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Androcentrism in Psychology and Society

Defining Androcentrism: Core Principles

Androcentrism describes a worldview, theory, or practice centered exclusively around the male

experience, perspective, and values, positioning them as the universal standard against which all

human behavior and thought are measured. This perspective systematically marginalizes,

minimizes, or entirely excludes the female experience, treating it as secondary, deviant, or simply

non-existent. At its core, Androcentrism functions as a fundamental cognitive and social bias,

where the male subject is implicitly assumed to represent the entire species. When this assumption

is applied within scientific fields, particularly psychology, it can lead to deeply flawed conclusions

and incomplete understandings of human nature, development, and pathology, resulting in a body

of knowledge that is accurate only for a narrow subset of the population while claiming universal

validity. The consequences of this normalization are far-reaching, influencing everything from

diagnostic criteria for mental health disorders to the structure of educational curricula and public

policy.

The fundamental mechanism behind androcentric thinking involves the concept of the "default

human." Historically and culturally, particularly in Western academic traditions, this default has

been the adult, able-bodied, heterosexual, middle-class male. Therefore, research subjects,

theoretical models, and philosophical inquiries often utilized the male experience as the starting

point, interpreting any deviation observed in females--or other marginalized groups--as an anomaly

requiring special explanation, rather than incorporating diverse experiences into the primary theory

itself. This is not merely an observational error but a structural problem embedded within the

methodology and interpretation phases of knowledge production. It mandates that any

characteristics predominantly associated with women, such as relationality, emotional

expressiveness, or communal orientation, are often devalued or categorized as developmental

immaturity when compared to male-associated characteristics like autonomy, aggression, or

competitive achievement, thereby reinforcing a hierarchical understanding of gender.

While often conflated with sexism, androcentrism is a more subtle and pervasive form of bias.

Sexism typically involves explicit prejudice or discrimination against women, whereas

androcentrism operates at a deeper, structural level, defining the very framework of knowledge. It

is possible for an individual to reject overt sexism while still relying on androcentric theories

because they are deeply embedded in academic tradition and cultural norms. Recognizing this

distinction is crucial for scholars seeking to achieve true objectivity, as it requires not just removing

blatant prejudice, but critically examining the foundational assumptions and research

methodologies used to construct knowledge about the human condition. The concept is closely

related to phallocentrism, which specifically centers on the male sexual organ or symbolic power

associated with masculinity, but androcentrism encompasses a broader array of social, cognitive,

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Androcentrism
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=15159
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


ANDROCENTRIC 3

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

and behavioral domains.

Historical Roots and Philosophical Antecedents

The historical roots of androcentrism stretch back to the earliest recorded philosophical and

intellectual traditions of the West. Classical Greek philosophers, whose work formed the foundation

of subsequent Western thought, often excluded women from the definition of the rational citizen,

viewing them primarily through their reproductive and domestic roles. Thinkers like Aristotle

explicitly positioned women as incomplete or deficient versions of men, lacking the full capacity for

reason required for participation in public life and high philosophical inquiry. This conceptual

framework established a long-standing precedent where the intellectual, political, and moral

standard was inherently male, creating a foundational bias that permeated theological, legal, and

eventually scientific discourses for millennia. The subsequent development of scientific

methodology during the Enlightenment, while emphasizing objectivity, often failed to question

these underlying social assumptions regarding gender roles and cognitive capacity.

When the field of modern psychology began to professionalize in the late 19th and early 20th

centuries, it inherited this deeply entrenched androcentric tradition. Early psychological research

frequently relied on male subjects--students, soldiers, or institutionalized men--to formulate

theories intended to explain universal human behavior. For example, prominent early theories

regarding intelligence, psychosexual development (such as Freud's work), and moral reasoning

were formulated primarily through the study of male populations, with female development often

framed through the lens of deviation from the male norm. This approach meant that psychological

phenomena unique to women or manifested differently in women were either ignored entirely or

pathologized. The assumption was that any observed differences were biologically innate

deficiencies in the female rather than artifacts of societal structure or researcher bias.

It was not until the emergence of the second-wave feminist movement in the 1960s and 1970s that

these foundational androcentric biases within psychology began to face systematic, rigorous

critique. Scholars within Feminist Psychology highlighted how psychological theories had

historically served to reinforce traditional gender roles and justify social inequalities. They argued

that if the subjects used to build the theory are not representative of the species, the theory itself

cannot claim universal truth. This critical perspective forced a re-examination of classic studies and

led to the development of alternative theoretical models that centered female experiences and

perspectives. The work of pioneering figures during this period was essential in exposing how

disciplinary assumptions, often hidden under the guise of scientific neutrality, had perpetuated a

limited and often damaging view of women's mental health and capabilities.

The Emergence of Feminist Critique in Psychology
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A powerful example of the critique against psychological androcentrism centers on the research of

moral development. Lawrence Kohlberg's influential stages of moral reasoning, developed in the

1950s and 60s, proposed a universal hierarchy culminating in abstract principles of justice and

rights, often referred to as the "justice perspective." However, Kohlberg's original sample consisted

exclusively of boys and men. When women were later tested, many scored lower on his scale,

suggesting they were morally less developed. Carol Gilligan, a student of Kohlberg, famously

challenged this conclusion, arguing that the flaw lay not in women's moral development, but in the

androcentric nature of the scale itself.

Gilligan proposed that women often operate from a different, equally valid moral framework--the

"ethics of care." This framework prioritizes relational responsibilities, connection, and contextual

understanding over abstract, impersonal rules of justice. Because Kohlberg's scale only

recognized the justice perspective as the highest stage, it effectively minimized the female

experience of morality. This critique was profoundly significant because it demonstrated how

research instruments, when based on a male standard, inherently label female patterns of thinking

and behavior as inferior or delayed. The response to Gilligan's work spurred massive changes in

developmental psychology, requiring researchers to acknowledge the plurality of human

experience rather than imposing a single, sex-biased standard.

Beyond moral development, feminist scholars began auditing other major psychological domains.

Personality theories were scrutinized for their tendency to define traits associated with men (like

independence and dominance) as signs of psychological health, while traits associated with

women (like nurturing and interdependence) were often viewed as markers of neuroticism or

dependency. Similarly, research into achievement motivation frequently failed to account for

women's motivation in spheres outside of traditional career paths, such as family or community

leadership, leading to the misperception that women were less motivated overall. This systematic

critique revealed that androcentrism was not an isolated error but a pervasive lens through which

the entire discipline had historically operated, necessitating a paradigm shift toward gender

sensitivity and methodological inclusivity.

Manifestations of Androcentrism: A Practical Example

To fully grasp the practical implications of androcentrism, one must examine fields where the male

body and experience have been strictly assumed to be the biological baseline, such as medical

research and drug development. For decades, clinical trials for pharmaceuticals and general

medical research disproportionately relied on male subjects, often excluding pre-menopausal

women due to concerns about hormonal fluctuations complicating data analysis or potential risk to

a fetus should the woman become pregnant. While these concerns might appear methodologically

sound on the surface, the consequence was that the resulting medical knowledge, standards of

care, and drug dosages were formulated primarily based on the male physiological response.
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The application of this androcentric bias in medicine can be illustrated through the following step-

by-step process, which demonstrates how flawed research design leads to unequal health

outcomes:

Establishment of the Male Standard: Clinical trials for a new medication (e.g., a cardiovascular

drug) are conducted predominantly on male participants, establishing efficacy and safety profiles

based on male metabolism, body mass, and hormonal stability.

Universal Application: The drug is approved, and standard dosage recommendations are set

based on the results derived from the male cohort, assuming that the biological mechanisms are

universally applicable across both sexes.

Oversight of Sex-Specific Differences: Key physiological differences--such as women generally

having slower gastric emptying, different liver enzyme function, and varying fat-to-muscle ratios--

are ignored. These differences often mean women metabolize drugs differently, sometimes

requiring lower doses or experiencing different side effects.

Negative Health Outcomes: As a result, women receiving the "standard" dose may experience

adverse drug reactions at significantly higher rates than men, or the drug may be less effective for

them. For instance, symptoms of heart attack, which differ significantly between men and women,

were historically misdiagnosed because the typical presentation focused heavily on the male-

centric symptoms identified in early, biased research.

This medical example clearly shows that androcentrism is not merely a theoretical concept but a

bias that can directly impact life-and-death decisions. By defaulting to the male experience,

research fails to achieve true Generalizability, leading to systematic health inequalities and

illustrating how deeply research methodology must be scrutinized to ensure that the pursuit of

knowledge serves all segments of the population equally. The corrective action involves mandates

for sex and gender balance in research samples and the requirement to analyze data for sex-

specific differences, treating difference not as an anomaly but as crucial scientific information.

Significance and Impact on Research and Ethics

The significance of identifying and correcting androcentrism in psychology is immense, touching

upon the ethical integrity and scientific rigor of the entire discipline. When psychological theories

are constructed upon a narrow, male-centric foundation, they fail the test of universality and

contribute to scientific inaccuracy. This lack of rigor means that interventions, diagnostic tools, and

therapeutic approaches derived from such theories may be ineffective or even harmful when

applied to women and girls. For instance, if emotional expression in men is pathologized as

weakness, and assertive behavior in women is pathologized as aggression, the diagnostic system

itself is reinforcing societal expectations rather than objectively assessing mental health.
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From an ethical perspective, androcentrism perpetuates social injustice by validating the

dominance of one group's experience over another. Psychology has a responsibility to understand

and alleviate human suffering, and when its own frameworks are biased, it inevitably contributes to

the marginalization of those whose experiences fall outside the normalized male standard. This

ethical imperative drives contemporary research to adopt methodologies that actively seek out

diverse perspectives, including intersectional approaches that consider how gender interacts with

race, class, and sexuality. Addressing androcentrism is therefore a vital step toward creating a truly

inclusive and empirically robust science of the mind and behavior.

Furthermore, the impact extends directly into clinical practice and societal policy. In clinical

settings, an androcentric bias can lead to the misdiagnosis of conditions where symptom

presentation differs by gender, such as depression or anxiety. If a diagnostic manual implicitly

favors male symptomology, female patients may be overlooked or misunderstood. In broader

society, androcentric assumptions influence policy decisions regarding workplace design, parental

leave, and educational expectations. For example, if productivity models are based exclusively on

the working patterns of men without significant primary caregiving roles, policies designed around

these models will inevitably disadvantage women who juggle professional and domestic

responsibilities, thus reinforcing the very structures that the bias originated from.

Related Concepts and Theoretical Connections

Androcentrism is fundamentally a type of cognitive bias related to how group standards are

defined. It shares structural similarities with other forms of systematic bias where one group's

experience is taken as the universal human experience. The most direct parallel is with

Ethnocentrism, which is the tendency to view the world from the perspective of one's own ethnic

or cultural group, judging other cultures against the standards of one's own. Just as ethnocentrism

elevates one culture to the universal norm, androcentrism elevates the male experience. Similarly,

the concept relates to Eurocentrism, where European historical and cultural narratives are

prioritized and assumed to be universally significant.

The term is also often used alongside or contrasted with Phallocentrism. While both center the

male, phallocentrism specifically relates to the symbolic power and psychological centrality of the

phallus, primarily within psychoanalytic or critical theory. Androcentrism, conversely, is a broader

sociological and methodological critique concerning the centering of male subjects and values in

general research and cultural production, extending beyond sexuality into all aspects of life,

cognition, and social organization. Understanding the distinctions helps refine the critique:

androcentrism targets the systemic bias in research design, while phallocentrism addresses the

symbolic structures of patriarchal power.

In terms of its place within the broader discipline, the critique of androcentrism belongs most
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clearly to the subfields of Critical psychology, Gender studies, and Social psychology. It is a

cornerstone of feminist psychological research, which aims to develop non-sexist, inclusive

theories. These subfields utilize frameworks like intersectionality to move beyond simply

acknowledging gender differences and instead explore how androcentric biases interact with other

forms of oppression, leading to highly specific and nuanced experiences for individuals at various

social intersections. Ultimately, the scholarly effort to overcome androcentrism is part of the larger

scientific drive toward objectivity, demanding that researchers rigorously examine their own

assumptions before declaring the universality of their findings.
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