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1. Introduction: Jus prima noctis 

In European feudal times, the feudal lord had an acknowledged right to the newlywed bride's 

wedding night, that is, before the groom, jus prima noctis. This relationship may well be called 

double oppression, firstly in the sense that both the man and the woman are oppressed by the lord, 

but in fundamentally different ways: the young man is robbed of a right of use1 of his property, the 

young woman is treated as property and is oppressed twice through her oppressed position also vis-

à-vis her husband. An oppressed position for women was – in a country like Norway – established 

legally for centuries, including allowing a husband to beat his wife and ordering her obedience to 

her husband. 

Such a form of oppression of women is clearly defined, instituted and visible for everyone, like 

many forms of dominion have been throughout history. Today both general oppression and the 

oppression of women appears more veiled, harder to understand and explain, and possibly harder to 

resist and fight. 

I state in the following firstly: that the form of the oppression of women is largely determined by 

what I call common forms of oppression; secondly, I try to show two main tendencies in the 

development: from a direct, visible to an indirect, more invisible oppression of women. This is a 

                                                 
1 HH wrote ‘bruksrett’ = use value rights, as distinct from exchange value rights (especially in Marxist theory). Her 

Norwegian-Germanic wording is precise, but sometimes difficult to translate precisely into English, as noted below. 
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development that can partly be seen as a movement from what I call personal oppression to 

structural oppression, and partly as a movement from use of physical to psychological master-

suppression techniques. Some remarks about the resistance against the oppression of women 

conclude the presentation. 

 

2. Oppression and master-suppression techniques 

The word oppression, along with the terms lord and bondsman2 received a renaissance of sorts in 

Norway and in debates in other western countries, in literature and research in the late '60s. Within 

social research this goes along with “the critique of positivism”.  The term is especially associated 

with Marxism and feminism, and is mainly used for describing class contradictions and women's 

position. For many – including women’s researchers3 – the (partial) recognition of terms of 

oppression symbolized liberation, since research on women in the 1940ies, 50ies and start of the 

60ies had kept to categories originating in a theoretical apparatus which did not stimulate 

understanding of contradictions, conflicts, power and dominion relationships. Compared to terms 

like gender roles, complementarity, conflict of roles and status, the terms “oppression” and “lord / 

bondsman relationships” signalized a new perspective. The feeling of liberation has become 

somewhat mixed as the label “oppression” is used very frequently, and as some use the word to 

label everything they do not like in this world, it has become washed out and even more 

indeterminate than it needs to be. But no matter its abuse, it revolves around a term that reflects 

realities which do not disappear – even though the term is as difficult to limit and determine as the 

terms “power”, “dominance”, “influence”, and “dominion”.4 

Some of the problems associated with the use of the word “oppression” show themselves when 

attempting to limit the phenomenon “oppression of women”. Summarized, one can say that the 

oppression of women refers to the condition of women mainly and systematically being hindered, 

by social systems and individuals, in understanding and realizing their interests, abilities and needs. 

The opposite of oppression of women is then not necessarily power, but dominion [Herrschaft – 

                                                 
2 HH wrote ‘herre-knekt‘, from Hegel: Herrschaft and Knechtschaft. Often incorrectly called “the master/slave 

relationship”. Hegel’s theory, and especially HH’s use of it here, concerns the medieval conditions, where low ranked 

people are no longer just slaves, as opposed to the slavery of antiquity. The Knecht ‘knekt’ is a bondsman or jack, 

inferior, but no longer totally owned by the master. 
3  What was called women’s research (kvinneforskning) in Norway 1976 later became known as gender research, as 

part of an international trend. . 
4 Dominion, here and later – HH wrote ‘herredømme’, same as German ‘Herrschaft’ – a term that includes meanings of 

patriarchy and systematic male dominance. 
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‘herredømme’], that is, power used in distinct ways. The Norwegian psychologist Hanne Haavind 

states that the oppression of women encompasses discrimination, dominance and exploitation, and 

seeks to determine these three elements individually and contextually. [1] This is valuable 

specifically for improved understanding the oppression of women. .We can also – like Haavind – 

clarify what oppression is by stating what it is not. [2] The fact that women largely are oppressed, 

does not mean: that this happens in the same way in all classes and groups of the population. The 

oppression of women is experienced and appears differently in the middle class or upper classes, 

compared to the working class. The oppression of women appears differently in the countryside and 

in the cities. We may not have much precise knowledge of these differences, but just the fact that 

the women's rights movement recruits on such a large scale from what may be called the urban 

middle class women, shows signs of differences. This does not necessarily mean that working class 

women are more satisfied with their position or are not oppressed, but they may ascribe their 

problems to other factors than being women, or they have a harder time accessing a visible form of 

resistance. 

Furthermore, the oppression of women does not, for example, mean: that every single woman feels 

oppressed, that every single man wishes to oppress women, that every single woman is oppressed 

by every single man, that a lot of women do not adjust, satisfy themselves and their surroundings 

and achieve important positions or favorable terms. It does not mean: that there are not possibilities 

of resistance available, that certain women do not oppress certain men, that women's efforts in 

production and reproduction are not significant and indispensable, that men cannot be oppressed 

too, partly in other ways, partly by the fact that many men also suffer under the ruling gender role 

pattern, or that many men do not say and mean that they appreciate women, love and admire them, 

and cannot live without one or several women. 

One of the advantages of the term “oppression of women” - as the key word for an entire situation – 

is that it refers to conditions that are socially determined and not decided by nature. Gender roles do 

this too, but the word simultaneously sounds distanced from reality, giving the idea that one can 

throw away the mask if one wants. Terms like “femininity” and “masculinity”5 give the impression 

of something decided by nature. The oppression of women, however, gives the impression of 

something that can actively be fought against, which is an advantage as it is true. It can be a 

disadvantage that “oppression” raises awareness on the oppressed and not the oppressors, or on the 

relationship between oppressed and oppressor. The fruitful understanding is the one that refers more 

to the social system that creates both parties, than to certain parties or persons. The word 

                                                 
5 HH used the more well known terms in 1976: womanliness (‘kvinnelighet’) and manliness (‘mannlighet’). 
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“oppression” has tempted several into idle discussions about who is oppressing whom, whether it is 

the man or the system that oppresses the woman. This discussion can still be useful in the sense that 

it clarifies how social systems or society's institutions force or stimulate men into taking the “lord 

position” over women, who must take the “bondsman position”. The term also serves as a starting 

point for asking how oppression happens, in other words, it raises questions about which master-

suppression techniques that are especially developed. Both “form of oppression” and “master-

suppression technique” is here used about the social systems and processes that “hinder women in 

understanding and realizing their interests, abilities and needs”. Psychological sanctions in personal 

relations are especially referred to as master-suppression techniques.6 

I will first look at the general forms of oppression and master-suppression techniques in society 

today, we may also call the topic “the culture of oppression”. Then I will go into the development of 

certain typical forms of oppression of women in the Western industrial society. In the further 

discussion of the oppression of women, I discern between structural and personal oppression, and 

go further into these two terms for male dominion over women. I also state that there has been a 

development from physical to psychological oppression of women. 

 

3. Development of the general forms of oppression 

 There is not a singular valid theory about the historical development of oppression and the exercise 

of power in the Western industrial societies. As mentioned, there is not even a precise use of terms 

like oppression, power, dominance, domination, etc. The formation of theory and the determination 

of terminology are both extensive and varying. Among the social researchers who have especially 

influenced historically oriented studies, names such as Marx, Weber, Marcuse and Habermas may 

be mentioned. These names immediately imply different perspectives: how oppression is exercised, 

how oppression is legitimated, who oppresses whom. 

A common trait in both Marxist and non-Marxist analyses is the thesis about a development after 

the breakthrough of industrialism and capitalism which shifts from personal to impersonal 

                                                 
6 Literally – ruling techniques. HH wrote ‘herskerteknikker’, a term that became widely used in the Nordic region. 

However the theory became internationally known under the heading of master-suppression techniques, especially 

through the later work of psychologist Berit Ås. Although not cited by Ås, the present paper already includes most of 

these techniques.  
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oppression and exercise of power, with increasing emphasis on that power being exercised through 

systemic orders like right of property to the means of production, through bureaucracy and 

administrative apparatuses, through ideology and so-called cultural dominance. 

Many researchers who study oppression today, therefore refer to «structural violence»,  «ideological 

oppression» and «cultural dominance», to mention some key terms. Johan Galtung discerns 

between direct and structural violence when it comes to the physical injustice and harm a 

population is exposed to. In the Norwegian sociologist Gudmund Hernes's comprehensive analysis 

Power and Powerlessness, the systemic premises for exercise of power is a major element; in the 

same way is veiling or «false consciousness» associated with powerlessness. [3] Another example is 

the rising interest for oppression via language. The psychologist Rolv Blakar should be mentioned 

in this context [4], while erasure of precisely women's culture is the subject of a work by the social 

psychologist Berit Ås [5].  

Veiling, expert dominance, a mystifying use of technology, and bureaucratization both in the public 

and private sectors – historically, all of this creates new opportunities for oppression. Changes in 

phraseology illustrate the development: those who are condemned and excluded, are now called 

«deviants» and «losers», unemployed in Sweden are called “freed from work” [friställda], foreign 

workers are «guest workers» etc. The terminology used in warfare and weapons technology shows 

the same tendency. 

A statutory right for a husband to beat his wife is in and of itself determined by the system, but it 

gives the opportunity for oppression to particular persons who may choose whether to use it or not. 

What we here call master-suppression techniques, built into the system or structurally embedded, 

share the fact that it is difficult to point out persons who exercise the oppression. The social 

arrangement is formed in such a way that certain groups and persons' interests are systematically 

and automatically promoted while others' interests are set aside. 

This description fits especially well when it comes to what happens in society as a whole, for 

example in the relationship between the classes, between rich and poor groups and local 

communities, or within organizations and institutions characterized by secondary relations. 

But also within primary relations like marriage, family, friendship etc., personal, judicially 

legitimated dominion is on its way out. Anti-authoritarian trends have made themselves felt in the 

relationship between parent and child, teacher and student, man and woman. Ideas about the 

individual's right to decide for themselves, to choose freely, are favored. At the same time, more 

veiled master-suppression techniques have engrained themselves in society. Isolation, the creation 
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of blame, double communication and mystification have partly replaced physical violence and open 

moral condemnation. 

All oppression has its justifying ideology, more or less veiled.  Feudal society's religious notions 

were suited to maintain serfdom and the noble's privileges. Early capitalism is characterized by a 

particular puritan moral. Later, we find a transition to liberalization and belief in the individual's 

rights and freedom, tailored to capital's need for expansion and a mobile work force. The ideology 

of late capitalism is a belief in science, growth and the free expression of the individual, especially 

in one's private life, so-called well-being. This ideology is among other things characterized by 

large opportunities for what we may call “ideological co-optation”, characterized by an ability to 

incorporate and defuse ideologies which originally were an expression of opposition against the 

ruling ideology and the ruling power relations. For example, through social democracy, the labor 

movement’s class struggle ideology has been integrated into a common ideology of equalizing pay 

and fair conditions for everyone. Minority groups and women’s demands of equality are easily fit 

into the ideological superstructure, e.g. by ascribing responsibilities for consequences to systems 

rather than individuals. 

A summary of some general tendencies in the evolution of the forms of oppression then gives the 

following movements: 

From direct and visible to indirect, invisible oppression 

From personal to impersonal (systemic, structural) oppression 

From physical/material to psychological oppression 

From clearly legitimate to halfway illegitimate oppression 

These tendencies within the culture of oppression are woven together and are often inseparable. 

For example, personal oppression is not necessarily an exercise of physical or material violence, 

and systemic oppression is not always also psychological oppression. Schematically, the 

relationships can be shown by a four field table, with examples from women’s situation today: 

          Form of oppression:            

Master-suppression     Personal             Structural 

technique:      Physical-material     hit one’s wife            women in low paying jobs 

      Psychological              ascription of guilt isolation of housewives 
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We can also say that the changes especially concern the basis for legitimization and the sanctions, 

something that will be shown when we more closely examine the oppression of women. 

Not all tendencies are equally important or pervasive, and some are more clearly associated with 

economic and production developments than others. 

The latter means that the general forms of oppression are partly grounded in tendencies of 

concentration within business,  capital’s need for a mobile work force, the search  for new markets 

and marketing, new technology, and work structures, time pressures and changes in family and 

communities. 

 

4. The oppression of women – an expression of the oppression of men? 

The mentioned tendencies within the culture of oppression describe, first and foremost, men’s 

oppression of men. Yes, it is a question of whether the male dominated society's most important 

characteristic is men’s oppression of each other, so that men’s oppression of women is an 

expression of men in our societal system oppressing those who are weaker, whether these be men or 

women, and men establishing dominance-submission relationships as far as the cultural and 

structural circumstances encourage it. In a competitive society where men hold the majority of 

power positions and the majority of resources, it is the relationship between men which becomes the 

central contradiction, it is changes in men’s relationships to men which lead to changes in men’s 

relationships to women. This is another formulation of the statement that the oppression of women 

is a reflex of common forms of oppression and not an independently working “cause” for more 

common forms. It does not state that the oppression of women is or should be less important to 

women than the oppression based on social classes, but that the unfolding of class oppression limits 

how far the oppression of women can be mitigated – not the other way around. Certain distinctive 

features of the women’s situation and of the man-woman relationship are significant when it comes 

to how the oppression – and the resistance against it – transpires. 

Men’s oppression of women distinguishes itself from almost all other forms of oppression through 

the personal, intimate relationships that exist between the parts, and the mutual dependence between 

the individual man and woman, psychologically and sexually. Love and intimacy between the 

genders is, however, a culturally conditioned pattern and has no defined rules historically. Mostly, 
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men’s oppression of women has been clearer and more comprehensive when the ideal of personal 

exclusive love between man and women is irrelevant. 

However, the question of what kind of love rules between the genders also reflects the forms of 

oppression. Certain changes to the ideal of love in our part of the world illustrate this. Protection 

and paternalism from the man and submission from the woman was for a time important elements 

in the love between spouses; today, mutual respect, common interests and companionship are 

emphasized. A relationship of love in this form, can naturally not exist if the individual man appears 

as an oppressor of the individual woman, and the emergence of companionship hinges on 

oppression either ceasing or being pushed out of the personal sphere. 

An intimate and versatile relationship between men and women give, on one side, the possibility for 

a more total form of oppression than in other contradictory relationships, on the other, it limits the 

oppression. The shared aspect of parenthood is an example of the double possibilities. 

Secondly, it is important that women may never be fully oppressed like groups determined by other 

criteria than gender (or age). Other oppressed groups can be – and are – completely eradicated. For 

women, their very existence is necessary for the dominant group, women are necessary for the 

continuation of the family. The American sociologist Lipman Blumen states that the ability to 

reproduce is the only resource women have which makes them indispensable for men, while men 

rule over a number of benefits which make them “self-sufficient”, so to speak. Such a thesis can 

only be defended to a certain point, since among other things it entails that the term “resource” is 

not defined consistently. The contradictory relationship between the genders is not just a question of 

the distribution of goods, but also of who defines what a resource is. Still, the thesis of men’s “self-

sufficiency” describes a part of reality. [6] 

In Marxist terminology, the relationship between men and women has been described as “an 

internal relationship without negation”, i.e. men and women are by definition in a reciprocal 

relationship to each other, but not in a necessarily contradictory relationship. [7] The relationship 

between e.g. worker-capital owner is “internal and negating”, i.e. they are defined by each other and 

in contrast to each other. The workers are necessary for the capital and vice versa, but differently 

than men and women are necessary for each other. However, the Jews in Germany were for 

example not in a necessary or internal contradictory relationship with other Germans. The 

contradictions between men and women cannot be abolished by abolishing the biological categories 

man and woman, or by one part eliminating the other. The social categorization of men and women 

can, however, – in its current form – be abolished. 
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That women constitute half of the world’s population also sets its mark on the forms of expression, 

e.g. by widening the breadth of variation. Women’s situation – class-wise and age-wise, for 

example – is diverse. This demands varied master-suppression techniques and also means that a part 

of these women slip through the net, so to speak. That does not mean that most women are not 

oppressed. 

 

5. Tendencies in the development of the oppression of women 

The starting point for the preceding discussions was an argument that movements in the forms of 

the oppression of women is an expression of changes in the general forms of oppression. Since 

these general forms are especially determined by economical and production-related changes, the 

subject insofar becomes “specific characteristics of the oppression of women during late 

capitalism”. Below, I will review some examples of how the common master-suppression 

techniques have been incorporated into the woman’s situation in the relationship man-woman. I will 

look at this by first discussing the evolution of the impersonal oppression, then the evolution from 

physical to psychological oppression. 

 

a) System-determined oppression of women 

In “the old days”, a man had a statutory right to make decisions about certain women’s fate, for 

example his wife’s or his daughter’s. Such dominance relationships are still to be found in countries 

where only the husband can choose whether to dissolve the marriage, or in Belgium, where the wife 

must have her husband’s permission to work outside the home note 

With system-determined oppression, it is especially the access to resources – combined with the 

absence of formal gender discriminating rules – which is the basis of male dominance. The 

distribution of resources is thus not formally determined by gender, but becomes so anyway, due to 

a system which implicitly defines women’s biological functions as “handicaps”. The situation is 

characterized – in its ideal type form – by the fact that women who can obtain resources on par with 

men are relatively well positioned. The dominance relationship is, however, mainly characterized 

by men’s interests preceding women’s, without there being a direct ruling relationship to show for it 

in the particular instance. When a young male employee is promoted to a position which, by all 

criteria, should have been given to his well-educated, experienced female colleague, or when it is 

more practical for a young married couple to go in for her working while he studies, this is 
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something the system facilitates, and not first and foremost a question of exercise of power by the 

individual man vis-à-vis the individual woman. One cannot give the individuals, by themselves, 

responsibility for the existence of the system. At the same time, each individual helps to maintain it. 

Regarding the evolution of gender roles in working life and organizations, this impersonal male 

dominance is quite clear. Simultaneously as the female work force incresingly affects the 

occupational life, the impersonal, less direct, more bureaucratic master-suppression techniques gain 

the upper hand, and are used in eg the service of the male dominance. It revolves around a typical 

interest dominance, where the rising number of women in the working life is not reciprocated by an 

equalization of neither pay nor advancement. Studies show that women being passed over also 

concerns women with the formal qualifications in order, and when women are given responsible 

and complicated work, this is usually not reflected in the wording of their position nor their pay. 

The official attempts to better women's position by tariff settlements are weakened by the system 

ofwage increase, which does not benefit the groups who receive low pay. It does not pay to go 

heavily in for a female work force - for the individual employer, that is. The discrimination appears 

more as determined by a system than by the exercise of power by individuals. 

In working life and organizations, the male dominance is sharpened by the concentration of power 

and its evasion of elected organs. These organs who evade public control do not have to legitimize 

its unilateral gender (and class-related) composition, and will try to avoid the problems that may, in 

a period of transition, be associated with hiring women. 

Development in the private sector of  working life especially, where the gender discrimination is 

practically undiminished, can contradict the evolution of gender roles in the family, where a 

growing focus is laid on intimacy between spouses combined with a movement towards equality. I 

will return to the fact that this situation too is ambiguous. The point here is that even within the 

family, the oppression often appears structural or determined by the system. In the family - which 

today increasingly includes a double working wife - the women are not as commonly burdened by 

the husband's direct personal dominance as they were previously, compared to the lack of 

kindergartens and nanny institutions. The working life's demands to the husband - i.e. the system - 

hinders any equal division of the work with the children. 

The oppression of women thus gains other structural conditions when the family and the 

community's traditional tasks are overtaken by a public health and social apparatus. The women still 

have the care services as their specialty, but, increasingly, in a new organizational frame: a public, 

bureaucratically structured health and social service, i.e. in nanny institutions, in hospitals, 
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retirement homes, welfare offices, and so on. The low pay and prestige associated with most of the 

work in these institutions creates oppression of women in a more veiled form. That this evolution 

also gives women new possibilities and creates new dilemmas for the women's rights movement, 

can only be mentioned. 

Embedded in the evolution of care services I have outlined here, there is one other important form 

of oppression: redundancy-making. 

 

Redundancy-making and empty rights 

The displacement and changes that care tasks and services today are exposed to, are intimately 

linked to changes in the production system: concentration of capital, fewer and bigger operating 

units, rationalization in the primary sectors, new demands placed on the work force, elevated tempo 

and time constraints. Under these conditions, redundancy-making - of the elderly, women, and 

children - is a common and system-determined form of oppression. 

For the women involved, the situation is that redundancy-making as a system-determined form of 

domination strikes vital life areas. In working life, women's workplaces are the first to be shut 

down. Housewives with grown children do not get education and work. Older women are often 

defined as sexually superfluous. Unmarried or single women are to a large extent socially isolated. 

The structurally determined and veiled sides of the oppression of women can today be illustrated by 

what I call women's entry into superfluous or "shrinking institutions". This concerns seeing 

displacements from direct to indirect oppression e.g. as a movement from limited, but real rights for 

women - to equal, but empty rights. Women take over positions formerly inhabited by men when 

development has made them insignificant or less important as bases for power and influence. 

The more the family is stripped of economical and political importance, the more equality there will 

be between spouses, or between adults and children for that matter. 

"Women's increased influence in shrinking institutions" means, in other words, that women 

eventually gain some influence, and participate, in areas that simultaneously grow less important for 

society overall. Thus, everything indicates that, as mentioned, the old pater familias is gone and that 

women make many and quite crucial decisions in the family. This is true as a general feature, not as 

an absolute or everywhere. This happens simultaneously with the family as an institution, to a larger 

and larger extent, losing its social significance. The family being emptied of function means that 
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school and educational institutions, health care and social benefits have overtaken large parts of the 

socialization and caring work at home. The work of the housewife becomes more and more 

invisible and superfluous. But the family is no longer important as a political and occupational 

recruitment institution either, its production task has shrunk significantly, and thus the decisions 

made in the family do not in any way possess the same reach they did previously. 

Next, we can consider the evolution in the first grades of elementary school. These have gradually 

changed character from the acquisition of knowledge, to freer, more primarily socializing activity. 

At the same time, the female teacher has replaced John the school master, and a male teacher is first 

assigned when the schooling gets serious, i.e. in 4th or 5th grade, where disciplining differentiation 

begins and one prepares to have one's efforts valued by grade. Of course, this does not mean that the 

first years of schooling are not important, psychologically speaking. But the situation is changed 

socially and economically once the students begin to be rewarded for their performance. A pecking 

order that follows performance is one of the male dominated society's most important features. We 

get administrative decisions about the individual's future, and a simultaneous displacement in 

women's influence. 

In the political area, one can point out the tendencies for political decisions, in Scandinavia as well 

as in the West at large, to be made in extra-parliamentary organs. This happens simultaneously with 

a rising number of women in parliament in the Scandinavian countries, that is if we look at a 20-30 

year period. 

The significance of the church declines - and women can become priests. 

The significance of agriculture declines - allodial rights also apply to women. 

To summarize: the women assume the men's old, but hollowed positions. And the form of the 

gender differentiation is thus far from being independent of, for example, concentration tendencies 

in business or the position of the parliamentary organs. 

 

Premises and knowledge 

Many more forms of system-determined oppression of women could be mentioned, especially 

important are the processes which are often called premise determination, false consciousness and 

distortion of interest.[8] Those in power often decide what subject is to be discussed, decide the 

basis for legal decisions, and how the issue is to be discussed. Which issues are considered 
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important in the political life, for which there are made committees and are studied and regulated, is 

largely decided by men. Women's issues or women's problems are rarely on the male agenda, they 

do not have anything to do with "the issue". 

Those who are not in power, often also lack knowledge about their own opportunities to promote 

their own interests, and the common areas of their situation is concealed by an ideology that says 

that the causes for powerlessness lies with the individual. 

 

Co-optation 

Co-optation, among other things, is to render an adversary harmless by absorbing her or her ideas in 

the leading circles, but in a way that makes the person or ideas powerless. 

In the women's rights movement, there is often talk of women who "function on the premises of the 

male dominated society", meaning women who have been given prominent positions and who have 

accepted the male culture these positions entail, and who in their business do not support women or 

women’s demands. Such "personal co-optation" can be strong or weak, and is in a milder form 

almost inevitable if women are to have leading positions in a male dominated society at all, 

something the women's rights movements have advocated strongly at times. Women in the Western 

industrial societies rarely hold such positions in business, it is mostly in politics, government, in the 

educational institutions and health and social sectores one meets the problem of personal co-

optation. A concrete description of the conditions for and during co-optation of women within the 

world of university is given by the American researcher Judith L. Laws.[9] Laws accentuates the 

unspoken, mutual play between those who co-opt and those who support her, and shows how f.ex. 

an individualistic ideology and opinion of the individual woman as "special", not like "most 

women", makes the co-optation possible. 

Such "personal co-optation" can be distinguished from "ideological co-optation". The latter points 

to the ruling ideological patterns in society, and their ability to absorb the women's rights 

movement's ideologies about equal worth and equality. Capitalist society's liberal ideology is today 

elastic and pluralistic, and distance between ideals and realities is accepted enough that most 

groups' demands of equality with other groups find a place within the official ideology. 

Ideological oppression means that an oppressed class or group accepts an ideology which justifies 

or supports the oppression. In this respect, ideological oppression is not a new phenomenon; when it 
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comes to women, it is ancient, and the older forms in part live on today together with the newer 

ones. 

The center of the ideological oppression of women is men's power to define the woman and to make 

their perception of reality dominant, e.g. how society is and should be, and what are main causes 

and objectives. These definitions are first and foremost conveyed through the upbringing of boys 

and girls. 

The so called woman myths define the woman's abilities and their foundation - women "are" by 

nature suited to raise children, women are not sexually attractive after turning 40, the word "self-

effacing" is reserved for women; the myth defines women's needs - female sexuality was for a long 

time non-existent - and women's relations to others - "woman is woman worst". 

That all the woman myths combined give a particularly ambiguous and contradictory image of "the 

woman" and not least of her relationship to "the man", is something I will not discuss here. Some of 

the new aspects to the situation today is that these perceptions of women live side by side with an 

ideology of equality which is claimed to be official. This new idea of equality is then often formed 

so that the old myths can be used to undercut it. 

 

b) From physical to psychological oppression 

 

The definition of women as not equal to men was clearly underlying when a husband in the old days 

could legally beat his wife. Exactly the retention of this definition has made it possible for male 

dominated society to move from physical violence to psychological master-suppression techniques. 

The most important aspect of men's power to decide who and how the woman is, is the low self-

esteem women get by this, something which in turn is a prerequisite for women to let themselves be 

defined. To be defined by others, in deeply personal relationships as well as in the workplace and in 

everyday chores, gives in and of itself a bad foundation for self-respect. To be defined negatively, as 

someone who is worth less than the other half of the population, and worth less than one's partner in 

love and parenthood, is quite demeaning. Furthermore, that this negative definition is so sneaky that 

it defines women's aggression as unfeminine, completes the picture of psychological oppression. 

We have a closed system. 
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But men's perception of women as not equal has psychological consequences of reach even for 

men. By defining his significant other as inferior, men also devalue the love. Love for an inferior 

being can never be as confirming and creative as the love for an equal. [10] And when women are 

less worth, their respect and admiration are not on the same level as respect and admiration from 

fellow men. Men then have to seek confirmation of their self-esteem in a world of men, since they 

are the ones who count. If men do not find this confirmation in the male world of the working life, 

they look in the male cultures in sports, in cars and speed, in politics, organizations, the club, the 

gang, "the boys" - in all sorts of greenhouses for the good of men's admiration of men, men's 

alliances with men. In the extension of men's misogyny lies, as known, the denial of men's own 

feminine tendencies - something that again leads to so called compensatory masculinity or 

exaggerated manliness, which often hides quite large insecurities and an undeveloped emotional 

life. It is trivial to say, but men's oppression of women leads to the man's oppression of the feminine 

in himself. The man thus gains a twisted relationship to both other men and to women, not least to 

mothers and older women. 

A strong ambivalence in men becomes the result. When men see men as the most important, 

strongest,  and worth identifying with - while at the sime time, they can not have a whole and 

emotional relation with men, but are referred, by sexual needs and norms, to women for emotional 

satisfaction - internal discord is the result. [11] In other words, the world is divided into "public" 

and "private", in men's and women's world. 

This division makes it difficult to see that the oppression of the private life also is system-

determined, and it makes what is private solely the responsibility of the individual. The relationship 

man-woman has more and more become a private sphere, where power relations and master-

suppression techniques do not concern anyone but the personal participants - unless one exercises 

physical violence. At the same time, the use of economical and material sanctions in personal 

conflicts e.g. between spouses has been tinged with something foul, the marriage should ideally 

function independently of such circumstances. The latter is in and of itself an illusion, and even if 

economical and material instruments of power are robbed of legitimacy, they retain their reality as 

foundation for other instruments of oppression, such as attribution of guilt or shame, retraction of 

respect and love, and social isolation. 

 

Ascription of guilt and shame 
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It is as mentioned no longer legal to hit one's wife, nor one's children, for that matter. It is however 

legal to give others feelings of guilt and shame. This is a psychological instrument of power which 

naturally can be used, and is used, by many, not least by women themselves. But a point here is that 

women mainly are susceptible to "attribution of guilt". Low self-respect is a character trait which is 

associated with and is favorable for the evolution of feelings of guilt. It is especially easy to make 

women feel guilty when it comes to their children, then their houses and homes, and other people's 

well-being as a whole. The diffuse responsibility women often are given, contributes to ambiguities 

about the restrictions of responsibility and guilt. 

When men make atom bombs, plan and execute total extinction of cities and towns, they receive 

power and riches, and are looked upon as honorable. When women wish for free abortion, i.e. the 

right to decide over one's own body and take into account a child's future, they are injected with 

dark guilt. This is a master-suppression technique. 

The oft-quoted exclamation: "Great, it's a boy!" does not only show that a boy is preferred, but that 

girls really should feel guilt just for being girls. 

Another well-known psychological punishment is called retraction of respect and love. We have all 

heard statements like "I can't imagine having a female boss". The respect for a boss who is a 

woman, is less than for one who is a man. The mass media's constant obsession with determining 

whether female politicians are "womanly", is part of the indirect accusations of unwomanliness 

when women are skilled or independent. "Unwomanly" can be translated into "not worthy, or not 

possible, to love as a woman". Social isolation follows the retraction of respect and love. In "the old 

days", single mothers were mainly met with moral condemnation, today they are isolated. Closely 

related to this method is ridicule, something that not least affects men who try to enter so-called 

female work places or show so-called feminine behavior. Implied: by acting or being like women, a 

man has left the ruling estate, the rows of those most worthy, and he is ridiculous. 

The psychological instruments can as mentioned also be used by women against men, under certain 

preconditions that I will not go into detail about here. The mutual oppression developed by the use 

of such master-suppression techniques, is aptly described thus: 

"He is playing masculine. She is playing feminine. He is playing the kind of man that she thinks the 

kind of woman she is playing ought to admire. She is playing the kind of woman that he thinks the 

kind of man he is playing ought to desire. 
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She is assumed to admire him for his masculinity, which she fears in herself. He is assumed to 

desire her for her femininity, which he fears in himself. 

He desires her for her femininity, which is his feminininty, but to which he never gets the right. She 

admires him for his masculinity, which is her masculinity, but to which she never gets the right. 

Envy poisons their love. 

Her femininity becomes cowardly and crawling and ever more contemptible. His masculinity 

becomes sweltering and dominating and ever more unbearable. In the end, she loathes what she 

helped his masculinity become. In the end, he loathes what he helped her femininity become. 

She is suffocated by the tedium of her femininity. The world groans under the weight of his 

masculinity. 

He is playing masculine. She is playing feminine. 

How do we call off the game?" [12] 

We have in these discussions taken a long step from the feudal lord's right to the bride on her 

wedding night – to more invisible and indirect disregard of women's interests, possibilities and 

needs. 

And it is possible to see how these forms of dominion have arisen as the economical situation has 

changed. In the feudal society and under the era of the mercantile economy, with exchange relations 

determined by a comprehensive and complicated system of rules, the domination relationship 

between men and women were also affected by men's legitimate, statutory and personal power over 

women, just as the the lord  over his peasant and the patriarchal rule of the employer over the 

workers. As free competition and an unbound capitalism takes shape, the formally gender 

discriminatory laws disappear, and women's inferior position market-wise under free competition 

becomes the foundation for male dominance. If the women in a competitive society are to be 

assured of equality, this would have to be a market-related equality, and it would have to happen 

through a cumbersome and detailed legislation, which breaks with the basic principles of 

competition, along with a rationalization of child care and child rearing. 

 

6. Opposition against the oppression of women 
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It becomes clear by what I have already stated, that the oppression of women is a diverse 

occurrence, where economical, social, cultural and psychological patterns are woven together. Since 

forms of oppression and master-suppression techniques are so varied historically, it is hard to 

compare before to now, i.e. it is hard to explore whether there is "more" or "less" oppression. today 

compared to an earlier point in time. But there is reason for caution when it comes to the regular 

formulations about how we "have not yet come to the point where ...", "still a ways to go until 

equality ..." and so on. Such expressions often belong with the ruling group's definition of the 

situation, they give the idea that things are constantly progressing, and we need not worry. 

It is a disadvantage for both the women's rights movement and the more unorganized forms of 

opposition against the oppression of women that comparison is so difficult. It makes it harder to say 

what one has achieved, where one is, and thus to evaluate fighting methods and procedure. 

The diversity of oppression and master-suppression techniques also tells us that the forms of 

opposition must be diverse, and points to the necessity of tolerance for different forms of 

organization and activity within the women's rights movement. 

The oppression of women's close correlation with men's oppression of men shows to the necessity of 

a woman's rights movement which goes beyond pure women's politics and places itself in relation 

to others who are in positions of powerlessness. The transition to structurally embedded oppression 

of women naturally points in the direction of strong emphasis on the collective, organized solidarity 

between women. Erasure of the oppression means that unveiling, knowledge and research is one of 

the bases for opposition against the oppression of women. And when women to a high degree are 

exposed to psychological master-suppression techniques, this demands an effort to raise women's 

self-esteem and self-respect through mutual support and loyalty, and through collective mastery of 

women's own problems. The use of psychological master-suppression techniques against women 

does not necessarily indicate an intensification of the same kind of psychological warfare from the 

women's side. The psychological opression's character is such that it does not give any liberation of 

women that is not also a liberation of men. 
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