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Foreword


Feminism has triggered social progress: women now work in professions that were previously closed to them, violence in partnerships is addressed, and equality is a central concern of public debates. At the same time, this progress raises new questions – and not all of them are heard in the current discourse. This book is dedicated to those blind spots that have so far remained underilluminated.


Modern feminist currents such as intersectional feminism claim to integrate as many perspectives as possible. However, the focus is often primarily on women and marginalized groups, while male perspectives – despite their own problems – are hardly given any space. This is not due to malice, but often to historical patterns of interpretation and political attributions of power.


This creates an area of tension: While feminist theories seek to uncover patriarchal structures, there is sometimes a lack of willingness to critically examine new inequalities – especially when men are affected. While women's shelters are state-funded (rightly so), there are only about 50 shelters for men fleeing domestic violence in the whole of Germany. While young women in Great Britain now earn more on average than their male peers, the economic downward spiral of many men is hardly discussed.


Objective of the book


This book is not a compulsive rejection of feminist concerns – some of them are legitimate and necessary. Rather, it wants to contribute to plurality: feminist arguments, which have already been dealt with in detail in mainstream publications, are deliberately kept short here. To this end, perspectives are to become visible that would otherwise be lost – such as the psychological stress caused by general suspicion, grade discrimination of boys or gender-specific stereotypes in the judiciary.


Methodological note


When this book speaks of "men" or "women", it does not mean absolute statements. This refers to statistical accumulations, recurring patterns or social constructions. The book does not claim to depict all perspectives. Rather, it is about an impulse: to open up spaces for debate, not to close them.


One-sided warning


The one-sidedness of the perspective is methodical: the aim is to shed light on underrepresented aspects – in full knowledge that this itself can be a distortion. The book shares this attitude with many feminist theories, which in turn focus on certain experiences. I invite readers to read these thoughts not as the final truth, but as a contribution to dialogue.


Feminist counter-positions


Many of the grievances criticized here – such as men as victims of violence or the educational crisis of young men – are certainly addressed by feminist theorists. A differentiated reception of feminist sources can help to avoid misunderstandings. The title says criticism of feminism, but I doubt that even one of the criticisms applies to feminism as a whole. Radical feminism and hobby feminism on social media are probably predominantly criticized. In other places, there is talk of mainstream feminism. What is meant is a presumed majority in feminism, without shedding light on exactly who exactly. From a logical point of view, one can say: If I criticize circumstance A and feminist groups B and C promote circumstance A, then I probably also criticize groups B and C and not the rest. Even statements like, "Feminism promotes X and Y", will probably only speak of a majority and never of the totality. You always have to keep in mind: There are numerous opinions within feminism, some of which differ so widely that one group sees the other as anti-feminist.


Recommendation for self-reflection


Finally, it should be remembered that criticism of other groups – as justified as it may be in parts – can be psychologically stressful. A permanent "victim mindset" undermines the ability to be self-effective and rarely leads to viable solutions. Studies show that constructive goal orientation and a "creator mindset" lead to more resilience, self-esteem and social connectivity.1


Justified criticism of social groups can easily be perceived as one-sided and lead to the reciprocal game of "victim card" and counter-reaction: When one side emphasizes its victim role, the other party often reacts with the same pattern in order to gain attention as well. This creates a vicious circle of misunderstanding and mistrust that makes dialogue difficult.


Experience has shown that a sober, fact-based approach, in which statistics and studies from reliable sources are carefully examined, helps in order to focus on factual issues. At the same time, a deliberate change of perspective – the adoption of possible opposing positions – promotes the understanding of all parties involved and prevents polarization. My personal impression when writing this book was how quickly you fall into a defensive posture when you encounter well-known narratives. Only through continuous self-reflection and the effort to make constructive suggestions could a more balanced basis for discussion be created that acknowledges individualized experiences without forcing them into collective role clichés.


I mention it here because, even if I criticize it, this book will reproduce certain patterns from the subject matter and the culture of debate alone.


Technical notes


Yes, links are suboptimal for a book, but quite practical for an e-book. I can only advise everyone with the book version to take a picture of the link and read it out with an image to text program or ChatGPT can do it too.


If a link does not work, the page can often be accessed via a web archive – for example, the Wayback Machine under https://web.archive.org . As of May 2025, all links should be available.


This book was originally written in German. To make its content accessible to a broader international audience, the initial translation into English was performed using Artificial Intelligence. While great care has been taken to review and refine the text for accuracy and clarity, some stylistic nuances typical of a human translation may differ. The comprehensive research and extensive bibliography, with over 600 verifiable sources, remain the core strength of this work.


"Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-imposed immaturity.


... Have courage to use your own understanding!"


– Kant





1 https://youtu.be/6w_96Hnz8JM?si=4aOrJAA19owxvOkt









I. Critical Theory vs. Traditional Theory


First: Feminist references to Critical Theory can be found both in radical feminism and in the fourth wave, albeit in different intensity and expression.


Horkheimer, for example, first clarifies fundamental questions in his book.2


What is a theory?


A theory is an ordered collection of statements about a topic; the fewer basic principles it requires, the more concise it is.


How is their validity checked?


Theory and observation must agree; in the event of deviations, both shall be re-examined.


Theory remains preliminary


That's why every theory is actually only a preliminary assumption – you have to be ready to change it at any time if weaknesses become visible. In the end, theory is accumulated knowledge, prepared in such a way that it helps to describe the world as precisely as possible.


One question that this book deals with is whether we are not at a point where weaknesses are slowly becoming visible.


1. Foundations and Origins


1.1 Traditional Theory


Traditional Theory, as described by Max Horkheimer in his essay Traditional and Critical Theory (1937), portrays social institutions largely as they are, without normative evaluation or intent to change them. In line with the positivist tradition, it assumes that valid knowledge derives from sensory-empirical, measurable facts, and that other sources of insight—such as intuition or belief—are considered irrelevant.3


1.2 Critical Theory


Critical Theory emerged in the 1930s at the Frankfurt School and defines itself as a participatory, normatively critical practice that not only describes reality but also seeks to have an emancipatory effect. Its aim is to uncover and transform existing power and domination structures, recognizing that knowledge itself is socially mediated and shaped by interests.4 5


2. Power and oppression


Critical Theory focuses on power as fundamental: social structures are not neutral, but privilege certain groups and oppress others. Traditional theory, on the other hand, tends to take such inequalities for granted or to grasp them only descriptively without questioning them normatively.


In critical analysis, oppression is understood not only as economic exploitation, but as a multi-layered network of racism, sexism, class dominance and other forms of domination.


3. Value vs. Truth


Traditional Theory promotes the ideal of value-freedom (value-neutrality), which holds that research and theory should be conducted independently of normative intentions and values.6


Critical Theory, by contrast, views research as always influenced by values.7


On the other hand, scientific facts represent only one possible form of objectivity. All empirical findings can be falsified, and Karl Popper argued that this should apply to theories as well.8 If something cannot be falsified, it does not meet the criteria of scientific inquiry.


4. Objectivity vs. Subjectivity


Traditional Theory strives for the most objective and universally valid consideration of phenomena and is based on quantifiable methods and formal logic.


Critical Theory, on the other hand, argues that any "objectivity" is always colored by prevailing discourses and power relations and argues for reflexive research that reveals one's own positioning and interests.


What does this mean for research?


Susan Haack9


In The Feminist Methodology Muddle and later works, Haack criticizes that feminist methodologies propagate the deliberate politicization of research – they do not primarily aim at unbiased knowledge acquisition, but at the active promotion of feminist goals. This entails a mixture of honest investigation and disguised lobbying, comparable to the catastrophes of Nazi physics or Soviet biology.


Pinnick, Koertge & Almeder vs. Anderson10


Critics claim that feminist epistemology is "politically correct" by prioritizing political criteria over scientific evidence. In addition, she is "tribalist" in that she assumes a uniform, "feminine" way of thinking for all women and postulates their superiority.


Refutation: Defense by Elizabeth Anderson


Feminist epistemologists call for empirical verifiability and objectivity through a variety of critical interactions. Political values influence the discovery of research questions, not the truth of the results.


The idea of a unified "feminine" way of thinking is outdated and rejected within feminist research. The focus is on methodological pluralism and viewpoint theory, which emphasizes knowledge achieved from marginalized perspectives, without automatic privileges or global claims.


Sandra Harding11


Harding herself makes no secret of the fact that good feminist research must be an explicitly emancipatory and political project: In An Invitation to Feminist Research, she argues that objective positive methods are part of patriarchal power relations that must be actively broken up.


Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy12


The entry on feminist epistemology emphasizes that feminists consciously integrate values and political goals into their research and reject neutral-value-free research concepts. Critics like Haack, however, see this as a challenge to scientific objectivity.


Official positions of feminist science policy demand that science and research be managed in such a way that hierarchical structures are broken up and gender policy goals are supported – research thus becomes an instrument of emancipatory agenda work.


Let us take this book as an example: it clearly pursues a political agenda and presents the subject matter from a noticeably one-sided perspective. Of course, Critical Theory can be a useful tool for drawing attention to real social grievances. The crucial question, however, is what happens when this theory is no longer treated merely as a tool but is elevated to the status of a scientific principle. Could it not be the case that, forty years from now, someone might knock on your door and ask: What underrepresentation are you still talking about? Women’s issues have long been overrepresented by a factor of 2.25 to 1.13


5. Biology vs. Socialization


Biological approaches emphasize that human behavior and identity are primarily determined by genetic and evolutionary factors.14 15 16


Perspectives on socialization theory counter that identity and behavior are constructed to a large extent socially, for example through culture, education, and historical contexts.17


In current debates, an integrative approach is sometimes called for, which understands biological and social determinants as mutually determined.


6. Reflection


By its own logic, Critical Theory would have to question itself as soon as it is in a position to make a difference, i.e. from a position of power. We may see in this book that this doesn't work so well.





2 https://tinyurl.com/eba3sybv


3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Positivism


4 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_theory


5 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/critical-theory/


6 https://tinyurl.com/3ra65a3j


7 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Critical_theory


8 https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/popper/#BasiStatFalsConv


9 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3467041


10 https://public.websites.umich.edu/~eandersn/hownotreview.html


11 https://books.google.de/books?id=w2gzw6zz4fIC


12 https://plato.stanford.edu/archIves/sum2023/entries/feminism-epistemology/


13 https://direct.mit.edu/qss/article/3/1/244/108658/Researching-women-and-men-1996-2020-Is


14 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5751942/


15 https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10691233/


16 https://tinyurl.com/4jhwjz7j


17 https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.00609/full









II. Sexism and feminism


1. Discrimination vs. disadvantage


The terms "discrimination" and "disadvantage" are often mixed, but they can be clearly distinguished:


Discrimination




	Discrimination refers to active unequal treatment or disparagement of persons on the basis of a certain characteristic (e.g. gender, origin, religion).


	It can be conscious or unconscious and is often associated with prejudice.


	Discrimination can be prosecuted if it violates equal treatment or anti-discrimination laws.





Disadvantage




	Disadvantage describes a worse starting position or negative consequences that can result from social structures or individual circumstances.


	
It does not necessarily have to be associated with discrimination, but can also arise from historical, economic or biological factors.


	Discrimination can exist without targeted discrimination having taken place.





Discrimination is always a form of disadvantage, but not every disadvantage is always discrimination. While discrimination is often intentional, disadvantage also arises from seemingly neutral rules – such as pension models or care work. This dynamic is later exemplified in education policy or access to shelters


Constitution


Article 3 of the Basic Law: "Men and women have equal rights. The state promotes the actual implementation of equal rights for women and men and works towards the elimination of existing disadvantages."18


Recognizing structural disadvantage


To check whether discrimination is structural, ask yourself the following questions:


Does it affect entire groups, not individuals?


→ Structural disadvantage affects system groups (e.g., all women, people of color, people with disabilities).


Example: If only 5% of professors in a country are women, although 50% of graduates are female, this may be a systemic problem – not an isolated case.


Is there a historical continuity?


→ Inequality has existed for generations and is shaped by historical events (colonialism, patriarchy, class systems).


Example: Racist housing policy in the USA ("redlining") led to today's wealth inequality between black and white families.


Is discrimination anchored in institutions?


→ laws, rules or practices of authorities, companies or educational institutions favor certain groups.


Example: Textbooks that only teach European perspectives indirectly disadvantage children with a migrant background.


Is inequality automatically reproduced?


→ The system ensures that disadvantaged people will continue to have worse opportunities in the future ("vicious circle").


Example: Children from poor families often attend poorer schools → lower educational qualifications → lower incomes.


Are there "neutral" rules that seem unfair?


→ requirements that seem fair at first glance indirectly disadvantage certain groups.


Example: A job posting requires "fluent German" for a job where language is irrelevant → excludes refugees.


Is there a lack of data or representation?


→ affected groups are underrepresented in decision-making positions, the media or research.


Example: Medical studies test drugs mainly on men → dosages often have a different effect on women.


Equality




	
Definition: Every person has the same rights, regardless of gender, origin, or belief.19



	
Critical note: Legal equality does not automatically guarantee actual equality in daily life or in the labor market. Without accompanying measures, inequalities often persist.





Equal Opportunities20




	
Definition: Equal opportunities aim to ensure that no one is disadvantaged because of their gender, origin, or social background.



	
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (Art. 21): Discrimination based on sex, among other factors, is prohibited.





Gender Equality21




	
Definition:22 Equal rights, duties, and opportunities for women and men, girls and boys. Furthermore, it says: Moreover, it states in essence that gender equality does not mean that women and men must be identical in every respect, but that their rights, duties, and opportunities should not depend on the sex assigned to them at birth. Gender equality involves taking into account the interests, needs, and priorities of both women and men equally—while also recognizing the diversity within each group. Gender equality is not merely a “women’s issue”; it also concerns men and should actively include both genders. The equality of women and men is both a human rights issue and a fundamental prerequisite and indicator of sustainable, people-centered development and democratic societies.


	
BMFSFJ Objective: “Gender equality is one of the key challenges for making life in our country sustainable and fair for the future. To achieve this, women and men must have equal opportunities throughout their entire lives—personally, professionally, and within the family.” This essentially describes equal opportunities.





Note


Instrumentalization: Gender equality policy is sometimes criticized as a “female bonus” because it tends to emphasize the promotion of women specifically rather than broader family-friendly policies.


Parity23




	
Definition: The term means equivalence, equality, or numerical equality. However, it is used in various fields to describe different concepts.






Critical Note




	
Conflict of freedom: Complete parity can be perceived as an infringement on citizens’ freedom of choice and creates tension between representative fairness and individual autonomy.24



	
Birth deficit and subject preferences: There are imbalances already at birth and in the choice of study fields that cannot simply be leveled out through parity.





Fundamentally, there is a conflict within these definitions: Gender equality is intended to mean equal opportunities, while parity refers to equality and numerical balance. (Personally, I will use “parity” strictly in the sense of numerical equality.)


However, equal opportunity is not the same as numerical equality. Suppose we are looking for six people who are over two meters tall, and there are 100 male applicants and 3 female applicants. Equal opportunity would mean selecting six at random from all 103 applicants. Numerical equality would mean taking three from each group. In that case, the women would have a 100% chance of being selected, while the men would have a 3% chance. These chances are clearly not equal.


2. Definition of Sexism


Sexism is generally defined as discrimination based on sex or gender. In the broadest sense, it encompasses all forms of prejudice, stereotyping, and disadvantage arising from belonging to a particular gender.


According to Wikipedia,25 sexism is an umbrella term for a wide range of phenomena — both conscious and unconscious discrimination that stems from socially shared gender prejudices and implicit gender theories. This definition in principle includes all genders, as any person can be discriminated against on the basis of their sex.


A distinction is often made between:




	
Traditional (overt) sexism: Open, explicit gender-based discrimination.


	
Modern sexism: The denial of discrimination and the rejection of measures aimed at reducing social inequalities.


	
Neosexism and ambivalent sexism: Forms in which negative attitudes and benevolent stereotypes are intertwined.





General / Lexical Definitions:


These definitions are neutral and describe sexism as any form of gender-based discrimination.




	
Oxford English Dictionary: “Prejudice, stereotyping, or discrimination, typically against women, on the basis of sex.” → Condition: Any discrimination based on sex, regardless of the sex of those affected.


	
Duden: “The notion that one gender is naturally superior, and the [therefore considered justified] discrimination, oppression, marginalization, or disadvantage of people, especially women, based on their gender.” → Condition: Both genders can be victims of sexism.





UN Convention (CEDAW):


Definition of discrimination against women: Any distinction, exclusion, or restriction made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment, or exercise by women of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, or civil fields on a basis of equality with men.


3. Understanding sexism


In feminist discourse, sexism is not a mere insult for individual disadvantage, but a system that has cemented power relations over thousands of years. Its core lies in patriarchy: a social structure that elevated masculinity to the norm and marked femininity as deviation. This dynamic is reflected not only in open discrimination, but also in invisible structures – from wage inequality to care work to the underrepresentation of women in leadership positions. Even if Angela Merkel ruled Germany for 16 years, sexism against women remains a systemic problem. After all, a female chancellor, a female board member or a Nobel Prize winner are exceptions, not evidence of a change in power. They prove that women can overcome barriers – not that the barriers have fallen.


The patriarchy acts like a river that has furrowed into its bed for centuries: even if individual stones are removed, the water continues to flow in the same direction. The 16% wage gap, the dominance of men on DAX boards or the fact that women still do most of the unpaid care work – these are all after-effects of the patriarchal legacy. Institutions, laws and cultural norms bear the traces of past power relations, even if formal equality prevails today.


But what does this mean for men who feel discriminated against? Feminist theory rejects the term "sexism against men" – even in extreme scenarios. Let's assume that there were widespread laws in a society that prohibit men from entering certain professions and public offices and discriminate against them in all schools: From a feminist point of view, this would not be sexism, but a reactive act of power historically directed against patriarchy. Sexism, by definition, remains tied to the maintenance of male power. Even if all men suffer in this scenario, the suffering lacks the historically deep-rooted structural anchoring that constitutes sexism. In this case, exclusion would not be a system for consolidating male supremacy, but a new form of discrimination – comparable to a legally sanctioned exclusion regime that plays social groups off against each other.


This creates an area of tension: While feminism recognizes intersectional discrimination (e.g., racism + sexism), male suffering is categorically excluded from the sexism debate. The reasoning is political, not logical: the term "sexism" is intended to serve as a tool to unmask patriarchal structures – not to describe all gender-related injustices.


3.1 Why this definition is deliberately biased


The feminist definition of sexism is not a value-free research tool, but deliberately politically exaggerated: it aims to expose patriarchy as a power structure, not to treat all gender-related disadvantages equally. If male suffering were also to be included under "sexism", there would be a danger of watering down debates and relativising central feminist demands – for example with objections such as "But men also have a hard time!".


By linking sexism by definition to male domination, men are generally excluded as perpetrators. This blocks a dialogue that recognizes both sexes as victims of structural constraints. Even if men are discriminated against in certain situations – for example, as victims of domestic violence or through persistent educational disadvantage – they are considered in this narrative as "collateral damage" of a higher-level system of rule.


This is precisely where the problem lies: the narrowing may make tactical sense in order to make feminist concerns visible. However, it leads to male suffering being institutionally overlooked or assigned to other power structures. Empirical findings show how long some disadvantages have existed: According to Voyer & Voyer (2014), a school grade gap between boys and girls has existed for over a hundred years. In the Federal Republic of Germany, it took until 1980 for girls to catch up with the boys and graduate from high school at about the same rate – but since 1985 they have been in the fast lane unhindered.


In order to achieve an inclusive gender equality policy, such partisan definitions do not belong in politics.


Other reviews


Prof. Dr. Christian Rieck's critique is probably not so different from what I mean.26 If there is a power imbalance, then it must first be documented and then continuously reviewed. It is precisely this point that I will go into in more detail under the keyword indices.


Every countermeasure – no matter how well-intentioned it may be – is ultimately an expression of power. What Rieck addresses is essentially the principle of positive discrimination. This is generally permissible under German and European law. The purpose is to compensate for structural disadvantages or gender-specific socialization patterns – with the aim of achieving equal rights or equal opportunities (or parity).


At first glance, this sounds reasonable and fair – but: In order for it to actually be positive discrimination legally and ethically, two central conditions must be met:


1. There is a demonstrable disadvantage in advance;


2. As a result, the measure leads to an improvement in terms of equality – and not to a new form of disadvantage.


Take the Bundestag, for example – in 1998, the proportion of women rose above 30% for the first time and since then it has been between 30% and 3627%. Is socialization and hurdles really being dismantled here or does this simply reflect the (current) interest of women in politics? One hurdle that is always real is being a mother and I am absolutely in favor of making working conditions more mother-friendly, but that has little to do with women's quotas in politics. Let's take a look at party members of large parties by gender and their seats in the Bundestag.


Party/Seats in the Bundestag(A)28/ Proportion of women among the members of the party(B)29 30 (Use statista as a source, as the data is newer)/Real share31/ AxB





	•

	CDU

	164

	26.6%

	22.6%

	43.6





	•

	CSU

	44

	21.6%

	25%

	9.5





	•

	AfD

	152

	18.7%

	11.8%

	28.4





	•

	SPD

	120

	33.1%

	41.7%

	39.7





	•

	Alliance 90/The Greens

	85

	42.3%

	61.2%

	36





	•

	Die Linke

	64

	36.8%

	56.2%

	23.6





	•

	Non-attached Members32


	1

	0 %

	0 %

	0







The sum of the woman that would result if the party seats were calculated according to the proportion of women in the membership (AxB; rounded before sum) results in 182. In reality, there are 204 women in the Bundestag.


The Federal Foundation for Gender Equality states the following for the low quota of women in the Bundestag:33 structural disadvantages, outdated role models of the 19th century and the difficult advancement of women within parties "that are often culturally strongly male and characterized by discrimination".


I do not know. To me, it looks more like interest minus Motherhood penalty34 plus odds that lead to this result. Becoming a member of a party doesn't have any major hurdles for me now.35 36 37


One could argue that this model greatly simplifies reality – and that is true to a certain extent. In fact, here and elsewhere, I am concerned with determining the potential for candidacies, or determining the size of the group that fits the profile: If 20% of all politically interested people are women, it stands to reason that around 20% of party entries also come from women. If this proportion of women in the membership corresponds to 20%, 20% of potential candidates follow – and in the end, 20% of the Bundestag seats would be occupied by women. This calculation is based on the basic assumption of pure equality of opportunity. That's just one factor that works now, odds and motherhood penalties are different. If my simplification fully explained the actual distribution of seats – which it does not, since I have so far ignored factors such as the "motherhood penalty" or internal quotas – this would not mean that there are no intra-party disadvantages. Rather, there would inevitably have to be at least one other, hitherto unknown positive factor that compensates for any disadvantage. This must be logical, because at this point it is basically an equation, and we know the intermediate result and the final result, and in my particular case, the intermediate result was already the result.


Back to interest: You need interest, yes and that can be socialized, but you don't arouse interest with quotas, but by bringing women in society closer to politics. And something like that already exists. Motherhood penalty may be partly socialized, but also partly personal preference. The gender-equality paradox38 basically shows that the more equal countries are, the more traditionally women make decisions. This does not automatically confirm traditional role models, because this decision can also be shaped by social influences – it just shows that the pressure to decide against one's own priorities disappears with the falling financial pressure. Some studies, on the other hand, suggest that it could have partly biological reasons.39 40 My whole calculation does not necessarily prove discrimination, especially since quota rules are party internal affairs, but it is a counterargument against legally fixed quotas, as they are believed to already exist in France. The fact that it is a debatable topic is also addressed in the source of the Federal Foundation for Gender Equality below. Ironically, they call Article 3, paragraph 2 of the Basic Law the principle of equality. "Men and women have equal rights. The state promotes the actual implementation of equal rights for women and men and works towards the elimination of existing disadvantages." But there is talk of equality. And I think I have tried to suggest quite extensively that equality does not have to be parity, the striving for a 50/50 quota.


Back to the topic: The fact that quotas dissolve socializations should also be checked, otherwise it is only discrimination. Basically, there is a lack of an impartial authority or institution that checks something like this for us. Perhaps impartial is only a theoretical term and one can rather put men's rights activists and feminists in parity there.


3.2 Individual responsibility vs. socialization


As soon as discrimination becomes obvious, the question immediately arises: How do we deal with it, and who bears what responsibility? To what extent is it up to the individual to take his or her fate into his or her own hands, and to what extent are we all shaped by socialization processes and social structures? In feminist discourse, discrimination against women is usually explained in terms of precisely these external factors: unequal power relations, role models, institutional hurdles. Any emphasis on individual responsibility is quickly perceived as victim blaming, because it distracts attention from the systemic causes.


With men, however, the tables are often turned: Here, the focus is more on personal responsibility. Where women point to structural barriers, men are often expected to change their situation themselves. This asymmetrical expectation shows how unequally the power of interpretation is distributed and how much we still think in seemingly "neutral" patterns that in reality reproduce very concrete gender stereotypes and norms.


Examples:




	
Gender pay gap: Women are sometimes advised to pursue lucrative professions or management positions. Feminist perspectives, on the other hand, emphasize that social expectations and structural hurdles shape career paths at an early stage.


	
Leadership positions: Men dominate top positions (e.g. 69% in Germany). A 50/50 distribution is sometimes stated as a goal, although it is objectively difficult to say what would be "fair". Factors such as education, IQ distribution and interests are hardly considered in a differentiated way in this debate – although they could play relevant roles without being the sole determinant.41



	
Care work: The fact that women take on significantly more care work is sometimes interpreted as a free decision. At the same time, social norms and economic incentives shape this distribution – which limits real choice.


	
Safety behavior: Women should often behave particularly carefully in public spaces. This can be read as a shift in responsibility, but it does not hide the fact that structural dangers really exist. Beauty ideals: On the one hand, women are criticized for their fixation on external appearance, on the other hand, these norms arise from media and cultural attributions that elude individual control.


	
Political engagement: Women are less likely to be politically engaged. This is sometimes seen as a lack of interest, without taking into account that hostility in public spaces and structural hurdles can have a deterrent effect.





Double standards?


In men, on the other hand, structural explanations are sought less frequently:




	
Incel phenomenon: Belonging to misogynistic online groups is primarily seen as an individual failure. Social exclusion, lack of economic prospects or problematic images of masculinity are rarely discussed as contributing causes.


	
Male violence: Responsibility for the perpetrator is usually in the foreground. Structural or social backgrounds – such as upbringing, violent socialisation or the lack of emotional role models – are addressed in individual cases, but less often systematically.


	
Disadvantage in school and health: Boys are often rated worse in the education system, men have a lower life expectancy – but here reference is often made to individual deficits ("they live unhealthier", "they learn worse"), while structural issues hardly play a role.42






The debate about responsibility is often ideologically charged. In feminist discourses, women's individual responsibility tends to be relativized – with reference to structural barriers. In men, on the other hand, it is emphasized, sometimes independently of social conditions. In the case of violence against women, it is sometimes even criticized as trivialization.


A balanced view would have to consider both levels – structures and the individual – for all genders, without falling into protective claims or general suspicion. Otherwise, double standards will arise that ultimately do justice to neither women nor men.


4. Definition of feminism and historical functions


At its core, feminism refers to the movement and theory that advocates equal rights for women. Originally created as a reaction to the systematic discrimination of women in political, economic and social areas, its aim was to reduce existing inequalities and enable access to equal rights and opportunities.


Historical Functions of Feminism




	Emancipatory function:





The first wave fought above all for women's suffrage and access to education and work.




	Gender equality:





The second wave expanded the focus on sexual self-determination, labor market opportunities and social role models.


It is also worth mentioning that feminism is a movement that has many different groups and views. There is no classic hierarchy, even if there is such a thing as an information hierarchy.


Liberal Feminism




	Focused on legal equality and equal opportunities.


	Emphasizes individual rights and freedoms.


	The liberal-feminist focus on suffrage and education initially privileged white, middle-class women. It was not until the third wave that intersectional struggles – such as those of black feminists like Audre Lorde – came to the fore. These tensions continue to shape debates today about who is recognized as a 'victim'.





Radical feminism




	Sees patriarchal structures as the core of the oppression of women.


	Criticizes gender roles and norms.





Socialist Feminism




	Combines gender inequality with economic inequalities.


	Analyzes the role of capitalism in the oppression of women.





Intersectional Feminism




	Considers the interactions of different forms of discrimination (e.g. gender, ethnicity, class).


	Emphasizes that women have different experiences.





5. Critical perspectives


A central point of criticism of today's feminism concerns its self-perception as the sole authority for equality. Nowadays, it is often claimed that feminism alone can ensure that everyone is equal – but this is more of a misunderstanding of the actual function and actions that you often hear on social media. Feminism promotes the betterment of women.


5.1 Misunderstood function


The original purpose of feminism was to overcome the structural disadvantage of women – a goal that has already been realized in many areas. However, problems that affect men are usually not perceived in this discourse as an integral part of the feminine awakening, and they obviously are not. The equality of all is simply instrumentalized here as a driving force for the enforcement of women's interests. This is not absolute, neither for people nor for the actions.


5.2 Overcompensation instead of equality


Measures such as the expansion of women's shelters or targeted offers of help are used as proof of progress. However, it is often ignored that such measures further expand existing disadvantages of men , at least proportionately. Instead of achieving balanced equality, this results in a relative improvement in the position of women – which distorts the claim to real equality.


6. Why male discrimination is often overlooked


6.1 What is oppression?


Oppression means that a person or group is systematically prevented from fully exercising their rights, freedoms or opportunities. This can happen through violence, laws, social norms or economic dependencies.


Characteristics of Suppression:




	Power imbalance: One group or institution is in control of another.


	Restriction of rights: Certain people are not allowed to do what others are allowed to do.


	Forced adaptation: The oppressed must abide by rules that are not in their interest.


	
Systematic disadvantages: The affected group has permanently worse chances.





Examples of suppression:




	Political: dictatorships in which members of the opposition are persecuted.


	Economic: Low wages and a lack of social security for certain groups.


	Social: Discrimination based on origin, gender or religion.





However, "oppression" is sometimes overused – not every disadvantage is automatically oppression. It depends on whether there is a structural, deliberate restriction behind it.


6.2 Discrimination as oppression


A central narrative claims that discrimination is inextricably linked to oppression – and since men have historically been dominant in most areas, there can be no systematic discrimination against them. This view leads to the fact that male suffering is often dismissed as "reverse sexism". The term implies that the victim discriminates against the perpetrator, which makes the debate about male discrimination linguistically and structurally difficult.


This narrative alone is already problematic, as it makes male victims invisible:




	
Ignorance of male discrimination: The narrative ignores the fact that men are disadvantaged in certain contexts – such as in custody disputes, domestic violence or in the education system.


	
Lack of recognition of male victims: By dismissing discrimination against men as "reverse sexism", it makes male victims invisible and prevents their needs from being taken seriously.


	
Narrow Understanding of Discrimination: The narrative is based on a narrow understanding of discrimination that considers historical oppression as a prerequisite. This ignores the fact that discrimination can also occur in other contexts – for example, through social expectations or institutional structures.





These points are not to be understood as absolute.


6.3 The Normative Burden of Patriarchy for Men


It is rarely considered that men were also enormously burdened by the normative requirements of patriarchy. Historically, many social norms have been inherited from egalitarian origins – not because they were created exclusively to the detriment of women, but because they were functional and obliged men to take on risky tasks.


For example, in over 99% of human history, men have lived in hunter-gatherer cultures in which they acted as primary risk-takers – a role that continued in patriarchy. This historical burden shows that patriarchy forced not only women but also men into rigid roles, or, to put it more concretely, never liberated them.


Another point is that in patriarchy, rights always go hand in hand with duties. It seems contradictory to view predominantly male leaders as an expression of discrimination, while at the same time ignoring the harshness in the school evaluation of boys. Reality shows that patriarchy educates men to bear high burdens – and that these burdens also result in entitlements to benefits.


7. Examples of discrimination against men


7.1 Men's shelters


A particularly clear example of structural discrimination against men is the systematic refusal to create men's shelters on a comparable scale to women's shelters. Studies show that men are also victims of domestic violence – often by their partners – and yet there are hardly any protection offers for them.


As early as 2000, the then Federal Minister for Family Affairs, Christine Bergmann (SPD), was asked whether there were plans for men's shelters. Her answer was: "No, I don't think that's necessary. If men don't use violence, they don't need places of refuge."43 This statement implies that men can only exist as perpetrators, but not as victims. It reveals a sexism that makes male victims of violence invisible and denies them the same help that female victims are naturally entitled to.


In 2004, the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs published the pilot study "Violence against Men", which showed that 11% of the men surveyed stated that they had been physically attacked by their partner. Despite these findings, the ministry continued to say: "The issue of domestic violence against men is not one that is a priority for us."


Today, there are 15 shelters for men with 49 places available nationwide (as of 03.2025), while the BFKM recommends at least one family place for men and their children per 200,000 inhabitants.44 (Which would be at least 420 with 84 million people. I assume that the real need was estimated here on the basis of inquiries. If you assume that men are informed about the offer, destigmatized and men are persuaded to accept help in the rate like women, then 20% men share the victim share and 7700 places for women, more like 1925 places, would be fair. If we assume a number of unreported cases of 33%, then even 3850.)


7.1.1 The former Ministry of Family Affairs


This ignorance is no coincidence. The refusal to finance men's shelters is happening in a political climate that is strongly influenced by feminist actors. Since 1985, every Federal Minister for Family Affairs has been female. This means that the ministry, which is responsible for equality with regard to the family, has been in the hands of a single gender group for over 40 years, predominantly feminist.


The insufficient consideration of male victims of violence in policy measures raises questions about the balance of gender equality policies.


7.1.2 How can the political restraint be explained?


Although numerous studies and reports indicate that men are also victims of domestic violence, the Bundestag has so far hardly reacted to this problem. The question arises as to why there are no clear impulses at the political level to improve the support structure for affected men. If equality is a central goal of German politics, why does this issue receive so little attention?


One possible explanation lies in the political influence of established interest groups, for example from the field of gender equality policy, which is traditionally focused on female victims. While women's shelters are considered indispensable facilities, men's shelters are still only supported to a limited extent – despite comparable needs. On the conservative side, too, the social image of male victims seems to find little support, which could further weaken political will.


This leads to a structural disadvantage of male victims of violence. The lack of provision of shelters for men is not merely an expression of institutional inertia, but reflects deep-rooted normative ideas about gender and vulnerability. It is striking that it is precisely where equality is propagated that existing imbalances are perpetuated – for example, by adhering to gender-specific care structures. Political implementation does not yet seem to be able to extend the principle of equal treatment to all affected groups equally.


7.1.3 Violence Assistance Act 2025


In January 2025, two central initiatives for the protection against violence were adopted in the German Bundestag:45




	Act to strengthen structures against sexual violence against children and adolescents





This draft law of the Federal Government aims to improve the protection of children and adolescents from sexual violence.




	Violence Assistance Act





Introduced by the parliamentary groups of the SPD and Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, this law focuses on the expansion and safeguarding of protection and counselling services for victims of gender-based and domestic violence.


The Assistance in Violence Act establishes an individual legal entitlement to protection and counselling after the help system has been expanded accordingly. The aim is to better protect women and their children from gender-based and domestic violence and to offer them support.


The law does not mention male victims – it was initially, but went too far for the CDU/CSU46 (I would have liked to quote Dorothee Bär of the CSU in this context, but the subtitle does not correspond to what was said, which is why I refrain from doing so. If you like, you can watch her speech, which is linked in the footnote.47) – a continuation of the existing practice in which assistance is provided almost exclusively for women. This further expands structural unequal treatment.


Media reactions were mixed. Deutschlandfunk criticized: "... However, this does not apply to male victims of domestic violence. Transphobic violence is also excluded from the law."48 Another example is the reaction of journalist Anja Reschke,49 who criticized the failure of the planned Protection against Violence Act – not because of the lack of support for male victims in the Violence Assistance Act, but because, in her view, necessary measures against male perpetrators were not implemented in the Protection against Violence Act.


7.2 Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency (ADS)


According to § 27 and § 29 AGG, the Federal Anti-Discrimination Agency has the task of strengthening protection against discrimination, in particular by promoting cooperation between different actors – such as organisations – and by raising public awareness. Nevertheless, examples such as Manndat and her interest in cases of male discrimination, especially in the field of education, show that according to Manndat these are not sufficiently taken into account by the ADS:


Open letter to the ADS (27.01.2014):50


An association that sees itself as "critical of feminism", Manndat, which campaigns for the elimination of disadvantages against boys, fathers and men, criticized the attitude of the ADS in an open letter. The letter points out that boys systematically receive lower grades for the same school performance and are less likely to be recommended to secondary schools than girls. Despite several independent studies, including those by the Federal Ministry of Education, the ADS rejects the request with changing reasons – once with the statement that the AGG does not apply to boys in the education sector, another time it has to wait for its own studies.


Education policy and gender-specific support measures


In the education sector, there are also clear indications of one-sided funding:


Grading differences:


Numerous studies, including the meta-analysis by Voyer & Voyer (2014), show that girls are rated on average about 0.39 standard deviations (Cohen's d) better than boys (school types that allow students to study) with identical subject-specific competencies. This difference is perceived as a systematic distortion that can have long-term effects on the educational path and career opportunities of boys.


Unequal funding offer:


A striking example can be found in state-funded educational support: for about 94 STEM girls' promotion projects, there are only four state-supported boys' reading promotion projects, of which only one is directly supported by a Ministry of Education. This discrepancy leads to a massive educational disadvantage of boys, which can be explained not only by the role model, but also by the targeted exclusion of male concerns from the statistical record. (As of 2012)51


Statistical bias:


Most education statistics from the federal and state governments only collect data for girls and women, while the data situation on boys is often complicated by indirect calculations. This reinforces the impression that the focus is only on the interests of girls – an approach that violates the principles of gender mainstreaming.


Effects on the example of England


In England, the first pay gap to the disadvantage of young men has been revealed. New research from the UK shows that young women (aged 16 to 24) working full-time now earn an average of £2,200 more a year than their male peers – a significant reversal from two years ago, when men were paid better. According to the Centre for Social Justice (CSJ), this shift reflects a growing crisis among young and young men, who are increasingly falling behind in education, career opportunities and income. For example, the average annual salary of young women is around £26,500, while that of men is £24,300 – a male pay gap of 9.


The study also shows that since the beginning of the pandemic, the number of 16-24-year-old men who are considered "NEETs" (not in education, employment or training) has increased by 40%, compared to only 7% for young women. Miriam Cates, Senior Fellow at the CSJ, attributes this trend in part to the decline of traditionally male-dominated industries such as manufacturing, where stable and well-paid jobs for non-university graduates are increasingly disappearing.


However, problems begin early in life: by the age of five, 74% of girls achieve their early learning goals, compared to only 60% of boys. Up to A-level, girls perform better by more than one and a half grades, and boys are twice as likely to be excluded from school. Andy Burnham, the Labour Mayor of Greater Manchester, warns that young men in their teenage years are increasingly losing hope if they do not follow the traditional path from school to university.


In the face of stagnating economic growth, politics and business in the UK are faced with the urgent task of breaking down barriers to male participation, skills development and career opportunities. If this trend is not reversed, there is a risk not only of disruptions in the labor market, but also of long-term social problems that go hand in hand with the disappointment of young men.52


Political double standards and lack of inclusion


The examples described above show a striking political double standard:


Lack of cooperation:


The ADS works more frequently with women's rights organizations, while requests from men's rights organizations are repeatedly rejected. This makes it clear that it could be that male concerns are systematically excluded in practice.


Inadmissible use of discretion(?):


The ADS invokes discretionary powers to reject responsibility for discrimination against boys. The law (e.g. §29 AGG) is interpreted in such a way that only specific individual cases are relevant – a procedure that leads to unequal treatment. As a result, male educational discrimination is deliberately neglected.


The Manndat sees it similarly with equal opportunity officers.53 54 55


(I can't judge that personally.)


Political passivity:


Despite clear data – such as the significantly higher youth unemployment among young people (a male gap of 20, in some regions even over 40) – the Bundestag remains rather passive on this issue .56


(Source for development up to 2019)57


In 2025, it will be 11% among girls and 15% among boys, i.e. a male gap of 36 across Germany.58


7.3 The case of Zaunegger v. Germany (2009)


In 2009, the Zaunegger v. Germany case brought a crucial aspect of gender-specific discrimination in family law into the public debate. Unmarried fathers, represented by Mr. Zaunegger, complained to the European Court of Justice that the legislation on custody at the time systematically disadvantaged them. The Court found that unmarried fathers were discriminated against by the existing legal situation and forced Germany to adapt the regulations.
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