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With clarity and cogency, The Second Sexism presents the first sustained 
philosophical examination of systematic discrimination against men. This 
is not part of a backlash against feminism; it is part of the next crucial 
step toward the construction of social arrangements that are fairer, more 
humane, and less restrictive of individual freedom.

Don Hubin, Ohio State University

This book is as courageous as it is brilliant and as honest as it is thought-
provoking. … In quite surprising ways, David Benatar’s book is a wonderful 
reminder of the tremendous importance of John Stuart Mill’s distinction 
between “living truth” and “dead dogma,” for it is not at all a conceptual 
truth that the dogma of sexual inequality has been replaced by and only by 
living truth with respect to equality for all. Benatar is absolutely masterful – 
nay, majestic – in illustrating that reality.

Laurence Thomas, Syracuse University

David Benatar once again enters the ethico-political debates of our time 
with his controversial argument about the neglected side of sexism – 
wrongful discrimination against men. Justice is never a zero-sum game to 
Benatar, and his well-argued and thoughtful book makes a compelling case 
for taking seriously men’s hidden injuries if we are to genuinely build a 
better world.

Daphne Patai, University of Massachusetts

While the manifestation of sexism against women is widely acknowledged, few people take 
seriously the idea that males are also the victims of many and quite serious forms of sex 
discrimination.

So unrecognized is this form of sexism that the mere mention of it will be laughable to 
some. Yet women are typically exempt from military conscription even where men are 
forced into battle and risk injury, emotional repercussions, and death. Males are more 
often victims of violent crime, as well as of legalized violence such as corporal punishment. 
Sexual assault of males is often taken less seriously. Fathers are less likely to win custody 
of their children following divorce.

In this book, philosophy professor David Benatar provides details of these and other 
examples of what he calls the “second sexism.” He discusses what sexism is, responds to 
the objections of those who would deny that there is a second sexism, and shows how 
ignorance of or flippancy about discrimination against males undermines the fight against 
sex discrimination more generally.

David Benatar is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Cape Town. He is the 
author of Better Never to Have Been: The Harm of Coming into Existence (2006).

Cover design: www.simonlevyassociates.co.uk

Bebatar pb artwork.indd   1 15/2/12   15:52:07



Benatar_ffirs.indd   iiBenatar_ffirs.indd   ii 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



THE

SEC O ND
SEXISM

Benatar_ffirs.indd   iBenatar_ffirs.indd   i 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



Benatar_ffirs.indd   iiBenatar_ffirs.indd   ii 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



THE

SEC O ND
SEXISM

Discrimination

Against Men

and Boys

DAVID BENATAR

A John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication

Benatar_ffirs.indd   iiiBenatar_ffirs.indd   iii 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



This edition first published 2012
© 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. 

Wiley-Blackwell is an imprint of John Wiley & Sons, formed by the merger of Wiley’s global 
Scientific, Technical and Medical business with Blackwell Publishing.

Registered Office
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Offices
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK 

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information about how 
to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our website at 
www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell. 

The right of David Benatar to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in 
accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988. 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording 
or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without 
the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print 
may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as  trademarks. 
All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, trademarks 
or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not associated with any 
product or vendor mentioned in this book. This publication is designed to provide accurate and 
authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold on the understanding 
that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services. If professional advice or other 
expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Benatar, David.
 The second sexism : discrimination against men and boys / David Benatar.
  p. cm.
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 ISBN 978-0-470-67446-8 (hardcover : alk. paper) – ISBN 978-0-470-67451-2 
(pbk. : alk. paper)
1. Sex discrimination against men. 2. Men–Psychology. I. Title.
 HQ1090.B463 2012
 305.32–dc23

2011038087

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 10/12pt Sabon by SPi Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India

1 2012

Benatar_ffirs.indd   ivBenatar_ffirs.indd   iv 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



To my brothers

Benatar_ffirs.indd   vBenatar_ffirs.indd   v 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



Benatar_ffirs.indd   viBenatar_ffirs.indd   vi 2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM2/15/2012   8:27:40 PM



Contents

Preface x

1 Introduction 1

 What Is the Second Sexism? 1
  Disadvantage 2
  Discrimination 3
  Wrongful discrimination 3
  Sexism 5
 The First Sexism 12
 Two Kinds of Denialist 13
 Forestalling Some Fallacies 16
 Structure and Method of the Book 18

2 Male Disadvantage 25

 Conscription and Combat 26
 Violence 30
 Corporal Punishment 33
 Sexual Assault 36
 Circumcision 41
 Education 46
 Family and Other Relationships 50
  Custody 50
  Paternity 51
  Paternity leave 53
  Homosexuals 54
 Bodily Privacy 54
 Life Expectancy 57
 Imprisonment and Capital Punishment 59
 Conclusion 61

Benatar_ftoc.indd   viiBenatar_ftoc.indd   vii 2/15/2012   6:01:46 PM2/15/2012   6:01:46 PM



viii Contents

3  Explaining Male Disadvantage and Thinking 

about Sex Differences 77

 Beliefs about Males 77
 Questions about the Beliefs 84
  To what extent, if at all, are the beliefs true? 85
  What makes the beliefs true? 89
  What, if any, implications are there? 93
 Conclusion 96

4 From Disadvantage to Wrongful Discrimination 101

 Conscription and Combat 102
  Kingsley Browne’s basic argument 103
  “Slippage” 104
  Military effectiveness 106
  Dangers of conservatism 109
  Statistical differences 113
  Final thoughts on combat and conscription 121
 Violence 122
  “The perpetrators are men” 123
  “Men are better able to defend themselves” 124
  “Men pose a greater threat” 125
  Two kinds of discrimination 127
 Corporal Punishment 128
  “Males are more badly behaved” 128
  “Corporal punishment is not as damaging to males” 129
 Sexual Assault 132
 Circumcision 134
 Education 135
 Family and Other Relationships 137
 Bodily Privacy 142
  “Women have a greater interest in bodily privacy 
  than do men” 143
  “The conditions are different” 145
  Equal employment opportunity 148
 Life Expectancy 152
 Imprisonment and Capital Punishment 155
 Conclusion 163

5 Responding to Objections 173

 The Inversion Argument 174
  Conscription and combat 175
  Violence 179

Benatar_ftoc.indd   viiiBenatar_ftoc.indd   viii 2/15/2012   6:01:47 PM2/15/2012   6:01:47 PM



 Contents ix

  Circumcision 182
  Education 183
  Sexual assault 185
  Bodily privacy 186
  Custody 188
  Life expectancy 189
  Imprisonment 193
 The Costs-of-Dominance Argument 194
 The Distraction Argument 199
 Defining Discrimination 202

6 Affirmative Action 212

 Rectifying Injustice 215
  The past discrimination argument 216
  The present discrimination argument 218
  Lessons from “Summers School” 225
 Consequentialist Arguments 228
  The viewpoint diversity argument 228
  The role-model argument 229
  The legitimate-sex-preference argument 231
  The ideal argument 232
 Conclusion 233

7 Conclusion 239

 Does Feminism Discriminate against Men? 239
 Are Men Worse off than Women? 246
 Taking the Second Sexism Seriously 254
 Conclusion  259

Bibliography 266

Index 285

Benatar_ftoc.indd   ixBenatar_ftoc.indd   ix 2/15/2012   6:01:47 PM2/15/2012   6:01:47 PM



Preface

Sexism negatively affects not only women and girls, but also men and boys. 
While the former manifestation of sexism is widely acknowledged, few 
 people recognize or take seriously the fact that males are the primary victims 
of many and quite serious forms of sex discrimination. The central purpose 
of this book is to draw attention to this “second sexism” and to respond to 
those who would deny that it exists.

It is worth pre-empting the joke that a book about discrimination against 
males must be a very short book. Although this is a relatively short book, 
this is not because the scope or seriousness of the problem it discusses is 
limited. Instead it is (partly) because a longer book is not required to show 
that there is an extensive and dangerous second sexism.

That said, the book develops, at much greater length, the arguments 
I advanced in an earlier paper on this topic. The editors of Social Theory and 
Practice, to which I had submitted that paper, invited four responses. 
These were published alongside my original article as well as my rejoinder 
in the April 2003 (vol. 29, no. 2) issue of the journal. I am grateful to the 
editors of the journal for permission to draw on those earlier papers of mine 
in  writing this book. I also acknowledge the use of material used in Chapter 6 
that is drawn but significantly adapted from two other previous works of 
mine: “Diversity limited,” in Laurence Thomas (ed.), Contemporary Debates 
in Social Philosophy, Oxford: Blackwell, 2008, pp. 212–225; and “Justice, 
diversity and racial preference: a critique of affirmative action,” South 
African Law Journal, 125(2), 2008, pp. 274–306.

The first draft of this book was written while I was a Laurence 
S. Rockefeller Visiting Fellow at Princeton’s University Center for Human 
Values for the (northern hemisphere) 2009/2010 academic year. I want to 
thank the director, faculty and staff of the Center, both for awarding me this 
fellowship and for making my visit such an agreeable one. I could not have 
asked for a more stimulating environment in which to conduct my research 
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 Preface xi

and do my writing. The Princeton University libraries were also an invalu-
able resource and I appreciate the assistance provided by the library staff.

My thanks also go to the University of Cape Town for the period of sab-
batical leave that enabled me to take up the fellowship and write the book.

Leo Boonzaier, Meghan Finn and Andrew Fisher provided very able 
research assistance. Jessica du Toit compiled the list of bibliographic 
 references from my endnotes, and detected some typographical errors in 
the process. I am grateful to have had such excellent assistants.

I presented an overview of the book as the Morris Colloquium Speaker at 
the University of Colorado at Boulder. At a Laurence S. Rockefeller Fellows 
Seminar at the University Center for Human Values in Princeton, I presented 
parts of Chapter 5. In the Admiral Anderson Speaker Series at the 
United States Naval Academy, I presented the material on women and com-
bat. I am grateful to those who attended these events for their comments.

Kingsley Browne kindly commented on my response (in Chapter 4) to his 
Co-Ed Combat. He and I still disagree on the question of women in combat, 
but his critical comments were most welcome. Nannerl Keohane provided 
helpful written comments on parts of Chapter 5.

I am especially grateful to Don Hubin and Iddo Landau, the two  reviewers 
for Wiley-Blackwell, for their extensive and extremely helpful comments.

Finally, my thanks go to members of my family. The book is dedicated to 
my brothers.

DB
Cape Town

20 June 2011
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The Second Sexism: Discrimination Against Men and Boys, First Edition. David Benatar. 
© 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2012 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

1

Introduction

Many men are far more oppressed than many women, and any femi-
nist who was determined to support women in all situations would 
certainly encounter some where her support of women against men 
would increase the level of injustice in the world. … No feminist whose 
concern for women stems from concern for justice in general can ever 
legitimately allow her only interest to be the advantage of women.

Janet Radcliffe Richards, The Sceptical Feminist, 
London: Penguin Books, 1994, p. 31.

What Is the Second Sexism?

In those societies in which sex discrimination has been recognized to be 
wrong, the response to this form of discrimination has targeted those atti-
tudes and practices that (primarily) disadvantage women and girls. At the 
most, there has been only scant attention to those manifestations of sex 
discrimination whose primary victims are men and boys.1 What little recog-
nition there has been of discrimination against males2 has very rarely 
resulted in amelioration. For these reasons, we might refer to discrimination 
against males as the “second sexism,” to adapt Simone de Beauvoir’s famous 
phrase.3 The second sexism is the neglected sexism, the sexism that is not 
taken seriously even by most of those who oppose (or at least claim that 
they oppose) sex discrimination. This is regrettable not only because of its 
implications for ongoing discrimination against males but also, as I shall 
argue later, because discrimination against females cannot fully be addressed 
without attending to all forms of sexism.

Benatar_c01.indd   1Benatar_c01.indd   1 2/15/2012   6:35:42 PM2/15/2012   6:35:42 PM



2 Introduction

Disadvantage

So unrecognized is the second sexism that the mere mention of it will appear 
laughable to some. Such people cannot even think of any ways in which 
males are disadvantaged, and yet some of them are surprised, when  provided 
with examples, that they never thought of these before. Male disadvantages 
include the absence of immunity, typically enjoyed by females, from 
 conscription into military service. Men, unlike women, are not only 
 conscripted but also sent into combat, where they risk injury, both physical 
and psychological, and death. Men are also disproportionately the victims 
of violence in most (but not all) non-combat contexts. For example, most 
victims of violent crime are male, and men are often (but again not always) 
specially targeted for mass killing. Males are more likely than females to be 
subject to corporal punishment. Indeed, sometimes such punishment of 
females is  prohibited, while it is permitted, if not encouraged, for males. 
Although males are less often victims of sexual assault than are females, the 
sexual assault of males is typically taken less seriously and is thus even more 
significantly under-reported. Fathers are less likely than mothers to win 
 custody of their children in the event of divorce. These and other examples 
will be presented in some, but by no means exhaustive detail, in Chapter 2.

However, demonstrating the existence of male disadvantage is, by itself, 
insufficient to show that males are the victims of sexism. Not all disadvan-
tages somebody suffers on the basis of his or her sex amount to sexism. By 
way of illustration, consider the following. The disease called hereditary 
haemochromatosis is a genetic condition in which the body gradually 
absorbs too much iron, storing it in major organs. If the condition is not 
detected in time, serious organ damage and failure can result, often resulting 
in death. The treatment, if the condition is detected sufficiently early, is regu-
lar blood-letting.4 Although both males and females can have this genetic 
condition, males are more likely to suffer from the resultant disease. This is 
because females, during their reproductive years, regularly lose blood, and 
thus iron, during menstruation.5 It thus transpires that menstruation is an 
advantage for those females with haemochromatosis. But menstruation can 
also be a disadvantage. Because younger women do lose blood and iron, 
they are more prone than are men to iron deficiency anemia. Menstruation 
is thus an advantage for women with haemochromatosis, but a disadvan-
tage for women who are susceptible to iron deficiency anemia. Similarly, the 
absence of menstruation is a health disadvantage for men with haemochro-
matosis, but an advantage for men who might otherwise be susceptible to 
iron deficiency.

The presence or absence of these disadvantages does not demonstrate that 
males with symptomatic haemochromatosis and females with iron defi-
ciency anemia are the victims of sexism.
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 Introduction 3

Discrimination

To understand the relationship between disadvantage (on the basis of sex) 
and sexism, there are a number of concepts we need to understand and 
 distinguish. First, we need to distinguish disadvantage from discrimination. 
The man with haemochromatosis is disadvantaged by not menstruating, but 
he is not discriminated against. For there to be discrimination the disadvan-
tage must be at least partly the product of agency, or, on some views, of 
social structures or practices. Thus an individual, an institution or a state 
might discriminate against people of one sex. Or it might be the case that 
particular social structures or practices have the effect of favoring one sex 
over the other. The disadvantage suffered by the man with  haemochromatosis 
is not in itself the product of any of these. For example, nobody forbade or 
discouraged him from menstruating or removed the uterus he never had, or 
prevented him from acquiring one.6

We cannot conclude, however, that whenever some disadvantage is 
 experienced as a result of discrimination on the basis of sex that the person 
suffering the disadvantage is the victim of sexism. This is because discrimi-
nation is sometimes entirely appropriate, if not desirable. The word 
“ discrimination” is so often used in its pejorative sense that it is sometimes 
forgotten that it also has an entirely non-pejorative sense. To discriminate is 
to recognize a difference or to differentiate. Some discrimination in this 
sense is both necessary and desirable. Teachers, for example, must discrimi-
nate – discern the difference – between good- and bad-quality work 
 submitted by their students. If teachers awarded first-class passes for all 
work, or failed all work, irrespective of its quality, they would not be acting 
in an appropriately discriminating way.

Wrongful discrimination

This brings us to a second distinction, namely between discrimination and 
unfair or wrongful discrimination. Whereas discrimination per se can be 
morally acceptable, wrongful discrimination is, by definition, morally 
problematic.

There are obviously many possible grounds on which one might wrongly 
discriminate. These include sex, race, religion, ethnic group, national origin 
and sexual orientation. Of interest in this book is wrongful discrimination 
on the basis of a person’s sex.7

However, sex is not always an inappropriate basis on which to discrimi-
nate between people. Thus once one has established that a disadvantage is 
the product of discrimination on the basis of somebody’s sex, one then needs 
to establish whether or not that discrimination is fair, just or justifiable. That 
is to say, one must determine whether or not a person’s sex provides an 
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4 Introduction

appropriate basis for the differential treatment. For example, one might say 
that middle-aged males are discriminated against if their medical insurance 
does not cover them, but does cover females of similar age, for routine mam-
mography. However, one might argue that the discrimination is not unfair 
on account of a relevant difference between men and women. Women, given 
the nature of their breasts, are more likely to get breast cancer, and thus the 
cost of routine scanning may be warranted for them but not for men. (We 
can imagine exceptions, of course. If some subset of males were known to 
have an elevated risk of breast cancer, we might think it unfair if they, unlike 
other men, were not covered.)

As we might expect, there is disagreement about the correct account of 
when discrimination is wrong. My preferred answer is that discrimination is 
wrong when people are treated differently without there being a relevant 
difference between the people that justifies the differential treatment. (When 
I speak of the differential treatment being justified, I do not mean that some 
or other reason is offered for the differential treatment, but rather that there 
is good objective reason for the differential treatment.) If, for example, a 
teacher were to fail work that deserves to pass and does so on account of its 
having been written by a student of a particular sex, race, religion, ethnic 
group or sexual orientation, then that teacher has also acted unfairly and 
wrongly. Such features of the author of a piece of written work are irrele-
vant to assessing the quality of that work.

Although this is my preferred account of what makes discrimination 
wrong, it is not necessary to accept this particular account in order to 
reach the conclusions for which I shall argue later in this book. It is pos-
sible for people with different accounts of what makes discrimination 
wrong to agree that specific instances of discrimination are wrongful. 
Thus my arguments in subsequent chapters will not presuppose a specific 
account of when discrimination is wrongful. In this way I hope to bypass 
at least some disagreement about what makes some discrimination 
wrong.

To give a specific example, we do not need to have an account of what 
makes discrimination wrong in order to know that excluding women from 
university (because they are women) amounts to wrongful discrimination. 
Similarly, we do not need to have such an account in order to know that 
laws permitting the corporal punishment of boys but not of girls amounts to 
wrongful discrimination. This is not to say that each of these discriminatory 
practices has not had its defenders. Instead it is to say that the best way to 
determine whether a given form of discrimination is wrong is to examine 
that specific treatment and all the considerations relevant to it. That is what 
I shall do in Chapter 4.

For this same reason it is not necessary, for those who do accept my pre-
ferred account, to give a more detailed account of when precisely a person’s 
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 Introduction 5

sex is irrelevant. This question too can be bypassed. Moreover, it is not clear, 
in any event, that any more precise account could be given. There are so 
many different ways of treating people and so many different conditions 
under which they may be treated. To expect that a precise account can be 
given to cover all these cases is to expect more than can be provided.8 
Consider, for example, the breast cancer screening example above. 
Determining whether that is a case of justifiable discrimination depends on 
the relative risks of breast cancer faced by men and women, on the costs of 
competing screening policies and on the rationing principles one uses to 
distribute scarce resources. This is just one of very many contexts in which 
we need to determine whether discrimination is fair.

Sexism

I shall refer to wrongful discrimination on the basis of sex as “sex discrimi-
nation,” “sexist discrimination” or “sexism.”9 This seems like an entirely 
reasonable understanding of what sexism is. However, it is not uncontrover-
sial and thus more needs to be said about this definition, its competitors and 
what is at stake between them.

The first thing to note is that there is no single, standard usage of the 
term “sexism.” It is used in many different ways, even by those who are 
united in opposing it. For example, Janet Radcliffe Richards defines it, 
albeit in passing, as counting “sex as relevant in contexts in which it is 
not.”10 Mary Anne Warren says that sexism “is usually defined as wrongful 
discrimination on the basis of sex”11 and that discrimination “based on sex 
may be wrong either because it is based on false and invidious beliefs about 
persons of one sex or the other, or because it unjustly harms those discrimi-
nated against.”12

Others think that a definition of this kind is inadequate and that sexism 
involves at least one further element, which is variably described as the 
 subordination of one sex to the other, the domination of one sex by another 
or the oppression of one sex.13 Those who think that some such additional 
element is required for sexism to exist typically think that sexism must be a 
systemic phenomenon, because subordination, domination or oppression 
could not exist without systemic discrimination. They also think that such 
additional conditions for sexism preclude the possibility that males could be 
the victims of sexism. This is because they deny that males suffer from 
 subordination or being dominated or oppressed. In addition they might 
deny that discrimination against males, even if it exists, is systemic in some 
other way.

There are innumerable versions and combinations of these views and I 
obviously cannot consider them all. However, I shall consider a few 
examples.
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6 Introduction

Richard Wasserstrom says that “racism and sexism should not be thought 
of as phenomena that consist simply in taking a person’s race into 
account … in an arbitrary way.”14 It must also be the case that this occur

in the context of a specific set of institutional arrangements and a specific 
ideology which together create and maintain a specific system of institutions, 
role assignments, beliefs and attitudes. That system is one, and has been one, 
in which political, economic, and social power and advantage is concentrated 
in the hands of those who are white and male.15

According to this understanding of sexism, it must be systemic and the 
system must favor those who enjoy overall power.16 Marilyn Frye is 
another who thinks that sexism must be systemic and to the overall 
advantage of some. She says that “the locus of sexism is primarily in the 
system or framework, not in the particular act”17 and that the “term ‘sex-
ist’ characterizes cultural and economic structures which create and 
enforce the elaborate and rigid patterns of sex-marking and sex- 
announcing which divide the species, along lines of sex, into dominators 
and subordinates.”18

These definitions of sexism are, in one sense, broader than mine, but in 
another sense they are narrower. It will be recalled that I have defined 
“sexism” as wrongful discrimination on the basis of a person’s sex. The 
definitions of Professors Frye and Wasserstrom are broader in the sense 
that they focus not on an individual act, but a system into which the act 
does (or does not) feed. However, their definitions are narrower than 
mine in another sense. If we follow their lead, fewer actions will count as 
sexist. This is because it is only a subset of actions that wrongly discrimi-
nate against people on the basis of their sex that creates or contributes to 
hegemonies.

What can be said in favor of the definitions that compete with mine? 
Professor Frye asks us to consider the following case:

If a company is hiring a supervisor who will supervise a group of male work-
ers who have always worked for male supervisors, it can scarcely be denied 
that the sex of a candidate for the job is relevant to the candidate’s prospects 
of moving smoothly and successfully into an effective working relationship 
with the supervisees.19

This case is intended to show that unfair discrimination cannot consist 
merely in treating people differently on the basis of an arbitrary or irrelevant 
attribute such as their sex. This is because, it is said, sex is not irrelevant in 
this case to the ability to perform the job. What Professor Frye finds prob-
lematic about the case is that if a woman is not hired, this will feed into a 
broader system in which females are disempowered.
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 Introduction 7

I agree that systems can be sexist and I agree that systematic exclusion 
of women from particular positions is sexist. However, I deny that unfair 
discrimination must reach the systemic level in order to constitute sexism. 
I shall say more about this later, but now I shall indicate why the “irrele-
vant characteristic” view is able to account for Professor Frye’s case. First, 
we should note that the relevance of the applicant’s sex in her case is 
dependent on the attitudes of those workers who will be supervised. If 
they had different attitudes to women or to female supervisors then a 
female supervisor would be able to function as effectively as a male one. 
Thus we need to ask whether the differential attitude that the workers 
have toward male and female supervisors was based on an irrelevant 
 characteristic. The answer to that question is affirmative and thus we 
could conclude, following the view that Professor Frye rejects, that the 
workers have sexist attitudes.

There is now a secondary question whether the people hiring the supervi-
sor should take those sexist attitudes as a given or whether they should 
override them. While I doubt that a categorical answer can be given to this 
question, I strongly suspect that much more often than not, they should not 
pander to the sexist views. For example, historical experience suggests that 
pandering to such views only reinforces them (which is problematic, 
 independent of systemic concerns). By contrast, resisting prejudice by open-
ing positions to people irrespective of their sex (or race), although it can 
have teething problems, helps to break down prejudicial attitudes. In all 
cases where those hiring should hire the woman despite the workers’ atti-
tudes, pandering to sexism could be said to be derivatively sexist.

Professor Wasserstrom provides a different case. He says that what was 
primarily wrong with human slavery was “not that the particular  individuals 
who were assigned the place of slaves were assigned there arbitrarily because 
the assignment was made in virtue of an irrelevant characteristic, i.e., their 
race.”20 Instead, he says, the primary problem is with the practice itself – 
“the fact of some individuals being able to own other individuals and all 
that goes with that practice.”21

Does the case of human slavery really show that the “irrelevant character-
istic” account of racism or sexism fails? I do not think so. There are at least 
two possible alternative reasons. According to the first, it is precisely because 
what is primarily wrong about slavery is that people are treated as chattel 
that the wrong is not primarily one of discrimination. Given this, it should 
be unsurprising that racism fails to provide an exhaustive account of what 
is wrong with slavery. Of course, where race is the criterion for who may be 
enslaved, then racist discrimination is a further wrongful feature of slavery, 
but there is no reason to think that the underlying wrong of slavery must be 
explained in terms of racism and thus in terms of the “irrelevant character-
istic” account of racism. What this nicely illustrates is that some actions may 
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be wrong for more than one reason and that discrimination may sometimes 
be a compounding wrong rather than the primary wrong.

Alternatively, perhaps we can fully explain the wrong of slavery via the 
“irrelevant characteristic” account. There is no moral problem with humans 
owning machines and treating the machines as chattel. There is a problem 
with humans owning other humans and treating them as chattel. What 
explains this difference? It is the fact that there are relevant differences 
between machines and humans. It is these differences that make it wrong to 
own humans but not machines. When people have thought that some 
humans may be owned on account of their “race,” they have mistakenly 
taken a person’s “race” to be a relevant difference from those humans who 
may not be owned. They have mistakenly treated being black as being like a 
machine or some other object that may be owned. According to this expla-
nation, it is wrongful discrimination that explains why the wrong of slavery 
is inflicted on particular people. A given person is enslaved only because of 
his race. Had he been a member of another race he would not have been 
enslaved.

Now, even if one rejects these responses to Professors Frye and Wasserstrom 
and maintains that sexism is not merely a matter of treating people differ-
ently on the basis of an irrelevant characteristic, one need not embrace their 
definitions of sexism. One could retain the view that sexism is unfair or 
wrongful discrimination on the basis of a person’s sex, but deny that this 
consists of treating people differently on the basis of their sex when their sex 
is indeed irrelevant. One could prefer an alternative account of wrongful 
discrimination, while still identifying sexism as wrongful discrimination. 
Rejecting the “irrelevant characteristic” account of wrongful discrimination 
does not entail the view that sexism must satisfy a systemic criterion or must 
involve domination, subordination or oppression.

So far I have argued that we do not need to abandon the understanding 
of sexism as wrongful discrimination on the basis of a person’s sex. Now I 
wish to say why we should not abandon it in favor of the alternatives I have 
outlined. Accepting the requirement that discrimination be systemic and 
involve subordination, domination or oppression would do violence to ordi-
nary language.

In our ordinary usage, we speak of prejudicial and discriminatory 
“isms” in the absence of overall and systemic disempowerment. If a 
teacher were to assess a student’s work more harshly merely because that 
student was white or male, we would ordinarily label that action racist or 
sexist (in addition to being wrong on other grounds). People do use the 
words “racism” and “sexism” in such contexts. Nor is this usage restricted 
to non-philosophers. Peter Singer, for example, understands speciesism 
and racism in terms of treating beings differently on the basis of arbitrary 
or irrelevant differences.22
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Perhaps my opponents think that although we do use words like “sexism” 
and “racism” in these ways we should not do so. Perhaps they are recom-
mending that we alter our usage and use the word “sexism” in a more 
restricted way. These definitional issues are difficult. We cannot categori-
cally say that ordinary usage must prevail. Such usage is sometimes both 
confused and confusing. However, it is not clear that this is true in the case 
at hand. Moreover, there is a danger in stipulative definitions that depart too 
significantly from ordinary usage. They themselves can be confusing or 
 misleading. If, to choose an extreme example, one defines Monday as the 
day after Tuesday, one will not be contributing positively to clearer thinking 
and communication.

It is possible to stipulate that males cannot be the victims of sexism or, less 
blatantly, that group members cannot be victims of sexism or racism unless 
those groups are disempowered or subordinated. However, it is hard to see 
why such stipulations should be made. Indeed, doing so seems to have impli-
cations that would be unpalatable even to many of those who make them. A 
racial epithet directed against a rich and powerful member of the Kenyan 
government would widely and rightly be recognized as racist, even though 
the epithet would not lead to an overall disempowerment or subordination 
of blacks in Kenya. Nor does the target group need to be a majority. Jews in 
the United States, for example, today enjoy a degree of equality and influ-
ence unprecedented in Jewish history. They are not (contrary to the view of 
some antisemites) controlling the country, but they are hardly disempow-
ered or subordinated. Isolated anti-Jewish epithets in the United States do 
not plausibly effect an overall disempowering or subordination of Jews in 
that country, but they would nonetheless appropriately be recognized as 
instances of antisemitism.

In response to these examples, perhaps it will be suggested that they are 
instances of racism and antisemitism because there is a history of discrimi-
nation against blacks and Jews. According to this view, it does not matter 
whether, in a given place, that pattern of discrimination continues. It is 
 sufficient that it did previously continue for a long time. Notice, however, 
that this pedigree criterion of racism and antisemitism is even more contro-
versial than the other features of the alternative definitions I reject.

There is a further problem with stipulating that only disempowered, 
 subordinate or oppressed groups can be the victims of sexism (or racism). It 
may well be the case that females are no longer systematically disempow-
ered, subordinated or oppressed in developed countries. Many feminists will 
be outraged at this suggestion. I shall delay, until the concluding chapter, 
my  defense of this suggestion. For now, it is sufficient to make two 
observations.

First, power is spectral rather than binary. One has more or less of it, 
rather than either having it or not having it. Accordingly, even if men still 
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have overall power in the developed world, the erosion of male power has 
taken place gradually. On this trajectory, there comes a point at which men 
no longer hold most power and at which women, while still the victims of 
discrimination, are no longer subordinated or dominated. Those who assert 
that the term “sexism” only applies where one group is dominant or another 
subordinate must concede that discrimination against females would not 
constitute sexism once that point is reached. I find that implausible. If my 
critics recognized that that point had already been reached in some places, 
they would likely find it implausible too.

Second, some feminists have recognized that to say, for example, that 
women in the developed world are still oppressed, they must depart from 
the traditional understanding of “oppression” and employ a new under-
standing of this term.23 In this way the definitional questions recur. We are 
asked to reinterpret “sexism” in such a way that oppression is a criterion for 
it, but then we are asked to reinterpret “oppression” in such a way that the 
word “sexism” can still be applied to contexts in which it still seems to have 
application. With all this reinterpretation that is required, one wonders why 
it would not be more economical – and truer to ordinary usage – just to stick 
with the common understanding of “sexism.”

I have now presented and rejected some representative alternatives to my 
understanding of sexism. It is worth noting, however, that less rests on this 
disagreement than might first appear. Let us assume, merely for the sake of 
argument, that sexism should not be understood in the way I have suggested 
it should be understood. And let us assume further that for this reason men 
cannot be the victims of sexism. If that were the case then there could be no 
second sexism. However, nothing would follow from this about a second sex 
discrimination. Men and boys could still be the victims of wrongful sex 
 discrimination.24 Even if that were not appropriately called sexism it would 
still be worthy of moral concern and opposition. Wrongful discrimination is 
wrongful and could be quite seriously so. Thus the really important conclu-
sion for which I need to argue is that males are the victims of wrongful 
 discrimination (or even merely wrongful treatment) on the basis of their sex. 
I  happen to think that such discrimination merits the name “sexism” but 
even if I were incorrect about that, my critics could not justify, on that basis, 
any complacency about the wrongful discrimination of which males are the 
 victims.25 It would still be a problem that should be recognized and confronted. 
It is much more important that wrongful discrimination against men and boys 
be identified and opposed than that we call it “sexism.” The fact that labeling 
wrongful discrimination as “sexism” is not essential to its being wrong and 
worthy of opposition might explain why some feminists have either barely 
mentioned the word “sexism” or failed to give a full account of what it is.26

Having defended my understanding of sexism against alternative views 
(and having placed that disagreement in perspective), I now return to say 
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more about my view. According to this view, sexism is by definition wrong-
ful discrimination. This, I think, is in keeping with our ordinary understand-
ing of the term “sexism.” We do not, in normal parlance, think that sexism 
could be morally justifiable, at least in ordinary circumstances.27

Sexism is sometimes explicit, as it is when people of one sex are legally 
prohibited from performing certain jobs. However, as feminists have rightly 
noted, it can often be implicit, subtle and unintentional.28 For example, there 
may be some policy or practice that appears neutral but in fact unjustifiably 
has a “disparate impact” on either women or men. Thus, a height require-
ment for a particular job may lead to many fewer women being employed. 
If there is not a good reason for that particular height requirement, then 
women are the victims of an indirect and often unintentional sexism. Or 
consider those powerful social forces that shape the expectations or prefer-
ences of men and women in ways that significantly disproportionate num-
bers of men and women aspire to particular positions.29 If, for example, girls 
are led to think that a “woman’s place is in the home,” girls might not seek 
work or careers outside the home. Here subtle discrimination is operative. 
Given the nature of subtle discrimination, it is not always easy to tell to 
what extent it is operative – a matter that will be discussed in more detail 
later.

The second sexism is that sexism of which males are the primary victims. 
As a species of sexism, it is a form of wrongful discrimination. Thus, to 
show that there is a second sexism, I shall have to demonstrate not only that 
males are disadvantaged and that at least some of this disadvantage is the 
result of discrimination, but also that this discrimination is wrong. I shall do 
this in stages. In Chapter 2, I shall present examples of male disadvantage. 
Some, but not all, of these disadvantages are manifestly also instances of 
discrimination, and often de jure discrimination. However, I shall delay until 
Chapter 4 the arguments that at least some of the discrimination is wrong-
ful. In Chapter 5 I shall, among other things, ward off objections that this 
discrimination does not amount to wrongful sex discrimination or sexism.

If would be tedious if, on every occasion that I refer to discrimination, 
I were to spell out whether I meant discrimination in the pejorative or non-
pejorative sense and whether I was referring to sex discrimination or 
 discrimination on some other basis. Very often the correct sense is implicit 
and does not require explicit statement. Thus, while I shall often speak of 
unfair or wrongful discrimination, I shall often shorten this simply to “dis-
crimination” where an adjective is unnecessary, either because it is clear 
from the context that I am speaking about wrongful discrimination or 
because I am referring to both discrimination and wrongful discrimination. 
Similarly, I shall not usually qualify “discrimination” with the words “sex” 
or “sexist” because it will usually be obvious that I am speaking about such 
discrimination.
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The First Sexism

This book is about the second sexism. Accordingly it is not about that 
 sexism of which females are primary victims. This is not because I deny the 
existence of such sexism. It clearly exists and has existed for a very long 
time.

Girls and women, in some times and places, have been killed because they 
are female. Female infanticide is common in some of those countries with a 
strong preference for sons. And widows have sometimes been pressured, if 
not forced, to end their lives through such rituals as sati in India. Girls and 
women have also died through neglect. Where food is in short supply, 
 cultures favoring sons have prioritized the feeding of boys, often allowing 
girls to die of malnutrition. In the developing world, women continue to die 
in significant numbers during childbirth. This is attributable to the absence 
of basic obstetric services. To some extent this is a product of their impover-
ished environment. However, sometimes limited services are available at 
some distance and insufficient priority is put on granting women access to 
those services. At least in such cases, the peri-partum deaths are the result of 
discrimination.

Millions of girls and women have had their genitals excised. Girls have 
regularly been deprived of education, even when boys have been provided 
with education. Even in many places where girls received primary and 
 secondary education, young women were often barred from institutions of 
higher education. Millions of women and girls have been raped or sexually 
enslaved. Women have often been prohibited from owning or inheriting 
property and from voting and holding public office. Women are often 
required to cover up their bodies in ways that men are not. In the most 
extreme cases, a full burqa is required. Among the many restrictions imposed 
on women in such countries as Saudi Arabia is a prohibition on driving a car 
or riding a bicycle or motorcycle.

Some of these forms of discrimination are more serious than others, but 
none are trivial or justifiable. Their impact on the lives of women and girls 
should not be underestimated. However, all these forms of discrimination, 
as well as many others, have been widely discussed. Discrimination against 
females has been the subject of almost all discussion about sexism. I do not 
plan to add to it here. Instead I shall focus on the neglected side of sexism. 
My topic is the second sexism rather than the first sexism. This selectivity is 
not unfair. Because my aim is to show that there is a second sexism, rather 
than to show that there is not a first sexism, I need only cite cases of the 
second sexism to establish my conclusion. It is only if I were also arguing 
that females were not the victims of sexism that my failure to consider 
instances of unfair discrimination against them would be relevant.

Benatar_c01.indd   12Benatar_c01.indd   12 2/15/2012   6:35:43 PM2/15/2012   6:35:43 PM



 Introduction 13

Although I have distinguished between the first and second sexism, this 
distinction does not imply that they are unrelated. In the course of this book 
I shall point to various connections between them, while retaining my focus 
on the second sexism. It is worth mentioning now, however, that there are 
some instances of discrimination that arguably are simultaneously instances 
of both the first and second sexism.

Consider, for example, the United States Supreme Court case of Frontiero 
v. Richardson.30 Sharon Frontiero, a lieutenant in the United States Air 
Force, had sought benefits for her husband that wives of military personnel 
automatically received under Federal law. By contrast, husbands of female 
members of the military were entitled to these benefits only if they were 
dependent on their wives for over half of their support. Lt. Frontiero’s 
request was turned down because she failed to demonstrate her husband’s 
dependency. A lower court ruled that the discrepant treatment did not 
amount to unconstitutional sex discrimination. Lt. Frontiero and her hus-
band, Joseph Frontiero, appealed. The Supreme Court reversed the lower 
court’s judgment.

Although the court ruled that female service members were discriminated 
against by the policy of differential treatment, it is far from clear that this is 
exclusively a case of the first sexism. One could as easily say that husbands 
of female service members are discriminated against because they are denied 
the benefits that wives of male service members automatically enjoy. 
Alternatively, one could say, as I think we should, that both female service 
members and their male spouses are discriminated against, in which case the 
discriminatory policy is an example of both the first and the second sexism. 
It is noteworthy, however, that the court noticed only the first sexism. This 
supports my claim that even though a second sexism exists and is often 
intertwined with the first sexism, the second sexism typically remains invis-
ible.31 The aim of this book is to make it visible.

Two Kinds of Denialist

Arguments showing that there is a second sexism raise objections from two 
main directions.32 Most plentiful, at least within the academy, are objections 
from some (but not all) feminists. From the other side come objections from 
some conservatives. In each case, the objectors deny either there is such a 
thing as the second sexism or that it is as extensive as I shall argue it is.

Consider, first, those second sexism denialists from among the ranks of 
feminists. Feminists, of course, are not a monolithic group. There are 
numerous ways of categorizing varieties of feminist, but for my purposes 
only one distinction is crucial. It is the distinction between those feminists 
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who are motivated by and interested in equality of the sexes and those 
feminists whose primary concern is the advancement of women and girls. 
Some feminists – those of the second kind – are likely to claim that this is 
a distinction without a difference. They will argue that equality of the sexes 
is promoted by advancing the interests of females, and vice versa. They are 
(only) partly right. Promoting equality of the sexes does often coincide 
with the promotion of women’s interests. It does so when women 
are unfairly discriminated against. However, because men, as I shall argue, 
are sometimes the victims of unfair discrimination, the promotion of gen-
der equality will sometimes require the advancement of men’s rather than 
women’s interests.

We might refer to those feminists who are fundamentally concerned with 
equality of the sexes as egalitarian feminists,33 and those feminists who are 
basically concerned only with the promotion of women’s and girls’ interests 
as partisan feminists.34 The latter are the feminist equivalent of those men’s 
rights advocates who are interested only in advancing the interests and pro-
tecting the rights of males. Feminists are rightly critical of that view, but 
partisan feminists do not notice that the blinkered pursuit of one sex’s inter-
ests that is characteristic of such (but not other) men’s rights advocates is 
similarly true of their own position. This criticism does not extend to the 
egalitarian feminists.35 Nothing that I say should be hostile to egalitarian 
feminism. Indeed, I endorse that form of feminism. Advocates of this view 
will recognize that opposing the second sexism is one part of the overall 
project of opposing sexism and promoting gender equality. What I shall say 
will be antagonistic only to partisan feminism.

In drawing the distinction between egalitarian and partisan feminists, I 
have not claimed that egalitarian feminists must recognize that there is a 
second sexism. Obviously, a commitment to equality of the sexes does not 
entail the belief that men are the victims of some unfair discrimination. The 
aim of this book is to argue that males are indeed the victims of sexism. The 
only point I am making now is that there is nothing in that claim that is 
inconsistent with egalitarian feminism.

In distinguishing egalitarian feminism from partisan feminism I have not 
proved that there are any partisan feminists. The distinction also does not 
prove that there are any egalitarian feminists, but it is the category of parti-
san feminists that some feminists might claim is empty. I intend to show at 
various points in the course of this book that there are indeed feminists of 
this kind. There are some, but not many, feminists who explicitly espouse 
what I have called partisan feminism.36 Much more commonly, however, 
many of those who profess egalitarian feminism in fact slip into a partisan 
form of feminism. They interpret the evidence as proving that females are 
the victims of discrimination even when they are not – and even when it is 
instead males who are the victims of discrimination. They also engage in 
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rationalizations to reach the conclusion in any given instance that it is female 
interests that ought to prevail.

I do not intend to identify particular feminists as egalitarian. One reason 
for this is that it is difficult at this stage to determine who the real egalitarian 
feminists are. Almost all feminists writing about sex discrimination have 
been concerned with discrimination against females. It is difficult to know 
whether any given feminist has ignored discrimination against males simply 
because she or he has not been aware of the problem. It remains to be seen 
what will happen once they are made aware of it. Once it is drawn to their 
attention, their (broad) options seem to be these:

(1) They could accept that there is some wrongful discrimination against 
males (and join me in opposing it).

(2) They could provide good arguments why, contrary to what I say, males 
are not the victims of any wrongful discrimination.

(3) They could reject the conclusion that males are the victims of wrongful 
discrimination but fail to provide good reasons for this conclusion and 
instead engage in the familiar rationalizations that I shall discuss later.

(4) They could declare that they are not interested in discrimination against 
men and boys even if it does exist.

The first two options are compatible with egalitarian feminism, while the 
second two either suggest (option 3) or explicitly declare (option 4) partisan 
feminism. Partly for this reason, those in the third category are likely to 
claim that they are actually in the second. I do not wish to prejudge how 
particular people will respond. Because many feminists who profess to be 
egalitarian slip into a partisan form of feminism when confronted with 
arguments that there is a second sexism, one often cannot easily tell (in 
advance) which of those who profess to be interested in equality of the sexes 
really are.

Nor do I need to identify particular egalitarian feminists (or discuss their 
work qua egalitarian feminists) in order to make my case. Egalitarian femi-
nism is a possible view and one that many people profess. The question of 
who actually occupies this intellectual (and political) space is not relevant to 
determining whether there is a second sexism. Nor is it relevant to showing 
that recognition of and opposition to the second sexism is compatible with 
the view that I have called “egalitarian feminism.”

As is the case with feminists, conservatives are not all of one stripe. Some 
of those who go by the name “conservative” may have no objection to the 
views I shall defend. This is because somebody might be conservative in one 
realm but not in another. Economic conservatism, for example, does not 
entail religious conservatism. The conservatives who will object to my argu-
ments will most likely be those who endorse (the enforcement of) gender 
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roles and the consequent differential treatment of the sexes, which I oppose. 
They will argue that many of the disadvantages that males suffer are not 
instances of sexism, because males ought to bear those burdens or at least 
that it is not unfair for males to bear them. These conservatives – whom we 
might call gender-role conservatives – think the same thing about various 
burdens borne by women, which should make them unreliable allies for 
partisan feminists who also deny that there is a second sexism. Indeed, 
 gender-role conservatives may find some of what I shall argue – especially 
against partisan feminists – to be quite congenial. They might, for example, 
agree that there are the double standards that I shall demonstrate exist in the 
views of partisan feminists.

It should be clear, though, that my view is not conservative about gender 
roles. While there may well be average differences in some psychological 
traits between the sexes37 I do not think that these justify all the differential 
treatment of the sexes that gender-role conservatives endorse. Because I 
think that the second sexism ought to be opposed along with the more 
widely recognized sexism, I am advocating change – doing things differently 
from the way they have been done historically. Moreover, the change I am 
recommending is quite radical. That is by no means conservative.

In defending the view that there is a second sexism, I shall respond to 
criticisms both from partisan feminists and from gender-role conservatives. 
However, my arguments will be directed more commonly against the for-
mer. This is not because I am more opposed to their position, but rather 
because it is the more common one in the academy.38

It cannot be emphasized enough, though, that I am not criticizing all femi-
nists. I have found that this fact is often forgotten (or, on a less charitable 
reading, ignored) even when one states it clearly. Unfortunately, partisanship 
and other ideological excesses of feminism are rampant and I shall devote 
lots of attention to demonstrating the problems with such views. In doing 
so, however, I should not be construed as rejecting feminism in its purer 
egalitarian form.

Forestalling Some Fallacies

Given the prevailing orthodoxy in the academy and the sensitivity of the 
issues I shall be discussing, the views I defend in this book will be deemed 
threatening by many.39 I am thus under no illusions. My position, no matter 
how clearly stated, is likely to be misunderstood. Where it is not merely 
dismissed (sometimes vituperatively, as inconsistent with received opinion), 
it is likely to be subject to numerous (sometimes overly confident) mistaken 
objections. Indeed, overly confident objections are very common among 
those defending orthodoxies.40 One reason for this is that the responses to 
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