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Abstract
Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW) are a separatist Manosphere group (digital 
manifestation of the Men’s Liberation Movement) who focus on individualistic, self-
empowering actions as opposed to traditional collective actions typical of Men’s Rights 
Activists and Incels. This study investigates how the ideology and rhetoric of MGTOW 
propagates and normalises misogynistic beliefs through online harassment, using a 
multi-phased content and thematic analysis of 10,280 tweets from three of the most 
active MGTOW users on Twitter. The findings document a link between the MGTOW 
ideology and toxic masculinity, showing that the online harassment generated is deeply 
misogynistic and polices the boundaries of a heterosexual, hegemonic masculinity. The 
analysis demonstrates that while the misogyny and violence produced by MGTOW is 
not extreme in nature, their appeals to rational thinking make it seem like common 
sense. The article develops new knowledge about the heterogeneous nature of the 
Manosphere and its constructions of masculinity.
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Introduction

In the wake of the #MeToo movement, conversations about misogynistic attitudes, har-
assment and violence against women have come to the forefront of public debate. Online, 
women are disproportionately targeted for harassment (Citron, 2014), and feminists even 
more so (Herring et al., 2002), by perpetrators who are more likely to be male (Jane, 
2014). These actions are often underpinned by misogynistic attitudes (Banet-Weiser and 
Miltner, 2016). There have been a number of important analyses of gendered online 
abuse or ‘e-bile’ (Jane, 2014), and responses to this by the feminist movement (Jane, 
2016; Trott, 2018). More recently, the role of the Manosphere (the digital manifestation 
of the contemporary Men’s Rights Movement [MRM]) has come under fire in terms of 
how it may be contributing to the propagation of gendered online harassment. The litera-
ture surrounding the early MRM focused on drawing attention to the narrow, traditional 
notion of masculinity and the social pressures and consequences that resulted from this 
restrictive vision (Marwick and Caplan, 2018; Schmitz and Kazyak, 2016).

The Manosphere is now home to several different groups, including pickup artists, the 
more radical ‘Incels’, father’s groups, Men’s Rights Activists (MRAs) and the Men 
Going Their Own Way (MGTOW) group and each has important differences that need to 
be unpacked. Recently, the group known as Incels – who self-identify as ‘involuntary 
celibates’ and harbour hostility towards women for denying them the sex they believe 
they inherently deserve – has raised particular concern. Incels have been attributed 
responsibility for inciting several high-profile incidents of male violence – the 2014 Isla 
Vista killings (Blommaert, 2017) perpetrated by Elliot Rodger and later the 2018 Toronto 
van attack perpetrated by Alek Minassian (Jaki et al., 2018). These attacks have put a 
spotlight on MRA and Incel groups within the Manosphere, and the literature has begun 
to conceptualise the link between these subcultures and how they may encourage and 
propagate violence (Dragiewicz and Mann, 2016; Kalish and Kimmel, 2010; Nicholas 
and Agius, 2018). Furthermore, platforms such as Reddit have begun to respond to the 
threat posed by radical Manosphere groups, closing the r/Incels subreddit and suspend-
ing r/TheRedPill. While Incels and other MRA groups within the Manosphere now 
receive significant scholarly and public attention, the MGTOW group have largely flown 
under the radar.

MGTOW are a group of men who vow to stop pursuing romantic relationships with 
women to focus on self-development and preservation; they are separatists who want to 
abandon the gynocentric order (Lin, 2017) and focus on more individualistic, self-
empowering actions. While MGTOW borrow terminology associated with the red pill 
universe1 and are sometimes described as MRAs (Schmitz and Kazyak, 2016), this arti-
cle argues that MGTOW have developed their own ideology that makes them distinct 
from other groups within the Manosphere.

While men’s and father’s rights groups focus on ‘equal rights’ for men and have pick-
eted for widespread social change and reform and used violent threats and actions, 
MGTOW’s separatist approach has, we contend, led them to be presented as less danger-
ous than MRAs. This has, for example, occurred in mainstream media, such as Vice’s 
article on MGTOW where they are presented as a somewhat ‘sad’ group of men 
(Lamoureux, 2015). This framing, we argue, is problematic. Empirical research that 
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assesses how MGTOW’s different ideological approach shapes their discursive and 
physical practices is urgently needed. We contend that while MGTOW may not neces-
sarily employ the explicit and directly abusive harassment documented by MRAs, they 
do generate passive harassment (i.e. broad-based harassment that has no specific target 
and subsequently can impact many potential victims). Passive harassment matters 
because it has been shown to contribute to psychological harm such as depression (Wolak 
et al., 2007), anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Pittaro, 2007) and the 
withdrawal of women from online spaces as a self-protective measure (Fox and Tang, 
2017) leading to the silencing of female voices (Hampton et al., 2014). Furthermore, 
while the precise number of MGTOW followers is unclear, it appears to be a popular and 
growing group within the Manosphere: the subreddit r/MGTOW has grown from 54,000 
members in early 2018 to 104,000 members in early 2019 and there are 32,859 members 
listed on one MGTOW forum.

Given the important differences in ideology and the rapid growth of the r/MGTOW 
subreddit, this study seeks to understand the extent to which the language and rhetoric of 
MGTOW on Twitter contains passive and/or active online harassment towards women 
and men. To do so, it establishes a link between MGTOW ideology and toxic masculin-
ity, revealing how this core ideology shapes the types of abuse produced by the MGTOW 
community. Through this process, the study identifies different types of gendered online 
harassment that are rooted in a deeply misogynistic ideology propagated by the MGTOW 
group. Before discussing these findings, however, the literature review aims to more 
fully explain the theoretical underpinnings of this study. The first section outlines the 
origin and relevance of toxic masculinity as a theory, making note of how it is relevant 
in the online context. The second defines online harassment, specifically that which tar-
gets women and is perpetrated by members of the Manosphere before presenting the 
study’s methodology and findings.

Toxic masculinity

The term ‘toxic masculinity’ emerged in the 1990s out of analyses that examined differ-
ent representations of masculinity and men’s relationship with their fathers, and not in 
relation to feminism as many people believe (Haider, 2016). Some of these analyses 
focused on the social scripts that surrounded war, presenting an idealised masculinity as 
a model for heroism and representing war as a ritual transition from boyhood to manhood 
(Tracy Karner cited in Haider, 2016). Through the development of these social scripts, 
Haider (2016: 557) argues that violence has become a mode for one to assert their mas-
culinity. Furthermore, Haider (2016) argues that within ‘the matrix of patriarchy, mascu-
linity is always defined in relation to femininity and toxic masculinities hyperbolize this 
binary’ (p. 557). This binary portrays the feminine as weak (subordinate) while the mas-
culine is positioned as strong (dominant).

The construction of essentialist gender binaries and the positioning of the masculine as 
powerful, dominant and authoritative plays into another concept described as ‘hegemonic 
masculinity’ (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). Raewyn Connell’s (1987) conceptuali-
sation of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ emerged (prior to the notion of toxic masculinity) to 
describe the ‘pattern of practice (i.e. things done, not just a set of role expectations of an 
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identity) that allowed men’s dominance over women to continue’ (Connell and 
Messerschmidt, 2005: 832). Hegemonic masculinity was normative and embodied the 
most ‘honoured way of being a man’, requiring all men to position themselves in relation 
to it, and contributed to the legitimisation of the ‘global subordination of women to men’ 
(Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005: 832).

Drawing on Connell’s earlier work, Terry Kupers (2005: 716) examines the rela-
tionship between toxic masculinity and hegemonic masculinity. Kupers (2005: 716) 
argues that toxic masculinity refers to the specific aspects of hegemonic masculinity 
that are ‘socially destructive’. He (Kupers, 2005: 715) draws a distinction between 
these ‘toxic’ traits and the nontoxic expressions of masculinity that drive a man to 
succeed at work, provide for his family and win at sports. Defining toxic masculin-
ity, Kupers (2005: 713–714) states that it is the ‘constellation of socially regressive 
male traits that serve to foster domination, the devaluation of women, homophobia 
and wanton violence’ and are, ultimately, ‘socially destructive’. In this way, toxic 
masculinity is a result of championing these negative, hypermasculine traits, to the 
point that they become the idealised and desirable masculine identity. The key 
aspects of toxic masculinity identified from the literature that formed the deductive 
code frame used in this study are homophobia, misogyny, violent domination, a read-
iness to resort to violence, the need to be dominant and controlling, not showing or 
admitting weakness or dependency, and devaluing both women and feminine attrib-
utes in men (Adams et al., 2010; Haider, 2016; Johnston and Morrison, 2007; Kupers, 
2005, 2010).

The online sphere introduces an interesting dynamic to an understanding of the repre-
sentation and embodiment of toxic masculinity. In spaces such as the Manosphere, 
Nicholas and Agius (2018: 51) highlight how many of those who make up these online 
spaces do not embody hegemonic masculinity and self-identify as ‘beta’ men.2 However, 
Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2016) document the ways in which the power structures that 
support masculine identity offline are also present in online space. In fact, it is the failure 
to achieve and fulfil the expectations of what it means to be a man in relation to the nar-
row definition upheld by hegemonic masculinity that propels these ‘beta’ men to idealise 
an identity constructed from the principles of toxic masculinity. As a result, the different 
groups within the Manosphere adopt a range of approaches to address this perceived 
failure: some embrace their identity as an ‘Incel’, some rally against the subordinate 
groups they blame for their failure (as the MRAs rally against women and minorities) 
and others reject the current social scripts and attempt to ‘go their own way’ in the style 
of MGTOW.

This study is interested in understanding what this ‘rejection’ entails. What does it 
mean to ‘go your own way’? How is this enacted and modelled? How does it contribute 
to perpetuating toxicity online? Answering these questions will help get to the crux of the 
MGTOW ideology and shed light on the ways toxic masculinity manifests within the 
separatist group. Having outlined the importance of MGTOW, the theoretical underpin-
nings of online harassment need to be established to properly explore the connection 
between toxic masculinity, MGTOW ideology and any harassment that its proponents 
produce. The following section will do so while also situating it within a conversation 
about masculinity online.
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Online harassment

Online harassment is a nuanced and complex concept as it varies in expression and 
severity. However, in recent years, research has begun to address online harassment from 
a gendered perspective, raising awareness of the often-gendered nature of the abuse and 
how women are disproportionately targeted (Citron, 2014). Banet-Weiser (2015) con-
ceptualises what she terms ‘popular misogyny’ to describe the anti-feminist sentiment 
that permeates digital cultures and that often crystallises in the online harassment of 
public-facing feminists and women. She connects popular misogyny with the rise of 
MRAs. Several scholars have researched misogynistic abuse online that is specifically in 
response to feminist actions and women who gain publicity (Citron, 2014; Jane, 2014, 
2016; Shaw, 2014). Emma Jane (2014), for example, coined the term ‘e-bile’, and labels 
online abuse as ‘misogyny online’ and ‘gendered cyberhate’, while others put forth terms 
such as ‘gendertrolling’ (Mantilla, 2013) and ‘online sexual harassment’ (Megarry, 
2014). Vickery and Everbach (2018) and Mendes et al. (2019: 13) describe this phenom-
enon as ‘mediated misogyny’ to capture how this type of abuse can traverse both online 
and offline spheres. Importantly, Mendes et al. (2019: 13) recognise the potential for 
misogynistic abuse to be expressed as ‘low-level “banter”’ and within everyday sexism.

In relation to the Manosphere specifically, and from the perspective of understanding 
the production of online harassment and abuse, much of the research has focused on 
either the Incel or the MRA communities. Marwick and Caplan (2018) develop the term 
‘networked harassment’ to describe the online harassment they analyse within the 
Manosphere. Marwick and Caplan’s (2018) research specifically investigates the term 
‘misandry’ as they identify it as a core tenet within MRA discourse. They argue that 
MRAs position themselves as fundamentally oppositional to feminism. This opposi-
tional framing explains why they adopt a more explicit and direct approach to harass-
ment. It also explains why MRAs sometimes situate themselves literally at the front and 
centre of targeted harassment campaigns directed at women and feminists (such as when 
‘anti-social-justice-warrior’ and YouTube celebrity Carl Benjamin, also known as Sargon 
of Akkah, threateningly sat in the front row of a panel feminist game critic Anita 
Sarkeesian was speaking on).

Several scholars have focused on the explicit violence produced by the Incel com-
munity after high-profile terror attacks were linked to what Minassian declared to be the 
‘Incel Rebellion’ (Jaki et al., 2018). In particular, Blommaert (2017) and Ging (2019) 
have been influential in providing an understanding of the construction of masculinity 
within the Incel community and how the group fosters a collective that encourages, sup-
ports, and ultimately incites violence (both physical and online). Another group of stud-
ies has explored specific and extreme cases of ‘active’ harassment (harassment that 
directly targets specific victims). However, less focus has been placed on passive harass-
ment, which, as noted, does not target a single victim, but rather many potential victims 
through a broadly harassing statement or image – see Barak (2005) – and can be as 
damaging psychologically as active harassment (Glomb et al., 1997; Miner-Rubino and 
Cortina, 2007).

Research has demonstrated the significance and legitimacy of other forms of harass-
ment, such as psychological and emotional abuse (Follingstad et al., 1990), structural 
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and systemic sexism and discrimination (Rogers and Henson, 1997), microaggressions 
(Nadal, 2013), and gaslighting (Trott, 2019). Furthermore, previous research has demon-
strated the effects and seriousness of everyday sexism, including how misogynistic 
views can be normalised and transmitted via memes and sexist humour (Shifman and 
Lemis, 2011). Several feminist activist campaigns and scholars have attempted to address 
the everyday sexism and harassment women are subjected to, including drawing atten-
tion to why these behaviours are problematic and how they reinforce hegemonic power 
and drive women out of public spaces (see sites like Everyday Sexism and Hollaback! as 
written about by Mendes et al., 2019). These kinds of more passive, subtle and everyday 
forms of harassment can be more pernicious than active harassment. Messner (2016: 16), 
for example, warns about the dangers of this type of ‘kinder, gentler’ form of antifemi-
nism and misogyny, arguing that its subtler and strategic appeal to common sense as 
opposed to a more explicit backlash makes it more pervasive and persuasive.

In summary, there have been several important studies of the explicit and violent 
threats and actions made by Incels and MRAs – and active harassment more broadly. The 
rapidly growing MGTOW group have largely flown beneath the scholarly and public 
radar. We contend that the core tenets of the MGTOW’s separatist and self-centred ideol-
ogy make them distinct from other groups within the Manosphere and, in particular, their 
ideology will lead them to produce limited active harassment, but extensive passive har-
assment. As research has begun to demonstrate, (online) passive harassment takes many 
forms and is harmful – leading to myriad deleterious effects. Given these dual concerns, 
this study considers and documents the various types of harassment produced by 
MGTOW. Specifically, it addresses the following research questions:

RQ1: What types and volume of active and passive harassment are produced by the 
MGTOW community on Twitter?

RQ2: How might the rhetoric and ideology of MGTOW contributes to the production 
of harassment and the normalisation of misogynistic beliefs?

RQ3: Is there a connection between toxic aspects of masculinity within MGTOW 
ideology and the generation of passive harassment in order to reclaim and assert 
hegemonic masculinity?

Methodology

To understand the link between toxic masculinity, the ideology of the MGTOW group 
and online harassment, this study incorporated a multi-phase content analysis of the 
Twitter content from three highly active users within the MGTOW subgroup.3 These 
‘active users’ (Cunningham et al., 2008), ‘super-participants’ (Graham and Wright, 2014) 
or ‘key players’ take on leadership roles (Cobb et al., 2010) and are considered key influ-
encers who help to set the tone and topic of the debates and as such hold significant 
power and influence within the network. In this study, we understand these central mem-
bers as ‘key users’.

To identify key users, we collected a data set of 10,280 tweets focusing on the hashtag 
#MGTOW, using NodeXL Pro to parse the Twitter Search API. We identified the most 
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frequent users and then considered their broader engagement as this is another indicator 
of importance and influence within a network (Graham and Wright, 2014). The three key 
users received extensive replies and likes – within the sample, there were 138 Twitter 
users replying to their tweets with further harassment. The harassing tweets made by 
these additional users were also included in the data set, bringing the total user count for 
the study to 141. Overall, 1688 tweets by key users and other users were collected from 
within the larger data set. Several stages of content analysis were conducted to analyse 
the tweets. The first stage involved coding whether harassment was present and whether 
the harassment was ‘active’ or ‘passive’, using Barak’s (2005) definition as discussed 
above.

Second, a thematic analysis was conducted on the harassing tweets to determine 
whether elements relating to toxic masculinity were present. The key aspects of toxic 
masculinity identified deductively from the literature review were used to create an ini-
tial code frame. An inductive reading of the tweets found that this failed to capture some 
of the forms of harassment that were present and thus further categories were added. 
Similar or related codes were then grouped to form the definitions in the final code 
frame. This combination of deductive and inductive coding provides a more comprehen-
sive code frame that captures subtler forms of harassment (Table 1) and is, we believe, 
an important theoretical and methodological contribution in itself. First, it provides a 
more nuanced account of harassment through the thematic analysis. Second, it operation-
alises this for content analysis, and the code frame definitions can be adopted in future 
studies. An inter-coder reliability test was conducted with two trained coders on 10% of 
the sample (n = 48), using Krippendorff’s alpha; they ranged between reliability scores of 
.79 and 1 (see Table 1). It is important to note that a single tweet may have been coded 
for containing multiple types of harassment rather than the dominant type.

We also examined the official MGTOW website (www.mgtow.com), the connected 
forum and the promotional material posted on the website. We specifically read their 
‘About’ page, ‘History’ page, ‘Glossary’ page (in which they list the definitions for the 
language specific to their community and the broader Manosphere), ‘The Manosphere’ 
page and the ‘Frequently Asked Questions’ page. Collectively, these pages provided us 
with additional information about MGTOW’s history, ideology, who they are and insight 
into the language and rhetoric central to their community. These details were used to 
complement our analysis of the MGTOW key users on Twitter.

The nature of online harassment by MGTOW

Of the 1688 tweets within the sample, 483 (29%) were coded as harassing. Within those 
483 harassing tweets, there were 540 unique expressions of harassment; the reason this 
number is significantly higher is because many harassing tweets had more than one 
expression of harassment. Of the harassing tweets, 54% (n = 262) were made by the three 
key users, and the remaining 46% (n = 221) were made by the 138 other users. As sus-
pected, passive harassment made up the vast majority of the data set, with 96% (n = 465) 
of all the harassment being broadly harassing, while only 4% (n = 18) had a specific 
target.

Three key points arose from the findings regarding the frequency of harassment cat-
egories (Figure 1), which will be explored in detail below. First, the banality and passive 
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nature of the harassment alongside the limited expressions of extreme violence. Second, 
there is a contradiction between what the MGTOW ideology professes and the actions of 
MGTOW members. This is most noticeable in the conflict between their separatist ideol-
ogy and the repeated centring of women in much of their rhetoric. Third, the construc-
tion, contestation and reinforcement of an idealised vision of masculinity that reflects the 
characteristics associated with toxic masculinity and how this is achieved via tactics such 
as the emasculation of other men. This is a particularly interesting point of tension within 
the MGTOW ideology and our findings. On their forum, they define what it means to be 
a ‘real man’, which surprisingly indicates a very progressive notion that attempts to 
deconstruct gender stereotypes, yet their actions and expressions subscribe to a tradi-
tional model of masculinity. Crucially, the MGTOW ideology indicates the struggles 
men experience when they feel the restrictive bonds of societal prescriptions of mascu-
linity and heteronormativity (similar to feminist beliefs); however, MGTOWs blame 
women and feminists for these restrictive notions and expectations rather than society 
and the patriarchy. Our findings document that despite this desire to ‘break free’ from the 

Figure 1. The frequency of harassment by harassment category.
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‘shackles’ of an oppressive notion of masculinity, the members of MGTOW continue to 
conform to the ideals of toxic masculinity and use harassing behaviour to reclaim or gain 
male ‘sovereignty’. This leads to the fourth key finding this article contributes: it demon-
strates how passive harassment is used as a way of reclaiming, performing and proving 
one’s masculinity to the rest of the MGTOW community and broader society.

Casual and banal sexism

Previous research has documented rape threats (Jane, 2014), death threats (Megarry, 
2014) and cyber stalking (Pittaro, 2007) as examples of behaviours that are used to attack 
and silence women in online spaces. However, the high degree of passive harassment 
found in this study demonstrates the banality of the misogyny and sexism reflected in 
MGTOW rhetoric. For example, the use of violent control did not occur in the data fre-
quently at only 7% (n = 37) of harassment. Instead, the most prominent forms of harass-
ment that were expressed were casual sexism (38%), emasculation (16%) and 
antifeminism (13%).

Manne (2017) conceptualised a difference between sexism and misogyny, arguing 
that sexism is the ideology that supports patriarchy while misogyny enforces it. She con-
tends that misogyny is a response to the perceived threat of feminism to the patriarchy 
and it operates as a way of punishing women and men who step outside of the status quo. 
Manne’s (2017) conception of this difference helps us to understand the different pur-
poses and intentions of the sexism and passive harassment our study found. Many of the 
passive forms of harassment we detected within the MGTOW rhetoric were reflective of 
the sexist ideologies and values the group maintained. The passive nature operated as a 
way of vocalising and spreading their ideology while the absence of specified targets 
suggested the enforcement of their values was not a high priority compared to the other 
groups such as Incels and MRAs who are driven by a desire to enforce hegemonic mas-
culinity and reclaim power in society. As a result, the misogynistic nature – at least in 
terms of how Manne (2017) defines it – of their rhetoric remains largely in the back-
ground and there is a distinct lack of ‘calls to action’ within the findings.

The employment of subtle forms of harassment, such as sexism, is problematic in that 
they contribute to the socialisation and reinforcement of harmful gendered views within 
the group. Several scholars have previously considered the dangers of banality. Hannah 
Arendt (2002) coined the phrase ‘the banality of evil’ to describe how abuse and acts of 
evil are perpetrated by regular people. Although Arendt’s (2002) conceptualisation was in 
relation to the Nazi regime, feminist scholars have also worked to deconstruct the ‘mon-
ster myth’. The monster myth works to position perpetrators as ‘others’, situating them 
outside of society rather than recognising the everyday nature of gendered violence and 
how regular citizens contribute to a misogynistic culture (Trott, 2019). This mythology 
was also reflected within the MGTOW community. MGTOWs position MRAs and Incels 
as ‘others’, by thinking of them as ‘betas’ or ‘losers’ while they conceptualise themselves 
as regular individuals. This conceptualisation MGTOWs have of themselves as ‘ordinary 
men’ who have encountered difficulty in their life allows them to appeal to a large pool of 
men who are unsatisfied with their life. This may help to explain why support for MGTOW 
has been growing – though more research is necessary to understand this.
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Subtle forms of harassment are also less likely to be called out and condemned than 
explicit and extreme behaviours like rape and death threats because they are not con-
ceived as being dangerous and are rooted within an appeal to common sense. This is a 
pivotal distinction between MGTOW and other Manosphere members such as Incels. 
Jaki et al. (2018) found that many members of the Incel community believe that attitudes 
which condone violence against women, and even actively encourage rape, are accepta-
ble and are therefore tolerated within the Incel group. However, MGTOW’s sexism is 
communicated as uncontroversial and embedded casually within their rhetoric. An inter-
esting example of this from the data is the use of gender stereotypes. A large amount of 
the sexism that occurred included references to traditional conceptions of the female role 
and gender stereotypes more broadly. Interestingly, this reflects existing research which 
has found that a key part of MGTOW ideology is the belief that men should be tradition-
ally masculine, by being dominant and independent, while women should submit and be 
content to nurture (Lilly, 2016). Clichés like get ‘back to the kitchen’ and ‘make me a 
sandwich’ inevitably made an appearance as well as the assertion that women should 
spend their time ‘cooking’, ‘cleaning’ and ‘sucking dick’. Another stereotype was the 
‘female emotional brain’, which supposedly clouds women’s capacity for logic. Women 
were often described as too emotional to assess a situation logically and rationally, to the 
point of being equated with children. Their tendency towards hyperemotionality was 
cited as a contributing factor to a lack of logical capacity.

Many of these sexist stereotypes were transmitted via memes. Sarah Ahmed (2017: 
261) is one of many scholars who have documented how humour and the use of irony and 
satire can be employed to continue perpetuating sexist and racist utterances. Memes and 
seemingly innocuous jokes can be encoded with sexist ideologies and position the target 
(generally women and ethnic minorities) as overly sensitive or as ‘feminist killjoys’ if 
they challenge the joke (Ahmed, 2017). The use of humour as a form of harassment oper-
ates to trivialise the derision of a social group and communicate an implicit norm that 
discrimination, and in this case misogyny, is acceptable (Shifman and Lemish, 2011).

Furthermore, MGTOWs demonstrate a deliberate attempt to present themselves as 
moderate and to frame their ideology and beliefs as logical. They specifically state on 
the front page of their forum under a short description of their ideology that their beliefs 
are essentially ‘common sense for men’. This appeal to common sense can be found in 
how MGTOWs frame and align with their ideology. For example, they draw parallels 
between understanding MGTOW tenets and the superiority of men with understanding 
basic scientific principles such as the world is round. They integrate quotes from well-
known men such as Galileo and Newton to emphasise the scientific and rational basis 
for MGTOW beliefs. This works to frame their beliefs as not radical but common, relat-
able, and, crucially, rational, thus ensuring the path to join MGTOW is perceived as 
‘natural’ and obvious, lowering the barrier to entry and broadening the opportunities for 
recruitment.

Ideological contradiction: woman-obsessed separatism

Several contradictions arose from the analysis of MGTOW ideology and the rhetoric 
within their tweets and the forum, stemming from the challenges of defining what it 
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means to ‘go their own way’. The crux of the MGTOW rhetoric is that men who choose 
MGTOW as a lifestyle need to abstain from romantic relationships with women and, in 
some cases, casual sexual relationships too (going ‘monk’). Yet, much of their dialogue 
is centred around women – again due to the fact that they must perform a rejection of 
women to belong within the community. However, the additional focus on women within 
the discussions also works to reinforce the MGTOW ideology and the need for the group. 
Through the shared experiences of a multitude of men, women are painted as ‘cunts’, 
‘bitches’, ‘sluts’, ‘whores’, ‘thots’, ‘hoes’, ‘skanks’ and ‘gold diggers’ who should be 
avoided. The repeated use of these words contributes to a socialisation of misogynistic 
and sexist rhetoric.

Despite these shared experiences and MGTOW’s apparent focus on self-improve-
ment, there is a degree of factionalism within MGTOW and the tensions within the group 
highlight how users attempt to claim authority or social status by continuing to subscribe 
to aspects of toxic masculinity. MGTOW members themselves recognise they ‘do not 
play well with others’, which has resulted in various different interpretations and 
approaches to the MGTOW ideology and helps to explain some of the contradictions 
between the MGTOW ideology and the actions of MGTOW members. The traditional 
goals of MGTOW were ‘instilling masculinity in men’ and forcing a ‘man-up’ mandate 
(MGTOW, 2019). These original goals conflict with the attitudes and beliefs of the con-
temporary MGTOW collective, which declares that ‘the true definition of a “real man” 
is any human being born with XY chromosomes. The remainder of that definition is 
entirely up to him’ (MGTOW, 2019). Contemporary articulations of the MGTOW group 
state an objective that focuses on freeing men from oppressive gender stereotypes and 
notions of masculinity and allowing them to reclaim ‘sovereignty’ over how they define 
themselves. However, the findings document several methods in which users attempted 
to police the boundaries of hegemonic masculinity, reinforcing a traditional and oppres-
sive notion of masculinity.

Harassment as a demonstration of MGTOW identity, masculinity and 
manhood

Despite the lack of explicit misogyny, the prevalence and propagation of sexism within 
the group via passive harassment is problematic as it contributes to the normalisation and 
promotion of essentialist gender stereotypes. A sexist ideology protects and supports 
patriarchy and has been used as a foundation for the justification of misogynistic actions, 
such as intimate partner violence and rape (Moya et al., 2005). It is also worth noting that 
the harassment that was identified in this study occurred entirely within a group of male 
peers. The very premise of MGTOW is that it is a group of men who are collectively 
moving away from relationships with women, and as this study has shown, part of that 
process includes demonstrating or performing a rejection of women.

What constitutes a ‘real’ MGTOW member remains contentious. This largely arises 
due to the fact that the MGTOW group centres itself around what they are not doing (i.e. 
not getting married or having relationships). Many of the discussions that surround the 
framing of the group focus around rejecting women and the current ‘gynocentric order’ 
rather than what it looks like to be ‘going their own way’. As a result, there is a challenge 
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in defining what it means to be a ‘real’ MGTOW and the only clear way for a user to 
prove their membership is by performing and demonstrating a rejection of women. This 
tension explains why much of the harassment is passive rather than explicit in nature as 
the rejection of women is a performance for their male peers rather than a deliberate 
attack on women specifically.

In the same way as MGTOW members demonstrate their membership to the group by 
rejecting women, they demonstrate their masculinity by rejecting non-masculine men. 
Emasculation was found to be a weapon used to attack men and represented 16% (n = 84) 
of all harassment in the data set. In the context of male-to-male online harassment, emas-
culation is a subtle method that is used to attack other men by questioning the legitimacy 
of their masculinity. The men who were being attacked were those who did not align with 
the idealised masculine identity that MGTOWs have constructed for themselves. ‘Cucks’, 
‘soy boys’, ‘manginas’, ‘blue-pills’, ‘white knights’, ‘gimps’, ‘betas’, ‘simps’, ‘pussies’, 
‘bitches’ and ‘faggots’ were viewed as having committed the ultimate sin: they were 
either feminised or submitted to female power.

Homophobia and transphobia were also used as ways to police the boundaries of 
hegemonic masculinity and enforce heterosexuality as the only acceptable form of mas-
culine sexuality. While MGTOWs reject relationships with women, they must perform 
their heterosexuality in other ways. Thus, the performance of a heterosexual hegemonic 
masculinity is often expressed as a rejection of homosexuality. The basis of a repudiation 
of homosexuality remains its equation with femininity; hence, its rejection is a way of 
policing the borders of hegemonic masculinity and a way of maintaining and reinforcing 
masculinised power.

An interesting point of consideration that arises from the centring of women is the 
positioning of feminism and how MGTOW situates itself in opposition to the feminist 
movement. Our findings document that 13% (n = 69) of all harassment contained or 
expressed anti-feminist sentiment. This finding reflects those of other MGTOW studies, 
which report that a defining characteristic of the community is their distrust, deep-seated 
hostility and dislike of feminists and women more broadly (Lilly, 2016). This hatred for 
feminists stems from the belief that they are to blame for the flipped gender hierarchy 
(where men are oppressed by women) and have created patriarchy as a myth to trick gul-
lible, ‘blue-pilled’ men into submitting to the gynocentric social order (Ging, 2019; Lilly, 
2016). This targeting of feminists, when combined with the 38% (n = 206) of harassment 
that is sexist, reflects just how much MGTOW focus specifically on women, with 51% 
(n = 275) of all harassment attacking women for either their characteristics or their ideol-
ogy. The history of the MRM more broadly documents how men’s rights activism, or 
what was labelled the ‘men’s liberation movement’, was initially inspired by second-
wave feminism in the 1970s (Ging, 2019: 2). Some scholars have also started document-
ing the men’s rights activism and popular misogyny that emerges as a backlash in 
response to feminist activism (Banet-Weiser, 2015; Menzies, 2007). The case study of 
MGTOW further cements the inextricable link between the two. As they state on the his-
tory page of their website, ‘feminism is the gasoline’ to the MGTOW fire. This suggests 
that as feminism swells in popularity (as seen by the #MeToo movement), groups like 
MGTOW will continue to grow and become a space in which men try to reclaim and 
reinforce hegemonic masculinity in response to the perceived loss of power they 
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experience in mainstream society. The detachment from women that MGTOW promotes 
may also lead to the further isolation and separation of these men, which in turn may 
provide a site for further radicalisation.

Conclusion

This study has assessed the rhetoric and ideology of the MGTOW group by using a 
multi-staged content and thematic analysis of the tweets of three key users (and related 
debate) to determine how they contribute to the production of active and passive online 
harassment. The article makes a number of important contributions to the field.

It documents a link between the MGTOW ideology and toxic masculinity, and how 
the types of harassment MGTOW generates is rooted within a deeply misogynistic ideol-
ogy that propagates beliefs of the toxic aspects of masculinity. The analysis demonstrates 
that the misogyny and violence produced by MGTOW is not explicitly extreme in nature, 
with 96% of the harassment being passive, and this contributes to the socialisation of 
men within these groups and the normalisation of misogynistic and sexist beliefs. 
Furthermore, their appeals to rational thinking and incorporation of references to histori-
cal scientists and influential philosophers help to market their brand of misogyny as that 
of ‘common sense’.

The analysis highlights two underlying factors that drive the production of passive 
harassment by MGTOW members. First, the need to perform their rejection of women 
leads to expressions of sexism, antifeminism, and more broadly, misogyny in order for 
individuals to prove their allegiance and belonging among their male peers. Second, pas-
sive harassment containing emasculation and homophobia is used to police the bounda-
ries of a heterosexual, hegemonic masculinity and reveals how many of the users continue 
to subscribe to the aspects of toxic masculinity the founders of MGTOW declare inde-
pendence from. These forms of passive harassment are used as ways of further denounc-
ing associations with women and femininity and to prove their heterosexuality within an 
all-male space that is marked by an absence of women and relationships with women. 
This article has developed new knowledge about how masculinity is constructed and 
contested within men’s online spaces and has highlighted the heterogeneous nature of the 
Manosphere and the MGTOW group specifically.

To do this, the article puts forward a code frame that can be used to understand the 
common types of online harassment that are most prevalent within the Manosphere and 
that stem from prescribing to the ideals of hegemonic and toxic masculinity. This theo-
retical and methodological contribution builds upon the existing literature to further an 
understanding of how toxic masculinity manifests as online harassment within the 
Manosphere.

Overall, this study has brought some much-needed scholarly attention to the more 
seemingly innocuous members of the Manosphere and has demonstrated that they are 
dangerous in going their own way through extending the theorisation of subtle harass-
ment. Further research into groups like MGTOW is necessary to paint a more detailed 
picture of their ideology in order to further understand their motivations and help inform 
the prevention of their online incivility and targeted aggression of women and ‘inferior’ 
men.
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Notes

1. Red and blue pills are references to the film The Matrix, where the lead character must choose 
to take either the blue pill, meaning he will stay deluded, or the red pill which will open his 
eyes to reality. MGTOWs (Men Going Their Own Way) claim to be red-pilled because their 
eyes have been opened to the ‘reality’ that is female dominance and privilege. Blue-pilled 
men, on the contrary, remain deluded (Ging, 2019: 3; Lilly, 2016: 43).

2. Oppositional to ‘alpha’ male – often defined as a physically weak, submissive or feminised 
man.

3. We chose not to name the specific MGTOW users or to quote tweets in their entirety to retain 
anonymity on their part and also to maintain a safe distance as researchers, minimising the 
risk of potential hostility. Several researchers (Ahmed, 2017; Chess and Shaw, 2015) have 
discussed the abuse they have received in response to their own work due to a lack of ano-
nymity and as women speaking publicly about these issues. As such, we believe our approach 
can be a model of good practice for future researchers in this area and provides a method for 
minimising risk when discussing abuse in online spaces.

References

Adams A, Anderson E and McCormack M (2010) Establishing and challenging masculinity: 
the influence of gendered discourses in organized sport. Journal of Language and Social 
Psychology 29(3): 278–300.

Ahmed S (2017) Living a Feminist Life. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.
Arendt H (2002) Eichmann in Jerusalem: a report on the banality of evil. In: Hinton A (ed.) 

Genocide: An Anthropological Reader. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers Inc., pp. 91–109.
Banet-Weiser S (2015) Popular misogyny: a zeitgeist. Culture Digitally. Available at: http://culture-

digitally.org/2015/01/popular-misogyny-a-zeitgeist/
Banet-Weiser S and Miltner KM (2016) # MasculinitySoFragile: culture, structure, and networked 

misogyny. Feminist Media Studies 16(1): 171–174.
Barak A (2005) Sexual harassment on the Internet. Social Science Computer Review 23(1): 77–92.
Blommaert J (2017) Online-offline modes of identity and community: Elliot Rodger’s twisted 

world of masculine victimhood. Tilburg Papers in Culture Studies 200: 1–23.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4269-4827
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0288-4044
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4087-9916
http://culturedigitally.org/2015/01/popular-misogyny-a-zeitgeist/
http://culturedigitally.org/2015/01/popular-misogyny-a-zeitgeist/


Jones et al. 1919

Chess S and Shaw A (2015) A conspiracy of fishes, or, how we learned to stop worrying about 
#GamerGate and embrace hegemonic masculinity. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic 
Media 59: 208–220.

Citron DK (2014) Hate Crimes in Cyberspace. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Cobb NK, Graham AL and Abrams DB (2010) Social network structure of a large online commu-

nity for smoking cessation. American Journal of Public Health 100(7): 1282–1289.
Connell RW (1987) Gender and Power: Society, the Person, and Sexual Politics. Palo Alto: 

Stanford University Press.
Connell RW and Messerschmidt JW (2005) Hegemonic masculinity: rethinking the concept. 

Gender & Society 19: 829–859.
Cunningham JA, van Mierlo T and Fournier R (2008) An online support group for problem drink-

ers: AlcoholHelpCenter.net. Patient Education and Counseling 70(2): 193–198.
Dragiewicz M and Mann RM (2016) Special edition: fighting feminism–organised opposition to 

women’s rights; Guest editors’ introduction. International Journal for Crime, Justice and 
Social Democracy 5(2): 1–5.

Follingstad DR, Rutledge LL, Berg BJ, et al. (1990) The role of emotional abuse in physically 
abusive relationships. Journal of Family Violence 5(2): 107–120.

Fox J and Tang WY (2017) Women’s experiences with general and sexual harassment in online 
video games: rumination, organizational responsiveness, withdrawal, and coping strategies. 
New Media & Society 19(8): 1290–1307.

Ging D (2019) Alphas, betas, and incels: theorizing the masculinities of the manosphere. Men and 
Masculinities 22: 638–657.

Glomb TM, Richman WL, Hulin CL, et al. (1997) Ambient sexual harassment: an integrated 
model of antecedents and consequences. Organizational Behavior and Human Decision 
Processes 71(3): 309–328.

Graham T and Wright S (2014) Discursive equality and everyday talk online: the impact of ‘super-
participants’. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication 19(3): 625–642.

Haider S (2016) The shooting in Orlando, terrorism or toxic masculinity (or both?). Men and 
Masculinities 19: 555–565.

Hampton KN, Rainie H, Lu W, et al. (2014) Social Media and the ‘Spiral of Silence’. Washington, 
DC: Pew Research Center.

Herring S, Job-Sluder K, Scheckler R, et al. (2002) Searching for safety online: managing ‘troll-
ing’ in a feminist forum. The Information Society 18(5): 371–384.

Jaki S, De Smedt T, Gwóźdź M, et al. (2018) Online hatred of women in the Incels. me forum: 
linguistic analysis and automatic detection. Journal of Language Aggression and Conflict 
7(2):240–68.

Jane EA (2014) ‘Your a ugly, whorish, slut’ understanding E-bile. Feminist Media Studies 14(4): 
531–546.

Jane EA (2016) Online misogyny and feminist digilantism. Continuum 30(3): 284–297.
Johnston CA and Morrison TG (2007) The presentation of masculinity in everyday life: contextual 

variations in the masculine behaviour of young Irish men. Sex Roles 57(9–10): 661–674.
Kalish R and Kimmel M (2010) Suicide by mass murder: masculinity, aggrieved entitlement, and 

rampage school shootings. Health Sociology Review 19(4): 451–464.
Kupers TA (2005) Toxic masculinity as a barrier to mental health treatment in prison. Journal of 

Clinical Psychology 61: 713–724.
Kupers TA (2010) Role of misogyny and homophobia in prison sexual abuse. UCLA Women’s LJ 

18: 107–130.
Lamoureux M (2015) This group of straight men is swearing off women. Vice, 25 September. 

Available at: https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdwyx/inside-the-global-collective-of-
straight-male-separatists

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdwyx/inside-the-global-collective-of-straight-male-separatists
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdwyx/inside-the-global-collective-of-straight-male-separatists


1920 new media & society 22(10)

Lilly M (2016) ‘The world is not a safe place for men’: the representational politics of the mano-
sphere. Master’s Thesis, Université d’Ottawa/University of Ottawa, Ottawa, ON, Canada.

Lin JL (2017) Antifeminism online. MGTOW (Men Going Their Own Way). In: Frömming UU, 
Köhn S, Fox S, et al. (eds) Digital Environments: Ethnographic Perspectives across Global 
Online and Offline Spaces. Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, pp. 77–96.

Manne K (2017) Down Girl: The Logic of Misogyny. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mantilla K (2013) Gendertrolling: Misogyny adapts to new media. Feminist Studies 39(2): 

563–570.
Marwick AE and Caplan R (2018) Drinking male tears: language, the manosphere, and networked 

harassment. Feminist Media Studies 18(4): 543–559.
Megarry J (2014) Online incivility or sexual harassment? Conceptualising women’s experiences 

in the digital age. Women’s Studies International Forum 47: 46–55.
Mendes K, Ringrose J and Keller J (2019) Digital Feminist Activism: Girls and Women Fight Back 

against Rape Culture. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW) (2019). Available at: http://www.mgtow.com/glossary/ 

(accessed 17 May 2019).
Menzies R (2007) Virtual backlash: representations of men’s ‘rights’ and feminist ‘wrongs’ in 

cyberspace. In: Chunn DE, Boyd SB and Lessard H (eds) Reaction and Resistance: Feminism, 
Law, and Social Change. Vancouver: UBC Press, pp. 65–97.

Messner MA (2016) Forks in the road of men’s gender politics: men’s rights vs feminist allies. 
International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 5: 6–20.

Miner-Rubino K and Cortina LM (2007) Beyond targets: consequences of vicarious exposure to 
misogyny at work. Journal of Applied Psychology 92(5): 1254–1269.

Moya M, Megías J and Frese B (2005) The role of benevolent and hostile sexism in affective and 
ideological responses of men and women to rape. In: XIV general meeting of the European 
Association of experimental social psychology, Würzburg, 19–23 July.

Nadal KL (2013) That’s So Gay! Microaggressions and the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and 
Transgender Community. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Nicholas L and Agius C (2018) #Notallmen, #menenism, manospheres and unsafe spaces: 
overt and subtle masculinism in anti- ‘PC’ discourse. In: Nicolas L and Agius C (eds) The 
Persistence of Global Masculinism. New York: Springer, pp. 31–59.

Pittaro ML (2007) Cyber stalking: An analysis of online harassment and intimidation. International 
Journal of Cyber Criminology 1(2): 180–197.

Rogers JK and Henson KD (1997) ‘Hey, why don’t you wear a shorter skirt?’ Structural vulner-
ability and the organisation of sexual harassment in temporary clerical employment. Gender 
& Society 11(2): 205–237.

Schmitz R and Kazyak E (2016) Masculinities in cyberspace: an analysis of portrayals of manhood 
in men’s rights activist websites. Social Sciences 5(2): 18.

Shaw A (2014) The Internet is full of jerks, because the world is full of jerks: what feminist 
theory teaches us about the Internet. Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 11(3): 
273–277.

Shifman L and Lemish D (2011) ‘Mars and Venus’ in virtual space: post-feminist humor and the 
Internet. Critical Studies in Media Communication 28(3): 253–273.

Trott VA (2018) Connected feminists: foregrounding the interpersonal in connective action. 
Australian Journal of Political Science 53(1): 116–129.

Trott VA (2019) ‘Let’s start with a smile’: rape culture in Marvel’s Jessica Jones. In: Haslem 
W, MacFarlane E and Richardson S (eds) Superhero Bodies: Identity, Materiality, 
Transformation. New York: Routledge, pp. 47–58.

http://www.mgtow.com/glossary/


Jones et al. 1921

Vickery JR and Everbach T (2018) Mediating Misogyny: Gender, Technology, and Harassment. 
New York: Springer.

Wolak J, Mitchell KJ and Finkelhor D (2007) Does online harassment constitute bullying? An 
exploration of online harassment by known peers and online-only contacts. Journal of 
Adolescent Health 41(6): 51–58.

Author biographies

Callum Jones is a recent graduate from the University of Melbourne. He has recently completed a 
year-long quantitative research project within the School of Culture and Communication. His 
research focused specifically on the connection between radical ideologies and the production of 
online harassment. Specifically, he looked at the MGTOW (Men Going Their Own Way) group 
within the Manosphere and explored the connection between their expressions of masculinity and 
misogynistic harassment. For the past 3 years, he has worked at the national organisation for the 
prevention of violence against women and children, Our Watch.

Verity Trott is a lecturer in digital media research at Monash University. She completed her PhD 
at the University of Melbourne, in which she examined the organisational practices of feminist 
activism in the digital age. Her published works focus on indigenous women’s use of social media, 
everyday political talk online and rape culture in popular media. Her current projects explore digi-
tal feminist action, online harassment and toxic masculinity, and feminism in popular culture. Her 
teaching and research practices involve developing and implementing a range of computational 
methods for analysing the political, cultural and social dimensions of digital media technologies.

Scott Wright is an associate professor in Political Communication, senior research fellow in the 
Centre for Advancing Journalism and a former Mid-Career Fellow of the British Academy. His 
research interests include everyday political talk, online deliberation, below-the-line comment 
spaces and data journalism. He has published widely in leading international journals including 
Political Communication; International Journal of Press/Politics; New Media & Society; Journal 
of Computer-Mediated Communication; Information, Communication and Society; and the 
European Journal of Communication.


