10 PART ONE: OPPRESSION

I.1 Oppression
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Marilyn Frye compares the oppression of women to the situation of a bird in a cage.
A woman can become caught in a bind where, no matter what she chooses to think,
say, or do, a bar puts difficulties in her path. These barriers are often difficult to rec-
ognize, because it is not easy to perceive them as parts of a configuration and because
of the attempts made to hide their more pernicious aspects. This configuration of
bars restricts men, as well. But the system, as a whole, benefits men.

Frye teaches philosophy and feminist theory at Michigan State University. Her
writings are based directly on her life as a woman and lesbian. (Selections by Marilyn
Frye are also included in Parts IV and VI.)

Reading Questions

1. What is the difference between being miserable and being oppressed?
2. What is the difference between having limits set for you, having barriers put in your way,

and being oppressed?

3. What is the difference between frustration and oppression?

IT 18 A FUNDAMENTAL CLAIM of feminism that
women are oppressed. The word “oppression™
is a strong word. It repels and attracts. It is dan-
gerous and dangerously fashionable and endan-
gered. It is much misused, and sometimes not
innocently.

The statement that women are oppressed is
frequently met with the claim that men are op-
pressed too. We hear that oppressing is oppres-
sive to those who oppress as well as to those
they oppress. Some men cite as evidence of their
oppression their much-advertised inability to
cry. It is tough, we are told, to be masculine.
When the stresses and frustrations of being a
man are cited as evidence that oppressors are
oppressed by their oppressing, the word “op-
pression” is being stretched to meaninglessness;
it is treated as though its scope includes any and

all human experience of limitation or suffering,
no matter the cause, degree, or consequence.
Once such usage has been put over on us, then
if ever we deny that any person or group is op-
pressed, we seem to imply that we think they
never suffer and have no feelings. We are ac-
cused of insensitivity; even of bigotry. For
women, such accusation is particularly intimi-
dating, since sensitivity is one of the few virtues
that has been assigned to us. If we are found in-
sensitive, we may fear we have no redeeming
traits at all and perhaps are not real women.
Thus are we silenced before we begin: the name
of our situation drained of meaning and our
guilt mechanisms tripped.

But this is nonsense. Human beings can be
miserable without being oppressed, and it is
perfectly consistent to deny that a person or
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group is oppressed without denying that they
have feelings or that they suffer.

We need to think clearly about oppression,
and there is much that mitigates against this. I
do not want to undertake to prove that women
are oppressed (or that men are not}, but I want
to make clear what is being said when we say it.
We need this word, this concept, and we need it
to be sharp and sure.

I

The root of the word “oppression” is the ele-
ment “press.” The press of the crowd; pressed into
military service; to press a paiv of pants; printing
press; press the button. Presses are used to mold
things or flatten them or reduce them in bulk,
sometimes to reduce them by squeezing out the
gasses or liquids in them. Something pressed is
something caught between or among forces
and barriers which are so related to each other
that jointly they restrain, restrict, or prevent the
thing’s motion or mobility. Mold. Immobilize.
Reduce.

The mundane experience of the oppressed
provides another clue. One of the most charac-
teristic and ubiquitous features of the world as
experienced by oppressed people is the double
bind—situations in which options are reduced
to a very few, and all of them expose one to
penalty, censure, or deprivation. For example, it
is often a requirement upon oppressed people
that we smile and be cheerful. If we comply, we
signal our docility and our acquiescence in our
situation. We need not, then, be taken note of.
We acquiesce in being made invisible, in our oc-
cupying no space. We participate in our own
erasure, On the other hand, anything but the
sunniest countenance exposes us to being per-
ceived as mean, bitter, angry, or dangerous.
This means, at the least, that we may be found
“difficult” or unpleasant to work with, which is
cnough to cost one one’s livelihood; at worst,
being seen as mean, bitter, angry or dangerous
has been known to result in rape, arrest, beat-
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ing, and murder. One can only choose to risk
one’s preferred form and rate of annihilation.

Another example: It is common in the United
States that women, especially younger women,
are in a bind where neither sexual activity nor
sexual inactivity is all right. If she is hetero-
sexually active, a woman is open to censure and
punishment for being loose, unprincipled, or a
whore. The “punishment” comes in the form of
criticism, snide and embarrassing remarks, being
treated as an easy lay by men, scorn from her
more restrained female friends. She may have to
lie and hide her behavior from her parents. She
must juggle the risks of unwanted pregnancy
and dangerous contraceptives. On the other
hand, if she refrains from heterosexual activity,
she is fairly constantly harassed by men who try
to persuade her into it and pressure her to
“relax™ and “let her hair down™; she is threat-
ened with labels like “frigid,” “uptight,” “man-
hater,” “bitch,” and “cocktease.” The same
parents who would be disapproving of her sex-
ual activity may be worried by her inactivity
because it suggests she is not or will not be pop-
ular, or is not sexually normal. She may be
charged with lesbianism. If a woman is raped,
then if she has been heterosexually active she is
subject to the presumption that she liked it
(since her activity is presumed to show that she
likes sex), and if she has not been heterosexually
active, she is subject to the presumption that she
liked it (since she is supposedly “repressed and
frustrated™). Both heterosexual activity and het-
erosexual nonactivity are likely to be taken as
proof that you wanted to be raped, and hence,
of course, weren’t really raped at all. You can’t
win. You are caught in a bind, caught between
systematically related pressures.

Women are caught like this, too, by networks
of forces and barriers that expose one to penalty,
loss, or contempt whether one works outside the
home or not, is on welfare or not, bears children
or not, raises children or not, marries or not,
stays married or not, is heterosexual, lesbian,
both, or neither. Economic necessity; confine-
ment to racial and,/or sexual job ghettos; sexual






