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The role of evidence-based misogyny in
antifeminist online communities of the
‘manosphere’

Ann-Kathrin Rothermel

Abstract
In recent years, there have been a growing number of online and offline attacks linked to a loosely connected network of

misogynist and antifeminist online communities called ‘the manosphere’. Since 2016, the ideas spread among and by

groups of the manosphere have also become more closely aligned with those of other Far-Right online networks. In

this commentary, I explore the role of what I term ‘evidence-based misogyny’ for mobilization and radicalization into

the antifeminist and misogynist subcultures of the manosphere. Evidence-based misogyny is a discursive strategy, whereby

members of the manosphere refer to (and misinterpret) knowledge in the form of statistics, studies, news items and pop-cul-

ture and mimic accepted methods of knowledge presentation to support their essentializing, polarizing views about gender

relations in society. Evidence-based misogyny is a core aspect for manosphere-related mobilization as it provides a false

sense of authority and forges a collective identity, which is framed as a supposed ‘alternative’ to mainstream gender knowledge.

Due to its core function to justify and confirm the misogynist sentiments of users, evidence-based misogyny serves as con-

nector between the manosphere and both mainstream conservative as well as other Far-Right and conspiratorial discourses.
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This article is a part of special theme on Mapping the Micropolitics of Online Oppositional Subcultures. To see a

full list of all articles in this special theme, please click here: https://journals.sagepub.com/page/bds/collections/

micropoliticsonlinesubcultures

The manosphere is a ‘loose confederacy’ (Ging, 2019) of
blogs, websites, forums and social media threads ‘where
users share their bigoted, sexist, and toxic views of society
in general and masculinity and femininity in particular’
(Rothermel et al., 2022: 117). The manosphere is generally
understood to consist of a variety of different subgroups,
most notably involuntary celibates (incels), Men’s Rights
Activists (MRAs), Pick-Up artists (PUAs) and Men Going
Their Own Way (MGTOWs).1 While all of these groups
follow slightly different ideologies,2 they are united by a mis-
ogynist and male supremacist3 worldview, in which men have
to defend themselves and their freedoms against the ‘feminiza-
tion’ of their societies, which is associated with a loss of power
and rights for men (Carian, 2022; Schmitz and Kazyak, 2016).

Since the early 2010s, the manosphere has repeatedly
been connected to violent events both online and offline
(Baele et al., 2021; Jasser et al., 2020; Kelly et al., 2021;
Massanari, 2017). Despite this violent history, it was argu-
ably the 2018 terrorist attack in Toronto, which killed 11
people, and whose surviving attacker later stated that he
was radicalized online, which forcefully brought the mano-
sphere into the public eye. The increasing attention focused

Department of Economics and Social Science, University of Potsdam,

Germany

Corresponding author:
Ann-Kathrin Rothermel, Department of Economics and Social Science,

University of Potsdam, Germany

Email: arotherm@uni-potsdam.de; ann-kathrin.rothermel@das-nettz.de

Creative Commons NonCommercial-NoDerivs CC BY-NC-ND: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/) which permits non-commercial

use, reproduction and distribution of the work as published without adaptation or alteration, without further permission provided the original work is

attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access page (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

Commentary

Big Data & Society

January–June: 1–6

© The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/20539517221145671

journals.sagepub.com/home/bds

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2024-7345
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/bds/collections/micropoliticsonlinesubcultures
https://journals.sagepub.com/page/bds/collections/micropoliticsonlinesubcultures
mailto:arotherm@uni-potsdam.de
mailto:ann-kathrin.rothermel@das-nettz.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/bds
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20539517221145671&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-02-05


on the manosphere has been accompanied by a growth of its
virtual spaces as well as a migration of users towards its
more radical sub-communities and an increase in overtly
toxic and violent content (Ribeiro et al., 2020). Studies have
shown how some groups and platforms of the manosphere
have also become increasingly connected with online commu-
nities of the Alt-Right (Anti-Defamation, 2018; Leidig, 2021;
Mamié et al., 2021)and been involved in the rise of right-wing
populism (Dignam and Rohlinger, 2019).

In this commentary, I argue that to (re)produce the mis-
ogynist male supremacist worldview that is at the core of
the manosphere, many of its members utilize a discursive
strategy that I have termed ‘evidence-based misogyny’
(Rothermel, 2020b: 1379). Based on examples4 from
three separate discourse analyses of the manosphere,5 I con-
ceptualize evidence-based misogyny as a micro-political
discursive move whereby different forms of evidence are
presented and linked to essentializing misogynist images
about gender relations. Manosphere members using
evidence-based misogyny refer to (and misinterpret) statis-
tics, studies, news items and pop-culture and mimic
accepted methods of knowledge presentation to prop up
the apparent validity of their arguments, and ultimately
their worldview itself. While the particular application
and function of the strategy varies across time and space,
evidence-based misogyny is a pattern that can be observed
across the different communities of the manosphere. The
novelty and mobilizing strength of the micro-political strat-
egy lies in its two-pronged connection of ‘alternative’ truth
claims with existing knowledge systems. First, drawing
upon authoritative sources and mimicking accepted
formats for knowledge communication bolsters the legitim-
acy of the (otherwise distorted) ‘evidence’ about gender
relations that is presented in the manosphere. Second, the
resulting gender knowledge systems, while supposedly pro-
viding an ‘alternative’ to the mainstream, are inherently
connected to underlying misogynist structures in society,
thereby both building on and reinforcing patriarchal
gender knowledge and unequal gendered power relations.
Through this double connection via both ‘evidence’ and
‘misogyny’, evidence-based misogyny not only helps to
solidify and legitimize the collective identity of the male
supremacist subculture in the manosphere, but also pro-
vides a pathway for male supremacist discourses towards
both mainstream public conservative standpoints as well
as other extreme Far-Right narratives.

The manosphere as space of ‘alternative’
gender knowledge production
According to feminist political scientist Verloo, there are
three epistemic communities–the church, the scientific
community and the media–which produce gender knowl-
edge about “the way gender and gender relations are
defined, understood and given meaning” (Verloo, 2018:

21). The manosphere positions itself as a distinct, ‘alterna-
tive’ space for gender knowledge production. An important
part of the collective identity of manosphere followers is
their self-description as ‘pilled’. The narrative of ‘taking
the pill’, which originated initially from the film ‘The
Matrix’, has gained a strong foothold in a variety of
online right-wing communities (Hagen et al., 2020). In
the manosphere, ‘being pilled’ is associated with the aware-
ness of a true notion about gender relations which stands in
contrast to a supposed feminist mainstream thinking on
gender relations (Kelly et al., 2021; Sugiura, 2021). This
framing of the online subculture of the manosphere as
‘alternative’ ‘truer’ space of gender knowledge production
fits into a current trend within Far Right spaces to
produce what Tischauser and Musgrave 2020have identi-
fied as ‘imitated counterpublics’, whereby right-wing
actors appropriate Nancy Fraser’s notion of counterpublic
as a space for subordinated social groups to ‘invent and cir-
culate counterdiscourses’. As Jasser shows at the example
of the far-right platform ‘Gab’, online spaces that serve as
‘far-right publics display a counterpublic style [a shared
sense of victimization], while residing in a place of relative
societal privilege given their alignment with oppressive
systems of power’ (Jasser, 2021: 188). Similarly, spaces
of the manosphere are based on a discursive vacuum,
which is left as part of the notion of ‘being pilled’ into
rejecting gender knowledge produced by others. Tapping
into this vacuum, evidence-based misogyny has the import-
ant function to produce the manosphere’s gender knowl-
edge as a ‘truer’ alternative to feminist gender knowledge
and thereby provide legitimacy to the collective identities
of the manosphere.

The use of ‘evidence’ in evidence-based
misogyny
In line with Verloo’s understanding of framing gender
knowledge through signification not about ‘how the world
should be – or at least this is not the obvious message –
but how it actually “is”’ (Verloo, 2018: 21), the evidence
that is presented by manosphere users centers on a descrip-
tion of gender relations in contemporary society; more con-
cretely on the societal problems that specifically affect men.

To present such ‘evidence’ as trustworthy, it is most
often framed in ways that draw on or mimic mainstream
systems of knowledge generation that are recognized as authori-
tative. Examples include the use of statistics (see e.g. Figure 1),6

studies, or statements from political or cultural authorities to
illustrate manosphere claims of men’s superiority and societal
victimization. In addition to textual references, manosphere
knowledge claims also imitate recognized data and knowledge
visualization techniques. For example, incels have developed
their own wiki, whose layout mirrors Wikipedia and features
a range of graphs (often without data sources, see e.g. Figure 1).
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While much of what the manosphere claims as ‘evidence’
is distorted or completely fabricated, some of it is factually
correct, such as references to men’s ‘decreased participation
in post-secondary education and increasing social isolation’
as well as a downward trend in men’s reported sexual activ-
ities (Preston et al., 2021: 824). However, accurate or not, all
of the gender evidence becomes distorted through its usage to
either steer an otherwise logical argument or to disguise an
illogical argument through references to relatable tropes,
numerical data and authorities. One common theme for
example is to omit how other groups are affected by similar
dynamics and instead present men as the most (and often
only) disadvantaged group of issues such as homelessness
or mental health. Another distortion comes with the creation
of false equivalences, for example between the effect of cir-
cumcision on women vis-à-vis men (MRA 2015) or by equat-
ing rape victims with victims of false rape accusations (PUA,
2013).

Through these dynamics, evidence-based misogyny
builds and sustains a zero-sum logic on which the collective
identity of manosphere users is built. In this logic, men are

presented as the ultimate victims of the current societal
climate, whereas other groups (in particular women) are
considered as unambiguous winners of current gender rela-
tions, who drive discriminatory gender dynamics (Carian,
2022; Chang, 2020; Rothermel, 2020c). This victimization
narrative has been identified as a common aspect of
right-wing discourses, which is used to justify hatred
against certain groups in society (see e.g. Wilson 2022) .
The presentation of the so-created ‘alternative’ gender
knowledge in juxtaposition to ‘mainstream’ knowledge in
society bolsters the collective identity as victims and
creates additional legitimacy for the turn towards alternative
spaces of gender knowledge creation in the manosphere
(see Table 1).

As the manosphere has developed, a repertoire of
much-repeated evidence claims has arguably led to a solidi-
fication of the underlying alternative gender knowledge
system. To date, almost all manosphere communities have
some sort of glossary or wiki, which both mimics traditional
ways of presenting knowledge as well as outlines the core
tenets of their ideology and provides a closed ‘alternative’

Figure 1. Example for the use of statistics to underline arguments with supposed but often unsubstantiated ‘evidence’ in the

manosphere.

Table 1. Example of evidence-based misogyny construction justifying ‘alternative’ spaces, PUA 2013.

Evidence: ‘A meta-analysis by Rumney (2006) suggests that between 10% and 50% of rape allegations are false. Kanin arrived at an

estimate of 40%, using methodology that strikes me as more trustworthy than a simple count of police-recorded ‘malicious

accusations’, since many false rape claims are ignored’7

Gender relations (victimization): ‘A false rape accusation is not merely an attack on a man’s character. It is an attempt to kidnap,

imprison, torture, and perhaps murder an innocent man. It is a profoundly evil act, and yet there are often no consequences for

women who make false rape accusations.’
‘Alternative’ spaces: ‘These are the reasons why smart young men are aware of the growing threat of false rape accusations. It’s why
men with options don’t date feminists. It’s why smart men send an ‘I didn’t rape you’ text. And it’s why men are disregarding the

bullshit mainstream news sources that completely ignore issues like this, and reading sites like Thumotic and Return of Kings

instead’.
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reference system. In their study of the incel wiki, DeCook
argues that this alternative archive of incels’ gender knowl-
edge ‘reveals the social epistemology of the group, as well
as their shared fantasies, by creating an imaginary order’ in
an alternative world that incels inhabit (DeCook, 2021).
Studies of other sub-groups of the manosphere have also
shown how the image of gendered hierarchies between
men and women has become codified in specific language
systems (Jones et al., 2020; Menzie, 2020). While these
constructed worlds of alternative gender orders differ
depending on the sub-group, they usually refer to each
other in discursive practices, which acknowledge both dif-
ferences and commonalities and thereby serve to reaffirm
both the collective identity of the own sub-group as well
as the existence of the broader manosphere.

The double role of misogyny
As has become clear in the previous section, the worldviews
of the manosphere groups are based on a hierarchical
gender order, whereby men are presented as victimized in
current society to construct and justify a perceived need
to turn to alternative spaces of gender knowledge to
uncover the truth and reclaim their rights. These zero-sum
perceptions of a gendered world in which the gains of
groups with other gender identities (particularly women) are
automatically seen as evidence of a loss of power for the
men of the manosphere relate to misogyny in two ways,
which, in turn, extend the relevance of evidence-based mis-
ogyny beyond the realm of the manosphere itself.

First, and rather obviously, the knowledge claims in the
manosphere create a deeply misogynist image of the world.
Multiple studies of manosphere discourses have uncovered
how they rely on images of women in general, and feminists
in particular, as intellectually and physically inferior, yet
violent and monstrous ‘Other’ (Chang, 2020; Jones et al.,
2020; O’Malley et al., 2022; Rothermel, 2020c). In this
way, the discourses of the manosphere promote misogyny
and male supremacism.

Second, a deeper look at the mechanisms of evidence-
based misogyny reveals an additional function of mis-
ogyny. In Kate Manne’s groundbreaking work, Manne
defines misogyny as ‘the system that operates within a patri-
archal social order to police and enforce women’s subordin-
ation and to uphold male dominance’ (Manne, 2018: 33).
Misogyny thus has a disciplining function to keep patri-
archal gender hierarchies in place and is therefore dispro-
portionately directed at those who ‘disrupt or pose a
threat to gendered social hierarchies’(Manne, 2018: 61).
This definition exposes that the supposedly ‘alternative’
narratives of the manosphere are connected to a much
broader hegemonic patriarchal system that views challenges
to gender orders as an attack, which legitimizes retaliation.
In The politics of fear, Ruth Wodak argues that regressive
discourses tend to follow certain structures of

argumentation (topoi), which construct collective identities
via ‘a useful shortcut appealing to existing knowledge’. In
other words, these structures utilize the fact that ‘an
opinion […] can be accepted by the majority of people
because it represents traditional knowledge but not neces-
sarily true knowledge’ (Wodak, 2015: 52). Applying this
to evidence-based misogyny means that the message that
is conveyed can be easily integrated into broader existing
knowledge systems, thereby rendering the often question-
able use of ‘evidence’ more convincing and facilitating
identification with the manosphere worldview.

In other words, the ‘evidence’, which is provided gains its
power by connecting to an underlying ‘truth’ about society
that is already accepted knowledge among the users of the
manosphere as well as in (most of) mainstream society.
This increases the argumentative power of evidence-based
misogyny, because it is actually feminist knowledge which
goes against the grain of mainstream patriarchal structures
with its call to pay attention to white and male privilege
and their effects on ‘Others’ (Bridges, 2021), thus making
it easy for manosphere authors to position it as irrational
and lacking in ‘evidence’.

It is in this very combination of a (false) positioning of
manosphere gender knowledge as ‘alternative’ and victi-
mized, while relying on traditional misogynist assumptions,
which are, however subtle, still common place in main-
stream society, where evidence-based misogyny gains its
power. Positioning manosphere gender knowledge as both
‘common sense’ and marginalized holds immense recruit-
ing power. Once users accept the manosphere story of
male victimization (evidence) this creates a disconnect
with the socialization into patriarchy (misogyny), which
allows for a presentation of patriarchal gender inequality as
equity, while simultaneously reproducing blatant sexist and
misogynist prejudices, precisely because they are accepted
as ‘normal’. At the same time, the constant repetition of
claims that create images of a society divided into disadvan-
taged ‘Us’ versus both irrational and powerful ‘Others’ leads
to ‘an endless polarizing reproduction of anger and outrage’
(Rothermel, 2020c), which justifies hatred and violence in
ways that connect well to other Far-Right and fascist ideolo-
gies. It is therefore not surprising that the institutionalization
of the manosphere as a supposedly ‘evidence-based’, ‘alterna-
tive reference system’ has coincided with an increasing
overlap of this systemwith other Far Right spaces and conspir-
acy theories that live off the same mechanisms8 of presenting
their adherents at the margins of society while building on
existing underlying hegemonic knowledge systems of white
and male supremacy.

Conclusion
Evidence-based misogyny is a discursive strategy used by
manosphere users online, in which evidence is constructed
as trustworthy through connections to accepted systems of
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knowledge generation and presentation. This evidence is
then used to construct an inherently sexist and misogynist
view of gender relations in society, which is presented as
a supposed alternative to mainstream views. In this com-
mentary, I have drawn on a range of examples from
across the manosphere to showcase how the manosphere’s
claims about gender knowledge are constructed in oppos-
ition to and through imitation of gender knowledge that
emanates from traditional epistemic communities to
increase their legitimacy. I have also argued that while
evidence-based misogyny works to build, legitimate and
sustain the manosphere’s deeply misogynistic view of
gender relations, its efficiency in creating this worldview
and mobilizing supporters depends to a large degree on
its ability to connect to a baseline of common-sense mis-
ogyny in mainstream society. This connection allows for
a spiral of self-confirmation and other-derogation that justi-
fies the turn toward ‘alternative’ spaces of gender knowl-
edge and connects them to both mainstream and extremist
discourses.

Paying attention to the role of the micro-political strat-
egy of evidence-based misogyny in the subcultures of the
manosphere can help to uncover points of intersection
with mainstream and extremist discourses and thus to
better understand dynamics of recruitment into the mano-
sphere as well as users’ (and terrorists’) membership in mul-
tiple Far-Right communities. Therefore, what is needed
going forward is first of all a deeper understanding of the
nuances of evidence-based misogyny, its variations across
different groups and platforms, as well as its changing use
and form throughout the history of the manosphere. In add-
ition, we need to better understand the systematic overlaps
with other online subcultures, that use evidence-based mis-
ogyny as a whole or whose argumentative strategies rely on
similar mechanisms of knowledge and identity production.
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Notes

1. I would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers for
drawing attention to the important distinction between emic and
etic descriptions of the groups of the manosphere, whereby the
etic outside description of the manosphere might differ from the
self-identification of members of the groups, who might see them-
selves or their group as distinct from the broader manosphere.

2. For more on the differences and overlaps between the groups of
the manosphere, see e.g. Ging, 2019; Rothermel et al., 2022;
Sugiura, 2021.

3. I follow the definition of male supremacy as a “hateful ideology
advocating for the subjugation of women” advanced by the
Southern Poverty Law Center: https://www.splcenter.org/
fighting-hate/extremist-files/ideology/male-supremacy.

4. CONTENT WARNING: The examples used in this text
contain misogynist and violent language in particular in rela-
tion to SGBV.

5. I conducted the first study in 2014 (deepened through a
follow-up study in 2018) on six MRA websites and forums
with a Russian, Indian and US-American user base, the
second study in 2019 on subreddits on the social media
website Reddit and the third in 2021 with Megan Kelly,
Greta Jasser and Dominik Hammer on selected spaces across
the four main groups of the manosphere (Incels, MRAs,
PUAs, MGTOWs) and a subreddit called ‘The Red Pill’
(TRP). While the initial analyses focused on different aspects
of manosphere discourses and strategies (see: Rothermel,
2020a, 2020b; Rothermel et al., 2022), evidence-based mis-
ogyny was a common theme flowing throughout.

6. As mentioned in the introduction, the examples in Figure 1 are
drawn from three separate analyses. While I have purposefully
chosen examples from different time periods and sub-groups to
illustrate the pervasiveness of evidence-based misogyny, they
should not be considered representative of either sub-group
or publication years.

7. It is important to note that while both studies cited here do
indeed exist, the evidence is misinterpreted by the author of
the post. In particular, the metaanalysis by Rumney concludes
that most studies show severe analytical shortcomings meaning
that they “cannot be used to determine the rate of false rape
allegations”. In particular for the study by Kanin and others
with high numbers between 10 and 50%, Rumney shows that
they often include cases that are labeled ‘no-crime’ based on
a lack of evidence, misattribution through police and withdra-
wals for other reasons, thereby indicating that they do not
signify ‘false allegations’ in the sense insinuated by the
poster of the manosphere.

8. For more on the role of both victimization narratives, ‘alterna-
tive’ knowledge systems/imitated counterpublics and mono-
logical worldviews for Far-Right and conspiratorial spaces,
see e.g. Franks et al., 2017; Jasser, 2021; Wilson, 2022.
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