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Abstract 
This thesis examines the connective tissue that binds individuals together in the ‘Manosphere’ 

– a collective of online platforms and forums devoted to men’s interests, life philosophies and 

anti-feminist ideology. Members of the Manosphere have been involved in misogynistic and 

violent harassment campaigns and attacks, including several terrorist incidents. Motivated by 

concerns over this violence, alongside interest in growing debate about masculinity in modern 

society and politics, this thesis seeks to understand how the Manosphere arose, why men 

participate, and what it provides for individuals.  

Using a combination of large-scale data analysis alongside in-depth qualitative readings of 

content, I study three Manosphere communities on the social news and networking site Reddit. 

Inspired by Lauren Berlant’s ground-breaking book The Female Complaint, I identify the 

Manosphere as a mass-cultural intimate public – a space characterised by a belief that 

individuals already share a worldview, emotional knowledge, and common historical 

experience. This intimate public is situated within and influenced by the network society, a 

post-Fordist economic structure in which social functions and processes are organised 

primarily around networks.   

The Manosphere enacts a belief that men’s lives are not just their own, but an experience 

shared by other men. Individuals bind over an attachment to white heteronormative ideals of 

love and a complaint about the failures of said love, alongside men’s broader position in society 

– The Male Complaint. While not necessarily rational or well-founded, this complaint provides 

an affective pull for men, binding them together through a collective identity as injured subjects. 

Drawing on Wendy Brown’s analysis of ressentiment and nihilism, alongside Berlant’s notion 

of Cruel Optimism, the thesis then examines the consequences of this complaint for 

participants and society more broadly. Specifically, I conduct the first usage of social network 

analysis (SNA) on The Manosphere on Reddit to explore the structure of community within 

and whether it achieves the promises made by the network society.  

Through charting The Manosphere as an affective space of attachment and identification, this 

thesis provides a unique entry point into the space. The thesis chronicles it not as a new 

aberration, but as part of an ongoing historical current. This provides a strong basis through 

which to understand the connective tissue that attaches men to the Manosphere, the social 

and economic structures that have led to its rise, and the nature of the misogyny within.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
I started my PhD on a different topic. I began my candidature in early 2017 after spending 

years as a freelance writer with a particular focus on LGBTIQ issues. At the time, Australia 

was embroiled in a bitter debate about marriage equality, which resulted in a divisive, although 

ultimately successful, ‘postal survey’ in late 2017. I was heavily invested in these debates and 

wrote frequently about the motivations, strategies, and tactics of LGBTIQ movements. 

Consistently thinking about my position as a gay man, I wrote critically about how these 

movements framed the ‘queer’ subject, one which I believe was highly restrictive both 

personally and as a political strategy. I came to my PhD wanting to explore this aspect of the 

debate.    

However, I was beginning to get restless. While I had thought and written about my sexuality 

extensively, I was increasingly attentive to my position in society as a man, particularly as 

debates about this started to appear everywhere. At least for me, the spectre of men hung 

over everything – whether it was the angry white men who voted for Brexit or Trump or the 

violent men who committed terrorist attacks in Christchurch, El Paso, and Toronto (among 

many others). Brash macho men were again popular in the political sphere – Trump in the US, 

Boris Johnson in the UK and Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil. There was also increasing attention 

being paid in Australia to the widespread violence against women and children in the domestic 

sphere. These events made me consider my masculinity and the role it plays in politics and 

society.  

This thesis focuses on one community that has become part of such recent debates – the 

Manosphere. As I sought to understand how modern LGBTIQ movements arose and framed 

the ‘queer subject’, in this thesis I seek to do the same for the Manosphere. Where did the 

Manosphere come from, why are men attached to the space, and what does its arrival say 

about the position of men in modern society? These questions, both theoretically interesting 

and surprisingly personal, are what this thesis is about.    

The Manosphere 

This thesis is a study of the online Manosphere, specifically on the large digital platform Reddit. 

The website Know Your Meme (2015) defines the Manosphere as:  

a neologism used to describe a loose network of blogs, forums and online 

communities on the English-speaking web that are devoted to a wide range 
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of mens' interests, from life philosophies and gender relations to self-

improvement tips and strategies for success in life, relationships and sex. 

While containing a range of disparate groups, the Manosphere is bonded by “a central belief 

that feminine values dominate society, that this fact is suppressed by feminists and ‘political 

correctness,’ and that men must fight back against an overarching, misandrist culture to 

protect their very existence” (emphasis in original, Marwick and Caplan, 2018: 546).   

The term ‘Manosphere’ dates to November 2009 and a blog called ‘The Manosphere’ but was 

popularised by the porn marketer Ian Ironwood with his book The Manosphere: A New Hope 

for Masculinity, in 2013. It has since become a term readily adopted by many men’s rights 

activists and other male communities online (Ging, 2017). The Manosphere consists of a 

range of disparate, but overlapping, groups, including men’s rights activists, who argue that 

men are discriminated against in society; pick-up artists and the seduction industry, which 

teaches men manipulative techniques to pick up women; incels, who believe that due to a 

range of genetic traits they are unable to obtain romantic or sexual relationships with women; 

and men going their own way (MGTOW), which consists of (often divorced) men who are so 

angry at women that they decide to avoid sexual and romantic relationships entirely (Lyons, 

2017: 8).  

While these groups are diverse, they have a consistent ideology, although not all members 

believe or sign up for each idea. Manosphere discourse is couched in the language of 

evolutionary psychology and genetic determinism, relying on essentialised biological 

understandings of men and women (Ging, 2017). These notions valorise a notion of what Ging 

and others (i.e. Massanari 2017, Salter 2018) describe as ‘geek culture’, with men seen as 

rational and logical, while women are irrational, emotional, and most of all hardwired to pair 

with what Manosphere men (MM)1 describe as ‘alpha males’ (Ging, 2017). MM argue that 

society is gynocentric – i.e. that women are given a higher position than men. In the mid-20th 

Century, MM argue, gender roles gave men purpose, allowing them to survive and flourish. 

Feminism, it is claimed, has broken this balance, further entrenching gynocentric values to the 

point in which men have little to no purpose.  

 
1 Not all individuals who participate in the Manosphere are men and due to the limitations of data 
available on Reddit I have not been able to identify the gender of my participants. However, despite 
the potential of non-men participating in the space, I have deliberately decided to use the term 
‘Manosphere men’ (or MM) throughout the thesis. I do so as men will make up the vast majority of 
participants in the community and in turn participants primarily speak with an assumption that they are 
speaking to men. This therefore provides a valuable descriptor, even if not entirely accurate.  
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This ideology aligns with much of the far right and, more specifically, the alt-right2 (Marwick 

and Caplan 2018), with the Manosphere and these movements both having a general 

disposition to expressing resentment about changing social norms and structures. Some 

(Furtelle, 2017) have in turn suggested the Manosphere operates as a ‘gateway drug’ to the 

far right. Figures such as Christopher Cantwell, Mike Cernovich, Milo Yiannapolous and 

Stefan Molyneux for example, all had their start in men’s rights movements. The idea of a 

‘gateway drug’ however suggests a linear pathway, in which one moves from one movement 

to the next. This also suggests that the potential violence emanating from the Manosphere is 

of less concern than that of the far right. Instead, I see co-constitution of male and white 

supremacist ideas in these groups. The alt-right and Manosphere both appeal to men who 

feel socially isolated and alienated, men who see themselves as left behind and oppressed 

by recent social changes and progress. Both tap into gender and race-essentialist ideas, 

creating natural links between the two ideological groups.   

Operating primarily online (Hodapp, 2017), the members of Manosphere have been involved 

in a series of campaigns of networked (coordinated, online) harassment (Marwick and Caplan, 

2018). This has included: #gamergate, a systematic campaign of abuse targeted at female 

games developers (Massanari 2017; Salter 2018); #TheFappening, which involved the illegal 

release and sharing of thousands of nude photos of female celebrities (Massanari 2017; 

Moloney and Love 2018); and #thotaudit, in which men reported female sex workers in the US 

to the Internal Revenue Service for auditing (Copland, 2021). These campaigns have at times 

spread into ‘offline’ action, with anti-feminist and anti-women sentiments being behind several 

mass shootings, massacres, and terrorist events (Dragiewicz and Mann 2016; Kalish and 

Kimmel 2010). The most prominent of these attacks have been undertaken by self-described 

incels, including the 2014 Isla Vista shooting, in which Eliot Rodgers killed six people before 

killing himself, and the 2018 Toronto van attack in which Alek Minassian killed eleven people.  

Research questions  

My approach is based on a recognition of the need to deeply understand the rise of these 

communities and what connects men within them. The driving force behind my research has 

been a desire to develop methodologies and theoretical frameworks to enable deeper reading 

of the complexity of the Manosphere and the men who participate in the space. This thesis 

 
2 The alt-right, short for “alternative right” is a new manifestation of far-right ideologies (Koulouris 
2018), one which “emphasizes internet activism, is hostile to both multicultural liberalism and 
mainstream conservatism and has had a symbiotic relationship with Donald Trump’s presidential 
campaign.” (Lyons 2017: 2) 
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presents unique theoretical and methodological approaches to studying the Manosphere, 

furthering knowledge of what brings and binds men together in the space, the social structures 

that have underpinned its development, and how social media structures the Manosphere 

community and shapes the experiences of men who participate in this community. As I will 

describe in Chapter 2, the focus of my research is the Manosphere on social news and 

networking site Reddit, so my research questions and approach are based on this platform.  

While significant and important work has been done to examine the content of hatred and 

misogyny in the Manosphere, relatively little has been done to address what Ganesh (2018) 

calls the ‘connective infrastructure’ – or what I describe as the ‘connective tissue’ – that brings 

and connects individuals in these spaces. As Ganesh (2018) notes, researchers “are currently 

focused on one part of a bigger problem: they typically attend to content rather than the 

cultures and the virtual spaces that these groups inhabit.” Even though this was written in 

2018 it is still true today. While a focus on content is essential, it is also important to understand 

how these groups cohere and the structures and cultures that underpin them, both to 

understand what these spaces provide to individuals, but also their capacity to grow, radicalise 

and conduct violent acts (Mattheis, 2019). This thesis, therefore, examines the connective pull 

of the Manosphere – emotional, cultural and infrastructural. 

I have three research questions:    

1. How can merging social network analysis, topic modelling and critical social theory 

inform contemporary understandings of the Manosphere on Reddit?  

2. What is the “male complaint” and how does it manifest in the Manosphere?  

3. What affects and ideologies underpin the male complaint in the Manosphere?  

The male complaint and the network society 

Inspired by Lauren Berlant’s ground-breaking work on The Female Complaint (1988; 2008), I 

address these questions by charting the Manosphere as an affective space of attachment and 

identification. I chronicle the Manosphere as a mass-cultural intimate public – a space 

characterised by public-ness and generated from individuals engaged in the circulation of 

“texts and things” (Berlant, 2011).  

Publics describe groups of people who share “a common understanding of the world, a shared 

identity, a claim to inclusiveness, a consensus regarding collective interest” (Livingstone, 
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2005:9). Publics are brought together not by existent social links but by issues (Marres and 

Rogers, 2005). As I will detail in Chapter 2, this is a mode of operation which is dominant on 

Reddit where individuals join ‘subreddits’ centred on specific topics rather than creating 

personal links with friends or family such as they may on Facebook (Massanari, 2015).  

Intimate publics are versions of these publics but are spaces created through mass media 

discourses and texts as scenes of intimacy, identification, and subjectification (Berlant, 2008). 

As Berlant (2008: 5) argues, “when this kind of “culture of circulation” takes hold, participants 

in the intimate public feel as though it expresses what is common among them, a subjective 

likeness that seems to emanate from their history and their ongoing attachments and actions”. 

These publics are affective spaces of attachment and identification, and act similarly to 

affective publics (Andrejevic, 2013; Papacharissi, 2014, 2016; Ging, 2017), which facilitate 

“political assemblages that coalesce around emotional involvement and empathy rather than 

political principles” (Ging, 2017: 6). 

In The Female Complaint, Berlant chronicles a women’s culture as the first of these mass 

intimate publics – a community that brings women together through an outcry of 

disappointment about the state of their lives. Weber (2009) argues that the framing of an 

intimate public can and should be adapted to also study male communities and I heed this call 

in this thesis.  

I identified the Manosphere as an ‘intimate public’ after conducting a quantitative data analysis 

technique called topic modelling. Topic modelling runs an algorithm over a large dataset to 

identify distinct topics of discussion, which I then used to identify several ‘themes’ prominent 

in Manosphere discourse. I will detail this technique in more depth in Chapter 3, however, as 

shown in Figure 1: Prevalence of themes in the dataset3, this analysis found that sex and 

relationships was the theme most discussed within the Manosphere across Reddit.  

 
3 As I will detail in Chapter 3 this graph shows the number of ‘documents’ (in this case Reddit 
submissions or comments) in which a theme was the most prominent discussion point. It highlights 
the centrality of sex and relationships to Manosphere discourse, alongside other topics such as self-
help, gender politics, philosophy etc.  
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Figure 1: Prevalence of themes in the dataset 
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The Manosphere, therefore, operates as a space of ‘mediated intimacy’ (Gill, 2009; O’Neill, 

2018), in which discussion about sex and relationships are mediated by the dominant media 

and cultural ideologies and norms. Intimacy is publicly mediated in several senses, with 

conventional spaces assuming a heterosexual normativity (i.e. heteronormativity), which links 

“intimacy only to the institutions of personal life, making them the privileged institutions of 

social reproduction, the accumulation and transfer of capital, and self-development” (Berlant 

and Warner, 2008: 553). This mediation differentiates the personal or intimate life from work, 

politics, and the public sphere more generally. This limits discourse on intimate matters within 

the public sphere, as well as blocking the building of non-normative explicit public sexual 

cultures. As Berlant and Warner (2008: 553) argue: 

Intimate life is the endlessly cited elsewhere of political public discourse, a 

promised haven that distracts citizens from the unequal conditions of their 

political and economic lives, consoles them for the damaged humanity of 

mass society, and shames them for any divergence between their lives and 

the intimate sphere that is alleged to be simple personhood. 

Intimate publics are unique in that they bring these intimate matters into the public sphere, 

breaking down the barrier between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ (Sheller and Urry 2003; Sheller 

2004; Hjorth 2018), specifically through bringing traditionally private matters, which have 

historically been coded as ‘feminine’ (Brown, 1995; Berlant, 2012) into public spaces. 

Occurring on social media they give individuals a voice through which to “give expression to 

our experience, to narrate our feelings and relationships, and to shape the material condition 

of our lives” (Carah, 2020: 527). This is particularly relevant for men, who are socially coded 

as existent within the ‘public’ sphere (Brown, 1995) and thus not very good at expressing or 

participating in intimate matters (Berlant, 2012). Men’s participation within intimate publics, 

therefore, challenges this dominant social and cultural assumption. 

Men’s culture in the postfeminist world 

It is through common experiences of sex and relationships that men form a joint complaint 

about their lives and their status in the world. In their analysis of The Female Complaint, 

Berlant (1998; 2008) argues that a “woman’s culture”, which makes up the first mass-cultural 

intimate public, is centered on “the complaint”. The complaint is a mode of expression that 

“has addressed personal, social, or institutional struggles witnessed by a powerful voice that 

aims to reveal (to the reading audience, and often to the recalcitrant or disappointing object of 

the invective) an injustice perpetrated against the speaker or something the speaker 
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represents” (Berlant, 1988, 242-3). The female complaint, grounded in “women’s 

disappointment in the tenuous relation of romantic fantasy to lived intimacy” (Berlant, 2008: 2) 

is a theatrical space in which women can rebel against their oppression en masse. The female 

complaint represents a frustration at the disjunct between the promise of love and the reality 

of intimacy, with women’s culture being a space in which these complaints can be expressed, 

as well as a space for women to engage in fantasies “of a better good life” (Berlant, 2008: 1). 

MM similarly create a shared worldview and historical experience, which together form a 

men’s culture. This men’s culture is distinguished by a belief that men’s lives and experiences 

are not just their own but are instead shared by other men. Facilitated through social media, 

this culture allows participants to produce a voice to both narrate their feelings and shape the 

conditions of their lives (Carah et al. 2017; Carah, 2020). Similar to women in Berlant’s reading 

of The Female Complaint, MM bond over a common attachment to conventional white 

heteronormative ideals of love. Men then complain, en masse, about the failures of love and 

how this links to men’s broader loss of status – what I am terming the male complaint.  

This men’s culture is situated and influenced by postfeminism (Ging, 2019). Emergent in the 

late 20th and early 21st Century, postfeminism is what Gill (2017) describes as a form of 

‘gendered neoliberalism’, an ideology that both incorporates and rejects tenets of second and 

third-wave feminist movements (Ging, 2019). Postfeminism is a set of ideologies, strategies, 

and practices, that marshals “liberal feminist discourses such as freedom, choice and 

independence, and incorporate(s) them into a wide array of media, merchandising, and 

consumer participation” (Banet-Weisner, 2018: 153). Postfeminism is based on three central 

ideas – the returning of debates about gender to the cultural sphere; a centring of neoliberal 

individualism, through arguing that equality and empowerment are achievable through 

personal behaviour; and a return to biologically essentialist arguments about supposedly 

inherent differences between men and women (Ging, 2019). Postfeminism has shifted much 

of the debate around gender in the Western world, limiting the discussion to claim that for 

women to be “empowered” "is to be a better economic subject, not necessarily a better feminist 

subject (Banet-Weisner, 2018: 155)”.  

Postfeminism has been a fruitful space in which the men’s culture of the Manosphere has 

developed and thrived through providing a culturally, socially, and politically acceptable 

ideology through which to criticise feminism, which is ‘othered’ as extreme, difficult, and 

unpleasurable (Tasker and Negra, 2007). As I will show throughout, it also provides cultural 

systems (biological essentialism, individualism, commodification etc.), which MM use to think 

about gender, gender politics and individual men’s relationships with women.  
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The Manosphere, therefore, operates similarly to Berlant’s Female Complaint, but for men, 

with the space distinguished by a view that all men have something in common, being a 

complaint about sex and relationships, female sexuality, feminism, and women more 

generally. Manosphere men engage in a deep complaint about sex, relationships, and their 

personal lives, with the Manosphere being a space in which men feel as though they can 

engage in intimate, revelatory conversations to address the issues facing them as a group. 

The ‘reality’ or ‘status’ of these men’s complaints is something I set aside as it’s not something 

that Reddit can illuminate. As Berlant (2008: 9) articulates, the expressions and fantasies of 

the intimate public are often expressed and lived incoherently, but the feelings themselves are 

important enough to bind people together. What I demonstrate in this thesis is that MM express 

a deep connection to these feelings, with the complaint being an affective relief for participants. 

Salving complaint through the network spirit of capitalism 

While the male complaint is inherently based on disappointment about sex and relationships, 

it simultaneously salves this with a fantasy of a better good life. One of Berlant’s signature 

phrases, the “better good life” refers to the “form of fantasies of conventionality, whose appeal 

lies in their ability to make women’s complex lives simple, intelligible, recognizable” (Langer 

Cohen, 2008: 334). The better good life is an idealised fantasy of one’s future, one that is 

based on highly conventional notions of what a ‘good life’ entails such as a good job, money, 

a nuclear family etc. The Manosphere promotes a fantasy through which participants can 

escape their complaints through a shared experience, particularly through the emancipatory 

potential of self-help, facilitated by the network society. 

The intimate publics Berlant studied were based on the circulation of novels, films and plays. 

In contrast, intimate publics such as the Manosphere exist almost entirely online. The 

Manosphere operates as what Dobson et al (2018) describe as a ‘digital intimate public’, one 

which has been ‘networked’. Networked publics are similar to and serve many of the same 

functions as other publics, in that they allow people to gather and socialise for social, cultural, 

and civic purposes, and they help people connect with others beyond close friends and family 

(Boyd 2010). These publics however are facilitated through networked spaces such as Reddit, 

meaning they are constructed by networked technologies and become a representation of the 

“imagined collective that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and 

practice” (Boyd 2010: 1). As Hjorth and Arnold (2013: 125) argue, social media, “constitute(s) 

a new socio-technical institutionalisation of public intimacy”.  
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Specifically, the Manosphere exists within a technical, economic and ideological structure 

called the ‘network society’. The network society centres on the idea that dominant societal 

functions and processes are increasingly organised around networks (Castells, 1996; Fisher, 

2010; van Dijck, 2012; van Dijck, 2013). Castells (1996: 501 – 2) defines networks as:  

open structures, able to expand without limits, integrating new nodes as long 

as they are able to be communicated within the network, namely as long as 

they share the communication codes. A network-based social structure is 

highly dynamic, open system susceptible to innovating without threatening 

its balance.  

While networks are not new, the rise of digital technologies and social media have given them 

new meaning and power (van Dijck, 2013). The late twentieth century has seen a shift to a 

‘post-Fordist’ society, which is characterised by increasing mobilisation of capital, detaching it 

from localities and local politics, and a weakening of labour (Fisher, 2010). The state has lost 

control over capital, reacting by implementing measures that lessen the state’s influence, 

either through deregulation, privatisation, or downsizing. This shift is deeply intertwined with 

a growth of technologies centralised in information and networks – such as ‘just-in-time’ 

production (Fisher, 2010), increased flexibility of the work process (Robins and Webster, 

1999), the ‘gig economy’ (Zwick, 2018), and the rise of a platform economy (Kenney and 

Zysman, 2016; Nash et. al. 2017).  

The network society has also shifted the hegemonic discourse around the role of technology 

in capitalism. Technologies are driven by a ‘technological rationality’ (Marcuse 1964), 

describing ‘those forms of reason that are embedded within technological design and 

practices’ (Salter 2018, 256). Technological rationality is reflective of the relationship between 

humans and technology, one which is inherently political (Noble, 1984; Matthewman, 2011; 

Sadowski, 2020), with technologies being what mediates between humans and the external, 

material world (Marx, 1990).  Technological rationality is underpinned by politics (Gillespie 

2010; Massanari 2017) and economics (Srnicek 2017), which influence technological 

development, the people who use technologies, and the activities technologies are used for.  

Within the network society, technological rationality has increasingly shifted through what 

Fisher (2010) describes as the ‘network spirit’ of capitalism. Specific to this study, the network 

society encourages a shift in which intimate relations become facilitated by the ‘network’, part 

of a growing tendency in which intimate life, emotions, care, and social relations are rendered 

into private capital (Illouz, 2013; Dobson et al 2018). As Dobson et al (2018: 19) argue, “the 
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participatory culture of digital capitalism thrives on subjectivities and counter-publics that 

appear resistive and critical because this generates new identities and social formations for 

commercial appropriation” (see also Zwick et al. 2008). The network society encourages the 

creation of digital intimate publics to commercialise and commodify people’s intimate lives. As 

Dobson et al. (2018: 19) continue, “even excessively queer relations, excessive expressions 

of love and care, excessive mundane ‘oversharing’, violence, and hate speech that might 

make others in the network upset, uncomfortable, disgusted or otherwise inclined to switch 

off, are productive under digital capitalism, because at the very least they help train algorithms, 

teaching them what and who to tune out and in, of whose feeds.” 

The Manosphere thrives through these practices of sharing. MM use Reddit to promote and 

produce common practices (Carah, 2020) men can undertake to improve themselves and their 

social world, advocating emancipation through the love of the brotherhood and the 

independence of manhood. The Manosphere, therefore, offers potential access to the better 

good life – access that is achievable through dutiful participation in the community. However, 

as I’ll argue throughout the thesis, due to their ongoing attachment to white heteronormative 

notions of romantic love, sex and relationships, alongside the ongoing attachment to injury, 

this presents a cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011), with men maintaining disappointment, a 

commitment to the complaint, and with the network society further alienating them from 

themselves, their community, and broader society.  

A relational approach to the Manosphere 

Examining the Manosphere as an intimate public provides a unique contribution to the field. 

This thesis examines the Manosphere through the lens of relational sociology, arguing the 

essence of collective phenomena rests in the internal connections between their parts (White, 

1992; Scott, 2013; Freeman, 2004, Emirbayer, 1997; Latour, 2005). I think about these 

connections in a broad sense – investigating men’s relationships with each other, with Reddit 

as a technology, and with dominant cultural structures such as heteronormativity, 

postfeminism and the network society. A key contribution of the thesis is that the Manosphere 

and the misogyny within do not arise due to the abnormal psychology or inherent ‘badness’ of 

individuals, but instead are the consequence of a range of interdependent social dynamics.  

This relational perspective presents several defining features (Wellman, 1998; Katz et al. 

2004; Ackland, 2013), which I use in this research to understand the connective tissue that 

binds individuals together in the intimate public of the Manosphere. Centrally, this approach 

emphasises social structure in addition to studying the attributes of individual actors. 
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Relational sociology recognises that “people belong to networks as well as categories” 

(Wellman, 1998: 32). My focus on social dynamics occurs in part due to the theoretical 

framework adopted, but also because the dataset (as I will explain later) does not provide 

details of characteristics such as race, age, gender, sexuality etc. My research into these 

social dynamics is not just about relationships between participants but instead investigates 

the Manosphere in the wider social context that brings men together in these communities. As 

Katz et. al. (2004: 312) states, “nothing can be properly understood in isolation or in a 

segmented fashion”, however, this has often not been attended to in psychological and legal 

approaches that often dominate Manosphere studies (Ging and Sapiera, 2018).   

The connective tissue — emotional, cultural, and technical — that binds men together in the 

Manosphere arises from the group dynamics of the intimate public, which takes place in a 

broader social and cultural context of structures of heteronormativity, postfeminism and the 

network society (amongst others). The intimate public itself is a space of relationships, both 

amongst participants and between participants and social structures, with these relationships 

creating a joint worldview, sense of belonging, and collective fantasy for the better good life.    

Structures of feeling  

Chapters in this thesis are primarily centred on feelings, based on a theoretical lens called 

“structure of feeling”. Structures of feelings describe how feeling structures thought and 

ideological development (Williams, 1961; Berlant, 2008; 2011), providing the insight that 

humans and publics often feel things before thinking them and that by attempting to structure 

feelings we start to articulate new thinking. Berlant (2008) describes the structure of feeling as 

an intuitive, pre-ideological sense that arises within an intimate public that one version of a 

future is more feasible than another. The female complaint is based on what Berlant describes 

as a culture of ‘true feeling’, which recognises the authority of feeling – one that is authentic, 

virtuous, and compassionate, as being core to the existence of a just world. Feelings do not 

just drive an understanding of the world and one’s position within it, but also shape how 

individuals respond to the world. As Berlant argues, through the Female Complaint “women 

generate an affective and intimate public sphere that seeks to harness the power of emotion 

to change what is structural in the world” (Berlant, 2008: 12). 

The relevance of the complaint, therefore, does not necessarily exist in the ‘truth’ or ‘rationality’ 

of what is said but instead in the affective pull it has for individuals. This is true in the 

Manosphere, which is based in a post-truth politics centred on feeling (Budgeon, 2021) that 

releases people from ‘liberal notions of what they should feel’ to instead focus on what is 
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actually felt as the basis for truth and political action (Hochshild, 2016: 15 – 16). Post-truth 

epistemologies have flourished with the rise of digital media, where information overload has 

resulted in information sources and authority being relativised, with systemic analysis replaced 

by “gut feelings” (Andrejevic, 2013; Ging, 2017). Feelings become the core mode through 

which to engage socially, interpersonally, and politically, creating what Ahmed (2004) 

describes as a “cultural politics of emotion”.  

Chapters 4-10 are centred on feelings I have identified as key themes, analysis driven initially 

by the topic models I detail in Chapter 3 and through my lurking (which I will describe in 

Chapter 2). The feelings are love, disappointment, injury, nihilism, emancipation, belonging 

and alienation. Not all of these are strictly feelings, and many can have multiple meanings. 

Emancipation in particular does not, at face value, describe an affect. However, like Hesford’s 

(2013) work on the women’s liberation movement, I include it as a ‘feeling’, arguing that MM 

seek to achieve an internal sense of emancipation through their participation in the 

Manosphere.  

Each of these feelings form the ‘connective tissue’ that binds men together, creating a 

structure for Manosphere ideology and action. These feelings, structured by postfeminism, 

heteronormativity, masculinity, the network society, and therapeutic cultures, don’t exist in 

isolation but cross over considerably. They are also held contradictorily. MM will, for example, 

often articulate strong desire and love for women, while at the same time describing ongoing 

disappointment about this love. Similarly, conversation is often dedicated to a desire from men 

to work toward their emancipation from what MM perceive as the failures of society. Yet MM 

will also express a deep nihilism about the potential to achieve this emancipation.  

There is one feeling that I debated writing a chapter on but eventually decided against: hatred. 

This is not because I did not find a plethora of hate in my data, but rather because there is 

already a significant amount of work that examines misogynistic and other hateful language 

in the Manosphere, with this research detailing in depth the type of language used and how it 

is directed at women (e.g. Baele, et. al. 2019; Cottee, 2021; Farrell et. al. 2019; Jane, 2014; 

Jones et al. 2019; Lumsden, 2019; Marwick and Caplan, 2018). While I examine similarly 

hateful comments throughout the thesis, any chapter focused on hatred was unlikely to 

provide a unique contribution to understanding its dynamics within the Manosphere given this 

existing body of work. Instead, hatred and misogyny run as underpinning themes throughout 

the thesis.  
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The structure of this thesis is something I have debated, and changed multiple times. As I will 

discuss in Chapter 2, I have sought actively to avoid creating a totalising narrative of the 

Manosphere, instead recognising it as a complex, confusing, sensational and banal place in 

which contradictory ideas and beliefs exist within the same subreddit, threads and even 

individual’ comments. It is not possible to answer the three research questions posed above 

definitively, rather they provide different entry points through which to approach understanding 

the Manosphere.  

In Chapter 2, I outline my methodological approach. Based on Butler’s (1995) concept of a 

‘careful reading’, I conduct my research through close analysis of data prior to developing 

theoretical frames. I argue it is essential to embrace the complexity and messiness of the 

Manosphere while attempting to analyse the space. I then introduce and detail the value of 

my key methods, specifically the merging of large-scale quantitative text analysis, social 

network analysis (SNA) and in-depth qualitative readings of content.  

The remainder of the thesis is in three sections. In Section One: Intimacy in the Manosphere, 

I use the topic models as the basis to examine the Manosphere as an intimate public. I then 

begin an in-depth detailing of the intimacy of the Manosphere through a specific focus on 

discourse around love. This section provides a core basis through which to understand the 

structure and ideology of the Manosphere. Section Two: The Male Complaint considers the 

Manosphere as a space of complaint, studying what men complain about, where these 

complaints arise from, and how complaint structures discourse in the space. I argue MM use 

evolutionary psychology to complain about women’s sexual and romantic behaviours, with 

these behaviours then forming the basis for a broader sense that men have been ‘injured’ by 

society.  Finally, Section Three: The Promise, and Failures, of The Better Good Life examines 

the promises made by the Manosphere and the network society to overcome these complaints 

and achieve the better good life. Centered within the ideology of the network society, the 

Manosphere offers MM individual emancipation and belonging, promising access to the 

intimacy they believe is missing from their lives. I ask if Reddit can provide this, conducting a 

critical analysis of how the structures of the platform shape access to intimate relations
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Chapter 2 - Researching the Manosphere 
In this chapter, I detail the methodological approach I use in this thesis. This chapter covers 

both the ethos through which I approach my research, as well as detailing the unique methods 

I use to study the Manosphere. In the first section of this chapter, I detail how my 

methodological approach is based on Judith Butler’s call for a ‘careful reading’, which, through 

a focus on data, explores the Manosphere as a complex, messy, space. I then look at the 

focus of the research and explain my data collection and some methodological issues. I 

conclude by delving into the methods I use, presenting a unique combination of a quantitative 

text analysis technique called topic modelling with social network analysis (SNA) and 

qualitative readings of data. 

A careful reading 

Judith Butler (1995) argues that much of feminist thinking has fallen into what they describe 

as “position taking”, a drive for theorists to stake out a position in the field of debate and to 

defend it at all costs. This, Butler argues, occurs at the expense of debates “in which we might 

be open to a set of inquiries that call into question our most unreasoned attachments” (Butler, 

1995, pg. 128). Butler identifies a drive to establish positions before encountering what is 

happening on the ground. As they argue:  

I would suggest that a fundamental mistake is made when we think that we 

must sort out philosophically or epistemologically our “grounds” before we 

can take stock of the world politically or engage in its affairs actively with the 

aim of transformation. (Butler, 1995, Pg. 129) 

A key tenet of Butler’s analysis is a complexifying of the notion of ‘universality’. Butler argues 

it is important to understand the notion of universality to be culturally constructed and 

mediated. This is important for theorists as we often come with our understanding of universal 

principles, but, as Butler argues, “the universal is always culturally articulated, and that the 

complex process of learning how to read that claim is not something any of us can do outside 

of the difficult process of cultural translation” (Butler, 1995, pg. 130). Butler, therefore, argues 

for a drive away from establishing universal principles in research, at least at the stage in 

which approaching research topics. This, they argue, gives the potential to learn, adapt and 

think more critically about the political moments in which we exist. As they state:  
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It is that continuing need to literalize the ground, that sure anchor, the 

transcendental and, hence, fundamentally religious consolation, that keeps 

us from learning, from being able to hear, and to read how it is that we might 

now live politically in media res. (emphasis in original) (pg. 131)  

Butler calls for removing the anchor of the research, by reading first and theorizing second. 

This is what they describe as a ‘careful reading’, which I adapt to my studies. This does not 

mean jettisoning current theories associated with the Manosphere, nor does it mean not 

adopting or adapting theories. It does mean however not anchoring to one of these theories, 

but instead working to meld different approaches to create new understandings of spaces. My 

careful reading takes dominant theories about the Manosphere (i.e. from masculinity studies) 

and instead of rejecting or adopting them wholesale, builds upon them to create further 

knowledge. 

Herein lies some of the exciting potentials of a careful reading. The Manosphere exists in a 

space of duelling articulations of universal values, particularly around gender and harm. 

Butler’s careful reading calls for me to recognise my positionality concerning these values, but 

also to do the difficult cultural work to understand, articulate and even incorporate other 

perspectives. This does not require giving two sides of a debate equal weight, which in media 

representation of misogyny and the far-right more generally, has often been done to 

detrimental effect. Butler contends there is value to a notion of the universal. However, it can 

only be understood through reflecting on its cultural meaning. As they argue: 

This is not to say that there ought to be no reference to the universal or that 

it has become, for us, an impossibility. On the contrary. All this means is that 

there are cultural conditions for articulation which are not always the same, 

and that the term gains its meaning for us precisely through the decidedly 

less-than-universal cultural conditions of its articulation. This is a paradox 

that any injunction to adopt a universal attitude will encounter (Butler, 1995: 

129).  

The adoption of the universal — of a grand theory — should be done carefully, and only after 

a careful reading of the political reality. It must engage with the different ways in which people 

understand the universal, incorporating the values of those who hold a different perspective 

of the universal into our own.  
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The Manosphere is a hot mess 

A central part of a careful reading is to accept the messiness and contradictory nature of 

intimate publics. I resist attempts to depict the Manosphere as coherent and neat and instead 

recognise that “much of the world is vague, diffuse or specific, slippery, emotional, ephemeral, 

elusive or indistinct, changes like a kaleidoscope, or doesn’t really have much of a pattern at 

all” (Law 2004: 2). Even the dominant themes associated with the Manosphere cannot be 

used to explain the space in total. For every example, there is likely to be a counterexample 

in the data. It is important to find room for ambivalence and ambiguity in research, ensuring 

complexity is not reduced to singular and coherent narratives (Law, 2004).  

One specific aspect of embracing this messiness is to approach the Manosphere as both a 

place of extraordinary happenings and a place of the mundane. There is a tendency to 

sensationalise the Manosphere, including those who participate within it and the structures 

(i.e. social media) that have given rise to it (see – Neiwert, 2017; Zuckerberg, 2018; Marantz, 

2019; Bates, 2020). One of the most frequent comments I have received when discussing my 

research is that it must be difficult to be reading such awful material all the time. This is true. 

Yet, at the same time, I have also been surprised by how mundane much of the content is. 

This deserves attention as well.  As Berlant (2008: 24) argues, “for too long the only 

importance a counterpublic has had to intellectuals is its convertibility to politics.” Berlant 

argues that studies of intimate publics have only been interested in the spaces’ political 

impacts, the things that make them extraordinary and that result in extraordinary impacts on 

public life. This homogenises members, with a particular focus on seeing them entirely through 

the lens of transgression and resistance. Berlant said their project therefore instead “focuses 

on scenes of ordinary survival, not transgression, on disappointment, not refusal, to derive the 

register of critique (Berlant, 2008: 25).”  

Like Berlant’s work, this thesis studies both ordinary and extraordinary behaviour. The 

Manosphere is a place that seeks to convert personal injustice into political action, with a 

desire to see substantive change in the world. But it is also a place of ordinariness and 

discussion of the daily mundanity of life. This is true for misogynistic material as well. While 

the expression of misogyny in the Manosphere does represent something new, specifically 

through the way it spreads through social media and network society, as I will show, this 

misogyny is also mundane – a repetition of beliefs that have existed for a long time (Ging and 

Sapiera, 2018). This does not make it less dangerous or worrisome but does position it within 

broader cultural and social systems.   
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It is also important to see the Manosphere as a public defined by more than just misogyny. 

Here I adopt an approach of positive sociology (Holmes, 2016; Copland and Carrol, 2018), 

which examines publics and social phenomena not just through what is negative about them, 

but also through what is positive. As I detail throughout, in addition to misogyny and hate, the 

Manosphere is also a space in which members find love, connection, and a sense of 

emancipation, amongst many other things. Examining the complexity and mundanity of the 

Manosphere allows a fuller understanding of the community. 

Research focus 

My research examines three sub-communities of the Manosphere on the social news and 

sharing site Reddit. On Reddit users post, share, discuss and rate news, personal stories, 

political theory, and ideas. Registered users of Reddit submit content such as links, text posts 

and images to the site on themed 'subreddits', which are then 'voted' up or down by other 

members. For example, the ‘Politics’ subreddit is for news and discussion about U.S. politics.4 

Reddit was initially developed as a space for users to share the best content available on the 

internet. As Robards (2018) argues:  

If there is a central ‘idea’ behind reddit, it is to serve as the ‘front page’ of 

the internet. In other words, the most interesting, funny, thought-provoking, 

outrageous, beautiful, horrifying, provocative content (images, videos, links, 

theories, pieces of writing, news, etc.) can be submitted to the site, and 

users can either ‘upvote’ or ‘downvote’ that content. 

Instead of making connections with individuals based on friendship or follower links, therefore, 

Reddit users subscribe to subreddits based on themes or content, such as politics, 

entertainment, science, video games etc. The culture of Reddit actively encourages 

anonymity, with users using pseudonyms in their site handles (Van Der Nagel & Frith, 2015), 

although, due to ethical concerns I detail below I will not be sharing user handles in my writing. 

Research of Reddit users has found it to be primarily used by young, white men, centred 

primarily in the United States (Lumsden, 2019). In 2017 Reddit was the 5th most popular 

website in the United States (Lumsden, 2019).  

Reddit is an example of one of the central structures of the network society: platforms. 

Gillespie (2018, 18 & 21) defines platforms as “online sites and services that:  

 
4 www.reddit.com/r/politics  
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• host, organise, and circulate users’ shared content or social interactions for them; 

• without having produced or commissioned (the bulk of) that content;  

• are built on an infrastructure, beneath the circulation of information, for processing data 

for customer service, advertising, and profit, and  

• do, and must, moderate the content and activity of users, using some logistics of 

detection, review, and enforcement”. 

Platforms are “multisided digital frameworks that shape the terms in which participants interact 

with each other” (Kenney and Zysman 2016, 61). Social media platforms have changed socio-

technical relations through facilitating social activity and connection online, as well as 

fundamentally changing systems of production (Kenney and Zysman 2016; Murakami Wood 

and Monahan 2019).  

Through their ‘affordances’, therefore, as the hosts of intimate publics platforms shape the 

shape of discourse and community creation alike (Gillespie, 2018). As Davis and Chouinard 

(2016, pg. 242) argue, an ‘affordance refers to the range of functions and constraints that an 

object provides for, and places upon, structurally situated subjects.’ Norman (1988) argues:  

The term affordance refers to the perceived and actual properties of the 

thing, primarily those fundamental properties that determines just how the 

thing could possibly be used. A chair affords (“is for”) support and, therefore, 

affords sitting. A chair can also be carried. (p.9, italics in original) 

Affordances are broadly described as “possibilities for action” (Evans et al. 2016: 36). The 

theory examines the relational structures “between an object/technology and the user that 

enables or contains potential behavioural outcomes in a particular context.” (Evans et al, 2016: 

36, see also Faraj & Azad, 2012). Affordances influence the multiple ways an artefact interacts 

with its user, with artefacts requesting, demanding, allowing, encouraging, discouraging, and 

refusing certain engagements (Davis and Chouinard, 2016). Affordances are also cultural, 

describing the mutual understandings, expectations and assumptions shared by users (Singh, 

2020). Reddit for example demands that users enter a username if they want to create an 

account. The platform similarly encourages users to vote on posts, with votes being promoted 

as one of the key ways in which users can influence which content is visible on the site 

(Ohanian, 2013). The platform also discourages the sharing of personal details, both through 
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the creation of a culture based on pseudonymity as well as policies that limit the personal 

information users share (Massanari, 2015). This, as Massanari (2015) has argued, 

fundamentally shapes the culture of Reddit as one centered on play and transgression, 

primarily as users are more willing to share more information about themselves that is not 

connected to their “real” identity.  Technical and cultural affordances, therefore, influence how 

platforms are used, by whom and to what end (Bucher and Helmond, 2017).   

Social media platforms such as Reddit have two, at times seemingly contradictory, 

technological rationalities. First, they are spaces in which users are seen as not just 

consumers, but producers as well –  or prosumers (Van Dijck 2009; Fisher 2010; Carah, 2014). 

Platforms sell themselves directly to users as ‘communities’ through which they can speak, 

trade and consume as they wish, with this being central to gaining attention and large user 

bases (Gillespie 2010). This facilitates the development of publics as individuals use platform 

affordances to come together and bond over specific issues and shared worldviews in one 

central space. This focus is viewable within Reddit, which sells itself primarily as a space 

where users can find ‘community’ (Reddit.com, 2022). With a large user base, several strong 

online communities have developed on the site (Potts and Harrison 2018). As Robards (2018, 

pg. 50) argues, Reddit “is a loosely defined online community (or, rather, a collection of many 

communities with floating experiences of membership) that revolves around sharing content”. 

Second platforms are underpinned by ‘platform surveillance’ (Murakami Wood and Monahan 

2019). Platforms work to “fundamentally transform social practices and relations, recasting 

them as surveillant exchanges whose coordination must be technologically mediated and 

therefore made exploitable as data (Murakami Wood and Monahan 2019, 1).” Platform 

surveillance is driven primarily through the collection of user data, which is used to predict, 

influence, and modify behaviours to increase profit (Srnicek 2016). Surveillance and data are 

used to target the sale of advertisements (Srnicek 2016), encourage shifts in behaviours to, 

for example, reduce risks of insurance claims (Sadowski 2020), and to monitor and moderate 

content to ensure the ongoing legitimacy of sites with advertisers, users, other companies and 

lawmakers (Gillespie 2018). As I will detail later on in this thesis (see Chapter 9), this creates 

significant tension in platforms, with practices of surveillance severely limiting the potential of 

community that platforms offer to their users.  

Reddit has historically limited this second rationality, avoiding attempts at moderation due to 

an ethos of ‘free speech’. In doing so the platform has become embroiled in a range of publicity 

scandals. Reddit has been blamed for facilitating misogyny (Massanari, 2017) and online 

abuse (Salter, 2018), and was also associated with the misidentification of suspects in the 
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aftermath of the Boston Bombings (Potts and Harrison, 2013). Reddit has been identified as 

a key space for communities within the Manosphere (Ging, 2017; Marwick and Caplan, 2018).  

Subreddits studied for this thesis 

As the largest social news site of its type, Reddit hosts a range of subreddits that run across 

the breadth of different elements of the Manosphere. Due to the platform’s size, many of these 

subreddits contain tens or hundreds of thousands of subscribers and provide a rich source of 

data. Reddit provides a collection of subreddits that together comprise the make-up of the 

Manosphere but also highlight the different elements of the space. These subreddits are all 

contained on one platform, allowing me to examine the connections, differences, and 

similarities between different parts of the Manosphere. 

The thesis analyses three Manosphere subreddits. The subreddits, including their description 

as written by moderators5, are:  

• r/Braincels: “Incels and guests celebrating incel culture.” 

• r/MGTOW: “This subreddit is for men going their own way, forging their own identities 

and paths to self-defined success.” 

• r/TheRedPill: “Discussion of sexual strategy in a culture increasingly lacking a positive 

identity for men.” 

Each of these subreddits is based on broad complaints about the state of romantic and sexual 

relationship norms and the impacts of these norms on men. The groups blame an array of 

figures for these complaints – targeting women, feminists, social justice advocates, 

government and state actors, and society in general. The main differentiator between these 

three subreddits, and the broader online communities they represent, is how they respond to 

these complaints. Members of r/Braincels believe that due to a range of factors, primarily 

associated with their looks, they are unable to obtain sexual relationships. These men claim 

they are primarily resigned to their singledom, although some express the more extreme view 

that they are owed sex by women. Incels come to Manosphere forums to complain and bond 

about their (lack of) relationships with women. Members of r/MGTOW argue that relationships 

 
5 Subreddits can be created by any user of Reddit on any topic, within the constraints of the platform’s 
policies. These users will then moderate the subreddit themselves, often through individual rules 
created for the community. Large subreddits, such as those in the Manosphere, will often have 
multiple volunteer moderators.  
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with women are so negative for men that they must opt out of them entirely, and ‘go their own 

way’, living independently from women, and eventually from society. Finally, members of 

r/TheRedPill focus on self-help and learning ‘game’; a range of techniques used to identify 

and pick up women confidently.  

I chose these three subreddits after extensive research on Reddit, deciding upon them due to 

their size and activity levels. I started by conducting broad scans of Reddit, searching for 

subreddits using the terms “Manosphere”, “men’s rights”, “the red pill”, “incels”, “MGTOW” and 

“anti-feminism”. I looked through each of the top ten subreddits that appeared from these 

searches and identified these three as the most associated with the Manosphere. With each 

having over 30,000 subscribers at the time of data collection in early 2019, these subreddits 

were at the time the most subscribed Manosphere subreddits on the platform.  

One subreddit I decided not to study is r/MensRights. While some theorists link men’s rights 

movements with the Manosphere (Lyons, 2017), I argue that there is a distinctive difference 

between these two. Men’s rights movements have a history in gender-based political and 

social activism on topics such as child custody or domestic violence (Coston and Kimmel, 

2013; Ging, 2017). The Manosphere however is more focused on interpersonal and sexual 

relationships, frequently not converting their complaints into political activities such as rallies, 

petitions, or attempts to change Government policies etc (although this does occur from time 

to time). As Ging (2017) describes, the Manosphere represents a “shift away from activism 

and lobbying to ad hominem invective and personalized, often spectacular, attacks on 

individual feminists” (Ging, 2017: 9). While there are strong links between the two, I saw 

enough distinctiveness to limit my research sites to the three I have chosen.  

While Reddit has historically avoided attempts at moderation and surveillance, it is worth 

noting this has changed, deeply influencing the platform’s relationship with the Manosphere. 

In late 2017 Reddit banned a key incel forum r/incels due to violent and misogynistic language 

(Solon 2017). It was after this ban that the new incels subreddit, r/Braincels, was established, 

and the ethos of this subreddit was deeply influenced by this previous ban. Throughout my 

analysis of r/Braincells, I noticed many comments in which participants stated that content 

should be toned down so that it did not face the same consequences as its predecessor. 

Following this, in 2018 Reddit ‘quarantined’ two of the subreddits of my study, r/Braincels and 

r/TheRedPill (u/landoflobster, 2018). Implemented to stop the spread of hateful content, a 

quarantine places several restrictions on a subreddit, primarily making it more difficult to find 

for other users. In 2019 Reddit banned r/Braincels after an update to the site’s policies and 
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quarantined r/MGTOW. Finally, in 2021 the site banned r/MGTOW. At the time of writing, 

r/TheRedPill is still live on Reddit, although remains quarantined.  

I (Copland, 2020) have analysed the impact of these moves, specifically the quarantine of 

r/Braincels and r/TheRedPill in 2018. I found these quarantines significantly reduced 

engagement with the subreddits but did not lessen the amount of misogynistic language from 

those individuals who stayed engaged. Worryingly, alongside other research on similar bans 

(Newell et al. 2016; Chandrasekharan et al. 2017), I found participants responded to the 

quarantine by moving to other, far-less-moderated platforms. While more work needs to be 

done on the impact of such policies, I speculate that such bans simply shift the problem 

elsewhere, making it someone else’s problem (Chandrasekharan et al. 2017: 18). 

Unfortunately, I have been unable to fit such in-depth analysis into this thesis but will seek to 

do further research on this in the future.  

Data Collection 

Social media data is collected via an Application Programming Interface (API), which is a 

platform provided by social networks that allow other applications, websites, and researchers 

to pull data from their sites. Each social media platform’s API is different, providing varying 

access to the type of data a researcher can collect. Of the large platforms, Reddit has one of 

the most easily accessible and broad-ranging APIs, allowing researchers to collect all 

historical and current data including user details (author name), posts, comments, and post 

scores (a function I describe below). While this gives a high level of access to the platform, 

Reddit also has limitations. The website does not collect any demographic or geographic detail 

of users, meaning it is impossible to conduct breakdowns based on either of these traits.  

Data collection was approved by the ANU Human Research Ethics Committee with protocol 

number 2018/416. Ethics approval allowed for the collection of all available data for each 

subreddit, subject to compliance with the Reddit API. It has allowed for the publication of 

relevant submissions and comments, but I have removed all profile usernames before analysis 

to ensure anonymity. 

I collected my data through the open-source website pushshift.io. Run by the researcher 

Jason Baumgartner, pushshift.io. is an online depository of social media data, which 

Baumgartner collects using relevant APIs. Baumgartner collects Reddit data monthly and 

uploads it to the site for free for anybody who wishes to use it. I worked with Baumgartner to 
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identify my desired window of data collection and to filter the data for my desired subreddits 

and timeframe.  

Data collection covered 14 months of submission and comment data from the three identified 

subreddits, ranging from 1 November 2017 to 31 December 2018. I chose November 2017 as 

this was the month Reddit banned r/incels and in which r/Braincels was established. I am 

therefore able to analyse this subreddit from its inception. This data collection period is 

comprehensive, running from the establishment of this new forum across another full calendar 

year into 2018. I limited my collection to fourteen months due to storage limitations.  

After removing ‘deleted’ posts and accounts, this data comprises a total of 171,082 

submissions and 3,741,757 comments. At the time of collection (February 2019), the three 

identified subreddits each had subscriber bases of over 30,000. These numbers naturally 

fluctuate throughout the data collection period, although it is not possible to identify these 

shifts across time. In Table 1 Scale I have detailed the approximate number of subscribers for 

each subreddit at the endpoint of data collection, alongside the number of submissions and 

comments across the data period for each subreddit. There are significant differences in these 

numbers. While r/TheRedPill has the largest number of subscribers, at close to 300,000, it 

also has significantly fewer submissions and comments than either r/Braincels or r/MGTOW. 

Some researchers have collected datasets of similar scales in their studies of the Manosphere 

or masculinity on Reddit (e.g. Farrell et al. 2019; Rafail and Freitas, 2019; Maloney, Roberts 

and Graham, 2019). However, the analysis of such a large data set is still relatively new in the 

field, particularly when merging computational analysis with qualitative readings of data, as I 

do in this thesis.  

Table 1 Scale of data collected from Reddit for analysis over the entire period of collection 

Subreddit Subscriber numbers Number of submissions Number of comments 

r/TheRedPill 300,000 9,842 280,065 

r/MGTOW 74,000 75,920 1,642,510 

r/Braincels 38,000 85,320 1,819,182 
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Reddit has a ‘vote’ function, which allows individuals to vote on posts and comments. 

Individuals can vote a post ‘up’ or ‘down’ with these votes creating an overall ‘score’, which is 

an amalgamation of the total of these two votes. While Reddit encourages users to ‘vote’ on 

posts based on how they contribute to the conversation, it is not possible to determine how 

and why individuals may vote on a post. The score however provides a crude reading of the 

popularity and engagement levels of a post. Table 2: Mean and median number of comments 

and score on posts shows the mean6 and median7 score and number of comments for 

submissions in each subreddit.  

Table 2: Mean and median number of comments and score on posts 

 Number of 

comments 

(mean) 

Number of 

comments 

(median) 

Score (mean) Score 

(median) 

All three 

subreddits 

18.99 9 53.45 9 

r/Braincels 17.65 8 31.09 5 

r/MGTOW 19.29 10 75.7 19 

r/TheRedPill 81.98 1 233 1 

 

Submissions on r/Braincels have, on average, the lowest level of engagement, while 

r/TheRedPill has the highest. However, this engagement is highly skewed, particularly for 

r/TheRedPill. Despite having a mean number of comments of 81.98 and a score of 233, for 

both measures the median is only one. A small number of submissions receive a high level of 

engagement, while the rest remain largely ignored. I explore these engagement levels 

throughout the thesis and examine what these numbers mean about the Manosphere 

community in depth in Chapter 10.   

 
6 The mean is the ‘average’, calculated by adding all numbers in a data set together and then dividing 
by the number of values in the dataset.  
7 The median is the middle point in a dataset. Half of the data points are smaller than the median and 
half of the data points are larger. The median is a particularly useful statistics in datasets that may 
have outliers, which will skew the mean.  
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Merging topic modelling, social network analysis and qualitative 
analysis 

A unique contribution of this dissertation is my attempt to empirically capture the Manosphere 

on Reddit in an in-depth and careful manner using a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. Few other researchers have analysed the Manosphere at this scale. Instead, 

current research has mainly used qualitative analysis, often with a particular focus on the 

discussion of gender and masculinity (e.g. Schmitz and Kazyak, 2016; Banet-Weisner and 

Miltner, 2016; Nicholas and Agius, 2017; Marwick and Caplan, 2018; Ging, 2017; Lumsden, 

2019; Van Valkenburgh, 2018; Van Valkenburgh, 2019); or have used computational tools 

specifically to examine representations of masculinity and/or misogynistic discourse in 

Manosphere spaces (e.g. Farrell et. al. 2019; Jaki et. al. 2019; Maloney et. al 2019, Ribeiro 

et. al. 2020). While some researchers have conducted a joint qualitative and quantitative 

analysis of Manosphere content (e.g. Baele et. al. 2019), so far these studies have focused 

only on individual communities and have not been conducted on Reddit. I study the three 

subreddits of the Manosphere together, with my approach giving insight into the Manosphere 

as a totality and of individual subreddits within.  

I merge large data analysis methods of topic modelling and social network analysis (SNA) with 

in-depth qualitative reading of posts and the use of critical social theory. This combination, 

particularly when conducted on such a large data scale is wholly unique, providing an 

extremely valuable means through which to study the complexity of the Manosphere. Topic 

modelling gives an overview of the discourse of the Manosphere, which in turn provides a 

means to analyse large-scale content in depth. SNA has allowed me to analyse how this 

discourse is structured in the space, and in turn how users connect and form community on 

Reddit. Finally, my qualitative readings of data have provided insights into the affects and 

ideologies that underpin the Manosphere, providing a zoomed-in focus on how the male 

complaint manifests. Brought together with Berlant’s critical social theory, these approaches 

provide a means through which to conduct a careful reading of the Manosphere.  

Topic modelling 

The initial analysis I conduct is a quantitative study of the submissions and comments of all 

subreddits. I use a method called topic modelling, a form of quantitative text analysis which is 

a growing and evolving methodological approach in digital sociology. Topic models summarise 

large corpora of text into a list known as topics, allowing researchers to split data into themes 

for further examination (Maloney et al. 2019). Topic models extract ‘topics’ from text “by 

unveiling hidden thematic structures in a collection of text documents” (Maloney et. al. 2009: 
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13). The model produces groups of terms that researchers then need to interpret as coherent 

topics. So, for example, if you were to examine a collection of posts from the subreddit 

r/science, a topic model may find that users mostly talk about ‘climate change’, ‘psychology’, 

‘biology’, ’the environment’, ‘medicine’ etc. 

I use this method due to the large scale of the data and the need to find a way to conduct a 

bird’s eye view of what is occurring. Through doing so I can enter the data in a way that 

critically challenges or reaffirms any initial judgements and prejudices I had. While I am not 

claiming to have conducted this analysis without these judgements, this process gave me a 

means through which to study the space differently, aiding my careful reading.  

Some researchers have previously used topic models to research the Manosphere and/or 

gendered discourse on Reddit. Maloney et al. (2019) conducted topic modelling of the 

r/gaming subreddit, focusing specifically on gender and representations of masculinity. 

Mountford (2018) has conducted topic modelling of Red Pill ideology through an examination 

of the website ReturnOfKings.com. Rafail and Freitas (2019) used topic modelling to examine 

the grievances of participants on the men’s rights subreddit r/MensRights. However, while 

Rafail and Freitas have examined r/MensRights, to my knowledge I am the first person to do 

topic modelling of the Manosphere itself on Reddit and am the first person to conduct models 

of r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill. I am also the first to match this topic modelling 

with a qualitative analysis, and I provide a specific contribution in this field by mixing topic 

models with a critical analysis of intimate publics.  

The topic modelling I have conducted does not solely study the Manosphere through a lens 

of gendered language, which has been a focus of some other studies (e.g. Maloney et. al. 

2019) but instead steps back to examine the discourse in its totality. This is the value of such 

an approach. While it cannot tell me everything about what is happening in the Manosphere, 

topic models can provide an important entry point, which, when matched with critical social 

theory provides valuable insights. I will provide more details of how I conducted this analysis, 

alongside the results, in Chapter 3.  

Qualitative analysis of posts 

With topic models as a basis, I have then analysed posts individually to conduct a qualitative 

examination of material within each subreddit. I chose posts by first identifying the top 150 

submissions for each subreddit based on their score. For r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and 

r/TheRedPill this represented every post with a score above 700, 1,390 and 853 respectively. 
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With all datasets having an average score well below 100, these posts represent the most 

highly engaged-with content in each subreddit. I have gone through each of these 

submissions, read the content, and tagged them with the relevant topics as identified through 

the topic modelling. I have then chosen individual posts to analyse throughout the thesis. 

These posts exemplify the topics identified and themes I am emphasising through my analysis.  

For each post chosen, I have conducted a complete reading of its comments to understand 

the conversation around the initial submission. This process has been challenging, particularly 

following the deletion of r/Braincels and r/MGTOW from Reddit administrators. Prior to this 

deletion and for r/TheRedPill (which, at the time of writing, is still live), I conducted this analysis 

by returning to the source material, reading the submission on Reddit followed by all 

comments. Following the bans, however, I worked with my co-supervisor Robert Ackland to 

develop code to re-construct the comment thread for every submission in my dataset. As I will 

show throughout the thesis, I then used a network visualisation tool called Gephi to create a 

visual representation of the structure of selected submissions (an example of this is replicated 

below). From this visualisation, I then read the comments on the submission in order, 

recreating the experience of reading the data on Reddit.     

During the period of data collection, analysis, and writing, I have also ‘lurked’ on each 

subreddit. Lurking is a term used to describe the practice of watching online communities 

without participating. Lurking is valuable as it gives researchers a “period of cultural 

familiarization” with a public, a process which allows sociologists to determine which data is 

valuable and to see the community “from the inside” (Hine, 2008: 262). While lurking I took 

notes in a journal about content, community dynamics and moderation practices (Charmaz, 

2014; Van Valkenburgh, 2018). I have also read all materials posted on the sidebar8 of each 

of the three subreddits, giving insights into which materials form the theoretical basis of each 

community. Finally, I have conducted further research on Manosphere communities outside 

of Reddit, reading Manosphere manifestos, studying self-hosted forums and websites, and 

watching relevant YouTube videos.  

I have decided deliberately to be sparse in my use of qualitative data, preferring to conduct an 

in-depth reading of individual posts I identified as exemplary cases of the themes I identify 

throughout the thesis. These close readings of posts are another way to implement a careful 

reading, in which I attempt to conduct an in-depth analysis of material rather than skimming 

 
8 The ‘side bar’ is a part of an individual subreddit, consisting of a panel on the right hand side in 
which moderators are able to post community rules, links to external sources relevant to the space, 
and lists of moderators. For a more detailed description of the sidebar see Van Valkenburgh (2018).  



29 

over too many examples. The focus here is on quality over quantity. Each post chosen could 

be replicated by many others, and are picked as representatives of broader trends within the 

Manosphere. 

Social network analysis 

Finally, I have also conducted a social network analysis (SNA) of user connections within the 

Manosphere. SNA has its roots within relational sociology. Social networks refer to “a set of 

ties linking social system members across social categories and bounded groups” (Wellman, 

1998: 21). As Ackland (2013: 55) says “a social network is a network representation of social 

structure. In a social network, the nodes represent actors in a social system and the ties 

represent social relations between the actors”. Frequently used in analysing social media, 

SNA provides unique insights into how individuals connect online and the types of social 

groups and communities they form.  

There are limitations to what SNA can provide (Venturini et al. 2019). While online data has 

significant power, not all collective actions are mediated through digital relationships. 

Additionally, it is not possible to measure all actions that occur on, or as a result, of these 

spaces (Venturini et. al. 2019: 5). Reddit, for example, has a private personal messaging 

system, in which users can send each other individual messages. Individual Redditors also 

often organise ‘meet-ups’ in their city (Massanari, 2015), getting together with other individuals 

over a drink or more. I do not have data about these tools or activities and so cannot include 

them in my analysis. Network analysis is inherently limited to what is publically available, which 

only makes up one part of an individual’s social connections.  

A further limitation of SNA is that it is often challenging to glean the meaning behind the data 

presented. While SNA can present a representation of the structure of networks, it does not 

provide the tools to establish the meaning behind these structures. Venturini et. al (2019: 6) 

for example challenges researchers to consider the role of the platform in shaping digital 

networks, arguing that “digital inscriptions are not created by or for the social sciences; they 

are the product of vast sociotechnical systems.” I must for example consistently consider what 

role the socio-technical systems of digital networks play in shaping and influencing the 

structure of networks (Venturinini et. al. 2015; Venturini et. al. 2019).  

I address this by mixing SNA with the social theories I have used throughout the thesis 

examining intimate publics and the network society. I use SNA to provide insights into the 

structures of networks within digital intimate publics, and in doing so, I analyse how these 
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networks bind individuals together. This gives a unique insight into the Manosphere, and what 

it does and doesn’t provide for men in the space. It is in providing this analytical strength that 

I hope to push the value of SNA, using it not only as a powerful tool to understand the 

structures of social networks, but also using these tools to give me a lens to understand what 

MM mean when they discuss the value of community.  

SNA, therefore, provides a unique means through which to examine social relations online. I 

use SNA in this thesis in two ways – first to study engagement with material on Reddit and 

second to examine how community is structured on the platform.  

Studying engagement 

The first way I use SNA is to study how users engage with content on Reddit. The network 

society and social media platforms flourish through what Ahmed and Stacey (2001) call 

“testimonial cultures”. As Ahmed and Stacey (2001: 1) argue, “testimonies bring with them 

new obligations of witnessing; readers, viewers, spectators, consumers are all required to 

become witnesses as they participate in different cultural forms.” The testimony however only 

becomes ‘real’ when it is heard and validated. The network society enables and facilitates this, 

giving participants a voice (Carah, 2020).  

Modern practices of engagement are shaped heavily by platforms such as Reddit, with the 

network society intimately influencing how testimonies are told and how they are received. As 

Salter (2016: 36) argues, social media platforms are founded on user publication of intimate 

and personal materials. The sharing of intimate details is promoted heavily by social media 

platforms as it provides a key means through which they collect user data, with platforms 

seeking to constantly ‘listen’ to people’s personal details to sell their data (Srnicek, 2017). This 

is facilitated primarily through ‘attention’ (Terranova, 2012; Venturini, 2019). Platforms 

compete for the attention of users, with attention being the main commodity of the network 

society. Attention creates data, which can then be collected and sold at a higher price. As 

Venturini (2019) argues this drives a model of speed and virality, as platform cultures and 

technological affordances are driven toward finding new ways to keep users engaged and on 

a site. Digital media companies, therefore, promote excessive ‘oversharing’ (Dobson et al, 

2018), with the minutiae of the everyday becoming the ‘raw material’ for conversion into online 

capital (Salter 2016: 38). As Salter states, “while users seek to control how and where their 

online content circulates, social media companies maximise their profits by incentivising users 

to publicise private information and images to the greatest extent possible” (Salter, 2016: 38). 
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Social media platforms themselves advertise this as a democratisation of discourse, a handing 

over of control of ideas to the public instead of to gatekeepers. Reddit, at least according to 

its founders, was deliberately designed as a platform where popular content was decided upon 

by readers. Reddit’s co-founder Alexis Ohanian (2013: n.p) said they set out to build a platform 

“where readers, not editors, would determine the front page of what’s new and interesting by 

submitting links to be voted on by the community”. He at one point then claims that this 

represents the realisation of the American Dream, which “while still very much a work in 

progress in this country [The US], is largely a reality on the global World Wide Web.”  

Despite these claims, however, the capacity to participate and thrive online is not evenly 

distributed. Reddit’s structure is based on a ‘voting’ function, in which users can ‘up’ or 

‘downvote’ submissions or comments, with the votes then influencing how prominently content 

appears. Ohanian (2013: np) argues the voting system is central to this democratisation of 

information, saying that it not only provided a means to decide what content was popular, but 

also that it “would be a great incentive, especially early on, for people to submit.” This function 

is an integral part of the political economy of the platform, forming a core part of what Gerlitz 

and Helmond (2013) describe as the ‘like economy’. They describe this as “an infrastructure 

that allows the exchange of data, traffic, affects, connections, and of course, money, mediated 

through Social Plugins and most notably the Like button” (Gerlitz and Helmond, 2013: 1353).  

While Reddit promotes the voting function as a key means to identify the best content on the 

web (Ohanian, 2013), votes from users occur quickly, with Redditors often voting on 

submissions based on headlines and not engaging with content in full (Glenski, Pennycuff and 

Weninger, 2017). Users also engage in constant competition for clicks, likes and upvotes, with 

individuals learning techniques to maximise engagement (Wimberley, 2021). Success at 

having content engaged with therefore is often limited to those who have the cultural and 

technical skills to have their content reach the top. Like other rating systems, (Esposito and 

Stark, 2019), Reddit’s vote function is crude, unable to properly measure what a user is trying 

to indicate through their decision to click the button.  

Binary voting functions such as those on Reddit therefore can have dual impacts on discourse 

(Davis and Graham, 2020). Through binary voting buttons, users can identify which content 

they like and dislike and influence the shape of what content is prominent within the platform 

(Poor, 2005; Goode, 2009). However, binary voting functions can also play a normative 

function, particularly in niche communities. Communities use voting functions to police 

content, promote material that toes the line of the space, and punish material that does not. 

Voting creates a ‘herd mentality’ (Julien, 2017; Weninger et. al. 2015), with even small 
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numbers of increased upvotes having a long-term impact on the trajectory of a submission. 

This “herd mentality” has been noted as a function of other affordances of platforms as well 

(Massanari, 2015), in which small numbers of a community are given an outsized presence, 

“which is unreflective of or disproportionate to the “real” size of the community in question” 

(Ging, 2017: 6).  

Given these structures, it is important to understand not just the process of self-expression on 

platforms within the network society, but also how this self-expression is heard and responded 

to (Carah et. al. 2017). Self-expression online is ‘listened’ to by both other individuals, as well 

as the platforms themselves, who create architectures of listening (McNamara, 2013) that are 

used to create tailored and customised forms of online participation (Carah et. al. 2017). One 

way to examine these architectures and practices of listening is through an examination of 

what I refer to as the ‘tree networks’ of individual posts.  

An advantage of SNA is that it is possible to conduct the examination across different scales 

– from social connections in high schools to the networks that underpin global diplomacy. 

While users always interact at a local level – either posting or commenting on a submission – 

this can then be examined in different ways: through looking at the structure of the submission 

itself, engagement in individual subreddits, or engagement in the platform overall. Building on 

the work of Ackland (2019) I have developed these ‘tree networks’ to examine the structure of 

conversation within individual threads on Reddit9. These ‘networks’ are the smallest scale of 

SNA work I do and provide a zoomed-in, close, analysis of individual threads.  

These network representations consist of one central ‘node’ (describing an actor), which in 

this case represents the initial submission, or what I call the trunk of the tree (I would call 

Reddit itself the roots). All other nodes then represent comments, either directly responding 

to the initial submission, or responding to other comments of the submission. These are the 

branches. Nodes are connected through ‘edges’, represented by lines10. Each edge 

represents a comment replying to the initial submission or another comment. While technically 

not social networks, as each node represents a comment instead of a social actor, these sorts 

 
9 It is useful at this moment to point out that, at least within SNA literature, conversation threads do 
not necessarily count as social networks. This is because conversations do not necessarily create 
social networks. An easy way to think about this is that I may have a conversation with a marketing 
representative on the phone and could map that using social network analysis techniques. However, 
this does not mean that marketing representative is part of my social network. However, I use them in 
this thesis as a valuable way to examine how conversation is structured on Reddit and what this 
means for participants in the Manosphere.   
10 The length of lines/edges in the representation is a design feature and does not represent a feature 
of the network. 
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of networks have been studied successfully in the past (see for example Gonzalez-Bailon et. 

al, 2010) to examine the structure of discourse within digital platforms. A, completely randomly 

chosen, example of these graphs is viewable in Figure 2: Example of a 'tree graph'.  

 

Figure 2: Example of a 'tree graph' 

 

The original post in this representation is at the top of this figure, surrounded by fourteen initial 

comments. Nine of these comments receive no further engagement at all, while the five others 

spawn off small conversation threads. The largest of these, toward the bottom of the 

representation, includes a series of sub-discussions, indicating some level of debate or 

ongoing discourse about a topic. Even without knowing the content, therefore, from this graph 

I can get some indication of what is happening. This post gets a decent amount of 
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engagement, and spawns some level of debate or conversation, indicating something here 

may be worth interrogating. Throughout the thesis I will present such graphs with the relevant 

content, providing a graphical representation of debate and discourse within the Manosphere. 

I bring these graphical representations together in Chapter 10 to examine how discourse is 

structured overall on the Manosphere on Reddit.   

Community formation 

Secondly, and specifically, in Chapter 9, I zoom out to analyse the social network ties within 

and across subreddits. I build on my relational analysis to examine the broader social 

structures that underpin each subreddit, as well as the Manosphere and Reddit as a whole 

(Wellman, 1998). I study the Manosphere on Reddit as a social structure with its own 

distinctive form, a form that is reflective of, influences and shapes individual and collective 

meaning and behaviour (Katz et. al. 2004).  

I uniquely apply SNA to study online behaviour and community formation within the 

Manosphere. SNA has been used to analyse community formation on Reddit before (see for 

example Buntain and Golbeck, 2014; Fettach and Benhiba, 2019; Yoo et al. 2019; De Valle 

et. al. 2020), but current studies primarily look at the platform as a whole, using these 

techniques to examine how users engage across different subreddits. While I conduct similar 

techniques myself, I also use SNA to examine social connections on individual subreddits. A 

software project called VOSON, developed in part by my co-supervisor Robert Ackland 

(Ackland et al. 2021) collects Reddit data and can construct similar networks to these. 

However, this has not been applied previously at the scale at which I do, specifically not for 

the Manosphere. One study by Fitzgerald (2020), titled Mapping the Manosphere: A Social 

Network Analysis of the Manosphere on Reddit, examines the links between eleven 

Manosphere subreddits. Its analysis finds that as the Manosphere on Reddit has grown, so 

have the ideological and user connections between these subreddits. While very interesting 

and the closest to my work, this is different to what I present in this thesis, where I look at 

community formation within and between subreddits. This thesis, therefore, presents an 

intervention into both the use of SNA, as well as an analysis of the Manosphere and Reddit, 

providing a different approach through which to study the development and meaning behind 

online communities in both spaces.  

SNA allows me to identify links between users on a platform, and to map community structures 

and relationships. This application of SNA is a unique contribution of this thesis. While social 

network analysis has been used to analyse network connections in platforms such as Twitter 
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and Facebook, due to the specific architecture of Reddit it has rarely been used previously on 

this platform, and not in the way I do so in this thesis. SNA provides a picture of the structure 

of the community on the Manosphere on Reddit, which, as I will show, highlights what 

belonging means within an intimate public in the digital sphere. This also gives insight into 

how Reddit shapes the shape (Gillespie, 2018) of discourse and engagement within the 

platform, providing specific insights into the way individuals connect on the platform and the 

limitations of the potential ‘community’ within. I use SNA to theorise about the potentials and 

limitations of the Manosphere as an intimate public.  

Conclusion: An innovative way to study the Manosphere 

Recognising the complexity of the space, I have approached the Manosphere through a 

careful reading, one which examines data first, with the development of theoretical frames 

following. I have implemented this careful reading by combining three methodological 

techniques – topic modelling, social network analysis, and in-depth qualitative reading of 

posts. This is the first time these techniques have been combined at such a scale to study the 

Manosphere. As I will show throughout the thesis, these methods allow me to approach the 

Manosphere on Reddit from different angles and provides a unique perspective to my 

research questions.  

I start implementing my methodology in depth in the next section, where I detail the results of 

the topic modelling. I use these models as the basis for understanding the Manosphere as an 

intimate public. As I’ve described, topic models provide a valuable entry point into such a large 

data set. In the next section, I detail the value, and provide the results, of this approach. 
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Section One: The Manosphere as an Intimate Public 

As I described in Chapter 1, this thesis studies the connective tissue that binds men together 

in the Manosphere by positioning it as an ‘intimate public’. In this first section of the thesis, 

consisting of chapters 3 and 4, I examine the basis of this theoretical framework, specifically 

studying the social structures MM attach to and how these attachments bind men together in 

the space.  

Chapter 3 begins this work by using topic modelling, a quantitative data analysis technique 

that identifies core ‘topics’ within a data set, to provide a bird’s eye view of discourse within 

the space. This topic modelling, which presents ‘sex and relationships’ as the dominant theme 

of discussion, highlights the intimate nature of the Manosphere. This chapter presents the 

results of this topic modelling, which has formed the basis for how I understand much of what 

is happening in the Manosphere. I will continue to refer back to it throughout the thesis, with 

the analysis being used to build the structure of the thesis as well as to identify particular 

avenues of investigation.  

In Chapter 4 I go into more depth about the nature of intimacy in the Manosphere, looking at 

how an attachment to heteronormative ideals of love, sex and relationships forms the 

ideological glue which binds men together in the Manosphere. MM attach to the norms of 

heteronormativity, with heterornormative love being the center of everything in these men’s 

lives. The Manosphere is a space of the constant telling and re-telling of an idealised ‘love 

plot’ – a repetitive story of how one can achieve the better good life through love.  

While the thesis is structured through feelings, I argue that discussions of intimacy and love 

form the core, and in turn, potentially most important feelings, that underpin the space. This 

section provides the spine of the thesis, giving a core analysis through which to understand 

the Manosphere as an intimate public existing within a postfeminist world and the network 

society. The Manosphere is based on a worldview and shared historical experience, 

distinguished by a belief that all men have something in common. It is through analysing the 

Manosphere in this way that it is possible to understand the cultural, emotional and 

technological connective tissue that binds men together in the space.   
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Chapter 3 – Topic Modelling the Manosphere 
In this chapter, I use the quantitative text analysis method of topic modelling to identify the key 

themes discussed in the Manosphere. This short chapter focuses entirely on the process and 

results of this topic modelling. This forms the topic models that I have used to identify the 

Manosphere as an intimate public, something which I will detail further in Chapter 4.  

The topic modelling process 

I have used the program Structural Topic Model (STM) (Roberts M et. al. 2019) to conduct my 

analysis. Over the course of my work, I have employed multiple topic models to find the best 

results. This has included topic models of each subreddit individually, as well as of the entire 

data set. While there are some minor differences in results from these approaches, the 

analysis has stayed largely the same. I, therefore, present the results of the topic models of 

the entire dataset but will highlight some topics that are specific to individual subreddits. STM 

builds off the innovations of probabilistic topic models such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) 

(Blei et al. 2003). The model analyses individual documents (in this case submission or 

comment), treating each as a mixture of topics, and each topic as a mixture of words. As 

Maloney et. al (2019:13) state, “this allows documents to ‘overlap’ each other in terms of 

content, rather than being separated into discrete groups, in a way that mirrors typical use of 

natural language”.  

I started this analysis by using several text processing techniques to prepare the data set11. 

For this topic model, I am studying the text of both submissions and comments, merging the 

two content types into one dataset. I converted the data (submissions and comments) into a 

text ‘corpus’, including associated metadata such as the submission and comment score, 

URL, author, and post ID. I then cleaned the data to remove elements not useful for analysis 

such as punctuation, numbers, symbols, and URLs. I also removed ‘stop words’ (e.g. common 

terms such as ‘and’, ‘it’ and ‘that’), to remove words that are not semantically meaningful. I 

removed submissions or comments with fewer than ten words to ensure that the documents 

analysed contained enough information for the model to function correctly (Maloney, Roberts 

and Graham, 2019). I also added ‘bi-grams’, which are a sequence of two adjacent elements 

from a string of tokens (words) – in this case, a sequence of two words adjacent to each other. 

 
11 This analysis was conducted using the ‘Quanteda’ R package for quantitative text analysis (Benoit 
et. al., 2017). 
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The topic model not only reads words individually but also within the context of the words on 

either side. For example, the topic model would both read the terms ‘red’ and ‘pill’ individually 

but would also read the combination ‘red pill’. This provides added semantic depth (Rao and 

Taboada, 2021)12.  

One of the challenges I faced while conducting the topic models was the size of the dataset. 

Topic models require a large amount of computer processing, with the model required to scan 

over each document multiple times. I was at one point able to conduct a model of my entire 

dataset, with the process taking eight full days to complete. However, this produced a model 

so large that it was impossible to analyse, crashing my computer multiple times. I, therefore, 

conducted a random sample of my dataset, reducing the number of documents to 1,000,000. 

This number was then reduced to 999,984 after the model removed some blank documents13. 

This model still took five days to complete.  

Most topic modelling requires researchers to identify a set number of topics before running 

the analysis. This, however, can be time-consuming and/or imprecise as it requires guessing 

at the number of topics that lead to the most comprehensive analysis. I instead use the 

algorithm provided by Mimno et. al. (2011), which computationally iterates over a data set to 

identify the ideal number of topics by optimising a metric of topic ‘coherence’.  

Results of the topic models 

The model produced 83 distinct topics. As I will describe below I have reduced this to 65 topics 

for analysis. Each of these topics is numbered, and throughout the thesis, I will refer to them 

by their number (i.e. topic 12 or topic 27).   

After the model runs, STM spits out a set of terms (in this case unigrams (such as the word 

‘red’) and bigrams (such as the term ‘red_pill’)) for each topic defined over a probability 

distribution. I then used these lists of terms to analyse the meaning behind each topic. STM 

provides several different term profiles to analyse a topic (Roberts et. al. 2019). For my 

analysis, I have used two term profiles – highest probability and FREX. The highest probability 

measure indicates terms that have the highest probability of appearing within a topic. FREX 

 
12 It is also possible to construct ‘trigrams’, creating terms three words long. I initially attempted to 
construct trigrams but this wasn’t computationally possible as it produced a dataset too large to 
analyse.  
13 This occurred due to some documents only containing terms that were previously removed during 
the cleaning process.  
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weights terms according to their overall frequency alongside how exclusive they are to a topic. 

The example below shows the different terms for topic 15.  

Topic 15 Top Terms: 

• Highest Prob: marriage, ex, man, le, ex_le, divorce, married, woman, kids, children  

• FREX: good_woman, marriage, arranged_marriage, good_ex, marriage_contract, 

arranged, end_divorce, law_marriage, marriage_just, marriage_can  

I have analysed this topic to be about marriage, with a specific focus on divorce. This involves 

men telling their stories about marriage and divorce, sharing tips about how to handle a 

divorce, and complaints about how divorce negatively impacts men.   

Using these term profiles, alongside reading at least ten of the original texts from each topic, 

I have provided a brief description of each topic. This description is a single sentence, or at 

times a single word, broadly describing what is being discussed. I have also assigned each 

topic a theme. I have derived my themes primarily from an analysis of the topic word profiles 

and associated text, although my lurking and other research has also informed my analysis. I 

connected topics that were centred around similar issues and from here developed themes I 

believed ran across multiple topics in the dataset. This allows me to examine similar topics, 

understanding the broad threads of discussion within each subreddit.  

I categorised the topics into fifteen themes (in alphabetical order): bodies, bot activity, gender 

politics, general, junk, knowledge, life, media and entertainment, mental health, politics and 

current affairs, race, religion and philosophy, self-help, sex and relationships, and subreddit 

chat.14 A full description of each theme is below, identifying the core areas of discussion within 

the Manosphere on Reddit.  

 
14 A proportion of the topics fall under what I describe as a ‘general’ theme. These topics are 
comprised primarily of commonly used terms, which the model picks up due to their frequent use 
throughout the dataset. Some of these topics I have put into other topics. Topic 21 for example is 
dominated by the word ‘better’. As a commonly used word that can apply to a range of issues, this 
topic could be placed into the ‘general’ theme. However, after closer analysis, I determined most 
discourse associated with this topic was centred around how individual men could ‘better themselves’, 
primarily through self-help techniques. I, therefore, assigned this topic to the self-help theme.   

In a different example, however, the highest probability words of another topic are “good, thing, whole, 
luck, advice, read, good_luck, one_thing, exact, good_thing.” This topic describes a discussion of 
different things users consider to be ‘good’ – including jobs, friendship, sex, activities etc. While a 
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- Bodies: Prominent in r/Braincels this includes discussion about body issues for 

participants (particularly concerns about facial looks and height) alongside discussion 

of the bodies of others, in particular women.  

- Bot Activity: Activity from bots, including the AutoModerator (a bot that can be set up 

by subreddit administrators to automatically reply to particular types of posts).  

- Entertainment and Technology: Discussion of books, movies and television shows, as 

well as games and gaming technology.  

- Gender: Discussion of gendered relations in society and politics. This also includes 

discussion about the differences between the genders, often spoken about in 

biologically deterministic ways.  

- General: Discussion containing commonly used words.  

- Knowledge: Discussions of different understandings of knowledge, attempts from 

participants to build their knowledge set (and discussions of this) and debates about 

the best way to talk about Manosphere ideas.  

- Life: Broad discussion of life outside of sex and relationships, including discussions 

about work, career, travel, household life and sports and hobbies.  

- Mental Health: Existent primarily within r/Braincels this theme contains broad 

discussions of mental health issues including suicide.  

- Politics and Current Affairs: Discussion of broad political and societal issues outside 

of gender. This includes discussions of politics, voting, history and current and world 

affairs.   

- Race: Discussion about race and racial issues. 

 
common feature of topic modelling (Roberts et. al. 2019, Silge 2018) these general topics are often 
not particularly interpretable, as, in the case of the example above, the general term ‘good’ can be so 
broad it is difficult to determine underlying themes that connect discussion. In addition, some topics 
have been labelled as ‘junk’. Junk topics can occur through two means. Topic models will often group 
random symbols that may appear in a dataset – such as the symbol ‘^_^’, which is an emoticon 
expressing joy and forms the basis of one topic. In addition, the model will merge documents that do 
not fit neatly into other topics together, creating a mix that is not easily interpretable. I have put both 
examples into the ‘junk’ theme – topics that do not have any semantic value. 
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- Self Help: The sharing and discussion of self-help tips, including, but not limited to, 

discussions about the gym and exercise, diet, cutting out vices such as drinking and 

smoking, and general tips about how to build confidence. Most prominent in 

r/TheRedPill, although it occurs across subreddits.   

- Sex and Relationships: Discussions about sex, relationships and families. This 

includes conversations about men’s desires and fantasies about relationships, 

discussion about past and current experiences with relationships, and broad 

complaints about how women engage in relationships.   

- Subreddit Chat: Discussions about the internal politics and logistics of the subreddit, 

including discussions of the relationship between individual subreddits and the overall 

platform.  

I decided that three of these themes – bot activity, general, and junk – were not useful for 

analysis, and have removed them from further discussion. This reduces the number of topics 

for analysis from 83 to 65. Each theme does not necessarily appear in each subreddit and 

there is often a strong cross-over between themes. For example, sex and relationships 

contains discussion specifically about sex, relationships, and families. This often crosses over 

into broader conversation about gender and women, which I have coded differently under the 

theme gender politics. These two are inextricably linked. In cases such as this, I have made 

a judgement call to assign a topic to the theme that it most aligns with, while at the same time 

recognising cross-over in the discussion.  

A complete table of all the topics is viewable in Table 3: Topic descriptions and themes. This 

table includes the list of themes in order of prevalence, alongside each specific topic with a 

brief description of the topic.  
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Table 3: Topic descriptions and themes 

Theme  Topics 
Sex and 
Relationships 

1. Age in reference to relationships –  i.e. having sex/dating 
younger or older women, age dymanics in relationships. 

2. The types of men women are attracted to and vice versa. 
3. How women are deceitful, particularly in relationships. 
4. How relationships are a waste of time/the time men have 

wasted on relationships with women. 
5. What it takes to make women happy (and a critique of this). 
6. Sex 
7. Marriage 
8. General complaints about women. 
9. Marriage, specifically individual stories about why some men 

don’t get married and encouraging others to not get married. 
10. What women what want/like in relationships 
11. Fucking and sex. 
12. Getting laid (men talking about experiences of getting laid, 

of their desire to get laid etc.) 
13. Finding dates and relationships (how to find dates, stories 

successfully finding dates etc.) 
14. Looks, specifically in relation to how women judge men on 

their looks. Also includes frequent use of the term 'chad' –  
referring to attractive men women seek out in relationships. 

15. Marriage and divorce. 
16. Criticism of women's looks (including calling women 'roast 

beef'). 
17. Stories of experiences with women and relationships. 
18. How women rate men (in regards to looks, status etc.) 
19. Hypergamy and how women seek high-status men. 
20. Looks, and specifically desirable looks within a relationship. 

Self-help 21. Things people can do to make their lives better. 
22. The importance of taking responsibility for one's own 

behaviours, experiences, and life in general. 
23. Dieting and the gym 
24. Taking things, with a specific focus on things one can take 

(drugs etc) to better themselves. 
25. Medication and other treatments (e.g. herbal). 
26. Stories of changing one’s life for the better 
27. Ways to improve one's looks 
28. Stories of things that have improved people’s lives. 
29. Ways men can be better in their lives 
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Theme  Topics 
Gender 30. What women want in society, with a specific focus on 

political issues/demands. 
31. What women want in society (and a critique of this). 
32. The differences between men and women (socially and 

politically) 
33. Women’s ‘entitlement’. 
34. False rape allegations. 
35. The weakening of men due to feminism (and discussion 

about the need for strong men in response to this). 
36. Rights for women (and criticism of these rights). 
37. The justice system and the gendered nature of the system. 
38. Affirmative action and the 'unfair' preferential treatment of 

women. 
39. The politics of bodies. 

Life 40. Money 
41. Travel and going places in general 
42. Friendship 
43. Work and jobs 
44. Work and labour 

Religion and 
Philosophy 

45. Religion 
46. What 'hate' means in a philosophical sense. 
47. Ancient philosophy and its relationship to Manosphere 

ideas. 
48. The history of religion and its relationship to Manosphere 

ideas 
Subreddit Chat 49. Subreddit mechanics. 

50. Subreddit mechanics. 
51. Subreddit mechanics. 
52. Subreddit mechanics. 
53. Subreddit mechanics. 
54. Defence of r/Braincels in response to criticism of the 

subreddit from those outside. 
Mental Health 55. Discussion about connecting to people and the challenges 

men have in connecting with others (and the mental health 
problems that come with this). 

56. Mental health 
57. Discussion of feelings (often negative) 

Knowledge 58. The use of language and types of debates and argument. 
59. Thinking: specifically different texts people can and should 

read to build their knowledge. 
60. Thinking (different modes of thinking, ways to think about 

things differently etc.). 
Politics and Current 
Affairs 

61. Global affairs and religion.  
62. Different political movements and ideologies. 

Bodies 63. Incel discussion and complaints about their bodies. 
Race 64. Racial politics and history. 
Media and 
Entertainment 

65. Porn and video games 
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Figure 3: Prevalence of themes in the dataset, which I initially presented in Chapter 1, provides 

a graphical representation of the prominence of each theme. It does so by identifying the 

number of documents (i.e. submission or comment) in which each theme appears. Documents 

may include multiple topics. In the same submission or comment, someone may talk about 

their complaints about being unable to obtain a date, and then discuss how they are going to 

improve their situation, making a single document contain topics related to both sex and 

relationships and self-help. This analysis identifies the dominant topic15 within each document, 

meaning one topic only is identified with each document. Each document is represented in the 

analysis, with each scale being a count out of a potential 829,474 documents (the total 

analysed for this model minus the three themes I have removed from my analysis).   

 

Figure 3: Prevalence of themes in the dataset 

 

Figure 3: Prevalence of themes in the dataset shows that sex and relationships is the most 

prominent theme, followed self-help, gender politics, life, religion and philosophy and so on.  

 
15 The dominant topic is measured as that which appears the most in a document. So, for example, if 
a comment consists of three paragraphs discussing topic 40 (money, which I have put into the ‘life’ 
theme) and one discussing topic 23 (dieting and the gym, which I have put into the ‘self-help’ theme), 
it will register topic 40 as the dominant topic.  
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Conclusion: The Manosphere as an intimate public  

This chapter has presented the results of my topic modelling. Through the rest of this thesis, 

I will use topic models alongside qualitative readings of posts to position the Manosphere as 

an intimate public, in which men come together through conversations that are based on a 

shared worldview and communal sense of feeling. Conversations about sex and relationships 

dominate this intimate public, with personal experiences being used to create a general 

understanding of the world. These conversations are embedded within the technological 

systems and ideologies of the network society and postfeminism, a relationship I will explore 

throughout the thesis.   

Using the topic models as a basis, the thesis will now explore the Manosphere as an intimate 

public in more depth. In the next chapter, I study the sex and relationships theme in greater 

detail, specifically examining how MM’s attachment to and discourse around white, 

heteronormative notions of love forms a key connective tissue for the Manosphere. I detail 

MM’s attachment to love, and how the network society encourages and shapes discourse and 

conversation around love within Reddit. 
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Chapter 4 - Love 
The topic modelling I have done provides a clear picture of the Manosphere as an ‘intimate 

public’. In this section I focus on the most prominent theme in the topic models, sex and 

relationships, examining how heteronormative notions of ‘love’ have become the centre of 

everything (Freud, 1961: 29) in modern capitalism and Manosphere discourse. Similar to the 

women of the female complaint, MM connect through an attachment to heteronormative ideals 

of love, desire and romantic relationships. Love in the 21st Century however is not something 

that individuals can just feel, it is something one must discuss openly with others to make real. 

Manosphere discourse is laden with references to an optimistic ‘love plot’; a fantasy narrative 

that is repeated through myriad cultural texts. The ‘love plot' promises access to the dream of 

a better good life, one in which happiness is achieved through pure intimacy and connection 

with a lover. It is the constant failures of the love plot that forms the basis of the male complaint 

of the Manosphere, which I discuss in more depth in the following chapters.  

This chapter is split into two parts. In the first, I explore how the Manosphere operates as an 

‘intimate public’, specifically examining how an attachment to normative ideals of ‘love’ form 

an ideological glue that connects men in the space. In the second section, I examine how men 

fantasise and talk about the potential of this love, detailing how they attempt to live out an 

idealised ‘love plot.’ I begin to look specifically at the structure of discourse on Manosphere 

threads, presenting analysis of how content is engaged with by participants in the space.  

A focus on conventional notions of love presents a picture of how and why men position 

themselves within the ideology and politics of the Manosphere. The Female Complaint also 

guides how love presents a connective tissue that brings men together. The Manosphere 

resists dominant ideas that hegemonic masculinity does not allow for the sharing of intimate 

details or emotional expression, using the space to come together to talk openly about their 

love lives, share stories, and commiserate with each other over failures. A reading of men’s 

relationship to heteronormative love extends the scope of understanding men’s attachment to 

the Manosphere. 

The importance of love 

The nature of the Manosphere as a digital intimate public arises through the prominence of 

the ‘sex and relationships’ theme. The sex and relationships theme revolves around 

storytelling of experiences of sex, love, and relationships, with the constant revelation of 
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intimate details becoming the basis of a shared worldview and emotional knowledge amongst 

men. Topic 6 for example features men sharing their experiences of sex and their tips for other 

men seeking sex; Topic 7 consists of a discussion about marriage, with men telling stories 

about their failed marriages, and Topic 17 comprises general sharing amongst men of their 

experiences of sex and relationships. It is the centrality of this theme that turned me toward 

viewing the Manosphere as an intimate public.  

A public is intimate, “when it foregrounds affective and emotional attachments located in 

fantasies of the common, the every day, and a sense of ordinariness…” (Berlant, 2008: 10). 

The topics surrounding sex and relationships do just that, with men using the space to discuss 

personal (at times positive, but primarily negative) experiences of sex and relationships to 

connect and bond. It provides a space of “lateral identification”, in which “collective sociality 

[is] rooted in revelations of what is personal” (Berlant, 2008: 10). An intimate public, therefore 

‘flourishes as a porous, affective scene of identification among strangers that promises a 

certain experience of belonging and provides a complex mixture of consolation, confirmation, 

discipline, and discussion about how to live as an “x”’ (Berlant, 2008, viii). In the case of the 

Manosphere, this ‘x’ is the community’s version of what it means to live as a ‘man’.  

Specifically, MM are attached to idealised norms of heteronornamativity, referring to the 

promotion of heterosexuality as a normal or preferred sexual orientation (Robinson, 2016). 

Underpinning heteronormativity is a range of economic and cultural institutions and 

expectations. Central to this is what Barrett (2014) describes as a ‘family household system’, 

a structure based on monogamous heterosexual relationships, in which families depend on 

the husband/father for wages and the unpaid labour of the wife/mother for domestic duties. 

As Brenner and Ramas (1984: 13) describe  

The ideology of the “family” is one that defines family life as ‘naturally’ based 

on close kinship, as properly organized through a male bread-winner with a 

financially dependent wife and children, and as a haven of privacy beyond 

the public realm of commerce and industry.  

The family-household system is reliant on specific notions of love. The rise of industrial 

capitalism saw a shift away from marriages being a contract organised by families due to 

economic reasons, and instead, as one developed by individuals by themselves, organised 

primarily through ‘love’ (Coonts, 2006; Illouz, 2012). As a notion, however, love posed a 

problem for the strength of the family-household system, as it was seen as feeling too volatile 

for such an important institution. As the sociologist Eva Illouz argues, therefore this shift 
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resulted in “new emotional expectations” (Illouz, 2012: 11) being invested into marriage, ones 

that emphasise the importance of intimacy, emotional intensity, and to an extent, equality in a 

relationship. To love, individuals were told - by the state, church, psychologists, and cultural 

texts - that they needed to dedicate themselves entirely to their “other half” (Illouz, 2012). 

Love in this narrative is based deeply on an assumption of heterosexuality, one which 

assumes a difference between what Ahmed (2004) calls self-love and object love. Freud 

(1922) articulated that love can either exist as identification – where someone identifies with 

someone who is the ‘same’ as them – or desire, in which a subject seeks love from those who 

are ‘different’ from them. This distinction forms the basis of the heterosexual subject, which 

identifies what is ‘like me’ and desires what is ‘different from me’ (Ahmed, 2004: 127). Ahmed 

(2004: 127) paraphrases Butler (1997: 25), stating that heterosexual logic argues that “I must 

desire an ideal object that is ‘not me’ in the sense of ‘not my gender’, whilst I must become 

‘my gender’ by giving up the possibility of taking ‘my gender’ as a love object.” This ‘object 

love’ is frequently reinforced as a dominant social norm. 

This sense of heterosexual dedication has shifted even further in the 20th century (Berlant, 

2008). The post-World-War I era saw the rise of new economic orders, which were more 

heavily based on a consumer culture in which people’s physical, psychological and social 

needs (i.e. the need for love) became seen as achievable through access to [national] 

commodities (Seidman, 1991; Berlant, 2008). Love itself became a commodity, something 

sold as the way to achieve the better good life. These economic shifts were matched with 

social ones, with sexuality becoming more of a public form, driven by the expansion of 

premarital modes of sexual experience such as dating, as well as a sexual commodity culture 

(Berlant, 2008). In the late 20th century, the “dream of modern love has marshalled vast cultural 

resources to produce people who identify with it” (Berlant 2008: 178).  

In addition, the rise of the therapeutic cultures of the psycho-analytic and psychological 

revolution (Illouz, 2008) has made love, and sexuality more broadly, central to an individual 

sense of self and subjectivity (Foucault, 1976; Berlant, 2012, Illouz, 2012). Primarily through 

the influence of psychoanalysis and therapeutic cultures, sexuality and desire have become 

central to the “modern story about what a person is and how her story should be read” (Berlant, 

2012: 5). The psychoanalytic model places the truth of the person in sexuality (Berlant, 2012: 

15), with performing love being a means to perform one’s gender identity, sexuality, 

masculinity and/or femininity.  
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Love, heteronormativity and intimacy, have therefore become as Freud (1961: 29) describes 

the centre of everything, including one’s happiness, sense of identity (Foucault, 1976; Berlant, 

2012), and their alignment to the values of modern society. As Berlant argues (2012: 89), 

society has become structured through “an enormously optimistic drive to generate sustained 

intimate contact”, with a default of heteronormativity working to install institutions of intimacy 

that create a plot in which the subject has “a life” and a future (Berlant, 2012: 86). Love is both 

a means through which to create a sense of self, as well as to fit into modern social structures. 

In this network era, this means that love is how one performs the ideals of “authenticity, 

autonomy, equality, freedom, commitment, and self-realization” (Illouz, 2012: 9).  

The ideal life love supposedly provides is also one that is racially generalised, with the 

narrative of love being a vehicle of “becoming general and American” (Berlant, 2008: 28). 

Intimate publics do not just bring intimate issues into the public sphere, but also use these 

personal, intimate, details to create a general view of the world. Intimate publics act as “a 

space of mediation in which the personal is refracted through the general” (Berlant, 2008: viii), 

creating shared worldviews and emotional knowledge amongst participants (Berlant, 2008; 

Dobson et al. 2018). As Berlant (2008: 5) argues:  

Participants in the intimate public feel as though it expresses what is 

common among them, a subjective likeness that seems to emanate from 

their history and their ongoing attachments and actions.  

Through sharing intimate details, MM turn personal experiences into general ideas about the 

world. Common experiences around sex and relationships create a “certain emotional 

generality” (Berlant, 2008: 5), which becomes a means through which to create joint 

complaints about women. 

Similar to the intimate publics studied by Berlant, in the case of the Manosphere, this ‘general 

American’ is white, middle class, cis-gender and heterosexual, with the modern structures of 

love embedding this universalising picture of the normal and happy self.  This whiteness and 

generality is something that is primarily assumed within the Manosphere, rather than being 

actively discussed. While race appears in one topic in the topic models (Topic 64) it is only 

dominant in 21,604 documents or 2.16% of the dataset. This matched my experience during 

my lurking, in which I have observed very little discussion about race or the use of racist slurs 

(with some notable exceptions). The same can be said about class, which while I analyse in 

parts through the thesis, is largely not actively discussed. Sexuality is largely assumed, with 

discussion or bigotry associated with LGBTIQ issues often absent.  
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This however does not mean these issues do not play a role. Racist rhetoric, for example, is 

common in Manosphere forums (Ging, 2017; Farrell et al. 2019; Bates 2020) and in some 

parts is essential to the ideology of the space.  While this rhetoric does not appear so much 

within the subreddits I study, the intimate public of the Manosphere on Reddit still plays a 

normative role, binding individuals together over an assumed sameness. MM specifically 

attach to a primarily white notion of heteronormativity and love, one which as Berlant (2008) 

argues seeks to paper over racist and white supremacist histories to create a universal notion 

of the individual. This is facilitated by Reddit, which encourages engagement and discourse 

that flattens differences of race, socio-economic status, sexuality, gender etc, but in doing so 

reinforces such a ‘general’ subject. This encouragement occurs primarily through the cultural 

affordances of Reddit, including the practice of pseudonymity, which flattens racial and gender 

differences, alongside several cultural practices that are based on white, Western moulds of 

operating (Massanari, 2015). 

It is this commitment to heteronormative ideals, specifically notions of modern love, which 

forms the basis of the fantasy of the better good life. MM see love and intimacy as central to 

their happiness, and failures in this arena as central to their misery and alienation.  

Love in the Manosphere 

Ideals of love abound throughout the Manosphere. In this section, I highlight two. The first is 

a post found in r/Braincels titled Imagine How a Woman Feels. In it, the original poster (OP) 

says:  

Imagine how soft and warm her skin feels. Imagine the sweet smell of her 

perfume. Imagine her tenderly pressing her soft lips against yours. Imagine 

her letting you get on top of her and insert your penis inside her, softly 

moaning as it slides in. Imagine the walls of her tight, soft, warm vagina 

wrapped around every inch of your cock. Imagine her breathing getting 

heavier with every thrust. Imagine her wrapping her arms and legs around 

you, holding you as close as she possibly can and begging you to cum inside 

her as you release every ounce of your sexual tension into her. Then 

imagine the feeling of pure satisfaction and peace that comes afterwards, 

and looking beside you to see a person that cares about you and has 

accepted you in the most intimate way possible. 
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The OP uses narrative to describe their deepest fantasy, the better good life he wishes to 

experience. This is a fantasy he likely assumes will be shared by others in this community. He 

claims that access to intimacy with women represents the opportunity for pure satisfaction and 

peace, with the post presupposing these are feelings men do not have access to, causing 

their anguish. Intimacy, and the love that follows, simplifies living (Berlant, 2012: 89), with true 

happiness coming from being intimate with women. 

The fantasy of women’s culture is based on romantic ideals – intimacy and satisfaction come 

from a woman being swept off her feet. Reciprocal romance constitutes a promise of normative 

femininity (Berlant, 2008). MM invert this. While men speak about a desire for intimacy and 

love, their narratives focus primarily on sex, rather than emotional connection. The expressed 

desires in this post are almost entirely related to his bodily feelings – inserting his penis inside 

of her, her warm vagina wrapping around his cock etc. It is only after sex that he then expects 

a feeling of pure satisfaction and peace. This story is aligned with the ‘male sexual drive’ 

discourse (Hollway, 1984), which assumes men have a higher sexual drive than women, and 

that sex is more important to men than women. This discourse has a significant influence on 

“heterosexual men’s sense of themselves as gendered and sexual subjects” (O’Neill, 2018: 

125, see also Gavey et al. 1999; Mooney-Somers and Ussher, 2010; Terry, 2012), placing 

sex and sexual activity as central to their sense of self, achievement and happiness.  

Core to this however is an embedded disappointment and despair at the inability to achieve 

these sexual outcomes. While the OP details his sexual desires and the potential for pure 

happiness if they are fulfilled, he then pours cold water on this fantasy, stating:  

You will never get to experience this because your skeleton is too small or 

the bones in your face are not the proper shape. Have a nice day.  

Because of their physical features, the OP says, women will never be willing to have sex with 

incels, denying access to this most basic joy and satisfaction. Despite this, incels maintain an 

ongoing attachment to the potential of love and intimacy, with this driving their engagement 

within the subreddit. MM constantly seek intimacy from those they supposedly hate.  

This failure defines their whole sense of self, and their whole purpose in life. Comments on 

the post repeatedly talk about it as being ‘suifuel16’ – i.e. the kind of narrative that could push 

an incel to suicide. One commenter, for example, says “This post is more lethal than a kg of 

pure botulinum toxin”, another says “Now this is suifuel if I've ever seen some” and another 

 
16 Suicide fuel 
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repeats “All incels on rope17 alert”. Sex and intimacy are so central to men’s sense of self that 

they are willing to (at least talk about) killing themselves due to their lack of access to it.  

This disappointment runs throughout the Manosphere, as I will talk about in more detail in 

Chapter 5. This is also true in r/MGTOW, a space of men who have actively declared their 

independence from women. r/MGTOW is heavily populated by men who gravitate to the 

subreddit after failures in long-term relationships. In a post in r/MGTOW titled What is the 

point? a man describes one of these stories. The post says: 

51 year old divorce raped man who is physically, financially, emotionally, 

and spiritually broken. Gave everything I had doing a dirty, dangerous, 

discomfortable18 industrial construction job only to be thrown out like 

garbage once she saw better. I thought love was forever but now I see that 

it was all a lie and I was nothing more than a stepping stone. I can't help but 

to feel the best is all behind me and future has nothing as store but 

heartache and loneliness. Mgtow Brothers I tried to find comfort in this 

community but I think it's too late for me. It's weird I used to be somebody 

that people looked up to, but now I walk down the street and I can almost 

sense how people want to distance themselves from me as if I'm contagious 

of some sort of disease. I used to have friends but now nobody calls me. 

And it's as if women can smell my patheticness. 

The man details many of the common tropes associated with heteronormative love. He 

describes that he “gave up everything” to do a “dirty, dangerous, discomfortable industrial 

construction job”. While he doesn’t say so explicitly it is assumed that he does so for the 

woman he is in love with. He then articulates his belief that “love is forever”, repeating the 

ideology that love should involve a deep commitment to fidelity until “death do us part”. 

Through the failure to achieve this (as it was “all a lie”) the man reinforces his commitment to 

the ideals of love, positioning his commitment to heteronormativity against that of the woman 

who robbed him of this fantasy. He becomes ‘broken’ through his denial of true love.   

While r/MGTOW men come to the subreddit expressing a desire for independence, this only 

occurs out of necessity, not desire. Men describe a sense of despair at the inability to achieve 

the fantasy of heteronormative love. This man implies his “best” was a state that occurred 

 
17 To ‘rope’ is a common incel term to mean to commit suicide 
18 Submissions and comments often have spelling and other mistakes in them. I have deliberately 
decided not to point out these mistakes in the thesis and will instead let content speak for itself.  
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while he was in love. It was in that stage of his life that he was “somebody that people looked 

up to”. Without love he becomes financially, emotionally, and spiritually broken to the point 

where he can “almost sense how people want to distance themselves from me as if I'm 

contagious of some sort of disease.” To be loved and in love is to be healthy, to be absent of 

love is to be sick and diseased.  

The love plot 

A commitment to heteronormative notions of love, therefore, forms a connective tissue that 

binds Manosphere men together, even when they express a deep complaint about it. 

However, this belief in the value of heteronormativity is not enough to bring men together. In 

the 20th century, sexuality shifted from not just being something you do, but something that 

has become central to the formation of identity, and one’s sense of happiness. Sexuality 

became “a field of normative bodily and affective practices with which subjects are taught to 

identify and about which they are taught to speak – to the church, the state, the medical 

profession, and especially to psychoanalysts” (Berlant, 2012: 67). As sexuality became more 

central to identity, discourse about it flourished (Foucault, 1976). Core to this was the 

confession – in which sexuality was formed specifically through the speaking of it – to priests, 

psychologists, doctors and the like (Foucault, 1976). Illouz (2012: 31) describes this as a shift 

to a regime of emotional authenticity, which “demands that actors know their feelings; that 

they act on such feelings, which must then be the actual building blocks of a relationship; that 

people reveal their feelings to themselves (and preferably to others as well); and that they 

make decisions about relationships and commit themselves based on these feelings.”  

This practice of storytelling occurs through the repetition of what Berlant describes as the ‘love 

plot’ – “a temporal sequence in which erotic antagonism or anxiety is overcome by events that 

lead to fulfilment” (Berlant, 2012: 24). The love plot is a story, told repetitively, that describes 

the sequence one can follow to achieve the pure satisfaction of intimacy and love. While the 

shape of individual desire varies, the love plot represents a conventional narrative, one that 

“has been legally and aesthetically privileged, although it has been widely adapted”, with the 

narrative remaining “fairly strong across many fields of social difference” (Berlant, 2012: 44). 

As a privileged story, the love plot imagines a generic subject, one who is “white, Western, 

heterosexual, and schooled to the protocols of ‘bourgeois’ privacy” (Berlant, 2012: 112), with 

this generic image becoming a stand-in for the ideal good life. The love plot is not just an 

individual story, but also has a social and socialising function (Foucault, 1976; Berlant, 2008; 

2012), binding individuals together through this repeated narrative. It is this socialising function 

that forms the connective tissue that binds men together in the Manosphere. 
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A version of the women’s love plot can be found in the book 138 Dates, by Rebekah Campbell. 

Featured in a review in The Guardian online (Cunningham, 2021), the book chronicles 

Campbell’s journey to find her perfect man, through engaging in a technique described as 

female dating strategy (FDS) – an approach that has been compared to male dating 

techniques called ‘game’, which is prominent in r/TheRedPill.  

Campbell starts her story in her mid-thirties, in which she is still single, and recognising that 

something “had to change”. Change is common in the love plot (Berlant, 2008), and normally 

features a personal shift – whether it is changing bodily features, such as in movies like Dirty 

Dancing or Strictly Ball Room, giving up vices, as within Bridget Jones’ Diary (which is 

described by McRobbie (2007) as an encapsulation of postfeminist themes), or addressing 

personality flaws, such as in My Best Friend’s Wedding. Embedded with the ideology of 

postfeminism, the love plot assumes that failures lie with the individual, requiring individual 

solutions (Illouz, 2012). Campbell’s change occurs through shifts in her approach to 

relationships, in which she becomes more organised in her dating. She creates a list of the 

traits she wanted in a partner, vets candidates through screening calls, and does a “controlled 

experiment” in which she met her suitors at one of the same two venues every week.  

The female love plot is one of fantasy (Berlant, 2008). Women, Berlant argues, participate in 

fantasy building, in which they envision the potential to find the love of their life. It is a story of 

finding ‘happily ever after’. As Berlant (2008: 171) argues “the modern love plot requires that, 

if you are a woman, you must at least entertain believing in love’s capacity both to rescue you 

from your life and to give you a new one, a fantasy that romantic love’s narratives constantly 

invest with beauty and utopian power.” Campbell’s story exemplifies this, with her being able 

to overcome several challenges to find perfect love. Her story ends with her meeting her 

husband ‘Rod’, with the Guardian article reviewing her book featuring an image of Campbell 

standing next to Rod with their two children, a perfect heteronormative tableau. The image is 

a vision of the fantasy of the better good life, with the couple’s traits and commitment to 

enacting the proper behaviours of love being central to their access to happiness.  

While such a detailing of the ‘love plot’ is common in women’s culture, heterosexual men, 

however, have historically been denied, or at least not viewed as capable of this tenet of 

sexuality – being assumed to be not very good at intimacy (Berlant, 2012), and to be 

emotionally repressed (de Boise, 2015). Although a growing body of research challenges the 

idea that men are, or have ever been, emotionally repressed (Wester, Vogel, Pressly and 

Heesacker, 2002; MacArthur and Shields, 2015; Dixon, 2005; de Boise & Hearn, 2017) this 

has remained a dominant narrative. This trope creates a dichotomy between sexually and 
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intimately repressed white, heterosexual, men compared to ‘others’ (women, homosexuals 

etc.) for whom discourse about sex and sexuality is considered normal.  

MM however invert this, replicating an epistemology of second-wave feminism, which, through 

a belief that the personal is political, focuses on the power of personal experience in shaping 

discourse and political reality. MM have formed a structure, in which “personal experience 

provide(s) a foundation for the production of knowledge and a point of departure for a critical 

politics based upon claims to truth about the operation of patriarchal power” (Budgeon, 2021: 

249). MM repeat personal testimonies (Ahmed and Stacey, 2001), creating a sense of shared 

belonging, with emotional expression leading like-minded people to gravitate toward each 

other, forming an ‘integral aspect of group political solidarity’ (Smith, 2018, p 442).  

I have already shown two examples of such testimony in the previous section, but it is worth 

providing one more. As noted, Campbell’s story is based on a strategy called FDS, one aligned 

with the techniques used by members of r/TheRedPill called ‘game’. r/TheRedPill men often 

repeat similar stories, with the subreddit used to discuss the sorts of individual change men 

should engage in to access the fantasy of intimacy and love. MM engage in self-betterment 

techniques such as going to the gym, giving up vices, working on their posture, clothes and 

hair, and the aforementioned ‘pick-up’ techniques.  

In a long post on r/TheRedPill titled ‘One of those days,’ a man details a story of successfully 

hooking up with a girl. The man says he has learnt a range of ‘game’ techniques through his 

time on r/TheRedPill – particularly how to be confident in approaching girls and not backing 

down in a confrontation. In this post, he details approaching a “hot” girl in a library, a skill he 

is only confident in after the changes that occurred through learning game. He successfully 

gets the girl’s number and a few days later they organise to meet up to study. However, the 

OP inadvertently locks himself out of his house in the clothes he slept in (noting deliberately 

that he doesn’t wear pyjamas because they are for ‘fags’) and without his phone. He manages 

to contact the girl from an internet cafe, and they spend the day wandering around the city, 

studying, and flirting. When he finally manages to get in the house (after calling and having a 

confrontation with a locksmith) she comes up to his room with him. He concludes by talking 

about the benefits of game, and how it has helped him achieve the idealised masculine version 

of the love plot – one that is not just about love but his entire sense of self.  

As I think about this I give myself shivers and am proud, and then smile in 

the mirror like a fucking psycho and scare myself.... but then realise its not 

that bad and I can smile when I'm proud if I want it's no big deal. 
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I enter the living room and she's taken off her coat and shoes and looks at 

me warmly and says "you have a nice place" and I say 'thanks' and then she 

immediately and very eagerly begins removing my clothes. 

Here are all the tropes of the love plot – the man identifies problems with himself, engages in 

a form of change, manages to find someone through this change, and achieves a fantasy of 

sexual intimacy in which he is the desired object. Through their replication of the ‘love plot’, 

MM replicate a somewhat ‘girly’ approach to relationships, in which they talk obsessively over 

their desires, repeating a plot that would normally be heard of in romantic movies or novels. It 

is not that this is unusual for men to do. There is a strong stereotype of men talking about their 

‘sexual exploits’ in the locker room. This, however, becomes somewhat ironic as MM then try 

to reinforce masculine ideas of themselves in other ways (as I will show throughout the thesis). 

However, MM seek to make this plot masculine in its own way, with sex and sexual attention 

(rather than romance), being the climax of the story. They are seen as the way to achieve the 

pure satisfaction that comes with the love plot. The love plot gives him erotic capital (Illouz, 

2012: 55-56), in which sexual experience is seen as a source of self-value. Sex is the 

conclusion to the love plot, and an assumed entry point into the pure satisfaction of the better 

good life. Sex is also evidence of improvements everywhere in his life – through having sex 

with this woman he has achieved the true confidence he deserves and can feel truly proud. 

The love plot however does not just flourish through the telling of the story, but also through 

engagement with it. Figure 4: Tree network of r/TheRedPill post – "One of those days" shows 

the tree graph from this post, which indicates what this engagement looks like.   
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Figure 4: Tree network of r/TheRedPill post – "One of those days" 

 

This graph contains one central node, alongside many initial responses. There are then a 

small number of discussion threads, with the longest-running approximately 9 comments. On 

an initial post that is 4,400 words long, therefore, there is a seeming disconnect between the 

level of engagement of the OP and other MM. While the post has a high score of 1,325, it 

receives little actual discussion. It is like speaking at a conference, receiving rapturous 

applause, but then receiving few, or no questions. While technically it has gone well, I know 

that feeling leaves me deflated as it doesn’t seem like anyone has fully engaged.  
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To add insult to injury for the OP, delving into the comments, many question the validity of the 

story. As one commenter says, “It's like one of those fucking stories a kid makes up in his 

head only to live, somehow, vicariously through his own God damned fantasies...”, another 

says “This is the biggest bullshit I’ve ever read on this subreddit and that’s saying a lot” and 

one more states “I have a hard time believing any of this story.”  

The longest thread of comments discusses the part of the story where he calls for a locksmith. 

This section is worth detailing as it indicates how the love plot becomes a marker of one’s 

success in life overall. In this section, the OP talks about calling a locksmith to let him into his 

house. Initially, the locksmith says they will have to use a drill to open his lock, but the OP 

resists, believing the locksmith is trying to grift him. He then claims he uses ‘game’ techniques 

to both outsmart the locksmith and impress the girl:  

I weigh up my options. I need to get in. This guy wants to rob me. I could get 

a new locksmith, that means another 90 mins probably, and maybe another 

scumbag. Fuck that I want to get inside now. 

Then I think back to one of the first lessons I learned when i stumbled across 

this subreddit. 

"Your greatest power as a man is your ability to walk away". 

I smile. 

"Okay dude cool I'm not gonna inconvenience my neighbours, will figure out 

how to get in tomorrow" 

I ask the girl "hey, can we go back to your place tonight? 

She's surprised but says "sure of course". 

"Cool that's sorted then, sorry dude I'm just a broke student you know haha" 

I see the panic of a lost sale in his eyes, he realises that I'm not bluffing. 

But I give him an opening. In truth, I actually want this damn door open. You 

must always give them an opening to backtrack, it helps them save face. 

"Could you just give it one last look though just to make sure?" 
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"You know what mate, let me try something" he says, as he rummages in 

his van. 

Of fucking course. You go for it mate. You try something mate. 

Bastard. 

So he grabs this long hook claw thingy and feeds it through the letter box 

and opens the door in 4 seconds flat and I wanna bash his fucking head in 

but mostly I'm just glad that we're finally inside and it's warm and also victory 

tastes sweet cos absolutely fuck this guy. Don't blame him that much tbh, 

most people are weak and agreeable and probably fall for this one all the 

fucking time, but that's still such an asshole way to do business. 

This section supposedly highlights the power of ‘game’ techniques. This is exactly how the 

OP frames it, saying:  

I just smashed through a significant confrontation that I would have failed 

miserably years ago. This is the kind of shit Dads train you for and I never 

had a Dad but shit, I managed to do it. They say TRP is just for picking up 

women but honestly it's so much more; this place taught me how to hold 

frame and power-talk and navigate confrontations like this. Beforehand I 

would have been an agreeable pussy and bent over for the guy. 

The love plot is about becoming a more rounded person overall. Through accessing the love 

plot the OP accesses the better good life, one in which through love becoming the center of 

everything, an individual can form a ‘complete’ sense of themself.   

Despite this, however, the narrative is not necessarily believed. The longest comment thread 

of the post actively debates whether a locksmith would give entry to someone’s house if they 

didn’t have ID on them (as the OP didn’t). As one user says “So this is made up? No locksmith 

is breaking you into a building without proof of ownership. They will not even break you into a 

rented place.” Another comments “My brother is a locksmith, he's taught me how to use lock 

jims. Any halfway decent locksmith would pick through a lock in seconds flat. Not to mention 

all locksmiths charge hefty call-out fees. This is some serious neckbeard incel fantasy shit.” 

In this comment a ‘neckbeard incel’ references a stereotype of an incel who has a beard that 

runs down his neck, hence making him look messy. The inference here is that the post is not 

real, but instead the fantasy of an incel, who is telling a story for his satisfaction.  
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Most discussion, therefore, focuses on the validity of the story, with little to no engagement in 

the narrative that the OP was trying to sell (i.e. the power of game and TRP techniques). 

However, the validity of this story does not necessarily matter. In testimonial cultures, and 

even within the love plot, the ‘truth’ of the story is somewhat irrelevant – what matters is the 

feelings and narrative that the storyteller sells. The repetition is what is important, both to 

reinforce its cultural valence and significance to individuals. Notably, this post fails to achieve 

this, with a narrative running 4,400 words receiving relatively little in-depth engagement, and 

with what engagement there was focused specifically on whether the story told was true or 

not. It is not possible to discern the impact this had on the author as I have been unable to 

talk with them about their post, their motivation for it, or how they received their response. 

However, it is possible to speculate that this would have been quite deflating – a significant 

investment of time and energy that was not reciprocated.  

This, therefore, presents a question that I will continue to ask throughout the thesis – why do 

men continue to come back to Reddit and the Manosphere if men’s effort continues not to be 

reciprocated? The network society, and Reddit itself, acts similarly to the love plot, in that it 

offers the continued promise of reciprocation, while simultaneously not living up to this promise 

at the same time (Berlant, 2008). As Berlant (2008:15) argues, love is the gift that both keeps 

on giving and taking. Love ‘gives’ through the constant promise of emotional attachment and 

connection. It simultaneously ‘takes’ through the anxiety it inflicts upon individuals of achieving 

this attachment and the disappointment at the lack of reciprocity of this desire. The appeal of 

love, therefore, is the fantasy dictum of what ought to be, with individuals consistently attaching 

to the potential of the love plot, even if it can never truly be lived out.    

The network society acts similarly to the ideology of love, both simultaneously giving and 

taking. The network society offers the creation of a social sphere, which replaces the decline 

of a range of social structures in the neoliberal era (Miller, 2011). Reddit, for example, 

advertises itself as a platform that “is home to thousands of communities, endless 

conversation, and authentic human connection” (Redditinc.com, 2022: np). Social media 

‘gives’ by allowing people to connect with others faster and easier. However, these platforms 

also ‘take’, with the rationality of the network society, based on data collection for profit making, 

limiting the potentials of these social networks, to the point where deep engagement such as 

that from the OP in the post above can be largely ignored by the thousands around them. I 

will slowly make this argument throughout the thesis using these ‘tree networks’, before 

solidifying it in Chapter 10, where I bring these tree networks together to argue that, despite 

its promise, social media platforms enhance alienation amongst participants. The network 
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society, I argue, presents a continual promise, which is often cruel (Berlant, 2011), that 

testimonies will be validated, encouraging continued pouring out of the soul from individuals.  

Conclusion: Love binds men together 

MM connect through an attachment to heteronormative ideals of love. This binds them 

together through a desire for access to sexual relationships, with these sexual relationships 

seen as the way they can access intimacy and the pure satisfaction of the better good life. 

Sex becomes not just something one physically enjoys, but a means of attachment and 

success in life. Men replay a conventional love plot – in which love is seen as central to their 

happiness.  

MM centre on the expression of personal experience as a foundation to produce a sense of 

self and belonging (Budgeon, 2021). Through this, the Manosphere creates a connective 

tissue between men, a set of common experiences, and a desire to speak that brings men 

together into a common space. However, this does not mean that these testimonies are 

inherently held to be true, nor that they inherently receive deep engagement. This ‘connective 

tissue’ is latent, and is not necessarily evident in the actual connections men are making with 

one another on Reddit. While MM seek out intimate discourse in the Manosphere, as my first 

tree graph of the thesis showed, there is a lack of engagement in the content. This is a 

contradiction that plays out throughout the thesis and one I will explore further as I move along. 

While I have focused on a desire for sex, love and intimacy in this chapter, I have also noted 

the disappointment MM often relay about their experiences with this intimacy. It is this 

disappointment I describe in depth in the next section.  
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Section Two: The Male Complaint 

In the previous section, I argued that MM bind together through a common attachment to 

conventional white heteronormative ideals of love. However, as Berlant (2008: 1) argues, 

“everyone knows what the female complaint is: women live for love, and love is the gift that 

keeps on taking.” In this section, I argue that like the Female Complaint, it is the 

disappointment of the failures of this love plot that creates the strongest emotional glue for 

MM – creating a sense of connection, identity and belonging. MM engage in a consistent 

complaint about the failures of love and men’s broader position in society – the male complaint. 

These complaints are not necessarily rational or well-founded, but provide an affective pull for 

men, particularly through creating a sense of commonality and collective identity based around 

the notion of ‘injury’. This feeling of being injured is centred primarily although not exclusively 

on white men’s sense of ongoing systemic crisis and inability to achieve the fantasy of what 

Berlant calls the ‘better good life’.  

This section has three chapters. Chapter 5 examines MM’s disappointment with modern love, 

examining how they use evolutionary psychology to create a narrative about how inherent 

differences between men and women make this disappointment unsolvable. In Chapter 6 I 

expand upon this to argue that MM also express disappointment in their broader position in 

society, establishing themselves as ‘injured subjects’ oppressed by the structures of feminism, 

social justice and the modern state. Finally, in Chapter 7, I study nihilism, arguing that this 

positioning as an ‘injured’ party leaves some men feeling angry and/or hopeless about any 

chance of achieving the better good life. This nihilism is also, in part, the result of the failures 

of the Manosphere itself to provide the promised better good life, which I explore in more depth 

in section three of this thesis.  
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Chapter 5 Disappointment 
The love plot in women’s culture is entirely optimistic – a story of the potential of a better good 

life which women seek to achieve. Disappointment arises from the consistent failure to achieve 

this goal. In this chapter, I argue that the men’s culture of the Manosphere is also a space of 

disappointment, but one very distinct from the women’s culture. MM men short-circuit their 

disappointment, skipping the optimistic potential of the love plot by arguing the norms of 

heteronormative love are inherently problematic, specifically for men. While MM articulate their 

desires for connection and intimacy, they state, frequently, that these possibilities are 

unachievable – the fantasy can never be met. In turn, the complaint becomes a draw in and 

of itself – a “performative plea that implicitly holds no hope for change in the conditions of the 

author’s misery – apart from whatever response the complaint itself might elicit from the 

audience” (Berlant, 1988: 243). MM consistently seek access to a system that they believe is 

fundamentally flawed, a cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011) that is central to a sense of alienation.  

I start this chapter by studying an example of what I describe as the ‘disappointing love plot’. 

I then examine the specifics of MM’s disappointment, with a focus on their use of evolutionary 

psychology to blame women for their lack of success in love. I conclude the chapter by 

continuing my examination of engagement within the Manosphere, looking at how 

disappointment is shared and spread through these forums.   

The disappointing love plot 

In a post titled “Now I am become Chad, the destroyer of pussy”, a user in r/TheRedPill 

describes his transition to becoming a ‘chad’ (a term used to describe a venerated sexually 

active ‘alpha male’), and the lessons he learnt along the way. The story is another example of 

a ‘love plot’ and contains a range of similar characteristics to that of the female love plot – a 

fantasy for the future, a story of change to achieve that future, and a belief that normative 

heteronormative structures will achieve that fantasy. Unlike the female love plot, however, this 

post becomes quickly pessimistic, articulating that the failures of this love plot are not 

incidental, but structural.  

The tree network on this post is in Figure 5: Tree network of r/TheRedPill post – "Now I am 

Chad".  
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Figure 5: Tree network of r/TheRedPill post – "Now I am Chad" 

 

This post is very popular, with 482 comments (approximately 400 more than the average for 

r/TheRedPill). Many of these comments do not generate discussion, with a large circle of 

single replies surrounding the initial post. However, there are also quite a few long threads of 

discussion and debate, approximately fourteen that go beyond ten comments. The largest of 

these is on the left-hand side, consisting of one long thread that also spawns several other 

sub-threads, indicating a deep engagement. The post itself is 4,283 words, showing significant 

effort from the OP. This effort is largely reciprocated, with MM engaging relatively with the 

content. Like the post titled “One of those days” in Chapter 4 however, this does not mean 
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that all engagement is positive. At the top of the thread, a moderator has ‘stickied’19 a comment 

criticising some of the replies, particularly those who complained the submission was too long, 

or unrealistic. The post facilitates not just debate about the content, but about the mode of 

engagement deemed acceptable within the community.  

Like the love plots described by Berlant, this post starts with a sense of optimism. The very 

title, in which he states that he is the “destroyer of pussy” suggests the OP has developed a 

high level of ‘erotic capital’ (Illouz, 2012). By becoming a ‘chad’, the OP becomes someone 

who can obtain easy access to sex. This is a venerated position for MM, and in becoming a 

chad the user suggests a successful life. The user also his journey with optimism about the 

world and his potential for relationships, despite his status as a “3” (a rating out of 10 of his 

attractiveness).  

However, over time this optimism wanes and he acknowledges the need for change to achieve 

his life goals. He does this primarily through working on his physical appearance –  going to 

the gym, cutting his hair, changing his clothes, working on his diet etc. Bodily changes are 

common within the love plot, presenting a core way in which individuals effect change to 

achieve their fantasy (Berlant, 2012). This is a common trope in romantic comedies, which 

form a core part of women’s culture. In the Australian 1992 romantic comedy, Strictly Ballroom, 

one of the two main protagonists, Fran, desires to be a ballroom dancer but is portrayed as 

awkward, ugly and with two left feet. She forms a relationship with the handsome Scott and 

begins to dance with him in secret. Her physical features change – she lets her hair out, 

removes her glasses, and changes her clothes. These changes not only give her acceptance 

but also access to the fantasy of love. 

For the OP, these physical changes are all related to achieving a form of venerated, normative, 

masculinity. Normativity, Berlant (2008: 266) argues, does not just act as a disciplinary 

operation, but “as an aspiration people have for an unshearable suturing to their social world.” 

The dream of liberalism, Berlant argues, is based on a belief that if individuals align to the 

norms of gender and nationality they will be able to achieve access to the fantasy of the better 

good life. The OP describes several things he changes to achieve this. He says, for example:  

 
19 Stickying is a practice where you can ‘sticky’ a comment at the top of a discussion thread, making it 
the first comment participants see when they engage in the post 



70 

Next I cut my hair. It used to hang below my ears cos fuck gender norms 

and short haircuts were for jocks and I liked heavy metal. This time though 

I told a new barber to cut it short. Men have short hair. 

An essential part of this turn toward masculinity is to reject physical appearances and traits 

that appear ‘gay’. Before making his changes, for example, the OP describes his hair as being 

“long, thick and gay.” In another section, he describes the lesson he has learned about how 

to approach women. He says that he watches ‘betas’ who are threatened by him try and pick 

up girls and fail. He argues that they are too chatty, stating “I just sit back and let them crash 

and burn, knowing the golden rule is the more you talk the more faggy you come across.” To 

become properly masculine means a rejection of homosexuality and all the traits that go along 

with this. The OP does not frame this as an inherent rejection of gay men, as they’re/we’re 

largely ignored in the Manosphere, except for the occasional put-down. Instead, this is a more 

structural and subtle version of homophobia, which assumes that heterosexuality imbued with 

particular traits is the norm MM need to live up to. As a ‘heterosexual’ therefore, the OP cannot 

see any other way than to adopt these traits and reject those he considers to be ‘gay’.  

Across this journey, OP notices changes in those around him. Women take notice, some 

check him out, and others flirt. He gets compliments from friends, family and work colleagues, 

who positively reinforce his physical changes, and note his new confidence. He starts dating 

and having regular sex with women. “It started to become undeniable that women were 

checking me out,” he says, continuing “every time I would get on a train there would be at 

least one woman who would see me and we’d meet eyes and she’d quickly look away.”  

This is where the post receives some criticism from other followers. Some commenters 

suggest that elements of the story were embellished. At one point for example the OP claims 

that “There was this one girl, not that attractive, who backed up into me on a very crowded 

sardine train and started grinding her fucking ass into my crotch like we were in a club.” This 

claim resulted in heated debate, with some saying it was unrealistic, while others believed that 

it was standard practice of ‘whores’ who would do anything to access a chad.  

While he is receiving positive reinforcement from the outside world, however, the OP does not 

internalise this. As Berlant (2008) notes, attempts at physical changes represent an inherently 

cosmetic and individualistic response to more deep-seated cultural and social issues. They 

(Berlant, 2008: 237) quote Steedman (1986), who writes the “body is what the powerless work 

on when they have nothing else: a certain skirt and certain foods can populate what counts 

as imaginable satisfaction in the face of other frustrated social relations.” The OP resonates 
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with this sentiment, stating “every time I looked in the mirror I was unimpressed, still fuck ugly 

and twinky20, still and forever small.” While he achieved physical changes, this shift did not 

give him the change to his sense of self he truly desired.  

Moreover, while the OP achieves his goal of becoming a chad, he soon realises the social 

structures around him have not changed and ends up disappointed. The OP claims that 

women are “all whores”. He says that he slept with women who he later found out had 

boyfriends. Others would immediately start to message other guys after they had finished. 

While he enjoys the extra sex, eventually he realises that all women do is ‘take’. They, 

apparently, move from one guy to the next, not reciprocating the intimacy and love he wants 

to give.  

This lack of reciprocation is a central part of the emotional pull of the complaint. As Freud 

(1961) noted, while love may be crucial to the pursuit of happiness, it also makes subjects 

vulnerable, exposed, and dependent on one another. Reciprocity is central to the notion of 

love (Singer, 1984; Ahmed, 2004; Berlant, 2008) – lovers want to be loved back. To love 

requires one to give something of themselves to an object of desire, with the ongoing threat 

and fear that that love will not be reciprocated. This fear (and the reality) of a lack of reciprocity 

runs throughout the Manosphere. 

In this post, the OP says this lack of reciprocation is universal. It is the way women are, an 

inherent part of their womanness. This disgusts him, ruining his fantasy of women and the 

world. He says:  

They’re all whores…All of them. Without exception. All it took for me was to 

get attractive and suddenly I’m in a completely new world, an entirely 

different fucked up game where the true nature of the female sex is 

revealed. Becoming Chad was the best and worst thing that ever happened 

to me. Sure I wasn’t getting laid before but at least I had faith in the “fairer” 

sex and my world was more pleasant. The illusion was nice to uphold for a 

while… but now that it’s shattered I’m left with a disgusting, stark, reality that 

I didn’t sign up for.  

 
20 A ‘twink’ describes a gay man, who is normally skinny, young and feminine. To be ‘twinky’ therefore 
means to have these traits.  
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This sentiment is echoed by commenters. The top comment in terms of score for example 

reads “AWALT21. And THOTs22 wonder why Chad doesn't respect them and won't commit. 

Respect is earned, but earning things is a foreign concept to today's entitled women.” At no 

point do the OP or commentors engage with the hypocrisy here, in which he boldly claims that 

he is now a ‘destroyer of pussy’, actively boasting about the number of women he has had 

sex with, while, at the same time, complaining that women do the same. Women often face a 

sexual double standard (Farvid, Braun and Rowney, 2015), in which they are judged differently 

than men for being ‘slutty’. In this double standard, it is deemed appropriate for the OP to 

‘conquer’ as many women as he can, while simultaneously judging women for doing the same.  

This post highlights the complex relationship between men, love, and the disappointment of 

these structures. The OP describes a form of alienation from what Marx (2009[1844]) would 

describe as his ‘species-being’. Marx argued that for human beings, work amounts to a life 

purpose, being essential to our human identity. In the capitalist mode of production, the worker 

becomes estranged from their labour and estranged from this ‘species-being’. Modern 

structures of love have similarly become central to an individual’s sense of self and the 

capacity to achieve a better good life. In a similar vein, therefore, for MM the disappointing 

love plot provides an alienation from their sense of their ‘species-being’ – an estrangement 

from what they believe to be the very purpose in their lives.  

This alienation however is often contradictory. While based on disappointment, the post is not 

entirely bereft of joy or pleasure and is in many ways celebratory of the OP’s achievements. 

Yet this joy is met with disappointment – the man followed the love plot exactly, only to 

discover the game was rigged. As Berlant (2012) says this series of events is structural within 

the idea of the love plot itself. The love plot is normative, with only one plot being legally and 

aesthetically privileged. While this can bring pleasure, it also, for most people, inevitably brings 

disappointment and alienation. As Berlant (2012: 43) argues:  

Most people, however, do not experience consciously the benefits of the 

vicissitudes of their desires. This is in part because they frequently confuse 

their desire for the comfort and self-development of a reliable love with a 

 
21 All Women Are Like That – a term used in the Manosphere to claim that all women are the same in 
their apparent poor behaviour directed toward men.  
22 That Ho Over There – a derogatory term used to describe women who are perceived to be sexually 
promiscuous.  
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desire for a degree of stability and non-ambivalence that live intimacy can 

rarely sustain.  

Love is therefore a structure of ‘cruel optimism’ – a relation that ‘exists when something you 

desire is actually an obstacle to your flourishing’ (Berlant, 2011: 1). This is highlighted by the 

longest thread of comments, as seen on the left of the network in Figure 5: Tree network of 

r/TheRedPill post – "Now I am Chad". This thread is initiated by a user who says he was 

treated in the same way as the OP. This sparks a long discussion about the value of dating 

women and the best ways to achieve it without being hurt. Much of this discussion narrows in 

on the very value society gives to sex, with one commenter discussing how “today we are sold 

a fairy-tales of “one true love” and “sex will make you happy””. It is these fairy tales, he claims, 

that are the cause of the collective pain in the Manosphere. Attachment to love is the very 

problem, as it provides a fantasy that cannot be achieved and is inherently cruel in its nature. 

Yet this comment is largely an outlier, with most participants still seeking access to this 

fantasy, and consistently being disappointed by their failures to achieve this.  

In the end, the OP does not suggest any potential action that individuals or the Manosphere 

as a community could take to address the issues he raises. At one point he suggests changes 

that could be made, stating, “Can’t we just have enforced monogamy again where everyone 

fucks only one person their whole life and sex isn’t a big fucking deal at all? Where we 

understand the destructive nature of sex as a drug and keep it under control?” Yet, there are 

no calls for action – no petitions anyone could sign, protests they could attend, or political 

candidates people could vote for. Instead, he simply cries for changes he (probably) 

recognises will never happen. This highlights the difference between the Manosphere and the 

men’s rights movement that I discussed previously. While complaining about the state of the 

world, MM do not attempt to mobilise politically around these concerns. The sense of 

alienation is inevitable, with complaint being the only option. This in turn breeds futility. He 

concludes with some recognition that the fantasy, and his initial optimism, was simply that. 

There was never a chance for success.  

I became attractive to get girls, I became Chad, and the world I was inducted 

into horrifies me. I want out.  

Evolutionary Psychology, Hypergamy, Chads and Cucks 

The complaints from the OP in the section above occur not because of his failings, but instead 

due to the ‘inherent’ nature of women. In this section, I detail how MM see these differences 
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between men and women, beliefs that are similar to postfeminist understandings of gender 

relations. MM convert complaints about these supposed differences into a philosophy called 

The Red Pill23.  

The Red Pill is a concept taken from the film The Matrix (Ging, 2017), in which the main 

character, Neo, is offered the choice of taking a red pill or a blue pill by the leader of the 

rebellion, Morpheus. Taking the red pill frees Neo from the control of the matrix, allowing him 

to escape into the ‘real world’. This world however is more uncertain, harsher, and difficult. 

Taking the blue pill means remaining in the dream world, staying in the prison that is the matrix, 

and going back to an ignorant, but somewhat more comfortable life. The Manosphere adopts 

this terminology, claiming that taking the red pill means learning the truth about women, 

feminism, and society. These truths are uncomfortable and can make life more difficult, yet at 

the same time allow men to escape the prison that is feminist society. The Red Pill is a 

philosophy that provides a coherent narrative through which men can bond around complaints 

about love, sex and their lives overall. It is, as Ging (2017:8) describes, a “compelling cultural 

motif [that] has succeeded in balancing emotion and ideology to generate consensus and 

belonging among the Manosphere’s divergent elements.”  

The Red Pill philosophy is imbued with a range of ‘dark truths’ about female sexuality, ones 

which are based in evolutionary psychology. Evolutionary psychology is a central tenet of 

postfeminism, which has revived bio-essentialist accounts of gendered differences between 

men and women (Ging, 2019). This revival began in the early 1990s with popular texts such 

as Men are from Mars, Women are From Venus by John Gray (1992) and You Just Don’t 

Understand by Deborah Tannen (1990) (Cameron, 2010). These books, which focused on 

solving relationship problems, argued against social constructivism to instead treat gendered 

differences as inherent (Cameron, 2007; 2010; 2015), arguing men and women are “hardwired 

with different personality traits, skills and abilities” (Ging, 2019: 56-7). The growth of this 

literature saw an increasing prominence in the belief that men and women cannot be changed, 

and that “feminist efforts to re-engineer what scientists now understand to be their biologically-

ordained natures have proved (confusingly) both futile and damaging” (Cameron 2010: 528).  

Much of what I discuss below was, and remains, based on dubious and almost entirely 

discredited science (Cameron, 2010; Ging, 2019). However, the ideas have taken hold as an 

explanation that benefits capital through reinforcing men and women as easily identifiable 

 
23 Incels also discuss a philosophy called ‘The Black Pill’, which is closely related to the idea of The 
Red Pill. However, as The Red Pill is the more prominent of the two I will discuss it exclusively.  



75 

consumer markets, and by rejecting any analysis that may undermine the dynamics of the 

nuclear family (Ging, 2019). As Ging (2019: 57) argues:  

these ideas nonetheless took hold in a political and economic system that 

was heavily invested in individualism, corporate interests and the 

accumulation of private property and adverse to structural analysis, state 

intervention or any interrogation of patriarchy that might challenge the basic 

dynamics of the nuclear family unit.   

The Manosphere adopts several key ideas of evolutionary psychology, recycling theories “to 

support a recurring catalogue of claims: that women are irrational, hypergamous, hardwired 

to pair with alpha males, and need to be dominated” (Ging, 2017: 12). As emphasised by 

several prominent blog posts on the topic by the self-described ‘rational male’ and 

Manosphere member Rolo Tomassi (2011; 2012) the most common argument that MM make 

is that women engage in ‘hypergamy’. Hypergamy describes the practice of individuals 

seeking out partners of higher social or economic status (Buckley, 2016). In parts of 

evolutionary psychology (Bokek-Cohen, Peres and Kanazawa, 2008), and within the 

Manosphere, hypergamy relates specifically to the idea that women primarily seek sexual 

relationships only with men of a higher socio-demographic, educational or financial standing. 

MM adopt similar beliefs, arguing that evolutionarily the most successful males are those who 

maximise their opportunities to mate, spreading their genes to as wide a pool as possible. On 

the other hand, due to the potentially significant long-term commitment that can arise from 

sexual behaviour in the form of pregnancy, successful women are required to choose their 

mates more carefully and are more discerning when it comes to having sex. Women seek 

higher status partners, ones who can provide for the child, in terms of genes, money, 

resources and social status (Tomassi, 2011). 

Complaints about hypergamy run throughout the Manosphere. In r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill, 

these complaints primarily focus on the belief that women are only interested in men for their 

money. In a post in r/TheRedPill, a user tells a story about a friend who had been dating a 

woman for four years. Her behaviour started to change when he began earning a lot more 

money, with the OP implying that due to her inherent biological drives she cared more about 

his wealth than about him as a person. Examples include:  

She started getting unjustifiably suspicious. She wanted to know where he 

was at all hours of the day, who he was talking to, who he was texting. 
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She basically ruined their Christmas by being standoffish all day because 

he "only" got her a $500 watch. He said by this time they weren't even having 

sex anymore (!) – she was just resentful and hostile toward him pretty much 

24/7.  

Discussion of hypergamy here both reinforces and overturns culturally held assumptions of 

the relationship between femininity and masculinity to intimacy. As Berlant (2012: 88) argues 

“the institutions and ideologies of romantic/familial love declare woman/women to be the 

arbiters, sources, managers, agents, and victims of intimacy”. The notion of hypergamy, to an 

extent, aligns with this belief, with men asserting that women hold all the keys to intimacy, 

managing and controlling men’s access to their intimate lives. It is through this however that 

men articulate that it is them, and not women, who become the victims – they are the ones 

who are the losers of the norms of desire, sex and love. In this case, women become both a 

threat to masculinity as well as a temptation and, as Berlant (2012: 58) argues, a resolution to 

ambivalence. Women are both the source of desire and pain.  

This focus is often highly racialised and class-based. Hypergamy is a more technical term to 

describe the stereotypical ‘gold digger’, which emerged as a dominant trope in American 

popular culture in the 1920s (Boris, 2021). The ‘gold digger’ trope has been repeated 

consistently in much of Western popular culture, such as in the songs Diamond’s Are A Girl’s 

Best Friend by Carol Channing (and a version by Marilyn Monroe), Material Girl by Madonna, 

and Gold Digger by Kanye West. This concept is directed primarily at primarily poor, African 

American women, forming what Collins (2000) describes as a ‘controlling image’ – a 

stereotype used to justify racist, sexist, and class-based oppression. As ‘gold diggers’, women, 

specifically women of colour, are denigrated as mooching off those who do the ‘work’ of society 

(Sandlin et. al. 2011).  

Through my lurking, I noted this racialised discourse was most prominent in r/MGTOW. More 

than the other two subreddits, r/MGTOW comprises the sharing of memes and content from 

other social media platforms. One of the most common of these were screenshots of African 

American men complaining about the ‘gold digging’ of their African American female partners. 

One popular post features an African-American woman opening Christmas presents from her 

African-American boyfriend. The first present is a piece of paper that says “light bill”, the next 

says “car bill”, then “rent” and so on. The video ends with him saying "I've been paying this all 

year long, Merry Christmas". In the post people then comment about how ridiculous it is that 

he pays for all these things, but then she expects to get Christmas presents. She is portrayed 

as being obsessed with commodities, an example of the “sly, conniving, manipulative, 
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materialistic, sexually aggressive African-African woman whose appetites are subject to very 

little self-control” (Neuback & Cazenave, 2001: 127). Given the racial make-up of Reddit 

(which as I detailed in Chapter 2 is predominantly young, white, and centred in the United 

States), it is highly likely that these memes are shared by white men, who perpetuate a racist 

picture of the gold-digging African American. This is justified however by sharing the narrative 

through the lens of African American men, with this providing cover for the racist content. 

While MM will frequently complain about white women, through my lurking, I noticed a greater 

willingness to share images of African American women, highlighting potentially that they were 

more comfortable criticising these women through images and memes.  

In r/Braincels the focus on hypergamy is slightly different, with a primary belief that women 

are only interested in men’s looks. Incels’ inability to obtain relationships, they argue, arises 

primarily from their physical status – with complaints about their short stature, jaw structure, 

hairline and other physical imperfections. Members of r/Braincels talk about the distinction 

between Chads, Stacys, and Beckys. Chads are the good-looking guys, those who are 

attractive and of socially high status and have easy access to sex with women. Stacys are 

women who are hyperfeminine, attractive and unattainable. They only date Chads. Beckys 

are ‘average women’, who, despite their averageness still only aspire to date Chads.  

Incels then refer to themselves, and the majority of men as ‘betas’, ‘cuckolds’, or ‘cucks’. Betas 

or cucks are the ‘good guys’, who either can’t get a date or end up only dating women after 

they have finally given up on chasing chads. MM argue that women engage in ‘alpha fuck/beta 

buck behaviours’, in which they ‘fuck’ the alpha to have his child, but then leave him to settle 

down with the ‘beta’, who ends up providing financially for a kid that is not his (Tomassi, 2011). 

Cucks are looked down upon by women, who resent being stuck with them in the end. Many 

MM identify themselves as these ‘good guys’, being used (either historically or currently) by 

women who are only interested in them for their money. This is popularised in the ‘virgin vs 

chad’ meme (Figure 6: The Virgin vs. Chad meme), which is popular in r/Braincels. The left of 

this meme represents the incel, a skinny man, who is looking down at the ground, lacks 

confidence, has a slouched back, and is wearing glasses and basic clothes. He is positioned 

next to the ‘chad’ who is muscular, with a chiselled jaw, large bulge, cool hairdo and interesting 

and colourful clothes.  
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Figure 6: The Virgin vs. Chad meme 

 

The man on the left is portrayed and perceived as an inevitable failure, there is nothing he can 

do to escape his position as a beta. Hypergamy and the other factors of evolutionary 

psychology place an inherent limit on men’s potential for happiness, leaving them as the 

inevitable virgin looking glumly at the ground as he walks away.  

There is no alternative 

Central to this narrative is the belief that hypergamy is inherently embedded within gender 

relations, and there are facts that men cannot escape in their relationships with women. This 

is an important element of the male complaint. The complaint is what Berlant describes as an 

‘aesthetic “witnessing” of injury’ (Berlant, 1988:243). Through this witnessing, the complaint 

does not suggest potential solutions, with this being integral to the complaint itself. As Berlant 

(1988: 244) argues, “the female complaint registers the speaker’s frustration, rage, abjection, 

and heroic self-sacrifice, in an oppositional utterance that declares its limits in its very saying.” 

This is the same for the male complaint. Men do not seek answers to the problems of 

hypergamy, because they believe hypergamy is fundamental to female sexuality.  

This lack of potential action is deeply intertwined with evolutionary psychology. Evolutionary 

psychology is used to embed a belief “in the existence of a universal ‘truth’ of sexuality” 

(O’Neill, 2018: 114), which has the ultimate effect “that purported differences between women 
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and men – and the inequalities these occasion – are naturalised as a matter of ‘genetic 

inheritance” (O’Neill 2018, 114). Biological essentialism and evolutionary psychology frame 

social relations between men and women as “subject to the laws of nature, rather than men” 

(Wetherell and Edley, 2001: 452). As Graeber describes, life is reduced to become “a mere 

instrument for the propagation of DNA sequences” (Graeber 2014) with humans acting solely 

through their biological needs to reproduce. This means that “any attempt to reshape these 

relations is liable to be cast as supremely ignorant and potentially delusional, tantamount to a 

denial of evolution itself” (O’Neill, 2018: 130).  

Tapping directly into changing understandings of sex and relationships within the network 

society, The Red Pill is therefore a philosophy based on a belief that ‘there is no alternative’. 

Sex has historically been strongly associated with hegemonic systems of production through 

what Illouz (2013: 5) terms ‘emotional capitalism’, “in which emotional and economic 

discourses and practices mutually shape each other”. The system of Fordism created a 

hegemonic narrative of sex, in which “legitimate sexual acts and sexual pleasures were those 

which corresponded to the Fordist production process – repetitive and reproducible detailed 

tasks with a single endpoint in mind (Hawkes, 1996: 105).” This endpoint was reproduction, 

which was a focus in the post-war period and the era of the baby boom. Sex came to be 

understood as a product, the outcome of a “preordained labour process” (Hawkes 1996: 105).  

With the emergence of a post-Fordist network society, this hegemonic narrative has shifted. 

While the network society emphasises adaptability and versatility, this has not expanded 

collective sexual imagery but instead constrained it further (Jackson and Scott, 1997; O’Neill, 

2018). Instead, the shift to post-Fordism has resulted in the systematisation of sex, with a 

specific “extension of managerial logics to the realm of emotional life” (O’Neill, 2018: 93). This 

is viewable through the language of the Manosphere, in which participants associate 

evolutionary biology with a logic of individualism, one centred on rational individuals engaging 

in acts that maximise individual benefits (O’Neill 2018). Nature is treated as a “universe of 

rational calculation driven by an apparently irrational imperative to unlimited growth” (Graeber 

2014). McKinnon (2005) describes this as ‘genetic individualism’, arguing that evolutionary 

psychology naturalises “a conception of human life that reduces social relations and human 

behaviour to the product of self-interested competition between individuals” (2005: 43).  

This rationalisation of sex is exemplified by a common term used in the Manosphere: the 

‘sexual marketplace’. MM argue that sex occurs in a marketplace, in which each individual 

has their own ‘value’, and individual competition in sexual relations is seen as natural and 

inevitable (O’Neill 2018). Almost contradictorily, this results in a focus on ‘choice’ (Donaghue, 
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2015), with individuals seen as entering the marketplace and making the best decisions based 

on the value of those others on the market. Evolutionary psychology, therefore, provides an 

ostensibly apolitical account as to the ‘why’ of sex/gender differences, with individualised 

‘choices’ being “understood as following from ‘natural’ psychological sex/gender differences 

that are the cumulative result of many millennia of distinct adaptive pressures faces by women 

and men that have acted to shape the very biological architecture of male and female brains” 

(Donaghue, 2015: 363)     

Thus in the Manosphere, sex with women is seen as something measurable and that should 

be achieved through the use of particular strategies. As a commentor in a post in r/TheRedPill 

argues, “sexual strategy is amoral” – it is simply a set of rules to be followed to manage the 

realities of the sexual marketplace. This is particularly true of spaces such as r/TheRedPill 

and the seduction community (O’Neill, 2018), which use specific tactics to create a blueprint 

for how to have successful relationships. This narrative plays out in r/Braincels and r/MGTOW 

as well. In these communities, the dominant ideas of sex and sexual relationships are 

identified and inherently assumed to be true, with members then declaring a desire to either 

opt out of the rituals (as in r/MGTOW) or engage in complaints that they do not have the tools 

(primarily their physical looks or social skills) to be able to play the game (as in r/Braincels).  

As Tyler notes, however, this managerial approach limits the potentiality of sex. This 

imperative “does not simply repress sex but suppresses (or rather arrests) the inter-

subjectivity of eroticism” (Tyler, 2004: 101). This makes it difficult, if not impossible, to see sex 

as anything other than transactional, removing much of the intimacy that can underpin this act 

(Tyler, 2004). Mutuality in sexual relationships is treated as inherently impossible, with sex 

occurring entirely within the competitive nature of the marketplace.  

Manosphere participants, therefore, engage in a form of ‘reflexive impotence’ (Fisher 2009), 

a belief that, no matter how bad the situation is, it is ultimately inescapable. This acts in a 

somewhat contradictory manner. While MM express a deep desire for intimacy and 

relationships with women, they at the same time argue that due to the logic of the sexual 

marketplace this is simply not possible. The Manosphere furthers the belief, predominant 

particularly in neoliberal capitalism, that there are no alternatives, legitimating ‘taking’ The Red 

Pill to the point that it becomes a “self-fulfilling prophecy” (Fisher, 2009: 21). As will be explored 

in further depth in Chapter 7 this can result in depression for many men, who, after taking The 

Red Pill do not achieve the individual emancipation they are hoping for, but instead experience 

further depression and alienation.  
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As a means of bringing men into the sphere, however, this narrative provides a strong 

emotional pull. The Red Pill provides a coherent framework through which men can 

understand their problems, and more importantly can see the Manosphere as the space to 

address them. It provides the means through which men can anchor themselves in a realistic, 

critical assessment of what it means to live as an x (Berlant, 2008) – or in other words, it gives 

them space to understand their lives as men. The Red Pill provides men with an ‘out’ – the 

problems they face in their romantic and sexual relationships are never considered to be their 

fault, but instead caused by the inherently problematic nature of women. This proves to be a 

strong narrative. As one user on r/TheRedPill argues:  

The Red Pill changed my life. It’s funny, I came across the community at a 

time when I’d already been ‘red pilling’ myself for some time. Frustrated with 

life, I was in the early stages of weightlifting, reading myself smart, and 

striving to improve my work situation. And like all of us, I suppose the red 

pill was always in my system, but had been subverted and suppressed by 

societal influences. It’s hard to say whether I found the subreddit or I finally 

grew up and it found me. 

Either way, I was hooked. Those first few weeks I spent hours every night 

devouring red pill content – related books, the handbook, classic posts and 

new posts. It was extremely nourishing – at last after 28 years of frustration 

and confusion I had been offered a structure for living that never failed to 

make sense in reality or eventually make me a happier and better person. 

A central part of the value of The Red Pill is the argument that it is a hard pill to swallow, but 

one that must be taken. The Red Pill gives men specialised knowledge, elevating themselves 

above other men who have not had the guts to take it when required. In another post on 

r/TheRedPill, a user writes a long post about how women will normally have multiple men ‘on 

the go’, and that if she is not particularly clingy to an individual guy that shows that he is not 

her top choice. He argues that guys in that situation need to give up and ‘game’ other women. 

The post is followed by comments such as “This is the type of hard to swallow posts that really 

gravitated me towards this sub. The truth hurts but it's incredibly beneficial.” And “these are 

the posts that sting extra hard, right into the gut. They are also the ones who make you more 

aware.” Taking The Red Pill gives men access to a distinct set of knowledge, creating the 

Manosphere as a version of an ‘in club’, one which can coherently explain the nature of the 

world, and how this drives the problems individual men face within it.    
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Sharing disappointment through knowledge 

Similar to the narratives of love presented in Chapter 4, disappointment in the Manosphere 

becomes real through sharing. Participants consistently reinforce the philosophy of The Red 

Pill through sharing, creating a collective, emotional, knowledge, that binds them together.  

To examine this, it is worth studying one of the most popular threads in my entire data set, 

based on both score and number of comments. r/Braincels is replete with stories from men 

complaining about how they are unable to obtain dates, romance, or sex from women. One of 

these is found in the post below, which was titled A Short Story of a Lonely Guy:   

Most people can have sex and enter relationships. This is just a part of life 

that happens. Sure they go through rejection and hardships like we do but 

they experience a modicum of success to make it worthwhile. For us there 

is no success only failure and people seem to have a hard time grasping 

that.  

I comment on an IT24 post where the OP was talking about online dating and 

how if it worked for him it could work for incels. It took a few tries explaining 

to him that if you're ugly you don't get matches. He asked what I was 

messaging women not getting that I wasn't getting any matches to message. 

He mentioned how he went on numerous dates but only 4 ended up being 

something more as if that is bad. I'd kill (figuratively) to have 1 girl show 

interest in going on 1 date with me let alone 4 that wanted something more.  

I'm a 26 year old who has his life together for the most part (good career, 

nice place, great friends, decent social life etc) but I am so ugly that no 

women is attracted to me. People think the only person who could be in my 

position has to be a neet, neckbeard who hates on everyone and never goes 

outside. This couldn't be further from the truth. Some people just can't come 

to terms with the fact that some people are just not attractive to anyone. 

This post has a very high level of engagement, with a score of 2,130 and 1,850 

comments. It has the 28th highest score in my dataset and the largest number of 

comments. This engagement is evidenced by the tree graph viewable in Figure 7: 

 
24 IT refers to the subreddit r/IncelTears, a subreddit dedicated primarily to mocking and criticising 
incels and incel ideology.  
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Tree network of the r/Braincels post “A Short Story of a Lonely Guy”. Multiple 

discussion threads are branching off the initial post (which sits to the right of the 

network) and a new stream to the left centred around one comment, which spawns 

a large amount of discussion and debate.  

 
Figure 7: Tree network of the r/Braincels post “A Short Story of a Lonely Guy” 

 

A dive into these comments shows a significant connection to the OP’s story, with many talking 

about their similar failures in love and their frustrations about this. This frustration is then used 

to reinforce the tenets of The Red Pill philosophy. One commenter for example talks about the 

‘feminisation of society’ (which I will discuss more in Chapter 6), stating “Worst part is society 
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is so feminized you don't have a masculine order who can sympathise with the lowest men in 

society, and thereby throw them some scraps. Hypergamy rules the roost in a feminist 

society.” Another asks whether the OP’s problem is actually that he is just being picky and 

maybe not willing to sleep with ‘ugly’ women. The OP responds by saying “If a ugly bitch would 

want me then yes. But they don't because they know their sexualmarket valuee is higher so 

yhey hold out til someone more attractive comes. female hypergamy.”  

Comments do not exclusively empathise with the post. r/Braincels is unique amongst the three 

subreddits in that it has several submissions and comments that contradict the overall 

philosophy of the subreddit. Some state that the OP just needs to try harder, with one 

commenter saying “Mate, you’re looking in the wrong places. Even the ugliest of people have 

found romance”. Others suggest practical things the OP can do to change his position, such 

as “To reverse being ugly, wash your hair and brush your teeth, and use deodorant” and 

“Confidence goes a long way”. While these kinds of replies do facilitate some debate, for many 

incels they reinforce their beliefs. People who state these things are labelled as “normies” (i.e. 

non-incels), who, as one person says, “can’t relate to being made an outsider”. The debate 

reinforces the incel identity and the commitment to Red Pill ideology.  

This post is an example of how MM bind together through collective knowledge and 

understanding, one shared and owned by them as a group. This binding, Berlant (2008: viii) 

argues, is one of the core functions of an intimate public, with the public sphere becoming 

intimate through “an expression that the consumers of its particular stuff already share a 

worldview and highly emotional knowledge that they have derived from a broadly common 

historical experience.” The Manosphere articulates a belief in this shared worldview – or a 

‘commonly lived history’ (Berlant, 2008: viii). The creation and sharing of knowledge is held in 

high regard in the Manosphere, with a discussion about the very notion of knowledge itself 

(what it is, how to create it, what material to read etc.) being a theme identified in the topic 

modelling in Chapter 3. This includes discussion about the use of language and different types 

of debates and arguments, the different texts people can and should read to build their 

knowledge, and debate about what type of skills are required to think critically. Participating in 

this community can require a significant investment of time and emotional energy. 

MM take from and build upon these ideas to create their version of a men’s culture, one based 

on ideas around evolutionary psychology. MM seek out, read, and share a range of texts in 

this field. A post from in r/TheRedPill includes a list of texts “for the newly unplugging” (i.e. 

those just entering the Red Pill). The post suggests No More Mr. Nice Guy by conservative 

thinker Robert Glover, The Way of the Superior Man, by the ‘spiritual teacher’ David Deida, 
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as well as texts associated with Manosphere figures, including The Rational Man blog by Rolo 

Tomassi, the books Bang and Day Bang by seduction artist Roosh V, and The Way of Men 

by the far-right ‘masculinist’ author Jack Donovan. MM also turn toward ancient Greek and 

Latin texts, using these as proof that their ideas about sex and sexuality are embedded in 

ancient systems of thought and therefore are authoritative (Zuckerberg, 2018).  

This is another example of men replicating the epistemology of second-wave feminism, which 

centres on the expression of a person’s lived experience to produce knowledge (Budgeon, 

2021). Through sharing stories about their love lives, and specifically about their 

disappointment with them, MM create collective knowledge, which forms the basis of their joint 

identity. MM channel their experiences of love and sex into a political ideology they hope will 

provide them access to a ‘better experience of social belonging’ Berlant (2008: viii). Berlant 

continues:   

In other words, an intimate public is an achievement. Whether linked to 

women or other nondominant people, it flourishes as a porous, affective 

scene of identification among strangers that promises a certain experience 

of belonging and provides a complex consolation, confirmation, discipline 

and discussion of how to live as an x…The intimate public provides anchors 

for realitistic, critical, assessment of the way things are and provides 

material that foments enduring, resisting, overcoming, and enjoying being 

an x.  

The Red Pill provides a means for discussion on the experiences of and how to live as a ‘man’, 

with men framing themselves as nondominant people who have a shared experience of 

disappointment, and as I will articulate in the next chapter, oppression. The Red Pill provides 

the anchor, a means for understanding, enduring, and as I will show later on, resisting and 

overcoming their position as this x.  

Conclusion: The power of the Red Pill  

The Red Pill provides a coherent narrative through which men can understand and express 

their disappointment with love. The Red Pill is how MM understand why love keeps on taking, 

using this philosophy to build what Berlant (2008: 35) describes as ‘pain alliances’. In these 

alliances, the complaint is not a means for action but is a drawcard in and of itself.  

In the next chapter, I expand the horizons of this analysis, arguing that men express this 

disappointment not just in their intimate lives, but in the social and political realms as well. I 
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will articulate how men position themselves as injured subjects, a positionality that takes this 

disappointment about their love lives and transports it to broader complaints about their 

position in society. 
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Chapter 6 - Injury  
In the previous chapter, I examined the Manosphere as a space of ‘disappointment’ about 

love and relationships. Manosphere subreddits however are not like other relationship forums 

on Reddit. Subreddits such as r/relationships or r/relationship_advice often involve complaints 

about partners and the ‘opposite sex’. Discussions in these subreddits however primarily focus 

on individual instances, with participants providing advice on how an OP can address the 

issues raised. MM do not do this. Instead, they turn individual issues into a broader complaint 

about modern society and men’s position within it. This chapter examines how and why men 

do this, thinking about the significance and consequences associated with this observation. 

A significant body of literature has already examined how primarily white, men position 

themselves as the newly oppressed group in the West (Gest, 2016; Hochschild, 2016; Kimmel, 

2017; Brown, 2019; Kiper, 2021). In this chapter, I build upon this work to bring together 

Berlant with Brown (1995; 2019), to examine how MM position themselves as ‘injured 

subjects’, with this subjectivity forming a powerful collective bond for participants.  

In her ground-breaking text States of Injury, Wendy Brown (1995) argues that in the late 20th 

century, marginalised groups worked actively to take ownership over the markers that had 

been previously used as means of their subordination. She argues these groups became 

attached to their marginalisation – an attachment to the ‘wound’ inflicted upon them. Brown’s 

work focused on historically marginalised groups such as women, LGBTIQ communities etc. 

I have done similar work, looking at how the same-sex marriage movement in Australia framed 

LGBTIQ people as ‘injured’ subjects during the successful postal vote on marriage equality in 

the country in 2017 (Copland, 2018). Brown (2019) has since tracked similar trends in the 

contemporary far-right. In this this chapter I follow her lead presenting the first such application 

of this conceptual framework focused solely on the Manosphere.  

This application of Brown’s work is valuable for two reasons. First, in this chapter I analyse 

the broad social conditions that have given rise to MM adopting such an ‘injured’ status, 

specifically claiming that this has been achievable primarily within the context of postfeminism, 

alongside the collapse of mass politics, termed ‘anti-politics’. Second, I look at the affective 

pull of such an approach. I argue that by cultivating their collective status as ‘injured subjects’ 

MM create something generative, an identity to bond around and form a collective 

understanding of the world. Even though this generally renders MM impotent to address these 
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injuries, this presents comfort through shared complaint. This chapter expands the framework 

to explain how MM position themselves and men in modern society. 

As in Berlant’s work, I am not making these observations to agree with MM’s injury 

identification. Much of the ‘injury’ MM proclaim to feel is based on deep misogyny. I do not 

however focus on the specifics of this misogyny, as this has been largely achieved by other 

researchers (e.g. Baele, et. al. 2019; Cottee, 2021; Farrell et. al. 2019; Jane, 2014; Jones et 

al. 2019; Lumsden, 2019; Marwick and Caplan, 2018). Instead, I focus on how this feeling of 

injury plays an important role for MM, alongside the structures that have given rise to it. As 

Kimmel (2018) notes, even if we do not agree with the feelings of these men, that does not 

make them less real. It is important to understand and describe these feelings to grasp the full 

nature of the Manosphere. As Budgeon (2021: 256) argues, in post-truth populism, men’s 

feelings have increasingly grown to be identified as a site of authenticity, with their personal 

experiences frequently being “cited as evidence of the injustice men now face in a society that 

favours women’s interests.”  

This chapter proceeds in four parts. First, I provide a summary of the politics of injury in the 

21st Century, examining specifically what I mean when I say that MM have adopted an ‘injured’ 

status. Then, using examples from the Manosphere, I look at how two phenomena – the rise 

of postfeminism and anti-politics – has allowed men to position themselves in this way. Finally, 

I study what this positioning does for and to men in the Manosphere. In this chapter, I detail 

how men transform their disappointment around sex and relationships into a feeling of injury. 

This feeling is a central part of understanding why the male complaint is powerful for MM.  

Manosphere men as injured subjects 

MM engage in politics and collective subjecthood driven by the notion they have become 

‘injured subjects’, with this injury inflicted upon them by modern society. This is part of a 

particular political current in which ‘injury’ (Brown 1995) and ‘pain’ (Berlant 2002) have become 

a basis for political identity for many groups. In this section, I examine how injury has become 

a key marker in modern politics, and then look at how MM have adopted such a position.  

Berlant (2002: 107 – 108) claims that there has been a “long-standing contest between two 

models of U.S citizenship”, a contest which has bled into other parts of the Western world. On 

one side, they claim, there is the ‘classic model’, in which “each citizen’s value is secured by 

an equation between abstractness and emancipation: a cell of national identity provides 

juridically protected personhood for citizens regardless of anything specific about them.” This 
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model claims that citizenship is colour, sex, sexuality and ability-blind, with all individuals 

having access to citizenship despite any social or economic differences. This model, Berlant 

(2002) claims, however, has been challenged, particularly during labour, feminist, and 

antiracist struggles. These struggles created “another version of the nation”. This nation “is 

peopled by suffering citizens and noncitizens whose structural exclusion from the utopian-

American dreamscape exposes the states claim of legitimacy and virtue…” (Berlant, 2002: 

107 – 108)  

It is this second model that underpins the injured status that has been adopted by many 

marginalised groups. In her groundbreaking text States of Injury, Brown (1995) argues that 

since the 1980s mainstream left and identity politics has shifted away from concepts of 

freedom, instead toward recognising and redressing injuries that have been inflicted upon 

minority groups. This turn toward injury is based on reinscribing and reinforcing what 

Nietzsche describes as ressentiment – the “moralising revenge of the powerless” – “the 

triumph of the weak as the weak” (Brown, 1995, p. 66-7). Ressentiment describes repressed 

feelings of hatred and envy (for example, from being denied the first model of citizenship 

Berlant describes), which both simultaneously cannot be satisfied, and is transformed into 

hostility toward the ‘other’ (Salmela and von Scheve, 2017). Moods of Ressentiment in modern 

liberalism are often the results of an ongoing sense of collective failure, one created by the 

demands placed upon individuals to be self-reliant and self-made (Nietzsche, 1989; Brown, 

1995). As Brown (1995: 67) argues:  

It is their [individuals] situatedness within the power, their production by 

power, and liberal discourse’s denial of this situatedness and production that 

cast the liberal subject into failure, the failure to make itself in the context of 

a discourse in which its self-making is assumed, indeed, is its assumed 

nature. 

Brown's text focused on how this sense of failure, created by their inability to achieve an 

idealised version of ‘citizenship’, shaped the political identity of social minority groups. These 

populations, unable to live up to the expectations in which ‘self-making is assumed’, instead 

attached themselves to their very inability to achieve this.  

While historical minority groups continue to abide by such politics, recently, MM, alongside the 

right more broadly, have actively adopted a similar positionality and narrative. A growing body 

of research (i.e. Gest, 2016; Hochschild, 2016; Kimmel 2017; Brown, 2019; Kiper, 2021) has 

found a potent cohort of historically dominant groups in Western nations that feel a growing 
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ressentiment to changes in their social status, with this feeling being exploited by populist 

movements (Betz, 2002: 198; Salmela and von Scheve, 2017). The ressentiment of far-right 

and populist movements is based on a belief that individuals have been injured in multiple 

ways – due to their race, socio-economic status, jobs, gender, political beliefs etc. (Gest, 2016; 

Hochschild, 2016). Brown (2019) has also addressed this trend, identifying that growing 

ressentiment amongst primarily white men in Western countries is occurring through a feeling 

of ‘dethronement’, in which individuals believed that their nation had been lost by growing 

social and economic changes. 

This sentiment is prominent in the Manosphere, with MM transferring their complaints about 

sex and relationships to a broader sense of being injured by modern society. Figure 8: 

r/MGTOW post “Found this on Facebook, next thing you know they’ll have women only water 

fountains”, taken from r/MGTOW25 with 2,608 upvotes and 384 comments, exemplifies this 

injured subjecthood. It features a screenshot from Facebook of a sign in a parking garage 

indicating a women’s only section of parking. The OP on Facebook comments with “Men are 

the new n****s I promise. I'm so tired of this feminist movement shit”. The commenter on Reddit 

adds the headline “Found this on Facebook, next thing you know they’ll have women only 

water fountains”. 
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Figure 8: r/MGTOW post “Found this on Facebook, next thing you know they’ll have women only 
water fountains” 

 

The post positions presumably white men as a newly subordinated and marginalised group, 

one whose subordination has been inflicted upon them specifically by the amorphous notion 

of ‘feminism’. In the case of the Manosphere, this attachment to injury is specifically related to 

a belief in an attack on masculinity that is creating a ‘crisis of masculinity’. This crisis is not 

occurring to men in general but suggests a version of a ‘white grievance’ (Kiper, 2021). By 

saying that white men are the new ‘n****s’, the post immediately excludes the experience of 

black men, who have always been ‘n****s’ and have historically faced this sort of persecution. 

A topic that has been discussed in popular literature since at least the 1980s – a long time for 
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a ‘crisis’ – the crisis in masculinity articulates a belief that men and boys are facing specific 

challenges resulting in poor social and economic outcomes (Edley, 2017). Examples of this 

crisis include men’s high suicide rates, poor results in school, and high rates of death at work 

(Edley, 2017). MM blame this ‘crisis’ on attacks on men such as this parking sign, which they 

believe to be an example of a broader devaluation of men as a social group.  

This crisis is expressed through what Berlant (2011) describes as a systemic crisis, or “crisis 

ordinariness”, in which crisis is not an aberration, but a constant state of being, which is part 

of a broader impasse of late modernity. Due to class bifurcation, downward mobility, and 

environmental, political and social brittleness, Berlant (2011: 11) argues this impasse creates 

“manifest crisis situations in ordinary existence for more kinds of people”. With the collapse of 

manual labour and the rise of the service sector in the Western world, this has a particular 

impact on many men, whose modes of existence are fundamentally changing in the 21st 

Century (Illouz, 2008: 236). This has made Berlant’s (2002) first model of citizenship less 

available for a growing proportion of the populace, with groups that have historically seen 

themselves within that model having a different image of the nation. They no longer see 

themselves as having access to true citizenship because of changes in social circumstances, 

and in turn, position themselves as injured.   

Despite this, this injured subjecthood maintains a connection to this past, universal idea of 

citizenship that flattens race, sex, sexuality etc. Figure 8: r/MGTOW post “Found this on 

Facebook, next thing you know they’ll have women only water fountains” highlights the 

centrality and default assumption of whiteness, with this subordination of men being perceived 

as a ‘new’ positionality. The author and commenters do not consider the context of white 

supremacy in the United States and the potential that some members may have been subject 

to the histories of racism these men are now supposedly experiencing, including having 

experienced (themselves or family members) being assigned to use of specific water fountains 

because of state-sponsored segregation. 

The comments, displayed in Figure 9: Tree network of r/MGTOW post – "Found this on 

Facebook, next thing you know they’ll have women only water fountains" reiterate this position. 

This post has an extremely high level of engagement compared to others I study in this thesis, 

suggesting collective identification with the ideas expressed. This includes six discussion 

threads of ten or more comments, alongside several other smaller threads.  



93 

 

Figure 9: Tree network of r/MGTOW post – "Found this on Facebook, next thing you know they’ll 
have women only water fountains" 

 

Notably very few commenters question the framing of the post, specifically the use of the n-

word. One commenter, for example, says “Feminism is the new KKK of the 21st Century” and 

another adds “At least black people got their own drinking fountains and schools and shit. 

Where are the shitty “Men’s Parking zones?” These comments reinforce the explicit racism of 

this post, with no individuals questioning the use of the language or the comparison to 

segregation. While such explicit racist posts are rare in the community on Reddit (although 

not in the Manosphere overall (Ging, 2017)), this highlights how such ideas are sewn into the 

fabric of the community – and therefore this casual racism, like the casual sexism, is not 

subject to censure. 
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MM adopt an injured status, in which they believe they are increasingly being denied access 

to an idealised version of citizenship. This status is highly normative, with MM not recognising 

the historic subordination of others, but instead simply seeking out access to a form of 

citizenship they believe has been lost. Over the rest of this chapter, I will examine how MM 

have come to adopt this injured status, positioning it within the postfeminist and anti-political 

context. In the next section, I examine how MM talk about their injury as being caused by the 

‘feminisation of society’. This argument is possible solely within the context of postfeminism, 

which gives space for MM to not just critique feminism, but to articulate an injured status in 

relationship to it.   

The feminisation of society and the loss of masculinity 

One of the ongoing criticisms of feminism, particularly from the right, is that it punishes women 

for undertaking stereotypically feminine roles and attacks their inherent womanhood. In their 

original 1988 article on the Female Complaint, for example, Berlant starts by detailing an 

article from Erica Jong in the 1986 Vanity Fair. Jong describes a scene in which she was 

booed off a stage by a “feminist audience of the lesbian-separatist variety for reading a series 

of poems that celebrated pregnancy and birth while affirming a women’s strength and power” 

(Berlant, 1988: 240). Jong claims “the storm troops of feminism have lost touch with the grass 

roots: all those women who wanted to live with men and have babies” (cited in Berlant, 1988: 

240). Feminism has become a “feverishly anti-male and anti-nuclear family” ideology. Berlant 

(1988: 240) argues “the scene of feminist horror, shame and embarrassment narrated by Jong 

is a symptom of a quandary within feminism about what it means to be a woman.”  

In this section, I examine how MM use such debates to position themselves as ‘injured 

subjects’. MM argue that society has been ‘feminised’. MM then attempt to reinscribe an 

idealised version of citizenship, one based in essentialised ideas of masculinity and feminity. 

Through this section, I show how MM transform their complaints about sex and relationships 

into a broader positionality in the modern world. MM take their private complaints and make 

them highly public.  

This quandary about what it means to be a ‘woman’ is a central tenet of postfeminism. 

Postfeminism both ‘takes into account’ and ‘undoes’ feminism through a new sexual contract, 

which acts as part of a wider redefinition of gender relations (McRobbie, 2009). This unspoken 

‘new sexual contract’ asserts that in the past decades women have been invited to take up a 

range of entitlements and opportunities, such as access to education and qualifications, 

participation in the workforce, new sexual freedoms etc. In taking these ‘entitlements’, women 
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are now expected to give up feminism. This sexual contract is a “form of power which entails 

negotiations at the social and cultural level with the objective of a settlement within the field of 

sexuality” (McRobbie, 2009:90). Postfeminism calls for a ‘womanhood’ in which women align 

to an idealised version of neoliberal subjecthood in which they trade access into the market 

for dropping other demands of the movement.     

Through their critiques of feminism, which is spoken about in the broadest way possible, MM 

assert that women, specifically those who still call themselves feminists, have not abided by 

this contract. Feminism, they claim, continues to work to enhance women’s position in the 

sexual and economic marketplace, giving them unfair advantages in sexual competition, and 

society more generally. The culprit – or agent – of the injury inflicted upon men, therefore, is 

a feminism that has gone ‘too far’. This depiction of feminism is described in an introductory 

post to r/TheRedPill, which states bluntly that “Feminism is a sexual strategy” (emphasis in 

original). The post claims that it is this that has led to the growth of the Manosphere:   

Why have we grown so quickly? 

Because there's truth in the red pill. Because men are realizing that the 

sexual marketplace has shifted away from what we've been taught. Men 

who grew up over thirty years ago are discovering the world has changed. 

Men who are still growing up – from the 80s, 90s, and even the last decade, 

they're starting to realize that what their parents taught them, what television 

and chick flicks taught them, what church and sunday school taught them... 

it's all wrong. 

This post articulates that something has gone ‘wrong’ with society and that everything men 

have been taught has been incorrect. The labelling of ‘what’ is not made explicit. Instead, it is 

assumed, with the OP expecting other participants to simply understand what he means. This 

articulation indicates the existence of an assumed collective belief in the crisis of masculinity, 

one that can bind men together. Part of its power resides in the fact that the wrongness it is 

not articulated in depth – that statement it’s all wrong is sufficiently open-ended to be filled 

with many quarrels and concerns that MM might bring to the keyboard. 

MM position feminism not as a movement for economic or social equality, but solely as a 

‘sexual strategy’. Here MM directly transfer their disappointment and complaints about sex 

and relationships to broader social questions. This post, and MM in general, identify ‘social 

differences’ as core to their suffering, creating a moralistic worldview where ressentiment 
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divides the world into good and evil (Lyman, 2004; Nietzsche, 1989). Ressentiment must find 

a means through which to “avenge its hurt and redistribute its pain” (Nietzsche, 1989: 127), 

which occurs through the identification of “an agent; still more specifically, a guilty agent who 

is susceptible to suffering – in short, some living thing upon which he can, on some pretext or 

other, vent his affects, actually or in effigy” (Nietzsche, 1989: 127). As Brown (1995: 68) 

argues:  

Ressentiment in this context is a triple achievement: it produces an affect 

(rage, righteousness) that overwhelms the hurt; it produces a culprit 

responsible for that hurt; and it produces a site of revenge to displace the 

hurt (a place to inflict hurt as the sufferer has been hurt).  

In this case, the good is men, while the evil is women and feminists who are inflicting this 

crisis, injury, and pain upon men through going ‘too far’ in their movement.  

Reinscribing the ‘ideal’ citizen 

The assumption is not just that women seek to become dominant through feminism. Some 

individuals also argue that feminism has fundamentally changed men. One of the core tenets 

of an ‘injured subjecthood’ is a complaint from individuals of exclusion from an “ostensible 

universal” – a white, middle-class, masculinist version of the ideal citizen (Brown, 1995: 65). 

Groups engage in a protest around their inability to access a universal notion of personhood 

and citizenship. MM articulate something similar, claiming a belief that the very notion of a 

universal ideal has been broken down, to the detriment of all men. In response to this, MM 

valorise an essentialised version of masculinity, one which sees men as inherently strong, 

rational, logical, individual, and conflict-oriented, while femininity is inherently associated with 

emotion, weakness, cooperation, and collectivity (Nicholas and Agius, 2017). MM argue 

feminism has unfairly criticized and challenged this notion of masculinity, taking away what it 

means for men to be men. This forms the basis of a personal ‘crisis’ in masculinity, with injury 

being due to the loss of a “we” (Ahmed, 2004: 39), a belief that feminisation has taken away 

a coherent sense of manhood.  

I examine this through a post on r/TheRedPill, simply titled Vagina Envy. The post offers a 

critique both of men and women for trying to reverse their natural roles and inherent 

womanness/manness. It starts by critiquing women, and through this, feminism, for attempting 

to make women like men – what MM call ‘penis envy’.  

We have a lot of posts rightfully scoffing at chicks and their penis envy. 
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Women are so turned around that they think the path to happiness is by 

acting like a man. 

**The Modern Woman:** *I will become highly educated. I will build a 

successful career and make lots of money. I will have sex with as many 

partners as I can* 

Women who enter their masculine frame and start acting like men end up 

miserable and lonely. We all know it, and we clearly see it playing out in 

society. 

Similar to postfeminism, MM argue for a particular type of essentialised womanhood and 

manhood. In this essentialised vision of gender, women are seen as inherently emotional and 

best suited to the private sphere, while men are rational and best suited to the public sphere 

(Sheller and Urry 2003; Sheller 2004; Hjorth 2018). MM to an extent align with the critique 

made by Jong, at the start of this section (see p.94), arguing that feminism has attempted to 

overturn this ‘natural grassroots order’, and that feminism has not only hurt men but women 

as well. They align with a movement present in the far-right labelled ‘trad wives’, in which 

conservative white women actively promote traditional notions of womanhood to reinforce the 

strength of white society (Kelly, 2018). Like the tradwife movement, MM engage in attempts 

at concern for women, frequently posting stories of women being attacked by other (feminist) 

women, or statistics showing women being deeply unhappy due to the changing nature of 

their roles.   

The post then argues that men also participate in role reversal. While women have ‘penis 

envy’ men have ‘vagina envy’. As the OP states:  

But there is a much more nefarious and less-frequently discussed 

phenomenon that I find much more disturbing. 

Vagina envy. 

Men are cutting off their own balls, their own masculinity, and acting like they 

wish they had a vagina. 

**The Modern Man:** *I can't wait to find a chick to settle down with. I will sit 

around doing nothing meaningful with myself, praying for Mrs. Right to save 
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me from my boring life. I want to cuddle on the couch with her and whisper 

sweet nothings. My greatest ambition in life is to find the Right One.* 

Barf. 

While much of the anger within the Manosphere is targeted at women and feminism, this is a 

good example of how this extends to other men as well. Green (2019) for example examines 

virulent attacks on two young men who appeared at a protest against Donald Trump, who 

were then labelled online by members of sites such as 4chan and Reddit as ‘cucks’ and ‘fags’ 

and heavily harassed. Through being aligned with social justice and feminist causes these 

men were seen as traitors to men and masculinity. Kimmel (2018) similarly argues that far-

right and white supremacist organisations ‘other’ some men. Far-right groups, for example, 

label gay men as both hyper-masculine, through their promiscuity, and at the same time hypo 

masculine by being weak and effeminate. They label African Americans as hyper-masculine 

by being violent and sexually rapacious, while also being hypo masculine through the reliance 

on welfare and inability to provide for their family. Men attack other men they believe have the 

wrong balance of masculinity, othering them from the good white men who abide by the values 

of “traditional” white society.  

Tapping into this history, this post represents a reaction against what some theorists have 

described as a ‘softening’ of masculinity (de Boise, 2015; Forrest, 2010; McCormack, 2012; 

McCormack and Anderson, 2010; Roberts, 2013), or the rise of the ‘new’ (Morgan, 1992), or 

‘metrosexual’ (Simpson, 1994) man. These notions have been routinely challenged. As the 

sociologist and writer on gender and feminist theory, de Boise (2015) points out, there is little 

evidence of actual changes in men’s behaviour in, for example, conducting domestic duties. 

Research has also challenged the notion that men were not previously ‘emotional’ or 

‘sensitive’, with strong evidence to suggest that, despite stereotypes, men have always 

engaged in this behaviour (de Boise, 2015). This is true for MM as well, with participants 

frequently using emotional language and discussing sensitive and personal topics (see for 

example Rafail and Freitas, 2019).  

Despite this, the concepts of the ‘new man’ or ‘softening masculinity’ have become common 

in popular press and academia alike (de Boise, 2015), and have become a point of contention 

for MM. MM argue that the ‘softening of masculinity’ is a key tenet of the crisis of masculinity, 

turning men into women and denying them their natural manhood. This is emphasised by the 

very notion of ‘vagina envy’, which creates a direct link between ‘feminine’ traits such as 
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‘cuddling on the couch whispering sweet nothings’, with an essentialised notion of the 

‘woman’.  

The post suggests that seeking to be a woman, through a ‘softening’ of masculinity, is 

inherently problematic for men and something they should work to avoid. They should do so 

not just for themselves, but also because women are more attracted to ‘masculine’ traits. The 

post ends by providing advice to men, in line with broader advice given in r/TheRedPill. The 

OP says:  

When our boys stop acting like chicks, maybe our women will stop acting 

like dudes. 

Final thought: 

You don't become the King by chasing after the Queen. The Queen comes 

naturally, as a byproduct of you *being the fucking King.* 

So chase the crown, never a bitch. 

This ‘crown’ is masculinity – the required behaviours, as well societal expectations that attract 

women to men. Masculinity is not just a behaviour that is inherently good for men, but what 

women are attracted to as well. Implied here is a broader failure due to the feminisation of 

society. This feminisation has not just impacted an individual’s sense of self, but also societal 

and sexual relationships. It changes how men and women act around each other and shifts 

the way society functions. This, MM argue, creates broader societal problems.   

The anti-male state 

MM’s injured status however does not just arrive through the politics of postfeminism. In 

addition, it is based on a growing distrust of politics, which has shifted political conflict to the 

cultural sphere, encouraging disengagement with politics as a solution to these injuries.  

In addition to their critiques of feminism, MM also complain about the role of the modern liberal 

state, claiming it has aligned heavily with feminist interests to actively oppress and subjugate 

men. The state has become an injuring party, harming men *as men*. Figure 10: r/MGTOW 

post is an image shared on a post on r/MGTOW. This image pictures a veteran holding up a 

sign claiming he has done active duty in Iraq and Afghanistan, won medals for bravery, and 

suffered a disability. He claims that after being honourably discharged to spend time with his 
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children, he now has to pay tens of thousands of dollars in child support and has zero custody. 

Posts such as this focus on men’s ‘service’, stating men have done all the work to build and 

protect Western society. Despite his service, this post claims he has been left behind by a 

government dominated by feminism. The state acts against basic decency and logic, as well 

as the interests of men.  

 

 

Figure 10: r/MGTOW post “this is how feminism and the government that supports it, pay our 
troops for their service.” 

 

Berlant (2008:10) notes that antagonism to politics is common in intimate publics, which are 

created as juxtapolitical spheres “of people attached to each other by a sense that there is a 

common emotional world available to those individuals who have been marked by the 

historical burden of being harshly treated in a generic way and who have more than survived 

social negativity by making an aesthetic and spiritual scene that generates relief from the 

politics.” Politics is rejected as it threatens this scene. Politics “requires active antagonism”, 

which makes it “often seen as a field of threat, chaos, degradation, or retraumatization than a 

condition of possibility.”  

This disillusionment with politics however is not just limited to intimate publics. It is being felt 

through a growing sentiment in Western nations described by some theorists as ‘anti-politics’. 

Mete (2010: 39 - 40) defines anti-politics to be:  
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made up of the sum of the critical discussions, attitudes and actions directed 

against political actors and institutions by different individuals who in a 

variety of roles form part of the political community (political leaders, 

ordinary people, political militants, journalists, businessmen, exponents of 

civil society etc.). Anti-political criticism particularly focuses on political 

parties and professional politicians, who are accused of being corrupt, 

inefficient, parasitic, incapable, arrogant, open to bribery and remote from 

people’s needs. 

These “critical discussions, attitudes and actions” are being realised through a broad, and 

growing sense of political disenchantment amongst the general voting public in liberal 

democracies (Schedler, 1996; Hay, 2007; Mete, 2010; Mair, 2013; Clarke et al, 2016). Anti-

politics is expressed in multiple ways, including the belief that politics is overtaken by vested 

interests, that politicians and other leaders of institutions cannot be trusted, and that political 

and economic systems are fundamentally designed to work against ‘regular people’. Anti-

politics can represent both genuine disenchantment as well as rhetorical tools used by ‘anti-

politicians’ (i.e. Donald Trump, Boris Johnson, Pauline Hanson) for individual success 

(Humphrys and Tietze, 2013). The anti-political sentiment is growing across much of the 

Western world (see, for example, Mete, 2010; Mair, 2013; Humphrys, Copland and Mansillo, 

2021), and has been proposed as a cause of some of the largest political events in recent 

history, including the success of Donald Trump (Rudolph, 2019) and Brexit (Flinders, 2018).  

The rhetoric used by MM is distinctly anti-political in nature. These complaints are replayed 

repeatedly throughout the comments on the image in Figure 10: r/MGTOW post “this is how 

feminism and the government that supports it, pay our troops for their service.” This post is 

one of the most popular in r/MGTOW, with a score of 2,300. The number of comments is 

proportionally much lower at 217 (although high on average for the subreddit), suggesting this 

post is part of the trend where users indicate votes based on glances of content and then 

move on with little engagement. The engagement that does occur is viewable in Figure 11: 

Tree network of the r/MGTOW post “This is how feminism and the government that supports 

it, pay our troops for their service”. Like many of the other tree networks, there is a thick band 

of engagement surrounding the initial post, followed by a smaller number of comments that 

result in ongoing engagement.  

 



102 

 

Figure 11: Tree network of the r/MGTOW post “This is how feminism and the government that 
supports it, pay our troops for their service” 

 

Most notable is one comment to the right of the post, which spawns a range of different 

discussion threads. This comment is 675 words long and has a score of 451. The comment is 

reportedly written by an army surgeon who claims the “thot26 spouse population is on epidemic 

proportions with the military”. He claims that “when the Men get deployed, the mothers neglect 

their children medically, personally, and financially. The spouses and children get free 

healthcare, and they still refuse to bring them in to get checked out.” Further, he claims women 

consistently sleep around when men are on deployment, spending their time “rid(ing) the cock 

carousal”. In the meantime, he argues that Government always favours women. He says:  

 
26 Thot is an acronym meaning ‘that ho over there’.  
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For enlisted, if you are caught cheating, you’ll be reduced in rank. If your 

spouse is caught cheating, she’ll sue for divorce and get full custody of the 

children. 

 

For officers, if you’re caught cheating, YOU WILL GO TO JAIL. If your 

spouse is caught cheating, she’ll sue for divorce and get full custody of the 

children.   

The claim is the liberal state engages in a sustained attack against men as a collective. MM 

look at politics and Government with suspicion, believing it has been taken over by elite 

interests (feminism) to work against the regular populace (men).  

This critique of politics however does not extend necessarily to the nation-state as a concept. 

Many of the replies to the comment above criticise men for joining the army given the way 

they are supposedly treated. One commenter for example says “Men should opt-out from 

serving in this cucked military. Let foids27 try to join military and enjoy the shitshow and childs 

play.” The original commenter disagrees, stating we should not criticise men who enlist but 

instead recognise the varied reasons they do so. In response to the criticism, he edits his initial 

comment (a function possible in Reddit to allow individuals to add extra information) to say:  

People join for a number of reasons, but the primary ones I've found in my 

6 years is that it is, in my opinion, the LAST BASTION for Men for potential 

benefits and educational opportunities. The other two are because they are 

patriots, or they have no-where else to go and would be homeless 

otherwise. I joined as a patriot when I watched the Veteran healthcare 

system step into the light and just how terribly veterans, especially male 

vets, were being treated. These Men put their hearts and souls into their 

lives, families and country because that's what Men do. That's what we've 

always done.  

The commenter implies that society has become so difficult for men that the army is the LAST 

BASTION for those trying to deal with this constant crisis. The OP recognises that men may 

often struggle to find educational opportunities or face the chance of being homeless. But 

many of the potential underlying causes of these problems – economic and social – go 

unquestioned. This is common in a politics of injury, in which many of the injuries inflicted by 

 
27 Short for femoids this is a term that refers to women and is popular primarily within the incel 
community.  
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capitalism go unchallenged (Brown, 1995). This results in MM turning toward other markers 

of social difference to “bear all the weight of the sufferings produced by capitalism…” (Brown, 

1995: 60). 

MM end up in a somewhat contradictory position. They recognise the injuries inflicted upon 

them by capitalism. However, while criticising politics, they still align themselves with the idea 

of ‘the nation’ and capitalism. Accepting the limitations of these structures, they seek other 

explanations for their disappointment, placing women, feminism and corrupt and distrustful 

politicians as having all of the weight of their sufferings produced by capitalism. As the 

commenter on this post says: “Love your country, hate your government”, a sentiment that is 

common in anti-political rhetoric, and of the right-wing populist movements of the 21st Century, 

which have often critiqued current governments while looking back romantically at an 

imagined past in which the nation-state was nobler (Brown, 2019).   

Gender and the culture wars 

This anti-political sentiment has created space for gendered culture wars on platforms like 

Reddit. Culture wars describe a cultural battle between social groups that seek the dominance 

of values, beliefs and practices and are common across media, social media and politics 

(George and Huynh, 2009). The postfeminist era has seen a re-articulation of a ‘battle of the 

sexes mentality’, particularly driven by the broader right and Christian Right, although some 

feminist groups have also engaged in such campaigns. Gendered culture wars have gained 

prominence in part due to the rise of anti-politics, which has seen less engagement with the 

political sphere, resulting in a turn toward the cultural sphere. As Ging (2019) argues, in the 

case of the Manosphere, feminism becomes a scapegoat to blame for all the problems men 

face in modern society. The use of evolutionary psychology, which I detailed in Chapter 5, in 

particular:   

can be seen as a way of working through post-crisis economic anxieties, 

whereby the acquisition of property and a career for life are no longer 

options for many young men: rather than confronting the complex economic 

causes of their disenfranchisement, essentialist explanations allow them to 

rail against imaginary female caricatures… (Ging, 2019: 57) 

With the rise of anti-political sentiment, individuals turn less toward traditional forms of politics 

to address their daily concerns. In addition, issues that are commonly addressed in this sphere 
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become naturalised and seen as unfixable. Culture war debates position essentialist biological 

differences as core to modern social problems.  

There are many areas in which MM engage in this mentality, but one of the most common is 

domestic abuse, sexual assault and rape, specifically around debates over ‘toxic masculinity’ 

and ‘toxic femininity’. Domestic abuse, sexual assault and rape make up a large proportion of 

the discussion on the ‘gender’ topics I discussed in Chapter 3. This issue appears in at least 

three topics, comprising of all of the discussion in Topic 51 and elements of Topic 61 and 62.  

The most common complaint MM make about these topics is that women frequently make 

false accusations about sexual assault and rape. This belief is particularly popular in 

r/MGTOW, with false rape allegations described as one of the main reasons why men should 

not involve themselves with women sexually. The most popular post in my data set, in terms 

of score, features a video of a South Korean mixed martial artist who refused to go near 

women after having been ‘wrongly accused’ of sexual harassment. The prominence of this 

post is particularly relevant as South Korea recently elected a new President, Yoon Suk-yeol, 

who ran on an ‘anti-feminist’ platform (Rashid, 2022). Yoon blamed the country’s low birthrate 

on feminism, vowed to abolish the gender equality ministry, and promised to strengthen 

punishments for false accusations of sexual assault.  

The post has a score of 3,331 and 260 comments, well above the average of 75.7 and 19.29 

respectively in r/MGTOW. This post uses biologically essentialist ideas that women are 

manipulative, bitchy and vindictive and use changing political circumstances, such as the 

#MeToo movement, to wrongfully attack men. MM link these behaviours to the idea of ‘toxic 

femininity’ – a term coined as the opposite of toxic masculinity (see more below) – which 

suggests women use ‘traditional’ feminine qualities to sabotage and undermine others. Toxic 

femininity has become a catch-cry to attack feminism in parts of the far-right and Manosphere. 

The clinical psychologist, YouTube personality, author and professor emeritus at the Univesity 

of Toronto, Jordan Peterson has spoken about how women are more likely to use what he 

describes as ‘reputation destruction’ as a form of aggression, which he claims is particularly 

possible in the social media era (Peterson, in Triggernometry, 2021). This is ‘toxic femininity’.  

Moreover, this narrative argues feminism has gone too far in its definition of sexual assault, 

and that everyday behaviours are becoming wrongly classified as assault. This idea has been 

a common response to the #MeToo movement, and one that extends well beyond the 

Manosphere (Bates, 2020). The discussion of the Korean fighter above is notable for the text 

that goes along with it, which states “name is Park Dae Sung. On another fight night before 
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that, he got falsely accused of sexual harassment (sic) because he grabbed a ring girl by the 

ribs (with gloves on) to take pictures. Since he got into trouble for nothing, he refused (sic) to 

stand near another ring girl to do the traditional winner photo.” This post acknowledges that 

Dae Sung had touched the woman who accused him of sexual assault and possibly in an 

unwanted manner. However, it claims this behaviour is normal. The woman simply 

overreacted, attempting to ‘take down’ the man with a false claim. Feminism has gone too far 

by defining normal physical acts as ‘abuse’.  

Here MM rail against a concept that I have yet to discuss – toxic masculinity. Toxic masculinity 

refers to the idea that there are a range of ‘toxic’ masculine traits, such as violence, aggression 

and competitiveness, which, when they become the key focus of male identification, can result 

in violence and other problematic behaviours. In psychoanalytical contexts, toxic masculinity 

has been described as the essentialised traits that drive a need for men to dominate and 

control each other (Ging, 2017). It encompasses the worst aspects of essentialised 

masculinity. Salter (2019) argues that this reading of toxic masculinity has become embedded 

in public debates, with a formulation that describes a set of essentialised, male traits defined 

as ‘toxic’, with social circumstances – whether it be the feminisation of boys, or processes 

such as ‘rape culture’ – bringing out these traits in particular men. Toxic masculinity has 

become a catch-all term to describe issues ranging from male violence and mental health 

problems to climate change and the rise of Donald Trump (Salter, 2019).  

I have resisted using this term throughout the thesis on purpose, as I find it lacks explanatory 

rigour. In a study of violent extremist groups in the Phillippines for example, Duriesmith (2020: 

25) talks about “the importance of understanding violent extremist masculinities relationally, 

avoiding monolithic accounts of ‘toxic’  or ‘hyper-masculinity.” He argues, and I agree, that 

research on extremist groups “tends to rely on generalised accounts of ‘toxic ’ or ‘-hyper

asculinitym  that struggle to explain the operation of gender in local settings.” These concepts 

create a totalising picture of masculinity, which gives the impression there is a singular ‘real’ 

or ‘good’ masculinity that is opposed to more harmful deviations, which are considered 

poisonous to a healthy gender order. As Salter (2019) points out, while not inherent in the 

term itself, this oppositional discourse becomes essentialised, with toxic masculine traits being 

seen as inherent within the male body/psyche. This, despite the objection of MM about the 

use of the term, is very similar to the male complaint, with MM blaming a range of essentialised 

toxic traits for women’s apparent bad behaviour.  

Similar to how the male complaint operates, it is through this essentialist approach that 

Pearson (2019) argues the concept of ‘toxic masculinity’ separates ‘toxic’ individuals from the 
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rest of society. Studying violent extremist organisations, Pearson states the concept of toxic 

masculinity does nothing to disrupt existing gender orders, and that:  

it is possible to recognize that many of the so-called toxic practices of the extreme 
fringes are present in society more widely. Just as extremists are in reality not 
separate from society, toxic masculinity is not separate from patriarchy or social 
gender norms. (Pearson, 2019, p. 1269) 

Similar to my analysis, Pearson argues we cannot see ‘toxic’ men as aberrations, but rather 

as deeply embedded in dominant social systems. Toxic masculinity as a concept however 

does not allow for this, with the word ‘toxic’ itself immediately suggesting something 

poisonous, and in turn external, to the broader body politic.   

For reasons different to my own, MM react against toxic masculinity as a concept, and 

particularly as an explanatory force for domestic violence and assault. MM treat the concept 

of ‘toxic masculinity’ as an attack on masculinity as a whole and another attack on men, which 

continues to foment a sense of male crisis. Toxic masculinity is a version of what MM describe 

as ‘misandry’ – a systematic hatred of men (Marwick and Caplan, 2018; Budgeon, 2021). This 

was best encapsulated by responses from MM to an advertisement released by the razor 

company Gilette. Stating that it was not to hold men accountable, the ad called on men to 

change a range of ‘toxic masculine behaviours’ (i.e. bullying, sexual harassment, sexist 

behaviour and aggressive male behaviour). The ad then replaced the company’s slogan “the 

best a man can get” with “the best men can be” (Baggs, 2019). Within the Manosphere, this 

was read as an attack on masculinity as a whole, with MM stating Gilette was claiming that all 

men are inherently toxic and that all versions of masculinity are toxic. The campaign was 

followed by a major backlash, with some organising a boycott of the company (Baggs, 2019).   

Somewhat contradictorily, however, as I noted earlier, while MM criticise toxic masculinity as 

a concept, they repeatedly use the term ‘toxic femininity’ to criticise and attack feminism, and 

women more generally. MM operate a double standard, one which heavily values masculinity 

while at the same time attacking femininity as inherently problematic. However, through a 

politics of injury men justify this approach. Toxic femininity is framed as the thing that is injuring 

men to the point where they are now the oppressed in society, making it worthy of derision, 

anger and criticism.  

As a sexual strategy, MM argue therefore feminism has turned into a movement of dominance, 

with women using things such as false rape accusations to socially oppress men. They create 

and perpetuate a battle of the sexes mentality. As Brown (1995, 2019) notes, neoliberal 
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capitalism has naturalised much of the economic stratification and other injuries inflicted upon 

the capitalist subject. This in turn means that individuals seek other answers for their injuries, 

claiming:  

When not only economic stratification but other injuries to the human body 

and psyche enacted by capitalism – alienation, commodification, 

exploitation, displacements, disintegration of sustaining albeit contradictory 

social forms such as families and neighborhoods – when these are 

discursively normalized and thus depoliticized, other makers of social 

difference may come to bear inordinate weight; indeed they may bear all the 

weight of the sufferings produced by capitalism… (Brown, 1995: 60) 

This narrative, in which other markers of social difference come to bear inordinate weight, is 

part of a long, slow burn, in which, similar to postfeminist reasoning (Ging, 2019), all social 

and economic issues become viewed through a cultural lens. Unable and unwilling to criticise 

the nation or capitalism for the issues they face in their life, MM are left turning to the cultural 

sphere, with feminism being the easy scapegoat.   

Men can’t win (and they might not even want to)  

So far in this chapter, I have argued that men use the ideological framework of postfeminism, 

alongside an anti-political sentiment, to position themselves as ‘injured’ subjects. In this final 

section, I examine what this provides to men. Despite injury being a politics of ‘impotence’, it 

still gives significant comfort to participants.  

While MM make consistent critiques about feminism and modern government, they at the 

same time rarely engage in campaigns, debates, or discussion about how to change this. 

Berlant (2008: 11) argues that intimate publics see no value in politics, with it being seen as a 

threat to the strength of the intimate public and those within it. Even when women’s culture 

turns to politics, therefore “it is not usually because they view politics as a resource for living 

but because they see it as a degraded space and a threat to happiness and justice that needs 

reforming so that better living can take place” (Berlant, 2008: 3).   

While not entirely universal, this absolute rejection of politics is similar in the Manosphere. An 

example comes from a r/MGTOW post with 2,073 upvotes and 144 comments. The post, 

shown in Figure 12: r/MGTOW post “If you want to win don't play just walk away” features a 

picture of public housing at the top and a prison at the bottom. The caption over the public 

housing says "public housing for women who can't financially support their children" and over 
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the prison says "public housing for men who can't financially support their children". The post 

is based on a complaint, common in men’s rights and Manosphere circles (Maddison, 1999; 

Coston and Kimmel, 2013), that men are unfairly treated in divorce, specifically with child 

custody. It is assumed in the Manosphere that women will always receive child custody, while 

men receive the financial burden of the child but none of the ‘benefits’ of this custody. It is 

asserted that if women are unable to support their children they are provided with public 

housing and support. Men however who cannot afford child support are punished by being 

imprisoned (non-custodial parents can be imprisoned in the US for not paying child support 

(National Conference of State Legislatures, 2022) and there are ongoing debates about 

whether incarcerated non-custodial parents should be required to continuing paying child-

support if incarcerated for other reasons (Hager, 2015)).  

 

 

Figure 12: r/MGTOW post “If you want to win don't play just walk away” 
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Notable however is the title of the post – “If you want to win, don't play. Just walk away.” This 

positions this situation as so structural that there is nothing men can do about it. The only 

option is to play the game and risk prison, or, as MGTOW members advocate, to walk away.  

Sentiment like this highlights the potential impotence of injury politics, a situation in which 

“identity structured by ressentiment…becomes invested in its own subjection” (Brown, 1995: 

70). As Brown (1995) argues, the formation of an identity based on injury makes action 

impossible. Through a politics of injury, the ‘wound’ becomes a key point of identity, resulting 

in a resistance to practice or action that removes this wound from the body or soul.  

While this position makes it difficult for MM to actively work to overcome their feelings of 

subjection, it at the same time provides a sense of comfort, with participants frequently 

articulating a relief that they are not alone in their sentiment. The critique MM engage in over 

feminism, the state and the political sphere is one that as Berlant (2008: 34) argues “develops 

within political thought a discourse of ethics that, paradoxically, denigrates the political and 

claims superiority to it.” This is echoed in the comments of Figure 12: r/MGTOW post “If you 

want to win don't play just walk away”, in which men say things like “Nailed it. Until there's true 

equality there is no reason to participate the way society expects you to, as a man” and 

“Walking away is not losing and not winning. I love it.” The response is a detachment from 

politics, with participants choosing rituals of ‘traumatic cultural mediations’ (Berlant, 2008: 150) 

instead of seeking coherent, concrete, political changes. Like the ‘there is no alternative’ 

feeling MM have about relationships, sex and love, men see no way out politically, with 

complaint through the Manosphere being the only option.  

While MM engage in political discourse and complaint about political issues, therefore, they 

also elevate themselves above politics – seeing it as a grubby form of engagement. Instead, 

by taking the Red Pill, MM claim they have entered a different emotional and knowledge state 

that is beyond politics. As Berlant (2008: 145) says, “the sentimentalist tells you that you are 

already there emotionally to bring the world into line with your felt need and that when the 

world is brought into line with you, you will feel transformed into a richer version of what you 

already are.” The goal is not political action, but to enlighten both themselves and the populace 

(particularly men) at large, with this being the main way in which the communities attempt to 

engage in a process of change.  
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The attachment to injury, therefore, represents one response to this systemic crisis, one in 

which ‘being28 treads water; mainly, it does not drown’ (Berlant, 2011: 10). While stuck in an 

impasse, individuals and community are still required to find a way to keep living, “figuring out 

how to stay attached to life from within it and to protect what optimism they have for that, at 

least” (Berlant, 2011: 10). A commitment to injury and pain becomes a way to maintain a sense 

of one’s citizenship and connection to the nation. As Berlant (2002: 106) argues this 

positionality:  

…exhorts citizens to understand that the “bottom line” of national life is 

neither utopia nor freedom but survival, which can be achieved only by a 

citizenry that eats its anger, makes no unreasonable claims on resources or 

control over value, and uses its most creative energy to cultivate intimate 

spheres while scraping together a life flexibly in response to the market 

world’s caprice.  

In other words, being injured means being impotent, and in some ways being okay with it. As 

injured subjects some MM engage in complaint and complaint only, making no ‘unreasonable 

claims’, but instead focusing on the exaltation of their grievances. In the context of their lost 

sense of citizenship, this complaint is the only means through which they believe they can 

access ‘national life’, a mode of existence that is not utopian but allows for their survival.  

Conclusion: men as injured subjects 

In this chapter, I have detailed how MM transfer complaints about sex and relationships to a 

broader complaint about their status as ‘injured subjects’. This collective injured status is not 

unique to the Manosphere and has become adopted across a broad swathe of the reactionary, 

far, and populist right. As my analysis has shown, this injured subjecthood brings together a 

combination of postfeminist and anti-political sentiment to re-shape how MM relate to the 

notion of citizenship in the modern West. This deeply influences how MM see themselves, the 

Manosphere as a collective, and the means through which they should and can engage in the 

space as an intimate public.      

For the vast majority of MM, this complaint about their injury is likely as far as they will go in 

their participation in the community. Complaint, for many, is enough in and of itself. The 

Manosphere becomes a space where men can vent and attempt to continue to live their lives. 

However, for a small minority, this is not the case. For these men, complaint morphs into a 

 
28 Here, Berlant uses being to mean ‘existing’.  
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nihilistic sentiment, which is expressed either by anger and rage or through depression and 

suicidal ideation. It is this nihilistic sentiment of some participants that I explore in the next 

chapter, the final of this section on the male complaint. 
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Chapter 7 Nihilism 

 
First came mental illness and autism and being social ostracized as a young 

one. Then came loneliness. Then came repeated failures into social 

success. Then came repeated failures into attempting intimacy and repeat 

rejections. Then came a feeling of generally being unwanted and 

incompetent. Then came depression. Then came more mental illness. The 

came despair. now I’m trying to accept being a loser here but it feels 

impossible.  

In this post in r/Braincels, a user describes his descent into the depths of despair. Like many 

within the subreddit, the man expresses a deep alienation, which he converts into a nihilistic 

sense that his problems are inescapable. He attempts to accept this – to accept being a loser 

– but is even failing at this, the ultimate confession of failure to live up to the expectations of 

his life. The sentiment is largely met with compassion as many others express that they feel 

the same. Posts like this, in turn, become representative of a collective feeling of despair.  

So far in this thesis, I have articulated how MM are attached to the structures of 

heteronormative love, and the ongoing disappointment – or complaint – they express at the 

failures of this attachment, which are expressed through the ideology of The Red Pill. For 

many, complaint is enough in and of itself. However, this is not true for all, with some MM 

converting their complaints into rage, depression, and violence directed at society and/or 

themselves. This chapter examines the emotional result of complaint for some MM, arguing 

the consistent failures of attachment to love result in nihilistic sentiment. I argue, similarly to 

Harvey (2018: 429), that the typical responses of populations living in “chronic alienation” can 

both be to “remain passive, resentful, morose and depressed (succumbing to drugs and 

alcohol)” and “to occasionally erupt in anger, frustration and rage.” These are moods I track 

throughout the Manosphere, because of what they can illuminate about men’s feelings about 

their position in society, as well as the failures of the Manosphere to address these feelings. 

The Manosphere itself is a structure of cruel optimism.     

I start this chapter by examining nihilistic sentiments in the 21st Century. I then look at how 

these manifest in the Manosphere – as either rage (or radical nihilism) or depression (passive 

nihilism). Each have potential violent consequences, with complaint not being enough for 

some men to address the grievances they feel about society.  
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Nihilism in the 21st Century 

Nihilism is a crisis in faith (Silvestri, 2021: 361). Emerging as a concept in the late 19th and 

early 20th Century, nihilism referred to a social mood that developed as religion began to be 

replaced by humanist explanations of the world (Novak, 1995:2). Nietzsche (1914: 113) 

describes this crisis of faith as growing from “a moment of the deepest self-reflection of 

humanity”, with nihilism being a symptom of cultural malaise, primarily experienced through 

the decline of religiosity. In these early moods of nihilism, this crisis of faith expressed itself as 

a failure to accept the world as it is, “resenting the fact that the world is devoid of a goal, unity 

or meaning” (Diken, 2009: 15). This is what Diken (2009: 15) calls ‘negative nihilism’, which 

involves “escapist attempts to be able to endure the meaninglessness, the chaos of the world, 

by trying to endow it with meaning, by imposing an illusionary totality upon it.” 

As Silvestri (2021: 361) comically states “in true millennial hipster fashion, an old idea has 

become cool again”. While Nietzsche focused on the decline of god, in the 21st Century 

nihilistic sentiment has become directed into other avenues (Brown, 2019; Silvestri, 2021) – 

whether it be the American Dream (Berlant, 2011), or, as I’ve discussed thoroughly in this 

thesis, the norms of heteronormative love (which, in itself is also deeply linked to the American 

Dream (Halle, 1991)). Nihilistic sentiment represents a growing crisis in the inability of 

individuals and communities to live up to the liberal dream (Brown, 2019), particularly as the 

cruelty of the optimism that has been imbued with ideas such as the American dream or 

heteronormative love have become more apparent (Silvestri, 2021).  

This questioning of faith is apparent in parts of the Manosphere. Individuals question and 

trivialise the values that underpin modern systems, with open discussion and debate about 

the value of maintaining faith in sex and love. This post, titled “Is sex overrated?” from 

r/MGTOW exemplifies this:  

So I was with this girl at the back of my car. 

She was giving me head and while she was doing a good job I kept wondering "what 

is all this fuzz about... why is this thing so important that most men are willing to 

sacrifice everything just for some moments of pleasure. 

Why have we turned this thing into the new God in our lives, willing to throw free things-

money-time and everything else to some girl in order for her to let us be inside her for 

some minutes.  
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As Nietsche (1968: 29) argues, the basis of nihilism is a fundamental belief: it is not worth it. 

This man emphasises this, questioning whether sex is all it is supposedly cracked up to be. Is 

it worth the energy, the excitement, the hurt and the pain, and just to “be inside her for some 

minutes?” He equates the focus on sex with an obsession with God, challenging whether the 

thing they are all there for in the first place – sex and love – is worth it. This is not just a 

question men are asking. In a post in the subreddit r/AskWomen for example (Cosmopolitan, 

2020), someone asks single women “how did you overcome being dissatisfied with being 

single?” While some respondents do say they are dissatisfied with their singledom, others 

don’t, claiming that sex and relationships are not the be-all and end-all. As one woman says, 

“I’m not dissatisfied, I like being single.” This represents a broad questioning of the faith put 

into heteronomative relationships.  

This questioning of faith expresses itself in the two dominant forms of nihilism in the 21st 

Century – passive and radical nihilism (Diken, 2009). Nietzsche (1968) identified these two as 

both complementary and at times contradictory, stating that “a nihilist is a man who judges of 

the world as it is that it ought not to be and of the world as it ought to be that it does not exist” 

(pp. 318). In the first part of this definition, he identifies the ‘radical nihilist’ as one who 

establishes their values but believes that there is no world in which these can exist. The 

second part identifies a ‘passive nihilism’, or a ‘world without values’ (Diken, 2019). The 

Manosphere is replete with references to radical nihilism (anger and rage and disorientation), 

and/or passive nihilism, (sadness, despair suicidal ideation).  

Anger, despair and radical nihilism  

 
I am getting so sick of this "I am not gonna associate with you unwashed 

heathens" mentality women keep on blathering about towards men.    

Honestly I'm at the point of saying fuck common courtesy towards women 

period.   

In r/MGTOW this comment represents an exemplary example of radical nihilism, which is 

expressed primarily through anger. Much of this angry content appears in comments, as users 

respond to personal stories, images and news posted by other users with deep rage. Anger 

is rarely directed at other members of the community but instead acts as rage at happenings 

in the world and the causes of those events (i.e. women). Occasionally anger is also directed 

inwardly as MM punish themselves for their perceived failures in life.   

In this comment a user responds to an initial post, in which the OP writes:  
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Her purse drops from her bag Me: Excuse me. Her: Fuck off you perv. Me: 

I guess Im going to keep that purse for myself.  

It is not clear whether this initial post is a retelling of something that actually happened, or just 

a narrative device used to make a point. Either way, it replicates a belief in the Manosphere 

that I discussed in Chapter 6 that women treat all men unfairly as creeps or potential abusers. 

MM see this as misandry – an unfair attack on men as men (Marwick and Caplan, 2017; 

Budgeon, 2021). In the initial submission, the OP exemplifies a nihilistic attitude, in which, 

following a loss of faith about the value of doing a good deed, he decides instead to go “fuck 

it” and take the purse instead. The commenter then builds off this to justify the ideology of 

r/MGTOW, claiming that it is the consistent poor treatment of men that is leading him to want 

not just to be independent of women, but to fuck common courtesy toward them entirely.   

This is radical nihilism in play, with both the OP and commenter stating it is not his values that 

are the problem, but instead the world as he sees it (Reginster, 2006: 34; Diken, 2009). In the 

Manosphere, radical nihilism is promulgated through the philosophy of The Red Pill, which 

represents not just a political ideology, but a state of values that one enters actively. Individuals 

discuss ‘taking the red pill’, a process of crossing a barrier to a more enlightened, although 

uglier, world (Ging, 2017). They then express a belief that the problem is the world does not, 

and will never, align to this value system. Like the intimate publics of the female complaint, in 

the Manosphere men express a belief that they are “already there emotionally”, and that it is 

only when the world is brought into line with them that they have the potential to be 

“transformed into a richer version of what [they] already are” (Berlant, 2008: 143).  

Radical nihilism, therefore, expresses itself through a belief that the world will never be brought 

into line with The Red Pill, which is seen as a niche ideology only accessible to a small few 

(which is very similar to the movie The Matrix itself). MM exist in a higher moral order, with the 

rest of the world being too ‘cucked’ to ever enter this plane. This manifests as deep spite. 

Seeing no value in politics, and little potential to bring others on board, MM do not look to 

convince others, but rather seek their destruction. Following on from the comment at the start 

of this section, for example, the user continues, expressing his disdain for women by talking 

about a story in which a woman got mugged but no one helped her. He says:  

I'm not surprised that bitch got robbed or mugged on that train or whatever 

and no one stepped in to protect her, if every man is an assumed asshole 

then fuck it I hope every man that you encounter is a fucking asshole to you 
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and don't you dear run to another asshole to escape an asshole or expect 

said assholes to save you from the abusive asshole. 

Nihilism does not equal the end of values, but instead a world in which “the highest values 

devaluate themselves” (Nietzsche, 1968: 9), as they become unmoored from their 

foundations. As Brown (2019: 161) argues, therefore, “these values, which include the 

Christian virtues along with democracy, equality, truth, reason, and accountability, do not 

vanish as they lose their foundations, but become fungible and trivial, superficial and easily 

instrumentalized.” Nihilism represents two processes – a questioning of modern values, and 

a trivialising of them, all occurring through an attempt to escape the perceived 

meaninglessness and chaos of the world. This, Brown says (2019: 162) is exemplified by 

when a Martin Luther King Jr. speech about public service is used to advertise dodge trucks, 

or when the Catholic clergy are revealed to have molested thousands while their superiors 

look away. These events “bring not shock, but a knowing grimace, nihilism’s signature” 

(Brown, 2019: 162).  

Nihilism devalues values, with Brown (2019: 164) contending that it “lessens the claim and 

force of conscience both formed and chained by values”.  This is epitomised by the likes of 

Donald Trump, who, during his campaign and Presidency openly flouted what were once 

considered to be assumed ‘values’ of a Presidential candidate, meeting great success with 

this. Trump even noted this himself, stating at one point “I could…shoot somebody and I 

wouldn’t lose any voters” (cited in Dwyer, 2016). If and when values are trivialised by those in 

power, it becomes easy to question the importance of following them in everyday life. This 

unleashes a power of ressentiment in which those who perceive their weakness respond with 

rancour, rage, and revenge at those who have caused pain. Through a broader trivialisation 

of values, it becomes acceptable, even desirable, to be happy about a woman being mugged 

and to have no desire to step in to help her.   

The radical nihilist in the Manosphere responds to the actions of the women with pure spite –  

a desire that she get robbed, or mugged. The commenter engages in a process similar to 

trolling or other forms of online harassment, actions that allow them to feel a sense of power 

“when world affirmation or world building are unavailable’ (Brown, 2019: 171). As Nietzsche 

(1989) notes, spite is not a passive feeling, but instead is directly invested in this world. Spite 

is productive – a means through which to achieve particular goals. Radical nihilists express a 

paradoxical attempt at achieving these goals, one in which they both constantly seek 

attachment to women, while also desiring women’s destruction because of their constant 
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rejection. This is seen as productive – the spite will not only teach the woman a ‘lesson’ but 

provides an emotional outlet that allows the man to live his Red Pill values.  

The radical nihilist does not just desire the destruction of the individual but expresses deep 

rage toward society in general. In this version of radical nihilism, the “rancor and rage are not 

developed into refined moral values, but remain rancor and rage.” (Brown, 2019: 177). Nihilism 

expresses itself as despair about the state of the world, a deeply angry exhalation in which 

the anger and rage become the purpose in and of itself. Below is an extended comment from 

r/MGTOW talking about cases of false rape allegations. The commenter talks about a case in 

Oregon (which he spells as Orogen), in the U.S., in which a man was (allegedly) falsely 

accused of rape and the police did nothing about it.  

Don't even have to be near her persay, look up the story about the orogen 

man that got sentanced AND STARTED FUCKING SERVING a 50 year 

sentence before being found innocent of assaulting a minor.\n\nhe was not 

unanimously convicted either apparently orogen is one of two stats that allows 

for non unanimous convictions.\n\nWHAT IS EVEN FUCKING WORSE IS 

THERE WAS NO FUCKING EVIDENCE, simply the statement that he 

threatened to kill her animals and shot her dog to make good on that 

threat.\n\nPS. THE ONLY FUCKING REASON HE WAS FREED WAS 

BECAUSE THEY FOUND THE FUCKING DOG\n\n#ONLY FUCKING 

AFTER THE FUCKING OROGEN FUCKING INNOCENCE FUCKING 

PROJECT FUCKING FOUND THE FUCKING DOG YOU FUCKING KNOW 

THE FUCKING THING THE FUCKING POLICE SHOULD HAVE FUCKING 

BEEN DOING? HOW THE FUCK DO I CHANGE THIS FONT SIZE 

BECAUSE ALL CAPS AND BOLDING IT IS JUST NOT E-FUCKINGNOUGH 

TO EPHESIZE HOW FUCKING LIVID THIS SHIT MAKES ME. 

The rancour and rage here are palpable, emphasised by the ALL CAPS, and the repeated 

use of the word ‘FUCKING’. Both are repetitive tools, used to emphasise the point. He reflects 

on this at the end of the post by asking “HOW THE FUCK DO I CHANGE THIS FONT SIZE”, 

but then accepts the validity of it, stating it properly ‘ephesize’s’ (sic) HOW FUCKING LIVID 

THIS SHIT MAKES ME. This post is an example of what Brown (2019: 177) describes as “raw 

ressentiment”, one that is trapped is “stuck in its trapped rancour, unable to “become creative”. 

It has only revenge, no way out, no futurity.” 



119 

This note of revenge is an important one and highlights another response of many radical 

nihilists. Revenge is part of the response in the first comment presented in this section, in 

which the man sought the destruction of the woman, with a specific hope that she get mugged 

or robbed. This note of revenge is common in modern moods of nihilism, particularly on the 

far-right. Brown (2019: 178) for example notes that revenge was central to the ethos of the 

Presidency of Donald Trump, who sought “revenge without end because there is nothing else”. 

Fed by feelings of ressentiment the nihilist seeks revenge against the current ‘winners’ of 

society. For many followers of Trump, therefore, it did not matter what policies he pursued, 

“only that he opposes those they hold responsible for their suffering” (Brown, 2019: 179).  

Through the creation of their value set radical nihilists express some interest in their lives and 

the future of the world. Paradoxically, however, due to the unwillingness of everyone else to 

align with these value sets, nihilism manifests as fanaticism (Colas, 1997; 5 – 6; Diken, 2009: 

28) – an attempt at devaluing society entirely, expressing a desire for iconoclastic destruction 

(Diken, 2009). The fanatic seeks to become a version of absolute authority, one who can 

express complete power to make the world fit into their ideals. As Diken (2009: pg) explains: 

“if the supreme values cannot find a place in this world, one can just as well destroy it.” 

This comment from r/MGTOW for example, responds to another comment on the post “Is sex 

overrated?” that I featured on page 114. The comment this post replies to has since been 

deleted, but from the context, it seemingly involved a woman trying to engage with the 

community to encourage more fruitful conversation. This commenter responds strongly 

against this, stating:  

You sound like a fucking Feminist retard but I might be wrong. What’s your 

fucking Goal bring humanity together and sit under a tree and sing Cumbiya. 

Fuck that shit. Let fuckin shit Burn. BURN BURN BURN. This is exactly what 

I want. Want the fucking Society burn to fucking hell. You don’t know what 

oppression what betrayal and disloyality so fucking come telling me about 

your fucking goddamn bullshit about this shit applies to me too. FUCK 

YOU!!!!! Incoherent tradcon piece of shit scum. FUCK YOU!!!! 

The revenge fantasy is expressed through a desire for the world to BURN BURN BURN. This 

is an emotive image, one that also implies that the correct individuals (mainly men) will then 

be able to rebuild the world with the proper values in mind. The despair at the state of society 

is so strong that the individual can only see destruction as the way out. 
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This is a nihilism “when futurity itself is in doubt” (Brown, 2019: 180), representing a complete 

state of despair (Diken, 2009). Radical nihilism expresses itself as rancour, rage and a will for 

revenge. That radical nihilist “denies political authority and wills the total collapse of the socio-

symbolic order” (Diken, 2009: 28). However, this does not mean that the radical nihilist always 

acts upon these feelings. This version of nihilism is found most specifically in the community 

– r/MGTOW – which is designed specifically to *not* act on these feelings. r/MGTOW argues 

entirely that the solution is not greater engagement with society, but less. Men seek to 

disconnect from society, living individual lives. The rancour and rage act as an emotional outlet 

that allows men (in theory) to live their own value set.  

Sadness, disorientation and passive nihilism: mental health and 
suicide notes  

While this form of anger is prominent in the Manosphere, so is another core emotion –  

sadness. Narratives of sadness are found throughout the topic models in the themes of ‘mental 

health’ and ‘bodies’, both of which relate to ongoing complaint about the nature of men’s lives 

and their physical stature. This is specifically prominent in r/Braincels, where mental health 

discussion is deeply pessimistic, with individuals articulating a belief they have no future – no 

option for the better good life. Discussion of mental health issues rarely focuses on solutions, 

but instead is based on an ongoing complaint about the existence of the problems, and some 

discussion of attempts to learn how to deal with them.  

For many members of r/Braincels however, this capacity to “accept being a loser”, as the OP 

of the opening quote of this chapter sought, ends up feeling impossible. One of the most 

shocking and difficult things I found when I first started visiting r/Braincels was a constant 

stream of suicide notes. As I watched r/Braincels over the period it was active I estimated that 

I would see a suicide note from a member at least once a week, and that would not include 

those I missed. At one point someone created a specific account, called u/incelgraveyard, 

which collated these notes, collecting 94 in total (Daly and Laskovstov, 2022). Many of these 

users posted notes and then never engaged in Reddit again, with other users, therefore, 

assuming they had committed the act. I was shocked by the length of the list, as well as the 

emotional rawness of the notes.  

While incels have received growing attention over concerns about their capacity for violence, 

suicidality and mental health have largely been ignored in studies of the community (see Daly 

and Laskovtsov, 2022 for an exception). However, this trend links to concerns about male 

suicide levels and the links between suicide and masculinity (Mac an Ghaill and Haywood, 
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2012; Rasmussen et al 2018). Male suicide is specifically a concern of much of the 

Manosphere, who view high levels of suicide as an example of men’s marginalisation.  

Daly and Laskovstov (2022) provide a valuable overview of suicide notes they collected from 

r/Braincels across the entire life of the subreddit. I analyse some of the same notes and in this 

section, I articulate them as a representation of passive nihilism. As discussed in the previous 

section, radical nihilism is an expression of despair at the nature of the world. However, 

individuals hold themselves, and their values, highly. They do not see their values as 

problematic, their principal concern is that the world will not align with their values. In passive 

nihilism, it is the very values – particularly those of the individual and those closest to them – 

that come under question. In r/Braincels this is expressed through self-hatred. Incels don’t just 

express disgust and despair at the world, but in themselves – their looks, their body, lives, 

personality, intelligence etc. This creates a sense of disorientation. If values and a sense of 

self disappear, “then nothing more remains to which man can cling and by which he can orient 

himself” (Heidegger 1977: 61). 

An example of one of these suicide notes was posted on r/Braincels titled “My Time is Over”, 

which I will detail in depth below. I start however by looking at the tree graph for this post, 

which is viewable in Figure 13: Tree network of the r/Braincels post “My Time is Over”. I have 

so far made little comment on the artistic nature of these graphs and instead have left that for 

individual interpretation. However, to me, I cannot help but see this graph as one puffy eye, 

sore potentially from crying, with each conversation thread representing a tear, wrinkle, or 

swelling.  
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Figure 13: Tree network of the r/Braincels post “My Time is Over” 

The post receives some engagement, with a score of 201 and 188 comments, with one 

particularly long conversation thread. In analysing the post I decided to investigate how the 

OP had participated in the subreddits overall, specifically to find out if they had indeed stopped 

posting after putting up the suicide note. I found they had been very active on both r/Braincels 

and r/MGTOW, with a total of 231 submissions and comments across my data period. The 

OP posted two types of material – memes often posted r/MGTOW and a large number of 

comments and posts detailing his mental health problems. Figure 14 – Meme from r/MGTOW 

post titled "Post Nut Clarity" shows one meme he posted in r/MGTOW. The meme features a 

sad-looking man sitting on the edge of the bed with a woman in the background. It looks like 

they may have just had sex. She asks “did you cum” and he says “yeah to my sense, get out 

of my house”. The post suggests he came to some form of clarity after ejaculating, realising 

how terrible women are and that he wants her gone.  
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Figure 14 – Meme from r/MGTOW post titled "Post Nut Clarity" 

 

Notably, the suicide post is only the 22nd highest scoring post from the OP, with every other 

higher-scoring post being a meme like this example. While the user frequently posted about 

their mental health issues this was largely ignored or missed, with engagement only 

happening when the user stated they were contemplating suicide.   

The suicide post is not the last engagement of this user on Reddit, suggesting he did not follow 

through on the act. The content however is still worthy of exploration. Suicide notes provide a 

unique source of information that “tell stories of emotional pain and cumulative despair” (Olson 

et al. 2011: 1492) even if the act is not followed through. The lack of action has the potential 

to suggest something interesting itself. The note is another example of the complaint being an 

end in and of itself. In a quote I have repeated previously, the complaint “registers the 

speaker’s frustration, rage, abjection, and heroic self-sacrifice, in an oppositional utterance 

that declares its limits in its very saying” (Berlant, 1988: 244). While it is impossible to 
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determine why this individual did not follow through with his promised suicide, it could be 

speculated that the note was enough for him to register this frustration, rage, abjection and 

heroic self-sacrifice and therefore that he did not feel the need to follow through any longer.  

The post starts with a radically nihilistic view of the world, one in which the participant rejects 

the optimism he has been repeatedly told to live up to in his entire life:  

Today, 14/07/2018 is the day I will end my life. Since I was a kid I was fed 

up with "Don't worry it will get better", "You will find someone" and 

"Tomorrow is a new day". Enough with this bullshit. 

The participant repeats several optimistic cliches, often provided to people who are suffering 

from mental health issues by those who, at times genuinely, but often clumsily, are trying to 

help. This OP rejects these entreaties to think about the future, arguing that they are “bullshit”. 

There is no better world out there, no futurity for him to achieve (Brown, 2019). The OP then 

provides reasoning as to why he has lost his hope:  

it's not even that I want a SO [significant other] anymore. Women are awful. 

People are awful. I have no friends. My family is very distant, they couldn't 

care less if I roped29.  

He expresses a deep alienation from his own life, not just regarding romantic and sexual 

relationships, but to people in general – friends (or his lack thereof) and family. The post is a 

representation of a curse of frustrated aspiration (Cover, 2016: 107), a belief that his misery 

comes from not being able to achieve the socially mandated expectations of his life. This is 

highly gendered, with an initial focus around his lack of sexual relations, with the statement 

‘women are awful’. He repeats gendered expectations of his life, linking, as many men do, his 

mental illness with an inability to live up to cultural, social and gendered expectations of his 

life, with suicide being framed as a response to an ongoing sense of failure (Clare, 2000; 

hooks, 2004: 161). While these gender expectations differ across institutional contexts (Mac 

an Ghaill & Haywood, 2012), research has consistently found that one of the contributors to 

suicide amongst men is “feelings of inadequacy and shame generated by not meeting the 

culturally dominating gender role ideals” (Rasmussen et al. 2018: 328). The OP extends this 

beyond gender and instead engages in a broader social complaint, in which he states the 

injuries inflicted upon him by all of society are so great that he can no longer endure them.  

 
29 ‘Roped’ is a term used in incel communities to mean committing suicide.  
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The OP identifies one thing that has been a saving grace for him – the community of incels. 

He states:  

The only reason I was alive these few months are you guys. You were the 

ones that showed me how the world really is, and you always stood by me. 

Suicide notes in r/Braincels often make such a claim that the community provided temporary 

relief from despair (Daly and Laskovstov, 2022). However, the community is, at least at this 

moment, not enough.  

Part of this, as I will continue to argue throughout the rest of this thesis, represents the failures 

of the network society. Platforms such as Reddit have argued they represent a ‘rebuilding’ of 

the social sphere, specifically following repeated attacks from neoliberal policies. Attacks on 

the ‘social’ – “where citizens of vastly unequal backgrounds and resources are potentially 

brought together and thought together” (Brown, 2019: 27) have been core to neoliberalism, 

with this sphere being targeted “in the name of free, responsibilized individuals” (Brown, 2019: 

29). As Brown (2019: 52) argues, this has consequences not just economically, but on the 

value individuals place on the community around them – “as the social vanishes from our 

ideas, speech, and experience, it vanishes from our vision of the future, both utopian and 

dystopian” (Brown, 2019: 52). This is true in spaces such as Reddit, which, despite promises 

of rebuilding the social, consistently make it challenging for individuals to discuss issues in-

depth and create deep bonds (I will discuss this in more depth specifically in Chapter 9 and 

Chapter 10). As already noted, for example, this individual received engagement on Reddit, 

but this was not directed at his more personal comments, but instead his generic memes, 

which were likely more popular in Reddit’s algorithm. While this man finds value in the 

community to the point of him saying “you always stood by me” it does not provide enough for 

the OP to overcome the despair and disorientation, nor to envision a positive future.  

This is reflected in the common responses to the suicide note within the comments section, 

which are primarily split between two responses. Some reply through pleas that men do not 

follow through, including often half-hearted expressions that things can get better, that there 

are still things worth living for. In response to this post, for example, one said “Don't do it” and 

another says “Never give up. I hope you fail at this and get good care.” The majority however 

are more circumspect, stating that they understand and hope the person finds peace in the 

next world. Comments include “Sorry, man. Best of wishes to you”, “ugh man i hate this. why 

do people have to suffer like this?”. “RIP. Women take another life of an innocent lonely man” 
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and “see you in incelhalla30 bro”. There is an expressed collective sense of despair, in which 

the entire community can relate to the desire for suicide.  

It is at this stage that the OP then declares his intent. While he does not specifically say that 

suicide is his plan, it is the entire goal:  

I'm scared, but I have to take this step. You will never hear of me again.  

Ressentiment is a passive mode of being, and this is exemplified by the passive nihilist. In its 

very name, passive nihilism assumes a lack of action, a listless wandering through life. 

Research into men in suicide however has found that many see this differently, viewing suicide 

as an ‘active’ form of violence they can undertake to leave a final mark on the world (Jaworski, 

2010). This is often even played out through the different means through which men and 

women conduct the act, with men being more likely to use weapons such as guns that are 

more aggressive and more likely to succeed (Jaworski, 2010).  

Suicide for these men, therefore, represents a way in which they tell a story in which they are 

being ‘active’ in response to their pain. As a passive nihilist “far from going gently into the 

night” these men instead “turn(s) toward apocalypse” (Brown, 2019: 180). For the passive 

nihilist, this drive to apocalypse can create ‘fatal’ violence (Diken, 2009), which is not “a clash 

between antagonistic passions, but the product of listless and indifferent forces” (Baudrillard, 

1993: 76). This has been realised in incel communities, with several incels undertaking violent 

mass attacks – such as Eliot Rodgers who killed six in Isla Vista, California in 2014, and Alek 

Minassian who murdered eleven people in a van attack in Toronto in 2018. In both of these 

attacks, the men left materials online where they described their violence as the culmination 

of years of hurt and pain, with the act being the only way they believed they could escape. 

The violence is listless, the final act of someone who has nothing else. Somewhat 

paradoxically however it also acts to reclaim a sense of manhood that incels feel has been 

lost. Violent attacks and suicide alike become “a powerful way of demonstrating masculinity; 

a “way out” of a failed project of masculinity and a “way back in” to an honorable masculine 

status” (Rasmussen et. al. 2018: 328). Suicide is often as a signal “of courage, pride and 

resistance against external circumstances such as economic hardship, severe physical illness 

and social isolation” (Jaworski, 2010: 48).  

Underpinning suicide notes is a similar sense of these listless and indifferent forces, as men 

articulate this self-violence to be the only way they could imagine ending their pain, while at 

 
30 A play on the idea of ‘Valhalla’, the Viking version of heaven.  
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the same time attempting to achieve something in the world. Destruction is the only way out 

– as Brown says “if white men cannot rule the planet, there will be no planet” (2019: 180). This 

‘destruction’ or ‘apocalypse’ can be articulated in many ways – whether through attacks on 

others or taking (or at least talking about taking) one’s life.   

In conclusion, the OP expresses some of his desires – specifically that he not be forgotten, 

but also that his brothers take up the challenge to achieve what he could not. He says:   

There is one last wish I have. Please don't forget me, it's my greatest fear. 

No one in real life will remember me when I'm gone, but with you people I 

have someone that cares about me. Please don't forget me guys and let this 

be a lesson to you. Don't Suffer in Silence. Don't listen to others. Keep away 

from drama. 

There is something deeply ironic about being asked to not be forgotten on a platform and 

community that insists upon anonymity and in turn, in which most other users will only know 

the individual from his username and posts. In saying this, this call represents an expression 

of a deeply nihilistic fear – that life is truly meaningless, and that it was all for nothing. In asking 

not to be forgotten, the OP suggests an inherent expectation that he will be. This is a final plea 

– please don’t make it all worthless, even though I already know that it is! He concludes:  

My biggest dream was to one day change the world. I wanted to be a person 

you can look up to, that helps people in need. I would have donated all of 

my money to a charity, but since my last money went down on the helium 

tank and the CPAP equipment, which I will need for a painless death. 

Farewell brothers, make my dream come true and change the world. 

Like other members of the Manosphere, he says that he had hope – he had optimistic dreams 

to change the world, to be a person one could look up to, to help people in need. But this 

optimism was cruel, with his dreams thwarted by the failures of society and how it treats men 

specifically. While others respond to this failed optimism with anger and a desire to ‘burn 

everything down’, this man instead expresses his disorientation, his sense of failure, and the 

inevitability of his demise. This is emphasised by the way he uses the last of his money – to 

purchase the CPAP equipment for a painless death. There is no final expression of joy, no 

‘last meal’ before he goes out – there is only death.  
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Paradoxically, however, the post then ends with some sense of hope – a desire that his 

brothers will “make my dream come true and change the world”. Yet, as with other nihilistic 

calls for action, this one is impotent. The OP does not suggest any ways he believes the world 

could be better or anything his brothers could do. More importantly, he does not see enough 

potential of this happening that it is worthy of staying around to participate. His call is 

embedded with a recognition that nothing will change.   

As an aside, these suicide notes were one of the most challenging things I read on the 

Manosphere. While I often read horrific misogynistic material in Manosphere forums, these 

notes brought back the very real humanity of these men. The posts are highly emotive and 

every single one hit me hard. This was compounded by a complete inability to do anything 

after I had read the posts. The affordances of Reddit limit the ability of participants to engage 

with those who post notes to be able to intervene. While other users will reply to suicide notes 

in the forum, it is extremely difficult for them to personally reach out to those wanting to commit 

suicide to provide support. Reddit provides no capacity for users to call each other, and due 

to a lack of geo-location, it is even impossible to call a local ambulance to help someone out. 

In addition, as algorithms push new content to the top of users’ feeds many would likely miss 

such a post unless they catch it immediately after it has been put online. Participants are 

limited to their ability to reply to a post. 

This reminds me of a similar situation I faced in my social group. Several years ago a friend 

of mine committed suicide. Days before she had posted something on Facebook that said she 

wasn’t doing well and called out for help. While I saw the post and reached out to her (although 

I spent months upset that I didn’t do more), several friends noted it didn’t even appear in their 

feed. As one friend commented, “it feels weird that I didn’t see that because of an algorithm”.  

I felt this weirdness starkly as a researcher. In other research activities, such as interviews or 

focus groups, researchers can provide empathy to participants, with the interview often being 

a therapeutic moment for interviewers and interviewees alike. We also refer participants to 

resources and support services when possible. Yet, I decided early on that I would not post 

or comment in these communities. I had to watch suicide notes be posted, fully aware that 

there is nothing I can do to stop the person from potentially committing the act. I was, and 

remain, listless myself, just watching the pain, disorientation, despair and nihilism from afar. 

This would also have likely been true for many other individuals in the Manosphere.  
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Conclusion: The limits of complaint  

This chapter has detailed how some MM respond to the complaint through nihilism. The 

nihilism expressed by these men is the result of an inability to live up to the expectations of 

personhood, and specifically manhood, that is ingrained in modern society. It is a response to 

the cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011) and the inevitability of failure (Nietzsche, 1989; Brown, 

1995) embedded within the liberal order. These men cannot live up to the supposed promise 

of liberalism, and lash out in response.  

Through their disappointment and injured subjecthood, men express a sense of despair and 

disorientation at the state of the world and of their lives within it. This nihilism is deeply 

interlinked with ressentiment, with some Manosphere men articulating a strong belief that the 

rise of feminism and the changing nature of the state has destroyed traditional value systems 

to the point where the world means nothing anymore. Others question the existence of values 

in and of themselves, seeing their own lives as the problem that cannot be addressed. MM 

express this nihilism through acts of rage, despair, depression and suicidality.   

For many, complaint is often highly therapeutic. The female complaint serves “to mediate and 

manage the social contradictions that arise from women’s sexual and affective allegiance to 

a phallocentric ideology that has, in practice, denied women power, privilege, and presence 

in the public and private spheres” (Berlant, 1988: 243). In response to this lack of power, the 

complaint becomes a powerful record, an opportunity to “speak oppositionally but without fear 

for her position within the heterosexual economy” (Berlant, 1988: 243). While the complainant 

does not expect a resolution or change in one’s position, the act itself provides a moment of 

therapeutic expressive exhalation, one which builds social bonds as it does so.  

This is true for the Manosphere as well. Thinking of themselves as powerless in society, the 

Manosphere offers men a space in which to articulate their complaints about society and build 

a connection through this. For some, this ability to complain is likely enough in and of itself, 

and this is evident in the examples of nihilism I have presented in this chapter. The rancour 

and rage of radical nihilism are mobilised through high levels of affect, with its expression, 

primarily through revenge, being seen as enough to not overcome, but at least address one’s 

sense of powerlessness (Brown, 2019). Meanwhile, the suicide notes of r/Braincels suggest 

a way out of their feelings of injury – an opportunity to both escape the pain and reclaim their 

sense of purpose and manhood at the same time.  
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However, while nihilism certainly gives men in the Manosphere something, this something is 

also destructive – whether directed toward women, society in general, or themselves. There 

is a fundamental limit to the male complaint, with being based on a belief that there is no 

alternative, there is no future of a better good life. Envisaging no alternative to their 

disappointment some men can only imagine apocalypse. The Manosphere itself therefore 

both expresses, but also perpetuates, nihilistic sentiment, often to violent ends.   

In the next, and final section, of the thesis, I look at where the Manosphere does provide hope 

for MM, specifically through the promise of individual emancipation and connection with 

brotherhood. These two promises occur within the backdrop of the ideology and technical 

structures I have discussed throughout the thesis – heteronormativity, postfeminism and the 

network society. In doing so, I argue the promises provided by the Manosphere and Reddit 

more broadly are cruel, with these structures furthering men’s alienation from themselves, the 

Manosphere as a community and society more broadly.  
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Section Three: The Promise, and Failures, of the Better Good Life 

This is a hospital, a place to heal you and send you on your way. As such, 

it is a place where you will see ugly things. You will see savage illnesses 

here. You will see disgusting things here. And you will see painful things 

here.  

But those of us who have been around the hospital for awhile, and even 

some bright young interns who are studying hard, we became physicians of 

the male soul, and you can see the work we do in the threads. Some of our 

methods of healing you are, themselves, sickening, disgusting, cruel, and 

perhaps sad; they involve toxic substances and are unfit to do in 

environments outside of here. But they are necessary if we are to get you 

on your way, your own way, so you can live your male life in good health 

from here on forward. 

Explaining the ethos of the subreddit, this post, titled “MGTOW Hospital Advisory” appears as 

one of the most visible on the r/MGTOW side-bar, and is a central entry point into the 

subreddit. Through talking about r/MGTOW as a hospital this post positions the Manosphere 

as both a place of complaint and healing from complaint – with the very process of complaint 

being the means through which men can take the first step to achieve such healing. This is 

common within intimate publics. As Berlant (2011: 10) argues, “even those whom you would 

think of as defeated are living beings figuring out how to stay attached to life from within it, 

and to protect what optimism they have for that, at least.”  

In addition to creating a shared worldview and emotional knowledge, intimate publics also 

survive and thrive through the creation of fantasy, one which salves disappointment through 

the promise of a potential better good life. This sense of an emotional generality of the intimate 

public creates a pull for participants as they feel like ethical places, “which seem to derive from 

an ongoing potential for relief from the hard, cold, world” (Berlant, 2008: 6). Intimate publics 

therefore also salve complaint with a fantasy of a better good life (Berlant, 2008). As Berlant 

(2008:2) argues, intimate publics “produce(s) an orientation toward agency that is focused on 

ongoing adaptation, adjustment, improvisation, and developing wiles for surviving, thriving, 

and transcending the world as it presents itself”. This is evident in the post above, in which 

moderators talk about the Manosphere as a space of healing – with techniques that are 

“sickening, disgusting, cruel, and perhaps sad”, but at the same time necessary. Agency 
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occurs therefore not through politics, which is largely rejected by the intimate public, but 

instead through the sheer force of the community. It is through participating within the intimate 

public that individuals can access the better good life.  

In Berlant’s (2008) study women salve their disappointment through a continued attachment 

to the love plot, believing that if they do enough work on their self they will get access to a love 

plot that gives them the better good life. The Manosphere however rejects this. While 

maintaining a desire for intimacy and love, MM simultaneously articulate a belief that the love 

plot is unachievable, ‘as women are all like that’ (AWALT). While not using these words 

directly, MM say they can only survive, thrive, and transcend the world through individual 

emancipation, facilitated by the brotherhood of the network society.  

In this final section of the thesis, I explore how men salve their disappointment and seek a 

better good life through these two practices of emancipation and brotherhood. I also articulate 

the limitations – or cruel optimism – of the structures they attach themselves to achieve this 

better good life. In the next chapter, I look at the role of therapeutic cultures, with MM 

promoting individual self-help to achieve a better good life. This narrative promotes a version 

of the disciplined masculine man as the key to men’s individual emancipation. I then study the 

promise of brotherhood, using social network analysis (SNA) to examine how men connect 

and create intimacy in the space. Both approaches are examples of cruel optimism, with MM 

investing in social structures which become barriers to their potential flourishing. 
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Chapter 8 Emancipation 
How MM seek a better good life, primarily through the practice of self-help, is the principal 

focus of this chapter. Self-help provides MM with an idealised version of manhood to which 

they can aspire and gain access to the better good life. Specifically, self-help promotes the 

ideology of the ‘network spirit’ of capitalism, one which reinforces MM’s status as consuming, 

networked, white, Western men.  

Analysis of the Manosphere currently focuses on the discourses of misogyny and hate in the 

community. In this chapter, I show that the Manosphere is not just a space of complaint, but 

also a community that seeks to build something different in response to this complaint. It is a 

space in which men seek access to the better good life. Some have already noted this attempt 

at creating a new, generative, politics. Davis (2021), says communities such as the 

Manosphere are not just reactive, they create a “new form of reasoning”. This new form of 

reasoning is one that both rejects modern social structures while adopting them at the same 

time. They:   

…are not simply a reaction to democratic deficit; they are the knowing by-

product of a new hegemony promoted by an opportunistic, programmatic, 

reactionary-conservative movement politics that, while diverse, has in 

common an opportunistic impulse to exploit for political gain the fallout from 

the very (neoliberal) economic transformation that libertarian branches of 

conservatism have sponsored (Davis, 2021: 154). 

This chapter analyses, in-depth for the first time, how the Manosphere adopts such a 

seemingly contradictory position in attempts to find solutions to their complaints. In 

demonstrating how this vision for the better good life is deeply influenced by the ideology of 

the network society, I argue it is not just the technological affordances of Reddit and the 

network society that shape this community, but the ideological rationality that underpins this 

as well. This chapter, therefore, presents an in-depth analysis of the interaction between the 

network society and the Manosphere.  

I begin with a brief introduction to the political economy of individual emancipation within the 

network society, examining how intimate publics on Reddit replicate the ‘network spirit’ of the 

network society. I then consider how MM use self-help to seek their individual emancipation. 

Self-help re-creates the ‘general’ (white, heterosexual, masculine) man, primarily through work 
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men do on their bodies and the purchasing of masculine-coded commodities. These practices 

allow MM to reassert their sense of manhood and Western citizenship, and to escape what 

they believe to be the worst elements of Western society (i.e. relationships with women). 

Throughout I discuss the contradictions and limitations of this vision.  

The network spirit of capitalism and therapy cultures 

Throughout this thesis, I have spoken about the Manosphere being embedded within the 

‘network society’, which is both a technological and ideological structure. In his book on the 

network society, Media and New Capitalism in the Digital Age, the digital sociologist Eran 

Fisher (2010) argues that the network society facilitates what he describes as a ‘network spirit’ 

of capitalism. This network spirit simultaneously promises that individuals can achieve more 

personal empowerment through network technologies, while also legitimating privatised, 

flexible and precarious economic constellations.  

Underpinning a shift towards the power of networks has been a new hegemonic narrative, 

which has sold the idea that production processes have become more democratic and 

collaborative and are “geared more fully toward personal fulfilment of the lifeworld rather than 

toward the fulfilment of system’s ends” (Fisher, 2010: 7). Decentralised and customised 

production all create greater burdens on the individual (Illouz, 2008: 95), who are increasingly 

placed in the centre of economic systems. Through this, the network spirit sells the potential 

of the network as being a space where individuals can work on their selves, alleviate their 

alienation and inauthenticity, and engage in more creativity and personal expression.   

The network spirit of capitalism, therefore, moves away from the Fordist industrial phase which 

worked to achieve “social emancipation by alleviating exploitation”, to instead focus on 

creating “individual emancipation, by alleviating alienation” (Fisher, 2010: 23). The distinction 

between these two types of emancipation arose from two distinct critiques of capitalism – the 

‘social critique’, which focuses on the harmful impacts of capitalism on the social body through 

fostering exploitation and inequality, and the ‘artistic critique’, which focused on the harmful 

practices of capitalism to the person through fostering alienation and inauthenticity. The 

Fordist era, with its focus on large-state welfare provisions, aimed to ameliorate the social 

critique of capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Fisher, 2010). The network society 

however focuses on ameliorating the artistic critique, selling the idea that capitalism provides 

the resources necessary for building authentic, creative, and connected individuals. This is 

deeply interlinked with the platform economy, which has grown, in part, as a response to this 
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‘artistic critique’, but in doing so legitimates modern capitalism by positioning itself as solving 

the pitfalls of the Fordist system (Fisher, 2010). 

This amelioration of the artistic critique is also central to postfeminism, which relocates the 

issue of gender equality away from the political to the cultural, encouraging individual change 

as the means through which women should seek their emancipation. Women are encouraged 

to ‘lean in’ to succeed in the working world, to invest in physical improvement to feel 

empowered, and to consume self-help manuals, fitness and dieting apps, gym memberships 

and mindfulness classes to maintain their marriages, figures and mental health (Ging, 2019: 

51). As Ging (2019: 51) continues, “not only are many of these solutions of obvious benefit to 

neoliberal capitalism, but they also serve to free the state from assuming its responsibilities in 

promoting gender equality and tackling the structural causes of sexism”. 

Therapy culture and self-help 

In the network society, therefore, individual emancipation and empowerment become the 

means through which individuals can achieve a better good life. This occurs primarily through 

self-help, which is central to a broader ‘therapy culture’ (Berlant, 2008, 2012; Illouz, 2008). 

This is revealed through the topic models I presented in Chapter 3, in which self-help was the 

second most prominent theme in the dataset. These topics give insight into the means through 

which men seek to achieve the better good life. The self-help theme comprises a range of 

ways through which men seek to better themselves – Topic 21 and Topic 26 for example are 

comprised entirely of discussion of how men can make their lives better, Topic 23 has a 

specific focus on dieting and the gym, while Topic 27 is about ways men can improve their 

looks.  

Men seek the better good life through therapy culture – representing the growing influence of 

psychology in modern society (Rose; 1998; Illouz, 2008; Berlant, 2012), which sells the idea 

that individual emancipation is achievable through adherence to psychological concepts. 

Arising in the mid-to-late 20th Century, therapy culture forms part of the growing influence of 

the ‘psy’ disciplines (Rose, 1998). I have already discussed one of these ‘psy’ disciplines with 

my discussion of evolutionary psychology in Chapter 5, which is a central part of postfeminist 

ideologies. Therapeutic cultures have developed in conjunction with a growing influence of 

psychology in the west, with psychological ideas becoming deeply embedded in cultural forms. 

As Freud, one of the founders of psychoanalysis and a leader in the creation of a therapeutic 

culture (Illouz, 2008) claimed, “the energetic and successful man is he who succeeds by his 
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work in transforming his wishful fantasies into reality” (Freud, 1992: 434). Emancipation comes 

from hard work, particularly on the self.  

As a political, social, and economic movement, therapy culture arose from the transformation 

in modes and norms of privacy and publicity in the development of the early intimate public 

sphere, as well as through the development of national consumer markets in post-World War 

I, which often targeted middle-class women and mothers as key consumers (Berlant, 2008). 

As sociologist Eva Illouz argues in her text on therapy and self-help movements in this period, 

therapy shifted from being the purview of professional psychologists to a dominant cultural 

practice. Therapy’s primary purpose began to be to “manage various disruptions of biography 

(e.g. divorce, bereavement, unemployment)”, the “uncertainties that have become inherent in 

postmodern lives” and the problems associated with the “size” of the self – i.e. “how big or 

how small one defines oneself” (Illouz, 2008: 157).  

Intimate publics provide a central means through which this narrative of individual 

emancipation is sold and lived out. While Berlant was not writing about digital technologies, 

digital intimate publics and the network society have furthered a process they described where 

the foci of agency and change have shifted away from the collective/political and toward the 

individual, creating “an orientation toward agency that is focused on ongoing adaptation, 

adjustment, improvisation, and developing wiles for surviving, thriving, and transcending the 

world as it presents itself” (Berlant, 2008: 2). This somewhat contradictorily occurs through the 

network, with data-oriented platforms encouraging modes of participation that are oriented 

toward self-care, self-experimentation and the de-stabilising of traditional forms of knowledge 

(Carah et. al. 2017). These behaviours both encourage constant engagement and produce 

valuable data for platforms. Individuals achieve emancipation therefore through their clever 

negotiation of the network, using intimate publics to build their authentic self (which happens 

to align with ‘general’ notions of personhood dominant within the public).  

Rejecting participation in politics, the intimate public finds possibility within the network, 

directing vulnerability and suffering toward a “passive and vaguely civic-minded ideal of 

compassion” (Berlant 2008: 41- 42). As Berlant (2008: 41 - 42) contends:  

The political as a place of acts oriented toward publicness becomes 

replaced by a world of private thoughts, leanings, and gestures projected 

out as an intimate public of private individuals inhabiting their own affective 

changes. Suffering, in this personal/public context, becomes answered by 
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sacrifice or survival, which is, then, recoded as the achievement of justice 

or liberty.  

Through engagement in the intimate publics of the network society, individuals can achieve 

the fantasy of a better good life that underpins liberal ideals, with the network making possible 

the “perfect fusion of the needs of personal emancipation with the system’s needs of 

capitalism” (Fisher, 2010: 7). This represents a trade-off offered by the network spirit of 

capitalism, one between the societal and individual – “between socially backed security and 

individual opportunity, between long-term stability and liberating flexibility; in short, between 

the social safety net that was the ideological underpinning of the Fordist, Keynesian, welfare 

state and the promise of the Internet, so to speak, for personal liberation and dealienation” 

(Fisher, 2010: 219). The network spirit, and the platforms that promote it, abandon the stability 

and collectivity of the social good in favour of the ‘flexibility’ and ‘individuality’ of the network, 

both of which are lived through therapy. 

Individual discipline through the network 

In the topic model I presented in Chapter 3, ‘self-help’ was the third most prominent theme. 

The self-help theme into several specific topics – including discussion about the gym and 

lifting, things men need to do to make themselves better, diet and food, medication and 

supplements, ways men can improve their looks, and attitude changes men need to make to 

achieve their life goals. The prominence of these topics, specifically compared to the absence 

of topics related to political action31, highlights the Manosphere as a space in which optimism 

about the good life is less engaged in state participation, but “takes other routes, through 

zones of labor, neighbourhood, and intimacy that constitute the more immediate and 

manipulable material of good-life fantasy (Berlant, 2011: 14).”  

Self-help has historically been seen as a feminine activity, with the industry working to 

reproduce feminine, consuming, subjects (Hazleden 2003, 2004; Hochschild, 1994; Krafchick 

et. al. 2005; McLean and Verymeylen, 2019; Murphy 2001; Zimmerman, Haddock and 

McGeorge 2001). This has been part of a postfeminist drive, in which women are encouraged 

to withhold their critique of society and instead view themselves as pinups engaging in guilt-

free consumerism, particularly associated with bettering their bodies (Tasker and Negra, 2007: 

3). However, in the late 20th and early 21st Century, the industry has increasingly targeted 

 
31 r/TheRedPill has a specific rule banning political discussion on the subreddit. This would, naturally, 
reduce the likelihood of politics appearing in the topic models. However, it also reinforces the seeming 
attempt at these subreddits to be ‘non-political’.  
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men (e.g. Almog and Kaplan, 2017; Bloch, 2000; Courtney, 2009; McLean and Verymeylen, 

2019, Travis, 2009). The Manosphere is part of this trend, with the community creating a space 

where emancipation is viewed as being achievable through individual, masculine, discipline, 

which is facilitated and enforced by the network of the intimate public.  

In November 2018 the moderators of r/TheRedPill ran a campaign called No Nothing 

November (NNN). NNN is a riff off a campaign run in other parts of Reddit and the web called 

No Fap November32. Linking into a long history of anti-masturbation in the West (Hunt, 1998), 

No Fap November is part of a broader revitalised anti-masturbation ‘no fap’ movement 

(Burnett, 2021). Reddit has a subreddit dedicated to the movement, r/NoFap, which as of 

September 2021 had 867,000 subscribers. Anti-masturbation ideas have also become central 

to elements of the far-right, with groups such as the Proud Boys championing a belief that 

‘wanking’ reduces one’s masculinity (Daggett, 2018). NNN reinvents this idea, encouraging 

members to give up three vices for a month and take up one daily health activity. The 

‘challenge’ was posted by moderators on the first day of November, in a post that ‘pinned33’ 

across the entire month. The post started:  

It's that time of year again where we concentrate on discipline with 

#NoNothingNov 2018 

The moderators immediately define NNN as an act of discipline, with self-help being a way 

men can reinforce their sense of masculinity and manhood (Hinojosa, 2010, Peterson, 2018). 

This discipline of masculinity is directly opposed to the ‘chaos’ of femininity. Jordan Peterson 

(2018), for example, who has a large fan base in Manosphere communities, argues individuals 

need to adopt an ethos of order and discipline as a counterpoint to the chaotic, feminine, 

energy that dominates modern society. This is often based on religious texts, which link 

femininity to creation and nature, which are seen as elements of chaos. Masculinity, Peterson 

argues, is located in the rational and public spheres, which are ideologies and spaces of order. 

Chaos is not seen as inherently bad but instead as not suitable for the management or 

protection of society. Peterson has prominently argued that we now have an overdose of 

femininity and chaos in our society, stating that “we have to rediscover the eternal values and 

then live them out” as an antidote to feminisation, and the chaos it supposedly brings 

(Peterson, cited in Bowles, 2018). 

 
32 Fap is a slang term for masturbation.   
33 ‘Pinning’ is a function that allows moderators to ensure a particular post stays at the top of the 
subreddit, hence being the first thing viewable at the time.  
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In NNN participants are encouraged to ‘concentrate’ on ‘discipline’, with an implication that it 

is solely through concentration that men can achieve a better good life. The moderators re-

emphasise this by providing an (anecdotal) evidentiary basis for the campaign, stating:  

Every year, for the month of November, we challenge men to give up three 

vices for a month. They say that it takes just 21 days to form (or lose) a 

habit, and from those who participated in previous years, they'll remember 

that there's great satisfaction from achieving self-set goals, so let's get 

started on our 2018 #NoNothingNov 

Through the rhetorical flair of “they say”, the post suggests it is common knowledge that it only 

takes 21 days to form (or lose) a habit, and then points to historical successes of the campaign 

to encourage others to join. It reinforces the ‘knowledge’ of discipline and the power of this 

collective knowledge building in the Manosphere. Knowledge development is a key part of the 

rhetoric of the Manosphere, featuring heavily in the philosophy of The Red Pill and is also a 

theme in the topic models. The creation of knowledge systems is also central to therapy 

culture, with therapeutic discourse being both a formal knowledge system, consisting of texts 

developed by experts and an important informal system of “ordinary cultural practices and 

self-understandings” (Illouz, 2008: 10). Within intimate publics individuals and communities 

develop practices of knowledge, engaging in an ongoing contestation of truth (Rose, 1998). 

This occurs through the very development of The Red Pill as an ideology, but is also evident 

here, where anecdotal material becomes the basis on which individuals are encouraged to 

participate in NNN. Knowledge gives authority to the campaign, aligning it with more official 

self-help or psychological texts.  

Below this, the moderators of r/TheRedPill set out the challenge for the year:  

The Challenge 

This year the challenge is: 

Give up Three Vices for a month. 

Take up One Daily activity for a month. 

As we did last year, we want you to choose three vices you want to ditch for 

the month (and maybe for longer!) Some chose porn, some chose alcohol, 

and some chose r/theredpill (bastards). Pick three vices or distractions that 
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you want to remove from your life and kick them to the curb. If you pick 

alcohol or cigarettes, get them out of your house. If you pick porn, install that 

parental control software. If you picked r/theredpill, close this window now. 

If you chose sugar, get your jollies today because at 11:59pm you're 

throwing away all your Halloween treats. 

Now for the proactive part of N3, making sure that no day is wasted, we say 

no to nothing. Pick an activity or chore that you want to make sure gets done 

daily. It can be big, or it can be small. Clean your apartment, make your bed, 

hit the gym (best option), approach at least 3 women a day, shave, work on 

your hobby project at least an hour a day. Whatever it is, it's time to pick it 

and make a real schedule to include it in your day. Sit down with your 

calendar and figure out what time of the day you'll need to dedicate to your 

NoNothingSomething. Figure out Thanksgiving. If you are ditching alcohol 

or taking up the gym, there's no excuse for Thanksgiving. You must commit. 

While the campaign technically provides individuals with the freedom to choose vices and 

daily activities, it does so through a particular lens of acceptability. Men are encouraged to 

adopt activities that align with hegemonic versions of masculinity (Connell, 1995), such as 

cleaning their apartment, making their bed, shaving, hitting the gym etc. By participating in 

these activities it is intimated that any individual can become an idealised ‘self-made’ man 

(Kimmel, 2011). Masculinity becomes a ‘collectively invested form of life’ (Berlant, 2011: 11), 

one which all men are expected to wish to achieve. While not actively spoken about through 

this lens, this mould is one that, similar to the intimate public of women’s culture (Berlant, 

2008), attempts to paper over differences of race, sexuality and class, but in doing so 

reinforces a ‘general’ subject that is white, Western and middle class.  

This reinforcement of the masculine general subject occurs through the public sharing of goals 

and progress. Members are encouraged to announce their activities and track their progress 

on a sibling website for r/TheRedPill, TRP.Red. The moderators say:  

Track your progress 

Track on your personal blog, or on our #NoNothingNov feature on TRP.red. 

Start tracking your progress by announcing your goals. Discuss how you 

plan to achieve these goals and what steps you're going to take to ensure 

that they happen. Track your progress daily with hashtag #NoNothingNov 
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Make sure you track your progress so others can help keep you 

accountable. And make sure you help encourage other members. For some 

people this may be their first foray in taking control of their own lives. 

NNN is part of a broader ‘quantified self’ movement, which is based on the collection and 

analysis of data to develop means to improve the ‘self’ (Nafus and Sherman, 2014; Carah et 

al. 2017.) In addition to this though, as a campaign of collective accountability, NNN is a 

complex practice of homosociality. Homosociality is often explained as a means through which 

men maintain and defend hegemonic masculinity gender hierarchies, primarily through acts 

of competition (Bird, 1996; Lipman-Bliman, 1976; Flood, 2008; Underwood, 2018). Aligned 

with an understanding of masculinity as being a performance for other men (Kimmel, 2008), 

Kimmel (1994, 129) argues that homosociality involves men competitively engaging with each 

other to improve their position in masculine hierarchies, using “markers of manhood” such as 

wealth, power, status, physical prowess and sexual achievement to lay their claim in these 

hierarchies.  

This ‘hierarchical homosociality’ (Hammerren and Johannso, 2014) is apparent in NNN, with 

the campaign promoting the uptake of stereotypically masculine behaviours, often to talk 

about the best ways to achieve sexual success with women. This homosociality shapes 

heterosexual men’s relationships with women, and sex more generally (Bird, 1996; Flood, 

2008; Chen, 2012), providing means through which men can maintain dominant gender orders 

(e.g. Bird, 1996; Flood, 2008; Mac An Ghaill, 1994; Messner, 2001).  

However, despite the encouragement for men to share their progress, NNN is not competitive. 

While MM share their goals, they do not seek to outdo each other, but rather to support each 

other through the process. I view this through an examination of the network underpinning the 

post announcing NNN (see Figure 15: Tree network of the r/TheRedPill post “No Nothing 

November”).  This post contains a relatively large number of comments, including a significant 

amount of initial replies that receive no further comments. Through a closer examination, this 

represents individuals replying with their goals, which then receive no further comments. 

However, compared to other networks I have examined in this thesis so far, there are also a 

comparatively large number of ongoing discussion threads, comprised of MM posting their 

initial goals, followed by others cheering them on, saying they have gained inspiration or 

providing their own stories to further inspire others.  
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Figure 15: Tree network of the r/TheRedPill post “No Nothing November” 

 

The highest-voted comment, for example, is from an individual who says “Guys I’ve stopped 

drinking for 100 days now. I’m a changed man.” The comment is again part of a process of 

collective knowledge development, with the statement that he’s been able to achieve this for 

100 days building evidence the campaign can work. Other MM reply with overwhelming 

support, saying things like: “Fucking yeah, get it boiiii! Much love, from a nigga who only drinks 

on festive occasions now but used to errday. Changes are a'comin'!”, “mad props brother!! 

keep going strong!” and “Keep at it fam, I’m on my 16th month and never felt better. Month 2-

4 were the toughest for me.” In this last comment, the commentator provides support and then 

adds further knowledge, providing personal advice to help other men achieve their goals. The 

Manosphere also acts as a space of horizontal homosociality, which involves homosocial 
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practices of “emotional closeness, intimacy, and a nonprofitable form of friendship” 

(Hammarén and Johannson, 2014: 5).  

While NNN is largely supportive in nature, however, this support is also limited to a particular 

type of man – one who is willing to adopt the rhetoric and actions of masculinised self-

discipline. Support for men only comes through participation in the campaign, with participants 

encouraged to share their individualised commitment and successes to fully gain acceptance 

within the community. There is no discussion of struggles, failures or rejection of the very 

premise of the campaign. Similarly, only certain practices are encouraged. One would be 

unlikely, for example, to declare that they are giving up the gym, nor could one take up 

masturbation as their new daily activity. There is little ‘play’ in the expression of masculinity 

available (Berlant, 2012: 59) – to participate one must at least adopt the language of being a 

disciplined adherent to a network spirit of capitalism.   

Bodies, self-help and citizenship 

Accessing this idealised version of manhood, however, is not just about bettering one’s 

individual life. The Manosphere also promotes that achieving this goal allows men to reclaim 

their symbolic citizenship and re-strengthen the Western nation-state.  

Individual therapy and self-help have long been promoted as a way individuals can access the 

benefits, and responsibility, of true citizenship (Illouz, 2008). The self-help industry reproduces 

networked and neoliberal subjects – promoting characteristics such as individual autonomy, 

reflexivity and rationality (Lavrence and Lozanski 2014; Philip 2009; Redden 2002; Rimke 

2000; Youll and Meekosha 2013, Mclean and Vermeylen, 2019). Individual autonomy and 

rationality are frequently spoken about within the Manosphere as highly idealised character 

traits that all men should aim to aspire to. The subreddit r/MGTOW is based entirely on these 

goals, with men seeking their autonomy to avoid the ‘emotional manipulation’ of women.  

Self-help, therefore, becomes a Foucauldian (1997) “political technology of the self”, “an 

instrument used and developed in the general framework of the political rationality of the state; 

its very aim of emancipating the self is what makes the individual manageable and disciplined” 

(Illouz, 2008: 3). Self-help is not just a means of self-betterment, but a means to create a 

model citizen. This does not mean an alignment with politics or politicians, which MM actively 

criticise. However, as I indicated in Chapter 6 a critique of politics does not necessarily mean 

a critique of the Western state. Instead, MM argue the adoption of self-help and therapeutic 

cultures is exactly what is needed to re-strengthen this state.    
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Like women’s culture (Berlant, 2008), working on the body is viewed as the key means through 

which men can seek access to true citizenship. A r/TheRedPill post for example is titled Do 

your civic duty: LIFT, RUN, and PLAY. The post starts with a reference to a TEDx talk, with 

the OP stating:  

Arguably the best TEDx Talk I've ever seen. Lieutenant General Mark Phillip 

Hertling on Obesity in America. It's 100% worth a watch. It puts National 

Health into perspective and highlights why TRP is so focused on physical 

fitness. He touches on a few other topics as well.  

The OP starts by reinforcing an official knowledge source. The TEDx talk acts as a form of 

self-help text, one that integrates self-help language with notions of nationhood and 

citizenship. Berlant (2008) argues that self-help texts often operate in this way, tracking this 

through Clyde Clarke’s Uncle Sam Needs a Wife, a citizenship manual directed at women 

published in 1925. In the wake of the successful passage of women’s right to vote in the United 

States, Uncle Same Needs a Wife is a treatise on the potentialities of women’s involvement 

in politics, a complaint about the squandering of such potential, and a practical manual for 

women as they, formally, enter this space. Through this latter form, Berlant (2008: 154) argues 

that Uncle Sam Needs a Wife, “articulates citizenship training with therapy culture.” Women 

are encouraged to develop themselves as productive citizens through the discipline of self-

help, with self-help texts selling themselves as places “where practical feminine knowledge is 

simply put to new use” (i.e. for the benefit of the state) (Berlant, 2008: 156). This TEDx talk 

operates similarly. After introducing the video, the OP explains how it highlights the importance 

of focusing on the body:   

We often say "Lift" to get your SMV34 higher but that's only a side-effect. 

Seeing this was an even bigger kick in the pants for myself to stay fit so I 

posted it here for others needing the motivation to get fit. 

We are literally becoming too fat to defend ourselves and the things 
we value.  

While lifting (going to the gym) is important for individual betterment this is only a ‘side-effect’. 

Instead, the real benefit is provided to the nation. The OP reinforces images of the Western 

nation’s built-in strength and masculinity (Nagel, 1998), which is itself a prominent theme in 

much of conservative thinking. As I finalise this chapter for example Russia had just invaded 

 
34 Sexual Market Value 
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Ukraine. Many conservative thinkers have blamed this invasion on a perceived ‘weakness’ of 

the west, claiming that an obsession with ‘pronouns’ and ‘social justice’ has allowed countries 

such as Russia to flex their muscles, knowing they can do so with impunity (Burns, 2022).  

The ideal of the Western nation-state is therefore built upon the image of a generic “person”, 

which, is viewed through the lens of white male masculine embodiment (Berlant, 2008: 110 – 

111). The white, male, body is given the status of the ‘abstract person’, with the nation then 

providing “a kind of prophylaxis for the person as it promises to protect his privileges and his 

local body in return for loyalty to the state” (Berlant, 2008: 110). The white, male body, is thus 

protected by national identity (Mackinnon, 1989; Berlant, 2008). It is this symbolic male body, 

the one that both protects and is protected by, the nation-state, that the OP argues is being 

attacked, with the feminisation of society meaning that “we are literally becoming too fat to 

defend ourselves and the things we value”.  

How individuals can be good citizens of Western nations, therefore, is deeply gendered and 

highly normative. Berlant (2008: 156) says that in Uncle Sam Needs A Wife women can 

achieve true citizenship through engaging in the political sphere “as mothers of the race, as 

home economists, and as managers of money, crisis, desire, and moral leadership.” This 

narrative is eerily reminiscent of the movement of ‘trad wives’ I raised in Chapter 6; a group of 

women, strongly aligned to the far-right, who argue that women should return to more 

traditional roles in marriage (Kelly, 2018). The tradwife movement reflects not just a growing 

dissatisfaction amongst some women with their lives and the states of the world, but also a 

belief that a return to more ‘traditional’ modes of living will allow them to regain a world they 

feel has been lost (Kelly, 2018). The OP of this post similarly suggests gender normative ideas 

of how MM can assist the nation. He says:  

When you look at the projected data into 2030, if you simply watch what you 

eat, jog 3 times a week, and do 20 pushups before bed you will be physically 

stronger and in better shape (read higher SMV) than the majority of men in 

America. 

If you do nothing else make it a goal to be able to: 

• Perform more than 35 Pushups in 2 Minutes 

• Perform more than 50 Situps in 2 Minutes 

• Complete a 2 Mile Run and try to make it under 18 mins 
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If you can do this you can pass the minimum for the Army Physical Fitness 

Test (APFT)… 

…As men we must accept that physical fitness is a part of being a functional 

man. Don't just lift. Eat right. Run and play or else we'll be sending the fatsos 

and manginas to liberate Europe from the migrants in 2030. 

The body becomes a commodity in itself (Berlant, 2008: 139), something to be worked upon 

via other commodities, but also something that can be sold to service society. The body 

represents a last resort, the final means through which men can overcome the injuries inflicted 

upon both them and the nation-state by the rise of feminism and the feminization of society. 

Having positioned themselves as injured and powerless, and having given up on politics, the 

body becomes the only space in which MM can engage in potential change – change thyself 

and overcome the variety of frustrated social relations that men face. The OP does not suggest 

any other changes apart from bodily. There are no policy, political or other solutions to threats 

to national security, only bodily improvements.   

It is important to note here how strongly this aligns with white supremacist thinking. The post 

concludes by saying “Run and play or else we'll be sending the fatsos and manginas to liberate 

Europe from the migrants in 2030.” I have already noted the alignment of self-help views to 

those of groups such as The Proud Boys and Trad Wives, whom each espouse white 

supremacist ideas. The focus on self-help within Manosphere discourse reinforces similar 

reasoning. White supremacist groups and individuals often suggest that a softening of 

masculinity has resulted in a weakening of Western states, allowing for an ‘invasion’ of 

immigrants, and a ‘replacement’ of the white race. This idea of a ‘great replacement’ suggests 

that shifts in demography, specifically the decline of ‘birthrates’ of the white population, will 

lead to an ethnonational replacement, or even a ‘white genocide’ (Kiper, 2021). In 2019 for 

example a man massacred 51 people in a shooting in two mosques in Christchurch, New 

Zealand. In a manifesto placed online, he blamed the ‘invasion’ of Muslims, his main target, 

on a weakening of Western men, stating:  

The people who are to blame most are ourselves, european men. Strong 

men do not get ethnically replaced, strong men do not allow their culture to 

degrade, strong men do not allow their people to die. Weak men have 

created this situation and strong men are needed to fix it.” 
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The language is similar to the comment about liberating Europe from migrants above, as well 

as a summary provided by the OP, in which he states:  

Summary: Your fatass is a threat to National Security. 

The implication is clear: while the west has become softened, fat, and weak, other parts of the 

world have not. It is then the onus of MM – and men generally – to address this problem, and 

to do so specifically via a focus on their body. The body is produced not just as a representative 

of the Western nation, but also as its saviour and its potential undoing.  

Escape through commodities in r/MGTOW 

A focus on self-help reproduces an idealised white, Western, masculine citizen, one who, it is 

believed, can once again strengthen a ‘weakened’ Western state. In this final section of this 

chapter, I argue that self-help reproduces networked consuming citizens. Consumption, which 

itself promotes a masculine form of the self, is promoted as a way that men can escape their 

injury and in turn create a better good life.   

r/MGTOW in many ways epitomises individual emancipation rhetoric. The very basis of 

r/MGTOW is for men to ‘go their own way’ – to escape the confines of modern society and 

find liberation through self-betterment escape. The subreddit is an example of a community 

based on ‘strong individualism’, but one in which individuals create their sense of self within a 

network of social relations (Illouz, 2008). While often not viewed in this way, r/MGTOW is not 

solely a reaction to new social ideas but is an extension of the thought systems both of 

postfeminism and the network society, which focuses on individualism and self-empowerment. 

As Davis (2021: 156) claims “it is no longer productive to understand the discursive formations 

discussed here as somehow an anti-modern, tribal, pre-cosmopolitan space of barbarians. 

‘They’ are the very essence of the modern and indeed, of post-industrial cosmopolitanism: 

they are us.” 

Men in r/MGTOW engage in and promote this strong individualism through a consistent 

posting of selfies showing life changes. These selfies do not include photos of these 

individuals. This is not due to any formal rules, but instead follows the culture of pseudonymity 

on Reddit. Instead, as shown below, they feature images of the new lives men claim to lead – 

shown through new purchases, apartments, travels etc. Despite this, however, these pictures 

act in similar ways to selfies, being a photograph that both “initiates the transmission of human 

feeling in the form of a relationship”, and act as gestures that send “different messages to 

individuals, communities, and audiences” (Senft and Baym, 2015). MM use selfies to express 
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their feeling of emancipation as well as to gesture to others in the subreddit about how they 

can achieve similar feelings. Hence I feel comfortable using this term in this context.  

 

Figure 16: r/MGTOW post “quad bike” 

 

In Figure 16: r/MGTOW post “quad bike” a man posts an image of a quad bike that he is about 

to purchase. In the post text, he tells a story of giving up drinking and smoking a year ago, 

with his going sober allowing him to save enough money to buy the bike. The quad bike is 

about more than a simple purchase. It is a symbol of the man’s progress – from being alcohol 

and cigarette dependent to an idealised version of a disciplined masculine man. Self-help has 

disciplined this individual so he can actively better his inherent selfhood (Illouz, 2008) and 

through this gain access to new commodities that were previously unavailable to him.  

The quad bike is a representation therefore of everything the man has achieved. It becomes 

not just a personal investment but takes on what Berlant (2008) describes as a “religious aura”, 

in which it becomes invested with soul and pseudo-agency (Marx, 1990). The commodity does 
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not just represent the potential for escape, but also provides the possibility to attain a 

legitimate, uncontested, and even a ‘glorious’ foundation in the world (Berlant, 2008: 242). 

This foundation is masculinised, with the man enacting a masculine ideal of discipline and 

purchasing a highly masculinised commodity. The quad bike is the indication of his entry into 

being an idealised ‘general’ subject – the epitome of success within the Manosphere.  

This success is celebrated within the subreddit. Replies feature a range of congratulatory 

remarks – such as “Super impressive!” or “THAT LOOKS SO FUN!” or one user who, cheekily, 

comments “Congrats! Buy a helmet, too, you psycho! =]” The majority of engagement is from 

those who come in to provide quick validation of the OP. This can be seen in Figure 17: Tree 

network of the r/MGTOW post “quad bike”. Compared to the average for r/MGTOW (which as 

a reminder is 75.7), this post has a very high score of 485. It also has a relatively high number 

of comments with 57 (compared to the average of 19.29), although the vast majority are only 

initial replies to the post with no further conversation. Similar to other conversation threads I 

have presented therefore there is a decent level of initial engagement, with several people 

replying with short, sharp, congratulations. There is, however, little sustained conversation, 

with the longest conversation thread only running for 6 comments. The post acts as a rallying 

cry, with the OP posting something inspiring and others chiming in to celebrate and take 

inspiration themselves. There is no discussion, with the emancipatory nature of the commodity 

being taken as a given. 
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Figure 17: Tree network of the r/MGTOW post “quad bike” 

 

One notable trend within the comments is participants taking the OP’s post and relating it to 

their addiction. One man replies “Good job man, I challenged myself to not drink for 1 year, 

that started on Dec 22. Its crazy how different you feel!” while another says “Congrats! I quit 

the cigs and booze too! It's worth it just to be at peace! No demons pulling you down!” Another 

takes this even deeper, suggesting the post inspires further action. They say:  

Due to serious depression and other shit, I've been an on and off alcoholic 

for almost a decade now, but I'm realising I need to start making some 

changes to save my wallet and my organs. I don't even want to bring myself 

to calculate just how much I've spent on booze over this past many years. 

Anyway, good on you for making such a change. 

The post encourages a testimonial culture (Ahmed and Stacey, 2001) around addiction, with 

users taking the lead of the original testimony to relay their own stories. However, it does not 

allow people to wallow. To participate one must show a similar attempt of discipline – either 

now or into the future. The post facilitates a culture of self-help, in which the practice of 

discipline becomes reinforced through the benefits that come from the commodity.  
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MM do not just think of commodities as a symbol of how they have bettered themselves, but 

also use them to draw distinctions between themselves and women. While the OP did not 

discuss women or relationships at all in their original post, several commenters take it in this 

direction. One for example retells a long story about drugs, alcohol and his relationship with 

his ex, indicating a belief that it was his ex, and women more generally, who pushed him to 

addiction. He says:  

My wife left me three days ago. Haven’t had the urge to drink or pick up the 

bong since.... not even a slight inclination. Between that and her high 

maintenance ass I’ve saved about $100-$200 in 3 days depending on if we 

ate out or in. 

Another says something similar, saying “Was in really toxic relationship with a single mom. I 

had to drink beer everyday to try and block out that mistake.” Similar to narratives furthered 

by thinkers such as Jordan Peterson (2018) femininity is associated with chaotic energy, one 

which pushes men toward vices such as alcohol and cigarettes. Rejecting this energy, 

primarily through the discipline of self-help and the commodities that come with this, is the 

antidote to this chaos – not just for men individually, but for society in general. 

This gendered discourse runs throughout the commodification selfies of r/MGTOW. In Figure 

18: r/MGTOW post “apartment” a man posts an image of his apartment, which is a 

representation of his newfound freedom after he left his ‘toxic ex-girlfriend’. Stories about ex-

partners are common in these images, with individual ‘toxic’ partners used as representatives 

of women overall. By rejecting these women MM present themselves as being self-made and 

in turn able to access the idealised ‘general’ masculine subject (Kimmel, 2011).   
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Figure 18: r/MGTOW post “apartment” 

 

Images of men’s apartments normally feature pictures of rooms with TVs, computers, high-

tech gadgets and audio-visual setups. This is the epitome of the cultural notion of the ‘man 

cave’ (Browitt, 2017), although one in which tools, cars and other trade-based materials have 

been replaced by geeky masculine (Massanari, 2017; Ging, 2017;  Salter, 2018) technologies 

such as computers, screens, TV etc. r/MGTOW men align themselves with a cultural 

masculinisation of digital technologies (Salter, 2018), and gaming (Maloney, Roberts and 

Graham, 2019), taking ownership of these spaces as inherently masculine spheres. 

Computers and gaming are spoken about as the perfect space of escape from women and 

partners. One post featuring pictures of a room with several TV and computer screens, 

alongside several fish tanks, is titled “When you dont have a wife or kids”. Women are the 

barriers to men achieving their idealised commodified life.  
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Notably, however, while MM valorise their commodities, they also position themselves as less 

commodity-focused than women. Commonly, as shown in Figure 19: r/MGTOW post "You 

guys live in apartments like this...", MM repost images of women supposedly attacking men 

for the furnishing of their apartment. This image features a picture of a room with a TV and a 

single chair, with a comment, apparently written by a woman, which states “you guys live in 

apartments like this and don’t see any issue…” This supposed attack suggests it is ridiculous 

that men can live in such simplicity, and that they do not require more commodities. A man 

then replies “It drives women crazy that men can just sit and be happy”.  

 
Figure 19: r/MGTOW post "You guys live in apartments like this..." 

 

MM criticise women for this apparent obsession with commodities, linking it to their 

hypergamy. Figure 20: r/MGTOW post “Bitches aint switches”, shows a popular post on 

r/MGTOW. This is a repost from Twitter, in which a woman shares an image of herself under 

the Christmas tree, with the caption “Why waste money on presents when he’s got the greatest 
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gift of all, ME.” A man then replies “I wanted a switch35, Smh36”. While men criticise women for 

wanting commodities, this post also criticises women for not giving men commodities, 

reinforcing the belief that men have to rely on themselves. 

 

Figure 20: r/MGTOW post “Bitches aint switches” 

 

Members of r/MGTOW seek their emancipation through escaping via commodities that they 

invest with soul and pseudo-agency, becoming a representation of the ability to lead a better 

good life. The Manosphere operates similarly to the women’s culture, in which Berlant (2008: 

141) argues, “the artificial legitimacy of the citizen has merged with the commodity form: its 

autonomy, its phantasmatic freedom from its own history, seem to invest it with the power to 

transmit its aura, its “body” to consumers.” This relationship however is contradictory, with MM 

critiquing women’s so-called obsession with commodities while valuing access to commodities 

themselves.  

 
35 The switch is a game console made by Nintendo.  
36 Short for ‘shake my head’.  
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The alienation of universal ‘manhood’ 

Individual emancipation represents attempts from MM to survive the multiple challenges they 

believe are thrown at them. As I quoted at the start of this section, as Berlant (2011: 10) 

argues, “even those whom you would think of as defeated are living beings figuring out how 

to stay attached to life from within it, and to protect what optimism they have for that, at least.” 

Requoting Marcuse, who, charting the post-war U.S. argues that while people comfort 

themselves with stories about being defeated or beaten by the “system”, they “continue the 

struggle for existence in painful, costly and obsolete forms” (Marcuse, 2009[1968]: 193). The 

tactics of individual emancipation presented in this chapter represent MM’s attempted struggle 

for existence.  

This continued struggle however is based in an ideology – the network spirit of capitalism – 

that is designed specifically to funnel human energies further to the needs of capital. The 

Manosphere seeks to be generative, to create a ‘new reasoning’. However, this something 

‘new’ that is being built is not one designed for all members of the community. Instead, it 

reorients individuals’ complaints back into the very economic structures that form the basis of 

the complaint in the first place. This is not new and has been part of therapeutic cultures for a 

long time. As Illouz (2008: 2) argues, through an obsessive focus on the individual, therapeutic 

cultures express “an atomistic individualism that creates or at least encourages the very ills it 

claims to heal”. Therapeutic cultures do so by promoting a version of individualism where 

“social relations are dissolved by a pernicious utilitarianism that condones a lack of 

commitment to social institutions and legitimizes a narcissistic and shallow identity”.  

To put this another way, men come to the Manosphere seeking the intimacy of the public. 

They search, sometimes very actively, for a community of shared histories and emotional 

knowledge. Embedded in the ideologies of postfeminism and the network society, however, 

the Manosphere then deals with these problems by atomising the solutions to these 

complaints. Men come to the Manosphere to complain but are then told the solutions do not 

exist collectively, but solely through individualist attempts at empowerment. The ‘network 

spirit’ of capitalism re-sells men an ideology that formed the very basis of their complaint in 

the first place.   

In addition, central to this potential for survival is the adoption, or at least presentation, of an 

idealised masculine self. In The Female Complaint, Berlant (2008: 6) argues that the intimate 

public of women’s culture creates “generic-but-unique” femininity, one which “trains women to 

expect to be recognizable by other members of this intimate public, even if they reject or feel 
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ambivalent about its dominant terms.” This is also true for the Manosphere, with therapeutic 

cultures promoting a ‘generic-but-unique’ version of masculinity that can be adopted by 

individual participants.   

Like women’s culture, however, this brings limitations. The problem with this ‘generic-but-

unique’ version of masculinity is that the vast majority are unable or unwilling to live up to its 

ideals (Berlant, 2012: 57). Masculinity is a structure of cruel optimism, in which “men are set 

up to fail, but are told that failure is distinctly unmasculine because masculinity favors success” 

(Allan, 2018: 181). This is viewable through each of the cases I presented in this chapter. The 

ability to properly follow NNN, to work heavily on the body, or to obtain the commodities 

promoted in r/MGTOW, not only require high levels of discipline, but also significant money 

and time. Gyms and gym equipment are expensive, as are a quad bike, apartment, or 

electronic equipment. These activities also require significant investment in time, which is 

often not available to individuals who work multiple jobs or have kids or caring responsibilities. 

This is not to mention the challenges faced by those with disabilities, with all of these activities 

assuming a normative body. The masculine success promoted by the Manosphere is only 

available to a particular subset of men – those who are able-bodied, middle class, relatively 

wealthy, and have the time they can dedicate to working on their ‘selves’.  

It is not just about resources, however. The hegemonic ideals of masculinity promoted within 

the Manosphere present a single mould of subjecthood, one which is not achievable for the 

majority of men. Hegemonic masculinity promotes an idealised version of the ‘rational male’ 

(Nicholas and Agius, 2017), who does not let emotions take control. As I have noted 

throughout this thesis, however, the ideology and discourse of the Manosphere are centred 

on emotion and feeling. The Manosphere, therefore, promotes two contradictory ideas, in 

which the intimate public promotes traditionally non-masculine modes of being to express 

one’s complaints about life, but then switches this up to claim that a return to masculinity is 

the only way to deal with these issues.  

The continued striving for idealised masculinity creates fantasies that “become more 

fantasmatic, with less and less relation to how people can live” (Berlant, 2011: 11). The 

promotion of therapeutic cultures creates an image of perfect manhood that is not achievable 

for most, particularly given the promotion of non-masculine feelings in the rest of the 

Manosphere. As Berlant (2012: 61) therefore argues:  

Males adopt masculinity by citing the normative practices they see men do; 

the same goes for females; the same goes for heterosexuals who mobilize 
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conventional gender classifications. But, inevitably, the sexual subject will 

always fail to be the generic one. 

Self-help will almost always inevitably fail, both due to resource constraints, and the unrealistic 

and unachievable expectations it creates. This failure however is not noted by individuals, 

specifically in discussions related to the self-help topic. Failure itself is also seen as 

unmasculine, an admittance of the inability to live up to the disciplined generic subjecthood. It 

is therefore likely something that stays hidden, unable to be expressed due to fears of what it 

means about their participation in the community. As Allan (2018: 182) argues:  

To strive for masculinity is manly, to fail is not. And so, in admitting failure, 

we admit that we are even less masculine than we had previously imagined 

before acknowledging failure, and the cycle continues, we perpetually spiral 

out of masculinity.  

This spiral is inherently cruel, with men attaching to masculinity, but this attachment being an 

obstacle to their flourishing. Therapeutic cultures are a system that promises access to 

citizenship and an idealised version of subjecthood, but which continues to be unable to 

provide this goal – as this idealised version of subjecthood does not exist.   

Conclusion 

MM seek to salve their disappointment around love through a focus on self-betterment, 

specifically through self-discipline, work on the body, and the purchase of masculine-coded 

commodities. These processes are heavily gendered, with MM aligning themselves with a 

broad notion of ‘discipline’ as opposed to the ‘chaos’ that makes up the feminine. Individual 

emancipation however is alienating, with MM only being able to access the promise it provides 

if they attach themselves to an idealised version of masculinity that is largely unachievable.  

The focus on self-help within an intimate public in the Manosphere is in many ways ironic, as 

it occurs within a community of men seeking a sense of belonging. The focus on self-help 

highlights a shallowness to this belonging, in which it is only available for those who at least 

strive for this ideal, and specifically those who obsess primarily on the strength of their self 

over that of the community. It is possible to view this through the two tree networks I presented 

in this chapter. While Figure 15: Tree network of the r/TheRedPill post “No Nothing November” 

had more conversational threads than many others in the Manosphere, presenting a version 

of horizontal homosociality, these links were still relatively few and were vastly outnumbered 

by those who replied to the initial post only to receive no further engagement. This was true 
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for Figure 17: Tree network of the r/MGTOW post “quad bike”, with most engagement going 

unnoticed. While individuals stay committed to the intimate publics, they rely primarily on the 

self and the commodity form, seeking these as the sole means through which emancipation 

is possible.  

I address this more fully in the final two chapters of this thesis, examining what belonging 

means in the Manosphere. I ask, why is belonging so important, and can the network society 

provide the belonging so desired by members of the Manosphere?
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Chapter 9 – Belonging 
You guys are like the brothers I never had. God I love the online incel 

community. 

In this chapter, I focus on what belonging looks like in the Manosphere, Reddit and the network 

society. I demonstrate how the network society shapes community in the Manosphere on 

Reddit. I also consider how community structures formed within Reddit respond to and 

reinforce MM’s craving for a place to belong.  

The epigraph is a comment in r/Braincels reflecting a sentiment that runs through each of the 

subreddits. Belonging is central to the formation of intimate publics. As Berlant (2008: 13) 

argues “mass-mediated popular culture is always generating more opportunities for fomenting 

a sense of focused belonging to an evolving world in this intensely connected yet mediated 

way.” In The Female Complaint, they claim that women’s culture not only provides women 

with a space to express their alienation but assures them they are not alone. Intimate publics 

are a mediated space in which individuals can create social identification (Williams, 2006), 

with individuals placing themselves into social categories that distinctly differ from others 

available (Hewitt, 2003). They are therefore a space where individuals can create a collective 

sense of identity alongside an individual sense of self. 

This is spoken about by Manosphere participants. MM talk about being alienated from those 

around them and how the Manosphere presents relief from this alienation. A user in r/MGTOW 

for example posted a submission titled “The world has become an immoral shithole”. He says 

that as he has gotten older he has noticed a drop in morality from those around him, stating:  

I really get the feeling that everyone is corrupt or close enough.  

Your best friend if left alone with your wife will try and fuck her. Nothing is 

offlimits or sacred. There's no honor left.  

I really am very disturbed at the state of morality. 

The OP has a friendship group but does not connect with them. He indicates a sense of social 

alienation, a belief he lives in a different moral and political realm. This has been identified as 

a common feature in other parts of the contemporary right (see, for example, Gest, 2016; 

Hochschild, 2016). Hochschild (2016) for example titles her book “Strangers In Their Own 
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Land”, a reference to a belief amongst members of the right that they no longer have a sense 

of belonging in the very place they live and call home.  

The Manosphere is then presented as the community that can counteract this, a collective 

that understands MM’s lives. A member of r/MGTOW posts a submission titled “Another "I 

love you guys so much" post!” The title indicates the prevalence of the talk about community 

within the subreddit, with this post being just another in a line talking rhapsodically about the 

subreddit. In the submission, he talks about his sense of alienation, specifically from women 

and romantic relationships. He then raves about the MGTOW community. He says:    

I owe you guys my present, and all my future endeavors. I can't thank this 

community enough. 

I love you.  

Thank you. 

From just another random guy going his own way, as grateful as one can be 

to be alive and free. 

As I’ve argued throughout the thesis, MM specifically bind together over their shared 

disappointment around love, their collective sense of injury, their nihilism about the state of 

the world, and through a fantasy of a better good life promoted through self-help. Each of 

these feelings reinforces a normative collective subjecthood (an ‘in-group’), one which is 

contrasted against the abnormal and dangerous ‘out-group’ of feminists, social justice 

warriors, and women generally. The Manosphere presents a community that gives men a 

space to discuss how to live as an ‘x’ (where ‘x’ refers to how to live as a man) (Berlant, 2008: 

viii). Belonging is a core part of the connective tissue which brings MM together. 

In this chapter, I study what belonging for MM looks like through expanding my use of SNA. I 

examine how MM participate across the Manosphere and Reddit, as well as look at social 

connections developed within subreddits. This will provide greater insight into how the network 

society shapes participation and achieves (or not) its promise to rebuild the ‘social’ sphere. I 

start by examining the two different types of engagement participants have on the platform – 

information/community searching and social connection. Using SNA, I then look at how these 

different types of engagement are structured on Reddit, before considering how the 

affordances of Reddit shape the nature of the community available to MM on the platform.   
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Information searching and social connection on the Manosphere  

In previous chapters, I have been able to share the words of MM through their posts and 

comments. Using SNA, I now take a step back to look at the structure of community on the 

threads I am studying. The purpose of this is to examine how the experience of individual 

users aligns with the promise of the platform and the Manosphere. In this section, I start by 

examining this promise – detailing what Reddit claims to offer participants. I then use SNA to 

study whether this promise is met. This gives a sense of what community structure looks like 

on Reddit and whether or not this meets the expectations of participants.  

I do this through a detailed examination of the experience of users in these networks. I am 

going to imagine the experience of one user, let’s call him ‘Kevin’, as he participates in the 

Manosphere and Reddit more generally. MM often speak about the desire for belonging in the 

space. Therefore, in this chapter, I am going to assume that Kevin is seeking both relevant 

content and social connection on this platform. I recognise that this is unlikely to be the goal 

of all participants, but many MM express this desire.   

While not exclusive, when Kevin joins Reddit, likely, he does so for one, or both, of two reasons 

– (1) to find information (or content), and (2) for some form of social connection. Each of these 

is wrapped up in a broader sense of ‘community’ that Reddit offers.  

These two distinctions are based on the promise that Reddit and the network society offer 

individuals. Reddit describes itself as the ‘front page of the Internet’ (Robards, 2018), with its 

founders (Ohanian, 2013) arguing that the platform, and specifically the structure of 

subreddits, was designed to promote the spread of online content. Reddit co-founder Alexis 

Ohanian (2013: np) for example argued that:   

It turns out that an entire building full of editors, no matter how smart of 

tireless they are, can’t match the speed or efficiency with which the reddit 

communities discover, create, and promote interesting content. This made 

reddit an extremely valuable destination.  

This focus on ‘content’ has been a core part of the ethos of Reddit (Massanari, 2015) and has 

been a significant selling point of the platform. Reddit has become infamous for the unique 

content within – whether it is the original or remixed memes that appear on subreddits like 

r/AdviceAnimals or r/lolcats, pictures of animals in subreddits like r/aww or the debates that 

follow after people ask for advice on a range of topics in subreddits like r/relationships or 
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r/AskReddit (Massanari, 2015). This content may be all that Kevin is after and he may be 

satisfied with this and this alone. 

Reddit however is not just a news service offering content. It also promotes the idea that users 

can find ‘community’ and social connections around this content. Social media platforms have 

increasingly been promised as the means through which participants can rebuild social worlds 

that have been destroyed in the neoliberal era. Brown (2019) argues that the social sphere is 

an important one, as it is “where we are more than private individuals and families, more than 

economic producers, consumers, or investors, and more than mere members of the nation” 

(Brown, 2019: 28). Neoliberalism, however, has actively dismantled this space, with key 

thinkers denouncing ‘society’ as a ‘nonsensical’ term (Brown, 2019). The social is positioned 

as a threat to individual freedom, and in turn, must be targeted. In the 21st century, 

conservatives have done this through critiques of ‘social justice warriors’ (SJWs), who they 

argue undermine freedom “with a tyrannical agenda of social equality, civil rights, affirmative 

actions, and even public education” (Brown, 2019: 28). The social sphere is positioned as 

being against freedom and in turn a limitation on the individual to achieve their emancipation.  

Somewhat contradictorily, however, particularly given its focus on individual emancipation, the 

network society, and specifically digital media platforms, position themselves as the antidote 

to these attacks. Social media platforms have acknowledged this breakdown of the social 

sphere and, targeting/enticing people like Kevin, have made a promise that they could be its 

replacement. Conducting a digital ethnography of Facebook, for example, the digital 

anthropologist David Miller (2011) argues that in the past decades there has been a “decline 

of community and subsequent drift towards the isolation and anonymity of urban crowds” (pp. 

181). However, he then states that “whatever exactly we mean by the word ‘community’, 

Facebook seems to have revived and expanded it” (Miller, 2011: 182). Miller claims 

Facebook’s friendship model allows individuals to reconnect and create community with 

previously lost social networks. 

Reddit similarly promises such community. The very first sentence of Reddit’s ‘About’ page 

says the platform “is home to thousands of communities, endless conversation, and authentic 

human connection” (Redditinc.com, 2022: np). Reddit is not just promising content, but that 

users will find social connection that is ‘authentic’ – i.e. like what they may find IRL (in real 

life). It is in this context that Reddit has been defined as a ‘community of communities’ (Potts 

and Harrison, 2018), with individual subreddits being their own communities while Reddit acts 

as an overarching community itself. Individual subreddits are what some scholars define as a 

‘taste community’ (Van Dijck, 2009), in which users connect over communal interests or 
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‘tastes’. Massanari (2015) has defined Reddit itself as a community, one defined by a 

carnivalistic atmosphere and practices of ritual and play. 

Even if he’s not thinking about it in this specific way, therefore, Kevin likely approaches Reddit 

with some ideas about the platform. He probably wants to find interesting and funny content 

and has possibly heard about some of the more amusing and iconic subreddits. This may be 

enough for him, and he may be happy just dicking around, laughing and having fun with what 

he sees online. However, there’s also a good chance he wants to seek out social connection 

and a sense of community – both across the platform and possibly within individual subreddits 

that take his fancy. 

Hypothesising Reddit as a Small World 

So what does this experience look like for Kevin? Considering Reddit as a ‘community of 

communities’, I hypothesise the platform, and the Manosphere within, are likely to exhibit what 

social network theorists describe as ‘small world’ characteristics (Watts, 1998; Grandjean, 

2015; Himelboim et. al. 2017). Regardless of the size of a social network, SNA research has 

shown that humans are likely to join in small clusters of tightly interconnected individuals 

(Milgram, 1967). In his everyday social circumstances – at school, in the workplace or his 

circle of friends, Kevin is likely to form and participate in small social groups, or cliques. These 

cliques however are not fenced off. Instead, individuals ‘bridge’ to other cliques, connecting 

groups and allowing for the sharing of resources, information etc. Kevin will have friends who 

are connected to other social groups. These individuals become his acquaintances, linking 

him to a broader social world. Named after the phrase ‘it’s a small world after all’, small worlds 

describe dynamics in which social connection is formed primarily through dense, but small, 

clusters, but with these clusters all being interconnected through specific individuals. 

In SNA parlance small worlds have two primary characteristics (Shirkey, 2008: 215). First, 

they are based on localised clustering, with individuals having a much higher probability of 

being connected with others who are close to them in geographic or social space. Second 

these clusters are sparsely connected, with small numbers of individuals forming ‘bridges’ 

between individual clusters. These bridges however result in what social network theorists 

describe as short ‘average path lengths’, describing the distance between any two randomly 

chosen individuals in a network. In small worlds these path lengths are relatively small, 

meaning it only takes a small number of steps from one individual to reach any other.  
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As shown in Figure 21 – Representation of Small World Theory by Watts and Strogatz (image 

from Watts and Strogatz, 1998), small world theory was formalised by Watts and Strogatz in 

an influential paper in 1998. In the graph on the left, each node (or individual) is connected to 

its neighbour, showing what they described as a ‘regular’ configuration. The graph on the right 

has the same number of nodes and edges, but the edges are allocated randomly. This results 

in less clustering and longer ‘average path lengths’. As they show in the middle graph, 

however, a small ‘rewiring’ of edges results in a ‘small world’, in which there are specific 

clusters and shorter average path lengths between individuals.37  

 

Figure 21 – Representation of Small World Theory by Watts and Strogatz (image from Watts and 
Strogatz, 1998) 

 

This makes more sense if we imagine Kevin is one of these nodes. If he existed in the social 

network on the left graph, Kevin would be very close to his neighbours but would have virtually 

no connection to those on the other side of the graph. On the right-hand side, his friendship 

connections would be random. Living in a small world, however, Kevin would have a small 

cluster, say half of the network that would form his social group. Individuals in this group would 

also connect to the other social groups, forming a broader network Kevin can access.  

For individuals, small world structures provide two things. First, they allow for the creation of 

social connection, giving individuals access to a small number of others with whom they can 

create deep ties. At the same time however the ‘bridges’ between these clusters open broader 

connections, allowing for information and resource sharing between these clusters. Small 

 
37 In this image ‘p’ refers to the probability that edges will be chosen at random, with the ‘regular 
graph’ having no edges chosen at random, while in the ‘random’ graph all edges are chosen in this 
manner.  



165 

worlds are therefore the best structures through which to provide the promise of Reddit – a 

sense of community, a chance for conversation, and authentic human connection. If replicated 

on Reddit it would mean that Kevin would join and find a core group of other people with whom 

he could engage and form social connections. He would also have access to other individuals, 

ensuring he has access to information being shared throughout the platform beyond his core 

group. A small world would give him access to a core community as well as being able to see 

the ‘best content on the web’.  

Community and information seeking in the Manosphere 

Imagining that Kevin has come to Reddit to join the Manosphere, I want to look at whether he 

is participating just in one or multiple of the subreddits that form part of my study. I do so to 

examine whether the Manosphere can be viewed as a community in itself, or rather three 

smaller communities that all sit under one umbrella.  

Figure 22: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the three subreddits 

r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill presents a ‘bipartite network’38 studying this 

phenomenon. This network contains two node types – individual users and subreddits. Edges 

represent moments in which a user has either submitted or commented on a post in one of 

the subreddits. So, if Kevin submits on r/TheRedPill this would form a line between him and 

that subreddit. In this graph users only connect to subreddits (to either one, two or all three of 

them) and not each other. This gives us a map of how participants engage across the three 

Manosphere subreddits that are the basis of my analysis.  

For this visualisation, I have increased the size of the nodes of the three subreddits to 

represent their position more clearly. I have also labelled the three subreddits. Finally, I have 

coloured the network using a ‘modularity ranking’ tool provided by Gephi, which uses an 

algorithm to identify clusters, or cliques, within a network. In this representation, these clusters 

primarily identify the three subreddits – green for r/Braincels, blue for r/MGTOW and red for 

r/TheRedPill.  

  

 

 
38 Bipartite networks are a version of a ‘two-mode’ network, in which there are two types of nodes. 
Two-mode networks are described as bipartite when edges can only exist between nodes of a 
different type. 
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Figure 22: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the three subreddits 
r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill 

 

There is a clear distinction between the three subreddits. Each of the three subreddits is 

surrounded by many users, creating what looks like three fans spreading out on the edges. 

These fans represent the many thousands of individuals who have, over the time of data 

collection, only ever participated in one of the subreddits. In between each, there is a smaller 

number of individuals who are participating in more than one subreddit – those who participate 

in both r/Braincels and r/TheRedPill are shown by a brown line, r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill 

a purple line, and r/Braincels and r/MGTOW a darker blue line. I have calculated this 

engagement in Table 4: Participation rates of users across different subreddits. This table 

examines whether users participate across one, two, or three subreddits, indicating the raw 
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number of individuals who engage in this way in column two and the percentage of the total 

number of participants in column three.  

Table 4: Participation rates of users across different subreddits 

Number of subreddits Number of participants Percentage 

1 102,609 90.4 

2 9,899 8.7 

3 982 0.9 

 

There are 113,492 authors39 who have submitted or commented on a post over the time of 

my data collection. Of these, a very large number, 102,609, or 90.4% only ever participate in 

one subreddit. A much smaller number, 9,899, or 8.7% participate in two subreddits and an 

even smaller number, 983 or 0.9% participate across all three. Based on percentages it is 

extremely likely that Kevin is only participating in one of the three Manosphere subreddits. He 

could, of course, be one of the few that go across subreddits, which would mean he would be 

a ‘bridge’ across the broader Manosphere community.  

The three subreddits of the Manosphere that I study therefore form a ‘small world’. The 

subreddits of the Manosphere indicate clear clustering, with users participating primarily within 

one subreddit. However, there are a small number of individuals who act as ‘bridges’ between 

these subreddits, forming short path lengths between the average user and each subreddit 

(and in turn other individuals). These small number of users are what small world theorists 

describe as ‘hubs’ being the ‘global’ individuals who link between ‘local’ clusters. To back up 

this finding I have conducted a statistical analysis of these networks, which compares metrics 

from this network with ones that I have created that are completely random, as described in 

Figure 21 – Representation of Small World Theory by Watts and Strogatz. This analysis, which 

backs up these findings, is available in Appendix One – Statistical Analysis of Social Networks. 

 
39 It is important to note here the difference between authors and individuals. As individuals can 
create multiple accounts with Reddit some author names may be the same individual person. 
However, I cannot identify these instances within my dataset and so can only report on individual 
authors.  
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This analysis suggests the means through which the homogenisation of ideology may occur 

within the Manosphere. As Ging (2017) has argued, despite the Manosphere comprising 

separate communities, such as incels, MGTOW and the seduction community, they also use 

similar terminology and have coalesced around a coherent philosophy of The Red Pill. While 

out of the scope of this research, it is likely that it is these ‘bridge’ actors who spread new 

ideas and content between different sub-communities. Research on platforms such as Gab, 

for example, shows that hateful material is often propagated by a small, but densely 

connected, number of users (Mathew et al. 2019; Mathew et al. 2020). This aligns with 

research that shows that small numbers of participants generate a significant proportion of 

content on digital platforms (Ackland, 2013), including on Reddit (Anand and Pathak, 2022).   

If Kevin was participating across subreddits he’d likely be spreading new ideas from one to 

the other, helping homogenise the content across the community. It would be worth examining 

these ‘bridge’ actors in more depth to analyse the role they play in spreading Manosphere 

ideas across subreddits and/or the community more broadly. Some research has already been 

done to examine how terms spread across subreddits, showing how small subreddits can 

propagate material that spreads quickly across the platform (Willaert et al. 2021). A focus on 

users may provide a further understanding of how ideas spread across the different 

Manosphere sub-communities, and what role individuals play in this spread. If ideas are 

spread by small numbers of ‘hub’ actors, this could then inform potential interventions 

addressing how to stop or slow the spread of hateful content.  

Small worlds within the Reddit community 

However, Kevin is unlikely to just participate in the three Manosphere subreddits, but probably 

also participates across Reddit as a whole. Reddit is as a community of communities, and it 

is, therefore, worthwhile examining how participants in my dataset engage across Reddit as 

a whole. Through an examination of participant’s engagement across Reddit I can both study 

what type of subreddits are most linked to the Manosphere and the other types of content and 

information MM are seeking out when they go to the platform.   

Using Reddit’s API I collected data on the submissions from authors within my dataset made 

on Reddit across the same timescale. I have created another bipartite network representation 

that has two node types – individual users, and subreddits, with edges being submissions 

authors make on said subreddits. This shows the other subreddits Manosphere participants 

engage with, giving a picture of how the Manosphere fits within the broader Reddit ‘community’ 

(Massanari, 2015). This network representation is shown in  



169 

Figure 23: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the broader Reddit 

platform. Nodes in this network are sized by ‘in-degree’, which measures the number of edges 

coming into a node. Those nodes with a higher in-degree, therefore, have more edges directed 

toward them, highlighting the subreddits that have the greatest engagement. I have added 

labels for the top subreddits. I have coloured each network based on the modularity ranking, 

identifying key sub-communities. 
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Figure 23: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the broader Reddit platform
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There are a total of 30,131 authors who have ever posted a submission on the three subreddits 

across the period.40 In total, over the same period of this data collection, these authors have 

posted in a total of 28,930 subreddits, inclusive of the three that are the basis of my analysis. 

If Kevin is submitting content on one of the three subreddits that form my analysis, therefore, 

there is a good chance he is also engaging in other subreddits.  

Most specifically, viewable in this network are three distinct sub-communities, coloured in 

yellow, light blue and light green. Kevin may, for example, participate in the yellow sub-

community, which is associated with r/Braincels and consists of a range of subreddits 

associated with incel ideas. This includes the closely associated r/ForeverAlone, and the 

subreddit r/SuicideWatch, reflecting the high profile of mental health issues. In addition to this 

is a very close relationship with r/IncelTears, a subreddit that is heavily critical of incel 

communities and ideology. This is the only prominent example of either r/Braincels, r/MGTOW 

or r/TheRedPill having a close relationship with a subreddit that sits on the other end of the 

ideological spectrum, and with which users are likely to engage in an antagonistic relationship. 

Kevin may not just be posting on r/Braincels therefore, but also going r/IncelTears to attack 

‘feminists’ who are critical of his community.  

If Kevin is more engaged with r/TheRedPill, he would participate in the light blue sub-

community. This consists of subreddits closely linked to r/TheRedPill, including two 

communities that are made up primarily of Red Pill ideas, r/asktrp and r/seduction. In addition, 

Kevin would likely be participating a range of dating and self-help communities, including 

r/relationships, r/sex, r/relationship_advice, r/Fitness, r/legaladvice, and r/personalfinance. 

This, as I initially found in the topic models, highlights the prominence of self-help in 

r/TheRedPill, specifically regarding relationships and sex. r/TheRedPill participants do not just 

talk about and practice self-help in this subreddit but across the entire Reddit ecosystem.  

Finally, Kevin may be participating in the light green sub-community, which comprises 

subreddits within the r/MGTOW orbit. There are fewer of these subreddits, with the most 

prominent of these being r/MensRights, as well as r/BitCoin and r/Cryptocurrency. The 

connection to r/MensRights indicates that r/MGTOW participants are the most likely to engage 

 
40 Note that this number is significantly lower than 113,492 authors viewable in Figure 22: Bipartite 
network examining participant engagement across the three subreddits r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and 
r/TheRedPill. That is because Figure 20 examined both submissions and comments, while this figure 
only examines those who have posted original submissions.  
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in more traditional men’s rights movements than either members of r/Braincels or r/TheRedPill. 

The relationship to BitCoin and Cryptocurrency likely relates to the ethos of these digital 

currencies as being systems removed from mainstream institutions, which is similar to the 

ethos of r/MGTOW. 

In addition, Kevin is likely participating in the large pink sub-community, which is comprised of 

what I describe as ‘general’ subreddits. These are subreddits that are highly popular within 

Reddit itself and have little named ideological leaning. Massanari (2015) argues Reddit is 

underpinned by an overarching community ethos that sees the space as a carnival, defined by 

communal rituals and a desire for play. This ethos is represented through these ‘general’ 

subreddits. Prominent in this cluster for example is r/AskReddit, a subreddit in which people 

ask random questions which are then answered by other users. In r/unpopularopinion 

individuals post ‘unpopular opinions’ which others then debate, while in r/Showerthoughts, 

users post random, often philosophical, thoughts they have had, which others then discuss. 

Other popular subreddits in this section include r/memes, r/dankmemes, r/jokes, r/askscience, 

r/teenagers and r/asklikeimfive. These ‘general’ subreddits are the hubs of the small world of 

Reddit, being spaces that connect different subreddits. These are the subreddits where all of 

Reddit comes together and are essential in the creation of the collective ethos of the platform 

(Massanari, 2015). They are also often very funny and joyful and form a core part of Reddit’s 

reputation as a fun place in which to participate. By connecting to these subreddits, therefore, 

Kevin is not just using Reddit to talk about Manosphere ideas but is also seeking engagement 

in the broader Reddit community and its ethos.  

There is one additional, small, sub-community, in dark green at the bottom left of the network. 

This sub-community consists of primarily right-wing subreddits, including r/The_Donald, a 

subreddit in support of former US President Donald Trump, and r/conspiracy, which discusses 

conspiracy theories. Close to this cluster is r/CringeAnarchy, a subreddit themed around 

‘cringe’ and ‘edgy’ politically incorrect content, which was generally associated with the far-

right. r/The_Donald and r/CringeAnarchy have both since been banned by Reddit admins. This 

cluster is much smaller than any of the other four clusters. While Kevin may participate in 

broader right-wing content, this is not a dominant experience, with Manosphere participants 

more likely to engage in specific Manosphere ideas or broader Reddit content. There are no 

prominent left-wing subreddits, indicating the right-leaning nature of the Manosphere.  
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Reddit as a small world 

While only comprising a segment of data from the platform, through this I can view Reddit itself 

as a small world, with specific Manosphere communities being clusters within this world. 

Participants primarily engage in subreddits that align with the ethos of each of their main 

clusters, centred around specific Manosphere ideas. So, for example, if Kevin was most 

aligned with r/TheRedPill, he would both participate in this subreddit but also likely be involved 

in a range of other self-help subreddits. He is probably viewing Reddit as a space that can help 

him work on himself, seeking it out for this purpose. However, participants do not just engage 

in content within their clusters. While Kevin is most heavily engaged in the self-help section of 

Reddit, he’s probably also making the occasional post to more ‘general’ Reddit subreddits. 

Maybe he spots a funny meme somewhere else on the Internet and shares it to r/funny, or one 

day he is bored and decides he wants to post about his belief in women’s hypergamy to 

r/unpopularopinion.  

This shows that, while Manosphere participants are not participating directly in left-wing or 

progressive subreddits (apart from the instance of r/Braincels members engaging with 

r/IncelTears) the Manosphere does not entirely act as an ‘echo chamber’ – spaces of content 

and social connections where users connect only with their pre-defined beliefs and opinions 

(Sunstein, 2009). Echo chambers have caused great concern in the discussion of online 

spaces (Sunstein, 2009), with some theorists stipulating that digital platforms have created 

‘filter bubbles’ (Pariser, 2011), in which algorithms limit information a user may see online, 

reinforcing particular biases or connections to specific subgroups. Echo chambers and filter 

bubbles, which are primarily theorised to occur within individual platforms, are the subject of 

debate because of the belief that they limit individual access to a broad range of content and 

can lead to further political polarisation and potential extremism (Bryant, 2020). Of biggest 

concern is that echo chambers limit individuals’ connections with others who exist outside their 

worldview and emotional knowledge. While empirical research has called into question the 

widespread existence of echo chambers or filter bubbles online (Barberá et. al. 2015; 

Zuiderveen Borgesius, Trilling, Möller, Bodó, de Vreese and Helberger, 2016; Bruns, 2017; 

Dubois and Blank, 2018; Bruns, 2019), some research has shown they may exist at the 

extremes of the ideological spectrum (Rietzschel, 2017).  

The existence of the ‘hub’ subreddits in this network is important in addressing these concerns. 

While not entirely viewable in this dataset, due to the limitations of the data collected, these 

hub subreddits are likely to feature a broad array of users from across the political and social 

spectrum (within the limits of the demographics of Reddit itself). Even if Manosphere users are 

not directly engaging in progressive or left-wing subreddits participation in these hubs is likely 
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to expose members to a broader array of ideas and brings the Manosphere closer to the rest 

of the Reddit community. This suggests that the Manosphere is not entirely an echo chamber,41 

with the existence of a small world network structure (due to the presence of hub subreddits) 

being evidence that the algorithms are not completely limiting Manosphere user exposure to 

cross-cutting information and hence is evidence against the existence of a filter bubble. 

Random social connection 

I now examine the structure of community within individual subreddits with the specific purpose 

of looking at how users form social connections within individual subreddits and in turn, 

examine what Reddit means when it says it offers “authentic human connection”. While it is 

unclear what “authentic human connection” means, I examine what Kevin’s experience would 

be like in trying to form social connections with other individuals within the Manosphere. I’ll 

show what social connection looks like for participants in this section, and then articulate, in 

the next, how this is directly influenced and shaped by the affordances and political economy 

of Reddit.   

To conduct this analysis I have developed ‘user-to-user’ networks for each subreddit. These 

networks have a single node type, being individual authors. Authors are linked together if they 

have replied to a post or comment from another author. The question I am asking is, who is 

Kevin seeking out and having conversations with? Is he interested in interacting with other 

specific users, or is he engaging in content no matter who is posting it? 

Figure 25, Figure 24, and Figure 26 present user-to-user networks for r/Braincels, r/MGTOW 

and r/TheRedPill. Due to the scale of the data I have conducted this analysis for only one 

month of the data set – August 2018. This month was chosen at random42.  

 

 
41 It’s worth noting here that this analysis is limited to the data available. It is possible for example that 
individuals may have multiple accounts and that they use other accounts to engage with different 
political subreddits. However, I am not able to view this with the data available and therefore make 
these claims with these limitations in mind.  
42 I did attempt to analyse the full dataset, however, this produced unreadable graphics that were more 
difficult to analyse. While this has the potential to limit my analysis of individual actors who are 
participating at this point, my analysis focuses primarily on the structure of the community. Limiting my 
dataset in this way, therefore, has unlikely reduced my capacity for analysis.  
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Figure 24: User-to-user network for r/Braincels for August 2018 
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Figure 25: User-to-user network for r/MGTOW for August 2018 
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Figure 26: User-to-user network for r/TheRedPill for August 2018 

 

What these graphs show is that even if Kevin is heavily involved in one subreddit he is not 

forming consistent links with other participants. Each day he is engaging with someone 

different. Each network lacks an internal structure, describing the different sub-communities of 

a network, labelling how actors are stratified and linked together (Burt, 1980). In articulating 

that individual subreddits lack structure, what I mean is they lack any clear or distinct sub-

communities, cliques, or ‘clusters’. There is no clear stratification, Kevin is interacting with 

myriad posts on any given day, not with specific individuals. It appears that Kevin isn’t fussy 

about who is posting original content.  

This is seen through the fact that each subreddit network is represented on Gephi as a circle 

or amorphous blob. In these blobs it is unclear where the centre of activity lies, nodes and 

network edges reach across the entirety of the network. The centres and peripheries of each 

network representation are largely weighted similarly with no distinct sub-sections, and, in the 

case of r/Braincels and r/MGTOW few central dominating actors (this is different in 

r/TheRedPill, which I will discuss briefly in Appendix Two – The r/TheRedPill variation). I 
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conducted a similar analysis filtering out users who only participate a small number of times 

over the course of the dataset. While not reproduced here, this analysis found similar findings, 

with even those who are participating regularly not forming deep social contacts with others 

who are doing the same. Whether or not Kevin is a regular poster or lurker, he is likely 

interacting with a lot of people on Reddit. This runs counter to a small world structure, in which 

Kevin would have a small cluster of other users he is connected to. These networks show that 

it is really hard for Kevin to create such a small cluster and cannot form close, sustained, ties 

with other individuals.  

As I have previously described, small worlds are characterised by highly dense local clusters 

existing in otherwise large and sparse networks. An examination of the data in the previous 

section indicated this potential, with the Manosphere operating as a cluster within the broader 

small world of Reddit. However, as this analysis in the previous section shows, these clusters 

are not comprised of dense social connections. Instead, this connection is sparse, with most 

individuals connecting primarily to content instead of with other users. While each subreddit 

makes up a ‘cluster’ these clusters do not comprise highly interconnected individuals. Instead, 

participants engage with tens of thousands of other participants, all binding together over a 

joint worldview and emotional knowledge, but not forming any deeper social ties.  

The r/TheRedPill network representation looks different to the other two, primarily in that it has 

more larger nodes obvious than the other two networks. This suggests a larger proportion of 

individuals who are more engaged in the subreddit.  I explain this variation in depth in Appendix 

Two – The r/TheRedPill variation.   

How Reddit’s culture and political economy shapes community 
formation and belonging 

The random structure of individual subreddits is due, in part, to the political economy and 

culture of Reddit as a platform. Reddit is very different to a space such as Facebook and web 

2.0. generally (Massanari, 2015). Specifically, as Massanari (2015: 23) argues, primarily 

through its culture of pseudonymity, Reddit promotes a sense of identity that is “mutable, 

flexible and multiple”, with Redditors frequently creating multiple accounts and actively hiding 

parts of their identity from the broader public. Redditors themselves see this as an integral part 

of the platform, with the culture of pseudonymity being perceived to allow a sense of freedom, 

and through this, joy and play that is not possible on other platforms (Massanari, 2015). Behind 

his pseudonymity, Kevin has a space for emotional expression – a space that has arguably 



179 

not been available historically for men like him (Underwood, 2018). However, despite this 

value, pseudonymity also creates distance between users, enhancing the platform’s place 

more as a scene of discussion of topics than of social connection. Kevin is interacting a lot, 

but these connections are only intimate in a limited sense and are not sustained, nor familiar. 

The Manosphere is intimate in the sense that individuals share and discuss personal and 

private details. However, participants struggle to create a sense of intimacy in which individuals 

can become closely acquainted with each other, unable to create the sorts of close friendships 

that occur in familiar relationships. These relationships are also not sustained in that there is 

no ongoing connection with specific community members.  

Despite the promotion of the platform as a community, Reddit’s affordances specifically 

discourage the creation of personal, intimate, ties. Subreddits are focused entirely on content, 

encouraging the creation of communities based on categories, with network ties centered more 

on mutual interest in particular topics than in pre-existing connections or geography 

(Massanari, 2015; Van der Nagel, 2013; Robards, 2018). This is unlike other platforms such 

as Facebook, which encourages friendship ties (Traud, Mucha and Porter, 2012) or even 

Twitter, which, while using hashtags to create ad-hoc publics still encourages personal 

followership ties (Bruns and Burgess, 2011). On Reddit, it is difficult to follow Kevin and engage 

with him frequently. While it is possible to search for Kevin’s profile and look at all of his content, 

I cannot ‘follow’ him like I would on Twitter or ‘friend’ him like I would on Facebook. This means 

that his content does not immediately appear in my feed unless I actively seek it out. Finally, 

as I discussed in Chapter 2, the score function of the platform has a reinforcing effect in which 

users only see the most ‘popular’ posts, encouraging individuals to engage with content in a 

shallow manner and then move on to the next piece (Glenski, Pennycuff and Weninger, 2017).  

These functions are all driven by the rationality of the platform, which is underpinned by profit. 

As I have described previously, Reddit’s model is based on ‘attention’, with the platform making 

money through individuals regularly returning to the site and engaging with different forms of 

content. This attention is specifically sought after on Reddit to collect data for advertising. After 

initially being funded through seed grants and investors (Ohanian, 2013; Massanari, 2015), 

Reddit moved to seek profit by advertising around 2017. Reddit has begun offering a range of 

advertising products, including partnering with companies to host sponsored AMA’s43 as well 

as providing banner ads, sponsored posts, autoplay in-stream videos and a function called 

 
43 AMA stands for ‘Ask Me Anything’. In an AMA individuals post short information about themselves 
and then invite others to ask them anything. This is a unique and highly popular event on Reddit 
(Massanari, 2015).  
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‘Top Post Takeover’, in which brands can take over the front page of the platform with their 

ads for a period (Castillo, 2018; eMarketer, 2019).  

Reddit is increasingly driven toward an advertising market, which requires promoting never-

ending attention, as well as the collection of data to inform these advertisements. As Carah 

(2014: 139) argues “social media platforms create value by capturing attention and channelling 

it for brands and cultural producers”. Algorithms are designed to control people’s engagement 

on the platform to produce “valuable formations of attention” (Carah, 2014: 139) for these 

companies. It is this attention that allows the platform to position itself as one of the largest in 

the market and in turn sell advertising space. 

Through these affordances, Reddit has facilitated a structure strongly aligned with the ethos 

of the network society. The network society promotes the ethos of ‘smart mobs’, ‘swarm 

intelligence’, or the ‘wisdom of crowds,’ suggesting new forms of intelligence and rationality 

can arise from bringing together disparate individuals in non-hierarchical, loose networks 

(Fisher, 2010). The network society emphasises disorganised markets (Lash and Urry 1987; 

Offe, 1984), in which the economy and social life become more liquid (Bauman, 2000), chaotic 

and complex (Urry, 2003). This form of network develops a new ‘rationality’ (Fisher, 2010), one 

in which “dumb parts, properly connected into a swarm, yield smart results” (Kelly, 1998: 13). 

According to this logic “intelligence and rationality are achieved not by improving on the 

performance of individual nodes but by connecting them to each other” (Fisher, 2010: 51). 

The network society encourages a shift in the structures of ‘small worlds’ from their previous 

formations. Joining the Manosphere on Reddit, Kevin is very likely to find a vast amount of 

information and even a range of communities he can feel connected to. Kevin’s engagement 

with this content and the small world is highly useful for Reddit, specifically as it allows them 

to collect data for advertising. However, this world is different to the small worlds he would 

have access to in other contexts, specifically in that he doesn’t form close links with a small 

cluster of other users. He is instead more linked to subreddits rather than individuals. Putting 

aside the value-laden nature of the term, Reddit does not provide “authentic human 

connection” promised by Ohanian and Reddit as a whole. 
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The limits of community in the network society 

In a post in r/MGTOW, a man asks ‘Do you have any irl44 MGTOW friends?’ He continues, 

saying:   

I have one, but he moved to another city. Haven't been able to connect too 

often but we've had some epic bitching sessions around a six pack in the 

last few years. 

I am grateful for the MGTOW community online, but I wonder how many of 

you guys have friends in real life who share the same world view? 

It can seem like you're "taking crazy pills" for lack of a better term sometimes. 

99% of my friends are cucks, I love them to death, but they won't let me help 

them. 

The OP repeats praise for the ‘MGTOW community’ that is common within the subreddit, 

indicating a belief that it has bettered his life in some way. At the same time, he expresses a 

desire for more – that this community could, at least in some ways, be replicated IRL. He feels 

isolated like he is “taking crazy pills” and wishes for something more to relieve him of this 

feeling.  The post has relatively little engagement, but those who comment express similar 

sentiments. Some participants are seeking something ‘more’ but feel hamstrung in their ability 

to achieve this.  

My analysis does not cover how communities are structured in the entirety of the network 

society. What it does show, at least within the Manosphere on Reddit, is that this community 

is a highly disorganised one, with individuals connected primarily to the content of a subreddit 

rather than forming dense links with others on the website. It’s not just that individuals aren’t 

forming dense links, it’s that the platform architecture works against such connection. While 

individual subreddits act as ‘clusters’ within a small world, these clusters are comprised of 

sparse connections between participants. These subreddits range from having 30,000 – 

300,000 thousand participants. As indicated above, even if he was active, Kevin would likely 

be talking with any of these participants at any point in time, and then may never do so again.   

This structure aligns with how Berlant (2008) described the nature of belonging within the 

intimate publics of women’s culture. They argue that:   

 
44 In real life. 
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…in mass society, what counts as a collectivity has been a loosely 

organized, market-structured juxtapolitical sphere of people attached to each 

other by a sense that there is a common emotional world available to those 

individuals who have been marked by the historical burden of being harshly 

treated in a generic way and who have more than survived social negativity 

by making an aesthetic and spiritual scene that generates relief from the 

political. (Berlant, 2008: 10) 

Intimate publics are not based on dense social connections, but rather on a ‘sense’ of a 

common emotional world and shared history, one which provides a ‘vague prospect of social 

belonging’ (Berlant, 2008: 11). While the public of the Manosphere is ‘intimate’ in that it brings 

ordinary and intimate matters into the public sphere and allows for the voicing of intimate 

concerns, it is not intimate in that it doesn’t foster deep intimate relationships between 

participants, at least not on Reddit. 

None of this is determinative. As has been shown through my tree networks, and as I will 

discuss in the next chapter, some users subvert this attention model and engage in long deep 

conversations with each other. It is likely, although impossible to detect through my data, that 

some connect outside the platform and potentially create strong bonds. This has historically 

happened on the platform, where individuals in different cities have organised ‘Reddit meet 

ups’, in which people can come together to form more close-knit friendships outside the site 

(Massanari, 2015). However, none of this is encouraged by the platform itself and can at times 

be actively discouraged as a threat to their profit model. Reddit doesn’t want people meeting 

IRL as it means they spend less time on the platform.  

Individuals use Reddit for lots of different reasons, and many would not be seeking the platform 

out entirely as a space for community and belonging. As Massanari (2015) notes, there are 

many elements to the platform, with individuals using it as a space of play, information 

gathering, fun or politics, among many other motivations. However, as indicated at the top of 

this chapter, and in the question from the user at the start of this section, many MM speak 

actively about their desire for belonging and community. They feel as though the subreddits I 

study can provide that replacement community they feel they do not have elsewhere. However, 

the platform doesn’t build a community that is intimate in the way they desire.  
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Conclusion: The shallowness of belonging in the network society 

Belonging is an integral part of intimate publics and the Manosphere. Using SNA I have 

highlighted that the community provided by the Manosphere is limited – a disorganised network 

that provides a ‘vague prospect of social belonging’ (Berlant, 2008: 11), but does not foster 

dense social ties. While not deterministic, this is shaped by the affordances and political 

economy of Reddit. The platform is driven by a profit motive, and community links tie directly 

into this. This motive discourages the development of dense social ties and instead 

encourages loose, disorganised networks that can benefit the platform.  

Reddit promises users that it will provide “authentic human connection”. Through this analysis, 

I have shown that the ‘community’ of Reddit does not achieve this, as communal ties are 

directed toward individuals being producers, although one’s acting voluntarily for the benefit of 

an external private company. In the final chapter of this thesis, I discuss the consequences of 

this in more depth. I bring together the tree networks I have analysed throughout the thesis to 

argue that the network society is an alienating social structure, which diverts an individual’s 

labour and connections to the profit of the platform. 
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Chapter 10 - Alienation 

In the previous two chapters, I have detailed the promise the Manosphere and network society 

provides to its participants. The Manosphere promises men can salve their disappointment 

through individual emancipation and true belonging. Throughout however I have critiqued the 

promise provided, arguing that therapeutic cultures alienate men from themselves and that 

Reddit only provides a vague sense of belonging that does not foster the creation of deep 

intimate connections sought after by many men.    

In this final chapter, I build on these points further through an examination of the Manosphere 

as a space of alienation. Continuing from Chapter 9, this chapter furthers a call from Carah 

(2014: 142), who argues that “media and communication researchers need to account for how 

social media manage and structures attention, participation and material space”. Carah claims 

that understanding these processes allows for a deeper analysis of how social media platforms 

create economic value. Studying Instagram he says that images on social media “are more 

than just representations of people, events and places. They also capture attention, and 

generate data and networks” (Carah, 2014: 138). In this chapter, I similarly examine how 

content produced by individuals creates value for the platform. I claim this value-driven process 

deeply influences an individual’s experience of participating on Reddit.  

Throughout this thesis, I have presented several ‘tree networks’ – representations of individual 

discussion threads within the Manosphere on Reddit. In this chapter, I conduct a broader 

analysis of these threads to paint a picture of the overall discourse in the Manosphere. While 

in the previous chapter I focused on information and community seeking, in this chapter, I focus 

more on the structure of conversation within individual threads on the Manosphere. Using 

these networks I argue, contrary to some theorists (Rey, 2012; Fisher, 2012), that the network 

society furthers individual alienation – in the case of the Manosphere specifically alienating 

men from their labour on Reddit, and somewhat paradoxically, the Manosphere itself. I start 

this chapter by examining the structure of discourse within the Manosphere and then use a 

Marxist approach (Marx, 1844[2009]) to analyse the nature of alienation within the 

Manosphere. I conclude by reading the Manosphere using the frame of cruel optimism.  

The structure of conversations in the Manosphere 

As the digital society has become more hegemonic, political and social discourse has 

increasingly moved online, with digital platforms taking the lead (Bimber, 2003; Chadwick, 
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2006; Gonzalez-Bailon et. al 2010). I’ve noted this throughout my discussion of the 

Manosphere, highlighting it as a space of testimonial cultures (Ahmed and Stacey, 2001), 

confession (Foucault, 1976), and a space that claims it is rebuilding the social sphere (Miller, 

2011). These are all practices promoted by digital companies that turn intimate details into 

data, which can then be sold off (Srnicek, 2017).  

Despite the accepted recognition of this shift, however “it is less clear how the resulting 

networks form and evolve, and to what extent their structural properties are responsible for a 

more plural flow of information” (Gonzalez-Bailon et al. 2010: 230). While we know, for 

example, that someone like Kevin in my example from Chapter 9 is accessing social discussion 

online, we know less about how these conversations are structured. As Gonzalez-Bailon et. al 

(2010) argues, it is likely that not all networks allow for the same flows of information, and that 

networks may differ even when users are using the same technologies. Using a framework 

developed by Gozalez-Bailon et al. (2010), in this section I detail the shape of conversation 

within the Manosphere, as a means to understand the types of conversations happening and 

how this shapes experience within the space.   

The tree networks I have presented in this thesis consist of a central node, which represents 

an individual post. These are the roots of the tree. Branching out from this are threads, 

representing comments on the post, replies to these comments, and so forth. Each of these – 

the initial post, comment, comment replying to a comment, and so on, represents a ‘layer’ in 

the network. These networks may have only one layer – i.e. a post with no comments, two 

layers – i.e. a post that has comments replying to the original post, but no more replying to 

those comments, or tens or hundreds of layers if users get involved in in-depth conversation.  

Using these tree networks as a base, I have built off the work of Ackland (2019) to examine 

the overall structure of conversations within the Manosphere on Reddit. I start by calculating a 

measure of its maximum ‘breadth’ and ‘depth’. Breadth measures the maximum level of 

engagement at the largest layer of the network, a measure of how many people are involved 

in the discussion, normally those replying to the initial post. Depth counts the maximum number 

of layers through which the discussion unfolds, measuring the longest conversation in an initial 

discussion thread. Deep conversations contain ongoing long debates, while broad 

conversations contain shorter discussions, but often involve more actors. 
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To illustrate, Figure 27: Conversion thread with high breadth represents the post with the 

highest breadth in my data set. In this example, Kevin makes a submission. Many people then 

reply to this submission, but there are few follow on conversations.  

 

 

Figure 27: Conversation thread with high breadth 

 



Chapter # 

188 

 

 

Figure 28: Conversation thread with high depth 

 

Figure 28 shows the post with the highest depth. Again, in this example, Kevin may post a 

submission. This submission is followed by several conversations, including one large thread 

consisting of a discussion between two individuals (maybe Kevin is one of them?)45. 

 
45 Note that the curve in this thread is entirely about the design of the graphic and does not indicate 
anything about the actual conversation. 
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The tree networks I have shown throughout the thesis so far have often had a high rating of 

depth and/or breadth in relation to the rest of the dataset. To understand the flow of information 

and nature of discussion on the Manosphere I have calculated the breadth and depth of all 

conversations in the three Manosphere subreddits, shown in Figure 29: Depth versus breadth 

analysis for three subreddits. This shows the depth and breadth rating for every single 

submission, with dots coloured blue for submissions in r/Braincels, green for r/TheRedPill and 

red for r/MGTOW. 
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Figure 29: Depth versus breadth analysis for three subreddits 
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Most submissions sit in the bottom left-hand corner, with a very low depth and breadth. I see 

this through calculating the mean depth and breadth across each subreddits. The scores 

provided include the initial post, meaning the minimum score available is one. The mean depth 

is 3.78 and breadth is 7.95, while the median depth and breadth are 3 and 5 respectively. The 

average submission Kevin makes on a subreddit, therefore, is likely to only have a maximum 

of seven initial replies, with conversations then, normally only lasting the initial post and three 

replies. As the median rankings show, this is slightly skewed upward, indicating the relatively 

low level of engagement with content for a large percentage of posts.  

This plays out by looking at the raw data. Of the 171,082 submissions in my dataset, 22,054 

(12.8%) have no score, while 41,281 (24.1%) have a score between one to five. Similarly, 

14,463 (8.4%) submissions have no comments, while 48,480 (28.3%) have got between one 

to five comments. Close to 40% of submissions receive no comments or less than five 

comments. For some users, this could potentially represent a high level of engagement, 

particularly if they feel like they have few friends IRL. This, however, is often counteracted by 

the expectation that is built on platforms to receive high levels of engagement, with users often 

competing for high levels of engagement on social media platforms (Wimberley, 2021). These 

numbers are only achieved by a smaller percentage of users. 24,702 (14.4%) submissions 

have a score over 100 and only 4,675 (2.7%) submissions have over 100 comments.    

r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill have much greater breadth in conversations than depth. This 

means that if Kevin is engaged in either subreddit he is likely to participate in shallower 

discourse, with conversations predominantly operating through him posting a submission, 

others making short, but primarily individual comments, but there being very little deeper 

discourse. This in part relates to the type of content posted on these subreddits. r/MGTOW 

primarily features shares of content from other platforms – memes, images, news stories etc. 

These posts facilitate a high level of engagement, but little actual discussion. r/TheRedPill’s 

content is primarily based on long posts consisting of an in-depth analysis of Red Pill ideology. 

This would, one would think, potentially result in in-depth philosophical and political debate as 

individuals debate and work out the details of this ideology. However, as I noted in Appendix 

Two – The r/TheRedPill variation r/TheRedPill is hierarchical, with high deference to the 

authorised senior contributors in the space. This promotes a culture in which senior 

contributors provide insight, which individuals are expected to read, understand, and follow. If 

Kevin is one of those contributors he would post long submissions but then not engage in 
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conversation afterwards. As a follower, he would read a lot, but then not question, debate or 

discuss content in depth.  

r/Braincels presents a slightly different structure, with a long tail of both posts with high breadth 

and posts with high depth. r/Braincels has approximately 20-30 posts with a depth higher than 

50, while r/TheRedPill and r/MGTOW have none. r/Braincels also has many more 

conversations with a depth between 25 and 50 than the other subreddits. If Kevin posts on 

r/Braincels, he is likely to receive deeper engagement from other users. This, I theorise occurs 

primarily due to the subreddit being more subcultural (Hebdige, 1979), in which users identify 

themselves more as ‘incels’ rather than seeing it as a discussion space around particular ideas. 

This culture facilitates some deeper engagement as users feel more connected to the space 

as well as other individuals within it. However, as I discussed in Chapter 9, while this deeper 

engagement occurs, it has not changed the network structure of the subreddit. While Kevin 

may be engaging in deeper conversations in r/Braincels he is still not forming sub-groups, nor 

creating any links with specific users.  

Another way to look at the structure of conversation in the space is to examine the mean and 

median number of comments and the score on posts. As I detailed in Table 2: Mean and 

median number of comments and score on posts on page 25 in Chapter 2, the mean number 

of comments on posts is 18.99 and the mean score is 53.45. r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and 

r/TheRedPill have a mean number of comments of 17.65, 19.29 and 81.98 and a score of 

31.09, 75.7 and 233 respectively.  

When I conducted this analysis I was initially surprised at how high the mean is, particularly in 

r/TheRedPill. These numbers suggest a potential challenge to my notions that there was 

usually little engagement in the content on the platform. However, further analysis identifies 

that these measures are highly skewed. As I detailed on page 25 in Chapter 2 the median 

number of comments on posts is 9, and the median score is also only 9. r/Braincels, r/MGTOW 

and r/TheRedPill have a median number of comments of 8, 10 and 1 and a score of 5, 19, and 

1 respectively. 

Figure 30: Number of comments per submission and Figure 31: Score on submissions both 

highlight this skew. The x-axis of these graphs represents individual posts from my data set, 

while the x-axis shows the relative number of comments (in Figure 30) and score (in Figure 

31) on each of these posts. I have organised each graph so the number of comments and 

scores are ranked from highest to lowest from left to right. 



 

193 

 

 

Figure 30: Number of comments per submission 

 

Figure 31: Score on submissions 
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These graphs show a ‘power law’ of engagement (Ackland, 2013). Derived from applied 

physics, the power law describes a situation in which a small number of users participate as 

‘active creators’ on social media platforms, with the majority acting either as joiners or 

spectators (Ackland, 2013). Despite the rhetoric of these being spaces of mass engagement, 

content is driven only by a small number of people. As this data shows there is also a power 

law associated with engagement on Reddit – a small number of posts receive very high 

numbers of comments and high scores, while the vast majority stay unnoticed. Unless Kevin 

is either very lucky or becomes senior in a subreddit such as r/TheRedPill, the majority of 

content he posts on Reddit will likely go largely unnoticed.  

Alienation in the network society 

These graphs are a representation of the alienation of the network society, at least for the 

majority of users. As I have described throughout the thesis, the ethos of Reddit is like other 

web 2.0. platforms, with the platform selling itself (Ohanian, 2013) as a space where individuals 

are not just consumers, but producers as well – or prosumers (Gillespie, 2010; Fisher, 2010; 

Tapscott and Williams, 2006; Van Dijck, 2009, Elkin-Koren, 2010; Carah, 2014). This is based 

on a fundamental argument that social media is based on ‘user control’, with users being sold 

as having power over the creation of content (Van Dijck, 2009) as well, in some cases over the 

architecture (Helmond, 2015, Carah, 2020) and culture of a platform (Massanari, 2015).  

Some argue this means network society operates as a ‘de-alienating’ structure, reducing 

alienation for prosumers (see Fisher, 2012; Rey, 2012). The argument is the network society 

gives people more control over their labour, with prosumers becoming the central nodes in the 

creation of online content and the structure and culture of online spaces. Rey (2012) and Fisher 

(2012) however argue this de-alienation comes with a trade-off of greater exploitation, primarily 

as online social media platforms use data freely provided by individuals to further their profits. 

While I have used Fisher throughout this thesis to describe the transition to the network society, 

this is one space in which I diverge from his analysis, arguing that the network society 

reinforces both exploitation and alienation, at least for most users.  

While platforms exist as spaces driven by user-generated content, this does not mean 

individuals control that content. Instead, the structures of the ‘prosumer’ are based on a 

business model that channels human participative, creative, and collaborative energies for 

company profitability and functionality (Chia, 2012). Bruns (2008) describes this activity as 

‘produsage’, describing a blurring of the boundaries between passive consumption and active 
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production. Prosumption or produsage has long been an element of capitalist economies 

(Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). However, as it has become more central to capitalism within the 

network society, prosumption has become a way to exploit a new source of surplus labour – 

what Marx calls the ‘general intellect’ (Ritzer and Jurgenson, 2010). New forms of prosumption 

constitute the transformation of the “social communication of living subjects, the dialogical 

performances, and the communicative competence of individuals – into living labor” (Zwick et. 

al., 2008: 178).  

Prosumption expands the alienation of labour to include the sale of potential labour through 

digital platforms. As Holstrom (1997: 79) argues, “what workers really sell to the capitalists, 

according to Marx, is not labour, but the capacity to labour or labour power, which capitalists 

then use as they wish for the day”. By selling their capacity workers relinquish their control 

over their productive activity. As Marx (1844/2009: 27) argues, “the worker places his life in 

the object, but now it no longer belongs to him, but to the object. […] What the product of his 

labour is, he is not. Therefore, the greater this product, the less is he himself.” This is the crux 

of alienation in capitalist labour, in which workers become alienated from their own labour, 

which is directed, used, and exploited entirely at the whims of the capitalist. Workers are never 

truly autonomous, but instead, operate at the whims of the bourgeoisie. The network society 

has expanded this process of alienation, furthering the commodification of the social sphere 

and intimate practices to the point in which intimate engagement becomes a means of profit-

making.  

Let’s think about this in relation to Kevin. After he’s joined the Manosphere Kevin feels a need 

to share intimate details of his life to connect with others in the space. He does so regularly, 

putting all of himself into the content he publishes on Reddit. However, the moment he clicks 

‘post’ he loses all control over this content. Instead, digital platforms take control – through 

mining data associated with the content, as well as controlling its spread through algorithms. 

Kevin, in turn, becomes alienated from the labour – physical and emotional – that sits behind 

his post. Using the example of Facebook, Andrejevic (2011) argues that while others have 

claimed that Facebook works to counter the decline of community in modern capitalism (e.g., 

Miller, 2011), this sense of community “is an extremely malleable one, shaped just as much by 

the whims of the coders as by the rapidly evolving ‘traditions’ of us” (Andrejevic, 2011: 280).  

While the platform revives a notion of community, it has “elements of a funhouse 

unpredictability to it”:  
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…from one day to the next the ability to communicate with others shifts 

dramatically at the whims of hidden engineers. One day, your friends need 

to come to visit your page to see what you’ve posted, the next, whatever you 

post gets “pushed” into their news feeds. It’s as if there is some backstage 

puppet-master, changing the rules of our interactions as they take place; one 

day our voices work one way, the next, quite differently (Andrejevic, 2011: 

280). 

While Kevin technically controls the content he posts on a platform, the means through which 

this occurs, and how it is used after it is posted is still driven by the platform, which can shift 

the meaning, reach and spread of content on an hour-to-hour basis if they wish. As Carah 

(2014: 137) argues:  

Social media platforms bring together the mediation of everyday life with a 

technical apparatus that rationalises and valorises those communicative 

practices. They are a significant site in the development of a mode of media 

driven not only by ideological or representational forms of control, but also 

by the effort to manage participation and social space in order to harness 

and modulate an ongoing circulation of meaning, attention and data.  

Here I return to the depth and breadth analysis presented in Figure 29, as well as the analysis 

of comments and scores in Figure 30 and Figure 31. Each of the posts represented in these 

figures represents an investment – of labour, time, energy, emotions, and the self from 

individuals. Some of this investment is quick and easy – i.e. a reposting of an image found 

somewhere else, but other investment is in-depth and detailed – i.e. a long post describing 

one’s personal life in detail. What these graphs represent are the outcome of the transferral of 

this ownership from the individual to Reddit. The outcome is, although not exclusively, primarily 

short bursts of engagement with users then moving on to the next post.   

To add insult to injury, this content is not even used to boost the strength of the community. 

As I described in Chapter 9, Reddit is increasingly funded through an advertising model. This 

transferral of ownership of content is directed toward these needs, with the platform collecting 

data from Kevin’s content to inform advertising options. His content is therefore turned around 

and used to target him as a consumer.  
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Using their algorithms Reddit influences how Kevin’s content is seen and how others can 

interact. The outcome of this is that his efforts are not channelled toward community formation 

or in-depth discussion or debate. Instead, Reddit funnels Kevin’s data to advertisers who can 

sell products to him. However, the platform continues to provide a promise that things will be 

different, one day. There is a repetition – one in which Kevin posts, pours his heart out, yet, in 

most cases, receives little engagement or response. Yet engagement that does occur provides 

enough of a hit, a promise of more, so Kevin keeps going. It is a repetition of disappointment 

– like Berlant’s (2008) analysis of the repetition of love, which is based on a belief that next 

time it will be better, only to be disappointed again.  

MM’s generation of content becomes alienated or estranged through Reddit’s use of the 

content for their means, and, to be honest, with researchers’ use of their content for 

publications like a PhD (as just a hypothetical example). As Marx (1844/2009) argued, 

estrangement, or alienation, occurs when our activity is turned back against us by ‘an alien 

power’. In the Manosphere on Reddit user-generated content is turned back against the users 

from the platform. As Andrejevic (2011: 287) argues: “every message we write, every video 

we post, every item we buy or view, our time-space paths and the patterns of social interaction 

all become data points in algorithms for sorting, predicting, and managing our behaviour.”  

The cruel optimism of the Manosphere 

I titled this section of the thesis ‘The Promise, and Failures, of the Manosphere’. The 

Manosphere, and the network society, offer a range of promises – that individuals can find a 

place to voice their disappointment in their lives, and that they can salve this disappointment 

through individual emancipation and a sense of true belonging. As the website itself advertises, 

Reddit offers “thousands of communities, endless conversation, and authentic human 

connection” (Redditinc.com, 2022: np).  The Manosphere operates as what Berlant describes 

as a ‘survival subculture’ – an intimate public “constructed not through simultaneous collective 

struggle, but in a mentality: in a collective translocal consciousness of collective pain, a 

solidarity magnetized almost telepathically through diasporic, aesthetically mediated 

identification with other survivors” (Berlant, 2008: 97). Individuals express that the Manosphere 

gives them the means to survive, and maybe even thrive, in an unsure and difficult world.  

Attachment is (usually) optimistic (Berlant, 2011: 24). As Berlant argues, “when we talk about 

an object of desire, we are really talking about a cluster of promises we want someone or 

something to make to us and make possible for us”. This is what the Manosphere provides for 
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men. It is the ‘someone or something’ that makes life possible – a means not just of survival, 

but of escape, relief, and potential. The Manosphere promises “to guarantee the endurance of 

something, the survival of something, the flourishing of something” (Berlant, 2011: 48).  

Yet, as I have shown throughout this section, the attachment the Manosphere provides is also 

cruel. The object of desire (the Manosphere) is an obstacle to men’s flourishing. However, it 

maintains its power, because “its life organizing status can trump interfering with the damage 

it provokes” (Berlant, 2011: 227). Cruel optimism is a structure of denial, one in which 

individuals believe that the structures keeping them oppressed will ultimately lead to their 

salvation (Silvestri, 2021). What is particularly cruel about these structures is that those on the 

“fringes of the bourgeois public sphere continually reinvest in practices that continue their 

disenfranchisement” (Bruce, 2016: 298). The cruel optimism of the Manosphere is related to 

its structures as an intimate public positioned within the network society, with MM consistently 

investing in systems that perpetuate their sense of alienation from themselves and the world.  

The first of these structures is heteronormativity and masculinity. As I have noted throughout 

the thesis, despite being heavily invested in it, MM often reject optimism associated with 

heteronormative love. At times I have thought this pessimism around heteronormative love 

could present a queer potential, in which the community could become a place of questioning 

harmful gendered norms. This appears at moments. Members of men’s rights groups often 

discuss the negative cultural assumptions that men should always be the breadwinner and not 

be involved in child-rearing, expressing a desire to spend more time with their kids. This, in 

theory, presents an interesting opportunity to join forces with some feminists who seek 

similarly.  

Yet, instead of heading in this direction, the Manosphere reinvests in the structures of 

heteronormativity. Using evolutionary psychology, The Red Pill reinforces stereotypical 

understandings of an innate manness/masculinity and womanness/femininity that hark back 

to an even more restrictive version of heteronormative love. MM then see their only path as 

consistent investment in idealised masculinity, believing this to be the only way they can 

achieve the happiness they desire. Both of these attachments however are inherently cruel; 

the norms of heteronormative love and masculinity are unachievable and undesirable.  

In these past two chapters, I have also shown that the network society and affordances of 

Reddit shape community development and discourse in the space in a way that is directed 

toward the profit motives of the company. As I’ve repeatedly noted throughout the thesis, men 
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enter the Manosphere seeking a sense of community and connection, expressing alienation 

from the society around them. My point is not to judge the ‘reality’ of this alienation, as that is 

not something that I can properly comment on with the limitations of my data. However, it is 

worth noting that a growing body of research (Miller 2011; Berlant 2011; Gest 2016; Hochschild 

2016) has found the 21st Century features an increased precarity, isolation and alienation 

amongst large populations in Western societies. Digital platforms promise to be an antidote to 

this social alienation, offering a chance for community in a world that denies it. Maybe this is 

one of the reasons why MM continue to come back to the Manosphere time and time again.  

Yet, both the Manosphere and Reddit rarely deliver, and when it does it is only for a small 

minority. The structures of the network society more broadly, and the subreddits I have studied 

specifically, make it difficult for individuals to form close social bonds, in turn only providing a 

‘vague’ sense of belonging (Berlant, 2008). In addition, Reddit’s affordances make it difficult 

for users to engage in deep conversations or engagement on the platform, leaving participants 

posting often long and deep testimonies, but rarely receiving high levels of engagement in 

return. In this sense the Manosphere relates to Zizek’s description of the ‘two sides of 

perversion of cyberspace’: “on the one hand, reduction of reality to a virtual domain regulated 

by arbitrary rules that can be suspected; on the other hand, the concealed truth of this freedom, 

the reduction of the subject to an utter instrumentalized passivity” (1999: 22). As Andrejevic 

(2011) argues, passivity is not quite right here, given the frenetic level of content on social 

media platforms. Instead he suggests the concept of an “instrumentalized hyper-sociality” 

(Andrejevic, 2011: 280). The network society, Reddit, and the Manosphere specifically offer 

the hope of genuine community but instead only provide an instrumentalised version of 

sociality, one in which all content, connections and sociality are capitalised on and taken over 

by an ‘alien power’ (Reddit) to be used for their means. 

This attachment to cruel structures is inherent to the nature of the Manosphere as an intimate 

public. As Berlant (in Berlant and Prosser, 2011: np) argues, “intimate publics usually flourish 

to one side of politics, referring to historical subordinations without mobilizing a fundamental 

activism with respect to them”. Berlant uses the example of illness publics, who spend time 

sharing expertise and survival stories, but less time mobilising against structural discrimination. 

The Manosphere maintains the same mode of operation, in which the community mobilises 

around a shared world view and emotional knowledge but does not engage in activism that 

fundamentally questions the basis of the structures that underpin that sense of alienation and 

oppression. In replicating the methods of postfeminism the Manosphere is only able to provide 
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a vague notion of empowerment, one which relies wholly on the skills and capital of the 

individuals. This leaves men “stuck in an imaginary impasse, living on while not knowing what 

to do, and developing accounts and practices of how to live” (Berlant and Prosser, 2011: 183).   

The intimate public promises a new means for living a life that it is fundamentally unable to 

provide. As Berlant (2011: 226) argues “in an intimate public one senses that matters of 

survival are at stake and that collective mediation through narration and audition might provide 

some routes out of the impasses and the struggle of the present or at least some sense that 

there would be recognition were the participants in the room together”. In the Manosphere, this 

sense of recognition is sought through taking The Red Pill, which is supposed to change 

everything for the better. The Manosphere on Reddit promises a total package of community, 

healing, connection, and a changing life but instead it provides an instrumentalised sociality, 

driven by the affordances of Reddit, which further alienates men from themselves, each other, 

and their labour. For some, this may mean nothing. Kevin may just be going to Reddit to dick 

around, post some memes, and have fun. If, however, he becomes invested in the community, 

then Reddit becomes a structure of cruel optimism, promising something it will never provide.  

Conclusion: The alienated man of the Manosphere 

In this chapter, I have concluded my discussion of what the Manosphere does for and to men 

who participate. The Manosphere provides men with a place to comfortably express their 

grievances, a sense of community, and optimism about the potential of a better good life. 

Despite these promises however the Manosphere on Reddit operates as a space of alienation. 

The architecture and platform politics of Reddit takes individual investment and labour and 

turns it back against them from an alien power – i.e. Reddit itself. This alienates individuals 

from their labour and the community they seek to be part of.  

This does not mean that the Manosphere, nor the technologies of the digital economy, are all 

bad for participants. People get great enjoyment out of digital platforms and they also provide 

access to communication that has never been previously available. Platforms however sell a 

fantasy that is not achievable – a cruel optimism. They sell the promise of community when 

the community they offer is inherently shallow. They sell the idea of mass discussion and 

collaboration when their algorithms deliberately attempt to avoid that to increase individual 

attention. They pitch a potential way out of the impasse of modern struggles and a new way to 

survive, when in fact they only reinforce the structures that formed the basis of their alienation 
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in the first place. While the Manosphere and network society sell the potential of eliminating 

alienation through individual emancipation, they enhance alienation for many participants. 
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Chapter 11 – Conclusion: What does an analysis of the 
Manosphere as an intimate public provide?  
Over the past five years, I have been asked the question “what is your PhD about?” by 

everyone ranging from taxi drivers and shop assistants to friends and family. I often hate being 

asked this, because I have struggled to figure out a way to properly encapsulate a way to 

describe what I’m doing that sensitively counteracts the assumptions that many people 

inevitably bring to the Manosphere. Over time therefore I have tried different variations to my 

answer, trying to find something that can pique people’s interests enough to spark a 

conversation, while also being broad enough so that I can explain what I’m doing. In the end, 

I have often ended up abandoning talking to people about my actual approach, landing on four 

words I can only consider to be a cop-out. I tell people I am studying “misogyny on the internet”. 

These four words have become a useful shortcut, mostly because they immediately spark 

something in everybody I talk to. Everyone has a view about misogyny online and so with those 

four words I immediately reel them in. I have used such approaches when pitching my ideas 

for opinion pieces, grants, or conferences – start with the sensational parts. However, I also 

often feel frustrated at myself when I say these four words out loud. The Manosphere is about 

a lot more than misogyny and it has been this focus that I think has been one of the 

contributions of this thesis. While reeling people in, in answering this way I also pigeonhole 

myself by focusing on what people already feel they know and not on what I am trying to say 

in my research. 

In the spirit of trying to work on my communication skills, in this conclusion I want to give a 

fuller answer to that question – what was this thesis really about? 

What was this thesis really about?  

My thesis has studied the Manosphere in ways that haven’t been attempted yet, at least not 

using the methodological approaches I employ. I have argued that while this is a place of 

harmful misogyny, it is also about a lot more than that. Understanding this complexity is 

essential to thinking about why men join the space, what they get out of it, and what we can 

do about the misogyny and violence that exists within.  

I have come to these conclusions through collecting an extremely large dataset of Manosphere 

submissions and comments from Reddit and conducting a series of unique data analysis 
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techniques. I have implemented a careful reading that focuses on data by combining three 

methodological techniques – topic modelling, social network analysis, and in-depth qualitative 

reading of posts.  

This combination, particularly when conducted on such a large data scale is wholly unique and 

provides an extremely valuable means through which to study the complexity of the 

Manosphere. Topic modelling gave an overview of the discourse of the Manosphere, providing 

a bird’s eye view that allowed me to challenge some of the initial judgements I already had of 

the space. I have built on this analysis through conducting in-depth qualitative readings of 

individual posts, which provided insights into the affects and ideologies that underpin the 

Manosphere. Finally, the use of SNA gives particularly unique insights.  Dominant analyses of 

the Manosphere currently focus on discourse and misogyny, based, rightfully, on concerns 

about the violence that emanates from the space. Using SNA, I have been able to expand 

upon this to study what participation looks like for MM on Reddit. I have examined the promises 

the Manosphere makes for men and where these promises do and don’t fail.   

After a significant amount of data analysis, I merged these methodologies with Berlant’s 

theorisation of The Female Complaint. I will never forget reading Berlant’s work for the first 

time. My supervisor, Mary Lou Rasmussen, recommended it to me, and I will be forever 

thankful that she did. After years of thinking about this topic, wading through the data, and 

playing around with different theoretical frames, a lightbulb suddenly shone gloriously above 

my head. Everything fit into place. As I noted in the introduction, there have already been calls 

for researchers to adapt Berlant’s theories to male communities (Weber, 2009). I am delighted 

to have been able to do so.  

This merging of methodological approaches with Berlant’s critical social analysis is a 

contribution, and one I believe can, and should, be utilised to study the Manosphere across 

different platforms. While my focus has been on Reddit, the Manosphere does not live on this 

platform alone. There are Manosphere members and groups on Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, 

4Chan, Gab and so many more. Each platform has its politics, culture, and affordances, which 

shape the nature of discourse and community. It is essential to analyse how the Manosphere 

operates within and across these different platforms to build a fuller understanding of the 

community. The methodological and theoretical approaches I have used in this thesis could 

provide a means through which to achieve this, but the approach would also need to be 

amended so it was attuned to the specificities of each platform. 
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These two processes – the use of unique methodologies and the adaptation of Berlant’s 

theorisation of the Female Complaint – have given me the space to make several unique 

contributions both to the study of the Manosphere and Reddit. I want to highlight three.  

Apprehending the affective pull of complaint on the Manosphere   

By positioning the Manosphere as an intimate public based in the male complaint, this thesis 

identifies core elements of the ‘connective tissue’ that both brings and keeps men in the space. 

I have shown that much of the appeal of the Manosphere lies in the affective pull of complaint. 

MM centre their feelings to create knowledge about the world outside the Manosphere. Sharing 

feelings on the site creates an atmosphere of authenticity that appears compelling for people 

using the platform, presumably because it echoes how they are already thinking about their 

position in this world using a similar framing. 

One of the most powerful things about intimate publics is the collective sense of identification 

that comes from creating and discussing shared histories and emotional experiences. These 

feelings are key to why some men join, participate in and identify with the Manosphere. Many 

may be just there to play, have a joke, learn, or just watch what is happening. Others however 

clearly invest significant time and emotional energy into the community. I argue that, at least 

through looking at the content within, many are seeking the sense of connection an intimate 

public can provide, even if it is fleeting. I believe this is important to understanding how and 

why this community has developed. I have been able to achieve this analysis through studying 

the Manosphere as a space of relationships, with the relationships formed within – even if 

based on weak ties – helping foment this joint worldview, sense of belonging, and collective 

fantasy of a better good life. I understand the community as one being built through shared 

connections, embedded within dominant social structures.  

An examination of the Manosphere as an intimate public has also expanded the analysis of 

the type of discussion and feelings that occur in the space. This was aided by the topic models. 

For me, one of the most interesting findings of this thesis has been the discovery of the 

centrality of love within the community. When thinking of the Manosphere, love would not be 

the term that most people would call to mind. It certainly never arises as a first reaction when 

I tell people about my research. Yet, discussion of love, sex and relationships is everywhere 

in the Manosphere, just like in broader society. It is impossible to escape. The Manosphere is 

not just a space of misogyny, although much of the discourse around love heads into 

misogynistic directions. Instead, it is a community full of different and complex affects – and I 
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have demonstrated that some of these such as love, belonging, or emancipation hold more 

weight than outsiders to the community might anticipate.  

This analysis gives a new entry point into understanding why men join the Manosphere and 

why they stay. This is analysis I hope others (and I) can build upon. I think it is worth using my 

work to think about how we may address the misogyny and violence that does emanate from 

the space. I have deliberately not tried to provide solutions in this thesis. It is well out of the 

scope of this work and could take up an entire doctorate. However, I have written this strongly 

believing there are serious problems for society that arise from the existence of the 

Manosphere, and these problems need to be addressed. I believe understanding these 

communities in-depth, alongside the structures in which they have arisen, is a central starting 

point. I have added depth to this understanding, which can be useful in considering new ways 

to address the issues associated with these communities. An examination of the centrality of 

intimacy, community and belonging can provide a core basis for thinking about what the 

Manosphere provides for men and is a provocation to think more about how intimacy, 

community and belonging might be able to be provided via other structures. 

In addition, I also think the lens of intimate publics can and should be used to analyse other 

reactive, violent, and hateful communities. I have conducted such thought experiments myself, 

looking for example at how the anti-vaccine movement in Australia operated as an intimate 

public (Copland, 2022). Again, this provided a new lens through which to examine these 

communities and to understand why people may stay so connected to them, despite the social 

ostracisation they often faced because of their participation. Through using these theoretical 

frames, it may be possible to create a deeper understanding of the rise of these types of groups 

across many parts of the world.  

The banality of the manosphere 

I recently spoke at a Gender Studies symposium at my university. I always get lots of questions 

about the Manosphere, even if I don’t think the talk has gone very well (although it did this 

time). This time I was struck when, in asking a question, someone referred to Reddit as being 

on the ‘dark corners’ of the web. The comment was not material to the question itself, but I 

could not help but challenge the assertion (although nicely). I have written a piece looking at 

the comparisons between Reddit and the dark web (Copland, 2021b). There are certainly 

similarities between the two, specifically Reddit’s focus on anonymity and its history of rejecting 

surveillance and moderation of subreddits (although this is changing). Yet, where Reddit is 
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different is that it brings these ‘dark’ affordances out into the open. Reddit is not hidden away 

and doesn’t sit in any corner of the web. It is one of the most open spaces on the internet. 

Anyone can join with only an email address and will instantly have access to almost all the 

content available. Reddit content is also shared frequently and widely across the web – I often 

see it on Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, and referenced in news articles.  Reddit is right in the 

center of the modern web.  

I didn’t make this point to be pedantic. Rather, I think the comment from this questioner 

highlighted a misconception about both Reddit and the Manosphere. Almost inevitably, 

whenever I discuss my research with people they will respond by talking about the community 

as some form of aberration. People do not consider it part of our society, but rather as an 

example of a group of ‘bad’ individuals, hanging out on the dark corners of the web, doing, and 

saying things that would be considered unconscionable in the rest of polite society.   

In this thesis, I have worked deliberately to counteract such ideas. My work positions the 

Manosphere within dominant political and social structures, ideologies, and ideas. I have 

detailed these throughout the thesis – heteronormative love, postfeminism, evolutionary 

psychology, anti-politics, ressentiment, therapeutic cultures, and the network society. Each, in 

their own way, have given space for the Manosphere to develop and through which the 

ideologies and ideas of the community have been able to flourish.   

One claim I think is important, although I often hesitate to say it out loud unless it is 

misunderstood, is that the misogyny of the Manosphere is banal. When I say this, I do not 

mean that misogyny is inconsequential. Misogyny is never inconsequential, and MM have used 

misogyny to justify several violent attacks. However, the misogyny of the Manosphere is banal 

in the sense that it is not new. While often painful to read, I have found none of the misogyny 

I have read in the Manosphere to be particularly surprising or unique. Everything that is written 

builds off centuries of misogynistic thought, with the Manosphere maintaining a tradition that 

has existed well before the arrival of the platform provided by Reddit. While MM may often 

think of themselves as clever or transgressive, much of the content is quite dull.  

The Manosphere specifically builds off the ideas and structures of postfeminism, which has 

provided a fruitful space in which the community has developed and thrived. Postfeminism 

provides a culturally, socially, and politically acceptable ideology through which to criticise 

feminism, which is ‘othered’ as extreme, difficult, and unpleasurable. As I have shown it also 

provides a range of cultural systems – biological essentialism, individualism, and 
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commodification – that MM use to think about gender, gender politics and individual men’s 

relationships with women. While a recent phenomenon, postfeminism is not wholly unique or 

new, and itself reasserts historically dominant ideas of sex and sexuality. The Manosphere, 

therefore, flourishes within the context of a culturally dominant movement, which itself is based 

in histories of sexism and misogyny. To claim the Manosphere is an aberration in terms of 

misogyny, therefore, is a complete misreading – at least regarding much of the content I 

observed.    

This different approach is important. To consider the Manosphere as an aberration, or a 

community that exists solely on the ‘dark corners of the web’, excuses mainstream ideologies 

and institutions (including social media platforms) from the role they play in the rise of this 

community. An analysis that centres the Manosphere within these dominant ideologies is core 

to addressing the misogyny that exists within the space. An analysis that understands the 

Manosphere as based in social structures such as postfeminism requires policy solutions that 

critically analyse and address these same structures.  

The Manosphere is an alienating structure 

When I was first introduced to SNA, I was not sure of the value it would provide. Sure, the 

network representations were amazing, like absolute works of art. I am, slowly, developing an 

art exhibition displaying these networks (I figure if I write this in the thesis I will have to do it!) 

But, for years, I thought to myself, what do they show? How can I look at these maps deeply 

as more than just dots and lines on a page? At points I seriously considered dropping this 

work, unable to push myself to the next level of understanding. I am so glad I didn’t.  

As I have pointed out already, analysis of the Manosphere is currently focused on the 

discourses of misogyny and hate. This is understandable and is extraordinarily valuable work. 

I have also studied this in this thesis, finding that the Manosphere gives men an open and non-

judgemental space to complain about their lives, their experience with sex and relationships, 

and women and feminism specifically. It is this complaint that underpins much of the misogyny 

in the space. But the Manosphere does more than this. It also gives men some hope that they 

can escape these complaints, primarily through promoting individual emancipation that occurs 

within a network of brotherhood. MM are not just there to bitch about women, they want to find 

the better good life.   
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This finding, I believe, is important in and of itself. In analysing why men join and participate in 

the Manosphere it is important to analyse all elements, and I believe this search for a better 

good life is a core part of the pull of the community. Yet, in watching MM discuss this search 

for a better good life I was often struck by a continued, repetitive, disappointment they had in 

their ability to achieve this. The Manosphere often seems to be a community of men 

desperately seeking a means through which to better themselves and their lives, but always 

unable to achieve it. It has been in watching this desperation that I have often felt the most 

empathy for these men. They seem stuck, knowing something is wrong, but unable to figure 

out how to navigate themselves out of the situations in which they find themselves. Men’s 

attachment to ideals of masculinity limits their potential to explore varied lives, while the 

affordances of the network society impinge on the potential to create desired deep intimacy.  

This is where the use of SNA has been so valuable. When I started to think about the 

Manosphere not just as a space of misogyny, but as a community that promised emancipation 

and belonging, I began to look at the network representation in different ways. They became 

not just pictures on a page, but representations of these attempts to find this better good life, 

specifically the desire for true belonging. They began to look like sad, depressing 

representations of continuous attempts at finding something better, attempts that fail over and 

over. They were a representation of the alienation of the Manosphere.  

These alienating structures of the network society and Reddit are complex, confusing, and 

don’t exist for everyone who participates. However, the network society and Reddit fails to 

provide the promises of emancipation and belonging they make to individuals. At the same 

time, they manage to keep individuals entrapped in their structures through the ongoing 

promise that they will achieve this better good life, just as long as they keep at it. When I first 

began to observe this I was blown away and I think more work needs to be done to truly 

understand this dynamic. This could occur through talking to and observing members, ex-

members and those around them to understand the broader context of how individuals think 

about their participation in the space and the impact it has on their lives.  

I think this again provides some avenues to addressing some of the issues associated with the 

space. It is important to understand that individuals are seeking out access to this better good 

life through the Manosphere, as well as to understand the failures of the community in providing 

access to this. In doing so it becomes possible to think of ways to provide access to this better 

good life that doesn’t involve the misogyny of the community. While I have not considered that 

in depth in this thesis, it is work I think is essential moving forward.  
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Can I summarise this?  

If asked again what my thesis is about, what would I say? I think I would summarise it like this.  

Individuals come to the Manosphere and find the narratives appealing for many reasons. This 

can be based on the emotional pull of love, disappointment, injury, nihilism, emancipation, 

belonging and alienation, amongst others. They arrive shaped by their histories, as well as the 

social structures of heteronormative love, the network society, postfeminism, evolutionary 

psychology, anti-politics, ressentiment, and therapeutic cultures.  

The Manosphere is a nuanced, complex, messy, space. My research has built on previous 

research, expanding the scope of analysis of the Manosphere through a new, valuable 

theoretical and methodological lens. At the same time, it has identified further paths of inquiry, 

which are not simply of scholarly import but also, I hope, of wider social significance. This 

reading of the Manosphere is important, not just for the sake of it, but for thinking more deeply 

about the misogyny, hatred and violence that can emanate from these spaces. 
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Appendix One – Statistical Analysis of Social Networks 

Throughout Chapter 9 I present a range of social network representations. I compared these 

networks to ‘small worlds’, which are types of network structure, in which individuals participate 

in small, dense, social groups, but also have links to other social groups through 

acquaintances, allowing for the sharing of information, resources etc.  

While I presented findings based on a visual analysis of these networks, I also examined 

whether these networks represented ‘small worlds’ in a statistical manner by adapting a 

method used by Smith and Graham (2017). I have used the Erdős–Rényi model available in 

the ‘igraph’ R package46 (Csardi and Nepusz, 2006) to construct random versions of the same 

networks I constructed. I started this process by identifying the number of nodes and edges in 

each original network. I then input these numbers into the Erdős–Rényi model, which creates 

a randomised version of the network - one in which the same number of edges are linked 

randomly to the same number of nodes. This gives a valuable point of comparison. Returning 

to the image in Figure 21 – Representation of Small World Theory by Watts and Strogatz 

(image from Watts and Strogatz, 1998) on page 164 I can therefore examine how the networks 

I study below sit on the spectrum from ‘regular’ to ‘random’ in comparison to a completely 

randomised graph.  

I then compared two measures in the original and random graphs. As already described, small-

world networks are characterised by a high level of clustering and a short average path length. 

I measure clustering through a ranking called ‘modularity’ (the same that provided the colours 

for the network), which is analysed through an algorithm by Blondel et. al. (2008)47. The 

modularity ranking is is a value between -1 and 1 that measures the density of links inside 

communities (called modules) compared to links between communities (Girvan & Newman, 

2002; Blondel et. al., 2008). Networks with a high modularity score have dense connections 

 
46 I have used two different versions of the Erdős–Rényi model throughout this chapter. The original 
model (https://igraph.org/r/doc/erdos.renyi.game.html) constructs single node type networks, which I 
use in the next section below. For bipartite graphs I have used a variation of the model to create 
randomised graphs that are similarly bipartite in nature: https://igraph.org/r/doc/sample_bipartite.html 
47 In their paper Smith and Graham (2017) use a measure called ‘clustering co-efficient’ to study the 
level of clustering within their graphs. As a measure of the small-world phenomenon, this is the ideal 
measure to use. However, as I will describe below, two of the graphs I develop are what are called 
‘bipartite’ graphs. Unfortunately, the clustering coefficient measure is not usable for these types of 
graphs and I was unable to find a workaround to address this. I have therefore swapped in the 
modularity ranking as a stand-in measure of clustering. Given I am using this measure primarily as a 
point of comparison to the random networks I believe this measure is a reasonable one to use for this 
context.  
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between nodes within modules, but sparse connections between nodes in different modules. 

Networks with higher ratings, therefore, are more structured, with a higher number of internal 

modules that are densely connected – i.e. a larger number of cliques in which individuals are 

connecting deeply with other individuals. Second, using an algorithm from Brandes (2001) 

provided within Gephi I have measured the average path length of each network, representing 

the average distance between two randomly selected nodes within a network.   

If a network is a small world it will have a higher modularity ranking than the random network 

and a lower or similar average path length. These measures give an indication of the structure 

of a network and can provide insight into how connection is occurring.  

User-to-Manosphere subreddit 

The results for Figure 22: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the three 

subreddits r/Braincels, r/MGTOW and r/TheRedPill on page 166 are in Table 5: Small world 

metrics for bipartite user to Manosphere subreddit network vs. randomly constructed graph48.  

Table 5: Small world metrics for bipartite user to Manosphere subreddit network vs. randomly 
constructed graph 

Graph Modularity Ranking Average Path Length 

Constructed Graph 0.536 3.17 

Random Graph 0.343 2.73 

 

This table reaffirms the small world nature of the Manosphere on Reddit, with the constructed 

network having higher modularity and very similar average path length. Compared to his actual 

participation in the Manosphere, if Kevin participated in the ‘random’ network, there would be 

a much higher chance that he would engage across all three subreddits and in turn focus less 

on one specific community. The Manosphere on Reddit therefore operates as a small world, 

with participants primarily sticking to one subreddit, but with a few individuals creating bridges 

between these subreddits.  

 
48 For bipartite graphs I have used a variation of the Erdős–Rényi model to create randomised graphs 
that are similarly bipartite in nature: https://igraph.org/r/doc/sample_bipartite.html  
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User-to-subreddit network across Reddit 

The results for  

Figure 23: Bipartite network examining participant engagement across the broader Reddit 

platform on page 167 are provided in Table 6: Small world metrics for bipartite user to subreddit 

network vs. randomly constructed graph.  

Table 6: Small world metrics for bipartite user to subreddit network vs. randomly constructed 
graph 

Graph Modularity Ranking Average Path Length 

Constructed Graph 0.601 3.79 

Random Graph 0.261 5.63 

 

I found the original, ‘constructed’ graph, has a much higher modularity rating than its random 

alternative, showing stronger clustering of links with sparse connections between individual 

clusters. The average path length of the randomly constructed graph is also significantly higher 

than the original, constructed graph. This reinforces the nature of the original network as a 

‘small world’, with the shorter average path length highlighting the existence of ‘hub’ actors 

(either individuals or subreddits) who connect individuals together on the platform overall.  

User-to-user networks  

The results for Figure 24: User-to-user network for r/Braincels for August 2018 on page 175, 

Figure 25: User-to-user network for r/MGTOW for August 2018 on page 176 and Figure 26: 

User-to-user network for r/TheRedPill for August 2018 on page 177 are provided Table 7: 

Small world metrics for user to user networks vs. randomly constructed graphs (measures in 

brackets).   

Table 7: Small world metrics for user to user networks vs. randomly constructed graphs 
(measures in brackets) 

Subreddit Modularity Ranking Avergage Path Length 

r/Braincels 0.181 (0.122) 3.29 (3.98) 
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r/MGTOW 0.177 (0.135) 3.48 (4.17) 

r/TheRedPill 0.464 (0.373) 4.33 (7.78) 

 

Compared to the graphs studying the three subreddits together and Reddit more broadly, these 

networks are much closer in structure to a random network. The modularity rankings are much 

closer, suggesting these networks are more random in their structure. They also, apart from 

r/TheRedPill, have highly similar average path lengths.  

These findings therefore backup my analysis in Chapter 9, which show that Reddit as a 

platform operates as a ‘small world’, in which users participate in small clusters of subreddits, 

but are linked to the broader Reddit ecosystem. Within these clusters however users do not 

find dense social networks with small groups of users. Instead, individual subreddits are more 

alike random networks, with individuals connecting with content more than with other specific 

users.  
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Appendix Two – The r/TheRedPill variation  

One variance to the network structure of the subreddits as discussed in Random social 

connection on page 174 can be found in r/TheRedPill, which is worth touching upon briefly. As 

seen in Figure 26: User-to-user network for r/TheRedPill for August 2018 on page 177 

r/TheRedPill has a largely unstructured network, with no discernible sub-communities or 

stratification of discourse viewable within. However, r/TheRedPill contains many nodes with a 

greater in-degree – that is actors whose posts receive a high level of attention. This represents 

a major difference between r/TheRedPill and r/Braincels and r/MGTOW respectively. 

This is explained by the hierarchical nature of r/TheRedPill, which is indicated by moderators 

through the ‘tags’ affordance of Reddit. Tags are a label the moderators can provide to 

individual users within a subreddit, with a tag appearing next to a user on any post they make. 

An example of this is viewable in Figure 32: Example of Reddit tags, where a user has been 

‘tagged’ with the letters ‘mod’, identifying him as a moderator.  

 

Figure 32: Example of Reddit tags 

 

r/TheRedPill moderators have established several ‘tags’ they provide to individuals they define 

as senior contributors. A post describing the hierarchical nature of r/TheRedPill and describing 

all the tags is titled r/TheRedPill Endorsed Contributors. It says: 

Endorsed Contributors: Respect The Tag 
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It is time to clear the air on the issue of endorsed contributor status. For 

those of you who have participated actively in this community for a while, 

this will not be news to you. But if you are new to the Red Pill, then pay close 

attention. 

Recognizing Quality 

If you look at any successful organization of males, you will notice a pattern: 

the men who have the greatest stake in the success of the enterprise 

shoulder the most responsibility, receive the most respect, and enjoy the 

greatest benefits as thanks for their contribution. 

Around these parts, these men are known as "endorsed contributors" or 

ECs. 

The Red Pill operates as a patriarchal meritocracy. Endorsed contributors 

are community members who, through careful vetting, have been flaired in 

order to draw attention to the quality of their writing. Whenever you read 

posts or comments on TRP, it is the voices of these men that you should pay 

the most attention to – not votes. 

Endorsement Seniority 

The different levels of endorsement are as follows: 

Endorsed Contributor: Endorsed contributors are members who have 

demonstrated a strong grasp of core Red Pill ideas. Their comments and 

posts are frequently in line with the fundamental ideas necessary to live free 

of shackles. 

Senior Endorsed: Senior endorsed contributors began as endorsed 

contributors, and have remained active within the community for a long time. 

In addition to insightful comments, senior contributors often have a colorful 

posting history of informative and original content that is well worth reading. 

Because of their long participation and deep investment in the group, they 
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have all but mastered the principles of the Red Pill. Senior contributors have 

been vetted TWICE, so you know that their words carry serious wisdom. 

Red Pill Vanguard: The Vanguard members come from the first generation 

of ORIGINAL endorsed contributors – these guys are the oldest members 

and have been here since the beginning. Their contributions comprise a lot 

of what is now the backbone of this community. Vanguards are not vetted – 

they are the ones who do the vetting. In some cases, they even selected 

which of us mods would help govern the community. When a Vanguard 

speaks, what you are reading is pure unfiltered Red Pill. 

There are also special community members who wear unique flair related to 

their Manosphere handles: men like Rollo Tomassi from TheRationalMale, 

Ian Ironwood from The Red Pill Room, and GayLubeOil. These men should 

likewise be treated as sages in their own right. The community would not 

exist without them. 

Point Flair 

From time to time, you may also have noticed little numbers next to the 

names of certain users. These are flair points. Points are awarded to users 

by ECs for insightful comments and constructive participation. While points 

do not represent official endorsement, a user with a high point count is well 

on the road to a full endorsement, so be on the look out for these men on 

the rise. 

Respect The Tag 

One thing you should know is that endorsed members receive no payment 

from us for being here. Each one volunteers his time out of a genuine desire 

to help men find freedom and happiness in a culture that lacks a positive 

identity for them. This is why we grant senior members special privileges for 

plugging their personal websites, blogs, bitcoin tip jars, etc. It is our way of 

showing appreciation. 
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Next time you have an opportunity, be sure to thank an endorsed member 

for his contributions. From what they tell us, it is the feeling of making a 

difference that keeps them coming back. 

As this post describes, in addition to the ‘mod’ tag there are also ‘endorsed contributors’, who 

are members who have demonstrated a strong grasp of core Red Pill ideas, ‘senior endorsed’, 

who have similarly demonstrated a strong grasp of core Red Pill ideas but have remained 

active in the community for a long time, and ‘Red Pill Vanguard’ – who are the founders of the 

community and are provided with high levels of respect within the subreddit. Moderators also 

provide some users with ‘endorsement points’, a rating highlighting the contribution they make 

to the subreddit, with points being used to graduate users to become endorsed contributors.  

These hierarchies are enforced through a mixture of official rules and culture. r/TheRedPill 

moderators have a detailed set of content guidelines provided on the sidebar of the subreddit. 

These rules stipulate that apart from endorsed contributors, participants may only post an 

original submission on the subreddit once per week. There are also a range of stringent content 

and posting guidelines, which conform users to content similar to that written by those high in 

the hierarchy. Content that doesn’t meet these standards is removed. Users are also regularly 

encouraged to focus their engagement with those who have been given status in the hierarchy. 

This is reinforced by users throughout the subreddit. One user for example comments, “I can 

honestly say that when I see certain ECs (Endorsed Contributors) I know there will be good 

comments. There have been times I haven't agreed but that's life. But if you see Endorsed 

Contributor next to their name pay attention. They know what they are talking about.” 

The influence of this hierarchy on network structure is viewable in Figure 33: User-to-user 

network for r/TheRedPill for August 2018, colour coded by author type, in which I have colour-

coded individual nodes via their ‘tag’, labelled in the data set as ‘author type’ (the different tags 

are viewable in the legend next to the network representation).  
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Figure 33: User-to-user network for r/TheRedPill for August 2018, colour coded by author type 

 

Apart from a small collection of users at the top, the network representation is dominated by 

users who have ‘points’ or who have an official ‘endorsement’ tag. The hierarchies outlined by 

subreddit moderators are influencing the structure of the community, with senior members of 

the community dominating conversation. This suggests that users are successfully ‘respecting 

the tag’ – i.e. they are respecting senior members through engagement with their content.  
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Through closer examination, I have also determined this hierarchy to also be a core influence 

of the relatively high modularity score of r/TheRedPill, as I observed in Table 7: Small world 

metrics for user to user networks vs. randomly constructed graphs (measures in brackets) on 

page 244. These users with endorsed status also talk to each other, frequently enough that 

they are shaping some small cliques within the subreddit. However, these cliques are only 

available to these small numbers of people – the very core participants who are highly engaged 

in the space.   

r/TheRedPill presents two options of engagement for Kevin. He may join the subreddit primarily 

to find out information about Red Pill ideas. In doing so he will likely be a lurker, reading a lot, 

but not engaging significantly. However, if he seeks to become fully involved in the community, 

Kevin will need to follow a strict set of rules as laid out by the moderators. If he does so, he 

may join r/TheRedPill and consistently post and comment enough to earn points and 

eventually be endorsed by the moderators. He would in turn become much more central to the 

subreddit and this would be a rare instance in which he would form closer links with others 

who have similar status in the community. In doing so, Kevin, like other individuals, would act 

like a planet, with other individuals orbiting around him. The hierarchy of r/TheRedPill, 

therefore, creates intense levels of engagement, and likely strong connections, for a small 

number of participants, while everyone else remains primarily outside of this core orbit.   

Overall, however, the existence of these hierarchies does not change the findings of this 

section. For the vast majority of users, there are still no distinct structures or cliques within the 

subreddit. Individuals remain committed to the notion of the community itself rather than the 

interpersonal connections in can make. This highlights the main purpose of r/TheRedPill as 

described by users within – that it is a space for knowledge creation and self-betterment. At 

large, users deeply respect the hierarchy of the space and do not seek to create their sub-

communities within these hierarchies. Instead, they use the space primarily as one for learning 

and implementation of Red Pill ideas. 

 

 


