminism is in the
interests of everyone, men included, because the structures of patri-
archy, the gender binary, and hierarchy, disrupt human nature. For
example, when reason is gendered masculine and emotion feminine, it
becomes challenging for men to reflect on what they are feeling with-
out feeling that their masculinity is on the line. Or for a woman to see
herself as a woman and also as a rational being. In the gendered
universe of patriarchy, humans are under pressure to become half-
human in the name of becoming real men or good women. Just as
the gender hierarchy that privileges some men over other men and all
men over women is antithetical to democratic ideals and values, so the
gender binary that splits intelligence (masculine) from emotion
(feminine) and the self (masculine) from relationships (feminine),
constrains our humanity. In the name of morality then, for the
sake of establishing or preserving masculine honor and feminine
goodness, patriarchy both undermines democracy and subverts moral
character.

In this book, we argue that Trump’s election shows us how powerful
patriarchy still is in American society and culture and also what happens
when a patriarchal framework takes over – when patriarchy became the
lens. Then, rather than seeing gender as an issue that along with race and
class is potentially problematic from a democratic standpoint, given the
value on equal voice and respect for persons, gender shapes our way of
seeing. The displacement of a democratic by a patriarchal framework in
the 2016 election has not only been profoundly disorienting and destabil-
izing. The shift in frame has contributed to the breakdown of public
discourse because we literally cannot agree on what we are seeing. Reality
itself becomes contested or, as Hannah Arendt put it, both the reality of
experience and the standards of thought no longer exist.

Many observers have commented on the rising level of anger along
with the pervasiveness of violence. In Violence: Reflections on a National
Epidemic,14 James Gilligan draws our attention to the emotion of shame
as the proximal cause of violence, the necessary although not sufficient
cause of violent behavior. More precisely, he focuses our attention on how
the shaming of manhood leads to violence – how in some instances it
makes violence inescapable because for some men violence is the only
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way of undoing shame and restoring honor. Overpowering another is a
way in which one can assert or reclaim one’s superiority.

Taking his argument further, James Gilligan identifies patriarchy as a
shame culture, preoccupied with issues of honor and status and highly
sensitive and reactive to insult. From a democratic standpoint, the resist-
ance movements of the 1960s and 1970s were constitutional advances; in
their recognition of civil rights, women’s rights, gay and lesbian and
transgender rights, they were advancing democracy. Seen through a
patriarchal lens, they were insults to American manhood by challenging
the position of straight white men who saw themselves as rightfully
superior. A hierarchy that had been assumed (white over black, men over
women, straight over gay) was being contested on constitutional grounds,
and the use of force (think of the response to the civil rights demonstra-
tors) became necessary to hold the old order in place.

It was Virginia Woolf who made the analogy explicit. Patriarchy is to
private life as fascism is to public life. In her brilliantly conceived essay
Three Guineas, written on the eve of World War II, she observes that
“the public and private worlds are inseparably connected; that the tyran-
nies and servilities of the one are the tyrannies and servilities of the
other.”15 Woolf’s insights into the intricate links between patriarchy and
fascism were not seen by either Hannah Arendt or George Orwell, brilliant
though their analyses of fascism otherwise are. Yet evidence of the gender
binary and hierarchy was right before their eyes. As they are now once
again in plain sight. All of the elements of the gender binary that orches-
trate fascist politics have been invoked by Trump: strength vs. weakness,
winners vs. losers, us vs. them, along with the appeal to America First, the
rage at any perceived insult or humiliation, the scapegoating, the lies,
the pseudo-science, the demand for absolute loyalty, the absence of doubt,
the bullying, the misogyny, and the evocation of a glorified past: “Make
America great again.”

Are we now witnessing the endgame that we predicted in 2008? Is the
Trump election and presidency a final confrontation in the long struggle
between democratic ideals and values and patriarchal privilege and
power? And if so, what maps do we have for the resistance? What guide-
lines can we offer for ensuring democracy’s future?

As patriarchy comes out of hiding and its repression of dissent
becomes more hysterical, we can see more clearly the psychological
fragility in its construction of both manhood and womanhood. These
markers of identity rest on a psychological fault-line: the gender binary
and hierarchy. Increasingly, the gendered division between reason
(masculine) and emotion (feminine) and the elevation of mind over body
and the self over relationships, once viewed as signaling the achievement
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of rationality and personal autonomy, have been recognized instead as
manifestations of injury or trauma. As resistance becomes more urgent,
more politically and ethically essential, we can draw on advances in the
human sciences to provide us with a map, showing a way out of our
current impasse.

In exposing the darkness now visible in our midst, we argue that
feminism is the key ethical movement of our age. Understood as the
movement to free democracy from patriarchy, feminism alone pinpoints
and resists the gender binary and hierarchy that cripple love and impair
our capacity to engage in the communication and the relationships that
are vital for democratic citizenship.
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1 Patriarchy Comes Out of Hiding

The research for our 2008 book led us to a radical thesis: Because
patriarchy rests on a gender binary and hierarchy, it subverts basic
human capacities. By forcing a division between what is perceived
as masculine (for example, intelligence) and what is considered to be
feminine (emotional responsiveness), it compromises our ability to think
about what we are feeling and to bring empathy and compassion along
with logic to bear in solving human problems. Thus patriarchy can render
us careless, with others and ourselves, and tone deaf to injustice. It’s not
that gender trumps race or class. Rather, it’s because looking through
a patriarchal lens leads us to split reason (masculine) from emotion
(feminine) and to abstract mind and self (masculine) from bodies and
relationships (feminine), and this gendered way of seeing and speaking
then compromises our ethical intelligence. It impedes our ability to rec-
ognize and resist the injustices of race and class, sexuality and religion,
as well as of gender. As the latest research in neuroscience shows, when
we split thought from emotion and mind from body, we lose our capacity
to register our own experience and to pick up what others are experi-
encing. Losing touch with the voice of experience, we can become captive
to the voice of false authority.

Democracy rests on a premise of equal voice as the condition for free
and open conversation or debate. It also rests on the presumption of a
voice that speaks from experience. For democracy to be truly a govern-
ment of, by and for the people, everyone’s voice becomes vital. Hence the
need, as Hannah Arendt argues in The Human Condition,1 for a public
arena where everyone can come and speak. Arendt warns that the notion
of representation where one person becomes a stand in for another carries
with it the implication that some lives are in fact dispensable.2 To Arendt
and others, voice is the irreplaceable foundation of democratic politics.

In earlier work, one of us (Richards) introduced the concept of moral
slavery to draw attention to the structural injustice that occurs when the
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voices of those who would most reasonably challenge the unjust demands
of authority are repressed or dismissed – a dismissal rationalized as in
the nature of things (for example, women by their very nature lack the
capacity to think rationally or judge objectively).3 One of us (Gilligan)
has written about moral injury to explain how our capacity to care
becomes shattered.4 Patriarchy and democracy are incompatible on psy-
chological as well as political grounds. It is not only that patriarchy as a
hierarchy based on gender and privileging fathers is at odds with the
premise of equal voice and equality on which democracy is founded;
it is also because the gender binary and hierarchy disrupt the human
capacities that are requisite for living with integrity in relationship with
others – that is, for living democratically and functioning as a citizen in
a democratic polity.

We have defined patriarchy as:

an anthropological term denoting families or societies ruled by
fathers. It sets up a hierarchy – a rule of priests – in which the priest,
the hieros, is a father, pater. As an order of living it elevates some men
over other men and all men over women; within the family, it separ-
ates fathers from sons (the men from the boys) and places both women
and children under a father’s authority.5

Patriarchy, thus understood, has existed in human civilizations as long as
we have had written records, including the rule of absolute priest-kings-
gods in Egypt, Babylonia, and Imperial China, as well as many other
civilizations. These civilizations were, of course, politically absolutist.
In our 2008 book, we focused on the more hidden role that patriarchy
played in more secular ancient democracies (Athens) and republics
(Rome), as revealed, for example, by the gender assumptions that carry
the argument in Aeschylus’s Oresteia.

The Oresteia, the oldest trilogy in the canon of theater, celebrates the
founding of Athenian democracy. Aeschylus argues for the superiority of
the Athenian democracy over autocracies like the rule of kings in Argos
and Sparta and Persia because only democracy with its jury system can
end the cycle of retributive violence or blood vengeance. In the final play
of the trilogy, Athena, a motherless daughter born from the head of Zeus,
casts the deciding vote in favor of acquitting Orestes for the crime of
killing his mother (who had killed her husband, who had sacrificed their
daughter). She makes her argument for acquittal on normative grounds:
killing a mother is bad but not so bad as killing a father and a king.
Because she has no mother, Athena’s judgment is considered impartial,
unlike the Furies who are pursuing Orestes. In the end, Athena persuades
the Furies to give up their anger over the murder of Klytemnestra
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(Orestes’s mother) and the sacrifice of Iphigenia (Orestes’s sister) as the
price for their admission into the new city of Athens. The Furies,
the women who are furious on behalf of women, thus become the Eumen-
ides, the kindly minded, the good women of Athens.

The Oresteia – the story of Orestes – links the founding of democracy
with the reinstatement of patriarchy. It gives precedence to fathers over
mothers, men over women, and silences women’s anger as the condition
of their inclusion. The argument for democracy is thus at the outset
deeply flawed along gendered lines. The normative claim that killing a
father is worse than killing a mother is not justified but deemed self-
evident because it is stated by Apollo, the god of reason. Athenian ration-
ality thus embodies the mind-set of a patriarchal god. Athena enforces the
patriarchal gender binary and hierarchy that elevate reason (masculine)
over emotion (feminine) and force the suppression of women’s anger in
the name of rationality and kindness.

Furthermore, the play’s alleged solution to the cycle of violence does
not solve it at all: violence against women is overlooked (Agamemnon’s
sacrifice of his daughter Iphigenia, and Klytemnestra’s killing of
Cassandra, Agamemnon’s concubine), and, the violence of men (the
Trojan War and Orestes’s killing of his mother) is accepted as in the
nature of things. What’s more, as Athena states:

. . . Let our wars
rage on abroad, with all their force, to satisfy
our powerful lust for fame. But as for the bird
that fights at home – my curse on civil war.6

Athenian democracy is celebrated not because it has solved the prob-
lem of violence (which it has not) but because it has redirected that
violence from civil war to imperialistic wars. Athens was, of course, an
imperialistic state, whose wars, as its greatest historian Thucydides tells
us, were often unjust in their ends and means, sometimes including what
we would call genocide.7 These wars end in the sheer stupidity of the
Peloponnesian War, which Athens lost, leading, in time, to the end of
the democracy.

We began our 2008 book with a discussion of the Oresteia because its
argument illuminates how, at the very inception of democracy, its claims
to equality were subverted by the forces of patriarchy that were very much
alive in Athenian culture. Patriarchy hides in the Oresteia in the way the
play’s superficially plausible rationality at crucial points darkens Athenian
political intelligence. Its celebrated aim – ending the cycle of blood
vengeance – in fact is contingent on the suppression of women’s voices
and women are divided into the bad and the good, as the Furies become
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the kindly minded, good women of Athens, praised, as Pericles put it, for
“to be least talked about by men.”8 In addition the destructive force of
imperialistic wars, which is to say most of the wars in human history, is
unleashed and celebrated in the name of power and fame.

The vaunted rationality of Athenian argument – alleged to distinguish
the Athenians from barbarian autocracies – hides within it and crucially
turns on the gender binary and hierarchy, which darken and indeed
subvert Athenian democratic political intelligence. Our insight here rests
on our feminism – not a feminism that itself buys into the gender binary
by pitting women against men, or that reverses the hierarchy by elevating
women over men. Seen in this light, the opposite of patriarchy is not
matriarchy as many would claim, but democracy which is founded not
on hierarchy (men over women or women over men) but on equality.
Closely examined, the gender binary and hierarchy impede the human
capacity to love and to live democratically in ways that affect women and
men differently. But across all genders, patriarchy, by inflicting moral
injury, seeds the ground for moral slavery. Feminism with its ethic of care
then becomes the key to liberation, because as the movement to free
democracy from patriarchy it acts both to prevent the moral injury
inflicted by patriarchy and to release us from moral slavery.

In our polarized political culture, feminism is commonly regarded as
only for women and at the expense of men, an understanding very much
at the root of Clinton’s defeat and Trump’s victory. But given the recogni-
tion that patriarchy, with its gender binary and hierarchy, harms men as
well as women because it harms everyone, the question becomes why
was it so easy to divide men from women, and also women from women,
as the election of 2016 showed?

When patriarchy came out of hiding in the run-up to the 2016 election,
we were suddenly besieged with “fake news” and “alternate facts.” As if it
were no longer possible to tell what is true and what is not, what is real
and what is only said to be happening. For example, is climate change real
or a hoax? Is the crime rate rising or falling? The voice of experience was
displaced by the voices of warring authorities, a cacophony of voices with
seemingly no way of choosing among them. Hence the resort of some
journalists to being “even-handed.” Hence the dangers of false equiva-
lency. Hence the race becoming a contest between winners and losers,
and hence Trump’s victory, to the extent that he did in fact win.

It was like watching a sleight of hand. The pussygate tapes were
visually displaced by the row of Bill Clinton’s accusers at the second
debate. Watching the gender card played by Trump, we saw it brilliantly
played from a patriarchal standpoint in that he succeeded in shaming
Hillary and branding her as untrustworthy, “crooked Hillary,” when
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according to Jill Abramson’s tally, she was the candidate who lied the
least.9 Trump’s politics were “wolf whistle politics,” invoking misogyny
and appealing to male honor and superiority (America First) as his central
strategy.10

There is a political psychology that explains how this happened.
Following Trump’s election, two classic texts, both dealing with
totalitarianism, became best sellers – Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of
Totalitarianism,11 and George Orwell’s 1984.12 Arendt’s great book identi-
fies fascism in Germany under Hitler and Stalinism in the Soviet Union as
forms of totalitarianism. As such, they draw their power in part from their
assault on the psyche. Orwell’s novel explores how individuality both of
thought and feeling is crushed through Big Brother’s domination of the
psyche. In our concern with how the politics of the 2016 election could
have led to a widespread loss of the sense of reality and truth, we along
with others have been drawn to these examples. Our epigraph, which
we took from Hannah Arendt’s Origins, should resonate widely with
Americans in 2017:

The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the
convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between
fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction
between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.13

The analogy to fascist politics, which after all took power in Germany
democratically, seems to many now particularly apt, and we ourselves will
pursue the analogy. But neither Arendt nor Orwell saw what Virginia
Woolf had laid out so clearly.

The links between fascism and patriarchy are center stage in Woolf’s
late essay, Three Guineas.14 Her beloved nephew, Julian Bell, had been
killed in the Spanish Civil War in 1937, the year Neville Chamberlain
became prime minister of Great Britain. What Woolf came to see in
the rise of fascism in Spain, Germany, and Italy was something Winston
Churchill had also seen, leading him to call for resistance before it
was too late: namely, that the violence of fascism was rooted in humili-
ated manhood. Woolf carries Churchill’s insight one step further to
expose the patriarchal roots of fascist violence and to explore the poten-
tial for resistance on the part of the daughters of educated (read
patriarchal) men.

What makes the analysis of Three Guineas so astonishing is not only
Woolf’s path-breaking insights into the patriarchal roots of fascism but
also her larger call for a resistance in which women join with men. At
issue, she argued, were what Josephine Butler called “the great principles
of Justice and Equality and Liberty.” Addressing men, Woolf counters
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their disparagement of feminism by identifying feminists as the “advance
guard” of their fight against fascism and for democracy:

The words are the same as yours; the claim is the same as yours.
The daughters of educated men who were called, to their resentment,
“feminists” were in fact the advance guard of your own movement.
They were fighting the same enemy that you are fighting and for the
same reason. They were fighting the tyranny of the patriarchal state as
you are fighting the tyranny of the Fascist state.15

The same moral and political values justify resistance to patriarchy and to
fascism: namely, “the democratic ideals of equal opportunity for all.”16

Woolf clearly sees and also states the injustice of what we have called
moral slavery, the common roots of anti-Semitism, racism, and sexism.17

Woolf frames her argument by focusing on “the daughters of educated
men”18 whom she sees as having the potential to be at once inside and
outside the structures of patriarchy. Consequently they have the possibil-
ity for an independence men do not have, caught up as educated men are
in the great processions of British professional and public life.19 The four
teachers of women – poverty, chastity, derision, and freedom from unreal
loyalties – also give the daughters of educated men an advantage by
rendering them more impervious to patriarchy’s seductions and threats.
Even the injustice done to women in the area of sexuality can be used to
advantage by women as part of their unpaid-for education: “how great a
part chastity, bodily chastity, has played in the unpaid education of our
sex,”Woolf suggests, adding that, “[i]t should not be difficult to transmute
the old ideal of bodily chastity into the new ideal of mental chastity – to
hold that if it was wrong to sell the body for money it is much more wrong
to sell the mind for money, since the mind, people say, is nobler than the
body”.20 For this reason, she calls upon women to pledge “not to commit
adultery of the brain because it is much more serious than the other.”21

Woolf anchors her call for women’s resistance in a recognition of
women’s different position within a patriarchal order. It is because
women are “[d]ifferent . . . as facts have proved, both in sex and in educa-
tion,” that “our help can come, if help we can, to protect liberty, to prevent
war.”22 Women’s distinctive strengths can flourish as grounds for resist-
ance if women through access to education gain the power of an inde-
pendent opinion and then through entry into the professions, gain the
means to support that opinion with an independent income. Then, as
Woolf would have it, armed with the power of an independent opinion
supported by an independent income, the daughters of educated men can
use their different position as at once inside and outside of patriarchy to
form an “Outsiders’ Society.”
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The Society of Outsiders has the same ends as your society – freedom,
equality, peace; but it seeks to achieve themby themeans that a different
sex, a different tradition, a different education, and the different values
which result from those differences have placed within our reach.23

Thus women can best help men prevent war “not by repeating your
words and following your methods but by finding new words and creating
new methods.”24 In doing so, women will refuse the function Woolf had
earlier observed them playing in patriarchy, a function to which men had
become addicted:

Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing
the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of men at twice
its natural size. Without that power probably the earth would still be
swamp and jungle. The glories of all our wars would be unknown.25

In Three Guineas, Woolf seeks to break the hypnotic spell of a patri-
archally rooted male narcissism – the wounded honor or shame that
fueled the mass appeal of Hitler and Mussolini.26 What makes her argu-
ment path-breaking is the way she connects the forms of public and
private violence and the importance she accords to this linking of public
and private worlds. As she writes, “the public and private worlds are
inseparably connected . . . the tyrannies and servilities of the one are the
tyrannies and servilities of the other. . .”27 To examine these connections
critically, she urges that “it is time for us to raise the veil of St. Paul and to
attempt, face to face, a rough and clumsy analysis” of how the Christian
tradition has treated women.28 Finally, in recognizing how far women
have come in resistance to patriarchy, she observes how aggressively
patriarchy has responded to women’s resistance.

Woolf saw what neither Arendt nor Orwell could see, namely, the
psychological link between fascism and patriarchy. Our approach both
in The Deepening Darkness and here builds on Woolf’s insight, an insight
still not widely appreciated nor for the most part recognized. Even now,
Three Guineas is not a best seller. In contrast to Arendt’s Origins and
Orwell’s 1984, it is not near the top of Amazon’s list. Totalitarianism and
fascism can be discussed, must be discussed many now would assert, but
once again we are struck by the reluctance to talk about gender.

Building on research in developmental psychology and neuroscience,
we have underscored the role trauma plays in the initiation into patri-
archy of both men and women.29 It is through a loss of voice and of
memory that patriarchy becomes mistaken for nature. In this book we
deepen our argument by drawing on what we have learned from papers
written by students in our seminar on resisting injustice in the fall of
2016 following Trump’s election.
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The 2016 election shocked our students as much as it did us and many
others. It led roughly a third, almost equally divided between men and
women, to write about what they had come to recognize as their own
implication in what had happened. Without a conscious thought and in
spite of themselves, they had complied with patriarchal demands. Their
papers, which read like confessions, were written as statements of fact.
This is what happened.

For the men, the confessions were of infidelity: they had been unfaith-
ful to themselves in renouncing what they loved. For the women, the
confessions were of silence; they had not spoken honestly; they had acted
as if they did not know what they knew. The students wrote either of
something they had once loved and then abandoned or of something they
knew but did not say or act on. They recognized the ways in which
patriarchal codes and scripts of manhood and womanhood had damaged
their ability to love and to speak. And they pointed to ways in which their
initiations into patriarchy had injured their ethical sensibilities.

Reading our students’ papers at the end of the fall term of 2016, we
found ourselves asking: Had we witnessed this same dynamic playing out
on a mass scale in the presidential election?
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2 Infidelity and Silence

Perhaps, as many have asserted, it was a failure to listen that explains the
surprise at the outcome of the 2016 election. Not all Americans were
surprised, but there was general recognition of a failure to listen along
with a tendency to disparage rather than engage with those with whom
one disagrees. Our experience with students, however, led us to suspect
that the experience of surprise may also reflect a reluctance to confront
the part that patriarchy has played in our own lives – a reluctance, that is,
to confront our own complicity.

For more than ten years now we have been teaching a seminar on
resisting injustice – a popular elective at NYU School of Law that attracts
a diverse group of students. In the fall of 2016, the election hung over our
classroom, for the most part a silent guest. Our discussions of gender were
heightened by the realization that for the first time in American history, a
woman had been nominated by a major political party and was a serious
candidate for the presidency. Yet for several of our women students, who
did not flinch from speaking about Obama as black, the word “women”
was contentious; some found it personally offensive. In the week we read
Lysistrata1 and Three Guineas and asked the students to consider in their
reflection papers whether women’s voices are key to preventing or stop-
ping war, these women were outraged by our question. The term women
was “too binary” they told us; what about queer and transgender people?
Furthermore, Lysistrata was offensive because women’s sexuality should
not be the grounds for their resistance. The affect was high in these
sessions and carried over into debates about feminism and criticisms of
Hillary Clinton, but aside from the contention over the word women, our
discussions in class, although lively and engaging, were not notably dif-
ferent from what they had been in previous years. As in the past, the
readings on psychological development had stirred memories and led
students to reflect on their own experiences, often in a new and to them
revealing light.
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Men in the class had experienced a shock of recognition in reading
Judy Chu’s When Boys Become Boys,2 recalling how they too around the
age of five had begun to shield those aspects of themselves that would
have led them to be perceived as not a real boy and called girly or gay.
Many found a strong resonance in the voices of the adolescent boys in
Niobe Way’s Deep Secrets,3 where they describe the intimacy and close-
ness of their friendships with other boys and yet, as Way’s research shows,
by the end of high school most no longer have a best friend. Over the four
years of high school, many boys come to renounce their desire for emo-
tional closeness with other boys and in the name of becoming a man, to
keep their secrets to themselves.

Taken together, Chu and Way’s studies illuminate a process of
initiation that begins with boys around the ages of four and five and then
picks up again in adolescence. Their research shows the costs to boys of a
masculinity defined in opposition to and as the opposite of anything
perceived as “feminine.” For example, to establish their masculinity, the
four- and five-year-old boys in Chu’s study had formed “The Mean
Team” – a team created by the boys and for the boys to prove that they
were in fact boys, not girls. Because girls were perceived by them as being
good and nice, the main activity of The Mean Team was, in the words of
one of the boys, “to bother people.” In her studies of adolescent boys’
friendships, Niobe Way documented how in “learning how to be more of a
man,” over 75 percent of the boys, across a range of ethnicity and class, by
the end of high school no longer had a best friend, meaning a friend to
whom they could tell their deep secrets.

Women in the class had similarly been struck by the resonance they
found in the voices of the girls who took part in the Harvard Project
studies of girls’ development. In particular, many had responded to the
frank and fearless voices of girls on the cusp of adolescence – voices that
sounded to them at once familiar and surprising. They recalled the pres-
sures they had faced to silence an honest voice for the sake of having
relationships, and like Neeti, one of the participants in the studies – a top
student and school leader – they had buried deep inside themselves
“the voice that stands up for what I believe in.” Like many of the girls
in the Harvard Project studies, the women in our seminar were aware of
the costs of saying what they really thought and felt, especially when what
they had seen and heard was said not to be happening.4

Still, nothing prepared us for the final papers we received in the fall of
2016 from a third of our students (four men and five women). The searing
honesty and the starkness of their confrontation with their own implica-
tion in perpetuating patriarchal codes of manhood and womanhood, were
unlike anything we had read in previous years. The only explanation we
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found plausible was the 2016 election. It was as though the election had
startled them into the awareness of a betrayal that previously they had not
been conscious of or seen in this light. It was not simply that these
students were aware of having been initiated into a culture of manhood
or womanhood that had forced them, in the case of men, to shield what
were considered “feminine” qualities, or for the women to tone them-
selves down. The confessions were of a self-betrayal. In the course of their
initiation into the codes and scripts of patriarchal manhood or woman-
hood, these students wrote of having been unfaithful to or having silenced
themselves.

INFIDELITY

With the publication in 2014 of Judy Chu’sWhen Boys Become Boys and in
2011 of Niobe Way’s Deep Secrets, we now have the testimony of boys’
voices to show how what previously had been seen as steps in a develop-
mental progression leading toward rationality and autonomy are more
accurately viewed as responses to an initiation that is wounding to boys
and leaves a scar. The four- and five-year-olds in Chu’s study and the
adolescents in Way’s research had in the course of becoming one of the
boys or learning how to be more of a man been unfaithful in the sense that
they had turned away from or renounced what they had loved. One of us
(Gilligan), both in her foreword to Chu’s book5 and in her paper on moral
injury,6 had written about Donald Moss, the psychoanalyst who in the
epilogue to his book Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Man,7 recalls his
experience of initiation when he was in the first grade in precisely these
terms: he had been unfaithful to what he loved.

In previous years, our students had read about Moss both in the
foreword to Chu’s book and in the paper on moral injury. But it was only
in 2016 that two of the men in the seminar identified themselves directly
with Moss. I was Donald Moss, one wrote in recalling how he too had
been unfaithful to and betrayed what he loved. Why? – that was the aching
question. Why had they done what they had done? And hovering over that
question, was the implicit query: had they colluded in this way with the
forces that had led to the election of Trump?

On reflection, what distinguished the final papers written by our stu-
dents following Trump’s election was that in the spirit of Virginia Woolf,
they were connecting private and public worlds. There was no guise to
their confessions of acquiescence to the demands of patriarchal
masculinity. They had internalized “without a conscious thought,” as
Adam, a third-year law student wrote, “an ancient framework of patri-
archy and manhood” that was older than the Oresteia. That was the force
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acting on him that led him to go against his impulse which was not to
betray but to keep his “true bond” with Ollie, his friend since childhood,
even after he learned that Ollie was gay. Had someone told him he would
succumb to patriarchy, Adam wrote, he would have laughed in their face.
And yet, the effects were unmistakable. His paper was a confession of
what had happened but it was joined with an astute observation: the force
acting on him was real but intangible: “The culprit was a ghost.”

Jonathan Shay, a psychiatrist working with Vietnam veterans who
were suffering from severe and chronic post-traumatic stress disorders,
had coined the term “moral injury” to describe the shattering of trust that
follows a betrayal of what’s right, in a high stakes situation, where the
betrayal is sanctioned by someone in a position of legitimate authority.8

That is, when the betrayal of what’s right is culturally sanctioned. As Shay
discovered, the veterans were suffering not from a disorder but from an
injury; not from a failure of character but from a betrayal of what’s right
that had “ruin[ed] good character.” This distinction was crucial not only
for understanding the cause of the injury but also how to approach
treatment; “healing from trauma depends on communization of the
trauma.” Telling the story to someone who will listen and can be trusted
to bring the story into the community. Therapy alone was not sufficient; the
community itself had to be healed because it had legitimized the betrayal.

Hearing Jonathan Shay speak about his concept of moral injury, one
of us (Gilligan) was struck by the realization that what he was describing –

a betrayal of what’s right in a high stakes situation where the betrayal is
sanctioned by someone in a position of legitimate authority – also applied
in the context of what passes for the everyday. Her research on develop-
ment and that of her colleagues had provided strong evidence that chil-
dren experienced the betrayal of relationship as a betrayal of what’s right.
When this betrayal is sanctioned in the name of growing up or standing
on your own two feet and becoming a man – not needing someone to be
there for you – or in the name of being good and becoming a selfless
woman, someone who is there for others but not really present herself, the
stakes are high. Masculinity or femininity is on the line, with all the
psychological ramifications and social consequences of not being seen
as a real man or good woman. When parents or teachers or others held up
to children as authorities or community leaders sanction this betrayal as
necessary or good or in the nature of things, then children’s ability to trust
those on whom of necessity they rely is shattered. In the research on
development, children responded to this initiation with signs of resistance
and to the betrayal with signs of psychological distress. It wasn’t the
extremity of moral injury that Shay had encountered in his work with
combat veterans, but the pattern he described was the same.
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“I often felt like Donald Moss,” Adam, a third-year law student wrote
in his final paper for the seminar on resisting injustice. He had asked if as
his final project for the class, he could compose a song to Ollie – the best
friend whom he had betrayed, explaining that in turning his back on Ollie
once he knew that Ollie was gay, he had also turned away from his love of
music. In composing and performing the song, which he recorded for us,
he would be publicly acknowledging both betrayals. In his paper, he
offered his analysis of what had happened. Like the psychoanalyst Donald
Moss, Adam felt that he had been “unfaithful” in betraying what he had
loved and he remembers the betrayal as part of his initiation into
manhood.

The initiation Moss remembers took place in first grade. He was the
age of the boys in Chu’s study. As one of us (Gilligan) recounts, drawing
on Moss’s epilogue to his book Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Man:9

Every week [in first grade] the children learned a new song and were
told that at the end of the year, they would each have a chance to lead
the class in singing their favorite, which they were to keep a secret. For
Moss, the choice was clear: “The only song I loved was the lullaby,
‘When at night I go to sleep [Fourteen angels watch do keep]’ from
Hansel and Gretel.” Every night he would sing it to himself, and like the
song said, the angels came, saving him from his night terrors and
enabling him to fall asleep. It “was, and would always be, the most
beautiful song I had ever heard.”

The first graders had learned the song in early autumn, and in late
spring, when Moss’s turn came, he stood in front of the class. The
teacher asked what song he had chosen. Moss recalls:

“I began to tell her: ‘it’s the lullaby. . .’ But immediately, out of the
corner of my eye, I saw the reaction of the boys in the front row. Their
faces were lighting up in shock . . . I knew, knew in a way that was
immediate, clear and certain, that what I was about to do, the song
I was about to choose, the declaration that I was about to make,
represented an enormous, irrevocable error . . . what the boys were
teaching me was that I was to know now, and to always have known,
that ‘When at night I go to sleep’ could not be my favorite song, that a
lullaby had no place here, that something else was called for. In a flash,
in an act of gratitude, not to my angels but to my boys, I changed my
selection, I smiled at the teacher, and told her I was just kidding, told
her I would now lead the class in singing the ‘Marines’ Hymn’: ‘From
the Halls of Montezuma to the shores of Tripoli. . .’” (italics added).10

“I was to know now and to always have known” – meaning, he was to
erase from his memory what he had once known. To not know what he
had loved (the lullaby) meant that he had to rewrite history. What
followed – what happened as a result of this lesson in manhood – was
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that something he had learned (what could and could not be his favorite
song) became not something learned but something he had always
known. Something – culture, a culture of manhood – would then come
to seem like nature.

As Carol reflected, Moss remembers the initiation that Judy Chu
observed, remembers it as involving an act of “treachery:” he had been
“unfaithful” to his angels: he had betrayed them, had “renounced them in
public and continued to do so for many years.” The “Marines’ Hymn”
could be the song of the Mean Team formed by the boys Chu studied.
Across several decades and despite all the progress that had been made,
the initiation was remarkably unchanged.

Writing from the vantage point of middle age, Moss says that his book
“can be thought of as an extended effort to unpack that moment in
front of the class and indirectly, to apologize to the angels for my
treachery.” He had been “unfaithful” to them, had “renounced them
in public and continued to do so for many years.” The residue was a
melancholia, tied to the boy’s awareness that, [in Moss’s words]:

“What he is ‘really’ doing in that fateful turning outward is simul-
taneously preserving and betraying his original love of angels,
affirming and denying his new love of boys; after all, now he and the
boys are joined together in looking elsewhere for the angels they might
have all once had.”11

The haunting conclusion to Moss’s recollections lies in his realization that
in spite of his treachery, the angels “are still here.”

Reflecting on his experience of initiation, Adam refers to the “Love
Laws” – taking the phrase from Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small
Things that we had read and discussed in the seminar.12 The Love Laws,
in Roy’s depiction, are the laws that lay down “who should be loved, and
how. And how much.”13 In the seminar, we had discussed the function of
laws regulating love as a mainstay of a patriarchal order, given the power
of love to upset hierarchy. Adam writes:

At this point, it was clear to me that my decision to stop calling Ollie
my best friend back in the tenth grade was far more prophetic than it
was accurate at the time I said it. I had achieved exactly what I had set
out to achieve. I had distanced myself from my best friend at a time
when boys aren’t supposed to have best friends anymore, and certainly
not best friends who might be breaking the love laws. And yet, I had an
overwhelming sense of sadness. I remembered the conversation I had
had with my brother so many years before. I could hear myself say to
him, “How cool is it that out of everyone [on the soccer team], we get
to be best friends with Ollie?” And all I could think was, well, congratu-
lations, you’re not anymore.
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Across a span of many years, including years that witnessed substan-
tial changes in people’s attitudes toward gender (the anti-war movement
in the era of Vietnam, the women’s movement and the gay rights
movement), Adam’s infidelity is hauntingly similar to the unfaithfulness
Moss described. In drawing out the parallel, Adam says in effect that in
doing what he felt he was supposed to do, he had been unfaithful to his
gut sense of what was right.

Looking back on my childhood, I realize how often I felt like Donald
Moss in front of his first grade class, trying not to embarrass himself by
admitting to liking the lullaby from Hansel and Gretel that helped him
to fall asleep at night . . . I find myself pondering on how often I chose
to follow my gut, rather than do what I felt like I was supposed to do.
I never felt this more than when I considered my relationship with
Ollie. I loved and cared deeply for him. Ours was a brotherly love,
familial rather than sexual, but it created a true bond that I did not
want to break. And yet, I acted in opposition to that impulse.

More precisely, he felt he needed to separate his mind from his emotions.
He hadn’t thought of himself as acted on by forces that, in light of the
seminar readings, he now recognized as predating the Oresteia. He hadn’t
seen himself as having been initiated into “a framework of patriarchy and
manhood,” and describing that framework – because we don’t see the
framework when we’re inside it – he compares it to a ghost:

It was as if something was telling me that I needed to separate my
mind and my emotions, but I wasn’t aware of what exactly it was, and
I wasn’t going to rock the boat to find out what would happen if
I didn’t. In fact, I’m sure that I would have either rolled my eyes or
laughed out loud if somebody had told me that the forces acting on me
were forces predating Aeschylus’s 458 BCE trilogy, the Oresteia.
In fact. I was being initiated into a framework of patriarchy and
manhood without so much as a conscious thought about it. This is
the problem with patriarchy. Its force, while massive, is non-tangible,
and its effects are both indirect and pervasive. Better said, the culprit is
a ghost, and even if it were something articulable, its effects are so far-
reaching that it would be implausible to believe that such affects could
share a singular root cause.

In retrospect, Adam recognizes that “this unseen initiation was, in effect,
a form of moral injury. An injury that I believe led me to desert a friend
who was threatening to break the love laws.”

We had written about the Love Laws. The concept wasn’t new to our
students. But it was only in the fall of 2016, following Trump’s election,
that several men in the class wrote so directly about how they had
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betrayed what they loved in taking on as their own a framework of
patriarchy and manhood that was at once intangible and massive, forceful
and far-reaching in its effects.

Another law student in our seminar in the fall of 2016, a man whom
we shall call Steve, wrote about his struggle to resist his hard-driving
father. He connected his relationship with his father and the manhood
he represented with renouncing what he loved. Like Adam, Steve com-
pared himself to Donald Moss. In his desire to be with other boys and also
with girls, he had been unfaithful to his love of music. He too was trying to
make sense of what otherwise seemed inexplicable. He was aware of a
force that was acting on him. This force had led to a split up with the
woman who was the most loving person he knew, along with his mother.
The woman he split up from was, he writes, the only person he had fallen
in love with.

When I was 18 I fell in love for the first and only time in my life.
She had the most beautiful blue eyes and a personality that would light
up a room. She loved to talk to strangers and her laugh was conta-
gious. Most importantly though, she had so much love to give. She was
the only person other than my mother who gave me so much uncondi-
tional love and I soaked it up. To this day I believe we were split up by
patriarchal terms.

It was, Steve says, “patriarchal terms” that had split them up – he and
the woman he loved. What made him especially bitter was his parents had
voted for Trump. The specter of Trump’s election hung over Steve’s
depiction of his initiation into his college fraternity, which he describes
as “a night of torture” at the end of which they were “literally covered in
blood.” Steve is clear as to what this brotherhood was about: they were
“indoctrinated by nothing but pain-inducing patriarchal norms.”

Our initiation, the last day of pledge-ship, consisted of a night of
torture. We were first stripped down to our underwear and forced into
a small bath of ice, where we sat for an hour. We were then herded into
a room full of sand, spread evenly over a brick tile floor. In that room,
we were told that on “the count of three” we must all drop to our knees
at the same time, so that only one loud thump could be heard in the
room. We were told to remove our legs from under us so that our knees
hit the ground, buckling without any support. After hitting the ground,
we were forced to spin in a circle so that the tops of our bare feet would
drag across on the floor. My friends who were ridiculed the most for
being “unfit” as a pledge brother were harassed the most during this
event, as older brothers would jump in and grind their feet amongst
the brick and sand while they spun. The older brothers were yelling
things like “faggot” and “pussy” as, time and time again, we fell to the
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floor. The master of the fraternity would yell, ‘“As one! You’re not
dropping as one!” This of course was a ploy. Regardless of how well
we dropped, we were destined to drop thirty times.

By the end of this nightmare, each one of us was covered in blood,
and perfect rings of blood surrounded each one of us where our feet
had been spinning.

Finally, all of us lined up outside on the driveway, sitting “Indian
style” in six rows. At 3:00 a.m. in the morning, it was twenty degrees
outside. We were individually doused with water to ensure our discom-
fort. There was nothing to keep us warm but a fire at the front of the
first row. Different older brothers would get up and make speeches;
usually involving a story about a time they had an unusual and objecti-
fying sexual experience. Our backs twisted and ached only to be
momentarily relieved as the head master yelled “switch!” in which case
the front row quickly scurried to the back of the formation to allow the
fire to warm the next closest row. As we sat there, objects were thrown
at our heads like ice or empty beer cans. Finally as the sun rose, the
nightmare was over. We were all officially “brothers” in a fraternity,
indoctrinated by nothing but pain inducing patriarchal norms.

The undisguised misogyny and homophobia summoned to create this
band of brothers echo Trump election campaign. The concern with male
aggression – being a man, not a faggot or a loser – had animated Steve’s
college experience. “My college experience was built around an activity
[football] where male aggression and athletic ability were celebrated
above all else. When football began on Saturday, everything else stopped.
If you did not like football you were a ‘fag’ or a ‘loser’.”What Steve came to
see was the frailty of the male ego and the costs exacted by these patri-
archal rites of passage. He saw the effects in his pledge brothers and
college roommates, many of whom were arrested or ended up in rehab
or depressed, and also in himself.

I began to feel rightfully depressed. My friends placed an importance
on money and women over everything else. The fraternity served as a
breeding ground for the fragile male ego. Not many of us were actually
happy, all seeking acceptance we did not find in others. Out of nine-
teen pledge brothers, or guys who were in my class in the fraternity,
sixteen were arrested, and some of them twice. After all, that was the
only way we were going to be able to meet hot girls . . . Women were
treated like objects. We abused drugs. Four of my pledge brothers
ended up in Rehab. For the first few years at college, I did not grow
as a person in this environment, rather I shrank. Of my six roommates
Junior year, three admittedly suffered from depression.

The manhood he saw in his father, in Trump, in his fraternity brothers,
was part of a cultural environment that he describes as a nightmare,
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an environment in which men, including himself, did not grow but shrank
as persons. As Steve came to see it, becoming a man in these terms meant
sacrificing love and becoming less than human.

Another student, who had attended an Ivy League university, told a
similar story. He had joined a fraternity in which the brothers also had
bonded over a manhood proven by objectifying women and the dehuman-
izing of gays. In the initiation, the first prize was the “yellow jersey” (YJ),
awarded to the young man who had achieved the most stunning sexist
adventures with women – “[t]he brother with the craziest story of how he
hooked up with a woman, what he did to her, or even how he disrespected
her in a way that would make us laugh the most”; the YJ – yellow jersey –

was worn on campus by the winner of this contest.
The student was so repelled by this that he resigned from his

fraternity. Yet in the light of Trump’s victory, he felt compelled to revisit
this experience as a way of making sense of Trump’s election. Although
his family was Egyptian and its culture patriarchal, growing up in
America he had experienced firsthand at one of its top universities, the
culture of toxic manhood that had elected the president.

For gay men, the struggle with patriarchy is inescapable because being
gay they are, in patriarchal terms, not men. We’ve always had gay men in
our seminar. In fact, it was only when we took the word “gender” out of
the name of the seminar and called it simply Resisting Injustice, that
straight men were more drawn to enroll. In the past, our gay and lesbian
students explored the implications that many knew firsthand of choosing
love and resisting patriarchy. One of us (Richards) has written about how
love that crosses the boundaries (of gender, sexuality, race, class, or of
marriage) can free a voice of ethical resistance and also free creativity.14

The gay man whose paper riveted us in the fall of 2016 had struggled to
acknowledge his sexuality and to reveal it to his Roman Catholic parents.
He wrote a searing depiction of the initiation that had led him to be
unfaithful to his love and of the honesty he had to come to within himself
and in his relationships in his efforts truly to break free. As he wrote,
“I decided that it was crazy for me to continue living a lie.”

In the wake of Trump’s election, four men in our seminar on resisting
injustice thus confessed to what in their eyes had been acts of infidelity –

acts where they had betrayed themselves in betraying what they loved. In
the course of their initiation into the manhood of American patriarchy,
they had dissociated themselves from parts of themselves, disavowing
love as the price they paid for establishing their manhood. In the terms
set by the gender binary and hierarchy, manhood is readily exposed to
shaming. Any action or feeling that is perceived as being like a woman or
gay, brands one as not a man but a pussy or a faggot; anything that spells

26 Darkness Now Visible

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


weakness rather than strength, inferiority rather than superiority,
becomes an insult to masculinity. Defined in these terms, manhood
becomes a tinderbox, and violence as a means of asserting dominance
and thus proving superiority, holds the power to undo shame and
restore honor.

Seeing this framing of manhood so starkly displayed in the public
arena, hearing it glorified by Trump and witnessing his electoral triumph,
several of the men in our seminar had sought in their final papers to
explore on the basis of their own experience as men in America, the
question that beset many Americans: How could this have happened?
And what would it take to resist a force that “while massive, is non-
tangible,” a force whose effects are “both indirect and pervasive.” It struck
us that it was humbling for our otherwise successful law students to
recognize what they were up against, and to reflect on what it meant to
them to be fighting, in Adam’s words, a ghost.

Our students have long recognized the problem of men’s violence.
What some of the men saw so piercingly in the wake of Trump’s election
was how their initiation into a framework of patriarchy andmanhood had
led them to betray love. A formless threat had led them to be unfaithful to
what they knew to be their real convictions and feelings, and thus to
wrong themselves. In their betrayals of love, they saw a betrayal of what’s
right, culturally sanctioned and socially enforced. In confronting them-
selves as white men, because in our otherwise diverse seminar, the men
whose papers we cited including the Egyptian would be considered white,
they were also explicating for us the racist forces that drove Trump’s
victory. Although they had not voted for Trump, they knew the psychology
at work firsthand on the basis of their own experience. With the darkness
of patriarchy now visible, it was easier to see its costs to themselves.

SILENCE

In their final papers for the seminar on resisting injustice in the wake of
Trump’s election, five of the women in the seminar wrote about their
silence. Their papers also read as confessions as they sought to under-
stand and come to terms with what on the face of it seemed inexplicable.
These outspoken women, law students and Ph.D. students, had by their
own admission not spoken from conviction. They had silenced what they
knew deep down to be true. They had muted the voice of their own
experience.

It wasn’t the first time that women in our seminar had written about
self-silencing. It was not the first year our students had read the findings of
the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology and discovered a resonance
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in the voices of girls that surprised them. Because they had been girls and
listening to girls’ voices was a reminder of some of the times when they
had been outspoken, when speaking had not been fraught.

It was of particular interest to law students that the research that
prompted In a Different Voice15 had been conducted in the immediate
aftermath of the US Supreme Court decision in Roe v.Wade.16 The Court’s
ruling, which has remained in contention, directly countered the injunc-
tion to women in patriarchy, that to be good, a woman must be selfless:
responsive to the needs and concerns of others and seemingly without a
voice or desires of her own. The fragility of patriarchal womanhood is
exposed by this construction of goodness because in fact, as humans,
women have a voice. In a different way from men then, patriarchy forces
women in the name of morality to conceal their humanity.

This of course was the charge brought against Hillary Clinton. To
many, she seemed less than human and also not a good woman. There
was no way for her to win. But following what for many Americans,
including the millions uponmillions who had voted for her, was the shock
of her loss, some of the women in our seminar began to examine the
extent to which they too had been caught within the very same frame-
work, trapped within the terms of the gender binary and hierarchy.

All four of the men whom we asked gave us permission to quote from
their papers; two asked us not to use their names. Adam, who consented
to use of his name, had suggested that we speak of him as a student in the
seminar because that would more accurately characterize how he had
come to the insights he came to. Of the five women we approached, four
gave us permission; the fifth said that although she had broken her silence
in writing for us, she was not prepared to go public with a voice that
previously she had kept to herself.

Mattie, one of the women who gave us permission to use her name and
quote from her paper, writes about a dream in which she is babysitting or
tutoring a girl of thirteen – a girl of mixed race who seems not to have any
parents. Mattie begins:

I’m supposed to be babysitting: or maybe tutoring this girl. She’s
probably 13 or so. I don’t think she has any parents. I’m on Fort
Hamilton army base. She’s mixed race. We are in a room with nothing
in it. Just white walls. There is a door cut into the wall I’m sitting
against that leads to an office. In the office sits the lady who hired me
for this job. She is severe, blonde, older. The dream skips to my
original interview. The woman asks: “Is it in your nature to follow
the rules?” I think, “That question seems a little strange, but then again
we are on an army base.” I answer, “Yes, it is in my nature. Only by
following rules do you have room for flexibility.” The dream skips back
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to the girl and me. She is asking me questions about my family. After
some time she takes her hair down. She runs her fingers back and forth
over her scalp, teasing up her hair until it engulfs her entire body,
leaving only her face visible. I say to her, “With your hair like that you
look like such a child!” “I do not!?” But she did, and I suggest we have a
photo shoot to prove it. I set up cameras, lights, and music. We begin
to play and laugh. I take pictures of her as she changes costumes and
poses. And then the music stops. “I thought you said you could follow
the rules and now look at what you’re doing!” The woman from the
interview has reappeared. She is screaming. I yell back, “You cannot
keep this girl locked up. Kids need to have fun!” I am summarily fired,
gather my things, and leave.

I exit through a crowded kitchen. It is filled with women.
I desperately try to find someone to feed the child I just left, to give
her the food that I have prepared, but there is no one willing. And then
I see him, the teacher who in many ways disrupted my own girlhood,
just as the woman had disrupted the young girl’s by ending our play.
I follow him outside, but lose him in the crowd. I wait near the
entrance of the building, straining my eyes for his face. And then
I spot him. We are separated by a fence. He is in a wheelchair. I run
along the fence, searching for a gate, an opening of some kind, and
then suddenly we are face to face. Somehow I know that I am the
cause of his paralysis. My betrayal of our secret literally broke his
back. But I am not ashamed. I am not apologetic. I tell a joke and
the dream ends.

In analyzing her dream, Mattie, who is white, identifies with the
mixed-race thirteen-year-old girl whom she sees as “future-potential,”
“a shadow self,” a “self that is less understood, but eager to understand,”
a wild and playful thirteen-year-old, locked up by a blond (white) woman
who screams at the girl, ending her play and forcing Mattie to leave her. In
the second part of the dream, Mattie sees the teacher who had “disrupted
my own girlhood” by sexually abusing her. He’s in a wheelchair and in the
dream Mattie knows that she was the cause of his paralysis: “My betrayal
of our secret literally broke his back.” But “I am not ashamed. I am not
apologetic.” She ends by telling a joke.

In her dream, Mattie captures and confronts the challenge posed by
the initiation that marks the transition from girl to woman:

It is a struggle women are all too familiar with: the question of how to
transition from girl to woman while preserving the inner voice. How
do we feed that inner child, the child who knows how to play and
question, while living in the world run by both women and men who
seek to stamp it out? We all have a shadow self, but who casts the
shadow?
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Her dream also reflects what many found surprising in the 2016
election: the collusion of white women in perpetuating patriarchy. Speak-
ing of the teacher who appears in the dream, she explains that he was by
no means the only man who betrayed her. This thought then leads her to
Trump and to the question of where power lies and how to resist:

Other men would also betray me. When a teacher sexually assaults me,
I add it to the pile. When a judge tells me I should consider wearing a
skirt in court, I add it as well. When Trump opens his mouth, I add
those words to the stack. When I hear his words in the mouths of my
old high school classmates, I see the pile grow taller, and its shadow
longer. I want to go back to my room under the water, to escape. I want
to feel power in my solitude. But maybe that’s wrong. Maybe the power
of the [white-walled] room was not in escape or solitude, but in unity,
the unity between sisters, singing together.

Like the other women whose papers stood out for their insights into
the sexist and racist culture that elected Trump, Mattie writes of the forces
that shut a girl up – the girl who knows how to play and question. She sees
that power lies not in escape or solitude but in unity, in the voices of
mixed-race sisters singing together, but she is also aware of how women
as well as men are invested in keeping this from happening. The girl in the
dream is not fed; no one is willing to give her the food that Mattie has
prepared for her. The blond woman in the office forces Mattie to leave the
wild-haired girl, and then in the next segment of the dream, the teacher
appears – the teacher who sexually abused her in high school. Without
apology or shame, without remorse, Mattie realizes in the dream, that it
was her betrayal of this secret that had broken his back. The dream ends
with Mattie telling a joke and thus perhaps with the question: can this be
taken seriously?

A student we shall call Jasmin wrote of her experience with her father,
an African American man, who, while serving in the army in Europe, had
met and married her mother, a European woman. “I learned very early on
who was in charge of my house. We all knew we had to walk on egg shells,
my mom included. Make a wrong move and you could be hit. I just
remember my childhood being a cycle of fear and hopelessness.”

Because her mother “has lost her voice both literally and figuratively,”
Jasmin’s resistance had consisted in becoming her voice and defending
her. Yet when she and her mother visited Europe she saw in her mother a
very different person. Funny and full of life, like the girl, the shadow self in
Mattie’s dream. “My mom was a different person. She was confident and
carefree and for the first time in my life I saw her as truly being happy.
She was funny and full of life, and it was during this time I realized how
beautiful she was.”
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Although bi-racial, Jasmin could pass as white. “What are you?” her
friends would ask her. She had witnessed her father’s humiliation when a
policeman yelled at him and she had bridled at her mother’s use of a racist
epithet to characterize black patients at the hospital where she worked as
a nurse. Reading the incident in Dreams from My Father17 where Barack
Obama recalls his white grandmother responding with a racist epithet to a
black panhandler, Jasmin saw the analogy. Like Obama, she too had
made it a point to identify as black: “I cannot just turn a blind eye to the
injustices I’ve witnessed within my community or disassociate myself just
because I have the ability to ‘pass.’”

In addition to refusing to pass as white, Jasmin had set out to disman-
tle the structures of patriarchy in her relationships with men. Her inten-
tion was so fierce that she had hit her boyfriend when he didn’t listen to
her. This incident led her to recognize that it was equality not dominance
she was seeking in her determination that she be listened to. She had, she
realized, “over-asserted my voice,” in that in her insistence that others
listen to her, she had not listened to them.

For Camille, a Cuban-American woman, her desire to listen to others
had led her to interview each member of her large Cuban family. She then
decided to write in each of their voices. By taking on this challenge, she
found herself coming to a new understanding of the complex dynamics of
race, gender, and sexuality.

For Jackie, a Dominican-American woman, the challenge was to listen
to herself.

Jackie had been raped by one of her classmates at the elite college they
attended. She writes, “[a]lthough it was accepted that I was raped, I was
expected to ‘get over it,’ to not make waves, to not ruin Tom’s life. These
social mantras worked when I was most vulnerable in the aftermath of the
rape, yet, with Tom’s admission, I could no longer not know what I knew.”
She had written a long email to Tom explaining how the rape had affected
her. He had responded by email with remorse, but not with the personal
apology she had expected. She was haunted by “the silence that came
after . . . a betrayal of everything I had ever believed in. I felt like I was
drowning, the feeling of helplessness and the lack of ability to speak
my truth.”

Jackie had come to see women’s silence – a silence enforced in the
name of womanhood – as “integral to propping up the patriarchy.” She
also saw women’s silence as a consequence of an initiation that presents
women with a catch-22.

Young women are initiated into a culture where they find themselves
in a Catch-22: they can’t say how they really feel because if they did,
they would threaten their relationships, yet a relationship that is not
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honest is not a real relationship. As I watch my younger sister grow up,
I already see her articulating the social pressures of staying silent, of
being agreeable, of “locking feelings inside.”. . .

I feel a sense of powerlessness in watching this cycle continue, in
having to fight to break it.

I have seen this silence mirrored in our class, women across a
spectrum of identities, all silent about the ways we can relate to one
another. Most importantly, the silence is not merely silence, but antag-
onistic to the idea that there is a common shared experience between
women. The investment in keeping women apart, separate from one
another, has social utility for patriarchy. It is dangerous to the main-
tenance of patriarchal structures and norms for women to bond over
their shared experience because then they rise up to question, to
confront, to challenge, and to change.

The silence among women that Jackie saw mirrored in our class, the
antagonism to the idea that there are commonalities among women, that
as women women share certain experiences, became in Jackie’s eyes a
strategy, whether deliberate or seemingly in the very nature of things, to
thwart the danger women would pose to patriarchy should they bond over
their shared experiences. In the absence of women “singing together,” as
Mattie envisioned it, if women don’t rise up to question, confront, and
challenge the injustices of patriarchy, if women don’t act in concert to
change things, then, Jackie writes:

acts of everyday sexism, are so normalized, that people fail to discuss
them as the tools of oppression that they are. For instance, Trump’s
commentary on “grab her by the pussy,” could easily be dismissed as
“locker room talk.”My cousins, all women, were surprised that I was so
upset by pussygate. They accepted that men talked like that and
defended the right to say it. Yet, at the same time my cousins were
defending Trump, across the country women were breaking their
silence. Trump’s comment had hit a nerve; they were remembering
comments and actions that did not treat them as equal human beings.
They remembered when the fact that they were womenmeant that men
were entitled to their bodies. It was a consciousness raising moment.

Both Jackie and Mattie connect the silences of women with Trump’s
election. How was it that women – any woman, although in fact it was
almost exclusively white married women – voted for Trump after he had
boasted about grabbing them by the pussies? In the fall of 2016, women in
our seminar on resisting injustice were grappling with the question of
how in a democracy where women have the vote and women constitute a
majority, Trump had been elected? What was impeding the ability of
women to recognize and resist injustice?
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Jackie turned her attention to the silence she had observed in our class
discussions: “There was something heartbreaking about our class this
semester, something that I continue to grapple with.”

The oppression Olympics between race, class, and gender is a mech-
anism of silence. Theories such as intersectionality, which try to
explain the multiple oppressions a black women might find herself
under, . . . caught between gendered oppression and social pressure to
not betray her race – are meant to liberate and break the silence. Yet
because our culture rests on the silence of women, these theories are
often used to further silence; having to choose between different iden-
tities, at different times, only maintains silence because ultimately it is
the gendered identity that often becomes invisible.

In the end, Jackie comes to our question. Writing about intersectionality,
she asks, why among the various identities that intersect is it the gendered
identity that often becomes invisible?

We are reminded of Tolstoy who mid-way through Anna Karenina,
writing about Anna’s husband Karenin, recognizes that there is a crude,
powerful, and ultimately mysterious force that shapes people’s lives in a
way that on the face of it is perplexing because it turns what seems natural
and good (love and tender compassion) into something perceived as bad
and improper.18 For our women students, it seems the reverse was true.
The force at work is one that turns something bad (shutting up a child,
raping a woman) into something that is somehow acceptable, or at least
should not be spoken about. Asking in their papers what it would take to
break the back of the patriarchy, they answer: women speaking in concert
with one another, drawing on their shared experiences and ending what
had previously been their collusion with men in keeping the abuses of
patriarchy secret. Mattie’s dream image captures it starkly: she had para-
lyzed the man who had sexually abused her by betraying what had been
“our secret,” that is, by making his secret no longer her secret.

Our seminar had freed a resisting voice. In 2016, following Trump’s
election, patriarchy had become visible as a crude, mysterious, and
powerful force alive not only in the politics of our country but also in
the private lives of our students.
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3 Why Didn’t We See It?

There was something we among others did not see in the Trump
campaign. Despite the mass rallies, we overlooked the resonance his voice
had for many Americans. If anything, we thought the crudeness of his
comments about his penis size and his power and the vulgarity of
his comments about women, would do him in. What we missed was the
shift in the framework. We were looking at Trump through a framework
of democracy, but for Trump patriarchy was the frame. Gender was
no longer one issue among many (race, class, sexuality, etc.) as it is within
a democratic framework where the concern is equal voice or equality.
Gender – its binary and hierarchy – had become the lens through
which everyone and everything were seen. Democracy with its value of
equality is one concern within a patriarchal framework, but the
primary concern is manhood. It was the perceived loss of power that
white American men had suffered under the presidency of Barack
Obama and presumably would suffer under Hillary Clinton, and Trump’s
promise to restore that power that carried him into the White House.
It wasn’t politically correct – there was no appeal to democratic values –

and this was precisely the point. What was missed by us along with others
for whom democratic values are the point, was that the fight was precisely
about the framework. But the shift in the framework made it hard
to argue about this because the grounds of the argument kept shifting.

What now becomes clear is how in the Republican primary, Trump
systematically dispensed with his opponents in patriarchal terms as
insufficiently masculine or manly: little Marco wasn’t big enough to be
the president, low energy Jeb wasn’t aggressive enough, lying Ted wasn’t
courageous enough to face the truth. Whether or not any of this was true
didn’t matter. What mattered was to cast doubt on their manhood, so
that in the end, he was the only man standing. And then, he took on
Hillary in terms so familiar to the disparagement of women within
patriarchy that the only surprise is the extent to which it surprised us.
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Untrustworthy? – that’s the oldest epithet hurled against women. Think
of Eve, not to mention Delilah. Hillary was untrustworthy – crooked and
nasty. Her qualifications were irrelevant.

Patriarchy is a powerful lens and Trump used it so effectively that it is
hard now to remember that Hillary won the popular vote or to take in the
magnitude of the difference: close to 3 million more Americans voted
for Hillary than voted for Trump. In patriarchal terms, all that matters
is that she was the loser. To a surprising extent, it doesn’t even matter how
she lost, only that she lost. And for that, we blame her.

There it was; patriarchy in plain sight. The gender binary and
hierarchy were the yardsticks Trump used in measuring his opponents,
and they all came up wanting. Not a real man, not a good woman.
Democracy with its rule of law and great principles of liberty, equality
and justice was beside the point. Was not the point. And it took us a long
time to see this because the framework is what frames a conversation;
in itself, it is invisible.

Put simply, Trump shifted the culture; he changed the grounds of
political discourse. By democratic standards, he broke all the rules.
Within a patriarchal framework, that didn’t matter. What mattered was
his claim to manhood, which was his claim to power and authority.
He was a man not a woman, masculine not feminine, rough and tough
not gentle, someone who because of his power could, as he said, get away
with anything. He could shoot someone in plain sight on 5th Avenue
and the people who voted for him would still vote for him.

It has taken a while for this to sink in. The truth of this statement
and the fact that he meant it. This prompted the analogies to dictators,
fascism, and military takeovers, but it was the shift in the framework that
has made it hard both to see and to come to terms with what happened.
Trumpput his family on display to showhimself as the patriarch, the father,
and as the father, he was the voice of morality and law. One of the tell-tale
signs of the patriarchal frame was that the children whom he prominently
displayed, Ivanka most centrally, never mentioned their mother.

The evolutionary anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy put it this way.1

Although patriarchy often masquerades as nature, it is not in fact natural
to us as humans. We survived as a species because of our capacity for
mutual understanding: for empathy, mind-reading, and cooperation,
all of which, as Hrdy notes, are present in rudimentary form practically
from birth. In contrast, as she writes, “patriarchal ideologies that focused
on the chastity of women and the perpetuation and augmentation of male
lineages undercut the long-standing priority of putting children’s well-
being first.”2 Rather than being linked with human survival, patriarchy
puts our survival in danger.
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We see this in the Trump administration: the determination not to
care about the future, to dispense with health care, to end efforts to
protect the environment, to cut the budget for education, to risk nuclear
warfare rather than be shamed by North Korea, a small nation that within
Trump’s patriarchal way of seeing does not deserve to have power or to be
taken seriously. Like Mexicans and Muslims, like blacks and women.

And maybe we didn’t see it because in fact we were taking them
seriously. Within a democratic framework where equal voice is para-
mount, our attention is drawn to those who don’t have a voice or whose
voices have found little or no resonance, people who have not been taken
seriously or listened to. The democratic advances of the mid-twentieth
century were largely reparative: hearing the voices of those who had had
no voice in shaping their destiny, no rights, no say in what was happening
to them, those without the resources to pursue life, liberty, and happiness.
Black Lives Matter is a current iteration. But within a patriarchal frame-
work none of this matters. What matters is the voice of the father; his
power and his authority.

Listening to Trump, you can hear it. The seduction, the appeal of the
father. Trust me. I will protect you. It doesn’t matter that his promises are
empty. He is the leader. Father is back.

Trump, one senses without a second thought, had made patriarchy the
frame and then was surprised, one gathers, by the resonance he encoun-
tered, largely from other men who like himself were preoccupied with
issues of honor and shame. Which then only encouraged him to go further
in shifting the terms of the conversation. When we wrote our 2008 book,
we thought that patriarchy could only have force when it hid itself in
ostensibly democratic argument. That gender – commonly marginalized
in serious discussions of politics – had the power Trump’s politics showed
it to have surprised even us, but it was gender invoked not in the service of
equality and a greater realization of democratic values; it was gender
evoked with an eye to dispensing with democratic values and restoring
patriarchal privilege. Seen in this light, it doesn’t matter that some have
health care while others do not or that tax breaks go to the very rich;
it doesn’t matter that the most vulnerable are to be afflicted. They are the
losers. If anything, they should pay more.

Our thesis was more powerful than even we had supposed; our argu-
ment – in which patriarchy is central – was indeed prophetic in ways we
had not anticipated. Trump’s campaigning voice was heard as authentic
by his followers because it was not “politically correct.” But we would
add, it sounded authentic because in fact it was authentic: authentically
patriarchal. Unflinching in giving voice to a masculinity defined in terms
of roughness and toughness, a masculinity that was above all not
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feminine, that claimed superiority (America First) without apology, that
promised to undo shame and restore honor to those, mainly white men
and their white wives, who felt that they had lost their dignity by losing
what they had considered to be their rightful position in the racist and
patriarchal scheme of things. Trump promised to make America great
again, meaning not only white again but also patriarchal again. And this
for the most part was not seen. In part because within a democratic
framework, it was literally inconceivable.

In 2016, manhood became the call and patriarchy was the frame.
Just listen for the gender binary, the sharp division between masculine
and feminine, the either/or categorization that bars anything queer or
transgender or bisexual, that brands gay men as not really men and
lesbians as not real women. In the terms of the gender binary and hier-
archy, any deviation from or variant of what can be thought of as the
missionary position becomes a cause for hysteria. Because in fact the
whole patriarchal order is at stake in women having a voice of their
own and not becoming selfless or submissive or men choosing in the
vernacular of the 1960s to make love not war.

Trump’s triumphalism was unequivocally patriarchal; he trumpeted
his success as a business leader. He appealed to us versus them, winners
versus losers, strength versus weakness; he scapegoated those whom he
perceived as lesser, as losers – ethnic and religious minorities; he chas-
tised women and focused on their attractiveness to men, their sexuality;
and, most alarming of all, he saw violence as the remedy, the way to undo
shaming and restore manhood at whatever cost. Supporters of Trump
find his voice authentic, and indeed it is: authentically patriarchal.

In the transition from patriarchy to democracy, manhood and woman-
hood are on the line. We’ve seen this played out in the culture wars that
followed the resistance movements of the 1960s and 1970s. One of us
(Gilligan) asked, in The Birth of Pleasure,3 was it possible to be a man
without being a soldier or preparing oneself for war? Was it possible to be
a woman without being a mother, or at least preparing oneself to bear and
raise children? Soldiers and mothers are the patriarchal couple, honored
for their willingness to sacrifice themselves. One of us (Richards) asked,
in Disarming Manhood,4 was it possible for a man to be a man and also to
embrace nonviolence as an ethical stance? Separately and together,
we turned our focus to the force of love and its power to uproot patri-
archy. Love is legendary as a force that crosses the binaries of race, class,
gender, and religion and upsets the hierarchies that hold a patriarchal
order in place.

In Joining the Resistance,5 one of us (Gilligan) writes about a healthy
resistance to betraying love or silencing the self – a resistance associated

Why Didn’t We See It? 37

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.004


with psychological resilience. This healthy resistance to moral injury is
comparable to the body’s immune system; the healthy psyche like the
healthy body resists infection. But this healthy resistance to betraying
what’s right becomes a political resistance to demands of patriarchy.
In Why Love Leads to Justice,6 one of us (Richards) writes about how love
that crosses the boundaries by resisting the Love Laws of patriarchy frees
an ethically resisting voice, a voice that resists injustice including the
injustices of racism, sexism, homophobia, anti-Semitism, caste, and class;
the list is endless.

Love which was so palpably in our midst during the Obama presi-
dency – Barack’s love for Michelle, for his daughters, and also for America
and its democracy – was suddenly missing from our public life: displaced
by cruelty and lies, by a discourse of hate and contempt. The quest for a
more perfect union had given way to a divisiveness that seemingly knew
no bounds. And everywhere, the tell-tale markers: the binaries and the
hierarchies – givers and takers, winners and losers, America First.
Our public conversation was no longer governed by democratic ideals
and values.

In the 2016 presidential election, the battle between democracy and
patriarchy was out in the open and perhaps it is fitting, given that we were
in the presence of two warring paradigms, that Clinton won the popular
vote while Trump won the electoral college vote and the presidency.
In this respect, although Trump became president, the election was some-
thing of a stand-off.

In a telling paper, Moira Weigel shows that opposition to “political
correctness,” as a term of American political rhetoric, began in the 1990s,
and “has proved a highly effective form of crypto-politics. It transforms
the political landscape by acting as if it is not political at all.”7

The campaign against political correctness began as a criticism of the
country’s universities on the grounds that they were allegedly no longer
open to free debate. It was then taken up and used by right-wing polit-
icians to counter liberal argument as such and to undermine its appeal
to university-educated young people. To this extent, opposition to polit-
ical correctness was a disguised attempt to criticize the cogency and
persuasiveness of liberal argument without engaging with the argument:
hence, a “form of crypto-politics.”

The argument against political correctness was raised by Donald
Trump to an altogether more inflammatory level, because it was used to
frame his cruelty toward women and his attacks on Mexicans and
Muslims as an exercise of freedom. It allowed cruelty to masquerade as
authenticity. Trump trumpeted his political incorrectness and his authen-
ticity. He was authentic, but in the falsifying way that nationalist leaders
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in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had been, forging a sense of
national identity and unity by appealing to the tropes of racism including
anti-Semitism (we are reminded of Adorno’s searing critical attack on the
role “the jargon of authenticity” played in Heidegger’s philosophy and his
appalling endorsement of Hitler’s fascism8). Trump’s appeal was certainly
not because of his arguments. He himself has little investment in truth or
in policy, or for that matter in the rule of law or in democracy. There was,
for example, no basis in law for his charges against Hillary Clinton that
brought crowds to their feet chanting: “Lock her up.” Such populist
appeals are redolent of fascism. The depths of cynicism that had fueled
the attacks against Clinton only became fully apparent following the
election when it came to light that many in Trump’s entourage including
those in the White House were themselves using private email servers.
But by then nobody seemed to care.

Trump’s campaign illustrates the kind of populist propaganda and
demagoguery (use of half-truths and even flat lies) that Jason Stanley
has analyzed and condemned as masking the anti-democratic forces that
motivate them.9 As an example, Stanley cites the way in which the Repub-
lican strategist, Lee Attwater, used welfare as a code word for racist
slurs.10 Ian Haney Lopez has documented other cogent examples,11

including what the Nixon advisor John Ehrlichman acknowledged as
the basis for Nixon’s War on Crime: “We knew we couldn’t make it illegal
to be either against the war or blacks . . . but by getting the public to
associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then
criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt these communities.”12

Some commentators argue Trump’s success requires closer study of the
rise of German fascism.13 In this connection, when Adorno and his col-
leagues studied the authoritarian personality in the American context,
they drew a distinction between “pseudo-democratic rather than openly
antidemocratic ” appeals.14 In their view, an authoritarian personality
could make openly anti-Semitic appeals in Hitler’s Germany, but in
the United States, such appeals were pseudo-democratic, which is to say
covert, as Jason Stanley’s has claimed. And yet, in the Trump-era
Charlottesville demonstrations, the anti-Semitism was in fact open.
What makes Trump’s populist politics so alarming is not simply its openly
anti-democratic character but the resonance it has created for what had
previously been unspeakable.

What is it about gender that makes it difficult to talk about, even when
a gender dynamic is playing out right in front of our eyes? Why are
Americans still in general more comfortable blaming Hillary Clinton than
examining the gendered forces that were brought into play against her
election?
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When Barack Obama was running for president in 2008, he gave a
speech on race in America that confronted the issue with remarkable
intellectual and political force. Hillary Clinton made no comparable
speech on gender either in 2008 or 2016. Obama is, after all, bi-racial:
the son of a white mother and a black father, and one could say on that
basis, he is qualified to speak about racial animosities in a way that others
are not. Especially because he identifies as black. Hillary is a woman; she
is not a man. She is the daughter of a woman and a man, but it’s a stretch
to imagine the voice in which she could have spoken about animosities
between women and men without sounding shrill, or being heard as a
man-hater. In this we can see the force of the gender binary and under-
stand why transgender people are met with such a sense of alarm. Along
with many other things, the 2016 election calls us to challenge any easy
race–gender analogy, and it’s possible that the tendency to assimilate
gender to race may have been one of the mistakes made by those who
advised Hillary and crafted her strategy.

That a women’s march, the largest such march on record, took place
only after Hillary was defeated and without honoring her as among the
foremothers in whose steps they were walking in some ways makes the
point. Gender could be appealed to – it was after all a women’s march –

but only when it could no longer influence the outcome of the election.
The omission of Hillary’s name, the deliberate non-mention of the first
woman in American history to run for president as the candidate of a
major political party, suggests to us that in the eyes of the planners the
march was intended to protest Trump’s election and Hillary was held
responsible for his victory. In other words, it was her fault.

The familiar tropes are tiring. She is to blame; it’s all her fault. We find
unconvincing the explanatory narrative of Clinton’s electoral failure in the
book, Shattered.15 This narrative was largely informed by the views of
those in her campaign who relied on the data analytics that they con-
sidered responsible for Obama’s election in shaping Hillary’s strategy.
But whereas Obama and those who ran his campaign addressed the
issue of race forthrightly and skillfully, gender, despite its obvious pres-
ence remained somewhat submerged, perhaps deliberately so, even in
Clinton’s 2016 bid for the presidency. To take an obvious example, atten-
tion was if anything diverted from the gender dynamics of the second
debate despite Trump following Hillary around the stage and looming
over her while she spoke. She kept smiling stalwartly while, in the eyes of
many watching the debate, he was stalking her. How could her smile be
perceived as authentic? What was so egregious and offensive in Trump’s
behavior thus had the effect of contributing to the reading of Hillary
as inauthentic.
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Upon reflection, it is possible that she, like we, had assumed that
gender would be covertly present as an issue in the campaign rather
than blatantly on display in Trump’s behavior. Or perhaps she assumed
or was advised that the best way for a woman seeking power to deal with a
man’s offensive behavior is to ignore it – to act as if it isn’t happening or
doesn’t bother her (studies show that both women’s ambition and their
anger in politics are unfavorably perceived in contrast to men’s).16

In What Happened, Hillary says she regrets this.17 Reviewing her book in
the New Yorker, David Remnick observes:

In conversation and in the book, Clinton’s pain is manifest. When it
comes to feminism and her role in the woman’s movement, she says,
she never figured out “how to tell the story right.” And the country she
believes is not ready to hear it. Or, at least, not from her. “That’s not
who we are,” she writes. “Not yet.”18

In The Destruction of Hillary Clinton,19 Susan Bordo comes closer to
reckoning with the role gender played in Clinton’s loss of the presidency.
Bordo charts the multiple ways in which the double standard was used
against her. For example, although Comey had information about
Russian interference in the election that would have been relevant for
voters, his two interventions in the campaign, both of which violated FBI
standards of professional conduct were at Hillary’s expense.20 Clinton
herself takes this view, and her heartbreak at the injustice is shared by
many who worked on her campaign.21

If there was a problem inHillary Clinton’s campaign, it was a problem of
voice. In patriarchal terms, the problem is insoluble. A woman seeking
power either sounds muted (selfless, a good woman) or shrill (power-
seeking). If she competes with a man for a position of leadership and
wins, she robs him of his manhood. She becomes a castrating bitch. To be
authentic – to be herself – she has to challenge the framework. As Clinton did
in the third debate.When she challenged Trump’s framing of late abortions,
she sounded authentic because she was being authentic. She saw that his
way of framing the problemmade it impossible to see what in fact she knew
to be true and she refused to enter his framework. Instead she changed the
terms of the argument to reflect the experiences of women in that situation.

By framing the election in patriarchal terms, Trump rendered Hillary’s
candidacy unwinnable, which makes it more remarkable that she came as
close as she did to winning. But it also explains why we didn’t see what
was coming because looking through a democratic lens, it was Trump
whose candidacy appeared unwinnable

One of the more heartening events of 2017 was the number of
men who joined the women’s march following Trump’s inauguration.
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With their feet, they were saying, to paraphrase Hillary Clinton, that
women’s concerns are human concerns and human concerns are
women’s concerns. The ethic of care, as one of us (Gilligan) has written,
is a human necessity, integral to survival and a requisite both for love and
for democracy.22 Because the ethic of care is the ethic that prevents moral
injury, it is the ethic of resistance to patriarchy.

This became obvious in 2016. Above all, it was the caring of the
Obama administration that Trump set out to dismantle, beginning with
Obamacare and extending to the Environmental Protection Agency.
To the department of education, he appointed an opponent of public
education; to the department of health and human services, he appointed
someone who regarded human services as not the government’s responsi-
bility. The startling thing is that there was no disguise, no effort to hide
the intention or to back off when it became clear how many people would
suffer as a result of these policies. Because despite the populist appeal,
this was not government by or for the people. It was government by
the father who knew best and who said he would take care of us and
protect us. In fact, it was government for the 1 percent, those at the very
top of the patriarchal ladder.

Among the things we didn’t see is how many people felt that Trump
would take care of them. In their eyes, he saw their situation (the shame
and the loss of human dignity they felt) and shared their anger (he too had
been shamed by the cultural elite). He assured them that he would fix
the problem, make great deals and clean up the swamp. They believed
him even when all the available evidence made it clear that Trump was
not someone who kept his word. Did the people who voted for him want
to believe something that within themselves they knew not to be true?
This question takes us back to the insights of our students.

In the shadow of Trump’s victory, they recognized how insidiously
patriarchy can insert itself into the subconscious, becoming a force that
acts upon us without a conscious thought. In their own lives, they had
sacrificed love or silenced themselves or undergone a night of torture for
the sake of a manhood or a womanhood that would leave them “rightfully
depressed” – rightfully because deep down inside, they knew that they
had betrayed what was right. Following Trump’s election, a third of the
students in the Resisting Injustice seminar chose to explore their own
personal sense of betrayal in their final papers. In their eyes, the election
of Trump signified a betrayal of what’s right on a national scale.

In David Remnick’s book The Bridge,23 the Obama presidency was
seen as the legacy of the civil rights movement. Similarly, Clinton’s run-
ning for president can be seen as a legacy of second-wave feminism –

women’s rights are human rights, women’s voices can make a difference.
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That it didn’t happen, that she lost the presidency was immediately attrib-
uted to her personal shortcomings and to the animosity toward her felt by
the white women who voted for Trump and the Bernie Sanders
supporters who voted for Jill Stern or simply didn’t vote at all. In this
view, she was defeated by herself, by other white women, and by the left.

Feminism, insofar as it was discussed at all, was taken to be a women’s
issue and a white women’s issue at that. Yet what the 2016 election
revealed, and what feminists or at least some feminists have known from
the beginning, is that gender is also an issue for men and patriarchy is
harmful to men, along with everyone else. This is something we have both
written about separately and together at some length.

Still it was striking to us how forthright Trump was in his appeal
to gender, in particular to the codes of male honor. It was as if he knew
what Hillary could not speak of: that gender was the heart of the matter in
the 2016 presidential election. Gender was, Trump saw, the key to every-
thing. His own family, including the children from his two former mar-
riages, were used as a moniker of the patriarchal family, with Trump, the
father, the patriarch defined in the terms of the gender binary as strong
(not weak), dominant (not submissive), aggressive (not passive), inde-
pendent (not dependent), potent (not impotent), successful (not a loser).
He was by his own definition right not wrong; his authority was in his own
eyes unquestioned. In patriarchal terms, it didn’t matter – in fact it
accrued to his credit, a further proof of his manhood – that Trump had
gone through two wives, each of whom he had discarded for a younger
woman. This was accepted as the way things are, or something a man can
get away with if he is a star. This deeply sexist man would also use gender
against Hillary Clinton by holding her responsible for her husband’s
infidelities and shaming her as a woman who had been unable to satisfy
her man.

It is instructive to compare Trump’s use of his family with Obama’s
very different political framing of his family as, basically, a nuclear family
with a husband and wife and two children. Obama never brought out how
highly anti-patriarchal his background and his family actually were.
He was brought up without a father, by his mother and her parents; he
and Michelle (clearly his equal) were raising their children with the help
of her mother who, once he was president, lived with them in the White
House. Obama was deeply aware of the damage patriarchy inflicts on
men, having observed it in his own father.24 Yet he may have sensed that
America, although ready to some extent for a black president and even a
black first family, was not ready for a family that was not visibly patri-
archal. Michelle’s mother, although plainly living in the White House,
was for all practical purposes invisible. As though she were not there.
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There is a political psychology here, and it centers on gender. Trump’s
own sense of shamedmanhood – never being taken seriously by New York
City elites – elicited a response in many of the white men who voted for
him because his rage and shame resonated with theirs. These men and
their wives had assumed a hierarchy now very much under threat both
from people of color and from trade agreements which led jobs to be
moved overseas.25 There is, of course, a stark irrationalism in white men
directing their rage at blacks and women, professionals and gays, but not
at Donald Trump. It was evident, or should have been evident, that
Trump’s policies would be less in the interest of many who voted for
him than those of Hillary Clinton. But it was not rational self-interest that
drove his election.

We are dealing here not with deliberative argument or ideas but with
powerful emotions: shame and rage. It’s why the question of truth or the
prevalence of lies became, much to the astonishment of many, irrelevant.
Beside the point. As Arlie Hochschild made clear, “the Great Paradox”26

was the tendency of people to vote against policies that were clearly in
their interest (for example, environmental protection). This makes sense,
however, only if patriarchy remains very much intact. Donald Trump,
a self-absorbed man, who, in contrast to Hillary Clinton, had little record
of concern for others, had been imaginatively transformed into the cha-
rismatic patriarch, who these voters, men and women, desperately
believed would save them from shame and by aiding them in their eco-
nomic distress, restore the dignity of their manhood or their marriage.27

An important American play, Sweat, by the African American
playwright, Lynn Nottage,28 premiered in New York City at the Public
Theater shortly before the election. Nottage sets her play in Reading,
Pennsylvania, where she spent two and a half years listening to the
workers, many of whose jobs were vanishing. The action takes place in
a bar where steelworkers assemble. Two women friends are the protagon-
ists: Cynthia, who is black, and Tracey, who is white. Their sons, respect-
ively black and white, are also good friends. Racism only enters in after
economic tensions erupt when Cynthia, the black woman, wins out over
Tracey, the white woman, for the job in management they both had
applied for and layoffs begin because the company has decided to move
jobs to Mexico.

“Most folks think it’s the guilt or rage that destroys us. But I know it’s
shame that eats us away until we disappear,”29 one of the sons observes.
His insight follows the explosion of violence that destroyed the friend-
ships and left the bartender maimed. Nottage was as shocked by the
election result as anyone, but, she explains, “what wasn’t shocking was
the extent of the pain . . . These were people who felt helpless, who felt like
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the American dream they had so deeply invested in had been suddenly
ripped away. I was sitting with these white men, and I thought, You sound
like people of color in America.”30

Vulnerability to the shaming of their manhood is what men, black and
white, share. What Nottage, a brilliant playwright and close observer of
American culture, dramatized was the psychological power of this
shaming of manhood and the violence it unleashes and justifies. Why
did Nottage see what the Democratic Party including Obama and Clinton
seemed not to have seen? Was it because she was a black woman? Wasn’t
it three black women (Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullops, and Opal Tometi)
who founded Black Lives Matter?31 Nottage’s play, written before the
election, was an early warning signal. More than anyone, she recognized
the dynamic that was about to play out right in front of our eyes.

What is psychologically crucial here is the vulnerability of people to
shame when they are in danger of losing the very ground of their being:
their sense of themselves as a person of worth. The election of Trump in
2016 showed white men and their wives to be most invested in the
restoration of patriarchy. Obama’s stunning victory in 2008 and again in
2012 left many Americans with a renewed sense of hope that in the end we
would care for one another and justice would prevail. But then seemingly
out of nowhere, in 2016, there was Trump.

Trump’s imaginative appeal turned in part on his full-hearted and
authentically patriarchal stance, which some Americans took as proof
of his manhood and hence as a strength. They were exhausted, he
would save them: from the liberals, from Wall Street, from themselves.
His candidacy exposed a culture of patriarchy whose existence many
had denied or written off as outdated. A framework of patriarchy and
manhood that predated the Oresteia, was driving the 2016 presidential
election, in part by keeping us from seeing what was right in front of our
eyes. As our student Adam put it, “the culprit was a ghost.”

There is yet another confirmation of the role patriarchy played in
Trump’s unexpected victory: namely, his hypocritical alliance with funda-
mentalist constitutional conservatives and his commitment to appoint
justices on the model of the recently deceased Justice Antonin Scalia.
This commitment was made with particular reference to Scalia’s hostility
to Roe v. Wade and the role he played in interpreting the Second Amend-
ment of the Bill of Rights to limit gun control laws. Both issues, but
particularly the latter, were central to the refusal of the Republican
majority in the United States Senate, under the leadership of Senator
Mitch McConnell, even to give a hearing to then President Barack
Obama’s nomination of an eminently qualified jurist, Merrick Garland.
McConnell egregiously violated Senate precedent in not even giving
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a hearing to the appointment of Judge Garland; in doing so, he ruled
out any public discussion of whatever issues Garland’s appointment
might raise for the Republican senators, and why, in contrast, some
appointment more on the model of Justice Scalia seemed to them more
reasonable.

There was no such public discussion because Republicans in the
Senate and Trump in his campaign were not willing or able to engage in
such discussion, which means they are ideologically unfit to do their duty
under the Constitution of the United States. Rather, the entire issue was to
be politicized in the worst possible way, mobilizing ardent minorities
opposed to Roe v. Wade and in favor of gun rights. Both issues, are, of
course, highly gendered.

It is striking that men, when it comes to choices analogous to the
choice of abortion for women (for example, frozen embryo cases, surro-
gacy contracts, post-mortem pregnancies), make such choices on similar
grounds to those of women who choose to have abortions.32 No one
thinks of demonizing men when they face such choices and make them
as responsible moral agents. Womenmaking the choice to abort are in the
same position, and only the continuing power of American patriarchy
renders them invisible (indeed, demonizes them as non-persons) when
their choices challenge men’s control over their sexuality. Men, being
patriarchs, enjoy their freedom in sexual matters, as they always have.

Aside from sectarian religious views of abortion, even women who
do not share these views are vulnerable to what Wendy Davis has called
“wolf whistle politics.” Under the impact of such politics, they align
themselves with right-wing patriarchal men because of the freedom from
constraints on women’s sexuality, which they believe a right to abortion
endorses.33 The politics of abortion touches on the conception of mother-
hood, and pro-life politicians, dominantly men, forge false narratives that
pro-choice women are not and cannot be good mothers.34

The ideal of a right to guns is also highly gendered, as it plays into and
appeals to a conception of a manhood forged on a man’s ability to protect
his family and defend his honor.35 But it also plays on a dynamic of shame
that mandates violence as its redress. It is against this background
that gun control laws make so much sense. The current defense of the
Second Amendment is questionable on both historical and textual
grounds,36 but it draws psychological support, as it did in the Trump
election and still does in our politics, from the continuing force in
American culture of the gender binary and hierarchy.

The work of Justice Scalia on the Supreme Court was not without
distinction, but neither his almost hysterical hostility to Roe v. Wade nor
his ardent support for a right to guns under the Second Amendment
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are supported by his vaunted originalism. Originalism cannot explain
either the political theory of the Founders of the United States Consti-
tution or the authoritative judicial interpretations of the Constitution over
time. No justice, including Scalia, has ever confined his interpretations
to how the Founders might have applied the relevant words or clauses,
nor did Scalia ever explain why he adopted this approach in some areas
but not in others. At bottom, what lies behind Scalia’s choices is neither
text nor history, for there are powerful arguments of both text and history
against his interpretations.37 What is at work are his own preferences as
a patriarchal man, including his Catholic moral conservativism, and the
anger and at times contempt in his opinions as a justice of the Supreme
Court at those who dared to challenge traditional patriarchal authority.

Scalia’s willingness to express his rage both on and off the Supreme
Court may well have appealed to the many men and some women still
wedded to American patriarchy. His anger at cultural changes resonated
with and rationalized their own. His opposition was the force Senator
McConnell and his Republican colleagues appealed to as the politics that
would support their refusal to give a hearing to Judge Merrick Garland.

Trump himself held up Justice Scalia as the model for his judicial
appointments. There was never any serious discussion of constitutional
interpretation either by McConnell or Trump. In fact, Trump remitted his
choice of judicial appointees, including Justice Gorsuch, to the religious
sectarianism that evidently has motivated the leader of the Federalist
Society on whom Trump relied.38 And now Justice Gorsuch appears ready
to do the work of his patriarchal masters, and to pave the way for a
Supreme Court supinely hostage to their values.39

So when Trump embraces Scalia as a model for judicial appointments,
he displays yet again the prominent role that patriarchy plays in his own
views and in his alliances with those he relies on.40 The appeal of Scalia
for Trump is undoubtedly that Trump is drawn to precisely the most
belligerent conservative man on the Supreme Court of the United States,
something of a bully, who would not allow women justices on the Court to
speak without constantly interrupting them.41 This is what Trump
believes to be good judging – not ethical impartiality and fairness to
minorities, but a machismo that, despite Scalia’s personal friendship with
Ruth Bader Ginsberg, discounts any claim to gender equality or gay rights
or responsible gun control as unmanly. Unmanly because they resist the
gender codes of patriarchal manhood.

But the most dramatic confirmation of the hold patriarchy continues
to have on the American polity and psyche was the rejection of Hillary
Clinton’s challenge to the patriarchal gender binary and hierarchy – the
sheer chutzpah of her not only running for president but coming so close
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to victory. As we watch the memory of her near-victory fade and the
blaming of her take over, as we hear the adjective “shrill” now transferred
to Elizabeth Warren and Nancy Pelosi, it is clear to us that something
systemic is at work. The obsessional focus on matters (Clinton’s email
server as Secretary of State) that did not bear the fair weight they were
supposed to have is further evidence that the argument was spurious.
What it was ostensibly about is not what it was really about.

Why is a woman who stays with a flawed man the subject of such
rancor? Why were voters angry at her rather than at Trump who cheated
on and then left two wives? What about Trump’s marital history? Why
was that never mentioned? Once again, only patriarchy can account for
this darkening of ethical and political intelligence.

Why was Clinton’s competence celebrated when she was Secretary of
State, but not when she was seeking the presidency? Is it simply that, as
Secretary of State, she occupied her proper role in the gender hierarchy
below a man whom she was serving (President Obama)? Was it that
Americans would not acknowledge her competence when she ran on her
own? When she was seeking power rather than serving others (though
conceivably her move to become president could have been seen as
serving the American people, which is how Obama cast himself, as did
Bill Clinton). Is the gender hierarchy this powerful in American culture?
More forceful and blinding than we had supposed? The failure to treat
Hillary Clinton fairly, the failure to see her, one might say, as a person in
her own right, perhaps more dramatically than any other point, shows
the limitations of American democracy and the hold patriarchy continues
to have on the American psyche.
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4 Why Now?

Why the resurgence of patriarchy now? Why did it have the appeal it did?
Why did its appeal mute resistance?

Nothing has been more prominent in the populist politics of Trump
than anger verging on, if not spilling over into, violence. Where is this
anger rooted? What is driving it?

ANGER, VIOLENCE, AND THE SHAMING OF MANHOOD

Shame is the link between men’s anger and violence, the psychiatrist
James Gilligan observes in Violence: Reflections on a National Epidemic.1

Shame is the proximal cause of violence, he writes, the necessary
although not sufficient condition for violent behavior. To put it succinctly,
when manhood is shamed, violence is imminent.

Listening to Trump’s campaign rhetoric, it was hard to miss the
prominence of concerns with honor and shame. In his promise to make
America great again, he played on people’s fears of being laughed at.
He would restore American men and in particular white American men
to a position of superiority. His appeal was to the white men whose jobs
had gone overseas in various trade agreements, who were committing
suicide in unprecedented numbers, who had become addicted to opioids
and alcohol, the men who weren’t for the most part filling our prisons
but who were at home with their white wives, who also felt shamed and
were living with despair – they were Trump’s base. Trump’s promise to
make America great again was a thinly coded message: he would make
America patriarchal again by restoring white men to what had been their
unquestioned position of superiority over men of color and immigrants,
not to mention gays, transgender people, and women.

Why in 2016? Because for the past eight years a black man had been
president, a man who had distinguished himself by opposing the war
in Iraq, who as far as we know did not own a gun, who had married a
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woman who was at least his equal, whose policies were guided by an ethic
of care. And because in 2016, Americans for the first time were actually
facing the prospect of a woman becoming our commander in chief.
On both counts, democracy was outpacing patriarchy, which was in
danger of becoming truly a relic, archaic, a thing of the past.

It was Jim Gilligan who drew our attention to the way in which Hitler
came to power on the campaign promise to “undo the shame of
Versailles,” who underscored the power of shame in marshaling support
for the misguided war in Iraq (Obama being one of the very few who
were impervious to the appeal). George W. Bush had taken the country to
war in Iraq on grounds that were demonstrably false but fueled by
the promise to undo the shaming of American manhood by the attacks
of 9/11, just as the attacks themselves, as Jim Gilligan also pointed out,
were explained by Osama Bin Laden as payback for over eighty years of
humiliation and degradation that the Islamic world has suffered at the
hands of the West.

In this light, it is easy to see how Trump came to power on the promise
to undo the shaming of American manhood, by which he meant white
American manhood. And given this, it’s not so surprising that
white married women, meaning the women who live with men who
feeling shamed are prone to violence, also gave a majority of their votes
to Trump, who, perhaps in their eyes, offered to remedy their situation.

Backlash is something we are familiar with, so why in 2016 did it
come as a surprise? Why do we suddenly find ourselves talking about a
potential for fascism as something that not only happened in Germany
and Italy in the twentieth century but could happen here in America now?
Why rereading Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale did it no longer
read like science fiction but as depicting a world we are conceivably four
steps away from?2

In The Deepening Darkness we showed that the political fascism of
Mussolini in Italy and Hitler in Germany was devoid of serious political
theory. “The fist,” as a fascist militant asserted in 1920, “is the synthesis of
our theory.”3 What made Hitler’s fascism so psychologically powerful was
that his appeal to Aryan pride resonated so strongly with the Germans
who elected him that it overrode and suppressed the religious and philo-
sophical culture with its appeal to feelings of guilt and respect for human
rights, perhaps most brilliantly expressed in the moral philosophy of
Immanuel Kant. In Hitler’s Germany, the blinding force of patriarchal
gender codes in politics was never more palpable, fueling a quasi-political
religion to which people surrendered their consciences.4

Hitler, himself, was a deeply shame-ridden man. He mobilized
Germans as Captain Ahab mobilized his whaling crew in Melville’s Moby
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Dick: by appealing to their manhood. If this could happen in one of the
most advanced cultures of Europe presumably it could happen anywhere.
But why this threat in America now?

Undoubtedly, the most brilliant analysis of fascist politics is Hannah
Arendt’s Origins of Totalitarianism.5 Arendt had observed the rise of fas-
cism at firsthand as a student of Heidegger. What she found common to
both German fascism and Soviet communism was the anti-scientific
certitude of, in Hitler’s case, racist science and, in Stalin’s case, the laws
of history. Both rationalized the authority of the leader, the Fűhrer, as a
kind of priest-god, uniquely attuned to apodictic scientific and historical
truth, including whatever murders such truth required.6 This political
psychology required the suppression of any voice that might reasonably
challenge its authority, a challenge all the more threatening because its
claims were so untenable, both scientifically and ethically. Arendt high-
lighted this feature as central to totalitarian politics in the passage we
chose as our epigraph and have quoted previously, but its importance is
such that we quote it again because it so aptly characterizes the Trump
supporters.

The ideal subject of totalitarian rule is not the convinced Nazi or the
convinced Communist, but people for whom the distinction between
fact and fiction (i.e., the reality of experience) and the distinction
between true and false (i.e., the standards of thought) no longer exist.7

By asking Why now?, however, we ask a further question: What keeps
people from distinguishing fact from fiction – that is, from acknowledging
“the reality of experience”? What undermines “the standards of thought”?
Arendt’s answer is terror; the sheer power of fear in the face of real danger
can make it difficult for people to see what is real or to think clearly about
what we are seeing. As an additional feature of totalitarian regimes,
propaganda is deliberately designed to confuse people’s ability to think
about their experience.

We have seen these strategies deployed by Trump and Bannon.
Propaganda is another word for fake news, and fear of Mexican immi-
grants and Muslim terrorists has been deliberately stoked along with the
fear of being shamed: laughed at or taken advantage of by others.

There is a comparably illuminating analysis of the underlying psych-
ology of fascism in the study by T. W. Adorno and his colleagues of
the authoritarian personality.8 Adorno’s work was inspired by the
psychoanalyst Erich Fromm, who introduced the concept of authoritar-
ian personality in an effort to understand how fascism could have arisen
from and taken over German democracy.9 Like Arendt and Adorno,
Fromm – a Jew – had fled his homeland, and then tried to make sense
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of what had happened. Why had Germans come to fear the freedoms of
democracy, in particular its respect for the inalienable right to con-
science, and ceded ethical judgment to “irrational overestimation and
admiration”10 of a totalitarian leader?

Fromm observes the role of gender in Hitler’s rhetoric: “[T]he satisfac-
tion the masses have in domination;”11 as Hitler puts it, is “[l]ike a
woman . . . who will submit to the strong man rather than dominate the
weakling.”12 There is a psychological disorder here, Fromm argues,
a disorder in love, because “Love is based on equality and freedom.”13

Adorno’s study is of the American authoritarian personality. Like
Arendt, he does not explicitly bring patriarchy into his analysis; but,
the F-scale (the potential fascism scale) measures a patriarchal psych-
ology with its emphasis on submission and aggression, opposition to the
subjective, stereotypes of power and “toughness,” destructiveness and
cynicism, projection of dangerous impulses onto others, and exaggerated
concern with sex (including homophobia).14 Authoritarian psychology is
marked by hierarchy (as opposed to equality),15 and by a rigid gender
binary,16 by moralism,17 as well as by an intolerance of ambiguity,18 and
by an associated belief in pseudo-science.19 Bob Altemeyer’s more recent
confirmation and elaboration of this psychology identifies three features
of “right-wing authoritarianism,” namely, authoritarian submission,
authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism.20

Neither Arendt nor Adorno, among the very best political scientists
of their time, see, let alone acknowledge, the role gender plays in the
phenomena they otherwise investigate so trenchantly. We need to under-
stand how democratic peoples sometimes espouse what William James
called in his own time American “stupidity and injustice,” arising from
what he called an ethical “blindness with which we all are afflicted in
regard to the feelings of creatures and people different from ourselves.”21

When James wrote, as was also true in the later time of Arendt and
Adorno, gender was marginalized in serious intellectual discourse, and
he did not investigate the role gender plays in our “blindness.”

Woolf sees it because, as her novel Mrs. Dalloway makes quite clear,
she connects the plight of the traumatized war veteran Septimus Warren
Smith with the plight of Mrs. Dalloway, who in her own way has sacrificed
her life to the demands of the patriarchy.22 Septimus suffers from flash-
backs of the death of his beloved friend Evans; Mrs. Dalloway suffers from
the death of herself. It is only in the very last word of the novel that we
learn her name, Clarissa. Having become in society’s terms a good
woman, she, too, is haunted by flashbacks, that take her back to the
moments when she did not follow her heart.23 Woolf had been sexually
abused by her older half-brother, which can at least in part explain why
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she was able to see so clearly the links between patriarchy and fascism.
But it was her genius as an artist that led to her insights into how
the aftermath of trauma (whether war trauma or sexual trauma) and the
dynamics of gender play out in the lives of both women and men.

Unreal divisions between thought (masculine) and emotion (feminine)
feed into unreal loyalties, as Arendt and others have seen.24 They damage
our ability to register within ourselves the reality of our experience and to
pick up the experience of others. Hence we lose touch with the distinction
between fact and fiction. Advances in neuroscience have shown clearly
that in the absence of brain injury or trauma, our thoughts are connected
to our emotions; in the words of Joseph LeDoux, our brain is an
“emotional brain.”25 Or as Damasio, also a neuroscientist, explains: in
our bodies and our emotions we register our experience from moment to
moment, picking up the music or the feeling of what happens, which then
plays in our minds and thoughts.26 When we split thought from emotion
and separate our minds from our bodies, we retain the capacity to think
deductively and solve logical problems, but we lose touch with the voice of
experience. Our ability to think inductively, to reason from experience is
challenged, and we become unable to think intelligently about what on
the basis of experience we know.

Thus we can extend both Arendt’s understanding of totalitarianism
and Woolf’s implication of patriarchy in fascism by showing the mechan-
ism that undermines what otherwise are basic human capacities: our
ability to register the reality of our experience and the emotional intelli-
gence that enables us to read the human social world accurately. It is
the initiation into patriarchy, and more specifically the internalization
of its gender binaries and hierarchy, that, like placing a stick in a wheel,
impedes or brings to a halt our capacity to function as human beings.
From research on trauma we now know that the splitting of reason from
emotion, like the separation of the self from relationships, rather than
being markers of progress or development are manifestations of injury
or trauma. From research on development we have come to see that
the induction into patriarchy with its gendered splits and hierarchies,
bears some of the hallmarks of trauma: a loss of pleasure and a change
in voice.

A growing chorus of voices within the human sciences – neuroscien-
tists, evolutionary anthropologists, primatologists, and experts on trauma
along with developmental psychologists – now make it plain that the
claims of patriarchy are based on false authority. The nuclear family
was not the original human family despite the dioramas in natural history
museums that would have us see it as such; the hunting hypothesis with
its “sex contract” (whereby a man as hunter provides for his mate who
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repays him with sexual fidelity so the provider can be sure that the
children he supports will carry his genes) has been discredited, along with
the assumption that the best possible environment in which to raise
children is one of continual and exclusive maternal contact, meaning a
full-time, stay at home mother.27 The research of Michael Tomasello and
others has shown that children flourish best when they have at least three
relationships that convey the clear message: you will be cared for no
matter what. It is not the mother per se but the assurance of being cared
for that is essential.28

As the evidence mounts, the question becomes: why do we hold onto
what we know is not true? How do we become blinded to reality, incap-
able of thinking intelligently, wedded to patriarchy, vulnerable to fascism
and totalitarian leaders? For Arendt, false authority is the nerve of totali-
tarian politics. It is this phenomenon in Trump’s politics and its appeal for
many Americans that suggests fascism may be now more alive in our
midst than many of us would like to believe or can be brought to admit.

The heart of its darkness is not merely falsifying but killing ethical
experience, which rests on empathy and respect for the equal dignity of all
persons. Patriarchy fuels this dynamic, this blindness in our personal
and political lives. As Americans, we are loathe to admit – to see and
acknowledge that this is not new in our politics, which have never been
immune from this threat.29 Drawn as we are to the authority of our
Founders, we might well be inspired that James Madison, the leading
Founder, so clearly saw this potential in democratic group psychology.
What he called “faction,” was, in his view, the central challenge to con-
structing a constitutional democracy that would respect human rights.30

It is extraordinary that a form of constitutional originalism, which fails
even to see this challenge and its significance, should now, in Trump’s
admiration for Justice Scalia, be the standard for appointment of justices
to the Supreme Court.31

THE RESURGENCE OF PATRIARCHY

It is by now a familiar feature of recent American history that presidential
elections have been won by a reactionary politics that sets out to limit and
even reverse what had been celebrated as important ethical and consti-
tutional advances. The resistance movements of the 1960s and 1970s – the
civil rights movement, the anti-war movement, second-wave feminism,
and the gay/lesbian liberation movement – form the backdrop against
which the election of 2016 can best be understood.

All these resistance movements signify ethical advances because all of
them rest on democratic values, including the value placed on free and
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equal voice. For example, resistance to the Vietnam War began among
soldiers who in protesting the injustice of the war they had been called
upon to fight, were resisting the authority of the patriarchs, the fathers,
the so-called best and the brightest who had led the country into the
war.32 The civil rights movement, led by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr, challenged racist injustice not through a resort to violence, but
through an ethical voice that his father had opposed – a voice which in
advocating nonviolence challenged the canons of patriarchal masculin-
ity.33 Second-wave feminism and later gay rights directly challenged
patriarchal norms of sexism and homophobia.

We are by now familiar with the reactionary politics of leaders of the
Republican Party, who sought to limit or reverse these ethical advances.
In response to the civil rights movement and its legislative successes
(the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965) and the
growing credibility of the anti-Vietnam War movement, Nixon initiated
the war on drugs, continued by Reagan and both Bushes. Nixon’s advisor,
John Ehrlichman, acknowledged the racist basis for Nixon’s war on
drugs. The policies were never based on a coherent view of the harms of
drug use (which criminalization exacerbated). Rather the war on drugs
drew support from the racist associations that Ehrlichman frankly spelled
out, and the anti-drug laws have been disproportionately enforced against
people of color. The consequence over time was mass incarceration,
which disproportionately imprisons people of color. The harm is not only
from criminal laws that are themselves substantively unjust (laws that
themselves exacerbate harms), but from appalling prison and jail condi-
tions, including those recently made public in the exposure of what was
going on in New York City’s Rikers Island jail.34 The conditions of impris-
onment clearly do not reform; if anything, they foment recidivism.
Since those imprisoned, overwhelmingly people of color, when released,
lose their right to vote and have little access to employment, the criminal
justice system has been aptly named by Michelle Alexander as “the new
Jim Crow.”35

How could this happen? All the ethical movements of the mid-
twentieth century were forms of resistance to patriarchy. Was it because
their resistance was so unprecedented? In his presidency, Barack Obama
embraced and sought to deepen and expand democratic values, including
a feminist ethic of care that prominently increased access to health care to
cover 20 million more people.36 Obama’s resistance to patriarchy elicited
a reactionary politics not only in the Republican Congress, which set out
deliberately to oppose his policies, including those they otherwise had
agreed with, but in the campaign and election of Donald Trump, a man
whose political ambitions were evidently, at least in part, modeled on his
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admiration for Nixon.37 To understand how and why this happened in
the 2016 election, we turn to the central theme of the Trump campaign,
Make America Great Again – an appeal to America First nationalism that
can be placed in the larger framework of the political psychology of
fascism.

Trump’s brand of nationalism was developed by his campaign advisor
and, eventually, manager, Stephen K. Bannon, a man who, like Trump,
has always liked a fight (both men went to military schools). Like
Trump, Bannon “had cycled through multiple marriages and was rich,
brash, charismatic, volcanic, opinionated, and never ruffled by doubt.”38

Unlike Trump, however, Bannon has strong intellectual interests and
loves to read and discuss ideas. There is no doubt he is a man of strong
convictions leading to a distinctive form of disruptive conservative polit-
ics well outside the mainstream of American conservative thought and
practice. Bannon has always sought out and celebrated (through making
documentaries) counter-culturally conservative men or women (Ronald
Reagan and Sarah Palin) who might carry his populist nationalism to
power.39 Through Breitbart News, which he ran after Breitbart’s death, he
supported Trump’s candidacy and excoriated his opponents. In particular,
he promoted conservative groups that aimed to discredit Hillary
Clinton,40 including the book Clinton Cash, which was apparently influen-
tial in discrediting Clinton for alleged conflicts of interest.41

Breitbart was substantially funded by the wealthy, conservative Long
Island family of Robert Mercer, notably his daughter RebeccaMercer, who
would also financially support the Trump campaign.42 One of Bannon’s
leading allies was then Senator Jeff Sessions, who joined Bannon at
Breitbart in their successful opposition to Republican attempts at immigra-
tion reform, a success which led Bannon and Sessions to appreciate the
political force of ground-up populism. Sessions, who became Trump’s
Attorney General, was one of the first senators to support him.

Bannon’s nationalism is rooted in his family’s traditional Irish
Catholicism, which opposed reforms within Catholicism:

As the Roman Catholic Church took steps to modernize after the
Vatican II reforms of 1962–1965, the Bannons were drawn in the
opposite direction, toward a deep connection with Church tradition
and the mysteries and beauties of its ancient rituals. After Pope John
Paul II permitted limited use of the Latin-only Tridentine Mass, which
was banned by the Second Vatican Council, the older Bannons became
Tridentine Catholics. “When [the Roman Catholic Church] first started
allowing it in the mid-eighties,” Steve Bannon recalled, “we left our
parish that we’d been in for years and went and joined St. Joseph’s in
Richmond, which offers a Tridentine Mass.”43
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The Bannons sent all three of their sons to Benedictine, the private
Roman Catholic military academy in Richmond, which “stood as a
bulwark against a liberalizing world”:44

“We were a right-wing military Catholic high school,” said John
Pudner, a childhood friend of the Bannons who grew up two blocks
away and attended Benedictine. “We were very small, just four hun-
dred kids at a time. It was a very close-knit community . . . We were all
taught that Western civilization was saved five hundred years ago in
Spain, when Ferdinand and Isabella defeated the Moors,” said Pudner.
“The lesson was, here’s where Muslims could have taken over
the world. And here was the great stand where they were stopped.
We were taught a worldview: ‘This is how Catholicism survived.’
I think that shaped all of us. But what Steve took away, I think, was
a belief that you’ve got to be willing to identify the threat. When we
were growing up, the threat was the atheist Soviet Union . . . Now
Muslims are trying to blow us up.”45

By every account, Bannon prized – even relished – this identity; he was
a born believer with a quickness to take passionate sides. More often than
not, he was the one who would throw the first punch with a group of
rich prep schoolers. But he was also taken with the much larger idea,
imparted at Benedictine that Western civilization had to be constantly
and vigilantly defended against shadowy, shape-shifting enemies, and
he was prone to viewing contemporary struggles, even minor ones, as
critical junctures of historical significance. This fed a grandiose image of
himself as someone galloping to defend not just a class but Western
civilization itself.46

Bannon regards his religion, socially conservative pro-life Catholicism,
as the core of what America is, now very much under threat by Islam in
general and Islamic terrorism in particular as well as by American
secularism.47 While Bannon is interested in history, he is captivated by
academically marginal cyclical theories of history in which cataclysm and
war are likely, if not inevitable.48 For a man interested in history, he has no
interest in the role the Crusades played in fueling religious wars on Islamic
powers and the reactionary impact these wars had on Islam, leading to the
Ottoman Empire’s conquest of the Christian Empire of Byzantium and its
nearly successful conquest of the rest of Europe.49

In Bannon’s imagination, America is now under threat in the same
way Vienna was once under threat by Islamic armies at its gates. The
analogy comes to mind of the way Hitler’s anti-Semitism transformed
victims into aggressors, requiring the pre-emptive strike of genocide.
Bannon shaped and stage managed a political campaign that prominently
featured not only attacks on illegal immigrants, but on immigrants from
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Muslim countries (all “terrorists”). That these appeals had the populist
resonance they had bespeaks the forces at work in Trump’s victory. As in
the electoral success of Brexit in Britain and the rise of far right move-
ments in Europe, anti-immigrant sentiment was the heart of the populist
nationalism that swept Trump into power.

Bannon’s America First nationalism is rooted in patriarchy, and exem-
plifies as well the three ingredients of authoritarianism – authoritarian
submission, authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism. Its con-
ventionalism is its now visibly anachronistic holding onto American cul-
tural patriarchy as the measure of all good things in the American
experiment; its submission is to the leader who both embodies patriarchal
values and can defend them; and its aggression is against anyone who
would contest or dilute these values. There is a conviction in people such
as Bannon that, with the collapse of traditional patriarchal authority
in American religion and politics, we face moral nihilism. As patriarchal
supports collapse or are under threat – the shaming of manhood
elicits violence against scapegoats (in Bannon’s case, Islam as a
religion). That both Bannon and Trump like fighting – as the mark of
what it is to be a man – makes psychological sense. It may well be that
Trump – a secular New Yorker – is not exactly the patriarch Bannon
would have ideologically preferred, but he is patriarchal enough and,
what is more important to Bannon, politically successful. In Trump,
Bannon found the vehicle he had long been seeking, the means to realize
his ideological dream.

This account explains the potent role of shaming and honor, the
appeals to a certain construction of manhood and the sanctioning of
violence in Bannon and Trump’s politics. It offers a way of understanding
why its unapologetic misogyny had the appeal it did in the attempt to
reestablish the shame culture of patriarchy and cover over or marginalize
the guilt culture of concern with harming others or trampling the rights
of persons. Hillary Clinton – the first credible woman candidate for presi-
dent in American history – was the object of this misogyny, which took
the form of holding her to the double standard from which men have
always been exempt – so that every mistake must be fatal, and every
success degraded. Bannon had long been involved, as were the Mercers,
in supporting groups and authors attacking Clinton.50 Even the Access
Hollywood tapes, in which Trump boasted of his sexual abuse of women,51

were countered in the second debate by the presence of a panel of women
alleged to have been sexually harassed or exploited by Bill Clinton. Their
visual presence at the debate implied an equivalency and had the effect of
making Hillary appear culpable for her husband’s sexual behavior. It was
Bannon who had engineered the panel.52
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Bannon comes from a working class background (as did the other
boys at Benedictine). He carried his sensitivity to the shaming of class
inferiority in the United States through his upwardly mobile life and
powerfully brought it to bear on Trump’s campaign, uniting his social
conservatism with feeling for the working class, against “rich guys pro-
tecting their tax breaks.”53 Trump himself comes from a very different
background though not without the sense of being shamed by his better
educated and more established Manhattan peers (Trump was from
Queens). What is remarkable is that someone like Trump with Bannon’s
advice succeeded in bringing the angry voice of shamed manhood to bear
on issues that had resonance for many working class white men and
women. Trump could not have done this alone. The quite visible use of
misogyny by Trump against Clinton, however, may well have been
decisive. Trump stoked the rage of working class men and women but a
rage coming from experiences of injustice that Trump, unlike Clinton,
stood little chance of taking seriously, let alone rectifying. Thus, the
irrationalism of the election’s political psychology. It was necessary to
reject Clinton not on the grounds of her policies, but rather on account of
her gender, which rendered her unacceptable as president. Hence the
personal nature of Trump’s attacks on her: she was crooked, she was
nasty. It didn’t matter if it was true or false. She was not a good woman,
and besides, as a woman, she was weak, prone to illness and fainting,
incapable of being our leader.

TRUMP’S APPEAL

Trump is certainly neither Hitler nor Stalin, and he wholly lacks the terrify-
ing grandeur of Ahab. What Marx said of Napoleon I and Napoleon III
might be said of Trump: history repeats itself, “[o]nce as tragedy, then as
farce.”54 Trump’s rather astonishing self-certainty – his lack of interest in
critical thinking about policy and his appeal to American nationalism –

aligns him with the politics of fascism. At the heart of this appeal is the
darkness of American patriarchy. All its tell-tale markers are present:
the sensitivity of manhood to shaming, pseudo-science, propensities to
violence against outsiders, all triggered by a gender binary and hierarchy
nowmore under threat than ever.

With the presidency of Barack Obama and the potential presidency
of Hillary Clinton, the gender binary and hierarchy were severely
challenged. What was new about Trump was the authenticity of his patri-
archal voice. It was the very visibility of patriarchy in Trump’s politics – his
political incorrectness – that was the psychological basis of his appeal.
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If we had thought that patriarchy would calmly withdraw from the
hegemonic role it had historically played in American politics and culture,
we were wrong. Our surprise was at how viciously it reasserted its pres-
ence and power. No longer framed by democratic principles or rhetoric,
patriarchy had itself become the frame. Trump’s twitter feed became a
daily barometer of where things stood on its scale of measurement.

Matters were not helped by the degree to which Hillary Clinton’s
campaign, whether intentionally or not, ignored this shift in the frame-
work. There was something valiant about her soldiering on, articulating
democratic ideals and values, while a systematic distortion had been fed
into the sound system. It was impossible for her to be heard in her own
right or on her own terms, because the terms themselves had been called
into question. As if equality was for the weak and only losers were
concerned about justice.

The question that haunts us is why couldn’t this be talked about?
Couldn’t the shift in frame have been acknowledged? This is how the
world looks when seen through the lens of democracy; this is how things
look when patriarchy becomes the lens, when the gender binary divides
everything into either masculine or feminine and the hierarchy elevates
men who are in patriarchy’s terms “real men” over other men and also
over women, who in terms that are meaningful to men are divided into the
good (the chaste and the selfless) and the bad. Would this be so hard to
explain?

Why did gender for the most part remain the elephant in the room –

never engaged directly in the way Barack Obama engaged race in his
campaign? Why was the women’s march held after rather than before
the election? And why for that matter was Clinton herself, the first woman
ever nominated for president by a major American political party, not
counted by the organizers of the march among their foremothers?

HOW TRUMP’S POLITICS MUTED RESISTANCE

The papers of our students that we discussed in Chapter 2 reveal an
awareness of an unconscious complicity with the forces that led to the
election of a man they detest. Can we make psychological sense of this?
Why was there not more resistance to Trump when resistance, as we now
see, was clearly needed? Did his politics – or perhaps more accurately his
patriarchal framing of political discourse – mute resistance?

To investigate this, we begin with the question: why has patriarchy
lasted so long, or, as one of us (Gilligan) and Naomi Snider put it in the
subtitle of a recent paper, “The Loss of Pleasure, or Why We are Still
Talking about Oedipus” – “a tale of male violence and female silence.”55
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Drawing on the studies of the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology
and Girls’ Development and the new studies of boys’ development and of
men and the work with couples that followed in their wake, Gilligan and
Snider argue that the earlier timing of boys’ initiation into patriarchy
(between the ages of four and seven rather than as with girls, at the time
of their adolescence) affects the capacity for resistance. The initiation of
boys into the codes of patriarchal masculinity at the time when they are
entering formal schooling and learning about the way things are means
that they are more likely to accept the gender binary and hierarchy as just
how things are. Whereas girls being initiated later, when they are more
cognitively sophisticated and have had more experience, can see the
framework they are entering in becoming young woman not as how
things are but as the way things are said to be. In fact, it was the aware-
ness among girls of this gap between how things are and how things are
said to be that aroused their suspicion and fueled their resistance. When
what they were being told about the world, including about women and
men, did not ring true to their experience, they had more resources to
draw on in finding ways to stay with what they know.

Girls’ later induction into the gender codes and scripts of patriarchal
manhood and womanhood thus makes it easier for them to spot their
falsity: that is, to see, for example the disparity between the way men and
women are and the way they are said to be. It is easier for them to see the
framework, to see that they are being asked to shift the framework – to see
and to speak in a way that rings false to them but is widely taken to be
true. Like the notion that men don’t care about relationships and women
don’t know what they think. Summing up the ravages of patriarchy on the
human psyche as they affect the lives of women and men, Gilligan and
Snider observe that both men and women are pressed into falsity, men
into “the pseudo-independence of masculine detachment”56 and women
into “the pseudo-relationships of feminine goodness.”

Connecting the developmental studies of Gilligan and her colleagues
with John Bowlby’s studies of attachment and loss,57 Gilligan and Snider
came to a startling discovery: the gender ideals of patriarchal manhood
and womanhood correspond to what Bowlby identifies as pathological
responses to loss. Pathological in that they compound loss by standing in
the way of relationships.

What’s more, this observation prompted a further discovery: the
initiation into the gender codes of patriarchy subverts the very capacities
we rely on in order to live in relationships: that is, our ability to repair the
ruptures that are an inescapable part of the everyday. Relationships are
not steady states; in the normal course of things, we move in and out of
touch with ourselves and with others, finding and losing and finding

Why Now? 61

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.005


again. It is when loss becomes irreparable that love becomes tragic.
But when boys in the course of becoming “boys” learn to shield their
emotional sensitivity and cover their vulnerability, they become insensi-
tive to the loss of connection or unable to register what they or others are
feeling. Within the codes of patriarchal masculinity, the human need for
somebody to “be there for you,” as one of the boys in Niobe Way’s studies
put it, becomes “sissy-like,” that is, girly or gay. Not a need that a real boy
would acknowledge, or at least not in front of other boys or in public.
Thus the move to repair ruptures in relationships, which requires regis-
tering the loss of connection, comes to be seen as unmanly and subjected
to shaming.

For girls, it is an honest voice – the voice that says what they are
feeling and thinking – that comes to be heard as unseemly. When a girl
can’t say what she is feeling and thinking without her voice sounding too
loud, or angry, or stupid, or rude, or without being told she is crazy – that
what she sees happening is not really happening – then her ability to
repair ruptures in relationships is jeopardized. Her moves to repair
in response to losing touch or feeling out of connection become subjected
to shaming. Thus the relational capacities that are essential to love and
also integral to democracy – our ability to live with integrity, in touch with
ourselves and in connection with others – are at risk in the course of our
initiation into the gender codes of patriarchy.

Gilligan and Snider conclude that patriarchy persists because it
inflicts a loss of relationship and then renders that loss irreparable.
Detachment or seeming independence on the part of men and what
Bowlby terms “compulsive caregiving” in women, the selfless care-giving
that has been held up as the epitome of feminine goodness, render rela-
tionships either seemingly unnecessary for men or as requiring a woman,
paradoxically, to give up her desire to be herself in a relationship for the
sake of having “relationships.” For a woman then it becomes necessary for
her not to be herself in order to be someone others want to be with.58

The Gilligan-Snider argument thus builds on Gilligan’s previous
exploration of the psychological consequences of the earlier timing of
boys’ initiation into patriarchy and the later timing of girls’ initiation,
including her explanation of why women’s voices are essential to resisting
patriarchy. Although resistance is in the interest of both women and men,
women’s participation is crucial because if women don’t speak then it’s
likely that nobody will speak about the loss of relationship that patriarchy
inflicts.

The key discoveries Gilligan and Snider came to arise from the real-
ization that patriarchy although psychologically unstable (because it
falsifies the reality of experience) is held in place because both the
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pseudo-independence and detachment of patriarchal manhood and the
compulsive care-giving and self-silencing of patriarchal womanhood
are defenses against the loss of authentic relationship that patriarchy
inflicts. What’s more, these defenses against loss render the loss of
relationship irreparable. Hence the stability and the persistence of patri-
archy, despite its psychological costs.

So it comes to pass that the losses patriarchy inflicts are not acknow-
ledged, let alone resisted, but accepted as in the very nature of things.
The consequence in men is that the shaming of manhood becomes incen-
diary and can justify violence against those who are perceived
as the source of dishonor. In women, shaming leads to the silencing
of voice, the very voices that might reasonably challenge the injustice of
patriarchal demands. The consequence for both men and women –

psychologically locked into patriarchal demands set by the terms of the
gender binary and hierarchy – is impairment of their capacity to see,
let alone repair, the relationships that patriarchy breaks. In effect, our
capacity to love and feel empathy across the barriers imposed by the
various iterations of the gender binary and hierarchy (the racism, sexism,
homophobia, xenophobia, class stratification, and anti-Semitism, and on
and on) is impaired or shattered.

The Gilligan-Snider thesis explains and clarifies both the larger ques-
tion of how and why patriarchy has historically lasted for so long, and the
more immediate question concerning the 2016 election: how and why was
resistance muted? By deliberately or, we suspect, without a conscious
thought, shifting the framework – by making patriarchy his frame, the
lens through which he viewed the world – Trump managed, to everyone’s
surprise including his own, to undercut the resistance. This was the
surprise of the election. Very few people saw it coming.

The larger historical question is posed by perhaps the most successful
patriarchal imperialism in human history, the Roman Empire, a history
we study at length in The Deepening Darkness. The Romans were highly
patriarchal not only in their public but in their privates lives (for example,
public speech by women was, following Greek tradition, largely
silenced).59 The central strategy of Roman imperialism focused on its
enemies: divide and conquer. It was not enough for a successful imperial-
ism that it create enemies where none existed (thus rationalizing Rome’s
unjust wars), but, to be successful, it must divide its enemies from one
another so that they could not jointly resist such domination. To achieve
this end, Roman patriarchy cultivated and encouraged patriarchy in its
enemies, dividing them from one another (despite their common danger)
so that they vied for supremacy over one another. What has made this
strategy of divide and conquer so successful in the history of imperialism
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is what the Romans learned from the experience of their civil wars:
it destroys democracy (thus Augustus ended the Republic and established
the Roman imperial autocracy). Having learned this psychology from
bitter internal experience, the Romans used it externally upon their
enemies, encouraging divisions that made them easier for the Roman
armies to conquer.

Learning from the Romans, the British used a similar strategy to divide
Hindus from Muslims in India. The catastrophic effects include the vio-
lence of partition, the continuing hostilities between the two resulting
states, and their internal problems (both states suffer from inter-religious
violence that can be traced, in part, to the trauma of partition).60

The Gilligan-Snider thesis clarifies the underlying psychology of divide
and conquer. The underlying assumption is that the cultures in question
are all patriarchal. Consistent with the pattern of difference in the
initiation of men and women into patriarchy, men embody the pseudo-
independence, detachment, and aggressiveness of what has been called
“the male role belief system,” that is, the ideology of patriarchal manhood
where being a man means being superior. It is a recipe for violence.
Women then embody the compulsive care-giving, self-sacrifice, and voice-
lessness of the subservient feminine role. Thus initiated, neither men nor
women can resist patriarchy, but rather act out its terms. This renders
them vulnerable to the Roman strategy of divide and conquer: the gender
binary divides them from one another, and then conquers each separately
by shaming the capacity to resist.

American women were historically vulnerable to this strategy, given
the force of American racism which divided white from black women.61

This has marginalized the power of feminism in American politics in
contrast to the force it has had in other advanced constitutional democ-
racies.62 Even the legendary capacity of women to repair relationships has
been impaired by their internalization of patriarchy, locking them into an
experience of loss in personal relationships that they take to be in the
nature of things. Under patriarchy women are put into an impossible
position, because, as Hawthorne saw in The Scarlet Letter, the very qual-
ities that enable a woman to see through the “iron framework of
reasoning”63 that upholds patriarchal privilege and power also disable
her by leading her to appear in the eyes of the Puritans as an impure
woman, a woman who has been adulterated. In this light, there was no
way that Hillary Clinton could have been president.

Why has it been so easy for what Wendy Davis calls the “wolf whistle
politics” of the Republican Party to divide women from one another?
Davis was in the Texas legislature, and came to national attention when
she held an eleven-hour-long filibuster to block more restrictive abortion
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laws in Texas. She later ran unsuccessfully for governor.64 A single
mother who went to Harvard Law School to advance herself, Davis
speaks from experience when she describes the avalanche of distorted
representations of her life and her arguments, all questioning how she
could possibly be a good mother and also go to law school and support the
right of women to choose abortions.

Texas “wolf whistle politics,” mobilized largely by men to restrict
abortions, uses a range of distorting stereotypes, imputing an unbridled
sexual freedom and selfishness to women like Davis and suggesting that
women who make more patriarchal choices than Davis have nothing
in common with her. In their eyes, she is not a woman but “a slut.”65

Such politics could not have any traction if liberal arguments took on
more seriously how patriarchy harms all women, as well as all men and
everyone else no matter what gender, thus forging a sense of the common
humanity we all share. Because patriarchal conceptions of gender remain
so entrenched in our culture and also, as our student Adam notes, an
unconscious force in our personal lives, we continue to feel the pull
toward infidelity and silence even when our impulse and/or our conscious
intention is to resist. Patriarchy silences the voices of women who align
themselves with patriarchal men, but as such women also may know
more starkly than anyone, it also silences the men.

The feminine icon of the self-sacrificing, care-taking women – the
“Angel in the House” – is psychologically incoherent because as any
care-taking person knows, a lot of self goes into caring (paying attention,
listening, knowing what is needed, making decisions, taking action, being
present). But so is the so-called independent man who relies on the silence
of those who care for him to keep his need to be taken care of secret.
The situation of the iconic patriarchal woman, the woman who in
Bowlby’s terms compulsively takes care of others in the hope that some-
one, one day, will notice and take care of her, is aptly caught by the
memorable chapter title “Doing Good and Feeling Bad,” in Jean Baker
Miller’s Toward a New Psychology of Women.66 Because to be seen as
good while doing good, a woman must render herself as it were invisible.

Trump is if not the most extreme certainly the most vulgar embodi-
ment of a patriarchal man to appear on the national political stage and yet
he has a resonance for the men and women who elected him and have
continued to support him. The strategy of divide and conquer could
not have succeeded had it not conspicuously deployed gender to shame
men sensitive to their loss of stature and drive the women who care for
them into perceiving feminism as a threat. We see this not only in the
white women who voted for Trump, but those who chose not to vote or
wasted their votes mindlessly.
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How could Americans come to be so divided from the better angels of
our natures? How could we have elected as president a man who so
openly flaunted democratic ideals and values? Trump has made visible
the darkness of patriarchy, and seeing the depths of the problem,
we cannot avoid the question: Where were women’s voices? Or to put
the question more politically, can a women’s movement resist the strategy
of divide and conquer?

WOMEN OF LIBERIA MASS ACTION FOR PEACE AND WOMEN
WAGE PEACE (ISRAEL/PALESTINE)

In 1938 in Three Guineas, Virginia Woolf had taken up the question: can
women help men prevent war? It was not by repeating men’s words and
following their methods but by finding new words and creating new
methods that women could make a difference, she concluded.67 In setting
out the steps through which that might happen, she had in mind the
situation of British women and more specifically, the daughters of edu-
cated men. Since then, in very different contexts, there have been actual
movements of women acting in concert with one another to end armed
conflict or war.

TheWomen of Liberia Mass Action for Peace is one example. It helped
bring an end to the Second Liberian Civil War in 2003.68 Another is
Women Wage Peace, the Israeli/Palestinian, Jewish/Arab movement that
was started by a group of women in 2014 following the Gaza War.69

Women of Liberia Mass Action for Peace began “despite Liberia
having extremely limited civil rights. Thousands of Muslim and Christian
women from various classes mobilized their efforts, staged silent nonvio-
lence protests that included a sex strike and the threat of a curse.”70

In 2003, the women of the movement forced a meeting with President
Charles Taylor, extracting:

a promise from him to attend peace talks in Ghana to negotiate with
the rebels from Liberians United for Reconciliation and Democracy
and Movement for Democracy in Liberia. A delegate of Liberian
women went to Ghana to continue to apply pressure on the warring
factions during the peace process.71

Relying on the Liberian cultural taboo that a man who sees a woman
his mother’s age naked is cursed forever, the women came up with the
following strategy: they would surround the place where the men were
negotiating and keep them from leaving until they had reached an
agreement to end the war by threatening to take off their clothes. Two
hundred women, dressed in white, took up their positions and anytime
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the men moved to leave the negotiating room, the women would begin
to undress. Some men tried to escape by jumping out of windows at
the back of the building, but the women persisted, “staging a sit in
outside of the Presidential Palace. They blocked all the doors and
windows and prevented any from leaving the peace talks without a
resolution.”72

The women of Liberia thus became an effective political force, acting
to bring an end to the civil war. They succeeded in bringing about an
agreement after the peace talks had been stalled. Not only were the
women, by joining with one another across various lines of divisions,
able to achieve peace in Liberia after a fourteen-year civil war; they also
helped to bring to power (in 2006) the country’s first woman head of state,
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. When President Sirleaf first came to office, she
made women’s rights one of her priorities.73

The Nobel Peace Prize of 2011 was awarded to three women, two of
whom played prominent roles in the Liberian movement, “President Ellen
Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia – the first woman to be elected president in
modern Africa – [and] her compatriot, the peace activist Leymah
Gbowee”74 (the third was Tawakhol Karman of Yemen, a pro-democracy
campaigner). The New York Times reported:

Most of the recipients in the award’s 110-year history have been men,
and Friday’s decision seems designed to give impetus to the fight for
women’s rights around the world.

“We cannot achieve democracy and lasting peace in the world
unless women obtain the same opportunities as men to influence
developments at all levels of society,” said the citation read by Thorb-
jorn Jagland, a former Norwegian prime minister. . .

In a subsequent interview, he described the prize as “a very import-
ant signal to women all over the world.”75

The Israeli movement, Women Wage Peace, was inspired by women’s
movements in Northern Ireland and Liberia, where women of different
faiths had united to help resolve the conflict. Inspiration also came from
the Four Mothers movement, established in 1997, which was effective in
prompting Israel’s military withdrawal from South Lebanon. Organized
in response to the 2014 Gaza War, Women Wage Peace was founded on
the belief that the conflict could not continue, that there was a need for
a new language, and that in accordance with UN Security Council
Resolution 1325 women must be involved in every step of the way toward
negotiating an agreement.76

At the very start of the movement, Rabbi Donna Kirschbaum took up
the obvious questions: “Why Women and Why Now?”:
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democracy fits the tenor of our times, not patriarchy. And clearly it’s
no wonder that our movement attracts women who wish to speak out
about a political agreement with the Palestinians (and do so by build-
ing mutually supportive relationships with other women). We are
women who believe that our voices deserve to be heard and that a
richly democratic culture could and should flourish here. Although our
movement has been criticized for being leftist (or not leftist enough),
or naïve or elitist, I am confident that we can answer these charges,
especially if we take [Carol] Gilligan’s advice: learn to listen to the
conversation under the conversation. That is, learn to identify a
speaker’s authentic voice often buried under the highly-scripted one
learned in a patriarchal culture that expects men and women to lose
“the basic capacity to relate.”77

Women Wage Peace is now the largest grassroots peace movement in
Israel. In 2017, the movement organized a Journey to Peace, a two-week
journey through Israel that made its way to a tent of reconciliation in the
Judean desert where Palestinians can come without a permit. Three to
five thousand Palestinian women and five to ten thousand Israelis (the
estimates vary) and the men who joined them came together to reconcile
as the children of the Jewish and Islamic foremothers, Sarah and Hagar.
One of us (Gilligan) was among the four women who spoke in the tent, the
others being a Palestinian peace activist, an Israeli Jewish novelist, and an
Israeli Arab educator. The journey ended with a rally in Jerusalem, held in
a park near the Prime Minister’s residence:

As it turned out, 30,000 people gathered in the park not far from the
Prime Minister’s residence – the equivalent to 1.14 million in the US in
terms of percentage of the population. There was a stage and a pro-
gram, speakers and singers, including Yael Deckelbaum and her band
playing the Prayer of the Mothers, the song she had composed for last
year’s March of Hope, also organized by Women Wage Peace. Every-
thing that was said was said both in Hebrew and in Arabic, sometimes
also in English. Among the speakers were Liora Hadar, a religious
woman from a settlement in Samaria, the northern West Bank, who
said “I believe change can come about if thousands of women decide
together they simply won’t live under the conflict anymore;” Shachiv
Shnaan, a Druze former member of the Knesset who had lost his son
Kamil, a policeman, in the July Temple Mount attack. Three terrorists
had gunned him and a colleague down and injured a third person.
“We’ve suffered much,” Shnaan said, “Israeli and Palestinian families
have lost their loved ones and we’re left with wounds that cannot heal.
I’m here to say: we choose life. We’re allowed to say it loud: we are
lovers of peace;” and Huda Abu Arqoub, Regional Director of the
Alliance for Middle East Peace, who said, “As a Hebron resident and
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someone in contact with the people of Gaza, I’m here to tell you Gaza
residents also believe in an end to the hostilities and are crying out for
peace . . . Wars don’t have any winners. We’re neither Palestinians nor
Israeli – but mothers who’ll do everything for a better future for our
children.”78

“A Call to Peace” was presented to the Knesset on the opening day of
the winter session; a woman’s Knesset was formed to bring a different
voice into the discussion of the conflict. Along the route of the journey,
which had continued for two weeks, the marchers had been joined by
local and national politicians, including the right-wing mayors of cities
such as Dimona and Tiberias, and also the mayor of Tel Aviv, who spoke
at a rally held at a park in Jaffa.79

Are these plausible models for a resistance movement of American
women and the men who would join them in resisting patriarchy?
The women’s march on the day following Trump’s inauguration was the
largest such march ever recorded, and there women joined with one
another across various lines of division and also were joined by men,
who, by the very act of joining a women’s march, were resisting patri-
archy. Three black women began Black Lives Matter, and women and
men are now joining the #MeToo movement to break the patriarchally
enforced silence about patterns of bullying, sexual harassment, and rape.
In line with Woolf’s observation that the public and the private worlds
are “inseparably connected; that the tyrannies and servilities of the one
are the tyrannies and servilities of the other,”80 in line with her recogni-
tion that patriarchy and fascism are two sides of the same coin, the private
and the public faces of tyranny, women’s voices may indeed be crucial.
As the UN Security Council resolution states, and for reasons that we are
now able to understand more precisely, women can in fact help men
prevent war and realize the great principles of democracy not by
“repeating your words and following your methods but by finding new
words and creating new methods.”81
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5 The Endgame of Patriarchy?

The therapy that proved effective for Jonathan Shay’s traumatized
Vietnam combat veterans turned on “communalization of the trauma.”1

Telling their stories to someone who listened and could be trusted to bring
their voices into the community. One-on-one therapy was not sufficient.
The therapy had to involve at least two other people, so that the betrayal
of what is right would no longer remain a secret.

As Shaydiscovered, the veteranswere suffering frommoral injury, froma
betrayal of what is right that had been officially sanctioned. In the words of
one of the veterans: “In your heart you know it’s wrong but here are your
superiors telling you it’s okay.” Trust, the backbone of relationships and
society, had been shattered and healing depended on its restoration. Shay
goes to some lengths to describe a process of listening that struck one of us
(Gilligan) as instantly familiar, because it was the approach she had taken in
her research. And this was the first clue to the insight she came to: in the
context of studying development, she had been witnessingmoral injury. The
initiation of children into the gender codes of patriarchy forces a betrayal of
relationship, which in the eyes of children constitutes a betrayal of what is
right. Yet, as in the case ofShay’s veteran, confusion sets inwhen the children
discover that this betrayal is culturally sanctioned and socially enforced.

Decades of research as well as our student papers provide vivid
examples of this. Separations that once had been taken as part of growing
up were recognized instead as signs of moral injury. It was in these terms
that we came to understand Trump’s election. His electoral victory had
bestowed a cultural sanction on what had clearly been a betrayal of what
is right: his cruel and contemptuous treatment of Mexicans, Muslims,
women, immigrants, gold star families, and the disabled, not to mention
his incitements to violence and disregard for the law. In their final papers
written after the election, a third of our students, asking in effect
“How could this happen,” had turned inward to explore what they had
come to recognize as signs of moral injury in themselves – signs they had
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previously seen as badges of their manhood or womanhood. In writing
about their experiences, they were communalizing the trauma.

As one of the requirements for our seminar, the students divide into
groups and collaborate in writing and performing a short play, based on a
play included in the course readings which illuminated a central theme of
the class. For some years now, Beckett’s Endgame has been one of the
plays we assigned.2 Written at the end of World War II, it portrays Hamm,
blind and dying, his parents relegated to the trash (literally on stage in
trash cans), and his servant Clov, who is preparing to leave him. Endgame
refers to the final stage of a game such as chess or bridge, as for example,
“the knight is trapped in the endgame.” We read Beckett’s play as drama-
tizing the endgame of patriarchy.

In the final scene, as Clov prepares to leave Hamm, Hamm asks him to
say something before he goes: “Something . . . from your heart.”

“My heart!” Clov says, and then in a toneless voice begins:

They said to me. That’s love, yes, yes, not a doubt, now you see how –

. . . How easy, it is. They said to me. That’s friendship, yes, yes, no
question, you’ve found it. They said to me. Here’s the place, stop, raise
your head and look at all that beauty. That order! They said to me,
Come now, you’re not a brute beast, think upon these things and you’ll
see how all becomes clear. And simple! They said to me, What skilled
attention they get, all these dying of their wounds. . .3

He then counters this voice – the voice of what they said to me – with his
voice: what he says to himself and in that moment we recognize yes, he
has a voice, although that voice has been held captive:

I say to myself – sometimes, Clov, you must learn to suffer better than
that if you want them to weary of punishing you – one day, I say to
myself – sometimes, Clov, you must be there better than that if you
want them to let you go – one day. But I feel too old, and too far, to
form new habits. Good, it’ll never end, I’ll never go.

(Pause.)
Then one day, suddenly, it ends, it changes, I don’t understand, it

dies or it’s me. I don’t understand, that either. I ask the words that
remain – sleeping, waking, morning, evening. They have nothing to say.

(Pause.)
I open the door of my cell and go. I am so bowed I only see my feet,

if I open my eyes, and between my legs a little trail of black dust. I say
to myself that the earth is extinguished, though I never saw it lit.

(Pause.)
It’s easy going.
(Pause.)
When I fall I’ll weep for happiness.
(Pause. He goes toward the door.)4
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This counterpoint of voices gripped our students in the fall following
Trump’s election. This passage from Beckett became the focus of the play
they wrote. Over the years, students who signed up to write and perform a
short play inspired by Endgame, had been inventive in a variety of ways.
But it was only in 2016, that the seven law students who wrote the
Endgame play zeroed in on the disparity between what was said to them
and what they say to themselves.

They began with what they said to me:

“Tone it down, you need to fit in,”
“Relax. Your voice is too strong when you speak. So – strident,”
“When are you going to get a boyfriend?”
“No homo,”
“You’re too emotional,”
“Be a good girl. Not too good of a girl, but a good girl. Stay that

girl – forever if you can.”

They ended with what “I say to myself. . .”

MATTIE

SAYS:
Knowing that no one was listening to how unhappy she
[my mother] was – being forced to fight to re-enter a world
she never wanted to be in in the first place, I wonder if this
is what it means to be a grown up.

MATT SAYS: It’s senior year in high school.
The first guy I ever kiss outs me to my entire class
I experience a million emotions but relief floats to the
surface
I’m a free man, right?
It’s junior year in college
I start working out every day
If I can’t be a real man on the inside
At least I can look like one on the outside.
I move to New York after undergrad, hoping to leave behind
the self-hate I’d known back south
I flip on Grindr
“Masculine for masculine,” “no fats, no femmes,” and
“straight-acting only”
Are my welcome to the city.
A seed is planted the first time a queer boy is told to act like
a man
Even in spaces where women are absent, the sapling is
nourished by the patriarchy
It grows into a vine
And we hang ourselves with it.

72 Darkness Now Visible

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.006


CLAUDE

SAYS:
Lafayette Avenue and 9th Street, a block I have walked
thousands of times . . . I’m wearing a short skirt and carrying
a large tote bag . . . a man walking with his daughter, a girl
of about 5 years old, tells me to pull my skirt down. I tell
him my skirt is fine . . . He crosses Lafayette . . ., yelling at me
about what a horrible example I am for children . . . I’m
stunned – What’s the bad example? A woman in the street
wearing a miniskirt? A woman talking back to a man? Or a
father teaching his daughter that her body is shameful.
That she should cover it, that men get to talk to women
however they want, that strange men can police women’s
bodies?

ADAM SAYS: My best friend is gay and I was probably the last to know . . .

It turned out he had another circle of friends I didn’t even
know about. A life where he could be true to himself and
have real relationships. He never let the two worlds come
together. Until they did. We try really hard to stay in touch
now. It’s harder than you can possibly imagine. I was his
cover, I guess. I knew only what he wanted people to know
about him, so we don’t have much to talk about now. I don’t
know him really. I don’t know my best friend.

TATIANA

SAYS:
In Colombia where I am from
there is a strong emphasis on beauty. That beauty sadly has
transformed from a celebration of different forms of beauty
to a world where every girl is expected to strive to look a
certain way.5 They had to give in to this idea of beauty to fit
in or risk being outsiders . . . My best friend, Diana . . . and
I were tomboys. We wore what we wanted, acted how we
wanted . . . Diana turned 15 before I did and the
transformation seemed almost overnight. We were now in
high school, and I was still a bit of a tomboy, but Diana had
changed . . . I could not relate. She sat with other girls that
looked and acted like her and I found a new group of friends.
At that moment I realize that what my cousins feared,
becoming outsiders, was the same fear I embraced at the
cost of losing my friend in order to not lose my self.

RICH SAYS: Sitting with my older cousins listening to Hip Hop, I learned
lessons on patriarchy and misogyny from the music . . .

But Ms. Lauryn Hill came along and taught me that
everything wasn’t about “That Thing” between her legs . . .
See despite the fact that I am supposed to be tough, I am
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supposed to be relentless, I am supposed to be aggressive
and assertive, and sometimes disrespectful and unworthy of
her blessings, I need her.

ELIANA

SAYS:
Your voice is too strong, too strident when you speak. When
you’re a woman there is one acceptable tone you use, and
that varies depending on the listener. A game you can’t win
but I have to keep trying to . . . I am the only person who
must convince you every single time we meet that my
voice is a voice worthy of being heard. And you tell me that
there is a way to say what I want – the substance melting
away – that I am not playing by the rules you expect by not
serving coffee and answering the phone, by looking at you
in the eye like an equal expecting to be heard. You are
telling me that it doesn’t matter what I say if I don’t say it
nicely. You ask more of me than of your male peers. You
ask me to distance myself from my story, to strip my
language of any indication that I, a woman, am speaking.
My tone, my language, and my thoughts can’t co-exist.

Following this, the students joined as a chorus and in concert repeated
Clov’s words:

I say to myself – sometimes, you must learn to suffer better than that if
you want them to weary of punishing to you – one day, I say to myself –
sometimes, you must be better than that if you want them to let you
go – one day. But I feel too old, and too far, to form new habits. Good,
it’ll never end, I’ll never go.

Then in unison they say, “We have to go.” And walk out of the room.
Following Trump’s election, resistance became essential. Repeating

the patriarchal demands – the gender codes that had become part of their
daily existence as law students – as well as those they had encountered in
the course of growing up, they countered them with their own voices:
what they say to themselves. Across differences in ethnicity, race, gender,
class, and sexual orientation, our students had taken in the voices of
patriarchy. And perhaps it was the awareness of the commonality of their
struggles, heightened possibly by the experience of writing the play, that
led them to join with one another in their determination to resist.
“We have to go,” they concluded.

In 2009 we had predicted the endgame of patriarchy: some final
confrontation of the contradictions between democratic ideals and values
and patriarchal privilege and power. In the fall of 2016, we found our-
selves asking: was this in fact the endgame?
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Having followed the struggles between democracy and patriarchy over
time and across cultures, we were struck by how in the 2016 election, the
concern with manhood had come to the fore. In Manhood in the Making:
Cultural Concepts of Masculinity, David Gilmore shows the patterns of
patriarchal manhood given the overriding concerns with honor and
shame, to be universally fragile and fraught:

In particular, there is a constantly recurring notion that real manhood
is different from simple anatomical maleness, that it is not a natural
condition that comes about spontaneously through biological matur-
ation but rather is a precarious or artificial state that boys must win
against powerful odds. This recurrent notion that manhood is prob-
lematic, a critical threshold that boys must pass through testing, is
found at all levels of sociocultural development regardless of
what other alternative roles are recognized. It is found among the
simplest hunters and fisherman, among peasants and sophisticated
urbanized peoples; it is found in all continents and environments.
It is found among both warrior peoples and those who have never
killed in anger.6

In summary, he writes that, “‘being a man’ does not come easily . . . Based
on stringent standards of accomplishment in tribal affairs and economic
pursuits, real manhood is said to be ‘the Big Impossible,’ an exclusive
status that only the nimble can achieve.”7 Patriarchal manhood – bound
to a rigid gender binary and hierarchy – is so psychologically fraught and
difficult because it cuts against the range of emotions and thoughts that
people as humans share. Its demands are such that the initiations into
patriarchy (even those less extreme than the ones some of our students
described) all bear the hallmarks of trauma.

Thus it makes sense that at times of transition, such as our own, when
the cultural framework is shifting and becoming more democratic or less
rigidly patriarchal, the frailties of manhood would surface. Shaming
would be in the air – heightening the potential for violence, especially
among white men, and also the awareness of the price men have paid for
what is now recognized as toxic masculinity.

It is illuminating in this light to look at Shakespeare’s four great
tragedies and to notice that each bears the name of a man: Hamlet,
Othello, Macbeth, and King Lear. Four men, distinguished by their sensi-
tivity, their humanity, by being the noblest, the most loyal, the most
sensitive and poetic, the most generous, become caught in the grip of a
manhood that will lead to their destruction. Men who become caught in
the demands of patriarchy: that Hamlet revenge his father’s murder by
killing Claudius; that Othello restore his honor by killing his putatively
unfaithful wife and her lover; that Macbeth scale the heights of ambition
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and ascend to the throne by killing the king; and that Lear reclaim his
patrimony, which he had given away to his daughters. All are chewed up
in the struggle, which yields some of Shakespeare’s most emotionally taut
and evocative poetry.

King Lear, the last of the four plays, ends with the injunction: “The
weight of this sad time we must obey/ Speak what we feel, not what we
ought to say.”8 Beckett’s play, Endgame, written in the wake of World War
II, where he was a member of the French resistance, portrays a dying
world. Lynn Nottage’s play Sweat ends with the two young men, Chris and
Jason, returning to the bar, where Oscar, the illegal immigrant, is caring
for Stan, the maimed bartender. Jason says, “It’s nice that you take care of
him.” Oscar responds, “That’s how it ought to be.” Stage instructions end
the script:

There’s apology in their eyes, but Chris and Jason are unable to con-
jure words just yet. The four men, uneasy in their bodies, await the
next moment in a fractured togetherness.

Blackout.9
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6 Maps of Resistance

Occupy Wall Street began five years before Trump’s election. Many of
its claims were taken up by Bernie Sanders in his campaign for the
Democratic presidential nomination. He and Elizabeth Warren continue
to tilt Democratic politics in a more progressive direction, arguing
the need for redistributive justice.

Black Lives Matter also antedates Trump’s election and has become
the call for continuing struggle to resist the racism still entrenched in
American society and culture. In this light it is hardly surprising that
neither Trump nor Sessions, his attorney general, seem to notice or care
about the structural injustice that American criminal justice continues to
inflict on Black Americans and Latinos. Trump and Sessions are, after all,
privileged white men, and their appointees to positions of political power
have, to an astonishing extent in an increasingly diverse American land-
scape, been white men, and wealthy white men at that. For such men,
Blacks, like Hispanics, are invisible or visible only as criminals whose
claims to justice can be dismissed or ignored.

It is something of a tragedy for the cause of racial justice in the United
States that during the long period of the largely Republican war on drugs,
otherwise liberal whites and blacks were complicit in mass incarceration,
as James Forman, Jr, argues in his recent book. Forman, a black scholar
now at Yale Law School and the son of a leading civil rights advocate,
shows how black leaders were drawn into complicity and makes his case
on the basis of the black people he represented as a public defender in the
District of Columbia. The power of the narrative is in his insistence that
we see the issue from their point of view and recognize the harms
that black politicians inflicted on them.1 From our perspective, the
assumptions behind such complicity, including “warrior policing,”2

bespeak the power of patriarchy in black culture, dividing black polit-
icians and police from blacks of lower stature. Following the election of
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Barack Obama (who was critical of mass incarceration), we are now in
a new period of black resistance.

There has always been a close relationship between racial and reli-
gious discrimination. Anti-Semitism was originally a Christian religious
prejudice, but under Hitler and even earlier it was conceived as a
racial prejudice. A pseudo-science of race rationalized the murder of six
million European Jews.3 Our constitutional traditions in the United States
clearly condemn the expression of both religious and racial prejudice
through law; indeed, the prohibition of religious discrimination was
constitutionally explicit in the First Amendment of our Bill of Rights in
1791, in the first clauses of the Amendment, protecting free exercise and
forbidding anti-establishment. In contrast, the prohibition on racial dis-
crimination comes into our law only much later, in the Equal Protection
Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868. Because the prohibition
of religious discrimination is so constitutionally clear, historically and
textually the Trump administration’s ban on Muslim immigrants –

engineered by Stephen Bannon – has been regarded as constitutionally
problematic by our courts.4 The ban was met with resistance as soon as it
was announced and implemented, giving rise to the sanctuary movements
at both state and local levels.5

Resistance to the Vietnam War began within the military and led in
time, to something unprecedented in the history of imperialistic wars,
namely, the withdrawal from a war that Americans had become per-
suaded was unjust and not in the national interest. It is very much a part
of this anti-patriarchal story that the American judiciary had by the time
of the Vietnam War developed a muscular protection for the freedom of
speech of those who fundamentally challenged the justice of American
institutions, including not only our racism (the civil rights movement)
but also our racist imperialism (Vietnam), and later our sexism and
homophobia.6 What freed the ethical voices of the men who protested
the war in Vietnam was their resistance to patriarchy – to the authority of
fathers – and what made their voices possible and resonant was a protec-
tion for the right of free speech, which enabled them democratically,
on the principle of equal voice, to address directly the American people
without state censorship.

The open misogyny of Trump’s campaign was followed on the day after
his inauguration, by the Women’s March (the largest such march in
American history7). It is a striking feature of Trump’s presidency that
women are largely invisible, as if only men – white men and military and
business men at that – are competent to rule, exactly what the gender
binary and hierarchy require. Trump works from a rigid patriarchal
script – winners versus losers, men versus women, unprecedented in
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recent American history. His administration shows outright hostility
to the constitutional rights of women as they affect women’s access to
contraception and abortion,8 and his judicial appointments are dictated by
some of the most fundamentalist and deeply patriarchal religious citizens
masking themselves as originalists (whose hero and indeed Trump’s judi-
cial mentor is the former Justice Scalia,9 the most patriarchal and reli-
giously sectarian of our recent justices of the Supreme Court).

There is every reason for women to be alarmed at such attacks on
basic constitutional rights. Trump’s war on women is inseparable from
his war on an ethic of care that challenges the gender binary. Within
patriarchy caring is gendered “feminine” and relegated to the private
sphere rather than recognized for what it is: a social responsibility. It is
only within the framework of patriarchy that the ethic of care and the
activity of caring come to be seen as “feminine.” A duty of women rather
than as some of the caring men who resisted fascism described it,
a “human obligation.”

The women’s movement of the 1960s and 1970s highlighted the issue
of voice, which became key to second-wave feminism. Bringing women’s
voices into what had been called the human conversation, as one of us
(Gilligan) had written, changes the voice of that conversation by giving
voice to aspects of human experience that previously had been for the
most part unspoken or unseen. In its challenge to patriarchy, second-wave
feminism was aligned with democracy and the cause of equal rights, but it
also implied a societal transformation: a different voice, a new way of
speaking about the human condition and of framing moral conflicts.

Trump, a rich and white entrepreneurial man who prides himself on
his deals, sees the world through the prism of his own business success.
There is a case to be made, one Naomi Klein makes with great force, that
Trump’s Boys Club of economic advisors was involved both with the
financial scandals leading to the depression of 2008 and with the oil
industry’s war on climate science.10 As Klein sees it, a predatory business
model has marginalized an ethic of care, including caring for people and
for the environment.11 As we would put the point, in the Trump Boys
Club, such concerns are dismissed, as the gender binary requires, as
feminine.12
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7 The Power and Invisibility of Gender

In his recent book Age of Anger,1 Pankaj Mishra argues that the rage
underlying imperialistic and terroristic violence, both in the past and in
the present (including the rage of fundamentalist Islamists), should be
understood as rooted in an experience of humiliation, including humili-
ation at their backwardness in the face of Western economic abundance
and consumerism.2 What Mishra overlooks is that the forms of violence
he describes also are rooted in patriarchy. We agree with Charles King, a
recent reviewer of Mishra’s book, who notes the gaping hole, the lacuna,
at the heart of an otherwise powerful argument:

If one were looking for a grand narrative to explain the particular
forms of social mobilization exploited by Recep Tayyip Erdogan,
Donald Trump, Vladimir Putin and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi – with its
admixture of machismo, self-obsession and thin-skinnedness – the
most obvious one has something to do with gender. One need only
be a self-aware theorist, not a feminist theorist, nor even a Freudian
one, to see the entanglements of gender and sexuality with the political
dispositions that Mishra catalogues so well. One wonders if an alter-
native genealogy – one that ran, say, from Sojourner Truth to Simone
de Beauvoir, Emmeline Pankhurst to “Trump that bitch!” – might tell
us something equally important about the modern condition: yet
another age of angry men.3

Like the reviewer, we wonder at how so astute a social theorist and
cultural historian as Mishra can have missed the issue of gender. The
power of gender in democratic politics has always been that it is often
invisible to the men motivated by its demands. And unjust wars – so
harmful to the men who fight them – exemplify this dynamic quite starkly.

Our earlier discussion of theOresteia (Chapter 1) showed how what we
called patriarchy hiding democracy could lead to the contradictions in the
argument of the play justifying, on the one hand, the Athenian democracy
as a solution to the internal cycle of violence among Athenian citizens but,
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on the other, rationalizing the unjust imperialistic wars that the democ-
racy fought, ending, disastrously in its defeat. Athenian politics, in par-
ticular its decision to break the truce with Sparta and initiate the
Peloponnesian War, illustrates the problem, as Thucydides in his classic
history drily observes: “What made war inevitable was the growth of
Athenian power, and the fear which this caused in Sparta.”4 In cultures
still highly patriarchal, where the shaming of manhood justifies violence,
the mere fact of inequality is an insult to male honor. Imperialistic wars –
often wars between competing imperialisms (for example, World War I) –
historically have this character. This may be a good reason to worry about
Donald Trump, given his penchant to perceive insult from anyone who
challenges his stature, as China now is doing on an international scale.5

Killing even in war is always psychologically fraught. As we now
know, many soldiers refuse to kill.6 What’s more, the military training
required to overcome the reluctance to kill, may itself induce post-
traumatic stress disorder.7 There is, however, another side to the psych-
ology of men fighting in wars: the close bonds men form with one another
when their manhood is not in question. As Sebastian Junger recently put
the point: “What the Army sociologists, with their clipboards and their
questions and their endless meta-analyses, slowly came to understand
was that courage was love.”8

It is the psychological force of patriarchy that, even in democracies,
has enlisted men to fight unjust wars, often rationalized by perceived
insults to manhood. Women can be complicit in this as some British
women were in World War I, judging men unmanly when they resisted
going to war on moral grounds. Many wars in human history are unjust
both in their ends and means, and patriarchy – whether hiding in democ-
racy or rationalizing autocratic regimes – can explain how both men and
women, although clearly harmed by such wars, nonetheless are the instru-
ments of such injustice.9

American experience illustrates why Americans in the age of Trump
might and should worry about this, for we have historically not been
exempt from what Thucydides observed as the propensity of Athenian
democracy for fighting unjust wars. Consider in this light the Spanish-
American War, World War I, the Vietnam War, and the War in Iraq.

Both the Spanish-American War andWorld War I must be understood
in the context of the reactionary American politics of the post-Civil War
period. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, America was
at a moment of transition away from the anti-racism of the Reconstruc-
tion Amendments to an increasingly racist culture (supported both by
politicians and by the Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson10). Americans
were attracted for this reason to European models of racist imperialism
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and to its own version of imperialism.11 The North and South, which
had fought a civil war ultimately over slavery and the cultural racism
that rationalized it, buried its enduring ethical meaning. Instead,
white men in the North and South found common ground in racist
imperialist ventures abroad.12 The rather extreme and populist racism
of this period explains how Americans could be and were drawn into
unjust imperialistic wars. America First nationalism – in which gender
played a central role – was at the heart of this politics.

The appeals to gender that provoked Americans into imperialistic wars
are shockingly visible in both the Spanish-American and Philippine-
American Wars. Theodore Roosevelt’s conflicted psychology of manhood
played a pivotal role, as many scholars have observed.13 Roosevelt had
had to struggle to conform to then dominant conceptions of manhood;
when he first appeared as a legislator in the New York Assembly, both his
clothes and his manner and voice had led “the newcomer [to] quickly
become known as ‘Oscar Wilde,’ after the famous fop who, coincidentally,
had arrived in America earlier the same day.”14 After the deaths of
both his mother and his wife at roughly the same time, he recovered his
always fragile sense of manly self by a physically demanding period
of hunting and riding in the American West.15 He would later publish
a multi-volume study about this, The Winning of the West.16

Roosevelt had no patience with and indeed turned on any man with
“a certain feminine reticence.” Accordingly, “he would write of Henry
Adams and that other ‘little emasculated mass of inanity,’ Henry James,
that they were ‘charming men, but exceedingly undesirable companions
for any man not of strong nature.’”17 Roosevelt supported the Spanish-
American War in rhetorical terms that William James, who had taught
Roosevelt at Harvard, observed: “Not a word of the cause, – one foe is
as good as another, for aught he tells us . . . He swamps everything
together in one flood of bellicose emotion.” Of his former student, “he is
still mentally in the Sturm und Drang period of early adolescence.”18

Roosevelt was a passionate anglophile, which can explain his modeling
of American manhood along imperialistic lines, as well as his later
advocacy for entering World War I on Britain’s side. He urged his sons
to serve, one of whom was killed.19

However, even during this period there was notable resistance to
America’s propensity to initiate unjust wars, as the examples of William
James and also Mark Twain clearly show.20 Both men had lived for long
periods in Europe (James as a boy;21 Twain as an established author22),
and were accordingly skeptical of Theodore Roosevelt’s America First
nationalism. In contrast, Roosevelt, like other Americans of his period
(including Woodrow Wilson23) publicly inveighed against recent
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immigrants from abroad because of their “hyphenated Americanism”24;
the threat was “a flabby cosmopolitanism that led in turn to flabby patri-
otism.”25 Wilson was also a virulent racist, which informs his version of
America First nationalism.26

Patriarchy both uses and enforces gendered stereotypes (here “flabby”
immigrants) in rationalizing imperialistic wars. No one of this period
better recognized “the stupidity and injustice” of such thinking than
William James, who saw it, as we have noted, as feeding an ethical
“blindness with which we all are afflicted in regard to the feelings of
creatures and people different from ourselves.”27 And no one better
debunked the anti-immigrant stereotypes than a feminist woman of this
period, Jane Addams, who worked closely at Hull House with immigrants,
finding among them “an unquenchable desire that charity and simple
justice shall regulate men’s relations.”28 Addams went on to connect what
she had experienced with anti-militarism, putting “a limit to revenge.”29

It was never clear that World War I – a war among competing
European imperialisms – was just either in its ends or means, and our
entry into that war was probably unjustified, as perhaps most Americans
in that period believed. Once the United States declared war, the Wilson
administration – sensing the illegitimacy of its decision to enter the
war – turned on any opponents of the war, perhaps the most egregious
violation of free speech in American history, as our constitutional law
has now come to regard it.30 The consequence was such outrage at
Wilson’s policies that Americans after the war refused to endorse the
League of Nations. A resurgent America First nationalism made us an
isolationist power.31

Wilson’s mismanagement of the terms of peace – imposing
extraordinary demands for reparations on a defeated Germany – so
insulted Germans that “the shame of Versailles,” as John Maynard
Keynes warned it might,32 fueled the rise of fascism in Italy and Germany,
as well as in Spain and Japan. America’s isolationism made politically
impossible any reasonable attempt, of the sort Churchill urged on the
British parliament,33 to stop such aggressive nationalism before it was too
late. It was too late, leading to the catastrophe of World War II.

Americans did clearly resist our entrance into World War I, and there
was also resistance in Great Britain, notably, by the philosopher Bertrand
Russell and by the literary historian, Lytton Strachey, as well as the poet
and war hero, Siegfried Sassoon, both gay men, who for this reason might
be considered to stand in a different relation to patriarchal masculinity.

Throughout his life, Lytton Strachey had endured taunts directed
against his gender-bending conception and style of manhood. Perhaps
for this reason, he was unmoved by the taunts directed at his ethical
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petition for conscientious objector status. Strachey was in a position
reasonably to contest the terms of the patriarchal gender binary directed
against him: namely, that it was manly to fight but not manly to think for
oneself and to resist demands to use violence. To understand the depth of
Strachey’s convictions on the matter, there was no chance, in light of his
poor health, of his being called up after compulsory military service had
been introduced in Britain (he was ultimately exempted on health
grounds). However, he objected to conscription in principle, had worked
for the No Conscription Fellowship, and, after the passing of the Military
Service Bill, registered as a conscientious objector. On March 7, 1916 he
appeared as a claimant for exemption before the Hampstead Advisory
Committee, and read the following statement:

I have a conscientious objection to assisting, by any deliberate action
of mine, in carrying on the war. The objection is not based upon
religious belief, but upon moral considerations, at which I arrive after
long and careful thought. I do not wish to assert the extremely general
proposition that I should never, in any circumstances, be justified in
taking part in any conceivable war; to dogmatize so absolutely upon a
point so abstract would appear to me to be unreasonable. At the same
time, my feeling that the whole system by which it is sought to settle
international disputes by force is profoundly evil; and that, so far as
I am concerned, I should be doing wrong to take any active part in it.

These considerations have crystallized in my mind since the out-
break of war. Before that time, I was principally occupied with literary
and speculative matters; but, with the war, the supreme importance of
international questions was forced upon my attention. My opinions in
general have been for many years strongly critical of the whole struc-
ture of society; and, after a study of the diplomatic situation, and of the
literature, both controversial and philosophical, arising out of the war,
they developed naturally with those which I now hold. My convictions
as to my duty with regard to the war have not been formed either
rashly or lightly; and I shall not act against those convictions, whatever
the consequences may be.34

The committee rejected his claim. As a gesture of support, Strachey later
attended Bertrand Russell’s trial for publishing an article advocating
acceptance of a peace offer recently made by Germany. Russell was
convicted and sentenced to six months’ imprisonment in Brixton jail.35

As his statement makes clear, Strachey had come to believe that
Britain’s willingness to go to war and its conscription policy had made
him “strongly critical of the whole structure of society.” In an essay
“Militarism and Theology” published in 1918 he argues that this structure
had made the most terrifying and bloodthirsty militarism perfectly
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acceptable to “the great mass of ordinary, solid, humdrum, respectable
persons” who remain “the dominating force in human affairs.”36

The analogy explored by Strachey is the certainty underlying intolerance
in religion. This makes exactly the right point about the role Roman
patriarchy had played in shaping the Christianity of the West in its own
image – the Christianity to which most of the antagonists (the Ottoman
Empire excepted) in World War I appealed. Strachey had found his voca-
tion as an analyst of the role patriarchy played in so shaping the concep-
tion of manhood and womanhood in Britain. He saw the ways that a
patriarchal political psychology had made such violence and injustice
acceptable. What Wyndham Lewis would parody in Strachey as “asserting
his revolutionary pseudo-manhood”37 was a profound investigation of
what had made patriarchal manhood and womanhood so dominant in
Britain and so dangerous, something a more conventional man like Lewis
could not comprehend.

The poet Siegfried Sassoon came to the recognition of the injustice of
World War I later than Strachey and his friends. Sassoon had fought with
notable bravery in the war, but he, like his fellow soldier, poet, and friend,
Robert Graves, was shocked that the war with its extraordinary level of
casualties was allowed to continue. In the autumn of 1916, the government
had been “offered peace terms on the basis of status quo ante,” an offer
rejected “by the ‘Win-the-War’ Coalition Government of Lloyd George.”38

Both Sassoon and Graves “could no longer see the War as one between
trade-rivals; its continuance seemed merely a sacrifice of the idealistic
younger generation to the stupidity and self-protective alarm of the elder.”39

Sassoon, unlike Graves, was moved to an act of public resistance, writing a
letter to his commanding officer about why he could no longer serve:

I am making this statement as an act of willful defiance of military
authority, because I believe that the war is being deliberately pro-
longed by those who have the power to end it.

I am a soldier, convinced that I am acting on behalf of soldiers.
I believe that this war, upon which I entered as a war of defence and
liberation, has now become a war of aggression and conquest. I believe
that the purposes for which I and my fellow-soldiers entered upon the
war should have been so clearly stated as to have made it impossible to
change them, and that, had this been done, the objects which actuated
us would now be attainable by negotiation.

I have seen and endured the sufferings of the troops, and I can no
longer be a party to prolong these sufferings for ends which I believe to
be evil and unjust.40

It was at this point that Graves, who agreed with Sassoon’s views but
was concerned for his future (such a public statement – and Sassoon’s
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letter had been published – even by a war hero, was cause for court-
martial), intervened to get a medical board appointed. He himself testi-
fied, “[t]hough conscious of a betrayal of truth” that Sassoon was not sane
and required medical care.41 Sassoon was sent for care to Craiglockhart
where he was treated by the psychiatrist W. H. R. Rivers; he eventually
returned to the front to fight with his men until the war ended.42 Sassoon
condemned what Graves had done: “[A] man of courage would not acqui-
esce as [Graves] did.” Graves could not remember his reply.43

In her novel Regeneration, Pat Barker explores Sassoon’s experience
with W. H. R. Rivers at Craiglockhart, bringing to life the relationship
between these two remarkable men.44 Rivers is haunted by his role as
therapist of the war-resister. In a scene set in a church, he reflects on
the stained glass windows portraying God’s sacrifice of his Son, and
Abraham’s binding of Isaac: “[T]he two bloody bargains on which a
civilization claims to be based. The bargain, Rivers thought, looking at
Abraham and Isaac. The one on which all patriarchal societies are
founded.”45

He thinks of his own relationship to his father, a priest and a speech
therapist. As a boy, Rivers had suffered from a stammer. His father
would pay attention only to the stammer and not to what he said until
“he’d dared suggest that Genesis was no more than the creation myth of a
Bronze Age people.”46 The analogy is that as a military psychiatrist Rivers
felt pressured to treat Sassoon’s resistance as a disorder, rather than
listening to what he said and taking seriously his objections to the war
as a “senseless slaughter.” In coming to see this, Rivers recognizes that
this blindness is part of the bargain upon which all patriarchal societies
are founded.

The most stark and instructive recent example in American history of
what Rivers came to see about World War I – namely, its psychological
roots in patriarchy – is the role that was played by what David Halberstam
called “the best and the brightest” in initiating and continuing the war in
Vietnam.47 Halberstam’s is an appalling narrative of how some of the best
educated and most liberal minded American men, first in the Kennedy
and then the Johnson administration, led us into and escalated this war
on the basis of false assumptions. Both the background of the war and
the character of the enemy were never critically examined by these other-
wise intelligent men until the dimensions of their miscalculations and
their lies to the American people became apparent. And even then, the
appropriate response under the Nixon administration was unduly
delayed, costing many more American and Asian lives.

The great moral problem for Americans posed by Vietnam started at
the end of World War II when America faced the question of how to deal
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with its allies, notably Britain and France. Both were still wedded to forms
of colonialism in Asia and elsewhere. President Franklin Roosevelt was
quite hostile to colonialism, an issue that divided him from his greatest
European ally, Winston Churchill, who was passionately committed to
the British Empire in general and to its role in India, in particular.48

Churchill was, however, defeated in British elections after World War II,
and the new British government was to negotiate the end of British rule in
India in 1947. France, however, tenaciously held on to its imperial rule
in Indochina.

Facing a nationalist insurgency led by Ho Chi Minh, France withdrew
from Indochina after being defeated by Minh’s forces at Dien Bien Phu in
1954 during the Eisenhower presidency. The French had underestimated
the nationalist appeal of an indigenous guerrilla resistance to a Western
imperial power, and Americans were to make the samemistake. Basically,
they took on France’s mantle as an imperialist power during the adminis-
trations of Eisenhower, Kennedy, and, most disastrously, Johnson.
How could Americans, whose own revolution had rejected British
imperialism, make such a mistake?

The great problem for Americans was that Ho Chi Minh, though a
nationalist was a Communist. In 1949, Mao’s communists had taken
power in China after defeating the nationalist forces of Chiang Kai-shek.
Halberstam observes:

The State Department knew the crunch was coming; in August 1949 it
published its White Paper on China, a document designed to show that
the fall of China was the fault of Chiang and that the United States had
gone as far as an ally could go. What is remarkable about the White
Paper in retrospect is the intelligence and quality of the reporting.49

America was, however, now in the midst of the Cold War with
the Soviet Union, and Senator Joseph R. McCarthy, Republican from
Wisconsin, in February 1950:

made the first of his major, red-baiting Communist-conspiracy
claims . . . His timing could not have been better, in four months the
Korean War began, and because the China experts were already in
disrepute, the State Department did not heed their warnings on what
American moves might bring the Chinese into the war. The warnings
unheeded, the Chinese entered, and the anti-Communist passions
against the China experts mounted. It was a Greek thing.50

By 1954, McCarthy was finished, “but the fears he had created would live
long after him . . .He had also made the foreign policy of the United States
even more rigid, both then and later. The country would in particular pay
the price for this in Vietnam. The legacy of it all was poison.” Eisenhower,
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for example, “said in his inaugural in January 1953 that the French
soldier in Indochina and the American soldier in Korea were fighting
the same thing.”51

Eisenhower’s assimilation of the Chinese in Korea to Ho’s insurgency
in Vietnamwas false. The Vietnamese were nationalists first, and despised
the Chinese as imperialists as much as they despised Western imperial
powers. Americans were always surprised, as were the French, that the
Vietnamese fought on: “[T]he truth of the war never entered the upper-
level American calculations; that this was a revolutionary war, and that
the other side held title to the revolution because of the colonial war
which has just ended.”52 Their movement in Vietnam was genuinely
revolutionary and anti-feudal. It enjoyed the indigenous support of the
Vietnamese people, who were prepared to endure losses and were resili-
ent in ways that were not taken seriously either by the French or the
Americans. They thought their superior technology would be, indeed
must be, decisive.

The failure of American leaders – especially in the Kennedy and
Johnson administration – to take the ethical claims of the Vietnamese
people seriously is the heart of the American darkness during this period.
As Chester Bowles wrote in his diary in “one of the most prophetic
analyses of the new [Kennedy] administration”:53 “[I]t lacks a genuine
sense of conviction about what is right and what is wrong.”54

As we have seen, the issue of manhood has been implicit in critiques of
American politics for some time, but never more vividly than in David
Halberstam’s analysis of what went wrong in regard to Vietnam. The Best
and The Brightest is an indictment of men who had risen to the very top of
the hierarchy; men whose claim to authority and judgment had been
unquestioned, which became part of the problem. Because as patriarchal
men, when their judgment was questioned, their manhood, contingent on
being superior – the best and the brightest – was subjected to shaming.
Rather than listening to the critics and ending the war, they responded, as
patriarchal men are primed to do, with violence: that is by escalating the
war in the name of defending their own and America’s honor. That it had
the opposite effect of disgracing both themselves and their country is a
lesson that has come to feel very contemporary and urgent, which we
examine in detail.

It was not a matter of liberalism (these men were among the
most politically liberal people of their period), nor of intelligence (they
were intellectually brilliant), nor of education (they had gone to the
best schools and were at the top of their classes), nor, even of experience
(the military leaders had often served the nation bravely and well in
World War II, as had President Kennedy himself and others in his
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administration, and McNamara was a highly successful business leader at
Ford). They were, as Halberstam rightly calls them, “the best and the
brightest,” meaning they had reached the pinnacle of what counted in
America as successful and accomplished manhood.

What immediately strikes us is how rigidly this successful manhood
adhered to the terms of the gender binary and hierarchy. Their much
vaunted rationality – exemplified by the civilians, McGeorge Bundy55 and
Robert McNamara,56 and the military men, Maxwell Taylor57 and General
Westmoreland58 – is the hard rationality of cost effective means-end
reasoning, mathematically displayed in flow charts and body counts.
Hard not soft, masculine not effeminate. Rationality was, for them, cold,
heartlessly cold; “[c]onviction and certitude without emotion. When he
[McNamara] finished everyone knew what to do. The modern man.”59

Maxwell Taylor was “[a]ll business, all ambition, cold as ice.”60

Taking this conception of rationality as all that rationality could or
should mean, these men at the top bonded to one another. They did not
think to listen to – indeed they dismissed – those who presumed to question
their judgment. McGeorge Bundy referred to George Ball disparagingly as
“the theologian,” because Ball raised moral questions about ends. An insu-
lar and ultimately irrational arrogance61 had led the American military to
lie to civilian authorities about our losses and defeats and to deny the
resilience of the Vietnamese.62 Later, this same arrogance led embattled
civilian leaders, including Robert McNamara and President Johnson, to lie
both to Congress and the American people about what they were doing.
Thus they secured the Tonkin Gulf Resolution authorizing military escal-
ation63 and then concealed the dimensions of the escalations.64

Men who had risen to the very top could not question what they took
to be their successful lives. This rendered them acutely sensitive to the
shaming of manhood. Any intimation of defeat, of being seen as less than
the best and the brightest, was an insult they found insufferable.
This psychology was most starkly displayed by President Johnson himself.
He refused to believe that Ho Chi Minh, the leader of a small and techno-
logically backward nation, could withstand let alone defeat America’s
industrial and military superiority (“‘Raggedy-ass little fourth-rate coun-
try,’ Lyndon Johnson called Vietnam during the great debates”65).
Speaking to reporters, he characterized America’s response to alleged
attacks by the Vietnamese at Tonkin Bay in terms that suggest his sexual
anxieties: “I didn’t just screw Ho Chi Minh, . . . I cut his pecker off.”66

Halberstam concludes:

machismo was no small part of it. [Johnson] has always been haunted
by the idea that he would be judged as being insufficiently manly for

The Power and Invisibility of Gender 89

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.008
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


the job, that he would lack courage at a crucial moment. More than a
little insecure himself, he very much wanted to be seen as a man; it was
a conscious thing. He was very much aware of machismo in himself
and those around him, and at a moment like this [escalating military
force in Vietnam] he wanted the respect of men who were tough, real
men, and they would turn out to be the hawks. He had always uncon-
sciously divided the people around him between men and boys.
Men were activists, doers, who conquered business empires, who
acted instead of talked, who made it in the world of other men and
had the respect of other men. Boys were the talkers and the writers and
the intellectuals, who sat around thinking and criticizing and doubting
instead of doing . . .

Doubt itself, he thought, was an almost feminine quality, doubts
were for women; on another issue, when Lady Bird raised her doubts,
Johnson had said of course she was doubtful, it was like a woman
to be uncertain. Thus as Vietnam came to the edge of decision, the
sides were unfair, given Johnson’s make-up. The doubters were not
the people he respected; the men who were activists were hawks,
and he took sustenance and reassurance that the real men were for
going ahead.67

It was always Johnson’s sense, following Kennedy’s assassination, that
“the best and brightest” supported him. Yet he was as much hostage to
their worship of manly success as they were to his.68 “[Johnson] was a
relentless man who pushed himself and all others with the same severity
and demanded, above all other qualities, total loyalty, not loyalty in the
traditional sense, not positive loyalty, . . . but total loyalty, not just to office
or party or concept, but loyalty first and foremost to Lyndon Johnson.”69

Since Johnson was older and therefore closer to the political impact of
McCarthy and his conspiracy theory about the loss of China, he was more
vulnerable than the men around him to the confusion of China
and Vietnam. Still, their support after Kennedy’s death strengthened
Johnson’s confusion with consequences not only in Vietnam but for his
poverty programs and the future of the Democratic Party as a liberal and
progressive party that could win elections. Men (this band of brothers
with Johnson at its head demanding total loyalty) stood together over
Vietnam, disastrously so for them and us. At the end, the damage
to ethical intelligence was all too evident: few acknowledged mistakes:
“[T]here was no sense of remorse, not even on why they failed to estimate
correctly . . . The faults, it seemed, were not theirs, the fault was with this
country which was not worthy of them.”70

The analogy to Hitler, who at the end turned on the German people, is
inescapable. How, psychologically, could this happen, and in admired
liberal leaders of the United States of America, rightly still honored,
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as by us, for their domestic achievements designed to remedy longstand-
ing injustices of race and poverty? Is it just, as Johnson’s biographer
Robert A. Caro observes, that “Ruthlessness, secretiveness, deceit –

significant elements in every previous stage of Lyndon Johnson’s
life” here destroyed him? Caro goes on to comment: “Not always,
however . . . sometimes these other elements – the anger at injustice, the
sympathy, empathy, identification with the underdog that added up to
compassion – had been expressed, by this master of the political gesture,
in gestures . . . deeply meaningful.”71 So, why Vietnam?

The problem, at bottom, was the killing of ethical conscience itself in
their fear that their manhood would be subjected to shaming., and the
contempt for moral leadership articulated by Dean Rusk, the Secretary of
State: “I wouldn’t make the smallest concession for moral leadership.
It’s much overrated.”72 Halberstam recalls a “young White House aide”
who “remembered the conversation, which shocked him, and from then
on always thought of Rusk in this context; he thought that when Rusk
died that should be inscribed on his tombstone, his epitaph.”73 He is then
reminded of something that Kennedy had said about Stevenson:

What was it Jack Kennedy had said about Adlai Stevenson during the
Cuban missile crisis when he had mocked Stevenson’s softness – that
you had to admire the way Stevenson was willing to fight for his
convictions when everyone else in the room was against him. The
irony of that statement was missing for Kennedy and it was missing
for Johnson as well.74

In the American experience of unjust wars, the Vietnam War is
remarkable not for the fact of resistance in itself (which had occurred
earlier), but because the resistance, like Siegfried Sassoon’s resistance to
World War I, originated among the soldiers fighting the war. For the first
time in American history, the resistance to war was widespread, resonant,
and effective – the American people were persuaded the war must be
brought to an end even without victory. It was the resistance to the war
by the soldiers serving in Vietnam, giving voice to their experience of the
war, that was so psychologically powerful. Men such as Tim O’Brien who
had struggled with their consciences over whether to serve in Vietnam
and had ended up serving, came to see and write about the moral injury
they had suffered in betraying what is right. O’Brien writes: “My con-
science told me to run, but some irrational and powerful force was
resisting, like a weight pushing me toward the war.”75

We are struck by the consistency in men’s description of the force that
impels them to act against their better nature. Tolstoy refers to it as crude,
powerful and mysterious. Our student Adam refers to it as massive and
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intangible; O’Brien as powerful and irrational. All had felt unable to resist
it. As O’Brien came to see, its force was rooted in cowardice. Its power lay
in the shaming of manhood.76 The conflict was between his vulnerability
to the shaming of his manhood and his guilt arising from a conscience
concerned with harm to others. This is the realization Tolstoy – a man
who had fought in Russian wars – also came to, leading him ultimately to
resistance, which in his case took the form of pacifism.77

Unlike in World War I, by the time of Vietnam the American law of
free speech had evolved so that anti-war speech was fully protected con-
stitutionally.78 The anti-Vietnam war resistance was also connected to the
civil rights movement, whose leader, Martin Luther King, Jr, had come
out in opposition to the war.79 What was the connection?

Both the anti-Vietnam war resistance movement, which began within
the military, and the civil rights movement with its commitment to non-
violence were challenging the honor codes of American manhood. More
specifically, they were challenging the assumption that violence or the use
of force is the way that men can undo shaming and restore honor. In this,
the anti-war movement was questioning the core assumption of patri-
archal manhood.

Seen in this light, it is no accident that the resurgence of patriarchy in
the present is manifest in Trump surrounding himself with military men
and seeking an increase in the military budget while at the same time
further restricting women’s access to birth control and abortion and
protections against sexual assault. Plus reinstating a rigid gender
binary in his opposition to any policies that would recognize the human
rights of LGBTQ Americans or grant them constitutional protection as
citizens.

As Trump girds himself for war, and at times seems eager to provoke it
at whatever cost, we can take instruction from the American ethical
leaders who, in an earlier historical period, worried about America’s
propensity to initiate unjust wars, namely William James and Jane
Addams. James protested both American imperialism80 and the virulent
racism of American lynchings.81 In his 1910 essay, “The Moral Equivalent
of War,”82 he was particularly concerned with the mindless militarism he
condemned in the policies of Theodore Roosevelt. Yet after considering
pacifist (Tolstoy) and feminist alternatives, he concludes that the “war-
party is assuredly right in affirming and reaffirming that the martial
virtues, although originally gained by the race through war, are absolute
and permanent human goods.”83 He then proposes a moral equivalent of
war, namely, mandatory public service for young people as a way of
redirecting and civilizing these “virtues.” James clearly sees the role that
the gender binary plays in framing these issues but, working within the
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terms of the binary, looks forward “to a future when acts of war shall be
formally outlawed between civilized peoples.”84

In contrast, the ethical and psychological brilliance of Jane Addams’s
framing of the same issue (American aggressive militarism) arises from
the way she investigates the question through her close study of recent
immigrants she knew from her work at Hull House. These are precisely
the immigrants that Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson would
condemn as “hyphenated Americans.” What Addams saw in her experi-
ence of these immigrants was not a threat, but an ethical impulse of care
and concern arising from “the opportunity and necessity for breaking
through the tribal bond.”85 In a period when immigrants were demon-
ized as “the scum of Europe,”86 Addams closely observed and appreci-
ated the humane capacities she saw in the immigrants she knew at
firsthand – the “old German potter . . . his life . . . illumined with the
artist’s prerogative of direct creation,” the humane relationality of
Southern Italians “congregate[d] in cities where their inherited and
elaborate knowledge of agricultural processes is unutilized,”87 the cour-
age of Russian immigrant victims of religious and political persecution
with their experience of “the bittersweet of martyrdom,”88 and “the most
recently immigrated Jews” with their “refreshing insistence upon the
reality of the inner life.”89

Entering into the worlds of these people, Addams came to understand
their struggles in a new environment and was aware of how little their
struggles and gifts were taken seriously or appreciated. Addams also saw
in American immigrants:

the power of association which comes from daily contact with those
who are unlike each other in all save the universal characteristics of
man, . . . suggestions of a new peace and holiness. It would seem as if
our final help and healing were about to issue forth from broken
human nature itself, out of the pathetic striving of ordinary men,
who make up the common substance of life: from those who have
been driven by economic pressure or governmental oppression out of a
score of nations.90

Addams argues that what she discovered from working with and
listening to immigrants is an alternative to William James’s search for a
moral equivalent to war: the “substitution of nurture for warfare . . .

analogous to that world-wide effort to put a limit to revenge.”91 She finds
the psychological root of a militarism also in the American criminal
justice system, including prisons.92 Unlike James, Addams challenges
the gender binary itself, and frames her argument in terms of an ethic of
care that substitutes nurture for warfare and puts “a limit to revenge.”
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A central feature of Trump’s America First nationalism was the
Muslim travel ban, followed closely by his draconian approach to illegal
immigrants. The stark inconsistency between the now visible patriarchy
and the values of constitutional democracy and universal human rights is
in itself grounds for concern. For a man as patriarchal as Trump, the very
fact that the power of America is no longer hegemonic (for example, the
rise of China upsetting what once might have been regarded as the
rightful hierarchy among nations) may register as a personal insult and
thus a justification for violence.93 For a man who venerates power and
strength above all, human rights barely register. This is what makes
Trump’s America First populism so ethically vacuous and dangerous,
along with his unconcern for the most vulnerable among us. As Jane
Addams observed, “emotional pity and kindness are always found in
greatest degree among the unsuccessful,”94 and Trump’s worship of suc-
cess accordingly evinces little kindness and less pity. It is not an ethical
answer to appeal to power, as the Athenians did when the Melians pro-
tested their injustice: “[I]n fact the strong do what they have the power to
do and the weak accepted what they have to accept.”95 Have we learned
nothing about how democracies lose their ethical footing?

We return then to the issue of gender: Why is it so difficult to see the
pivotal importance of gender? In Charles King’s review of Pankaj Mishra’s
book Age of Anger, we saw the glimmer of an answer. At the same time
that King flags the missing issue of gender in Mishra’s analysis of the
rise to power of Trump and his ilk (Erdogan, Putin, and Abu Bakr
al-Baghdadi), noting that “the admixture of machismo, self-obsession
and thin-skinnedness . . . has something to do with gender,” he then goes
on to say: “One need only be a self-aware theorist, not a feminist theorist,
nor even a Freudian one, to see the entanglements of gender and sexuality
with the political disposition that Mishra catalogues so well.”96

Why “not a feminist theorist”?
Is it because King sees feminism as only for women? Is it because

despite writing about gender, he himself is blinded by the gender binary
and hierarchy so that a movement, feminism, perceived as in the interest
of women cannot, given the terms of the binary, also be in the interest of
men? Or given the hierarchy, a women’s liberation movement cannot
ultimately be taken as the basis for the “grand narrative” that King is
looking for? This is a problem all too common. Yet two great American
artists, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Herman Melville, in their prophetic
mid-nineteenth-century novels, The Scarlet Letter and Moby Dick, illumin-
ated the entanglements with gender that are at the root of our current
situation.

94 Darkness Now Visible

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.008


8 Democracy’s Future

HAWTHORNE AND MELVILLE: THE SCARLET LETTER AND
MOBY DICK AS PROPHETIC NOVELS

In The Scarlet Letter, written in a rush of emotion in the six months
following his mother’s death. Hawthorne explores the problem of patri-
archy. He shows us its effects on men, and then imagines resistance in the
voice of a woman who is living outside its frame. Hawthorne’s masterpiece
along with his relationship with Melville inspired Moby Dick, published
a year later in 1851 and also Billy Budd, published posthumously in 1924.
All three works expose the force of patriarchy, albeit in quite different
ways, Hawthorne’s focusing on the problem of love, Melville’s on the
problem of violence. What makes these works so remarkable is their study
of the contradictions between patriarchy and democracy. They are proph-
etic in showing what we are still reluctant to see: the toll patriarchy takes
on American manhood.

The Scarlet Letter is, of course, a self-conscious work on and about
patriarchy, a term Hawthorne uses repeatedly throughout the novel.1

We know that his sister-in-law, Elizabeth Peabody, was an abolitionist
feminist, opposing not only American slavery and racism but also sexism.
The abolitionist feminists linked both racism and sexism to the force of
patriarchy in American religion and ethics as well as in American polit-
ics.2 The Scarlet Letter brilliantly exposes Puritan hypocrisy but also the
internal contradictions that led the very same scarlet A that branded
Hester Prynne as a woman who had committed adultery to be perceived
by many as standing for “Able; so strong was Hester Prynne, with a
woman’s strength.”3 On this view, which one of us (Gilligan) first
developed,4 The Scarlet Letter is a resistance novel, and the resistance is
to patriarchy; in particular, to the damage patriarchy does to relations
between women and men. At the end of the novel, Hester assures the
people who come to her for counsel and comfort of her firm belief that at
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some future time, when the world has grown ripe for it, “A new truth will
be revealed in order to establish the whole relation between man and
woman on a surer ground of mutual happiness.”5

Melville’sMoby Dick and Billy Budd are decidedly not about patriarchal
constraints on women (there are few women in the former, none in
the latter), but both zero in on how patriarchy destroys men. And how
difficult, if not impossible, it is for men to resist.6 Hawthorne makes the
same point in The Scarlet Letter with his two central male characters,
Dimmesdale (Hester’s minister and lover) and Chillingworth (Hester’s
husband). Writing about moral injury, one of us (Gilligan) has suggested
that the adulterous women in both Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina and
Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter “are so dazzling, so vibrant, that our eye
fixes on them . . . We want to know what happens to them. It is almost as
if they serve as decoys to distract us from what Tolstoy and Hawthorne
are showing us about what happens to men under patriarchy.”7

One reason readers may focus on the dazzling adulterous women, is that
what these artists are showing us about men’s infidelity is more challen-
ging to see. It counters the assumption that in privileging men and giving
them power, patriarchy is in men’s interest. Instead, we are shown how it
destroys them.

Dimmesdale and Chillingworth are both described as unusually sensi-
tive, intelligent, and humane men. In the character of Dimmesdale,
Hawthorne reveals how a man of nature (of dale) becomes dim, and in
the character of Chillingworth, how a man of worth becomes chilling.
It is the force of patriarchy that leads the Reverend Dimmesdale,
a man who loves the truth, to betray himself by living a lie, and
Mr. Chillingworth, whom we feel comes to love Dimmesdale, to devote
himself to destroying his soul.

In Melville, the homoeroticism among men is more explicit. In Moby
Dick, the love between Queequeg and Ishmael is compared to a marriage
(“hugging a fellow male in that matrimonial sort of style”8). In Billy Budd,
it surfaces in the twisted repressed homosexuality of Claggart and the
feelings of Captain Vere and Billy for one another.

Hawthorne’s interest in how patriarchy deforms men, including good
men, is, of course, continuous with the similarly probing psychological
investigations of other great artists (notably Shakespeare), especially in
periods of cultural change like the transition in Britain from the medieval
religious consensus to the more open questioning of the Renaissance
and Reformation.9 Britain under Elizabeth remained an absolute mon-
archy, even more starkly so under the Stuarts, whose political views,
and perhaps Shakespeare’s, called for hierarchy: “Observe degree, prior-
ity, and place.”10 But questions about patriarchy are raised in many of
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Shakespeare’s plays, including the history plays and the tragedies. These
questions were to culminate in the emergence of arguments for toleration,
free speech, and constitutional democracy in the English Civil War, and,
after the Glorious Revolution, in the development of British democratic
constitutionalism, all of which framed the American Revolution and the
Constitution of 1787 and Bill of Rights of 1791.11

Hawthorne situates his novel in Puritan New England, founded
on Puritan resistance to Charles I’s claims to absolutism in both religion
and politics. The novel studies the psychology of men and women in
transition, not from absolutism, but within a more democratic culture
that had resisted absolutism both in religion and politics and yet had
remained patriarchal, as Hawthorne reminds us repeatedly (“patriarchal
personage . . . patriarchal privilege . . . patriarchal power . . . patriarchal
deacon”12). It was Puritan resistance that first led to the idea of written
constitutions protecting basic human rights, initially suggested in Britain
and later institutionalized in the United States.13 The underlying ethical
impulse was, with the printing press and mass literacy and the translation
of the Bible into the vernacular, that all persons including women
could themselves read basic ethical and religious works and form their
own convictions without the intermediary of a priesthood. It was this
ethical impulse that inspired Puritan resistance to hierarchy in both reli-
gion and politics, and the impulse to democracy based on equality and
human rights.

The brilliance of The Scarlet Letter is that the voice of ethical resistance
is the prophetic voice of Hester Prynne, who sees the role that patriarchy
plays in deforming human nature in both women and men. Her revelation
is that what has come to seem “like nature” is in fact not nature but a
culture that grounds the whole relation between man and woman in
mutual unhappiness. Read and taught as a tragic love story or a caution-
ary tale about the wages of sin, The Scarlet Letter is far more radical. It’s
not the love between Hester Prynne and Arthur Dimmesdale that is tragic,
although within the culture of puritanism it becomes a tragedy and a sin.
It is “an iron framework of reasoning”14 that imprisons them – a cultural
framework in which women are either goodwives or witches and men are
trapped by patriarchal privilege and power into living a lie.

The novel plays constantly with shifting the frame, starting with the
introductory chapter where the unnamed narrator, studying “this patri-
archal personage,” the “Father of the Custom-House,” with “a livelier
curiosity than any other form of humanity there presented to my notice,”
finds that “he was, in truth, a rare phenomenon; so perfect in one point of
view; so shallow, so delusive, so impalpable, such an absolute nonentity,
in every other.”15 In the chapter “Another View of Hester,”16 we discover
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that Hester, because of the scarlet A, is outside the iron framework of
puritanism. As an adulteress, she cannot be a goodwife; as the mother
of Pearl she cannot be a witch without having the Puritans take her child
away. Thus her mind is free to roam, and living outside the framework,
she sees the frame.

The Puritan settlement was once a forest floor: built up in one way it
could be “torn down and built up anew.”17 “Men of the sword had over-
thrown nobles and kings. Men bolder than these had overthrown and
rearranged – not actually, but within the sphere of theory, . . . the whole
system of ancient prejudice . . . Hester Prynne imbibed this spirt.”18 For a
woman to find her fair and suitable place in the new society – that is, for
a woman to be included within the framework of democracy – “the very
nature of the opposite sex, or its long hereditary habit, which has become
like nature, is to be essentially modified,”19 and that of woman too
(woman “cannot take advantage of these preliminary reforms, until she
herself shall have undergone a still mightier change”20). In short, what
Hester sees is that a political transformation (the change from a patri-
archal to a democratic society) hinges on a psychological transformation,
whereby what has become through long hereditary habit “like nature,”
must be essentially modified. The revelation of The Scarlet Letter is that
in the absence of this transformation, not only is democracy comprom-
ised but love becomes tragic.

This extraordinary intellectual insight and freedom of Hester
Prynne is often missed in the focus on what from a patriarchal stand-
point is her unredeemable sin. Despite the cues strewn along the way –

“in one point of view . . . in every other,” “another view of Hester,” the
change in the meaning of the letter A; and in the end the question never
resolved as to whether there was, as some people attest, a scarlet A on
Dimmesdale’s chest, or whether there was no A there, as others, who
were also there and saw his bare chest affirm – the shifting of the
framework is overlooked. The Scarlet Letter shows us both how a
patriarchal framework, even one seemingly cast in iron, can shift,
and also the forces holding it in place. A woman, we are told, must
bring the new truth, but there is a catch-22, because with the stunning
economy of the letter A, Hawthorne captures how the “lawless pas-
sion”21 that releases Hester from the iron framework of puritanism
rendering her Able to see the frame, also disables her because it
renders her, in the eyes of the Puritans, an impure woman, a woman
who has been Adulterated.

Hawthorne refers to Hester Prynne as “hand in hand with Ann
Hutchinson, as the foundress of a religious sect. She might, in one of
her phases, have been a prophetess.”22 But Hester’s prophesies remain in
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her own mind, and, though she persuades her lover Dimmesdale to join
her in leaving, and though he publicly acknowledges his love for Hester
and Pearl, he is not heard, and in the end he does not leave, but dies
consumed by guilt and confessing his remorse for betraying the Father.
Chillingworth, although driven to hound Dimmesdale like a fiend, so
riddled by shame at being dishonored by another man and determined
is he to expose his secret, in the end leaves his estate, which was
“very considerable,”23 to Pearl, freeing the daughter who was not his
own to live her own life and by doing so, becoming, in effect, her good
father. In their own way, each of these men, Dimmesdale and Chilling-
worth, resists the strictures of patriarchy, and yet in the end both are
tormented – one might say tortured – by its bonds. Dimmesdale, despite
his emotional sensitivity and passion, becomes dim, and Chillingworth,
despite his intelligence and his feeling for Pearl and for the Native
Americans, becomes chilling.

The effects of patriarchy on men is the very center of what arrests our
attention in Melville’s two masterpieces. Like The Scarlet Letter,Moby Dick
is an antebellum novel framed by the intimation, in the early 1850s, of a
national tragedy very much in the offing (and erupting in the Civil War).
The British novelist, E. M. Forster, rightly called Melville’s study of evil
prophetic, reaching “straight back into the universal, to a blackness and
sadness so transcending our own that they are indistinguishable from
glory.”24 If Hester Prynne is a prophetess of how patriarchy can be trans-
formed by love, Moby Dick is prophetic of the catastrophic consequences
for democracy when patriarchy is hegemonic. The Pequod, a model of the
ship of state, is led by a monstrous patriarch, Captain Ahab, whose
unquellable rage arises from the insult to his manhood by his loss of a
leg to the white whale he was hunting. The novel shows us the lucrative
American whaling industry run by Quakers, nonviolent in their religion
and politics, but here engaged in a business that lives off the killing and
dismembering not of fish, but of mammals, who, along with porpoises
and dolphins, are among the most intelligent of such creatures. In his
early novels based on his South Sea adventures, Melville tried to show the
humane features even of cannibals, who horrified America’s proselytizing
clergy.25 In Moby Dick he exposes the hypocrisy of nonviolent Quakers
cannibalizing mammals – a horror shown in vivid detail.

But at the center of the novel we see not only Ahab’s narcissistic rage,
but also how the men he leads, including Starbuck, who perceives
the irrationality of the venture, follow him even unto their deaths.
As Starbuck sees clearly, Ahab’s pursuit of the white whale is utterly
irrational, distracting the ship from what its Quaker owners regard as
the only rational object of this business, making money off the parts of the
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whale for which there was a market. Yet the insult to Ahab’s manhood and
his personal obsession with revenge (“I’d strike the sun if it insulted
me”26), fuels a psychology that the men of the Pequod, including Starbuck,
cannot and will not resist. What Melville shows us is an interlinked
personal and political psychology that, under patriarchy, mobilizes seem-
ingly unstoppable violence. Similar in this sense to the antebellum South
where any threat to the racist hierarchy of American slavery elicits vio-
lence against people of color as scapegoats (Ahab may be modeled on
Calhoun27), or to Hitler’s appeal to the shame of Versailles that led to the
murder of six million European Jews,28 Melville reveals the scapegoat of
insulted patriarchal manhood, a projected emptiness, a white whale,
who could be anyone, the more innocent and vulnerable the better.

The ship, the Bellipotent, in Billy Budd is also a model of the patri-
archal state, only here a British military vessel at war with France in the
Napoleonic War, a war between two imperialisms. The contrast between
the rigid hierarchical order of the patriarchal state and its alternative is
starkly drawn as Billy, commandeered from his ship, Rights-of-Man, to
serve on the Bellipotent says: “And good-bye to you too, old Rights-of-
Man,”29 “a terrible breach of naval decorum.”30 Why “terrible”? Even to
mention the rights of man, the basis of democracy, in such a context is to
provoke terror in the patriarchal order, the kind of insult to patriarchal
manhood that demands and justifies violence. And Billy is killed.

With Billy Budd Melville’s carries his interest in the effects of patri-
archy on men into their psyches, to wit, the psyches of men who are
sexually attracted to and sometimes love men. The text could not be
clearer: Billy, “the Handsome Sailor,”31 is loved by everyone, but it is
Claggart’s repressed sexual desire for Billy that is transformed into vio-
lence, leading to the death of both. Homophobia transforms homosexual
desire into shame, an insult to one’s manhood. The insult to manhood
then elicits violence in the absence of love or guilt, as Jim Gilligan’s work
so clearly shows.32

What is of interest in Billy Budd is not only exposing the damaging
effects of patriarchy on a man like Claggart, but its effects on the patriarch
of the Bellipotent, Captain Vere, a man portrayed as perceptive, scholarly,
and humane – as humane and learned as Hawthorne’s Dimmesdale and
Chillingworth. It is Captain Vere who ultimately condemns Billy to death,
but his route to this end is not direct. Once Billy has struck Claggart dead,
Vere (for whom “forms, measured forms are everything,”)33 “vehemently
exclaimed, ‘Struck dead by an angel of God! Yet the angel must hang!’”34

Richard Weisberg has shown that both the procedure and substance
of Billy’s conviction and death penalty violate legal norms, norms with
which Melville, a former seaman, was well familiar.35 Even Vere’s officers
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express doubt that Vere is following the proper legal rules and procedure;
they convict and condemn Billy to death at Vere’s insistence, concerned
otherwise, as Vere puts it, that mutiny would be encouraged.36 In fact, it is
Billy’s execution that nearly provokes mutiny among the men who loved
him.37 Vere’s compulsion to kill Billy is put by him in two revealing ways:
the decision must not rest on “the feminine in man”38 and must follow
“the imperial one”39 required by law. Appeal to the gender binary shows
we are within patriarchy, and the effects of patriarchy on men are evident
not only in Claggart, but in Vere, and even in Billy’s acceptance of his
death, exclaiming, “God bless Captain Vere!”40

The novella tells us that Captain Vere talks privately with Billy about
his condemnation to death, but we are not told what was said. Presum-
ably, what was said must explain Billy’s blessing of Vere before his death.
What we are told, however, is this:

Captain Vere in the end may have developed the passion sometimes
latent under an exterior stoical or indifferent. He was old enough to
have been Billy’s father. The austere devotee of military duty, letting
himself melt back into what remains primeval in our formalized
humanity, may in the end have caught Billy to his heart, even as
Abraham may have caught Isaac on the brink of resolutely offering
him up in obedience to the exacting behest.41

It is clear that Vere was emotionally engaged by Billy: “[L]etting
himself melt back into what remains primeval in our formalized human-
ity,”42 namely, the intimate relationship between father and son. Billy is
an orphan, fatherless; and Vere is certainly not Billy’s father. But the
relationship is put in the patriarchal terms of the Abraham-Isaac story,
in which a father is prepared to kill his son to prove his devotion to God.
Isaac, however, is not killed. Yet Vere believes himself compelled,
contrary to his feelings and to the skepticism of his fellow officers about
the legality of what he is doing, to condemn the innocent boy to death,
and Billy embraces his death as he may have believed that through his
acceptance he was embracing the father he never had.

Billy Budd was published posthumously, years after Melville’s death,
suggesting that it explored painfully personal and shameful issues for
Melville that he could not expose in his lifetime. The playwright Eugene
O’Neill’s insistence that his greatest and most personal play, Long Day’s
Journey Into Night, only be played after his death comes to mind as an
analogy. Melville’s sense of personal pain is clearly rooted in his guilt and
remorse over the suicide of his eldest son, Malcolm.43 Melville was as bad
a father as he was a husband,44 and the rage, which he exposed earlier in
Ahab, is here explored in one of the most intimate of personal
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relationships under patriarchy. There were undoubtedly many other
violently abusive husbands and fathers under American patriarchy,45

but none had the artistic talent and integrity to explore the problem in
the way Melville courageously does in his last work. In Billy Budd, he
overcomes his shame through confessing a sense of a guilt that he had
come to believe should be more broadly understood and shared

There is, however, another painful and shameful personal issue that
may be implicit in Billy Budd, and is quite explicit in the opera based on
the novella composed by Benjamin Britten to a text written in part by
the British novelist E. M. Forster – namely, repressed homosexuality.46

Britten’s interest in setting Melville’s novella arose from E. M. Forster’s
desire to collaborate with Britten on a new opera. “The men were not
close, though Britten felt a sense of gratitude toward Forster for introdu-
cing him to Crabbe’s poetry, repaying him by dedicating his comic opera
Albert Herring ‘to E. M. Forster, in admiration’.”47 Britten was much more
courageous in dealing with explicit gay themes than Forster, whose gay
novel, Maurice, written in 1913, was only published after Forster’s death.
But the men, both gay and in loving relationships (Forster with a police-
man, Britten with the singer, Peter Pears), shared a common sensibility
about the value of gay love and friendship. Unsurprisingly, it was Britten
who proposed Billy Budd to Forster.

Billy Budd appealed to Britten as a parable about how patriarchy
destroys love and legitimates violence. To recapitulate and flesh out the
story, its hero is an honest and handsome sailor who had been impressed
into the British navy at the time of the French Revolution. Budd is beloved
of everyone who knows him except for John Claggart, the master-at-arms.
Claggart, twisted by homophobia, is sexually attracted to Budd, and for
that reason maliciously decides to destroy him – a counterphobic response
to the very idea of gay love, destroying, as homophobia requires, the thing
one loves. As the very idea of loving the boy leads Claggart to destroy the
boy and himself, Claggart falsely accuses Budd of mutiny. Budd, who has a
stammer, cannot express his indignation in words, and instinctively strikes
out at Claggart, killing him. Captain Vere, the scholarly captain of the ship,
understands perfectly well Claggart’s malice, and “fully comprehends that
Claggart’s vindictive attraction to Billy is the real crime.”48 When Claggart
dies, however, Vere follows his duty as captain of a ship at war, and
convenes the required court to apply to the letter the Mutiny Act, which
he supposes (wrongly) would condemn Budd to death. Budd is found
guilty, and hanged. Claggart is buried at sea with full military honors.

Forster began work on a libretto (Eric Crozier, who assisted, was
initially skeptical: “Who had ever heard of an opera with an all-male
cast?”49). Though he preserved much of Melville’s dialogue, Forster’s most
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important change was to keep Vere alive after the events in the novella,
thus making the opera a memory drama in which Vere, now an old man,
reflects with remorse on what he had done. He had performed the role
imperial patriarchy required of him and killed a boy whom he, along with
others, loved.

The collaboration between Forster and Britten was tempestuous. Some
of it was age: “Forster was seventy-one and slowing down,”50 Britten was
in his mid-30s; Forster “could not comprehend Britten’s fast pace and full
diary.”51 Not a musician, he could not appreciate the orchestral colors of
the orchestration Britten intended for Forster’s setting of Claggart’s aria,
where he gives voice to his motives for destroying Billy. Britten had played
for him only the piano version, but Forster, in a letter to Britten, objected:

I want passion – love constricted, perverted, poisoned, but nevertheless
flowing down its agonizing channel; a sexual discharge gone evil. Not
soggy depression or growling remorse. I seemed [to be] turning from
one musical discomfort to another, and was dissatisfied.52

Britten was deeply hurt and crippled in his work, and sought solace
from Pears and others. With the exception of Auden, Britten had never
worked with a librettist as much his artistic equal as Forster, and, as for
Forster, “[n]othing in his previous friendship with Britten prepared him
for the composer’s single-mindedness.”53 Nonetheless, they continued to
collaborate as composer and writer, leading to a work that “has legitimate
claim to being Britten’s greatest opera.”54

What Britten and Forster show us in Billy Budd, in which Peter Pears
(Britten’s lover and a resister to his own family’s military background)
sang the role of Captain Vere, is nothing less than the politics and psych-
ology of patriarchy. Through the microcosm of an imperial ship at war
with the rights of man, we are shown an authority structure rigidly
organized in terms of the gender binary and hierarchy. This extends not
only to the hierarchically ordered roles of the men and boys on the
warship, but to their psyches. When Billy is publicly executed, after
exclaiming (in the opera) “Starry Vere, God bless you,” the music
explodes, a delayed expression of the crew’s inarticulate rage and indig-
nation, which is then silenced by the officers who sense their authority at
threat. The opera ends with Forster’s setting of Vere as an old man,
realizing that he is as guilty as Claggart, responsible for the death of a
boy whom he loved and whose love had saved him.

I could have saved him . . . But he has saved me, and blessed me, and
the love that passeth understanding has come to me. I was lost on the
infinite sea, but I’ve sighted a sail in the storm . . . There’s a land where
she’ll anchor for ever.55
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The music swells into an anthem of a world in which men’s love including
men’s love of men can be freely expressed, a world that Britten and
Forster see as coming and celebrate, joined as the great artists they were,
in this remarkable work that premiered in Britain in 1951.

The question for us is not whether Melville exposed the ravages of
American patriarchy in Moby Dick and of its offshoot, American
homophobia, in Billy Budd; he clearly did. The question, rather, is how
psychologically – despite his background in a distinguished American
family that traced its lineage to heroes of the American Revolution – his
creativity came as far as it did in exploring, exposing, and resisting
American patriarchy. In Why Love Leads to Justice, David argued that
the key to such creativity – in both heterosexual and homosexual couples –
is that falling in love across the boundaries that patriarchy enforces (and
thus resisting its Love Laws), frees a voice that otherwise tends to be
shamed into silence.

It seems plausible to us, as others have suggested, that meeting
Hawthorne during the period when he was working on Moby Dick led
Melville to fall in love with a man who was also a great artist (Hershel
Parker, perhaps Melville’s most insightful biographer, writes that Melville
was “more than a little febrile – excited intellectually, emotionally, and
sexually – sexual arousal being for Melville an integral part of such
intensely creative phases”56). As a free and equal person (unlike Melville’s
wife) and an artist, Hawthorne opened Melville’s mind and heart to men,
and introduced him as well to literary ways of exploring the uncon-
scious;57 Moby Dick is dedicated to Hawthorne. Whatever experiences of
sex or love with men Melville may have had in the South Seas, he had
never, as an artist, loved a man as a free man and artist on the terms of
freedom and equality that he loved Hawthorne. What Hawthorne
had come to mean to Melville is quite explicit in his anonymously pub-
lished encomium to Hawthorne’s genius as an American Shakespeare,
“Hawthorne and His Moses.”58 Melville, composing anonymously, as a
Virginian spending July in Vermont, writes in the heat of a kind of sexual
ecstasy: “I feel that this Hawthorne has dropped germanous seeds into my
soul. He expands and deepens down, the more I contemplate him; and
further and further, shoots his strong New-England roots into the hot soil
of my Southern soul.”59

Among the works by Hawthorne he admires, Melville mentions
The Scarlet Letter.60

Hawthorne’s insights into the harms patriarchy inflicts on Dimmes-
dale and Chillingworth may well have opened Melville’s artistic heart and
mind. The astonishing study of the psychological damage patriarchy
inflicts on men that he undertakes in Moby Dick and then carries further
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in Billy Budd goes beyond anything Hawthorne had written. At the
same time, by focusing solely on men, Melville cannot see what
Hawthorne came to see through his character of Hester: that only
when men can join women, who have freed their love from patriarchal
constraints, can men free themselves from the imprisonment of patri-
archy and expose their love, which otherwise remains a secret.

The search for loving relationships between men has been cited by
Robert Martin as at the very heart of Melville’s development as an artist.61

If Martin is right, and we believe he is, it may be for this reason that,
in contrast to Hawthorne’s anti-abolitionism as well as racism and even
anti-Semitism,62 Melville’s narratives explore love between men across
the boundaries of race and religion (notably, Ishmael and Queequeg).
His last great narrative, Billy Budd, prefaces the introduction of Billy
himself by noting others who fit the persona of the “Handsome Sailor,”
including a handsome black sailor.63 The injustice to Billy may thus
reflect an injustice to black men quite like that done to Billy (for example,
lynchings).64 These are injustices not on Hawthorne’s ethical radar.
What Melville’s work shows us is how ethically illuminating it can be to
extend the critical analysis of patriarchy and resistance to patriarchy from
loving relationships between a man and a woman to relationships of men
to men (and also of women to women), including those that cross racial
and religious divides.65

Melville thus deepens Hawthorne’s insight that patriarchy is damaging
to men as well as to women. Through his love for Hawthorne, he may
have found the voice to write the most terrifying study of the damage and
the destruction to which patriarchy can lead men, both in their personal
and political lives. As a man, Melville may have more deeply experienced
this damage than Hawthorne, but his love of Hawthorne and his attrac-
tion to him, however resisted by Hawthorne, may have been reparative,
enabling him to find an artistic voice in which to express what he knew.
Nothing Melville had written before Moby Dick had this Shakespearean
power, a power he had found in Hawthorne’s work and perhaps more
fully realized in this novel than any American artist before or since.
Love resisting patriarchy thus inspires courage.

And this legacy from Hawthorne may also have made possible Billy
Budd, much later in Melville’s life (after he had abandoned his literary
career and long after Hawthorne’s death). At the end of his life, unrecog-
nized as the great artist he was and full of regret and remorse, Melville
returned to the experience that always inspired his greatest work, a world
of men bound together on a ship, subject to the rigid hierarchies that
patriarchy enforces but also subject to love, which like the sea is a force
of nature.
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Love, Hawthorne writes, “whether newly born, or aroused from a
deathlike slumber, must always create sunshine, filling the heart so full
of radiance, that it overflows upon the outward world.”66 He also observes
that “No man, for any considerable period, can wear one face to himself
and another to the multitude, without finally getting bewildered as to
which may be the true.”67

We don’t associate these insights with The Scarlet Letter, but that too is
Hawthorne’s point: to see what he came to see about love and patriarchy
and man and woman, it was necessary first to shift the frame.

AUGUST WILSON ON NONVIOLENCE AND VIOLENCE

It is striking that Melville in Billy Budd should crystallize the tragedy of
patriarchy for democracy in the relationship between a father and
son (Captain Vere and Billy). Melville makes his point in terms of the
Abraham-Isaac narrative tragically conceived, because unlike in the
Biblical narrative, Vere actually kills Billy in the name of maintaining
order. Over a century later, another great American artist, the African
American playwright August Wilson, takes up the relationship between
father and son in Jitney, written in the 1970s though unlike Wilson’s
other Pittsburg plays, not performed on Broadway until 2017. Wilson
sets his play in the period of the civil rights movement portraying a
conflict between father and son, joined in their resistance to American
racism, but divided by how their resistance relates to American
patriarchy.

The father, Becker, runs a gypsy taxi company in Pittsburgh, the city in
which Wilson lived and in which he set most of his plays dealing with
black lives in periods of cultural transition over race in American society.
Becker’s son, Booster, was both intelligent and ambitious. Excelling
in science, he had been admitted on scholarship to the University of
Pittsburgh, an achievement in which his father took enormous pride.
There Booster met a white girl, the daughter of a wealthy executive at
Gulf Oil, who had bought his daughter a car.

The girl would chauffeur Booster around town, but she had kept secret
from her father her relationship with a man of color. One day, however,
the father spotted his daughter’s car. Coming closer, he saw Booster and
his daughter making love in the car and he “went crazy.” Booster
had never met the girl’s father. All he knew was “some crazy white
man . . . opened the door and was screaming his head off. He proceeded
to beat the man half to death.”68

When the young woman then tells the police that Booster had raped
her, it’s Booster who goes crazy. Shamed by the woman, he kills her,
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and then is convicted of murder and sentenced to death, which in turn
kills his mother. With two women dead and Booster now returning from
prison (his sentence had been commuted to life and after twenty years he
was released) father and son face off.

In the scene that ends the first act of the play, Booster arrives at the
Jitney station looking for his father. Becker wants nothing to do with him:
“You ain’t got nothing,” he tells him. Booster responds by saying that in
effect Becker is also nothing, just “the boss of a jitney station.” Becker
straightens with pride:

I am the boss of a jitney station. I’m a deacon down at the church. Got
me a little house. It ain’t much but it’s mine. I worked twenty-seven
years at the mill – got me a pension. I got a wife. I got respect. I can
walk anywhere and hold my head up high. What I ain’t got is a son that
did me honor . . . The Bible say “honor thy father and mother.” I ain’t
got that. I ain’t got a son I can be proud of. That’s what I ain’t got. A son
to come up behind me . . . living a good, honest decent life. I got a son
who people point to and say. “That’s Becker’s boy. The one that killed
that gal. That’s Becker’s boy. The one they gave the electric chair.
That’s Becker’s boy.”

The terms are set: respect and honor, and pride and decency, and by
implication, masculinity. What it means to be a man. Booster says: “I did
what I had to do and I paid for it.” Becker, moving away from him, is
incredulous:

What you had to do! What you had to do! What law is there say you
have to kill somebody if they tell a lie on you? Where does it say that?
If somebody tell a lie on you, you have to kill them? Who taught you
that? It was a lie! That girl told a lie! If it was the truth then go ahead
and kill yourself. Go on and throw your life away. But it was a lie!
(Moves toward BOOSTER.) We could have fought the lie. I’d already
lined up a lawyer . . . together we could have fought the lie.69

The clash is explicit: a patriarchal framing of manhood is a lie. “Who
taught you,” Becker asks, “that if somebody tell a lie on you, you have to
kill them?” There is a democratic process for fighting a lie: “We could have
fought the lie. I’d already lined up a lawyer . . . together we could have
fought the lie.”

In the name of manhood, Booster had thrown his life away, he had
killed his mother and robbed his father of what he had worked so hard for:
a son who would do him honor. “What I ain’t got is a son that did me
honor,” he tells Booster; “I ain’t got a son I can be proud of. That’s what
I ain’t got. A son to come up behind me . . . living a good, honest decent
life.” The argument is about manhood; the clash is between a patriarchal
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vs. a democratic construction of manhood, and violence hangs in the
balance, along with respect for life.

BECKER. That girl lying didn’t make you wrong in the world. A lie
don’t make you wrong in the world.

BOOSTER. It don’t make you right either. Right is right and right don’t
wrong anybody. You taught me that.

BECKER. I taught you to respect life. I taught you all of life is precious.70

Booster is trapped in a skein of patriarchal assumptions having to do
with feelings of shame. As a child he had felt ashamed seeing his father,
who in his eyes was “a big man. Everywhere you went people treated you
like a big man,”71 insulted by the white landlord who belittled him for not
paying the rent. Becker had responded with his dignity intact, saying that
he would pay next month but Booster experienced his father as dimin-
ished by the landlord’s assault – diminished also by not responding in
kind. “You didn’t seem so big no more. You were the same as everybody
else.” In Booster’s eyes, a big man would have stood up to the landlord.

When he met the white girl and her successful father:

That’s when I felt like I was somebody . . . Then when she told that lie
on me that’s when I woke up. That when I realized that I wasn’t big
from the inside. I wasn’t big on my own. When she told that lie it made
me small. I wanted to do something that said I wasn’t just another
nigger . . . that I was Clarence Becker. I wanted to make them remem-
ber my name . . . I realize it was my chance to make the Beckers big
again . . . my chance to show what I had learned on my own. I thought
you would understand. I thought you would be proud of me.

Becker responds: “Proud of you for killing somebody!” and Booster says:
“No, Pop. For being a warrior. For dealing with the world in ways that you
didn’t or couldn’t or wouldn’t.”72

Wilson, writing in the 1970s, is dramatizing the argument that had
taken place over the civil rights movement in the late 1960s, after King
was assassinated. How do you stand up to violence? How does a man
stand up and be a man when faced with insult, when assaulted, treated as
little rather than big, not a somebody but a nobody?

Becker stands, facing Booster: “Boy, you trying to say I had something
to do with you pulling that trigger. You trying to say that it’s my fault
because I didn’t knock Mr. Rand on his ass so I could keep a roof over
your head. So you wouldn’t have to sleep in the street, in the cold and
the snow.”

Booster backs off: “No Pop. I did it.” But Becker won’t let the point
drop. He is not moved by the appeal to black power. He is not persuaded
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that violence is the solution. “You gonna knock Mr Rand on his ass for me
by killing that girl?” Yet for Booster, killing was, or rather had been the
solution, and he had paid the price. Not only he, as he now realizes,
but also his mother and his father. “No Pop, it was for me. I did it for
myself. But it didn’t add up the way I thought it would. I was wrong. I see
that now.”73

Becker had never visited Booster during the twenty years that he was
in prison. He couldn’t, he explains; not after Booster had not only killed
his mother by having done what he did but also had been cold at her
funeral. In Becker’s eyes, this is not how a man behaves. He tells Booster
now why as a man he had not responded with violence to the landlord’s
taunts:

You wanna know why? I’ll tell you why. Because I had your black ass
crying to be fed . . . Because I had a family. I had responsibility . . .

I done what I had to do. I swallowed my pride and let him mess over
me, all the time saying “You bastards got it coming. Look out! Becker’s
boy coming to straighten this shit out. . .Watch out for Becker’s boy!”
(He has worked himself into a frenzy and is now near tears.) And I get,
huh? You tell me. What I get! Tell me what I get! What I get, huh?

There is a basic flaw in the patriarchal conception of manhood: an
assumption of separateness that flies in the face of the truth. Becker had a
child to feed, he had a family to take care of, responsibilities to others as
well as to himself. He could swallow his pride in dealing with the landlord
because he had other sources of pride, a son who would “straighten this
[racist] shit out.” And it’s the magnanimity of this vision of human con-
nection that finally wins out.

“Pop. . .” Booster says, moving toward his father.
But Becker is not so easily appeased: “Stay away from me! What I get

huh? What I get? Tell me? (BOOSTER is silent.) I get a murderer, that’s
what. . .A murderer. . . ”74

Jitney is a play about manhood. About what it means and what it takes
to be a man, to be a black man in America. It dramatizes the debate that
broke out within the civil rights movement over the efficacy of
nonviolence as a response to violence; it dramatizes what was initially
the debate between Martin Luther King and Malcolm X, the debate over
violent vs. nonviolent resistance, over satyagraha – the power of truth – vs.
black power. At its core, the entire play with its almost all male cast
dramatizes the debate over manhood within the black community and
within America at large.

Perhaps in this light it makes sense that of all Wilson’s plays set in
Pittsburgh, the so-called hill plays, Jitney was the last to be performed on
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Broadway and that it opened in the year when Trump became president.
At the end of the play, following Becker’s death in an industrial accident,
Booster takes over the Jitney station. Answering the phone as the curtain
goes down, he has come to his father’s understanding of dignity and
manhood.

FEMINISM THROUGH THE LENS OF PATRIARCHY

When seen through the lens of patriarchy, feminism itself ironically
becomes captive to the very gender binary and hierarchy it contests. What
is in the interest of women cannot, by definition as it were, be in the
interest of men. Power is a zero sum game. When one goes higher,
the other goes lower. There is always a bottom and a top.

Thus feminism has been systematically distorted; misperceived as a
movement to advance women and women’s rights in the name of
justice but at men’s expense. It’s a short step to perceiving feminists as
“man-haters” and one reason for the reluctance especially of young
women to ally themselves with feminism.

George Lakoff, the cognitive linguist, has recently argued that the
mistake made by Hillary Clinton’s campaign in running against Donald
Trump was to emphasize policies as opposed to values.75 Lakoff is polit-
ically liberal and progressive. In Moral Politics, he writes of the different
ways in which American liberals and conservatives think about moral
issues – offering two contrasting family images: liberals as nurturant
parents, conservatives as strict fathers.76 In several recent books, Lakoff
contends that the progressive liberal politicians he supports (including
Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton) have made a mistake in not taking
more seriously and emphasizing these contrasting moral frameworks
rather than relying on the ostensibly more rational arguments about
choices among policies.77 In his eyes, conservatives, including George
W. Bush as well as Donald Trump, have won elections because
they framed their campaign in moral terms, whereas Barack Obama, in
Lakoff’s view, would have been even more politically successful (for
example, not losing the House of Representatives) had he placed less
emphasis on rational arguments for policies and appealed more to their
underlying moral framework. Hillary Clinton’s emphasis on policy was,
for Lakoff, her political undoing.

Our interest in Lakoff’s arguments is twofold. First, his earlier book,
Moral Politics, tracks the divide we see between the strands of American
politics which are still patriarchal (the strict father) and those that are
democratic (the nurturant parent). And second, his more recent books try
to advise the more democratic politicians he supports as to how they

110 Darkness Now Visible

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.009


might better appeal to the American people by shifting their focus from
policy to moral framework. Republican politicians have in these terms
done a better job at winning elections at both the state and federal
levels because they appeal more forthrightly to the moral framework of
American patriarchy: the strict father. As we observed earlier, Trump
conspicuously, compulsively one might say, displayed his patriarchal
family with the emphasis always on himself as the all-powerful father.
Obama was in fact the nurturant parent along with Michelle, but Lakoff in
not noting that one of his moral frameworks (strict father) is gendered
while the other (nurturant parents) is not, misses a crucial point.

Lakoff is dealing not simply with alternative moral frameworks but
with a paradigm shift. The very meaning of the word “morality” changes
when the framework is patriarchal than when it is democratic, as Wilson
dramatized so forcefully in his play. Because patriarchy justifies violence
as a response to insult whereas democracy emphasizes relationship.
“We could have fought the lie,” Becker tells Booster; “together we could
have fought the lie.” Because more trenchantly, patriarchy rests on a lie,
or an evasion. The other thing Lakoff does not notice in contrasting his
two moral frameworks is the absence of the mother – her silence one
might say – within the moral framework of the patriarchal family.

Why is it that gender, at once so obvious, remains something we are
reluctant to see or discuss? Why does feminism, in spite all that has been
said and written to the contrary, continue to be viewed as a movement
advocating for women at men’s expense? Or to put it starkly: why do the
gender binary and hierarchy retain their grip on our perception?

Second-wave feminism from the beginning has vied with the percep-
tion that if something is advantageous to women it cannot be good for
men. One of us (Gilligan) has written explicitly that feminism, understood
as the movement to free democracy from patriarchy, is in the interest of
everyone, including men, since patriarchy with its gender binary and
hierarchy deforms human nature. In the 1970s, Carol’s work, along
with that of Jean Baker Miller,78 Dorothy Dinnerstein,79 and Nancy
Chodorow80 underscored this point. Yet the central claim of these works –
that patriarchy harms men as well as women, albeit in different ways –

has been distorted across the political spectrum. Seen from the right,
feminism is engaged in a war against boys and men.81 Seen from the
center, feminism is questionable in what is perceived as its intention
to replace patriarchy with matriarchy.82 From the left, the headline,
“Gilligan’s island” that appeared on the cover of both the Nation and the
New Republic to characterize the Harvard Project research on girls’
development sums it up: women and girls are a marginal concern, an
island apart, not in the mainstream.83
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Feminismhas been not only repeatedly proclaimed dead, in the spirit of
wish-fulfillment as Gloria Steinem observed, but has also been consistently
misunderstood in away that obscures its transformational vision.84 Assimi-
lated to the very binary and hierarchy it challenges, it becomes amovement
for women only, dividing women from men and also from one another on
the basis of race, class, sexuality, religion, what have you, and in effect by
deploying its strategy of divide and conquer leaving patriarchy intact.

Asking why feminism is still so divisive, Ariel Levy observes: “It’s as if
feminism were plagued by a kind of false-memory syndrome. There are
political consequences to remembering things that never happened and
forgetting things that did.”85 Not least what we have forgotten are
advances once within our grasp: “Like so many other ideals of the sixties
and seventies, the state-backed egalitarian family has gone from seeming –
to both political parties – practical and inevitable to seeming utterly
beyond the pale.”86 Levy reminds us that:

In 1971, a bipartisan group of senators, led by Walter Mondale, came
up with legislation that would have established both early-education
programs and after-school care across the country. Tuition would be
on a sliding scale based on a family’s income bracket, and the program
would be available to everyone but participation was required of no
one. Both houses of Congress passed the bill.

Nobody remembers this, because, later that year, President Nixon
vetoed the Comprehensive Child Development Act, declaring that it
“would commit the vast moral authority of the National Government
to the side of communal approaches to child rearing” and undermine
“the family-centered approach.” He meant “the traditional-family-
centered approach,” which requires women to forsake every ambition
apart from motherhood.87

The “cultural memory disorder,” as Levy points out has kept us from
recalling the radical insight that the politics of equality are incompatible
with the structure of the traditional family. The goal of full citizenship for
women implied a societal transformation that would have, as Levy points
out, “changed the country on a cellular level.” Child care was the bone of
contention:

If the fatherworks and themotherworks, nobody is left towatch the kids.
Either government acknowledges the situation and helps provide child
care (as many European countries do), or child care becomes a luxury
affordable by the affluent, and a major problem for everyone else.88

As one of us (Gilligan) has written:

the lines of division were predicable; feminism became identified with
the interests of privileged, mostly white women, who then divided
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among themselves over whether it is possible to defend traditional
structures and still call oneself a feminist – as Sarah Palin does – or
whether feminism implies a transformation on a societal level.89

To a large extent, both feminism and the American history of femi-
nism have been viewed through the prism of patriarchy. This should have
been evident for some time, but the argument about gender and differ-
ences has proceeded without considering the question of how it is being
framed. Trump’s election in bringing the framework to the forefront led
several of our students to see more clearly how a patriarchal construction
of manhood or womanhood was in fact shaping their lives, without a
conscious thought or despite their best intentions.

FREEING DEMOCRACY FROM PATRIARCHY

In early November 2017, roughly a year after Trump’s election, an opera,
The Exterminating Angel, opened at the Metropolitan Opera in New York
based on the 1962 movie of the great Spanish director, Luis Bunuel. Both
the opera and the movie give voice to resisting the darkness of fascism and
freeing democracy from patriarchy. Why now?

The movie is a surrealistic study of the fascism of the Spanish elites
who stood by and not only did not resist but celebrated the attack on and
ending of the Spanish Republic. Bunuel had been anti-fascist, anti-cler-
ical, and a republican, and the movie is a kind of nightmare about the
destructive force, the exterminating angel, fascism had unleashed on the
Spanish people, portrayed as lambs going to the slaughter. In the film,
members of the elite attend a celebratory dinner but are shocked when the
servants abandon them. Psychologically frozen and unable to leave
the room, they turn on one another: men fight women, a loving young
couple commits suicide, a man dies, behavior is increasingly feral, and
the nightmare culminates with the host of the dinner singled out as a
scapegoat who must be murdered and offers instead to kill himself as
a sacrifice. The nightmare ends only to repeat itself later in the church
where they celebrate their release from the house, followed by a scene of
soldiers killing people in the streets.90

The libretto of the opera, written by Tom Cairns in collaboration with
the composer, adds material not in the screenplay by Bunuel. The most
important and trenchant of these additions comes at the end when Leticia
“sees a vision of home, far away in Jerusalem.” Dissonance falls away
as the music shifts; marked “transfigured” it appears to have broken
the grasp of the invisible angel. Leticia’s voice, like that of a Valkyrie
(as her character is nicknamed), takes wing. She sings words from the
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early-twelfth-century Zionide by Toledo-born poet Yehuda Halevi, who
died shortly after arriving in the Promised Land.91 Sung by the soprano in
very high tessitura, the words are as follows:

My home, do you ask of my peace, who asks for yours?
To re-ascend your mountains,
Bedew them with my tears,
Press my face into your earth,
Kiss your soil and your rocks.
I’d leave great Spain for one glimpse of your dust.

We, your scattered sheep, prisoners of desire
From the four ends of the earth
Our dreaming spirits yearn.
I am the wail of jackals.
My heart is with you, the rest is here.

If I’d eagles’ wings I’d fly to you.
Your air is alive with souls,
Your light not of the sun, nor the moon, nor the stars.
Happy we the chosen, who live so see you dawn.
In its light
We are restored.92

It is the moment when the dinner guests are released from the hold of
the evil force that has held them collectively in thrall. Why these words? –
the words of a twelfth-century Sephardic Jew in a Spain already notorious
for its political anti-Semitism against the Jews who settled in Spain after
the Roman destruction of Jerusalem: thus, “your scattered sheep, prison-
ers of desire,” “dreaming spirits,” “I am the wail of jackals.” The opera at
its end takes us into the psyche of the most persecuted religious group in
human history, and it is their experience that gives voice to these words of
resistance.

Why this terrifying, nightmarish opera by a British composer now – in
Salzburg, London, and now New York, a year after Trump’s victory?
Fascism is on the minds of Europeans and Americans in a way it has
not been since World War II. A contemporary artist Thomas Ades, the
composer of the opera, was moved to present in the great repositories,
the operatic museums of the highest expressions of Western musical
dramatic art and Enlightenment values (Monteverdi, Handel, Mozart,
Beethoven, Verdi), his sense of the destructive psychological forces at
work in our politics and our culture. Art should be alarming when culture
has become alarming as it was for Bunuel in the Spanish Civil War and is
for Ades and us today.
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9 Why Feminism and Why Now?

In an op-ed piece in the New York Times, Jill Filipovic observes that with
Trump’s election it has become clear that “American manhood is reshap-
ing itself in two opposing directions and both archetypes are ones we’ve
never seen before:” Drawing out the contrast, she writes:

If Barack Obama embodied the new ideal of the progressive man – a
hands-on dad and self-identified feminist married to a high-achieving
woman who was once his boss – who is also well mannered and
protective of his family, then Mr Trump is his antithesis, an old-school
chauvinist embracing a new code of adolescent anarchy. He is a
paradigm of reckless male entitlement, embracing male power while
abnegating the traditional masculine requirements of chivalry, cour-
tesy and responsibility.1

Obama, the “self-identified feminist,” embodies a manhood not bound
by the gender binary and hierarchy, a manhood that, in Filipovic’s obser-
vation, “had increasingly taken root.” The crisis of Trump’s election in her
eyes reflects a crisis in American manhood, and in labeling one archetype
chauvinist and the other feminist, she identifies feminism – in its con-
struction of manhood – as key to replacing a “paradigm of reckless male
entitlement” with a new ideal of the progressive man.

We hesitate to use the language of paradigm shift and yet it is apropos.
In contrasting patriarchy with democracy, we are not talking about alter-
natives within a single framework, as, for example, patriarchy and matri-
archy are alternative forms of hierarchy. We are talking about a
fundamental shift: a change in the framework that affects how and what
we see, what we do and do not say – in short, a change in the way in which
we perceive and speak about reality.

The puzzle of Trump’s election stems in part from the failure to
recognize the shift in the framework. In Trump’s world view, gender
is the lens through which everything is perceived. The yardstick is
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patriarchal: is a man big enough, a winner; does a woman measure up in
the eyes of the fathers? Equality, fairness, equal respect, the rule of law
are beside the point. It may be rough – one of Trump’s words – or even
sad, another favorite, but it’s how it is: some men are bigger than others;
some women don’t measure up. That’s reality.

Why feminism and why now? Because the Trump election has
sounded an alarm. Asking why Americans were attracted by Trump’s
paradigm, Filipovic notes it was not because of his policies which most
Americans in fact oppose (think of his health care proposals, not to
mention the unbuilt wall), but rather because of the manhood he repre-
sents – his resurrection of the patriarchal ideal:

This happened while, in homes across America, the Obama model of
manhood had increasingly taken root. Yes, powerful men do abuse
their positions to extract sexual services from women or to remind us
that no matter how mighty and successful we are, we can be reduced
to simply objects of predatory male sexuality. The past few weeks have
been a stark reminder that these abuses don’t fall along partisan lines,
with the Harvey Weinstein revelations and stories across industries
and continents still unfolding in their wake.

Most men also continue to fall short when it comes to household
responsibilities, and men still tend to out-earn women. But, in much of
America, men’s and women’s lives look more similar than they ever
have. Women do more work for pay, and men do more care work than
they previously have done. Feminists have insisted that women and
men alike can and should embody the characteristics we positively
associate with both masculinity (power, respect, dependability, pro-
viding) and femininity (caregiving, devotion, compassion), and many
of our lives have crept closer to this ideal.

To Mr Trump and many of his increasingly nihilistic supporters,
this is a threat to their fantasy of masculinity. We could have guessed
that men who believe in gender equality would do more housework
than men with conservative views, and it is not news that white
conservatives overwhelmingly vote Republican. What is different from
generations before is that many of the men making up Mr Trump’s
base are less attached to the institutions that required responsibility –

unions, church, marriage, school, independent living. In the face of
women’s success, many of them have fallen behind on adult obliga-
tions and fallen back to misogyny.2

Thus there is not only a clash between opposing masculinities but a
breakdown within patriarchal masculinity, and Trump’s “grasp of white
male aspiration and identity,” explains his appeal. To “those who want
power without the shackles of responsibility,” Trump’s
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own life and actions paint an appealing picture of masculine
entitlement . . . He may not be the smartest or most qualified guy in
just about any room, but his money allows him to marry and repro-
duce with a succession of models, star in a reality television show, live
in vulgar gold-plated glory, say whatever offensive things danced
through his brain and still make a successful run for president . . .

Resentful of the changing order of things, some men have simply
leaned in to chaos: If the system no longer serves them, it will at least
be fun to blow it all up. Which is exactly why the old rules of political
engagement don’t work with Mr Trump or his base.

The president is a perfect figurehead for this bizarre moment: a
man who carries all of the negative characteristics of stereotypical
masculinity while adopting almost none of the virtues, occupying the
most powerful and exclusively male seat of power in the nation (and
perhaps in the world), who ascended in large part because a yawning
fear of female power kept one of the best-qualified candidates in history
out of office. He is ego unchecked, narcissism in place of dignity.3

Against the backdrop of the once hegemonic cultural patriarchy in
America, traditional masculinity is today more fragile and contested than
it has ever been. Gender binaries have become more obviously porous,
challenged by queer and transgender Americans. Not only women’s but
also men’s lives have become less constrained by gender, no longer
dichotomous but a fluid spectrum.4 Trump’s racism and misogyny mobil-
ized a reactionary politics that relied on bullying, lies, and violence to
reverse these developments. Without in any way seeking to mask his
intention, Trump set out to repudiate everything that Obama had stood
for and represented: his race, his feminism, his embrace of the Consti-
tution in its deepest intention, and above all, his manhood.

Seen in this light, Obama’s presidency was the culmination not only of
the bridge from Selma – the civil rights movement and Martin Luther
King – but of all the resistance movements of the 1960s and 1970s.
Although these movements differed in their focus – civil rights, the
Vietnam War, women’s liberation, gay rights – they all dismantled
the culture of patriarchy, its politics and its psychology. The new progres-
sive manhood of Obama was aligned with Martin Luther King’s convic-
tion that in the end the force of truth and the power of justice will prevail.
It was also arguably inspired by the role resistance to patriarchy played in
Obama’s development, as the son of a mother who had resisted white
racist patriarchy.5 We can see the consequences of such resistance not
only in the more democratic manhood of men such as Obama, but the
resonance such manhood had for the Americans who elected him by
majorities much larger than those of Donald Trump. In fact, despite his
assertions to the contrary, Trump, like George W. Bush in the election of
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2000, received fewer votes than his opponent. In the more fluid gender
arrangements that are now a reality for more people, we see the potential
for a truly feminist resistance in that Americans, including American
men, may now be more open to ending patriarchy than ever before in
American history.

Obama barely knew his Kenyan father, though he had a lively imagin-
ation about him; when he did actuallymeet him on his father’s short visit to
Honolulu, he soon “began to count the days until my father would leave.”6

Obama developed his liberal and humane values in relationship with
his mother and her parents, Toot and Gramps, and to the second man his
mother married, the Indonesian Lolo, with whom they lived in Indonesia
for several years. Obama’s mother was not only passionately committed to
the resistance movements of the 1960s, a passion she imparted to her son,
but she had broken the patriarchal Love Laws by marrying a black man.
In patriarchal terms, she had committed a high crime and misdemeanor
by falling in love with and marrying a man of color – not once but twice.

In his remarkable autobiography, written before he entered politics,
Obama writes movingly of how, observing his disappointment in his
father, his mother explains to him the pressures his father, a Kenyan
man, was under. He had abandoned the marriage in part because his
Kenyan family “didn’t want Obama blood sullied by a white woman”7

and in part because his ambition drove him to accept an offer to attend
Harvard that did not cover the expenses of bringing his wife and baby.
What strikes Obama after all these years is the kind of love his mother had
for his father: “[T]he love of someone who knows your life in the round, a
love that will survive disappointment.”8

Obama clearly came to see and understand his mother as a whole
human being with sexual interests, including “fantasies that had been
forbidden to a white middle-class girl from Kansas, the promise of another
life, warm, sensual, exotic, different.”9 The autobiography also tells us that
his mother and her parents were devoted to his education, wanting him to
go to the best private school in Honolulu, Punahou. And it was Obama’s
motherwho,when hewas a boy,woke himearly eachmorning to teach him
English lessons for three hours before hewent to school.When he bridled at
this regime, her response was: “This is no picnic for me either, buster.”10

There are, however, two features of his mother and father that Obama
understates in his autobiography. First, in David Remnick’s recent study of
Obama’s life, Obama’s mother, Ann Dunham, emerges as a serious,
demanding, and committed intellectual, “an indefatigable researcher,”11

an anthropologist doing fieldwork in Indonesia on the lives and futures of
the craftsmen of central Java for her doctoral dissertation during her son’s
last three years at Punahou and completing her dissertation in 1992.12
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During this period, Dunham remained in close contact with her son, who
was living with her parents; her thesis supervisor, the granddaughter of
John Dewey, Alice Dewey, observed: “She adored that child, . . . and they
were in constant touch. And he adored her.”13 Her dissertation, “Peasant
Blacksmithing in Indonesia: Surviving and Thriving against All Odds,”was
over a thousand pages in manuscript; an in depth study of “the history,
beliefs, and skill of nearly every inhabitant of the village; its intricate and
evolving social, religious and class structures; its cultural formation
through centuries of foreign and indigenous influence.”14 While continu-
ing work on her dissertation, Dunham worked for the Ford Foundation in
the 1980s, “concerned about women’s rights and their livelihoods.”15

Second, Obama’s autobiography ends with a long visit to Kenya, in
which he tries to find out more about his father, now deceased. Obama
does confirm the qualities his mother had observed in his father: his
generosity,16 and his universalistic ethical values17 but he also learns
about his patriarchal grandfather, called “the Terror,”18 who had
rejected Christianity for Islam because its teaching on nonviolence
“was foolish sentiment, something to comfort women,”19 and had
demanded that his son leave his white wife, Obama’s mother.20 Obama
learns that his father’s obedience to his father reflects the wider and
deeper patriarchal culture of Kenya, in which arranged marriages,
polygamy, and wife beating and child beating are endemic.21 He also
learns that his father’s rather American idealism conflicted with an
increasingly corrupt Kenyan politics, leading to professional failure,
unhappy marriages, and alcohol abuse (culminating in the auto acci-
dent in which he died). What Obama understates is what he had been
spared by not living with this man who had beaten one of his wives and
children in Kenya.22 What he learned in Kenya and earlier from his
Aunt Auma in the United States was, according to Remnick, “utterly at
odds with . . . [his] long-held myth of his father’s grandeur, a myth
propagated by his loving and well-meaning mother.”23 The effect on
him was liberating:

Now, as I sat in the glow of a single light bulb, rocking slightly on a
hard-backed chair, that image [of my father] had suddenly vanished.
Replaced by . . .what? A bitter drunk? An abusive husband? A defeated,
lonely bureaucrat? To think that all my life I had been wrestling with
nothing more than a ghost! For a moment I felt giddy; if Auma hadn’t
been in the room, I would have probably laughed out loud. The king is
overthrown, I thought. The emerald curtain is pulled aside. The rabble
of my head is free to run riot; I can do what I damn well please. For
what man, if not my own father, has the power to tell me otherwise?
Whatever I do, it seems, I won’t do much worse than he did.24
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Why, in his autobiography, would Obama understate both his
mother’s intellectual distinction and the extent of his father’s and even
Lolo’s violence?25 Obama’s autobiography is written very much as a
struggle to find himself as a man of color whose black father was never
much of a reality in his life. Calling his book Dreams from My Father, he
frames his narrative in the patriarchal terms dominant in such narratives
in our culture (men drawing their sense of ethical identity from their
fathers). The truth of the matter is much more radical: it was his mother’s
care, joined by that of his grandparents and Lolo, that had nurtured his
own ethical voice. His ethical identity was forged in a remarkably honest
and unidealized relationship to a mother whom he came to see both as
a sexually loving woman (challenging the patriarchal Love Laws) and
as an accomplished intellectual and feminist activist. The narrative of
his autobiography explodes the framework within which it is written,
which is to say that it comes to see patriarchy as a lie: “The king is
overthrown, I thought . . . I can do what I damn well please. For what
man, if not my own father, has the power to tell me otherwise?”

Obama thus experienced at firsthand both his mother’s resistance to
the patriarchal Love Laws, and his father’s lack of resistance, opening his
heart and mind to what makes such resistance so liberatory yet so difficult
and the lack of resistance sometimes so tragic. What such resistance
makes psychologically possible is breaking through the ethnic and other
stereotypes that divide us and keep us from loving another as an individ-
ual. It was in loving relationship to such a resisting woman (who loved his
father as an individual) that Obama came to accord authority to her liberal
and humane values, including the moral authority of women’s voices and
experiences. Obama dealt with the experience of loss (the loss of his father,
the feeling of separation as a man of color from his white mother and
grandparents) not through identification with patriarchal stereotypes of
manhood, but by staying in relationship to the real, individual people
whom he loved and who loved him. Both his mother and Toot were strong,
adventurous women, loving men while holding to their own ambitions and
sense of themselves (Toot earned more money than her husband). Obama
stayed in loving relationship to unidealized real women (including a
mother who did not sacrifice her sexual or her intellectual life) and an
unidealized real man, Gramps, who showed his grandson a white man
who resisted his grandmother’s racist fears26 and introduced him to a
black poet, who helped Obama think about and through these issues.27

Indeed, his mother, an anthropologist, may have imparted to her
son an interpretive ability not to confuse culture and nature, and
thus to be sensitive to the ways in which the power of patriarchy rests
on this confusion. Through his mother and grandmother, one suspects,

120 Darkness Now Visible

      

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Obama came to his own vibrant relationship with a strong woman,
Michelle Obama, and subsequently with their two daughters. In Dreams
from My Father, he identifies a “strong, true love” with an equal as
what saves men from the “male cruelties” that destroyed his father.28

In doing so, he shows us a manhood that is democratic, not patriarchal.
It is striking that, while describing his youth as “living out a caricature

of black male adolescence, itself a caricature of swaggering American
manhood,”29 it is relationships to women who either challenge his quest
for racial identity (Joyce by her search to be an individual30) or prod him
(Regina) to greater honesty (using the name “Barack,” closer to his real
roots, his Kenyan father),31 or tongue lash him into a sense of larger
ethical responsibility that transcends race.32 While both Joyce and Regina
are evidently fictionalized, the underlying experience of his they reflect is
clearly not that of a patriarchal man, who would not be moved in this way
by the authority of women’s resisting ethical voices.33 The roots of resist-
ance in Obama’s life are clear: he writes that even when young and
talking with black friends about “white folks this or black folks that,”
he “would suddenly remember my mother’s smile, and the words that
I spoke would seem awkward and false.”34 One senses as well that when in
New York Obama faces the option of conventional upward mobility
that so many others in his place took or would take, his choice to do
community work in Chicago was very much in line with the ethical voice
nourished by his remarkable mother.

It is this universalistic ethical sensitivity,35 rooted in his mother’s ethic
of care, that can explain how and why it was that, for Obama, images of
the civil rights movement, which predated him, “became a kind of prayer
for me, bolstering my spirits, channeling my emotions in a way that words
never could.”36 Obama’s bi-racial background had led some American
blacks who met him when he came to the mainland to study, to refer to
him as “an Oreo.”37 For Obama, his choice to identify as black was very
much an ethical choice made in light of what the American civil rights
movement hadmeant to his mother and came to mean to him. It is not just
that his mother was so much an expression of the civil rights movement in
breaking the racist Love Laws by marrying the black man she loved and
giving birth to his son. It was also that Martin Luther King, Jr, through his
discovery and brilliant use of a militant nonviolent voice, had found a
moving and powerful resisting ethical voice that spoke to and energized
not only the people of color and others he led into nonviolent resistance,
but had appeal and moral force for Americans generally. King himself
described the nonviolent ethical voice of his movement as “disarming the
opponent,”38 calling to a deeper level of shared humanity and appealing
to a sense of guilt over the divisions racism had allowed and sustained.
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If patriarchy, as we have observed, often sustains itself through shame
and violence keyed to any real or imagined transgression of the gender
binary, such shame shows its power by the ways in which it wars on
human relationality and rationalizes atrocity, as it did in fascist Germany
and Japan. American patriarchy had supported our racism for a very long
time. What King discovered and expressed, as the great ethical prophet
and preacher he was, was a way through nonviolence to appeal to the
underlying sense of guilt that many Americans in the South and elsewhere
had felt as well. When King speaks of “disarming the opponent,” he is
quite precisely describing the process by which a free ethical voice resists
and exposes the violence of white racist patriarchy by appealing to an
ethical voice that patriarchy had silenced by shaming it as unmanly.
King’s voice achieved its universalistic ethical appeal because he spoke
both to deeper ethical values that Americans shared (including those of
their Judaeo-Christianity) and to the constitutional principles of free
speech and equal protection they also held in common. Unlike Obama,
King very much had a father who was in his life and a patriarchal father at
that, but he bridled at many of his father’s choices as a minister. Indeed,
King found his ethical voice not in relationship to his father, but in
relationship to the nonviolent Christianity of his mother and grandmother
and in his understanding of Niebuhr and Gandhi. His resistance found its
most immediately appreciative audience among courageous black
women – including the women who began the Montgomery bus boycott
before King appeared on the scene.39 Obama’s mother was, by contrast,
spiritual, not religious in a sectarian sense, but, broadly speaking, a
person rooted in the universalism of the ethic of care. As Obama put it:
“Like most of my values, I learned about empathy from her.”40

It was the force of truth that had brought Obama to national attention,
his vote against the Iraq War had set him apart from his competitors for
the Democratic Party’s nomination, and he was a self-identified feminist,
married to Michelle, a strong and outspoken and truly liberated woman,
as free to be mom-in-chief as she had been to be Barack’s boss and a
hospital administrator. By the end of his presidency, Obama had come
out in support of gay marriage.

Manhood was what the 2016 election was about. Although this
couldn’t be said directly, it was obvious once it became clear that despite
all their talk about replacing Obamacare, when it came right down to it,
the Republicans had no health care policy. It was Obama himself they
were determined to replace.

Collectively speaking, we on the left don’t see the problems we face as a
problem of manhood. We don’t speak about these problems in terms of
gender. Mass incarceration, the war on drugs, the war on crime, the death
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penalty, solitary confinement – we know these policies disproportionately
affect men but we speak of them as racist policies, policies masquerading
as law and order, the new Jim Crow. The racism is spoken, the gender
remains tacit even when mentioned (as in the Jim of Jim Crow). Yet we
know it is Black and Latino men who are most often afflicted. It is not only
racism but patriarchy that disproportionately targets black men in prison
as losers unworthy of humane treatment. Their cruel and unusual punish-
ment is rationalized and fuels the injustice, remaining invisible because
the force of patriarchy, in particular when it harmsmen, remains invisible,
as we saw in our discussion of America’s unjust wars (Chapter 7).

Michael Kimmel, Tony Porter, and Terrence Real, along with Jim
Gilligan, are in the forefront of those who have pinpointed the costs to
men of a toxic, shame-driven masculinity – patriarchal in exposing a
man to shame should he display human qualities perceived as feminine
(sadness as opposed to anger) or fail to achieve or maintain a position of
superiority (at the very least over women). As Jim Gilligan has written,
this “male-role belief system” is a recipe for violence41 – for suicide as well
as homicide, for war as well as domestic violence, all of which predomin-
antly lie in the province of men. Michael Kimmel has given it a name:
“Guyland.” In Guyland, as several of our students experienced firsthand,
binge-drinking, fraternity hazing, predatory sex, and party rape are part of
the rite of passage. In Guyland the gender binary and hierarchy are
unquestioned. To be a man means not to be a pussy or a faggot, and
manhood, its superiority and strength, is proven by a man’s ability to
endure what otherwise would be recognized as torture.42 Tony Porter
introduced the term “man box” to capture how aman can become trapped
by patriarchy;43 in I Don’t Want to Talk About It, Terry Real exposes the
otherwise secret legacy of male depression. In a telling chart he includes
in his book, he shows how if one counts the alcoholism, the drug abuse,
the emotional absence, and the reckless behavior leading to accidents as
manifestations of a depression that men don’t want to talk about, then the
rate of depression among men is as high as it is among women.44

In recent work, Way and her colleagues have highlighted boys’
resistance to these codes of masculinity and the association of this resist-
ance with their psychological and social well-being, as indicated, among
other things, by having close friends and doing well in school. Boys’
resistance was a refusal of the emotional stoicism and independence
that have been held up as badges of maturity and manliness. As one
boy ruefully put it: “It might be nice to be a girl . . . then you wouldn’t
have to be emotionless.”45

There is more resistance among boys than common stereotypes of
masculinity might lead us to expect. Holding on to emotional intimacy
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and close relationships with a parent, most often a mother, proved
important to a boy’s psychological resilience. Not surprisingly, given the
culture, a high ranking on the scale of manliness allowed such robust and
resilient boys more freedom to resist gender norms. Way’s studies also
charted the effects of culture on boys’ resistance. For example, Asian boys
fared badly in resistance because cultural norms stigmatized them as
feminine and they tended to comply with gender norms as protection,
whereas Latino boys showed higher levels of resistance both because of
closer relationships with parents and because they scored higher on
cultural norms of manliness.

In short, it is Obama’s manhood, not Trump’s, that, like a strong
immune system, is associated with boys’ psychological health and their
ability to withstand stress.

Which brings us to feminism. Like Obama, the men leading the new
men’s movement are self-identified feminists. Feminists because they
recognize the harm patriarchy inflicts on men. Feminists because in
embracing the full range of human capacities across the gender spectrum,
they reject the gender binary and hierarchy. Feminists because they see
that we have to talk about gender and the patriarchal scripts of masculin-
ity and femininity that rationalize and perpetuate injustice.

Why feminism and why now? Because it was feminism that first drew
our attention to how the conversation about gender was framed. It was
feminism that revealed the patriarchal framework as a framework, a way
of seeing, and led us to hear the patriarchal voice as a voice: a way of
speaking about things rather than a statement of how things are. To take
an example close to home, it was feminism that tuned our ear to a
different voice, raising implicitly the question: different from what?
And thus revealing that the voice we had been taught to hear not as a
voice but as the truth was in fact speaking from a patriarchal standpoint,
where the gender binary and hierarchy were taken for granted. It was
feminism that taught us to listen for and to hear the gender binary
and hierarchy in, say, the elevation of reason (masculine) over emotion
(feminine), mind over body, the self over relationships, white over black,
straight over gay, culture over (mother) nature, justice over caring, and on
and on.

Why feminism now? Because at this moment in history, we need both
to see the framework and to free democracy from patriarchy.

The women’s march that followed Trump’s inauguration was joined by
men who marched under the banner of feminism. The ethic of care
became the umbrella that could encompass the protest against all forms
of injustice. Under an ethic of care, Black Lives Matter, a movement
started by three black women, and trans lives, challenging the gender
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binary, matter as well. The women and men of the #MeToo movement
exemplify as well a resistance based on an ethic of care. Patriarchy counts
on and enforces invisibility: not seeing what is before one’s eyes and
shaming the voices that reveal and contest its abuses.

With Trump’s election, we may have reached a tipping point. In
writing about Mishra’s Age of Anger, Charles King wonders: “[I]f an alter-
native genealogy – one that ran, say, from Sojourner Truth to Simone de
Beauvoir, Emmeline Pankhurst to ‘Trump that bitch!’ – might tell us
something equally important about the modern condition: yet another
age of angry men.”46

To us, the answer seems obvious: feminism can tell us something
about men’s anger that has eluded other approaches to analyzing mod-
ernity. It shows us how centrally gender is implicated. As our student
Adam put it, an ancient framework of patriarchy andmanhood had forced
on him a loss he regrets to this day. That in itself is a cause for anger – in
his own eyes he had betrayed what is right. But as Jim Gilligan reminds
us, since anger is less painful than sadness, men’s anger can also serve as a
cover, shielding them from the pain of loss.47

In the mid-1970s, one of us (Gilligan) along with other feminists, saw
feminism as transformational, freeing men as well as women from the
constraints of the gender binary that would render both half-human,
and from a hierarchy that was antithetical not only to justice but also to
love. That feminism implies a transformation at the societal as well as the
psychological level is an insight that keeps getting lost and then redis-
covered. The sense of surprise that accompanies the rediscovery cues us
to the paradigm shift, because what was inconceivable within a patri-
archal paradigm suddenly becomes obvious: patriarchy harms men as
well as women. The different voice – the voice that joins rather than
separates thought from emotion – is a human voice.

InDon’t Think of an Elephant, Lakoff underscores the power of frames,
which he defines as “mental structures that shape the way we see the
world.” How we frame things affects “the goals we set, the plans we make,
the way we act, and what counts as a good or bad outcome of our actions.
In politics, frames shape our social policies and the institutions we
form to carry out policies. To change our frames is to change all this.
Reframing is social change.”48

For us, his most riveting observation is that frames are part of our
“cognitive unconscious.” As we stated earlier, you cannot see frames.
As Lakoff explains, they are “structures in our brains that we cannot
consciously access but know by their consequences. What we call
‘common sense’ is made up of unconscious, automatic, effortless infer-
ences that follow from our unconscious frames.”49

Why Feminism and Why Now? 125

      

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108686228.010
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Feminism makes the unconscious conscious; it makes us aware of
how riddled by gender our ways of making sense of the world are and
have been. How automatically, effortlessly, or as our student Adam put it,
how without a conscious thought, our goals, our plans, our actions, and
what counts as a good and bad outcome are shaped by a force we cannot
see but whose effects we live with. When patriarchy is the frame, the
gender binary and hierarchy become common sense.

Lakoff himself seems unaware of this elephant in his room. His two
moral frameworks are not alternative frameworks within a single para-
digm; instead they signify a paradigm shift. Within the framework of
patriarchy, the contrast would be framed by the gender binary: strict
father vs. nurturant mother. The paradigm shift is from a framework
defined by gender (strict father) to one where gender is irrelevant
(nurturant parent), which is what happens when a patriarchal paradigm
gives way to one that is democratic.

Hillary’s loss can be chalked up to Trump’s success in shifting the frame.
Hewas the strict fatherwho succeeded in framingher as bad –not anurturant
mother. Crooked Hillary, such a nasty woman, who could trust her? Her
qualifications for the presidency became irrelevant. And nothing she
said could make a difference without challenging and changing the frame.

Lakoff’s analysis jibes with our own; in our eyes, he is a closet feminist.
So was Foucault in his revelatory analysis of prisons, as one of us
(Richards) has argued.50 Lakoff observes that “all words are defined
relative to conceptual frames,” which means that when the moral frame-
work shifts, words change their meaning. In Hawthorne’s novel, not only
does the scarlet A come to mean Able, but many people forget its original
signification. So powerful is the effect of the frame.

Why feminism and why now? Because it is essential to free democracy
from patriarchy, which in its current licentious incarnation is tinged with
nihilism and edging toward fascism. But here’s the rub. As a movement
for women’s liberation, feminism itself can get trapped in the gender
binary and hierarchy, where it becomes at once a threat to men and
marginal to our intellectual and political culture. Thus the power of
patriarchy – its crude and mysterious force – is not confronted. Some
of our most profound injustices remain invisible for this reason (take
prisons or our two-tiered educational system as examples) and the care-
lessness of our society becomes masked by a hypocritical piety.

Only a perspective that zeroes in on the question of why there was not
more effective resistance to Trump – not only among groups that voted for
him (primarily white men and women) but also by those who did not vote
or who threw away their votes for all practical purposes – can give rise to
the resistance we now clearly need. Otherwise, the resistance one would
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expect within an ostensibly democratic nation will continue to be muted
or subverted, as it was during Trump’s campaign, and the political
psychology that elected him will remain in the wings, ready to be mobil-
ized by him or yet another demagogue. In effect, the moral injury
patriarchy has inflicted on Americans of all genders sets the stage for
the continuation of moral slavery.

It is feminism then, as Woolf envisioned and, around the same time,
Ruth Benedict (familiar with the injustices of patriarchy in her own life)
brought to bear in her pioneering studies of Japanese fascism and
American racism,51 that joins us across what we now recognize to be
the full spectrum of gender, in a common struggle against patriarchy and
fascism; a struggle animated by the great principles of liberty, equality,
and justice. But perhaps alone among the liberation movements, femi-
nism joins a politics with a psychology in its understanding of what
keeps us enchained. Feminism with its ethic of care both pinpoints and
resists the moral injury – the trauma that the gender binary and hierarchy
inflict on our humanity, impeding our ability to love and compromising
our ethics and our politics. As a number of our students confessed, it was
the force of patriarchy and more specifically, its framing of manhood and
womanhood, that had led them to acts of infidelity and silence that
continue to haunt them. Why, they asked, had they betrayed their human-
ity? And they pointed to culturally mandated scripts of masculinity and
femininity, enacted without a conscious thought and enforced through
sometimes violent initiations, including bullying, sexual harassment,
and rape. Finding a resisting voice together in the same way women and
men in the #MeToo and other movements and high school students in the
#NeverAgain movement,52 are today raising their voices, individually
and collectively, our students resisted the infidelity and silence that
American patriarchy had or would inflict on them. And, unsurprisingly
in view of our psychology, given women’s developmental advantages in
resisting patriarchy, women’s breaking their silence is playing a pivotal
role in a number of such resistance movements, inspiring other women as
well as men to join them.53

We have seen the power of joining resisting voices in our work
together, coming, as we do, from such different backgrounds – a straight,
long-married Jewish woman, the mother of three sons, and a gay Italian-
American man, who has lived with his Jewish lover for forty years. Our
love arose across gender binaries and hierarchies (masculine/feminine,
straight/gay) because we resisted those boundaries, as both of us had done
earlier in our private and public lives. But it was feminism that was the
key to joining our voices both in our first book and here – that is,
our commitment again over many years to freeing democracy from
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patriarchy. As we came increasingly to recognize in the course of doing
work that integrates psychology and politics, freeing democracy from
patriarchy is inseparable from freeing love.

In our teaching we are often surprised by how little it takes to free a
voice that had been held in silence. By keeping our eye on the paradigm –

how issues are framed – and paying attention to resonance – what voices
are enhanced or resounded and which go unheard or are silenced – our
seminar has encouraged a process of discovery for our students as
well as ourselves. Among the discoveries was the realization that moral
injury is systemic in patriarchy – a betrayal of what is right has been
folded into a process of initiation, where it readily passes as the price
one pays for growing up. For our students, it was the communalization
of the trauma – the discovery that a loss they had experienced was one
that others also had experienced – that brought home to them their
common humanity across their various differences in race and class
and sexuality and nationality. As our seminar made the darkness of
patriarchy visible in ways that students often had not seen before, so it
also made democracy palpable. In calling forth a voice that was
grounded in their experience and encouraging relationship through
collaborative work, by drawing on the insights of artists as well as
scholars and welcoming creative work, our classroom over time has
increasingly become the kind of public arena that Arendt envisioned
as a key to democracy’s future.

Patriarchy has been culturally dominant for so long and resistance to
it can elicit violence, repressive forces driven by the shaming of patri-
archal manhood and womanhood. In the extreme, this fuels the angry
nihilism that motors fascism.54 These reactionary forces take the form
they do when patriarchy is the hegemonic frame, that is, when it becomes
unimaginable, indeed infuriating and terrifying, that there could be an
alternative (liberal democracy) that challenges patriarchy. But our experi-
ence today (reflected in the work of our students and in the resurgent
democratic resistance movements in our culture) is that there are alterna-
tive, more humane ways of living (personally and politically) now thriving
among us, vibrant because the voice they express and call for is a human
voice. There is no threat of nihilism here, but ways of living together that
are more truly democratic. And, feminism, as we understand it in this
work, is the key to real democracy because it frees a human voice from
patriarchy – liberating both women and men from the harms patriarchy
inflicts on their humanity.

With the darkness of patriarchy now visible, feminism becomes the
ethical movement of our age. Resistance to patriarchy is not only critical
to democracy’s future as we claimed in 2008; it very likely is critical now
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to there being a future. For our planet to remain habitable and our
species to survive, we have to attend, among other things, to the framing
of manhood.

Once we can see how a particular framing of manhood and woman-
hood sanctions or renders invisible the betrayal of love and the silencing
of a voice that resists injustice – once we recognize that this is a framing, a
way of seeing, a voice or way of speaking rather than the truth or human
nature – then we can envision more precisely just what it would take to
free democracy from patriarchy. Why feminism and why now? Because as
the movement to free democracy from patriarchy it holds a key to human
survival.
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biography also makes clear what Obama’s autobiography does not, namely, that several of
his sexual relationships, prior to his marriage, were with highly intelligent, white women.
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