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The term misogyny[1] refers to systems that uphold 
gender-based oppression against women and girls. 

What those systems are, and how they operate, is a 
subject of philosophical debate. 

Here we explain two prominent accounts of these 
systems and discuss whether misogyny can be 
understood independently of broader systems of 
oppression. 

1. Misogyny as Dehumanization 

According to the dehumanization theory of misogyny, 
misogynistic actions, behaviors, institutions, and 
practices are those that treat women as less than full 
persons.[2] 

The root of misogyny is the objectification of women: 
instead of being treated as persons, women are 
treated as mere objects,[3] in many cases, as bodies—
or worth no more than their bodies—and their 
bodies as mere instruments for ends other than their 
own.[4] The Handmaid’s Tale, e.g., depicts a world in 
which women’s social value is wholly tied to their 
reproductive utility.[5] 

 2. Misogyny as Enforcement 

According to an alternative theory from 
contemporary philosopher Kate Manne, misogyny is 
the systemic social enforcement of patriarchy[6]—the 
attitudes (i.e., anxieties, commitments) and actions 
that maintain or reproduce a social order of women’s 
subordination to men.[7] 

Specifically, misogyny enforces social expectations 
about entitlement, or lack thereof, to certain moral 
goods and services. Manne calls this the “moral 
economy of gender,” which includes: 

• what women owe men: 

▪ respect, love, nurturing, 
safety, acceptance, security; 

▪ kindness, compassion, moral 
attention, care, sympathy; 
and: 

• what women cannot take from men: 

▪ positions of leadership, 
authority, influence, money 
(forms of power, status, 
prestige); 

▪ pride, reputation, social 
standing (freedom from 
shame or public 
embarrassment). 

Misogyny primarily involves punishing “bad 
women”—women who fail to provide what the moral 
economy of gender dictates they owe or cannot take. 
Think of the hostility women face when they refuse 
to smile when catcalled on the street,[8] or the guilt 
felt by women who are primary wage-earners and 
the related shame felt by their male partners.[9] 

According to the dehumanization theory, misogyny 
involves treating women as less than fully human. 
The enforcement theory, however, understands 
misogyny as treating women as fully human, and as 
such appropriately subject to anger, hostility, and 
resentment when they “act badly.”  

3. Naming Misogyny 

Naming something ‘misogynist’ identifies it as 
behavior that perpetuates women’s subordination or 
as influenced by attitudes that do. 

On both the dehumanization and enforcement 
theories, “misogynistic” is used to describe particular 
actions (e.g., slut-shaming) and attitudes (e.g., 
hostility to women with authority), as well as 
broader social practices and institutions (e.g., Title IX 
processes[10]). 

On both theories, people who hold misogynist 
attitudes often love and care about individual 
women. In fact, someone who acts misogynistically, 
enforcing women’s subordination, is likely to love 
“good women” who act in accordance with the moral 
economy of gender or do not resist such 
subordination. You can love women—or even be a 
woman—and be a misogynist. 

4. An Objection to Accounts of Misogyny 
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The dehumanization and enforcement theories both 
acknowledge that different people experience 
misogyny differently. But, both aim to articulate a 
singular conception of misogyny and assume that it 
can be understood apart from other forms of 
oppression. 

Some object to attempts to define misogyny in this 
way on the grounds that it cannot be isolated from 
other systems of oppression:[11] e.g., Linda Martín 
Alcoff writes: “Abolishing the patriarchy can’t solve 
gender-based discrimination or subordination 
because the patriarchy isn’t the root of the 
problem.”[12] Patriarchy—the order enforced by 
misogyny—always functions alongside other forms 
of oppression (i.e., white supremacy, ableism, 
heterosexism, colonialism).[13] Focusing on any one 
system independently of the others will not 
adequately describe the phenomenon in question. 

Moreover, one may think that attempts to define 
misogyny lead to wrongly treating the experiences of 
relatively privileged women (i.e., straight, white, cis, 
wealthy) as paradigmatic: e.g., Manne’s moral 
economy of gender focuses on moral rather 
than physical labor. She excludes women’s physical 
bodies and sex, childcare, housework, childbearing, 
and child-raising from the list of relevant goods and 
services.[14] This makes central and definitional the 
experience of white, wealthy cis women, as much of 
this domestic labor is demanded of women of color. 

Similarly, enforcing norms about the physical body is 
imperative to understanding trans women’s 
experiences; trans people are over four times more 
likely to be victims of violent crime than cisgender 
people.[15] 

This concern is reflected in language used to describe 
gender-based oppression. The widespread use of 
terms like misogynoir[16], and transmisogyny[17], 
indicate that “misogyny” is viewed by many as an 
inappropriate label for their experiences. 

Rather than attempt to analyze each dimension of 
oppression individually, an intersectional analysis 
insists that all systems of oppression operate 
concurrently and interrelatedly. Each person is 
subject to intersecting forces that lead to distinctive 
experiences based on their multiple social identities. 
So, e.g., Black women’s experiences are not 
complications of or mere aggregations of the 
“primary” oppressions faced by (white) women and 
Black people (men). Instead, an intersectional 
analysis insists that our many social identities all 

together shape how we operate within broader social 
contexts.[18] 

Intersectional analysis starts from the context of 
one’s identity. As such, it also takes into account 
historical and broader social contexts, recognizing 
that ending oppression will require different things 
in different times and places.[19] 

Some Latina feminists argue that pursuing justice 
requires tackling the accumulation of all systems of 
oppression taken together as a whole.[20] They argue 
that rather than focusing on misogyny, the primary 
object of analysis and political resistance should 
be oppression. This approach envisions 
feminisms[21]—not a single universal feminism—as 
localized practices that are sensitive to particular 
social and historical conditions.[22] 

5. Conclusion 

Naming when, where, and how misogyny occurs can 
help us make sense of our experiences and to see 
how those experiences are related to those of others. 
This serves broader political organizing and social 
movements to end gender-based oppression. 

Whether this can or should be done by identifying a 
general conception of misogyny, or is better done by 
embracing localized analyses of oppressive 
conditions that include gender-based oppression, 
remains a matter of philosophical debate.  
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[4] Kelland, Lindsay. “Conceptually Situating the Harm 
of Rape: An Analysis of Objectification.” South African 
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or central to the analysis of the experiences of a very 
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and Adam P Romero. “Victimization Rates and Traits 
of Sexual and Gender Minorities in the United States: 
Results from the National Crime Victimization 
Survey, 2017.” Science, October 2, 2020. 

Alam, Adnan. “Transgender Sex Workers Vulnerable 
to Violence, but When Is It a Hate Crime?: Cronkite 
News.” Cronkite News – Arizona PBS, November 5, 
2019. 
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Bailey, Moya and Trudy. “On Misogynoir: Citation, 
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[18] Crenshaw, Kimberle. “Demarginalizing the 
Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist 
Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist 
Theory and Antiracist Policies.” University of Chicago 
Legal Forum 1989, no. 1 (1989): 139-167. 

[19] Notice that this does not require abandoning, 
philosophically or otherwise, all talk of race, gender, 
class, sexual identity, etc. Instead, as Haslanger 
(2020) explains, we can “see the social order as 
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[20] Alcoff, Linda Martín. “Decolonizing Feminist 
Theory: Latina Contributions to the Debate”; 
Lugones, María “Revisiting Gender: A Decolonial 
Approach”; Méndez, Xhercis. “Decolonial 
Feminist Movidas A Caribeña (Re)thinks “Privilege,” 
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Coalitions” Theories of the Flesh: Latinx and Latin 
American Feminisms, Transformation, and 
Resistance. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020). 
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the social or political equality of women to men. 
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eliminate oppression, full stop. 

[22] An example of local feminisms involves the 
relative importance of eliminating “the gender 
binary.” In the Global North, the gender binary, itself, 
is often taken to be the root of patriarchal 
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Nzegwu’s work (2006) who, “argues that, in the case 
of Igbo families, the subordination of daughters and 
wives was a historically specific practice that 
developed only after the colonial takeovers.” Alcoff, 
Linda Martín. “Decolonizing Feminist Theory: Latina 
Contributions to the Debate,” Theories of the Flesh: 
Latinx and Latin American Feminisms, 

Transformation, and Resistance. Oxford University 
Press (2020): 14. 
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