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 DEBUNKING PATRIARCHY 

  P.  Stephen Haokip, BD-IV 

 

 

The impetus behind this articulation is not for praises or accolades from our 

female counterparts. But as a student of Feminist Theology, I have acquired new insights 

in the formulation of my own personal objective truths from this subject. In most of my 

readings on articles pertinent with women issues, more often than not, most of the 

articulations are contributed by women themselves. Having said that I had an 

apprehension as I wrote this article that I will not be able to fully express myself to the 

fullest if judged from a women‟s point of view, due to the basic reason that I myself am 

not a woman and I‟m limited by my male experiences. However, the rationale behind 

this writings is that I find it imperative for men to participate in the empowerment of 

women in the best possible way we can. And I reasoned that an article written by male 

on issues relating with women can at times be more intriguing than an article written by 

a woman. Rest assured for the opinionated, there is no connotation of demeaning anyone.  

Traditionalist stand point 

Traditionalists have regarded women‟s subordination as universal and God given. 

i.e. supremacy of men cannot be questioned because what has survived has survived 

(similar to Darwin‟s theory). Traditionalists believe in “asexual asymmetry.” i.e. 

assignment of different roles and tasks to women and men. In every society, there is a 

role assigned to individuals based on their sexuality. Traditionalists have this as their 

stand point. Since women were by divine design given a different biological functions so 

they should be assigned different social tasks. If God or nature created differences, then 

no one is to be blamed for the different roles according to the traditionalists. However, 

Feminist have challenge this understandings, that, if patriarchy has historical start than it 

can also be ended. 

Critics of Traditionalist stand point 

Feminist anthropologists have criticized many of the traditionalist stand point. 

They found that there were many generalizations based on patriarchal assumptions. That 

thought that women were created as subordinate was a patriarchal assumptions. When 

feminist anthropologists collected data they found that male dominance is not universal. 

They have found societies where “sexual asymmetry” is not universal. There were many 

societies in which “asexual asymmetry” did not connote male dominance but rather for 

smooth functioning of the society both were assigned different roles. They were both 

equal in status though they worked differently. (For instance hunting for men and 

cooking for women, but no male domination, just sharing roles and doing their respective 
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chores). Both earned and participated equally for the society. This proves that male 

domination is a product of historical development. 

So how did patriarchy started? 

There are many theories as to how patriarchy started but for edifying the readers 

on the historicity of patriarchy I would like to cite Friedrich Engels theory. According to 

him, Female subordination originated from the development of private property or 

ownership. 

In Tribal society, the development of Animal husbandry led to commerce. i.e. 

surpluses were accumulated by men and became private property. Men saved up the 

surpluses and store it for the heir (unfortunately, the heir were males!). In previous times, 

animals were taken care for survival, but later when animal husbandry came in; the men 

appropriated the surpluses and tried to monopolize it. And later, to secure its future, they 

needed heir and they sought their sons as the care taker of the surpluses. In this way 

patriarchy system slow evolved in the society. Engel concluded that this was the 

“overthrow of the mother.” Hence, privatization is the culprit.  

 Patriarchy and the Bible 

The scripture is the central source for inspiration and empowerment in the 

Christian society. Feminist theologians have recognized the androcentric languages and 

characters which are often used to enforce patriarchal domination. Therefore, they are 

conscious about the proper use and interpretations of the bible. It is easy to interpret 

women as second sex or the originator of sin because of misinterpretation of the biblical 

texts. Phillis Bird comments, “the bible is a men‟s book where women appear as for the 

most part as adjunct (accessory) of men, significantly in the context of men‟s activities 

and this is because, the bible is a collection of writings by male from a society dominated 

by males.” 

Genealogists who comment on the bible say, „Father begets sons and not women 

in the bible.‟ So it is easy to conclude that God is partial to males or God only favors the 

male in the bible. We do not know for sure but there are enough reasons to be suspicious 

about it. Therefore, it is important that we are aware of the patriarchal past of the Bible. 

And it is also imperative to use our imagination and our intuition in the light of the 

experience of women. 

Is questioning patriarchy about grapple of power? 

From my eavesdropping of many conversations, to some extent I recognized that 

the general perception of the male listeners is that feminist articulations and rhetoric are 

mostly about women taking the reins of power from the male counterparts. Those 

narratives almost convince me until I had an epiphany from the writings of Letty M. 

Russell who proposes the “Church in the Round.” 
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Church in the round is a metaphor used by Letty M. Russell to speak about the 

vision of Christian community of faith and struggle that practices God‟s hospitality. A 

metaphor is an imaginative way of describing what is still unknown by using an example 

from present concrete reality. To speak of “church in the round” is to provide a 

metaphorical description of a church struggling to become a household of freedom, a 

community where walls have been broken down so that God‟s welcome to those who 

hunger and thirst for justice is made clear. Church in the round describes a community of 

faith and struggle working to anticipate God‟s new creation by becoming partner with 

those who are at the margins of church and society. The metaphor is speaking of people 

gathered around the table and in the world in order to connect faith and life in 

action/reflection, work for justice in solidarity with those at the margin of society, and to 

welcome everyone as partner in God‟s world house. In a nutshell, it means there is no 

hierarchy in power sharing. 

In most of the church structure we can see the rectangular structure type of power 

distribution. In a rectangular table style of church structure there is always a seat 

reserved for a person who is the head and holds a prominent place in the system of 

governance. And power at most time is concentrated on that person regardless of the 

person‟s gender. And when it comes to power sharing whether the power holder is male 

or female there is a notion of inability in relinquishing one‟s power (perhaps an intrinsic 

quality of human weakness). Therefore, the church in the round theory of Letty M. 

Russell proposes a round table where there is equal participation of everyone based on 

their spiritual gifts and talents. Provided it should serve for the edification of the church.  

Reflections 

Can patriarchy be overcome? Will Matriarchy solve the problems? … Perhaps 

these are the most FAQ when it comes to debates on the topic of „Patriarchy.‟ Patriarchy 

has been so strongly embedded in our culture that it is hard to give concrete solutions for 

its demise. However, within the social standings in relation to power holdings, it is 

obvious that power is concentrated with the males within the society and is also not 

isolated in the realms of the church as well. The power exercise through the medium of 

patriarchy is subtle at times and hard to recognize the facets related with it. The French 

philosopher and social theorist Michel Foucault identifies two categories of power in the 

power relations within the society viz. normative power and repressive power. According 

to Foucault not all power are negative because it is necessary, productive and positive 

force in society (based on his analysis of mechanism of prison surveillance, school 

discipline, systems for administration, control of populations and the promotion of norms 

about bodily conducts including sex). Though Foucault does not say anything on 

patriarchy we can use his theory for analyzing power in relation to patriarchy. In our 

contemporary context we can see the face of patriarchy in different forms. The repressive 

power is most obvious in areas such as men‟s control of women‟s productivity and labor, 
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women‟s reproduction and control over women‟s sexuality. Therefore there is a need to 

analyze the nuances of patriarchy. Patriarchy is a force that inhibits the progress of 

women in the society.  

We Christians who are „called out‟ find ourselves to be a participator in the cause 

of women who are repressed by patriarchy. Half of humanity is constituted by women. 

By basic logic we can say almost half of creative potentials in the world lie dormant 

because of patriarchy and need to be discovered to make the world much pleasant. The 

church as the body of Christ needs to realize and start using the limbs which were unused 

in previous times to make the whole body of Christ function in its fullest. Christ‟ body is 

struggling to free itself from the repression of patriarchy. Letty M. Russell‟s “church in 

the round” may be still in an imaginary form, but it gives us the idea as to how there can 

be equal participation from both genders to make the full body of Christ function with 

full potentials. As of now, I do not have a slight idea to the solutions pertaining to the 

question of patriarchy, but I do believe that if patriarchy has a start it sure could have its 

end too.  

 


