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Abstract 

An appraisal of Marilyn Frye on sexism is the basic concern of this 

paper; generally sexism is a form of feminism. Feminism questions 

every form of dominance of one sex over the other particularly male 

dominance. Frye, saw this dominance from two broad perspectives: 

Institutionalized sexism and oppression. The one, for her is observed 

in cultures, families and social approval of certain behaviour, dress 

code, nature of job, role distinction in families to sexes that seem 

humiliating to the female sex. This gives rise to the second, 

oppression, where the female sex is subjected to psychological 

torture by all existing institutions. This paper argues that sex role 

is natural and therefore both sexes play a complementary role. Frye 

contend for liberation of the female sex by the male sex. This paper 

reveals that liberation is earned and not just given. Textual analysis 

is used as method to draw on relevant literatures. This paper is 

necessary, because it will promotes the improvement of role 

performance between sexes but not agitation for superiority.  

 

Introduction  

Feminist philosophers are generally concerned with the thesis that women 

interests, identities and issues be taking seriously. To recognize women's 

way of being, thinking, and doing as valuable as those of men (Audi 362). 

Feminism, philosophically queries all forms of ontological dualism to 

which sexism is all inclusive.  

mailto:tamunosikivictor@gmail.com


Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Maril Yn Frye on Sexism: An Appraisal              112 

'Sexism' Marilyn Frye's ground braking article in 1983 is a contention that 

the system of gender inequality is the outcome of dominance. By 

implications, male is symbol of dominance and female reflects 

subordination. The attempt to maintain and propagate this distinction is 

here with humans, such that, the fashion designers, language structure, 

deodorants, politics, positions in work place etc are all designed differently 

to reflect the idea of dominance and subordination. 

 

She was critical of these inherent differences on the ground that, they are 

humanistic in the making. She observed that the differentiation does not 

only involve psychological imbalance but also economic-cum-political 

placement and participation as well as involvement.  

 

Frye contend that Sexism is humanistic in its construct, which implies that 

it is alien to nature. However, the issue of the pair of opposites is natural 

and universally observable. But oppression as claimed by Frye is not 

natural. The anthropocentric nature of value system brought about the 

hierarchy of value base on utility. This work is set out to evaluate the nature 

of value that gives birth to the differential role ascribe to both sex to 

ascertain if women are actually oppressed as claimed by Frye.  

 

Conceptual Framework  

Sexism- has been viewed as, prejudice or discrimination based on sex or 

gender, especially against women and girls. It can also be a belief that one 

sex is superior to or more valuable than other sex. It is an imposition of 

limits on the duties and roles of either sex. This concept was brought to bear 

to raise consciousness about the oppression of girls and women. However, 

this has been expanded to include male, homosexuality, lesbianism, 

bisexuality, transgender, etc. (https/www.bntianca.com)  

 

Feminism: The philosophical discussion that refuses to identify the human 

experience with the male experiences (Audi 262) feminism is a challenge to
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traditional philosophy on the following 

(1 )  To take serious women's interests, identities and issues   

(2)  To recognize women's ways of being, thinking and doing as valuable 

as those of men.  

Rachels made the following observation, that women and men think 

differently has traditionally been used to justify subjugation of one sex by 

the other. 

Aristotle said that women are not rational as men, so women are naturally 

ruled by men. Kant consented, that this grant women lack of civil 

personality and should be voiceless in public affairs. (Rachels 162).   

 

On these bases, western culture has associated rationality with masculinity 

and emotionality with feminism, where traditional epistemologists believe 

that women are less human than men. Therefore feminist contends that 

reason and emotion are symbolically related and are co-equal sources of 

knowledge.  

 

Feminism is a reaction against all forms of traditional philosophy that tends 

to diminish the female value as well as role.  

 

Ethical feminism: The belief that rules and principles have dominated 

traditional ethics at the expense of care, perspective that is concerned with 

responsibility and relationship. Ethical feminism can also be referred to as 

ethics of care. This relies on motherhood as that which defines the female 

thought pattern and role in the society and does not in any way account for 

inferiority.  

 

Frye's first attempt was a structural analysis of oppression. She noted, that 

people are inclined to focus on particular events, attitude, and actions that 

they consider harmful but could not contextualized it within a particular 

historical, social and political system. She observed that the oppressed 
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experiences, what she called "double blind", implying they are faced with 

fewer options and are all exposed to penalty, censure, or deprivation. She 

argued for a common phenomenon among the oppressed community, what 

might be observed as survival instinct thus:  

 

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, when be taken note of. 

We acquire in being made invisible, in our occupying no space. 

(Frye 11).  

 

The issue is who placed this requirement on them? Is Frye observing that 

courtesy demands the oppressed be docile at the detriment of her plight? 

To answer this, she observed that, rejecting docility, they are prone to 

meanness, bitterness, anger, or being in danger which rape, arrest, torture 

and murder has always being the resultant effect. To this, they are always 

placed between docility or annihilation.  

 

She maintained that, predominantly in the United State, younger women 

who are heterosexually active are open to censure and punishment for 

being loose, unprincipled, or a whore. The punishments meted out are in 

the forms of criticisms and social sanction from friends and relatives. If she 

is non heterosexually active, she faces pressure of persuasion from men 

who would want to woo her, in which case rape and abusive titles are the 

case.  

 

In order to elucidate the concept of oppression, she distinguishes between 

harms and oppression by observing that, every individual faced with 

oppression is harmed but not all harmed is oppressed. Giving the fact that 

oppression is a systemic phenomenon, it thrives within a particular social 

grouping and mostly in societies where discriminations as moral sanction 

are on the high. Due to its structural nature Frye, employed the bird cage 
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allegory, where keen observation of a stride wire of a cage would be the 

least hindrance to a bird's flight but with a retrogressive step and a 

microscopic view of the cage the single cord being neatly fit into each other 

creates a solid wall of conferment (Frye l2). 

 

Institutionalized Sexism 

The complexity of giving a definite elucidation to the concept of sexism was 

a primary challenge associated with Frye' s insistence on the topic under 

consideration. She confessed how erroneous her attempt to draw on a 

common place experience of to explain or define sexism was 

futile thus:  

 

The term 'sexist' in its core and perhaps most fundamental 

meaning is a term which characterizes anything whatever which 

creates, constitutes, promotes, or exploits any irrelevant or 

impertinent marking of the distinction between the sexes (Frye 

258).  

 

She observed that during the composition of the above statement, she was 

basically concerned with certain dispositions that characterizes the 

differential treatment as well as role that was dominantly assigned to the 

individual sex: as a justificatory ground for the concept -' sexism' .  

 

She went further to counteract how she was misled into thinking that sex 

discrimination in employment forms bulk of what constitutes sexism. I 

think at this point she is trying to identify what sexism is not in order to lay 

bare what it is. To achieve this she drew on the following example. In a 

condition where there is need for a supervisor whose duty is to supervise 

male staff, where successive successes have being recorded when handled 

by a male.  It will be out of place if the sex of the supervisor is not taken into 

consideration.  
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She further remarked that relevance is an intra-systematic thing, giving that 

the behavioural forms of attitude; custom within a giving system 

determines relevance (Frye 258). Therefore, the workers altitudes, and the 

prevailing customs determines the working relation between the 

supervisors and the supervisees because such relations can enhance a 

smooth running system. The foregoing could necessitates the demand of 

male but not female.  

 

Frye, argued that sexism cannot be understood by making a case on isolated 

issues but can be understood in a system or framework. With the foregoing, 

she distinguished between institutional sexism from overt and covert 

sexism, because the employment of a male supervisor for her, is not an 

incentive allocated to male but role.  

 

She substantiated two broad specta of institutionalized sexism: sex 

identification and sex announcement where she held that sex identification 

is an elaborate, systematic, ubiquitous and redundant marking of a 

distinction between two sexes customarily and obligatory (Frye 25). Sex 

identification is evidenced in greeting, storytelling, order giving and order-

receiving, negotiating, gesturing, deference or dominance, encouraging, 

challenging, asking for information.  

 

Sex announcing has to do with dress code, hair style, garment decoration, 

deodorant and all forms of paraphernalia associated with our sex. The 

consciousness of sex announcing is built into the consciousness of the 

individual through nurture and culture. One faces some forms of moral 

sanction when clothing or personal style is ambiguous in its announcement 

so much so that one could lose a job during interview. 

 

She argued against sex distinction except on biological grounds thus:  

The intense demand for marking and for asserting what sex each 

person is add up to strenuous requirements that there be two 
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distinct and sharply dimorphic sexes, but, in reality, there are not 

(Frye 260). 

 

 Frye, further observed that the rigidity of maintaining sex dualism which 

is rooted in nature of beast becomes crucial and fundamental to all aspect 

of human life, society, and economy. She employed the principle of 

information theory to explain how irrelevant is the repeated nature of 

conveying sex identification and sex announcing on the ground that if it 

were natural much energy would not be exerted on its distinction, and this 

is the reason we, according to her, are left with an irresistible impression 

that the problem of people's sexes is the most fundamental issue for 

discussion in the world.  

 

At this junction, she became critical of what she called double message of 

sex distinction, where there is a systematic deliberate cover-up of the 

physical things which distinguishes the sexes and at the same time 

distinguish the two human sexes.  

 

In her thought, the pressure mounted on both sexes for distinction tends to 

favour male in that it builds in them the culture of dominance and create 

inferiority in female. However, she insists that if the culture and habit of 

pressure is abolished there would not be any distinction called feminine 

and masculine.   

 

Frye argued that the distinction between sexes is institutionalized, 

particularly in the family, social relations, economy etc. Okin, in his work, 

Justice, Gender and the Family, insisted on the feminist reading of John 

Rawls, with the conviction that if the participation in the original position 

were ignorant of the sexes, they might have rather prepared a genderless 

society in which the family as a gender distinguishing would have been 

substituted for egalitarianism (170). However, she was not primarily 
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concern with the holistic outcome of such sexless social contract.  

 

The sex relations approved by the society, for the families leads to gender 

distinction and can only be overthrown when bi-sexuality but not 

homosexuality or heterosexuality defines family relationship (Wasserstron. 

26). As earlier argued, nature predisposes pairs of opposite for conjugation 

and procreation and any attempt to subvert, pervert such order has always 

been tantamount to break down in health and discomfort of both the 

individual and the said family. Therefore, Frye's defence for sexual relation 

in the family as a breeding ground for sexism should take into account the 

health hazard associated with bi-sexuality, homosexuality, and lesbianism.  

 

Although, it has been widely observed that the patriarchal dominance of 

the family by extension leads to sexism. Feminists, to include Frye, argued 

that such dominance is not healthy for females. In Basil Gilbert's feminine 

face of the people of God, the religious idea of the fatherhood of God and the 

motherhood of creatures (157) as well as humans carefully expressed from 

the religious perspective, where the attributes of God as father with 

superior qualities to those of creatures and humans that are symbols of 

females. When it comes to the family, male is seen on reflecting those 

qualities of God as father while female is observed to reflect the qualities of 

mother due largely to their reproductive role. Allen, in her Motherhood, the 

Annihilation of Women, noted thus: 

Motherhood is dangerous to women because it continues the 

structure within which female must be women and mothers, and 

conversely beceause it denies to females the creation of a 

subjectivity and world that is open and true (315).  

 

De Beauvoir, as cited by Edward and Kate, argued that the terms in binary 

oppositions which is, as a result of sexual polarity value (208). Therefore, it 

can be inferred that the fixation of value creates the polarity between both 

sexes. The teleological nature of value emanation from the ontology of 
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being plays a pivotal role. However, Frye argued that any premise on which 

the distinction between both sexes are predicated are non-natural rather, it 

is humanistic. The cognitivits denial of value as natural tends to support 

Frye's position. However, the nature of human being is ontologically 

determined. For De Beauvior, freedom is the source from which all 

significations and all values spring, and it is the condition of all justification 

of existence (189).  

 

Value, either intrinsic or instrumental are so, due to the role played in the 

fulfilment of human well being as well as development. Since value is 

humanistic in its construct, it is human centred. Therefore, the contribution 

of women towards the development of human society over time determine 

their value. Frye, blame this role on male dominance under the guise of 

ut fail to observe that dominance is a natural instinct for survival. 

The more fact that they accept of being dominated globally is submission 

of weakness. The world population has proven that females are more in 

population than men, yet globally women are dominated.  

 

Frye argued that the pressure mounted on females creates in them 

inferiority consciousness and therefore calls for liberation from 

psychological traumas by implication.  

Giving this denigrating situation, there is need for attention. Udonata, 

comments that an inherent phobia can be detrimental to women (80). 

Socialist’s feminism interprets Marx postulation of an egalitarian society as 

a goal towards positive direction, where a new man must be created who 

will live for nothing but social collective and will possess same quality as 

others and that by such means the domination of man by man will 

supposedly be brought to an end. All biological and psychological obstacles 

can be overcome (Hauke 30). Quenedlen, posited that she spent time telling 

herself that there are no fundamental differences between both sexes and 

that women should be welcome in variety of positions and roles that only 

men occupied (214). The question is who should welcome them? Who 
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welcome men? Not until women stop thinking along the lines of depravity, 

inferiority, oppression, and take the bull by the horn, the agitated liberation 

can never come about.  
 

Frye, believes that females are cultured to look differently, does it also 

imply that the 21st  century mystical appearance is the outcome of parental 

nurture? I want to belief with sander's observation of De Behavior's 

insistence that men are not entirely to be blamed for turning women into 

sexual dolls. "The 'feminine' women in making herself prey tries to seduce 

man, also, to her carnal passivity" (231).  
 

There are male dominated disciplines and offices, for instance, the military 

and construction companies in the third world where there is less 

machinery and would demand exertion of energy. Bringing Frye's manager 

example to bear, should the military attach a female to command a sensitive 

warfare with almost ninety percent of male crew members, particularly 

sub-marine?  
 

Conclusion  

The nature of human is ontologically determined. The denial of the pair of 

opposite as naturally teleological is only obtainable in theory but not in 

practice. Therefore, Frye's denial of the distinction between both sexes is 

nothing but myth. Both sexes created by feminists: superior and inferior, 

stronger and weaker, oppressor and oppressed, care giver and care 

receiver, does not in actual sense depict domination rather 

complementation.  
 

The call for bi-sexuality, lesbianism as well as promotion of same sex 

marriage as a justificatory ground for abolishing male dominance is 

mistaking. Liberation is not given but attained as either of the sexes can 

express superiority over the other, same goes for strength, care etc. It will 

only amount to being negative when the other sex loses sight of his or her 

role towards the welfare of the family or the society at a giving time. 
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