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Synopsis 

 
This thesis is an investigation into the processes by which human beings adapt 

ideological viewpoints and construct identities entrenched in ideology. Modern 

identities are increasingly discussed as rhetorical realities, intersecting biological, 

psychological, and ideological definitions. Identity categories such as “male” or 

“female” are not merely biological signifiers, but have become ideological and 

performative standpoints in a societal debate. This stance-taking has been necessary 

in the fight for equality, and has led to the conceptualization of identities as 

semiotically defined, contingent on symbols and signifiers in the creation of 

comprehensive identity categories.  

     This paper seeks to explore some of the underlying semiotics of this identity 

creation and the theories that examine the human need for societal identity creation. 

Using theories from George Lakoff and Charles J. Fillmore, I will investigate the 

construction of conceptual frameworks, and the ways in which language is used to 

express and negotiate conceptual realities. The research focuses on the role of 

conceptual frameworks in the ongoing gender debate, and the manner in which 

masculinity in particular is conceptualized through language and serves as the 

dominant framework through which this debate is skewed. John Searle and Roland 

Barthes supply the foundation for a social construction of reality based on language in 

the form of speech acts, deontic power and mythologies. I investigate the application 

of this identity rhetoric in gendered subcultures, specifically the Men’s Rights 

Movement, and examine the societal factors that have led to the creation of this 

movement, the rhetoric involved and the stance that is being taken on women and the 

feminist movement. I will go into the social construction of gender and the power 

balances therein, focusing on the backlash perpetuated against the women’s rights 

movement in the past century. As much of this modern debate takes place in online 

places, Whitney Phillips’ work on online communities and the role of myth and 

storytelling as the foundations for online behavior will be used. 

 

A brief comment on the subject of identity. This is to be understood as a conceptual 

framework from which a person understands himself and the world. It is through 

reflective statements that this kind of identity is established. “I am a man” is in this 
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view seen as reinforcing a certain sociological and deontic identity in relation to 

gender. These identity phrases reflecting the identity of the speaker can be overt, such 

as the previous example, or more subtle, such as “I’m a nice guy”, or “I’m a normal 

guy”. These are examples of identity creation through the use of conceptual 

frameworks, as these statements reference social values and roles. The issue of 

identity addressed in this thesis is, therefore, more an issue of self-perception and self-

reference, rather than psychological profile. It is hypothesized that these statements 

reflect a conceptual framework from which a person elaborates socio-political 

stances, in accordance with the values embedded in the self-perception of the 

individual. Self-image, group membership, normalcy and deviance are therefore seen 

as the underlying factors in the creation of a conceptual identity, an identity created 

through the concepts one finds applicable to oneself. 

 

This thesis is dedicated to Jón Simon Markusson and Martin Regal 
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1. Introduction 

 
The focus of this thesis will be the construction of identity through language. Using 

theories founded in cognitive semiotics, this paper will examine how we 

conceptualize identities, our own and others, and how these conceptualizations lead to 

a society with vastly different experiences. Our identities are how we determine what 

rights we have, what obligations, how we behave, how we expect to be treated and 

what we expect from others. Our idea of ourselves is based on the concepts we have 

regarding the categories we belong to. Our knowledge and experience of living in 

bodies that are imbued with certain signs that communicate what gender and ethnicity 

we are, shape the person we are and help determine how we see the world. Being 

male, female, Black, Asian, able-bodied, heterosexual, all determines how we 

experience the world and what society tells us our role is in it. The conceptualizations 

of identities are shaped by society in the ongoing debate over men’s and women’s 

role, civil rights and social justice. Through this debate we have created a vast 

collection of terminology meant to reference what we consider identities to be, which 

indicates what the underlying conceptualizations are. By looking at language, we can 

determine how a person conceptualizes an identity or category, what aspects of an 

identity they might attempt to highlight, from where this conceptualization is derived 

and who agrees with this conceptualization. We can furthermore examine how groups 

that are ideologically aligned create conceptual frameworks, and draw on the same 

fundamental conceptualizations. We can determine how different conceptualizations 

of the same subject are constructed and how they can be contrasted in our greater 

sociological debates.  

     While gender is undeniably a biological constant, the performance of gender roles 

has always existed beyond the scope of the body. As traditional gender roles have 

become contested in the 20th century, the genders have become increasingly 

politicized, representing ideological categories and not merely gendered ones. With 

the emergence of the concept of “women’s issues” as a serious and diverse list of 

subjects, gender became another battlefront for societal change. Women’s fight for 

equality faced opposition from conservatives, as this movement for social justice was 

seen as defying traditional values. The women’s rights agenda has therefore been 
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construed as radical, leftist and liberal and positioned in contrast to traditional, moral 

and conservative values. The rhetoric used by the feminist movement was aimed at 

ensuring that the movement was seen as determined and justified pursuit of its 

intended goals, such as pay equity and the right to reproductive healthcare. Feminists 

framed these issues by bringing to attention the inequalities present in society, and by 

presenting the different opportunities made available to women and men. The 

concepts evoked by feminist rhetoric, such as “sexual harassment” “wage gap” and 

“misogyny”, became buzzwords, fads that could be dismissed, mockable, and 

ultimately, a matter of politics, policies and the every-day vernacular that surrounds 

work and society. These concepts and the rhetoric employed by members of the 

feminist movement also became open to usurpation by the wider public. The logical 

steps necessary to a discussion of women’s role in society were examined by forces 

skeptical to the movement, and in an effort to ensure fairness, the rationalization was 

applied: If this is true for women, then it must be true for men. 

     The Men’s Rights Movement is a response to the female fight for equality. As 

women have banded together in an effort to further equality, men have done the same 

to stifle it. From the Men’s Rights Movement as an ally to the feminist movement in 

the 1970’s to the mythopoetic men’s movement, with it’s rituals and storytelling, to 

the contemporary online subculture. Historically, these movements have been focused 

on men’s identities, first on the same premise of self-actualization as the feminist 

movement, then in the pursuit of a primal masculinity linked to mythical archetypes. 

The contemporary movement consists primarily of men who feel that feminism has 

succeeded and made women the dominant sex. Men’s rights have been compromised 

and need to be reclaimed. As an online culture, the Men’s Rights Activists (MRA) is 

largely defined by its terminology, the words it chooses to use to define itself and 

elements in society that their views encompass. This terminology is very specific to 

the subculture and helps create a common ideology and group cohesion. Moreover, 

members gain a frame of reference for their own identity. They bolster their 

masculine identities that have previously been under criticism, and gain a conceptual 

framework in which they no longer have to deal with women as mysterious, 

unfathomable entities, but a simple, easily manipulated group. They draw on pop 

cultural ideas of masculinity to determine what their role should be in society. 

Masculine identities are founded on the prevailing images of masculinity, which are 

codified and transmitted through the media. The way in which the media renders 
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gender into a set of easily understood signs allows for the formation of a simplistic 

conceptualization of what gender is and how it applies to the individual. This is an 

example of semiotic identity creation, the use of a conceptual framework to establish 

values, behavior, rules of interaction, hierarchy and identity that allows members of 

this subculture to state: I am a man, and as a man, my needs and the role I am to 

fulfill, matter.  

   This thesis will use cognitive semiotic theories to investigate the underlying 

conceptual framework used by the Men’s Rights Movement by investigating their use 

of language and terminology. It will examine the conceptualizations of gender that 

pervade society, the framework from which politics, media and debate work, and the 

ways in which these conceptualization are enforced, challenged, subverted and 

changed. As it is centered on the current debates on gender that takes place largely 

online, it will include explanations of online existence, as well as general discussions 

on the role of communication in establishing societal norms. The goal is to provide a 

comprehensive look at the underlying methods of meaning making in discussions on 

gender, and the ways in which the creation of a gendered identity enforces a 

conceptual framework that dictates the opinions and decisions of a social agent.  

 

Chapter 1 serves as introduction, while chapter 2 will introduce the theories of 

conceptual metaphors and frame semantics, which have been adapted into analyzing 

political thought and rhetoric, which will be used when investigating the conservative 

conceptualization of gender and masculinity. Chapter 3 investigates Roland Barthes 

and the concept of mythology as shared cultural narratives, which imbue objects and 

concepts with meaning.  John R. Searles theory on social ontology likewise provides a 

framework for looking at concepts imbued with meaning through language. This 

chapter concludes in a theoretical framework that attempts to describe identity as the 

culmination of mythologies and semantic frames which, when investigated 

linguistically, reveal the conceptual underpinnings of a political and cultural identity. 

This theoretical framework aims to provide a tool for investigating identities and how 

these are expressed linguistically. Chapter 4 delves into the nature of gendered 

conflict and the basis of anti-feminist rhetoric, using Susan Faludis’ investigation of 

societal backlash against women’s advancement. Chapter 5 describes the construction 

of masculinity and the hegemonic systems that have historically positioned men at the 

top of Western society. Chapter 6 uses Michael Kimmel’s investigation of the angry 
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male to discern the origins of male rage that motivate the MRA and how male anger 

has led to the creation of anti-feminist ideologies. Chapter 7 will describe online 

culture using Whitney Phillips and Ryan M. Milners’ explorations of online behavior 

and the link between online culture and real world culture. MRA subcultures mostly 

exist online, which makes detailing online behavior crucial in the investigation of the 

MRA. Chapter 8 applies theories from previous chapters on the online MRA 

subcultures, and aims to describe their language use and how this reveals the 

underlying conceptual frameworks that influences member identity. 
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2. Identity politics 

 
This chapter will provide an introduction to theories on the use of language in the 

creation and organization of concepts. At the foundation lie George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnsons theories on conceptual metaphor theory, which provide a framework for 

understanding the creation of concepts and the way these are expressed through 

language. Lakoff put these theories to use in his investigation of the conceptual 

frameworks that underlie the conceptualization of political ideology and rhetoric. By 

investigating the language used to describe political entities such as state leaders and 

subjects of political discussion, he uncovers the conceptual structures we employ to 

discuss and understand such concepts. The theory of frame semantics has its original 

purpose as a model for knowledge construction. By looking at language, Charles 

Fillmore investigated the knowledge that underlies semantic items and how this 

knowledge was invoked when an item was invoked. Lakoff uses the same theory to 

investigate political language and the knowledge structures that must be present in the 

understanding of political concepts. The relationship between language and concepts 

as it relates to politics allows for an investigation into the foundations of political 

debate as it unfolds in America, the values at place in debates and the frames invoked 

by opposing political factions. 

     When discussing political frameworks, Lakoff most often discuss the differences 

in ideology between conservatives and progressives. As a progressive himself, his 

interest lies in the perseverance of conservative ideology and the difficulties in 

inciting change. Since the MRA is a fundamentally conservative movement, Lakoff 

theories are especially well suited as a starting point for understanding the underlying 

motivations of this movement. In order to understand the motivations of the MRA it is 

necessary to understand how values and ideology are encapsulated within a 

conceptual framework, and the degree to which this can influence discussions.  
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2.1 Conceptual metaphor theory 

 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson pioneered conceptual metaphor theory, a way of 

looking at how we use language to structure concepts. The theory is founded on the 

notion that language is largely figurative, rather than literal, meaning we use 

metaphorical statements to describe concepts and events in our everyday language. 

We employ metaphor to talk about meeting schedules and the stock market, as we 

define ephemeral concepts by more concrete ones. By defining language as 

metaphorical, it become possible to analyze the underlying cognitive structures we 

use to construct our conceptual system. Conceptual metaphors function via mappings 

between conceptual domains, linking concepts that share features in order to enhance 

one with structure from another (George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, 2003: 248) 

Concepts that are ephemeral are described using features from more concrete, salient 

concepts, allowing for the creation of links between the physical understanding of the 

world to the abstract existence of our concepts and experiences.  

     Conceptual metaphor systems can be deduced from the way concepts and events 

are described consistently using the same metaphorical mappings within a language 

community. When describing anger, the same expressions emerge: “I thought I was 

going to explode”, “He’s been simmering all day just waiting for a fight” and “Go to 

your room and cool off” are all examples of the ANGER IS A HOT LIQUID IN A 

CONTAINER metaphor system. This metaphorical system is evident in expressions 

where the abstract domain of ANGER is linked to the concrete domain of HOT LIQUID 

IN A CONTAINER, using structures present in the more concrete domain (HOT LIQUID) 

to aid understanding of the more abstract (ANGER). These cross-domain mappings 

illustrate the way concepts are often understood not on their own, but in relation to 

other concepts that possess more salient meaning. Cross-domain mappings are always 

motivated, meaning they are always based on similar features within both domains 

(Ibid: 245). HOT LIQUID IN A CONTAINER is in this case mapped onto ANGER due to 

similarities between the physical experience of anger and the behavior of hot liquids. 

Heat, pressure, redness and explosive force, elements that are experienced in the body 

when a person is angry, such as going red in the face and a rise in temperature, as well 

as loudness and sudden, violent actions. These are mapped onto the concept of ANGER 

and the way this emotion is experienced in the body. The mapping between these two 
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domains, the source domain of HOT LIQUID IN A CONTAINER, and the target domain 

ANGER is conceptual, meaning that these are not merely a collection of linguistic 

expressions, but rather that the linguistic expressions reveal underlying conceptual 

structure. We think of anger in terms of hot liquids, explosive force and heat. This is 

evident in the variety of expressions that utilize this cross-domain mapping, while 

other conceptual metaphors use different metaphorical mappings, expressed in our 

everyday language. For instance, the main method of describing time in the English-

speaking world is in terms of space, when using linguistic expressions, but also 

calendars, timelines and watches that position time spatially. The need to create 

conceptual metaphor systems is due to the human beings possessing a limited ability 

to understand grand, complex systems, and the inability of language to describe these 

on their own merit.  

     Many concepts that we use in our day-to-day life are incredibly complex, and in 

order to be able to share understanding and function communicatively, we need a 

method to provide comprehensive structure. Conceptual metaphors provide us with a 

method of grounding complex concepts in our embodied experience and create a 

common frame of reference that can be expressed linguistically. So it is that by 

examining conceptual metaphor systems, we can gain an understanding as to how 

human beings understand the complex systems that surrounds them. When 

ARGUMENTS uses the structures from the domain of WAR, it tells us something about 

the way people view discussions, political debates and political systems (ibid. 5). By 

grounding ARGUMENT in the domain of WAR (“She lost the debate”, “He attacked her 

beliefs”, “Her strategy was to decimate him with her arguments”) we delineate our 

goals for an argument as winning rather than agreeing. While the structures of WAR 

do map onto the similar structures in ARGUMENT, the prevalence of this metaphorical 

system is evidence of the limited way we construe this concept. ARGUMENT can be 

many things other than WAR, and by limiting our concept in this way we limit an 

exchange meant to explore an issue into a competition that can be won or lost. 

Becoming aware of the limits of the metaphors we use allows us to explore less 

common ways a given concept may be mapped, or to exploit metaphorical systems to 

our own advantage. 
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2.2 Lakoff and the political mind 

 

George Lakoff used the theory of conceptual metaphors, combined with Fillmore’s 

theories on frame semantics, and constructed a theory of political thought and 

conceptualization, meant to reveal the conceptual differences between liberals and 

conservatives. By analyzing American politics and the way language is used to 

discuss it, he discovered the metaphors and conceptual frameworks used to construct 

political arguments and sway voters. First, he isolated the conceptual metaphor that 

serves as the foundation for the American political landscape. This describes the way 

in which people, and thereby voters, think about the society they are making decisions 

about. The conceptual metaphor THE COUNTRY IS A FAMILY is a persistent idea about 

what American society and country is. It is expressed through terms such as 

“fatherland” and “mother country”, as well as the American “Founding Fathers” and 

many other metaphorical expressions (Lakoff, 2009: 76). This conceptual metaphor 

helps reveal the way in which the populace conceptualizes the country they live in 

and how the political system they engage with functions. When discussing the nature 

of political leaders and the role of the state in the lives of citizens, the frames of 

family are invoked, meaning it is the values and morals of familial relationships that 

govern the values voters respond to. When deciding whom to vote for, people look for 

qualities that correspond to their ideals of a familial structure.  

     Lakoff identified the parental stereotypes derived from the primary metaphor as 

NURTURING PARENT and STRICT FATHER. These subsystems are derived from the 

primary metaphor, as extensions of the structure inherent to the metaphor. If the state 

is a family, the head of the state must be like the head of the family. This is divided 

into two systems, as the conceptualization of the family head isn’t fixed as a single 

role. These stereotypes represent aspects of the larger THE COUNTRY IS A FAMILY 

metaphor system, as voters look for a head of the state that represent values they 

associate with parental figures. The reason these two stereotypes have been named in 

this manner is their relationship with the American family. It is not because they 

reflect an arbitrary idea of what family is to Americans, but rather that they arise from 

the parental frame evoked in the larger COUNTRY IS A FAMILY metaphor. Since 

conceptual metaphors are grounded in embodied experience, the division of the two 

conceptual sub-systems are elaborated from the distinct experiences that people have 
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with families. These are superimposed onto the idea and ideals of the state, defining 

the values underlying political concepts. When considered the role of a leader of a 

family, most Americans can identify with these two systems, using both in different 

circumstances. They are, in this way, “biconceptual”, capable of using a nurturing 

parent aspect in some situations, and a strict father aspect in others. 

 

The nurturing parent model emphasizes empathy and responsibility, reflecting a 

parental style in which the emotional needs of children are addressed through 

dialogue and engagement with the child, their intellectual growth, and stimulated 

through exploration and support. Children are taught that to act responsibly is to take 

other people’s circumstances into consideration and to act for the benefit of all of 

society. By showing empathy to the child, nurturing parents teach their children to 

have empathy with others, and thereby to act in a way that causes no harm to others 

nor infringes upon their freedoms. The goal of life is to nurture oneself and others, to 

create safe and happy communities and families and to engage with conflicts 

constructively and for the good of the many. (Lakoff, 2002: 108) 

 

The strict father model centers around the idea of the father as the leader of the 

household, the ultimate authority and moral centre. To be moral in a strict father 

household is to be obedient and disciplined, to do what is asked, obey the rules and 

show proper respect. The father is imbued with the power to enforce these guidelines 

and to mete out punishment for infractions.  It is the goal of the strict father to instill 

in the children a sense of self-reliance and self-discipline, to ensure that they are 

moral, can work and protect themselves and their families. Work, obedience and 

respecting authority is moral and a sign of proper upbringing. To challenge authority, 

to be unwilling or unable to work and to be disobedient is amoral and should be 

punished. Proper behavior is enforced through this system of punishment and reward, 

with little consideration for the feelings or motivations behind the infractions. The 

most important thing is to instill self-discipline, as lack of such is perceived as leading 

to a degradation of morals and a dependency on others, weakening society. 

Communities are strong when they consist of people who follow the rules, respect the 

hierarchy and don’t have anyone contributing less or otherwise exhibiting bad morals. 

(Ibid: 65) 

 



 14 

These two models may seem oversimplified, and not a reflection of the actual parental 

experience. Most families function as a mixture of these, and most people exhibit both 

nurturing parent and strict father mentalities, but apply them to different areas of their 

lives. Respecting the hierarchy at work and exhibiting self-discipline professionally, 

while being nurturing at home and empathetic while engaging with the community, 

for example through charity works. The use of these models might imply that a person 

raised using one will act in accordance with that in their own families. Strict fathers 

grow up to be strict fathers themselves. However, there is no reason to believe that 

this is always the case, although the transmission of a set of values is certainly a goal 

of parenting. It is not uncommon however for children to abandon the system in 

which they grew up, seeing it either as too strict or too lenient, and in finding their 

own child-rearing style enforcing either one of these two models. 

     The relationship between parenting and the shaping of political opinion is, as 

mentioned previously, based on the idea of the state as a family. What voters look for 

in a potential leader is someone who inhabits their values. And values are acquired 

and shaped through our upbringing; what behaviors we find acceptable, what 

arguments we find compelling and the ideas about how society works, are a direct 

product of our upbringing; whether we were raised with, or are currently inhabiting, 

the strict father or nurturing parent models.  A biconceptual person can have political 

opinions that emphasize either one of these models, using for instance strict father 

morality on foreign relations and nurturing parent on issues of welfare. However, it is 

quite often not simply a matter of which issues a voter supports, but whether they are 

presented in terms of a value system that they support. That is, whether an issue is 

presented as confirming or denying the values of either the strict father or nurturing 

parent. In order to get voter support, a given political agenda should be presented in 

context of the values belonging to the parental models, either nurturing parent 

(empathy, responsibility) or strict father (morality, discipline).  
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2.3 Frame Semantics 

 

In his discussions of political consciousness, Lakoff adapted the theory of frame 

semantics from Charles Fillmore, a close friend and colleague. (Lakoff, Fillmore 

obit1). Frame semantics as presented by Fillmore deals with semantic fields, the units 

of knowledge activated by certain words in order to produce meaning. In order to 

understand the word “buy”, a speaker will have to have knowledge of buying, selling, 

goods, money and merchandise. This is known as the COMMERCIAL EVENT frame, 

representing the background knowledge inherent in any use of these semantic items. 

Whenever a word is uttered, it is understood in relation to the frame in which it is 

invoked. Charles Fillmore used his theory primarily to investigate semantic fields in 

order to create a system for analyzing the construction of frames in different 

languages (Fillmore, 1981: 115). George Lakoff, however, found that the theory of 

frame semantics complimented his burgeoning theories on conceptual metaphors and 

his interest in political discourse.  

     Looking at frame semantics from this perspective allows for the analysis of the 

frames invoked in political discourse, a field saturated with loaded language that 

depends on the invocation of frames that are specifically constructed to evoke a 

specific value or meaning in the listener. Political issues exist within conceptual 

frameworks that consist of our knowledge and experience regarding a subject, and we 

use language to access different aspects of the subject and discuss it (Lakoff, 2009: 

43). Within a frame, different aspects can be accessed by making linguistic choices, 

allowing for the highlighting of the values present in a way that corresponds to one’s 

political agenda. A complex political frame consist of knowledge and experience, but 

that knowledge is only partially defined by language, and as we use language to 

access it, we begin to define the values and aspects of the subject, making these 

aspects concrete and relatable to the listener. By using language that activates a frame, 

we conjure not only the aspects that the language refers to, but also other aspects that 

are in opposition to it, aspects that compliment it and other frames that can support 

                                                
1 Found on George Lakoff’s blog, February 18th 2014: 
https://georgelakoff.com/2014/02/18/charles-fillmore-discoverer-of-frame-semantics-
dies-in-sf-at-84-he-figured-out-how-framing-works/ 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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understanding. The point that Lakoff argues is that when language is used to invoke a 

frame, by using the same terminology, the same frame is invoked. Thereby, when the 

same terminology is used to voice opposition in a discussion, the frame accessed is 

the one originally chosen, meaning the values accessed are not those determined by 

the speaker (Ibid: 56). In order to effectively argue one’s point, a speaker should re-

frame the argument in order to access the values that support one’s own position. 

Even if one is using the same terminology to argue against the main point made by 

the original speaker, that frame is still accessed, the values are still invoked and the 

position of the original speaker is strengthened. In an abortion debate, if those who 

are opposed to abortion refer to fetuses as “unborn babies”, the frame invoked is very 

different than when the word “fetus” is used, and more different still from “biological 

material” (Lakoff, 2002: 264) When arguing in favor of free abortion, one should not 

use the term “unborn babies”, as this will activate the frame used by the opposition, 

thereby strengthening their position.  

     Lakoff mentions “tax relief” as a subtle frame invoked by fiscal conservatives, 

which invokes the notion of tax as a burden (Lakoff, 2009: 234). By choosing the 

word “relief”, a conceptual framework of burdens, toil and hardship is invoked that 

highlights the similar structures in taxation as an unpleasant or unfair inconvenience. 

Taxation is seen as something to be relieved of, to be saved from, as a burden on 

people and businesses imposed by the government. In this narrative, the people doing 

the taxation, the government and the politicians that believe tax dollars should be used 

for the betterment of society. This narrative allows for the people in favor of tax relief 

to cast themselves as heroes, bringing relief to the oppressed, while those in opposing 

tax relief are villainous and impose a burden on the people. In this way, the debate on 

taxes is moved from the realm of fiscal responsibility or the cost of a free society to 

the burden imposed by the state on its citizens. A complex issue is reduced to a simple 

system, with little of the nuance necessary to make informed choices. This conceptual 

framework strengthens one side’s view of the issues more than the others, but is used 

by both sides to debate. By not changing the framework of the debate, those in favor 

of higher taxes inadvertently strengthen the conceptualization of their opposition in 

the minds of their audience. Taxes are confirmed to be a burden by everyone, rather 

than reframed in a more positive or neutral light by those who wish to raise them 
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2.4 Frames and Politics 

 
George Lakoff argues that the political right wing in America have mastered the art of 

controlling the frames evoked in discourse, since they are not afraid of using value-

loaded language. This is contrasted with the left, which has relied on an 

Enlightenment view of discourse, which favors facts as the primary motivator for 

political decisions (Ibid: 2). Lakoff argues that voters don’t base their decisions on 

rational arguments, but rather respond to the values that correspond to their own 

world-view. It is not simply a matter of stating facts, or for that matter relying on 

simple appeal to values, but to frame issues in a way that corresponds to the voters’ 

values and make this frame seem like the most reasonable option. The quality of 

“reasonable” can be defined in the modern western world as the framing that most 

strongly corresponds to the experience of the dominant class, mostly White, middle-

class, heterosexual people. By appealing to “common sense”2 or “prevailing wisdom”, 

the choices presented become clearly either “good” or “bad”, as for example, in the 

issue of abortion becoming the choice between killing a baby or becoming a mother. 

Lakoff argues that progressive politics are hampered by a reliance on an 

Enlightenment stance on facts, that if given the correct information, voters will make 

decisions based on reason and work towards the betterment of society (Ibid: 3). This 

approach fails to consider what motivates voters to cast their ballot for a certain issue. 

This belief in the Enlightenment mentality fails to consider that Enlightenment values 

resonate with people who already agree with an Enlightenment stance. Like every 

other voter, those that adhere to Enlightenment values vote for candidates that express 

an adherence to the same values.  

     It is the framing of values that mostly affect voter behavior, rather than choices 

based on reason. It is commonly held that voters in America frequently vote against 

their own interests, as demonstrated by working class people voting against healthcare 

and education programs that are intended to help create social equality (Ibid: 161) The 

reason for this is that these issues are framed in accordance with a STRICT FATHER 

value set that correspond with the values present in the American working class. 

Programs like the “Affordable Care Act” (known as Obamacare) are construed by it’s 
                                                
2 Hall and O’Shea explore “common sense” in their Common Sense Neoliberalism, 
defining it as “a form of ‘everyday thinking’ which offers us frameworks of meaning 
with which to make sense of the world” (Soundings issue 55, 2013) 
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detractors as softening the moral fiber of Americans, making people dependent on the 

state and forcing healthy Americans to pay for the poor life choices of sick people. 

This attitude resonates with the voters, who are led to believe that self-reliance and 

independence are the superior moral choices, disregarding the potential benefits of 

socialized healthcare. The conservative right has, in this way, been hugely successful 

in framing their issues in a way that appeals to their voter base, and can thereby 

position themselves as the moral choice in opposition to the “soft” left. The 

progressive left are lagging behind because they rely on a style of rhetoric that is build 

on the assumption that people make choices based on reason rather than values. To 

the voters, reason is simply another value, and can therefore be embraced or 

discarded. The left has failed to take this into consideration, and has suffered attacks 

from the conservative right who can unabashedly frame progressives as intellectual 

elitists, out of touch, soft, effeminate and irresponsible. The left has no way of 

combating these attacks, because they are not engaging in the same “battle of the 

frames”, meaning they do not manage to re-frame the issues in a way that secures the 

support of the biconceptual majority.  

     When engaging in the effort to communicate the values underlying the issues at 

hand, progressives fail due to a simple oversight; the value dissonance between 

STRICT FATHER and NURTURING PARENT is so extreme that progressives and 

conservatives are not even having the same conversation. When conservatives talk 

about individual responsibility, a progressive counter emphasizing communal 

responsibility is meaningless, as this means something completely different to 

conservatives. They mostly succeed in further cementing the notion of soft, leftist 

values. While there is no clear strategy on how to combat these entrenched positions 

of argumentation, it is important to keep in mind the frames invoked in discussions 

and ensuring that one does not engage in an issue in a way that enhances the frame 

invoked by the opposition. One should reject the use of language employed by the 

opposition, it being terms such as  “tax burden” or “unborn babies” or “illegal 

immigrants”. And never use the terminology dictated by the opposition, for in so 

doing, one is simply strengthening their position, even if the argument is against 

them. Rather, one should invent a terminology that frames the issues in accordance 

with ones values, and use that. In order to effectively communicate ones message in a 

political debate, it isn’t a matter of being correct on the issue or not, but rather arguing 
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ones point from the frame that one chooses and which invokes the intended values. 

That is, according to Lakoff, the way to win over the voters.  

 

 

2.5 Summary 

 
This chapter examined the use of conceptual metaphor and frames in the realm of 

political discourse. It served to provide a foundation for the consideration of 

embodied political identities. Seeing ideological identities as embodied and reliant on 

a conceptual framework is necessary in the continuing work of examining identities. 

With this theoretical framework, we can posit that identities are based on conceptual 

structures that are embodied and based on experience. It also demonstrates the rigidity 

that can underlie decision-making as it pertains to identity-based motivation. 

Possessing an identity means making choices in alignment with this identity, whether 

consciously or not. An individual’s identity influences their perception of events and 

opinions, dismissing those that do not align with the core values attributed to their 

identity and enhancing those that do. Furthermore, identity frameworks are 

constructed as categorical absolutes, allowing for a rigid and exclusionary identity 

marker. As this paper explores the construction of identities through the inhabiting of 

frameworks, Lakoff’s theories serve as the foundation for identity creation. Gendered 

categories are reliant on frames that inform the proper behavior of members. By using 

categories, little thought need be paid to the complexity of viewpoints and identities 

that can exist in a sociological or political landscape. The category “man” is 

exclusionary of women, and invokes a masculine framework in which certain 

behaviors, opinions and values are accepted and others taboo. By emphasizing an 

identity as a “man”, one’s identity is already steeped in beliefs and opinions that 

influence decision making and relationships to the exclusion of others. In the 

following chapter, the wider sociological landscape will be explored, as an extension 

of linguistic frameworks, and the use of narratives and signs as a method of 

communicating identity, values and beliefs will be examined. Language is a factor in 

the construction of reality, and are instrumental in the way institutions are created and 

enforced in our social reality. 
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3. Semiotic Frameworks: Roland Barthes and Identity Semiotics 

 
This chapter will address theories on the underlying narrative structures of social 

reality. By looking at Barthes’ theories on mythology and the use of signs, we can 

examine the narratives that serve as foundation for communication in society. When 

discussing myths, we can investigate the narratives we use to make sense of society. 

These myths establish the expectations and ideas we have about the roles we play in 

society, as well as provide the material from which we construct narratives that 

subvert or enhance our expectations. Barthes has written essays in which he discuss 

the use of myth in advertising and trends, and how they draw on ideas in society and 

use signs to communicate loaded messages meant to influence people. Myths allows 

us to look at the conceptualization of gendered issues in society and how these are 

communicated, and invites us to consider the messages that surrounds us neutrally in 

order to analyze them. Myths about gender are so prevalent in society, and they 

influence our expectations and behavior greatly, determining the courses of our lives 

and how we are judged for subverting these expectations. As the goal of this thesis is 

the investigation of the MRA, a movement entrenched in gendered ideology, 

examining the way in which gender is constructed in our social reality is crucial. 

Gender denotes lines of power, and informs rights and responsibilities, many of which 

members of the MRA wish to dictate. The movement furthermore has an extensive 

mythology, informing members of their social reality and used to construct narratives 

that fit their experiences. 

     The focus of this chapter on the social construction of reality can be further 

investigated by including Searles theories on social ontology, which looks at the 

ability of language to construct a social reality. Our ability to use language is 

contingent on our ability to share understanding, which serves as the foundation for 

our ability to establish systems that delegate roles, rights and responsibilities to 

people. This communal agreement is contingent on our understanding of society, 

including gender roles, which inform the rights and responsibilities we assign each 

gender. In a discussion of gender roles, Searles theories on social ontology allows us 

to investigate the construction of the systems of power that permeate society. With 

these works, we can begin to construct a theory on the creation of identities as they 

relate to the signs we use to communicate and discern our gendered and racial 
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identities. Since the foundation of our society is narrative and communicational, the 

words we use to define ourselves tap into a wider conceptual framework from which 

we understand others and ourselves as social agents. The identities we ascribe to 

determine a number of conceptual frameworks and therefore ways of thinking that we 

use to engage in society. A theory of identity creation can therefore be considered 

from the amalgamation of theories that describe the underlying concepts that go into 

the creation of society and the individuals place within it. 

 
 

3.1 Roland Barthes and Mythologies 

 
In Roland Barthes’ 1957 book Mythologies, the concept of a semiotic framework 

consisting of signifiers was first explored. Through a collection of essays, Barthes 

demonstrates the way in which signs are used in mundane situations in order to imbue 

meaning, extraneous to what is already represented. By analyzing commercials for 

margarine and detergents, Barthes delved into the values conveyed through imagery, 

text and speech, in order to determine the semiotic effects advertisers employ in order 

to resonate with consumers.  

     By investigating the signs used, Barthes constructed a theory of the collective 

semiotic framework of a society. He demonstrates that we configure objects and 

events as concepts, imbued with value beyond their function. We overlay a narrative 

and a set of values on mundane objects and events, and that these values are present in 

society as a fundamental knowledge available to the majority of people. This is what 

he calls mythology, the story culture tells of its own values (Barthes, 1957: 152). This 

is the knowledge that allows us to understand culture, such as traditions, conventions 

and stereotypes, These things are often expressed through signs or language. In his 

analysis of soap, Barthes points out the features emphasized in commercials, features 

present in soap, but by advertisement magnified and given opulent qualities. 

Cleanliness becomes elevated, almost divine; the frothiness of the suds is linked to 

spiritual elevation, the whiteness used to illustrate cleanliness and so forth. (Ibid. pp. 

31). By using cultural signs, values are added to the soap to link it with these 

qualities. More importantly, the viewer understands this because the signs employed 

are part of the cultural lexicon and have a connection to the object being described.  
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The ability for an innocuous item to become, in a sense, “mythological”, rests upon 

the ability to tap into the collective knowledge of the members of the culture. The 

item has an existence within the collective consciousness of the community, defined 

by the salient features of the concept; it’s name, the way a person interacts with it, the 

shared knowledge, the circumstances under which it normally occurs, the narratives 

surrounding it. This feature can be described using the theory of frame semantics, 

previously mentioned in chapter 2. This theory describes the categorization of 

overarching knowledge structures consisting of experientially based attributes and 

values. This knowledge is accessed in the encounter with the concept, and perhaps 

more importantly, it is this knowledge that can be manipulated and reconfigured to 

highlight the values that are desired by the speaker. Activation of the frame can be 

done linguistically or by perceiving a sign or object.  

     By contrasting elements of a concept against other aspects and other entities, 

values can be highlighted and exaggerated within the mythology of the concept. In his 

book, Barthes recounts the way in which objects exist in French society in relation to 

the conceptualization of these objects that exists within the society. When discussing 

the role of wine in France, or the performance of wrestlers and audience interaction 

with the sport, he is analyzing the way these concepts exist as value-imbued, 

meaningful entities that derive their meaning from the community. This meaning is 

understood as the narratives, characters, stereotypes and beliefs that underlie this 

society, and which are invoked in the meeting with these entities. The wrestlers are 

not simply men, they are immersed in narratives, imagined as brutal, primitive and 

grotesque. 

 

 

3.2 Signs and Signifiers 

 
The absurdity of the conventions these concepts exist within can be made clear by 

employing a neutral mode of observation, in which semiotic knowledge holds no 

sway, but can be observed for what it is. Within this “plane of analysis”, conceptual 

items can be deconstructed in terms of their value as signifier and sign (Barthes, 1957: 

137). A signifier is an object that is absent of meaning. A state of not being 

meaningful is not something that exists as such, as every object has elements that can 
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be rendered meaningful. The idea of a pure signifier, devoid of meaning, is merely a 

way of isolating the object itself, and rendering it devoid of the values human 

conceptualization imbues it with. An object is a signifier, and becomes a sign when it 

is imbued with semiotic meaning through human conceptualization.  

     Human beings observe objects in their surroundings and possess an understanding 

of their features and possible interactions. By virtue of this understanding, objects are 

categorized and interpreted in terms of an individual’s previous experience, and the 

need to provide context for objects. Something innocuous is then invested with value 

that allows it to function as a sign in a social context.  

     The value expressed is referred to as the signified, the conceptual or meaningful 

whole that can be expressed through an item. The foundation of semiotic systems is 

thus three-pronged. The signifier (object), the signified (value) and the sign, the 

combination of signifier and sign creating a meaningful, communicative function 

(Ibid. pp. 137). Since Barthes construes mythology as communication, emphasizing 

them as a type of speech, signs are defined as acts of communication, regardless of 

the form they take. A sign can be a word, object or symbol, or a configuration or 

relation between these. The commonality between signs is that they are imbued with 

value, signified, by the participants using the sign as a communicative function. This 

super-imposition of meaning emerges from the way the speech community uses the 

sign, as well as the way the sign is manipulated in order to function within a specific 

context. In the case of soap, as employed by Barthes (Ibid. pp. 31), values of 

cleanliness and purity are highlighted by advertisers in order to communicate the 

myth of a brand as a moral and superior force against un-cleanliness. It is necessary to 

divest oneself of the value-based system of semiotic symbols in order to be able to 

analyze the signified values imposed on the signifier as these emerge within the larger 

culture. It is necessary to analyze the way in which people employ semiotic 

knowledge to engage with communicative acts around them, as well as how they 

express themselves using those same systems. In order to learn how people are 

dependent on these overarching cultural narratives, it is necessary to investigate signs 

and examine the way knowledge is accessed when people are confronted with them. 

Mythologies lie at the foundation of society, and by examining them we learn the 

fundamental attitudes of societies, and we can begin to deconstruct harmful narratives 

and bring ethical ones to the forefront.  
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3.3 Example: Freedom 

 
The following is an example of the theories introduced so far, applied to the concept 

of freedom, in order to demonstrate how a concept can be analyzed and deconstructed. 

Freedom is chosen as it demonstrates a point of contention between liberal and 

conservative mindsets, and further, because it is a ideological pillar in American 

mythology. Much of the following draws on Lakoffs analysis of the concept in his 

2006 book, Whose Freedom.  

      A word such as freedom, which posses a definition, but whose meaning can be 

dependent on context, functions as a sign. While the word may have lexical meaning 

and an inherent structure (Freedom to pursue goals, freedom to act within one’s own 

moral framework, freedom to express oneself) freedom as a sign can be applied in 

different, and sometimes opposing, contexts. The inherent structure of a signifier 

refers to the conceptual framework the item belongs to (Lakoff, Whose freedom?, 

2006, pp. 40). A few theories on conceptualization exist, but fundamentally, the 

inherent structure refers to the conceptual knowledge existing within an item. A 

concept emerges through a speech community’s sharing of a signifier, and the 

construction by the individual of a multi-modal experiential framework of the 

concept. A concept is thus a mixture of information acquired through interaction with 

a community and the individuals own experience and knowledge of a concept. The 

individual learns from the speech community what their experience means and how it 

is shared by other members. Likewise, the speech community can implant a concept 

in the mind if the individual and reinforce its meaning through repetition. 

     Returning to the concept of freedom, an individual may be given a definition 

through their speech community (“America is the land of the free”, “Human rights 

mean freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom from fear and want”, 

“Freedom means doing whatever you want”, “Freedom is the opposite of slavery”) 

By using the term freedom in different context and exchanging common definitions of 

the term, an individual creates a conceptual framework in which the term exists as a 

lexical item. By experiencing events in their lives, individuals also gain multi-modal, 

embodied experience that tie in with their lexical knowledge. By having one’s 

freedom curtailed, by chores, homework, work, or physically by being restrained or 

forbidden from going somewhere or having access to something, an individual gains 

experience of concepts in context, as these concepts apply to themselves (Ibid. pp. 
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125). As the concept of freedom is created, the individual reflects upon his own 

experiences and considers them in the semiotic framework that exists around him, 

reaching agreements on the definition and use of freedom in accord with his peers or 

authority figures. As freedom thus exists as a sign within a community, it can be 

imbued with values in alignment with its structure. These values need not be in 

perfect alignment, but possess a skeletal resemblance. As freedom can then stand 

opposed to constraint, the definitions of both, as well as their interrelationship, can be 

defined by the culture.  

     When discussing freedom in America, it is defined by the conservative Right as the 

freedom to pursue goals without interference from the government (Ibid. pp. 341). 

Federal spending and bureaucracy are seen as limiting an individual’s freedom, as 

they constrain the individual’s right to decide for themselves where to allocate money 

and what is legally permissible in relation to the community and the individual. 

Freedom is thus the expression for the ability to do anything one wants and not be 

hampered by the needs of anybody else. Another definition of freedom is seen in 

socialism, especially as it expressed in large parts of Scandinavia. Freedom is defined 

as the ability to pursue whichever goal one wants without financial constraint. In an 

effort to minimize the gap between the riches and the poorest, education is made 

available to all equally for little or no money, healthcare is provided for all so that the 

economical burden of sickness is alleviated, and citizens are provided with relief 

payments in the event of unemployment, retirement or disability. Freedom is thus 

defined as safety and the equal opportunity to pursue any career and education as 

every other citizen. These two definitions of the same concept, freedom, are pursued 

by their constituents, and discussed by these without the two parties using the same 

conceptual definition as a platform. The issue of freedom is thus discussed from two 

disparate points of view, both of which share semiotic features (empowerment, lack 

of restraint, free will) but differ on underlying principles for achieving this state of 

freedom. (Ibid. pp. 52) 

     A semiotic concept, consisting of a network of interrelated experiential and 

knowledge-based units that define it, can thus be construed in a number of ways as 

long as these do not directly contradict the “logic” of the core concept. “Constraint is 

freedom” is thus a nonsensical statement that defies the inherent logic of the concept 

freedom. While an Orwellian or Zen logic could be imposed on the statement, this 

does not alter the inherent contradiction, but rather allows one to wonder about the 
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possible alterations to the core concept the utterance seek to imply. A concept is 

defined partially by the core tenets, based in experience and knowledge, from which it 

is constructed. But outlying or contradictory precepts also define a concept. Freedom 

is thus defined partially by the opposite constraint. Just as male is defined not only by 

what we consider male but in opposition to what we consider female.  

     Freedom exists within American society as a myth about rights and the pursuit of 

those rights through opposition to restraint. The freedom enjoyed in American society 

is a product of struggle and the mythology is littered with heroes that achieved 

freedom by overcoming oppression. It is therefore the responsibility of every true-

blooded American to seek freedom in and from all things and overcome any system 

that will seek to infringe on the rights of the individual. Ironically, the mono-myth of 

freedom in America was not borne of the freedom for the slaves, won in the civil war, 

but in the American Revolution, where America gained independence from Britain. 

The concept of freedom is therefore envisioned as a freedom from governmental 

oppression and taxation, and not the freedom from exploitation, forced labor and 

racial oppression. Within the American freedom myth, freedom is conceptualized as 

the right to pursue happiness or fail in that pursuit, to act on one’s convictions and to 

express one’s opinions. Any challenge to these freedoms is seen as oppression, 

including protests that the freedom an individual might enjoy is infringing upon the 

rights of others. Or that the freedom enjoyed by some is unavailable to others due to 

socio-economic circumstances and discriminations. As every person in the US is 

given the same amount of freedom upon birth, there can be no such thing as 

oppression, a view that do not take into account the racist and sexist attitudes that 

prevail in society. Freedom is thus hailed in America as the freedom to, rather than 

the freedom from. The freedom to act, to speak, to be heard, to oppress, to 

discriminate, to kill. But not the freedom from harm, discrimination, oppression, 

assault, starvation, illness or poverty. Freedom is invoked as the great soaring liberty 

of pursuit and expression, a patriotic fiat and the greatest virtue an American can 

possess. But in the face of social inequality, the concept rings hollow. 
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3.4 Masculinity mythos 

 
In western society, gender roles are enforced through narratives that deliberate the 

values and function of each gender. Mythologies of gender are ancient and pervasive, 

while seemingly undergoing change as society changes. However, common to all 

iterations of gender roles, there is the fundamental assertion of difference - that the 

genders are fundamentally different from each other, and that women and men are 

only capable of certain things as defined by their gender. The complex system of 

values that is put in place to enforce gender roles elevates masculinity as the dominant 

gender, the physical, mental and political superior to femininity, which is thereby 

considered the lesser gender. Men have historically inhabited positions of power that 

let them justify their own superior positions by virtue of their gender. Masculinity has 

been revered and elevated as powerful and wise, while femininity is attributed with 

virtues of nurturance and obedience. In most societies, these gender stereotypes are 

enhanced through myths that exemplify desirable masculine and feminine behaviors. 

Or rather, the myths of most societies reveal the underlying conception of gender 

roles, and create narratives that serve as examples of these attitudes.  

      In the contemporary western world, these myths are perpetuated through movies 

and TV-shows, advertisements and social media. They appear in common discourse 

and are prevalent in political discussions. The deep seeded notions of gender roles are 

transmitted through society from early childhood, enforced through gendered toys and 

clothing, priming children to fulfill the gender role expected of them. Gender is 

thereby seen as an intrinsic and inevitable aspect of human beings, immutable from 

core identity. Proper behavior in relation to gender is enforced through narratives that 

exemplify behavior, determining which are appropriate for each gender. These 

narratives are old, and invariably position men as subjects, who act, and women as 

objects, who are acted upon. Examples of these narratives are the Greek hero myths 

and fairytales that will often star a male hero, and a damsel in distress, needing to be 

rescued. These myths have been retold countless times, and used as examples of 

proper masculine and feminine behavior.  

     The male hero archetypes are repeated continuously in modern media, enforcing 

the notions of male stoicism, independence and virility. Masculine mythologies were 

explored by poets such as Robert Bly, Michael Mead and Sam Keen, all of whom 

contributed to the creation of the mythopoetic men’s movement (Kimmel, 2013: 363). 



 28 

The purpose of this movement is the creation of a new masculine identity inspired by 

archetypes from mythology and folklore. A focus of this belief is the notion of a 

natural and empowered masculine identity that allows men to be both strong and 

nurturing, empathic and assertive. Central to these ideals is the myth of the “real man” 

as a return to a natural, essentialist masculinity unimpeded by society’s expectations 

of masculinity to be stoic and aggressive.  

     Through workshops and retreats, the mythopoetic men’s movement sought to 

reconnect men to nature and a natural state of being, separate from mass consumer 

culture and competitive corporate jobs. This movement defined itself as 

“masculinist”, rather than feminist or anti-feminist, contriving to separate themselves 

from the political gender conflict. The movement was formed due to men’s need to 

redefine themselves in the wake of feminism and the sense that men where being 

chastised for exhibiting what had previously been thought of as normal, masculine 

behaviors. The return to a “natural” masculinity was seen as a way of liberating men 

from the constraints of societal expectations while empowering them to live 

authentically as equal partners to the women in their lives. The use of archetypes and 

folklore allowed writers such as Robert Bly to examine the relationship between 

civilization and the expectations of masculinity, and the natural, mystical and 

essentialist masculinity that is revealed through ancient stories. The masculinity 

exalted within the mythopoetic men’s movement is achieved through exploration of 

the deep psyche and the pursuit of the essential, masculine ideal, exemplified as the 

Wild Man, the archetype that corporations and religions have attempted to stifle by 

demonizing masculinity. (Blye, 1990: 6) This “Deep Masculine” is not savage, but 

rather genuine and unfiltered. It allows men to conceptualize their masculinity outside 

the parameters of femininity and the constraints of traditional masculine ideals, in 

essence allowing men to be emotional, passionate and empathic without feeling 

emasculated. By reconfiguring masculinity outside the parameters of civilization and 

gender performance, masculinity becomes an intrinsic and empowering aspect of 

men, and their desires and wants are justified and seen as essential to their life 

experience, rather than something that needs to be curtailed.  

     An unfortunate development of the mythopoetic men’s movement is the view of 

essentialist masculine qualities that cannot be curtailed by a feminist society without 

doing damage to men. When essential masculine behavior is regarded as the 

developmental cornerstone of society, patriarchal domination is regarded as the 
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birthright of all men. The reasoning goes that since there is an essential masculine 

identity, patriarchal society is a development of masculine nature. Men’s rights 

activists argue that feminism is doing harm to men as it punishes men for following 

their essential natures. Their essential nature being to dominate women and having 

women available to them as emotional caregivers. The men’s rights movement use an 

essentialist view of gender as defense for the subjugation of women and as an attack 

on the feminist movement, holding feminists responsible for disrupting traditional 

gender roles and encouraging women to forego their femininity, stealing jobs men 

should have and abandoning their responsibilities to their homes and families. The 

men’s rights movement simultaneously argue for a conservative return to traditional 

gender roles and the liberation of men from the constraints of traditional masculinity 

(Kimmel 2013: 373).  

      The conflicting pursuits of the men’s rights movement are a product of men’s 

experience of disenfranchisement, the feeling of being rendered powerless, unwanted 

and unnecessary, which demands restoration of their sense of purpose. The blame for 

this identity crisis is placed on women, who have become unfeminine, materialistic 

and frigid under feminism, and all of the solutions to masculine identity problems fail 

to take women’s wants into consideration. In the return to the role of patriarchal 

breadwinner, it is assumed women will be happy to regress to their natural role as 

caretakers. While a liberation of men from the destructive masculine stereotypes 

could be achieved through embracing feminist ideologies, the underlying misogyny of 

the men’s rights movement won’t allow for feminist concessions. Rather, the 

liberation of men from societal expectations manifest as the liberation from women. 

Men who consider themselves members of the MRA make an effort to keep their 

relationships with women shallow, if they establish any at all, and condemn women 

for having become materialistic and greedy under feminism. Their attitude is that as 

long as women behave in a manner they find reprehensible, men should not engage 

with women and focus on bettering themselves instead. This betterment is sadly 

mostly focused on masculine pursuits that enforce established notions about 

masculinity, rather than the subversions the movement so desperately needs.  

     The mythopoetic men’s movement perpetuated the belief in essentialist gender 

roles, and helped harness this belief in the pursuit of a contemporary masculine 

identity. While the work done by the movement is commendable and proved helpful 

for many men in establishing healthy relationships and becoming happier, more well 
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balanced, people, the essentialist belief at the core of the movement is contingent on a 

fundamental difference between men and women. The myth of essential natures is 

prevalent in many societies and serves as the basis for the conceptualization of gender 

for many people. It is based on the use of gender characteristics as signs and signifiers 

of values associated with traditional gender roles. By inscribing bodies with values 

and expectations of behavior, we are invariably limiting the options for genuine 

experiences that are not gendered in nature. The options available to people become 

limited and the experiences they have become reflections of the gendered values they 

seek to uphold.  

      There is no meaning inherent to ballet, welding, forestry or hairdressing, and yet 

some are seen as suitable only for women or men, and engaging in these activities 

either enforces or subverts the established gendered value systems. In having gender 

function as a sign for value of the individual, those that do not conform to gendered 

expectations are seen as lesser. As white masculinity is the pinnacle of gender 

identities, women and those who deviate from gender expectations are othered by 

mainstream society. The myth of gender relations justifies this discrimination, as 

upholding gender expectations is perceived as following the essential nature dictated 

to the individual at birth.  This belief does not promote equality between the sexes, as 

one gender is invariably seen as inferior to the other. The construction of masculinity 

as aggressive, assertive, stoic and logical positions men as the natural leaders of 

society, while women are relegated to domestic spheres of influence. The prevalence 

of men in military and business fields also means that men are required to indulge in 

behaviors that are ultimately detrimental to health and sanity.  

     By upholding the values associated with masculinity, men are not only doing 

damage to women and minorities, but damaging themselves. There is a higher 

prevalence of men being victims of violence, stress and a higher instance of male 

suicides. Men are most often the ones dying in military conflicts and suffering under 

stress in the workplace. In the conventional construction of masculinity, men are 

supposed to be empowered by the competition, glory and honor of business, politics 

and military, but more often than not, these become the sources of mental and 

physical damage that cause a higher death rate among men. The persistence of the 

masculine myth in the face of this extortionate burden demonstrates the pervasiveness 

mythology can have on societies. It is nearly unthinkable to defy gender expectations, 

and there are very few instances of people being lauded for doing so. The heroes we 
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use to demonstrate appropriate behaviors in society invariably enforce the gendered 

stereotypes we all suffer under.  

 

 

3.5 Searle and the construction of reality 

 

While Barthes’ theories seek to document the construction of meaning inherent in 

language and sign, the deeper construction of reality through language is best 

investigated using the theories of John R. Searle. According to Searle’s theories of 

deontic ontology3, the human reality we navigate is constructed through our use of 

language (Searle, 2006: 14). Our ability to communally agree on the meaning of 

words also allows us to communally agree on the values imbued in acts of 

communication. We are able to imbue meaning onto objects and terms that are not 

inherent to their structure, and we act in accordance with these values. The cumulative 

weight of these agreements are what has created modern society, where we can 

exchange printed papers for goods, and can be granted control over other human 

beings by having them vote for us.  

     These systems, built on our use of language, are so large and intrinsic to our 

societies that we give them no thought, but they are quite extraordinary and unique to 

humanity. It is through these deontic systems that we achieve things such as civil 

rights and freedoms, and through which we are able to determine the rights and 

responsibilities of citizens in our countries. The role of language in society is manifest 

in our use of “speech acts”, our ability to change the world by using words that 

determine a change of state in the deontic reality we inhabit. When a priest declares a 

man and a woman husband and wife, he’s performing a speech act that changes 

reality as it exists in our society, and the man and wife are given new rights and 

responsibilities in accordance with the rest of society4. The priest himself is imbued 

with this deontic power through his office, granted to him through a speech act 

performed by still others inhabiting a system of deontic powers that is founded on 
                                                
3 “Deontic” refers to obligations and “ontology” to the philosophical study of reality. 
The theory is therefore centered on the role of obligation in the construction of social 
reality.  
4 Searle mentions marriage as an example of institutions consistently throughout 
Social Ontology. Example pp. 13 
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speech acts, namely the church. All of society functions in this way, as you are 

granted the power to drive by receiving a license and receiving value to spend through 

numbers on your bank account that, ultimately, only exists as data in a computer 

terminal. All of these examples describe the official allocation of powers in society by 

which we function. The myths Barthes describes exist as well in this system, 

describing the values and rights that exist unofficially in society, and the values 

supporting some of the official deontic power structures in society. 

     The conflation of Barthes and Searle is manifest in the way concepts arise in 

societies and influence behavior, rights and relations. Prejudices exist as beliefs that 

have a narrative, mythological, reasoning, i.e. narratives exist in society that 

exemplify prejudices as a “common sense” reasoning which explains why society is 

the way it is (“Iceland is a Nordic country and therefore white”, “women are by 

nature more emotional than men”). These symbolic narratives are imbued with 

deontic power, defining the rights and responsibilities of the members of groups 

within society, granting power to some and denying it to others. Both theories rest on 

a linguistic framework, in that both look at the meaning we grant to words and 

symbols that makes them extra-meaningful, possessing meaning beyond their 

physical manifestation. Where Barthes looks at underlying meaning expressed 

symbolically, Searle examines the power inherent in symbols and how we use it to 

construct a meaningful society that, to us, is reality. Searles notion of deontic power is 

mirrored in the theory of hegemony and the notion of privilege used to examine the 

inherent power relations between gender, race, sexuality, ability and class. 

     Frame semantics provides for the analysis of signs and speech acts as conceptual 

within the individual and within society. Language is expressions of underlying 

conceptual frameworks that we use to understand the world. Our use of language 

determines the aspects of these concepts we choose to access, and as such we 

construct larger conceptual frameworks that define our understanding of deontic 

reality. What determines our acceptance or resistance to deontic powers and 

responsibilities is the conceptual framework under which these powers exist. There 

are people who reject the rights and powers of the government because within their 

conceptualization of the state, the government’s authority is limited in their right to 

impose regulations. This describes libertarians, who wish to limit the role of the 

government in an effort to maximize the freedom of citizens. In order to cultivate 
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such a worldview, the underlying concepts, such as freedom (see segment, 3.3), have 

to exist and be accessed with certain frames.  

     The construction of a complex, multifaceted framework underlies the construction 

of a political ideology, and participation in this ideology informs the construction of 

identity in the sense of one’s understanding of the rights and responsibilities of the 

individual. Identity is taken to mean the understanding of oneself as a social actor 

who is inscribed with meaning (male, white, able bodied, republican, vegan, etc.), and 

the ability to discern that others are likewise inscribed with meaning.  

 

 

3.6 Towards the construction of a unified identity theory 

 

The goal of this paper is the construction of a unified theory of identity, as understood 

as a unified conceptual framework from which the individual understands themselves 

as social actors imbued with meaning, power and understanding. The theories of 

mythology, frameworks and social ontology are used as analytical tools to investigate 

the construction of a social identity by virtue of adherence to social categories. It is 

thus understood that when the term “man” is used, it is meant to activate a conceptual 

framework, and dependent on circumstances signifies a certain narrative, such as a 

masculine mythos or a life goal, or it signifies a certain power or responsibility that 

the person in question considers significant to their identity. “Man” is therefore a 

identity category, a framework that encapsulates behaviors and attitudes that 

individuals perform to signal their category membership. Moreover, the use of these 

theories can be used to investigate the conceptualization of identity categories in 

society, as the conceptual frameworks that are invoked when discussing identities are 

based on background knowledge, mythology and the understanding of rights and 

responsibilities inherent to the category. This theory does not attempt to create a 

comprehensive theory of the inner workings of the individual, nor to elevate one 

theory over other theories, but merely to create a tool that ensures that the factors 

considered in the individual theories are considered when discussing the 

conceptualization of identities. 

     The goal is to be able to investigate the factors that serve as background 

knowledge for the understanding of identities, and to investigate the underlying 
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factors in place for the creation of identity arguments and the creation of outlying 

gendered identities. This has been inspired by the existence of radical gendered 

groups whose arguments of gender roles rely heavily on socially established 

conceptualization, myths and power relations. Their use of language and the creation 

of unique terminology is indicative of underlying conceptual frameworks that should 

be investigated using concepts, myths and powers. How does a person reach the 

conclusions found in Men’s Rights Activist groups? How does someone reach the 

conclusion that they are owed sex with women?5 Arguably, by possessing a 

conceptual framework that is constructed from the concepts evident in society, but 

crucially modified through mythology, reframing and by possessing a sense of the 

powers and responsibilities that they possess. It is for this reason that this paper uses 

these theories to discuss identity, as the conceptualization of the self as a social agent 

is important to the creation of groups and of society. Membership is dependent on the 

understanding of oneself as being aligned with others in terms of conceptualization, 

with the acknowledgement that the groups can influence the creation of identity. It is 

through meeting a group whose conceptual framework one agree with, or comes to 

agree with, or which provides a new conceptual framework that seems persuasive, 

that one comes to see themselves as belonging to an in-group identity.  

     By coming to agree with the Men’s Rights activists, one comes to see oneself as a 

“Redpiller”, one changes the concepts of “man”, and “woman” and one gains the 

concepts of “alpha and beta traits”. The reasons for joining this group can be through 

already possessing knowledge of masculinity theories and finding that one agrees, or 

that one is introduced to these frameworks through gradual exposure, or that one is 

completely naïve of the movement and simply stumbles upon it and finds it 

persuasive. It is, furthermore, possible that one joins these online communities either 

more or less ironically, as we will see with Whitney Phillip’s discussions of online 

behavior. Either way, Men’s Rights Activists possess a conceptual framework 

consisting of knowledge, myths and power relations that they internalize and work 

from in their discussions and the creation of material.  

                                                
5 An example of Incel sense of entitlement found on the Braincel reddit: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Braincels/comments/8tqagm/friendly_reminder_that_there_
are_35_billion/ 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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3.7 Summary 

 
Barthes investigation of the underlying mythologies that serve as foundation for 

society functions well as a tool for examining the construction of identities and 

values. Fundamental to the theory is the notion that narrative structures permeate 

society and determine the understanding of society members. Culture is embedded 

with knowledge that provide the framework for communicating concepts. Signs serve 

as access to this knowledge, representing concepts, but provide little of the nuance 

necessary to remain critical towards the meaning. Signs serve as shorthand for 

underlying complex knowledge structures and the cumulative framework of signs 

make up the mythological narratives that serve as the foundation for society. Much 

like Barthes’ theory on mythologies, Searles theories of social ontology presents a 

view of a social reality created through communication. In accordance with Searle, 

human beings imbue communicative acts with deontic power, making them 

meaningful and allowing words or symbols to reference power structures. Human 

beings can be imbued with deontic power that allows them to do certain things 

regardless of ability. By utilizing speech acts, a person can inflict change on a social 

reality, assigning rights and responsibilities as they themselves possess rights and 

responsibilities.  

      The construction of reality through networks of rights and responsibilities is 

applied by Searle predominantly in the analysis of social institutions. He does not 

seem to have considered the fundamental issues of gender, sexuality and race, and the 

ways in which the body is inscribed with meaning, to be applicable to his theory. 

However, the theory of social ontology can be applied to the theory of gender 

hegemony, as a way of examining power relations based on gender, race and 

sexuality, and to examine the speech acts that underlie the gender hierarchy. Using 

Roland Barthes theories on mythology and Searles theories on social ontology allows 

for an expanded analysis of gender in Western society. The reductive nature of these 

theories makes it possible to regard gender as a simple collection of signifiers, 

elements in larger cultural narratives and frameworks of rights and obligations 

attached to symbols. This perspective is necessary in the analysis of gender 

hierarchies and the conceptualization of a gendered identity so often expressed by 

people in western society. The goal is to be able to analyze the meaning inherent in 
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arguments based on gender. Often, gender is invoked as a self-contained sign whose 

meaning isn’t open to scrutiny. By using these theories, we are able to view gender in 

the larger context of meaning structures that do not take for granted that gender is 

inherently meaningful. This will be helpful in the following discussion on the 

conceptualization of gender, privilege, power and behavior.    
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4. Gender, perception and repercussions 

 
The focus of this chapter is the perception of gender and gender relations in the 

western world as based in Susan Faludi’s 1991 book Backlash, which demonstrates 

the societal reactions against feminist progress. The evidence presented by Faludi will 

be used to examine the conceptualization of women and feminism in regards to the 

theories on mythology and conceptual metaphors. The misconception of feminism, 

feminist goals and women’s rights as invasive, unnatural and overpowered is 

persistent and reoccurs whenever women’s rights movements gain prominence. The 

backlash against women is often shaped around the conceptualization of women 

becoming more masculine as they gain more liberty, that they abandon their families, 

their biological imperative of procreation and that they make men feel inadequate and 

weak (Faludi, 1990: 349).  

      The backlash uses prevalent myths about women’s intended role in society, such 

as delegating their primary role to be housewives, or the belief that women must have 

children in order to have fulfilling lives. The cost of female liberty is invoked, and 

examples are given of women suffering under their choice to pursue careers and enjoy 

sexual liberty. The backlash is perpetuated by the media and politicians, who 

selectively report stories of female discontent, publish articles only on studies that 

indicate that women are suffering as a consequence of their liberty and make use of 

rhetoric that indicates that women are abandoning their responsibilities to their 

families. Anti-feminist movements such as the MRA make use of backlash rhetoric 

and are founded on the notions that the backlash stem from, turned from 

misconceptions into hardcore ideology. When the media or politicians express 

backwards views on women or fail to report accurately on research on women, it can 

be assumed they do so out of ignorance and a failure to consider women as people 

with varied opinions and goals. The MRA and groups like it are founded on 

ideologies that consider the backlash to be truth and discuss issues of gender relations 

solely from the perspective of the backlash. It is therefore necessary to examine the 

social and cultural environment of the backlash, and investigate the structures that 

appear and reappear in public discourse whenever women and feminism is discussed.  
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4.1 The backlash 

 
In her book detailing the backlash against women, Susan Faludi details the history of 

the women’s rights movement in the past century, and the arguments that were made 

against it. She highlights the fact that these arguments are often built on the same 

premise and reoccur whenever women gain ground in the fight for equality. What is 

remarkable in her analysis is her assertion that the backlash is most often construed as 

being for the good of women. Backlash rhetoric often borrow the rhetoric employed 

by the women’s rights movement and either claim that women are suffering after the 

realization of the goals, or claim that the goals have been realized and women are 

therefore wrong to continue fighting for equality (Faludi 1990: 2). This appropriation 

of the women’s movements rhetoric can include claims that women are given the 

“choice” to return to socially sanctioned roles, such as being housewives or 

secretaries. However, when the choices made available by industries, politicians and 

the media only consist of those that maintain the continuing oppression of women, the 

rhetoric of choice and empowerment rings hollow.  

     The following are examples of the media perpetuating myths about women’s 

fertility, women’s desire to be married and the unfitness of women in the workplace. 

The studies and reports put undue stress on women by implying that if they fail to 

marry young, have children young or remaining single, these thing will have a lower 

likelihood of happening and they will end up sad and depressed.  

• A 1986 Harvard marriage study found that; “A college-educated, unwed 

woman at thirty has a 20 per- cent likelihood of marriage, at thirty-five a 5 

percent chance, and at forty no more than a 1.3 percent chance.” (Ibid. pp. 19) 

The study was reported in the Stamford Advocate and spread through mass 

culture. Even though the study was contradicted (Ibid. 27), the idea of a man 

shortage had already spread through the media, giving the impression that 

women had to marry before 30 if they ever wanted to get married at all.  

• A 1982 study found that “Women between thirty-one and thirty-five stand a 

39 percent chance of not being able to conceive, a big 13 percent jump from 

women in their late twenties.” (Ibid. pp. 19) The study, again, used dubious 

methodology, looking only at patients using artificial insemination with frozen 

sperm, and only the success rate after one year of trying, rather than the usual 
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five. The study was widely reported, often using the image of the biological 

clock to emphasize that time was running out for women who wanted a chance 

to conceive. (Ibid. pp. 43) 

• Several publications claimed an increase in women experiencing depression 

and stress, and laid the blame on women working or being single. (Ibid. pp 

50). No research supported this claim, and studies mostly found that women 

where overall happier when working, and that single women where happier 

than single men. (Ibid. pp. 55) 

These studies, and the way in which they were reported, have been instrumental in the 

public discourse of women since the 1980’s. The notions of spinsterdom, depression 

and the biological clock are the foundations from which we discuss women’s lives. 

The fact that very little supports this worldview, and that women overall are happier 

when working, and fair better as single than men do, serves as an example of the 

pervasiveness of misogynistic myths in the public discourse. It is easier to believe that 

women must fulfill a certain role, that of wife and mother, in order to be happy, and to 

see feminism as a deterrent to that role. 

 

 

4.2 The media and anti-feminist rhetoric 

 

In the fight for women’s rights, an often overlooked and poorly defined aspect is 

whom this fight is in opposition to. Common dichotomy would indicate that the 

opposite of women is men, and it is indeed often construed as such. Extrapolating 

from that, women are fighting for rights that men are withholding. In truth, the 

dynamic of power relations is more complex, and the systems of oppression are quite 

often perpetuated by women and men alike. The counter force to the women’s 

movement exists within society itself, not with the people in power. Although these 

are certainly able to exert pressure, opposition exists by virtue of the conception of 

feminism in society at large.  

     Feminism exists as a rhetorical framework, with the pursuit of equality for women 

as it’s conceptual core. In the societal discussion of women’s rights, we have seen 

regressive arguments concerning what is “proper” for women, arguments 

emphasizing the family as a societal bond that is challenged by equality, and 
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discussions of the unfitness for women in certain jobs. These are all arguments that 

have been made during the suffragette movement and the early waves of feminism, 

where the first moves for female independence and the rights for women to enter the 

workforce, vote and run for office were all debated (Ibid. pp. 64). Arguments against 

these most basic rights still exist, and it is quite often these notions that are conjured 

up when thinking of anti-women’s rights arguments. These are the most base, sexist 

and misguided arguments, and they are thankfully rarely encountered in any serious 

discussions of women’s rights. As these arguments serve as examples of stereotypical 

anti- women rhetoric, they easily become confused for the only anti-women rhetoric, 

leading to the misconception that as long as arguments do not include these terms, the 

discussion isn’t a matter of women’s rights. Since these most basic rights are 

perceived to have been achieved, the continuing debate for equality is perceived as 

overreaching by the women’s movements, a grab for power and the constitution of a 

female-centered society. The backlash against feminism is therefore manifest as the 

insidious societal maintenance of gendered norms with little to no regard for the 

actual goals of women’s movements.  

     The backlash is largely perpetuated in the media, although sexism influences every 

aspect of culture. In Faludi’s work we see examples of social and medical sciences 

which have displayed bias in research to the detriments of women (Examples as 

previously mentioned in Faludi, 1990: 19) A major contributor is also the political 

debate, in which female identity is negotiated in terms of rights and ordinances. It is 

through the media that these beliefs are mediated, and it is the media that in their 

pursuit of sensationalism report regressive stories and think pieces, exaggerate or 

fabricate the consequences for liberated women and fail to report feminist issues as 

serious and worthwhile.  

     The lens through which gender politics are examined is consistently centered on 

prejudicial myths about women, as is seen when politicians seek to enact 

discriminatory legislation under the guise of “protecting women”. The pervasiveness 

of these notions, that women should stay at home and give birth or risk depression, 

indicate the lack of respect most of society has for women, their abilities and their 

choices. When the media dramatically exaggerates reports on women’s fertility after 

30, stories on women’s low chances of getting married when they have a career, or 

the risk of burnout for businesswomen, they do so because these stories confirm what 

most of society already believes to be true. That independent women can’t be happy. 
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The pursuit of stories that enforce regressive notions about women in the workplace 

demonstrate the underlying sexism of the media, and the power of myth that 

permeates society. To the media, and the general public, it is unthinkable that women 

might simply be able to pursue careers, priorities work and not feel incomplete when 

they don’t have children by the time they turn 30. The persistence of these prejudices 

illustrates the power of the media to undermine progress for women by enforcing the 

notion that women who do not prioritize children and family are wrong, and that 

women must sacrifice in order to achieve happiness. What polls, interviews and 

research show us is that women are fine studying, working and being single. That is, 

until the media tells them that they are not. 

 

 

4.3 Backlash discourse and the feminist framework 

 
As we have seen, the backlash against feminism that is perpetuated by the media 

enforces notions of gender segregation. The media serves as an amplifier for the 

underlying misogyny of western society, and the stories that so drastically alter the 

way women view themselves and their lives could only be successful if the notions of 

what constitutes women’s role in society weren’t already regressive. The media taps 

into the mythology surrounding women’s lives and channels preconceptions that 

women are weaker, more emotional, family-focused and less competitive.  

     By applying theories from the previous chapters6, one can define the 

conceptualization of women as following a couple of basic patterns, based on a 

common conceptual metaphor: The first is, in order for women to gain rights and 

access, they must sacrifice other aspects of their lives. Women cannot both be 

successful and have a family, or they cannot work and be feminine. The second is the 

stipulation that the rights and access women gain happen at the cost of rights and 

access for men. The stipulation is that women steal men’s jobs, or that there are laws 

protecting women and not men, when men and women face very different levels of 

harassment. The construction of these arguments is contingent on the metaphor of 

“RIGHTS ARE RESOURCES”, specifically that there is a finite amount of freedom, and it 

is only possible to have so much. It is impossible to both work and have a family, and 
                                                
6 See chapter 2 
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while the two may certainly challenge each other, this stipulation is so entrenched that 

it is rarely considered that a system that forces people to choose between family and 

work fails to take into consideration the needs of the individual.  

     The conceptualization of rights as resources influences many discussions where 

marginalized groups seek an end to their oppression. This false dichotomy stipulates 

that the right of the dominant to dictate the rights and access of the marginalized is a 

right that can be unjustly curtailed. The objection is to the loss of rights over the 

marginalized, not the loss of rights for the powerful. This conceptualization 

demonstrates the underlying hypocrisy of the anti-female rhetoric: that women do 

indeed have fewer rights than men, that women are marginalized and that men fear 

that if women gain the rights they clamor for, men will be the subjugated gender. The 

idea that equality will actually be equal seems incomprehensible to proponents of this 

ideology The inherent structure of the conceptualization will not allow for women to 

be considered equal to men.  

     To be fair, the complexities of equal rights are daunting, as the mechanisms that 

contribute to the subjugation of women are often non-obvious, subtle or hidden. The 

relationships between a higher instance of female sexual assaults and the higher costs 

of living as a woman are for example non-obvious, until you consider that women for 

example are more likely to take cabs or pay for more secure parking options, in order 

to avoid high-risk areas. This is the reason it is vital that women are heard when they 

speak out about issues, and as Susan Faludi points out in her work, too often women 

are ignored in favor of a message that confirms the prevailing mythology. The times 

when women are heard, they risk being met with complaints enforcing the framework 

mentioned above, that women have power in different ways or that they biologically 

are unfit for certain jobs. Or they are told that they are whiny, hysterical, complaining 

or demanding. Ridicule, humiliation and slander, accusations of radicalism or 

homosexuality, attacks on reputation and virtue or downright threats of rape, assault 

or bombings are common. Not to mention the instances of actual physical violence 

women have been victims of, especially when they were seen to represent the fight for 

women’s rights. The mass shooting at École Polytechnique de Montréal in 1989 and 

the murder of politician Jo Cox in 2016 are examples of the violence against women, 

either due to an association with feminism or simply for being prominent women.  

     Attempts at silencing women’s voices when they threaten the prevailing mythos of 

female subjugation are simply the most overt examples of the execution of power 
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within patriarchal social systems. This illustrates how society defaults to the 

prevailing conceptualization of women’s role in society, the internal power structure 

of which disfavors women. This subjugation is present even when not overtly 

expressed, in the coverage of women’s issues by the media, in the hiring practices of 

businesses and the lack of protections that secure women’s safety and equality. Rights 

and responsibilities are given to women only insofar they can be conformed to the 

underlying misogynistic conceptualizations, so that when women are invited into the 

workforce, as it happened in the 1940’s (Faludi, 1990: 65) it is to support men, and 

when they are no longer needed, they must return to the home because they are taking 

men’s jobs. “Empowering women” to stay at home, to become mothers or to pursue 

traditional female careers is an example of the conservative attempts to high-jack the 

language of the progressive women’s movements (Ibid: 251). This supposes equity 

between the choices presented to women, to be the traditional caretaker and 

housewife, and being employed. Both options are presented as being equally valid, 

based on the preconceptions regarding women, and the fact that some women express 

a desire to fulfill traditional female roles. Conceptualizing each choice as equitable, 

yet failing to see them as equal to the choices presented to men, is foundational to a 

society willfully endorsing one view of women while neglecting to consider options 

that would lead to actual equality.  Power inequities become apparent when gender is 

considered as hegemonic, which will be explored in the next chapter7.  

     Looking at the systematic way the media and politicians have misrepresented and 

ignored the views inherent to the women’s rights movement, as documented by 

Faludi, the hegemonic power structures become clear, and the foundation for a 

conceptual framework can be gleaned. Women exist as concepts in certain ways in 

society, and they are expressed as concepts by the main communication channels, in 

the allocations of power, within that framework. It is inconceivable to give them 

rights that they ask for without question, with trust in their judgment of their own 

circumstances, because the conceptual framework does not allow it. It is not a matter 

of men maintaining power over women, because these power relations are not 

inherent to the mindset of most men. Men do not necessarily conceptualize 

themselves as more powerful than women, and do not consider the larger systems of 

power and inequality that permeate society. The goal of feminism is to construct a 
                                                
7 See chapter 5 
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reality in which the concept of women does not equal a limited access to power. 

Creating such a conceptualization has been the work of decades, in the form of 

protests and rhetorics that attempt to demonstrate female power. The battle between 

the old systems and new is fought in the discourse, as concept are described and re-

interpreted.  

 

 

4.4 Example: #MeToo 

 
The hashtag #MeToo refers to the shared experiences of assault and sexual 

harassment suffered by many people, particularly women. The hashtag followed the 

Harvey Weinstein assault scandal, and has become the focal point for a global 

conversation about sexual harassment and especially the power inequalities that 

underlie such behavior.  As women share their experiences of being harassed, 

especially by co-workers and bosses, an understanding of the consequences of this 

behavior begin to emerge in society at large. While no-one was arguing that 

harassment was acceptable behavior to begin with, the extent to what actually 

constitutes assault and harassment begins to broaden, and power inequalities that 

suffuse such interactions become evident. What is an aspiring actress actually 

supposed to do when the head of a production company exposes himself to her? She 

can report it, sure, but since she is hoping to be employed in her chosen field, she 

probably can’t do that without damaging her prospects. This pattern repeats itself in 

every business and in every strata of society, in social interactions and in private. This 

has been an issue to the extent that smacking a barmaid in the rear has been a cliché 

for the past couple of hundred years. But the visibility that has surfaced around this 

phenomenon in the past couple of years has been notable, as it seems the 

conceptualization of sexual harassment is finally beginning to change.  

     It is becoming evident that sexual harassment not only violates a women’s right to 

bodily integrity, but the inherent power inequality of harassment combined with the 

pervasiveness of it, serves to hinder the progress of women and forces them to endure 

events that their male colleagues never have to consider. The prevailing 

conceptualization of sexual harassment is that a boss propositions a female colleague 

for some kind of sexual favor. However, it is becoming apparent with the #MeToo 
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movement that this proposition is quite often non-verbal, subtle or consists of 

exposure. The woman in question is thereby put in the situation where she was not 

explicitly propositioned for sex, but where she had to take some kind of action with 

regard to her boss’ sexual advances. As a way of protecting her job, she can choose 

not to pursue any action against her boss, and hope no more infractions will occur. In 

the general conception, sexual harassment is a confrontation, a rebuttal, an assault or 

remark. But the narratives shared under the #MeToo hashtag illustrates that it is any 

kind of sexual harassment from a superior or colleague that makes women 

uncomfortably aware that their chosen path is dependent on their ability to 

accommodate or deal with the sexual desires of the men around them.  

     While there are resources available that enable one to, for example, complain 

about sexual harassment, this does not necessarily imply that action will be taken, or 

if it is, that it will result in the offending co-worker being fired, or moreover, prevent 

another business from hiring the sexual harasser. It is just as likely that the woman 

who dared file a complaint about her boss faces some kind of work repercussion, be it 

a firing, transfer, demotion or inability to advance in her chosen field. The act of 

sexually harassing a woman is not met with repercussions that adequately meet the 

huge impact it can have on a woman’s life and well-being, nor does it reflect the 

extent to which it can stymie a career path or adversely affect a female colleagues 

well-being. When men have harassed, they are not necessarily fired, and if they are, 

they do not necessarily experience difficulties in getting another job due to their 

history as a sexual harasser. Having performed sexual harassment is not seen as 

disqualifying in performing well in high-powered positions that involve interacting 

with a varied group of people. This is evident in the recent scandals arising in the 

entertainment industry, and the election of the 45th president of the United States, 

whose campaign for the presidency brought to light copious assault allegations and a 

tape where he admits to sexually harassing women and “grabbing them by the 

pussy”.8  

                                                
8 What is known as the “Access Hollywood tape” was first published by the 
Washington Post, October 7th, 2016: https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/trump-
recorded-having-extremely-lewd-conversation-about-women-in-
2005/2016/10/07/3b9ce776-8cb4-11e6-bf8a-
3d26847eeed4_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.05ef8b8b7589 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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     The combination of these scandals led to the rise of the #MeToo campaign, that 

has managed to influence our perception of sexual harassment as widespread and 

endemic to women’s experience of the world. The hashtag functions not only as a 

sharing tool for women, which we have previously seen in #yesallwomen9 but served 

to bring awareness to the lack of repercussions for acts of sexual misconduct. The 

compounded injustices of sexual assault, women being the ones to shoulder the 

burden of the attack, and the lack of repercussions for the perpetrators finally 

managed to change the conceptualization of this problem, and allowed for the 

perpetrators to be called to justice. It is not that we weren’t aware that sexual 

harassment was bad before. But we had failed to consider the extent to which it 

happens, what shape it takes (hitting on a female colleague at a social function while 

inebriated is as compromising as grabbing her during normal business hours) and the 

lack of repercussions perpetrators face. #MeToo managed to bring awareness to 

everybody that they may have crossed another person’s boundary at some point, as 

the hashtag spread virulently over social media and women started sharing the 

hashtag, perhaps even levying accusation or sharing their stories. The scope of it 

forced people to consider their actions towards others, and whether their behavior 

might have adversely affected someone. This awareness signifies a shift in the 

conceptualization of sexual harassment and in gender relations in general.  

     The backlash against the #MeToo movement took predictable forms, as people 

threw around the term “witch-hunt” and made pleas to a man’s right to flirt. Warnings 

against the death of dating culture and complaints about the invasion of political 

correctness abounds. All these fall within the usual scope of backlash rhetoric. These 

notions are contrasted with women’s accounts of their daily experiences, where the 

accumulated acts of harassment represent a sizable burden for women to deal with. 

The issue of whether or not men feel the right to flirt pales in comparison to women’s 

right to not experience harassment, something that is so rarely introduced in the 

discourse of interpersonal relationships. What men consider innocent flirtation, 

because it is intended as charming and harmless, constitutes another instance of 

women having to deal with the unwanted attention of men. This unsolicited attention 

accumulates, and accounts for a sizable amount of women’s energy and time. Women 

                                                
9 This will be discussed further in chapter 7 on online culture, which is centered on 
the creation of online groups and the spread and assimilation of ideas online.  
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don’t have to simply deal with one instance of sexual harassment in their lifetime, or a 

few. Women organize their lives around avoiding, dealing with or enduring the 

memory of, unwanted attention from men. This knowledge is finally starting to come 

to the forefront of discussions on sexual harassment, and as it becomes more 

widespread, the backlash rhetoric becomes more ineffectual as it fails to take into 

consideration women’s lived experiences.  

 

 

4.5 Summary 

 

The repetitive nature of the backlash demonstrates the pervasiveness of the patriarchy, 

as no opportunity is lost to undermine the advances women make for equality. The 

notions that women can be independent, childfree, successful or wear what they like 

are challenged over and over again by the rest of society. The driving factor in the 

backlash is the pervasiveness of gendered conceptualizations. It is extremely difficult 

to change the way women are perceived in society, and the mythology that surrounds 

women and feminism are perpetuated repeatedly within the societal discourse. The 

monolithic nature of gender roles as they exist within western society means that 

change happens only gradually, and always with danger of regression.  

     The MRA is only the latest manifestation of the backlash, and the only thing that 

separates them from their historical and mainstream counterparts is their presence on 

the internet. The online world may seem like a new battleground for the fight for 

gender equality, but looking at the backlash shows us that it is no different from its 

predecessors. The arguments are the same, the same flawed studies are cited, the same 

archaic notions of gender are formulated. The discussion hasn’t changed, it’s merely 

become more pervasive and now affords the cover of anonymity to its most heinous 

perpetrators. However, there is every reason to believe that feminism will continue to 

overcome the backlash and keep asserting the rights of women. It is in the meeting 

with the backlash that we discover how to reach those on the opposition and 

formulate our message in a way that subverts the conceptualization of gender in 

society. The fight for equality takes place in public discourse, and the backlash is 

continuously refuted by those who fight for equality.  



 48 

5. Gender and power 

 

This chapter will discuss the conceptualization of masculinity and the underlying 

framework by which we understand gender relations. With reference to chapters 2 and 

3, this chapter will explore the category of masculinity and the underlying 

conceptualization from which we derive our societal notions of what constitutes 

“being a man”. The performance of identities is grounded in this conceptualization, 

and it is from there that the exertions of power, such as misogyny and homophobia, 

stem. By acting, asserting, and embodying gender, we assert power and create the 

systems of dominance that determine our perceived rights and responsibilities. In this 

chapter, I will introduce theories on the conceptualization of masculinity in western 

society and how these concepts have led to the creation of the Men’s Rights 

movement that is so fervently anti-women. By using Connell’s theories on gender 

hegemony (Connell, 2005), I will explore the notion of male power and privilege, and 

how the conceptualization of masculinity has created the normalization of male 

supremacy. I will provide a historical perspective on masculinity and gender relations, 

using Holland (Holland, 2006), in order to demonstrate the foundation for American 

and western European conceptualization of male supremacy, and what notions have 

been adapted into the contemporary discussion of equality. I will use Kimmels works 

on male anger to explore what historical circumstances helped fuel the anti-feminist 

sentiments that has led to the creation of MRA groups and how the constructed 

conceptualization of masculinity fuels male rage.  The goal is to demonstrate the 

durability of these conceptualizations and how resistant they are to change over time, 

as well as demonstrating their internal structure and the reasoning behind male 

supremacy. 

 

 

5.1 Overview 

 
The feminist struggle for women’s equality has always been couched in the values 

and principles of the male-dominated society surrounding it. Every bid for freedom by 

women has been met with opposition based on the prevailing wisdom in society at the 

time. From Charles Darwin’s assertion that women have smaller heads than men and 
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must therefore be less highly evolved (Holland, 2006: 36510) and Nietzsche’s 

“Everything in woman is a riddle, and everything in woman has one solution: 

pregnancy”11 to Harvard school president Lawrence Summer’s claim that the reason 

women were underrepresented in top positions in science and math departments was 

that “…women were biologically unsuited for the eighty hour work week required to 

become top scientists at top schools” (Kimmel 2013: 226). This was in 200512. While 

misogynistic assertions are certainly nothing new, even if the source is such brilliant 

minds as Darwin and Nietzsche, the real issue with these kinds of statements is the 

assertion of a fundamental difference in the behavior and capabilities of women and 

men. It is this inequality in estimation that is at the heart of the feminist movement, 

since it is this notion of difference that has been used to justify the incursions on 

women’s rights, determined women’s access to positions of power, and their lack of 

freedom. This argumentation of differing ability is persistent, as any objections to 

their falsehood can be dismissed as a product of the reduced capabilities of women.  

     By invoking claims of female inferiority, the men responsible are also highlighting 

the opposite claim: the superior capabilities of men. Whether this is consciously a 

tactic to elevate men over women or not, the reality of this thinking is that the male 

role is more important, more capable, and should be valued higher than the female, 

and that these values are universal, natural, justified, and built into the inherent 

sociological framework. If we look to the latest claim, the one made by Lawrence 

Summers of Harvard, the problem of female representation in the STEM fields 

(Science, technology, engineering and mathematics) is laid entirely on women. From 

his statement it can be asserted that he at no point considers that perhaps an eighty-

hour workweek should not be necessitated for a job, that the reason why women may 

not be able to pursue such a demanding vocation is because they are most often 

saddled with maintaining the household and caring for offspring. What is not 

                                                
10 Darwin mentions intellect and cranial size in The Descent of Man and Selection in 
Relation to Sex (Darwin, 1871, pp. 316) 
11 Found in the 2006 Cambridge edition of Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Friedrich 
Nietzsche, translated by Adrian Del Caro, edited by Adrian del Caro and Robert B. 
Pippin, Thus Spoke Zarathustra A Book for All and None, pp. 48)  
12 Found in Kimmel, probably referring to comments made by Summers at a 
conference hosted by the National Bureau of Economic Research: 
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2005/jan/18/educationsgendergap.genderissues  
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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acknowledged is that the system largely favors men, that society favors men, that it is 

not by virtue of some natural, predestined, or irrevocable force that women do not 

pursue a top career in the STEM fields. It is because society does not want them to. 

This mentality that unthinkingly elevates men while casting aspersions on women is 

so prevalent that we have normalized the inequality present in society as a product of 

nature rather than society.  

     Differences between men and women do exist, but none of them make women less 

capable than men of performing in any vocation. The fight for equality, by women, 

has therefore been one of re-conceptualization, dismantling notions of incapability 

and getting the recognition of the work and functions of women in society. This is 

perceived as an attack on the male-friendly status quo, and consequently, leads to a 

conservative backlash that seeks to stymie the advancement of women’s rights. This 

has led to the conceptualization of women’s rights as contingent on the debilitation of 

the rights of men.  

 

 

5.2 Contemporary male hegemony 

 

Gender hegemony refers to the intersectional power structures that are defined by 

gender, race, class, sexuality, gender identity, able-bodiedness, and body type. The 

hegemonic system is an attempt to illustrate the power relations that permeate western 

society, specifically as it refers to the dominant position of white, cis-gendered, 

heterosexual, able-bodied, men. By examining the hegemonic systems of power, one 

can analyze the ways in which the dominant position of men in society is legitimized. 

     Every male-dominated society has a way for men to perform masculinity, a 

construct that encompasses modes of behavior and rhetoric that legitimizes men’s 

superiority and the subjugation of women (Connell, 2005: 77). The theory of 

hegemonic masculinity presupposes the human construction of reality through 

discourse and interaction, in which social reality is constructed through a process of 

speech acts and deontic institutions (see section 3.5). This is because gender, under 

the hegemonic power structure, is defined as a collection of signs that function as the 

equivalent of speech acts. Power is conferred or removed based on the presence of 

signs that indicate the individuals place within the hegemonic power structure. In this 
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way, an individual who uses a wheelchair becomes defined by the meaning the 

wheelchair has, and loses power as they fail to pass as able-bodied. Likewise, in this 

construction, gender becomes a value that is defined by the performance of gender, 

giving and removing deontic power and responsibilities, based on what degree a 

person fulfills their assigned gender role to. Hegemony points out that this gendered 

system largely favors white, cis, heterosexual males, and ensures their access to the 

systems that perpetuate their superiority, like business, the military, and politics.  

      The consequence of hegemonic masculinity is the elevation of white men as the 

perceived standard for “normal”. All culture, all teaching, and all communication is 

centered around the notion that men are the principal addressee, and that others, 

especially women, are deviant from men, and possess different needs and means of 

understanding.  While it’s true that women have needs that must be met (maternity 

leave, sanitary products) these only seem like an imposition or contrivance because 

society is not geared towards taking the needs of women into consideration. The 

prevalence of male privilege has meant that the institutions that society consists of, 

such as businesses and politics, allow for access and advancement only on male 

premises. Maternity leave is seen as an imposition on employers, and discussions of 

female issues, such as abortion and access to affordable birth control, are dominated 

by male politicians who do not necessarily understand the severity and complexity of 

these issues. Female access to the halls of power has improved over the past century, 

but each step has been hard fought by women. And while women are still 

underrepresented, their access alone is perceived as functioning equality, as the 

women present are proof that women have free access to the same power men enjoy. 

However, this perspective fails to take into consideration the sacrifices women are 

forced to make to succeed, and the way they are treated when they do. These 

circumstances are a product of the masculine construction of the institutions of power 

in society. Founded by men, they only take the needs of men into consideration. 

     Moreover, hegemonic masculinity defines normality, imposing the values of 

masculinity, and in the west, whiteness, as well as sexual orientation, weight, class 

and able-bodiedness. Any and all deviance from this imposed baseline are considered 

noteworthy and can be an invitation to discrimination and exclusion. Despite the 

persistence of the hegemonic ideal, very few men conform to it. The hegemonic 

masculine ideal is seen just as much as an aspirational goal as a normalized standard. 

Conforming to this gender performance is a way of gaining status and asserting the 
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hegemonic right to rule over those that do not conform to this gender performance. 

While it may not be conceptualized as such by people engaging in situations where 

they are performing gender, the hegemonic standards for gender are communicated 

and enforced by society around. To not conform invites punishment, ridicule, or 

ostracization, if not downright violence. The emergent masculine performance is 

often established from childhood, in childcare institutions, and school, as well as 

home, where gendered norms are established and enforced. It is in this environment 

that children begin to cultivate the knowledge of themselves as gendered agents, with 

appropriate and inappropriate gendered behaviors. These standards are arbitrarily 

enforced by society, and not based on any kind of natural or sensible standard, as 

anyone who’s witnessed little boys playing with dolls will know.  

     Gender segregation is fundamental to society, and responsible for the hegemonic 

division between men and women. Hegemonic masculinity is maintained through the 

othering of people who do not belong to the white masculine norm, and it is 

maintained by members of this class themselves, leading to policing of non-gender 

conforming norms, meaning anyone who fails to comply with the gendered 

expectations made of them. White male power, therefore, succeeds in dictating the 

behavior of any member of a different class, seeing them solely as representatives of 

the class they belong to, and seeing deviance from the established standard as 

irrelevant or less. Women, people of color, and LGBTQ+ people, can achieve a 

certain level of freedom and respect with regard to white, male, dominant, power - as 

long as they conform to expected behavior.  

     This is most obvious with regard to women, whose bodies and behavior are 

influenced by the male-dominated culture of the western world. While demands are 

made of men to conform to their own masculinity standards, these standards do not 

create a link between men’s bodies and their worth. Men can still be considered of 

worth as long as they can demonstrate proper appreciation for masculine ideals, and 

are still afforded respect for their intelligence or work ability. Women are judged first 

and foremost on their looks in western hegemonic society. Their contributions, their 

intelligence, and their abilities, are often ignored. Similarly, their needs are seen as 

extraordinary, despite being universal for all women, and society fails to implement 

rights and securities that take these needs into consideration. It is common for men to 

never be educated in, or aware of, female circumstances, like understanding the 

mechanics and experience of menstruation, meaning that the dominant gender in 
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society creates laws and institutes workplace policies that do not take into 

consideration 50% of the population. This is the ultimate expression of hegemonic 

practice. To be willfully ignorant of, and yet exercise power over, the circumstances 

of other people’s lives.  

 

 

5.3 Maleness 

 
Isolating white men as a problematic, angry subgroup can come across as overly 

prosecutorial. After all, plenty of white men are not angry, embittered or racist. But in 

order to discuss the behavior of the white men who do ensconce themselves in a 

notion of masculinity and whiteness, and thereby blame women and minorities for 

their problems, one must discuss, in general, the notion of masculinity and whiteness, 

and the pre-eminent position that this group has in all western and especially 

American culture. Historically, white men have been the dominant class in western 

society, and this has created the normalization of white masculine culture. The 

hegemonic gender hierarchy present in the western world has existed since the 

beginning of civilization in ancient Greece (Holland 2006: 64). As western 

civilization spread, it inflicted gender hierarchies on civilizations it encountered, and 

suppressed pre-existing gender norms in favor of the puritanical and male dominated 

western ideology. It notably happened during the 16th century, as England became a 

colonial power and, possessing the legacy from Greek and Roman culture regarding 

the duality of nature and reason, dominated large parts of the world under a banner of 

enlightenment.  

     This persistent idea in the western outlook on gender relations, the concept that 

women are inherently unreasonable and controlled by urges, like children or animals, 

permeated Victorian society, and came to encompass all non-white, non-western 

civilizations (ibid: 461). Men, being reasonable, took responsibility for controlling 

female sexuality, rendering women chaste (denying them sex before marriage) while 

exploiting them sexually (through prostitution, rape and the exertion of power over 

lower-class women). “Reason” thereby also became the argumentation for colonizing 

other countries, as the inhabitants were considered uncivilized and therefore 
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“unreasonable”. Being “foreign”, they were obviously considered less capable and 

therefore of lower class, making them ripe for domination.  

     The hegemonic relationships between gender, class and race are a founding stone 

in the expanse of western civilization, and the hierarchies that have been established, 

in which women of color are more often exploited, discriminated against, and 

therefore often poorer. In the western hegemonic system, western culture is seen as 

the norm, and every cultural expression is seen as deviant from this. White, cis-

gendered, heterosexual men in the west are unwittingly the benefactors of a system 

that puts them at the top of society, while their exploitation of women, people of color 

and other minorities are normalized as these others are considered less able, less 

reasonable, less worthy, of equal respect. The next segment will discuss the notion of 

masculinity as a dominant cultural identity in western culture. 

 

Masculine behavior has never been a fixed thing. The demands and attitudes of men 

have never been a static expression of things that we deem “masculine” such as 

stereotypes about strength, stoicism and aggression. While misogyny has been ever-

present in western societies, the notion of “proper masculine behavior” has been 

changing over time. One constant that tends to remain as justification for the 

oppression of women, is the notion of men being smarter and more rational than 

women, and men thereby having the authority and obligation to arrange women’s 

lives and hold positions of power in society. However, while men have always 

asserted their superiority in society, the expressions of their masculine identity have 

varied greatly. The idea of the dominating caveman is prevalent in the mythopoetics 

of the MRA, but more insidious than the idea of the natural, powerful, male, is the 

simple assertion of men’s rational superiority to women. Founded in ancient history, 

the assertion of men’s rationality and the flightiness of women were found in the 

works of ancient Greek philosophers (Holland, 2006: 96) and codified in the laws of 

Rome. The oppression of women’s rights and the conceptualization of their role is 

manifest in laws limiting the ability of women to get a divorce and the legal 

repercussions for women found unfaithful. The ancient, philosophical, division of 

humanity into the logical (men) and the natural (women) facilitated the discrimination 

of women as emotional, childlike, and nurturing. This stereotyping has persisted in 

western culture to the present day, where women are expected to be accommodating, 

nurturing, kind, and unambitious.  
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     White masculinity serves as the baseline for society, allowing us to see women and 

people of color solely as representatives of their groups rather than people with merit 

on their own, separate from issues of gender and race. Simultaneously, suggesting that 

white men cannot understand the experiences of people belonging to different social 

groups, and therefore should not be in positions to determine legislature and 

workplace behavior, is met by bafflement by these men, so naturalized is the notion of 

white male power. 

     Thus, white, male, American ideology, which we see defined as the “American 

dream”, is based on a certain gender division. While it emphasizes the pursuit of 

happiness and freedom, this pursuit is largely a masculine claim. Men are supposed to 

realize their destinies, support a family, be the breadwinner, and make a fortune. 

While women exist in the American dream, their part is to facilitate men’s realization 

of the perfect life, to provide support, to bear children, to keep house. Women are not 

agents in this system, they are prizes, scenery, at best, responsible and trusted partners 

overseeing the household.  

     Because the ideology of the American dream was founded by, and prized the well-

being and experiences of, white men over women’s, it made possible this system that 

makes men the sole engines of economic expansion and distribution. This ideology 

created a stable social structure where farmers and small business owner were 

prosperous and able to pass on their businesses and wealth to their sons. It was a 

system that emphasized hard work and responsibility and the promise that if you 

worked hard, you would be prosperous, because your success was required for the 

system to work. Due to the misogynistic and white supremacist nature of this system, 

present from it’s founding and a product of colonialist attitudes, the system could 

freely exploit the labor of African Americans and Latinos, and did not need to take 

into consideration the equal pay of women in the workplace, because they were vastly 

underrepresented. Thereby, the white male could be positioned as the sole earner and 

the sole consumer, the fruits of his labor seen as the rightful distribution of wealth. It 

was a system under which anyone could start a business or pursue a venture, and if 

you possessed enough guts and moral fortitude and where willing to work hard, you 

would be successful. As long as you were also white and male.  

     After the farming crisis in the mid-eighties, where many of the farms that had been 

owned by the same family for generations were foreclosed, and rural communities 

faced intense poverty, many men were seeing the products of their hard labor turn to 
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ash (Kimmel 2015: 129). Boys who had been raised believing that their fortunes were 

safe as long as they where willing to work, had their futures stolen away. Their 

legacies had been foreclosed, they had no jobs to help reclaim them, and no prospects 

of finding any. All the hard work in the world wouldn’t restore their inheritance. 

Elsewhere, white-collar workers where seeing themselves competing with women for 

promotions and facing the risk of their jobs being outsourced. Again, the promise of 

hard work and dedication failed to produce the promised prosperity, and the sons of 

well-educated white collar Americans were learning that the future they were 

promised, if they followed the rules society laid out for them was nothing but a pipe-

dream. Anger and resentment followed these revelations, but rather than aiming this 

anger at the corporations that were to blame, the anger was turned downwards and 

out, at women, racial minorities, and migrants.  

     While the anger of men of the white middle-and lower middle class is 

understandable (even as the targets for it are not) the truth remains that the patriarchal 

ideology underlying it favored a certain masculine role. Men where breadwinners, 

responsible for their families and undisputed patriarchs. Not only was their economic 

freedom ensured, their masculine identities were founded on the notion that men must 

be strong, responsible, successful. Men were, thus, able to assert themselves over 

women, who were expected to maintain the house and produce children. Men had 

complete control over women’s income, their status, and their bodies, their freedoms 

always dependent on what their husbands would extend to them. When women 

entered the workforce, this presented a blow to the traditional masculine role, founded 

on the premise of the man as the economic center and head of the house. 

 

 

5.4 Whiteness 

 
While the focus of this thesis is not the issue of race, there is an intersection of 

misogyny and racism, as the dominant forces in society are overwhelmingly male and 

white. African-American societies have their own problems with misogyny as 

exemplified in the novel The Color Purple (Walker, 1982), which explores themes of 

male African-American violence, and as investigated by bell hooks (We Real Cool, 

2004) and numerous other sources. The problem of misogyny in African American 



 57 

culture stems from the subjugation of African people by White slavers during the 

colonization of America, and the subsequent indoctrination of Western values. As 

African men were taught Western notions of masculinity and male dominance over 

women, they began to adapt this behavior, inflicting violence upon women as their 

White masters inflicted violence upon them. Western masculinity brought into 

African-American culture the notion of being emasculated, a sense that powerlessness 

was a failure of masculinity that could be rectified by oppressing women. (Hooks, 

2004: 3) 

     The issue of racism as it relates to White masculine identities is centered around 

the concept of the “other”, making the issue of race and gender the same, the process 

of othering by a powerful group over those with less power. People of color (POC) 

are viewed differently from the homogenous white majority, their skin tones, cultures 

and customs viewed as inherently different and incomprehensible, and thereby, lesser. 

By Othering members of these social groups, the white majority legitimize 

discrimination under a banner of cultural superiority, and by stereotyping members of 

these communities, enhances this attitude. This sense of superiority is, as previously 

mentioned, based on the notion of “reason”, a product of the Enlightenment 

movement in Western Europe and the revival of ancient Greek philosophies. This 

ideology is founded on the dualistic principle of division between the “natural and the 

reasonable”, with deficits in “nature” used to justify the superiority of “reason”. In the 

encounter with non-western cultures, cultures that had different attitudes towards 

women, sex and class, Western travelers judged them to be inferior and sought to 

instill Western cultural norms onto the, by force if necessary13. This attitude was also 

used to justify exploitation and, eventually, genocide and enslavement of non-western 

cultures. Attitudes and stereotypes founded in colonial oppression still exist today and 

permeate multi-ethnic Western societies.  

     For this reason, there is a prevalence amongst the white male class that displays 

misogynistic tendencies to also be racist, by virtue of their belief in their own social 

superiority, and the remnants of the dualistic colonial attitudes. Another contributing 

factor is the perceived disenfranchisement white men face under anti-discrimination 

                                                
13 Bell hooks points out in “We Real Cool” that while gender segregation existed in 
certain African societies, the notion of male dominance over women was taught by 
Westerners. (bell hooks, 2004: 2) 
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laws, as they are perceived as giving advances to other people based on their gender 

and race that do not extend to white men. It is not only women who steal jobs that 

rightly belong to men, it is also POCs who steal the jobs that rightly belong to the 

white middle class, thereby undermining and weakening their rightful place in 

society.  

     The reasons for racism in America are wide and varied, and the process of 

Othering and de-legitimizing Black experiences is, by now, practically a tradition14. 

The most prevalent method of sustaining this oppression is through the normalization 

of these systems. It is a commonly held belief that racism is no longer tolerated in 

American society, and that discrimination was abolished after the civil rights 

movement of the 1960’s. This is evident in the acknowledgment of overt expressions 

of racism while more subtle acts, such as police violence, are considered ambiguous. 

This ambiguity indicates the normalization of racist attitudes that function through the 

willful ignorance of POC experiences.  When it is pointed out that racism still exists, 

some white people either do their best to ignore these statements, or accuse POC of 

stirring up racial conflicts. Since racism is overtly no longer tolerated in American 

society, the injustices experienced by POC are not indicative of larger systems of 

oppression, but rather flukes, minor infractions perpetrated by people with backwards 

views. By insinuating that a comment or stance taken by a white person is racist when 

it was not intended as such, a person of color is being confrontational, over-sensitive 

or playing the victim, and inciting racial conflict. It is through this dichotomy that 

debates on civil rights and anti-discrimination policies becomes centered around 

freedom of speech and the ability of POC to lever false accusations against people or 

institutions they don’t like. Since the indicator of a racist comment is whether or not a 

POC finds it offensive, POC are deemed to have been given power by the state to take 

legal action on their word alone.  

     The conceptualization is therefore that certain groups are given more “rights”, and 

therefore more power, than others, rendering white people the victims of a system that 

can be exploited to their detriment. The reality is that racial discrimination is very 

much alive in American society today, and the legal systems attempts to address these 
                                                
14 An example of this permeability is the use of racist language in online trolling 
behavior, where racist slurs are often used to be provocative, but claimed to not 
indicate racist attitudes. Trolls thereby exploit POC for their own ends while erasing 
the experiences of racism POC have. More on this in chapter 7. (Phillips, 2015: 97)  
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inequalities through legislation, inadequate though these attempts are, are the only 

recourse for addressing these inequalities. The systems of oppression present in 

American society use the willful ignorance of social inequality and the false 

dichotomy of an already equal society to maintain hegemonic power and ensure the 

continued oppression of POC. The remnants of colonialism and the white supremacist 

belief in Western, male “reason” is still used to oppress POC, who are regarded as 

impulsive, emotional, irrational, less intelligent and even promiscuous in 

contemporary American society.15 In the discussion of male supremacy in America it 

is therefore also necessary to white supremacy, as the two intersect in the 

foundational attitude of Western civilization, that of reason over nature, and male 

over female, and White over Black.  

 

 

5.5 Summary 

 

It is necessary to include a discussion of power and gender in this thesis in order to 

properly determine the systemic factors at play in the battle for women’s rights and 

the backlash this inspires. The MRA as proponents for men’s rights function on the 

basis that men are oppressed by the rise of feminism. When investigating gender and 

power, it becomes apparent that this conceptualization is only possible when the 

systemic power relations are ignored. The notion that men are an oppressed group 

emerges from the experience of oppression by some men, rather than the overall 

structure of society that prioritizes masculinity over femininity. The experience of 

oppression is founded on the loss of privileges that men previously enjoyed, and the 

creation of a social movement intended to regain those privileges demonstrates how 

deep these privileges run. The gendered power relations imbedded in society are 

manifest in men’s anger at losing privilege, and the hardships women face in trying to 

dismantle them. Rather than a discussion of the merits of equality, the pursuit of an 

egalitarian society is marked by counter movements that seek to undermine progress, 

and whose experience of reform is a loss of identity. The next chapter will further 

                                                
15 See bell hooks on intelligence (hooks, 2004: 32) and hyper-sexualisation (Ibid: 63) 



 60 

investigate male experiences and how the loss of privilege has led to a rise in male 

anger.  
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6. Male Anger 

 
This chapter will investigate masculine anger as a response to feminism and the 

underlying factors that have contributed to the rise of male anger in the 20th and 21st 

century. As women have started gaining more independence and thereby upsetting the 

gender balance, many men have reacted badly, becoming angered that women 

encroach on traditional male spaces and breaking away from the home and the role of 

traditional domestic support. While male anger is directed at women, the source of it 

can be due to economic hardship and a loss of masculine identity in other areas than 

domestic ones. This chapter will explore what happens when masculine identity is 

undermined, when the traditionally male role can no longer be fulfilled either due to a 

loss of a job or income, or the loss of family and the security of a traditional domestic 

life. The loss of masculine identity inspires anger in many men, and from that anger 

stems violence against women, as well as more systemic opposition such as the MRA. 

The underlying anger expressed in opposition movements is not solely founded in 

ideology, but an emotional response inspired by their own sense of lost identity. So 

entrenched is the idea of men as breadwinners and fathers, that when that is lost, men 

turn angry, and they turn that anger towards women, whether they’re the source of 

that anger or not.  

     The conceptualization of masculinity and the male role is so pervasive in western 

society that it is perceived as determining the worth of a man. As will be 

demonstrated in this chapter, when that worth is undermined, men experience feeling 

powerless and emasculated, and anger is a way of re-affirming their masculinity. The 

prevalent conceptualization that masculinity is something that can be lost, regained 

and undermined means that masculinity must be reaffirmed, and women challenge the 

ability to reaffirm that masculinity. When men experience this loss of status, they 

most often challenge women, feminism and people different from themselves, rather 

than the circumstances that led to their perceived downfall. The way male anger has 

contributed and been channeled in the gender debate has led to the creation of 

extremist male groups, and serve as part of the discussion on gender this thesis 

attempts to make.  
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6.1 Fight for equality 

 
The pursuit of independence has, for women, been a pursuit of the right to be 

considered equal to men, and the terminology used in this pursuit has therefore been 

formulated to help define women as equal to men. These assertions by women, the 

insistence on equality and the consideration of female issues, fly in the face of the 

prevailing mindset. Women have been in the same position, with the same rights, for 

so long, imagining these as anything other than the natural way of life seems radical. 

While the statements above, and many like them, are recognizable to us as 

stereotypes, misconceptions, and prejudices, more than that, they are a rhetorical 

assertion, speech acts that position men above women, and justify it with the “natural” 

role of women as mothers and caretakers. These assertions are not merely expressions 

of the “prevailing wisdom” of the societies the speakers belong to, they assert systems 

of power in these societies, bolster the common sense assertion already prevalent. 

They are rhetorical assertions legitimized by convention. This is noteworthy because 

feminists seek to assert women in the face of such positions with their own rhetorical 

tools, in order to undermine these prevailing attitudes. 

     As avenues of power have opened to women, like the invention of contraception, 

entrance to higher education, and affirmative action, they have encountered backlash 

from men decrying that these ventures upset the natural order of things, that women 

are inherently unfit, that they take on the mantle of masculinity, and occupy spaces 

that belong to men. The initiatives taken to ensure equal representation of women in 

the fields of education and business are rhetorically reversed to discriminate against 

men. When a woman gets a spot at a university, she is taking the spot that rightfully 

belongs to a more qualified man: rather than having individuals judged by their actual 

merit, they are judged on their gender and racial profile. This perspective does not 

take into account that women and people of color have been vastly underrepresented 

in academia and business, and that their path to these fields is filled with 

discrimination and obstacles. The fact that women and people of color may have 

unique perspectives to contribute by virtue of their experiences is also not a factor. A 

perspective that does not take the experiences of women and people of color into 

consideration is a perspective that does not look beyond its own experiences. This is a 

perspective that centralizes white male experiences as normal, default, desirable, and 

constructive. 
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6.2 Aggrieved Entitlement 

 
The male argument does not take into account systemic discrimination, or the 

opportunities made available to individuals belonging to different gender and racial 

backgrounds. Affirmative action is put in place to balance out sociological factors and 

level the playing field for the disenfranchised. The men who profess counter 

arguments to these initiatives are reframing the need for affirmative action as a 

systematic effort to discriminate against men, to exclude them from the institutions 

they founded and to which they have a right. Michael Kimmel calls this “aggrieved 

entitlement” (Kimmel, 2015: 29), the misplaced sense that women and minorities are 

getting preferential treatment and not succeeding on their own merit as men do.  

     This sense that a man can work hard to achieve success only to have the position 

he was aiming for be given away to someone who got it by virtue of their gender or 

skin color, is prevalent in the minds of American men. What these arguments presume 

is that, 1; hiring practices and college admissions are inherently fair and unbiased, 2; 

that there is no difference in the quality of education available to women and people 

of color, and the circumstances that lead members of these groups to pursue a college 

career are the same as they are for white men, and 3; that the positions these men 

were aiming for were made for them, and are theirs by right. This sense of entitlement 

is based on the premise that, as long as you as a man do everything that is expected of 

you, that you do all that your father did, you have the right to the same privileges as 

your forefathers. Due to societal change in the past 50 years, the role of men has 

changed. Back in the day16, men were able to afford a mortgage on their home, 

support their families, be breadwinners. Since contemporary western societies 

developed from societies that repressed women and exploited people of color, the 

opportunities afforded white men in the generation preceding our current one where 

much greater. Early to mid 1900’s America saw white men as the sole members of the 

workforce, and the only legitimate representatives in academia, and it was their needs 

                                                
16 The idealized form of this is the 1950’s, where the household had a sharp division 
of labor, with men working outside the house and providing for their families, while 
women maintained the home. See Kimmel 2013: 513 
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that where accommodated. When this drastic societal imbalance is addressed, the 

result appears as a massive disenfranchisement of the white male role.  

     When affirmative action was instituted in the 1960’s in America (Kimmel 2015: 

435), a system was put in place to ensure that access to education and job 

opportunities was not restricted due to ethnicity or gender. Some positions go to 

women and people of color, in order to ensure that when the choices falls between 

two equally qualified candidates, the choice doesn’t fall by default on the white man, 

a necessity in a white supremacist and misogynistic culture. This has had 

consequences for white men; most often those belonging to the middle class, as the 

avenues usually open to them have been compromised. This results in great anger as 

these men see their promised future going to women and minorities who, they feel, 

have done nothing to deserve them except be born in a certain gender and a certain 

ethnicity. This anger goes deeper than merely a sense of missed opportunities or 

unfair treatment. It is a product of a long history of male entitlement, born from the 

early days of Western civilization and continued on through colonialism and the 

foundation of the modern world. 

     Most of the history of gender relations in the western world has centered around 

the subjugation of women by men, and the reasoning used to justify it17. While the 

reasoning persists, it is steadily undermined by progressive movements that challenge 

the assumptions that for so long have limited women’s rights, and in the process men 

are left floundering, the old, stable systems, the expectations, the gender roles that 

men rely one, are criticized, subverted and obliterated. This loss of identity, when the 

expectations of your life and your place in society are no longer fulfilled, has resulted 

in male anger, and movements to stifle feminist progress in order to ensure the 

dominant position of men18.  

 

                                                
17 An example is John Stuart Mill who, in his On the Subjection of Women, argued for 
women’s suffrage (Mills 1869: 61), while scientists at the time argued that women 
where less intelligent because they had smaller brains (Miles 2001: 224) 
18 Kimmel references this experience in interviews (Kimmel, 2013: 119) as the broken 
promise of masculinity. 
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6.3 Anger and Resentment 

 
As American finances developed and larger corporations started to grow and spread, 

smaller, family owned businesses and farms in rural areas became threatened. This 

culminated in the 1980’s, where the advancement of big business put an end to many 

smaller farms and stores. This decimated local communities and led to a rise in 

unemployment (Kimmel 2013: 204). The loss of businesses and farms that had 

previously been passed on through generations, from father to son, led to a rise in 

male suicides during the 1980’s (Ibid: 714) symptomatic of the white male 

identification with their heritage and role as worker and breadwinner. Closing down 

smaller, family owned businesses led to many having to work for less wages, in less 

stable jobs, as corporations sought to maximize profits. The ideal of the man as the 

sole breadwinner became obtainable only for the few. Single income households 

became impossible for middle class families, which led to the breakdown of the 

nuclear family. Women not only had to work, but demanded it, as seen in their entry 

into the workforce during WW2, and the subsequent backlash that saw women 

returned to the kitchens after the war was over. Women still sought out work, most 

often forced into clerical positions, regardless of the perception that women should 

stay in the home. (Faludi, 1991: 68) As women became established in the workforce, 

demands started to be made that men engage in equal shares of the housekeeping and 

child rearing, as well as demands for equal pay, state legislated childcare and 

maternity leave (Ibid: 7). While some men have been happy with this development, 

and indeed some consider this an opportunity to create a true nuclear family in which 

a wife is a trusted partner and there is more time and engagement with children, not 

everyone has embraced this movement.  

     Seeing female independence as a usurpation of male spaces and the loss of women 

as wives that help assert one’s masculinity, some men consider themselves unduly 

persecuted for wanting what their fathers had. Dignity. Honor. Respect. A role. For 

some men the movement for equality represents a loss of identity. No longer able to 

navigate the turbid waters of work and gender relations, these men become enraged at 

the forces that seemingly seek to disempower them. Feminism took women out of the 

kitchen and into the workplace, kicking men out, and women have thereby robbed 

men of their rightful place and are now discriminating against them, the same way 
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women claim they’ve been discriminated against (Kimmel, 2015: 184). Men become 

the second sex, while women get special treatment solely because of their gender. 

Things like affirmative action, the custody of children in a divorce, and the complete 

control over the availability of sex, are seen as a consequence of female 

independence, and a usurpation of men’s rights.  

     Initiatives such as affirmative action are seen as providing women with special 

opportunities that disregard qualified males by virtue of their sex. The notion of 

special treatment is not limited to affirmative action, but any legislation that seeks to 

protect the interests of minorities against discrimination. After all, the argument goes, 

white men can make it without special rules that protect them from having their 

feelings hurt, so why can’t women? Many women do. And they therefore have to 

work harder, be better qualified, and more persistent, than men in similar situations, 

and they face ongoing scrutiny in order to determine whether they are indeed 

qualified enough. Seeking to counter this injustice should not be seen as a radical 

political issue, yet, it is still contested, and still social justice has not prevailed. The 

notion of “special treatment” hurts men who concern themselves with the perceived 

persecution of males due to the notion that this special treatment affords women 

power that is not available to men. An example would be the power of women to sue 

a company they work for, for sexual harassment or gender discrimination. Since this 

is an issue that overwhelmingly affects women more than men, and since what is 

perceived as harassment or discrimination is defined by the woman, this is seen as a 

privilege that allows women to “play the woman card” and claim to have been 

harassed or discriminated against in the event that she is unhappy with the company.  

     The notion that the privileges extended to women will be open to abuse is often 

used in countering initiatives meant to address the inequality between men and 

women. This reframing serves to highlight the ways in which female emancipation 

has affected men and diminished the acceptability of expressed male privilege, like 

being allowed to comment on or even touch women’s bodies in the workplace. The 

logic fundamental to these objections is that “liberty” is a limited resource, and 

granting rights to one group in society forces other groups to become less free. The 

affordance of special privilege to one group that does not extend to another is, when 

considered through a common sense lens, discriminatory. As long as one does not 

take into consideration (or perceive as existing) discriminatory factors present in 

society, legal protections of women’s safety or the existence of anti-racism legislation 
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is perceived as discriminatory and therefore hostile towards men, regardless of 

whether the men in question want to benefit from the kind of access to women’s 

bodies that this legislation is meant to curtail. Everyone is, after all, equal under the 

law. The willful denial of social injustices serves to fuel the resentment some men feel 

towards women, and allows for the maintenance of the persecution complex so 

inherent in this group. Men who consider women to have become the dominant sex in 

the western world seek, to address the imbalance in rights granted to men and women, 

and seek legitimacy in the difference in legal protections available to men and 

women, all the while maintaining an ideology of fundamental behavioral differences 

between men and women. These men belong to the MRA, a male-led movement to 

overthrow the tyrannical clutches of women in the western world. 

 

 

6.4 MRA 

 
These are the aggrieved positions of the Men’s Rights Movement, or MRA, a society 

of disenfranchised males who seek to reclaim their lost masculinity, their identity as 

men and all the rights that they have been denied.  Since the first waves of feminism 

in America19, there have been not only critical voices against the movement, but also 

those that would organize and co-opt the issues presented by feminism, turning the 

focus away from inequality experienced by women, and into a discussion on men’s 

rights as a group disempowered by women’s burgeoning independence. While some 

profeminist men exist and ally themselves with the movement in an effort to create 

greater equality for themselves and the women in their lives, (Kimmel 2015: 366), 

many who take an interest in gender support the community of anti-feminists who 

believe that feminism is discriminatory to men. This movement mostly exists online, 

in what is described as the “Manosphere”, a collection of blogs, websites, and forums, 

where members congregate to exchange diatribes on the horrors of feminism, the 

abhorrence of women, and plan the revolt on feminista-led social systems.  

                                                
19 There are no precise dates for the different waves of feminism. One can be said to 
have started in 1848 during the Seneca Falls women’s rights convention, but the 
movement of the early 1900s saw women getting the vote and gaining political 
traction (Faludi 1991: 63) 
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     The movement is centered on the basic principles that members have “taken the 

red pill”, an analogy borrowed from the movie “The Matrix”, in which taking the red 

pill constitutes becoming aware of the world as an illusion and realizing the truth. The 

truth for MRAs is that feminists have taken over the world and implemented systems, 

which disproportionately benefit women; that women control access to sex, not only 

in terms of procreational power, but also as commodity, recreation, and as a necessity 

that men are being denied; and that women are cold and manipulative, using men to 

fulfill their material and emotional needs. These claims are based on anecdotal 

evidence, statistics (often dubious or contested), depictions of women on reality TV 

and TV shows, and reactionary to the statements made by feminists or female figures 

speaking out in public forums. Having taken an adversarial stance, MRAs have 

developed or embraced a number of tactics and concepts on which they base their 

interactions with each other and with the outside world. For instance, they refer to 

themselves as Red Pillers, a movement which has a number of internal references that 

are meant to bolster their internal cohesion, and serve as demonstrative stances in 

relation to the feminized society surrounding them.  

 

6.5 Summary 

 
Male anger is endemic to western society following the rise of feminism. After 

centuries of male supremacy, during which women were believed to be stupid, 

infantile and incompetent, when women made basic strides towards equality, the 

experience for men was a reduction in their power and privilege. The anxiety that this 

incited was channeled into anger, and attempts to violently re-assert dominance over 

women. Every loss of traditional masculine roles, such as breadwinner or patriarch, 

are conceived of as reasons to become angry, as the main method of re-establishing 

masculinity. Male anger emerges from the perceived loss of respect, and the need to 

re-assert ones position, but does not factor in the realities of privilege that men enjoy. 

Aggrieved entitlement reflects the experience of being entitled to a position, and 

perceiving the allocation of that position to another as being deprived of it. Aggrieved 

entitlement reflects the deep-seated conceptualization of masculinity and the role of 

men in society, as men can go out into the world believing something is theirs by 

right. The history of masculinity has prepared men to expect a certain role in society, 
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those of breadwinner and patriarch, and the very real experience of being deprived of 

these, even as one ignores the privilege one enjoys, is maddening. Not only is feminist 

struggle often met by male anger. The roots of male anger are the systems of 

oppression feminism seeks to combat. It is the sense of entitlement, the expectation 

that a job belongs to a white man, that men must fulfill the role society tells them they 

are born into, and that women’s role is to facilitate men’s lives. When these are 

challenged, men lash out. 
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7. Online culture 

 

The investigation of the MRA is contingent on the exploration of online culture and 

the way societal norms and offline culture is transmitted online. The Internet has 

served as a platform for men’s groups to congregate and create a subculture from 

which they have developed their own terminology, mythology, and society. The 

online MRA groups emerged from the pre-existing trolling culture that had its 

inception on pages such as 4chan. The defining features of trolling culture are the 

pursuit of “LULZ”, or hyperbolic statements and offensive imagery intended to 

provoke a response in others, extreme sexism, racism, homophobia, and transphobia, 

expressed in the most obscene ways possible, and the creation of deliberately 

nonsensical and absurd material that has emerged from the collective storytelling of 

the culture.  Whitney Phillips notes in her book This is why we can’t have nice things 

(2016), that trolling culture gives rise to memetic material through collective 

storytelling and the creation of a common mythology that members of the culture can 

draw on. This is the same method by which the MRA created much of their material, 

their mythology and terminology, and much of it is inspired from, or directly lifted 

from, trolling culture. Moreover, there is in fact that no clear line of separation 

between trolling communities and the MRA. Many who consider themselves MRA 

have previously been trolls, or still belong to trolling communities.  

     The nature of online culture is to be ambiguous, as all communication is in writing 

and the participants can easily lie about their identities. This communicative 

ambivalence means that highly radical or provocative statements can be shared 

without participants knowing whether they’re intended as ironic or sincere, and 

indeed trolling communities often rely on this ambivalence to spark outrage in other 

communities and communicate their humorous intent to other trolls. The ambivalence 

of communication in trolling communities means that, as the MRA emerged from 

these communities, their communication is ambivalent. The use of hyperbolic 

statements and humorous content is mixed with sincere debates on the nature of 

masculinity and the need for men to assert themselves against women. It is not always 

clear what the intended message is, and to what degree the intention is ironic or 

sincere. This chapter will examine online communities and their communicative 

ambivalence and the motivations behind the material that is created and shared. This 
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is necessary for the broader discussion on MRA online culture and the nature of their 

communication and identity creation.  

 

 

7.1. Internet harassment and trolling 

 
In her book This is why we can’t have nice things (Phillips 2016), Whitney Phillips 

explores online cultures and behaviors, and the relationship these have to mainstream 

society.  Her research focuses mostly on the values and motivations that underlie the 

creation of internet cultural objects and the nature of online harassment and the 

organization and spreading of online activity. She defines subcultural online behavior 

associated by harassment to be motivated largely “for the LULz20”, meaning for 

amusements sake. Beyond simple amusement, the “LULz” is defined as anything that 

will provoke a genuine emotional response in an unwilling participant (genuine as 

opposed to feigned in order to provoke). The behavior of online trolls is, therefore, 

defined by their pursuit of provoking and offensive material, and disseminating this to 

others in order to provoke a reaction.  

     Trolls find amusement in moral outrage, and it is here that Phillips draws her first 

comparison to mainstream culture, and especially mainstream media. Moral outrage 

plays an enormous part in mainstream media coverage of tragedies, both national and 

smaller, and persistently, and in a sensationalist manner, mainstream media directs 

public moral outrage, and grossly exploits private tragedies for ratings. Trolls make a 

habit of visiting memorial sites for suicide victims and high-profile murder victims 

and flooding them with offensive content in order to inspire indignation that they can 

then further exploit for their own amusement. While the cruelty of these acts is 

undeniable, the trolls are not acting solely out of cruelty, but also out of annoyance 

with mainstream online behavior. While some trolls target the family and loved ones 

of victims, it is more often the case that they seek to provoke outrage in people 

visiting memorial and other sites with a sentimental message, or who visit sites like 

these in order to participate in communal mourning and demonstrate good moral 

behavior, but who are completely unaffiliated with the event. Trolls are reacting to the 

                                                
20 The abbreviation “Laughing Out Loud” has been altered by online communities as 
a way to indicate trolling behavior and creed.  



 72 

culture of value checking and the demonstration of moral superiority that is 

performed on such sites by “grief tourists” who seek to garner attention and 

participate in what is, ultimately, a private, tragic, matter that they have no business 

being a part of (Phillips 2016: 84). To assign trolls somewhat benign motives is a 

mistake, but the point that Phillips seeks to make is that the media is no different in 

their milking of tragic events for their own benefit and the direction of moral outrage 

that they control. 

     There are no surveys of online troll communities that reveal the racial, socio-

economic and gender diversity of these communities. What is evident is the position 

from which members of these communities engage with each other and the rest of the 

internet. This interaction is performed from an implicit position of white masculinity, 

and the needed access to computers, internet and the available time necessary, all 

indicate at least a middle class lifestyle (Ibid: 42). Due to the nature of trolling 

communities, with their emphasis on anonymity and a disregard for fact, verifying 

anybody’s racial or socioeconomic status is problematic, as trolls can and will disrupt 

any attempt to discover any personal information about them, and indeed, view the 

sharing of personal information as an excuse to harass. The assertion of their white, 

middle-class, and male, background is therefore a product of the material they create, 

the culture they reference, and the discrimination they perpetuate. Much of the 

material created online is sexist, racist, and homophobic21, and while the nature of the 

trolling communities is to push the boundaries of what is normally considered good 

behavior, the prevalence of discriminatory material is assertion of the prejudices that 

exist in the societies trolls inhabit, and their own positions within these societies. 

                                                
21 The website 4chan is notorious as a gathering place for troll communities, but 
Reddit is also known as a hub. However trolls make use of all social media platforms 
both to socialize with others and to troll other communities. (Phillips, 2016: 18)   
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7.2 Defining online experiences 

 
A big aspect of trolling behavior is based on the anonymity afforded by the Internet. 

While trolls function in a subculture with a parlance that allows identification to like-

minded individuals, troll behavior relies on the ability of the troll to take on identities 

that will give them access to the groups they wish to antagonize. Due to the larger 

awareness of trolls, avoiding having one’s profile unceremoniously deleted from 

social media is also of concern. So trolls hide behind masks, taking on identities and 

discarding them when they have served their purpose. There is an inherent distrust 

online, and we are all aware that people we interact with online may not be who we 

are led to believe. Trolls function best in these kinds of communities, as the ability to 

sow distrust and inspire arguments is a steady source of “LULz”.  

     However, trolls are also a reaction to the nature of online interactions. Online, the 

entirety of our access to other people is dependent on the information they give us. 

This means that people can choose how they wish to be perceived online, adding to 

the general dismissal of online existence as “not real”. The ability to present only 

those aspects of one’s personality that one chooses to exhibit, fuels trolls, as they 

delight in playing on the values of others. When confronted with people who wish to 

appear sympathetic by posting on a suicide victims memorial page, trolls feel the need 

to dismantle this disingenuous sentiment, and when confronted with ire, to provoke 

further, both in order to get “LULz”, but also in an effort to further ridicule the 

underlying representation of moral outrage.  

Due to the nature of online interactions, displays of emotion are simply another 

way of performing one’s identity, as they are the deliberate sharing of affective 

communication for the purpose of displaying involvement. The term “front” is used to 

describe this kind of performative identity play where both deliberate signaling and 

social categories indicate a person’s status and identity (Phillips and Milner, 2017: 

61). This kind of front is created by everyone as we attempt to communicate who we 

are and what we believe, but is often mocked by trolls when online displays of 

apparent affect are used to position oneself as good or kind by, for example, inserting 

oneself into the grief of others. While the feelings of sympathy expressed by people 

online may be genuine, to trolls, these displays are nothing but opportunities to further 

play with a person’s identity display. People trying to interact online, who are 

investing emotionally in conversations, risk disruption by trolls, for whom 
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conversation is only material for generating LULZ, divested of any emotional 

significance. By perceiving interactions as distant and meaningless to them, trolls 

become able to construct games, toying with those who are investing in these 

interactions. The game becomes a matter of provoking a response from the 

participants, since getting them to lose their temper and expressing emotion is 

considered a victory. 

Online environments are dependent on the constant presentation of the self, 

identities can only be asserted through the use of language, and representations are 

therefore limited and ambiguous (Ibid: 72). The ambiguity of language is manifest in 

aspects such as irony and sarcasm, which are most often dependent on tone and 

nonverbal cues to be evident. While this ambiguity is something we can most often 

take in stride, as most interactions aren’t important enough to invite scrutiny, 

ambiguity can lead to suspicion in online communities, and accusations of trolling, 

garnering attention, and deception. Behaviors are highly monitored on certain forums, 

and even the possibility of deception can send a community into a frenzy of 

accusations. Being deceived is not only an unpleasant experience, but quite often, 

deception is used to create long-standing relationships, and exchanges of very private 

information that could potentially harm the person deceived.  

Another danger is having one’s personal information, pictures or other aspects of 

ones identity, hijacked and used for the amusement of someone else. By removing the 

context surrounding an expression, a person’s identity can be reduced to a single 

statement or fact, as happens when a video goes viral, or nude pictures are distributed 

on websites. This context collapse flattens a person’s existence, distilling it into that 

singular moment that can be shared with thousands. In our online identity play we 

constantly modify aspect of ourselves to fit the circumstances we function in, such as 

private and public, friends and coworkers. When content from one sphere of a persons 

life is removed from its intended context and publicized, it is rendered “flat”, in that it 

no longer takes into account the original circumstances, simply becoming an object 

intended for distribution22. Memetic material relies on this flattening, choosing items 

that possess some humorous quality when viewed from the outside and sharing it 

                                                
22 Phillips refers to this as fetishized in a Marxist sense, an object that is fetishized is 
removed from the context of its production, making the consumer oblivious to its 
human cost (Phillips 2015: 29) 
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repeatedly, removed from context and distilled into it’s most salient aspect. Almost all 

memetic material functions in this way, the origins of it’s inception lost to time, but 

still shared and remixed continuously23. The nature of online existence is contingent 

on communication, as it is only through communication that one’s identity is 

expressed. This constant generation of material in the name of identity play means 

that trolls have ample opportunity to engage in trolling and find items suitable for 

sharing.  

Trolls function in this system by adhering to principles of anonymity, emotional 

distancing and always seeking out the “LULz”. This is what makes them powerful in 

online environments, and this is why online communities are so cautious. 

A common remark on online existence is that it is different from our normal “real” 

existence. But as we spend more and more time online, and use it more and more as 

our foundation for interactions, the line between the “real” and online existence gets 

blurred. When we enter online spaces, we bring with us our background and 

dispositions, and what we experience online is not separated from our physical 

experiences of emotion. While some distancing can occur with online experiences, 

emotion is still experienced viscerally when it occurs, and the opportunities for 

emotional experiences are great and varied online. The belief that there is a separation 

between the real and the online world is fundamental to the troll mentality, as they 

have taken it upon themselves to police online content by virtue of their bullying 

behavior. They themselves experience a profound disconnect between their existence 

in real life, in which they may exhibit no overtly harmful character traits, and their 

existence in online communities, where they follow the troll credo of harassment for 

the sake of entertainment. Intrinsic to this credo is that everything goes in an online 

environment, a stance that is often brought to its limit through the posting of 

disturbing hardcore pornography, including child porn, racist, misogynistic, and 

                                                
23 Most memetic material is divested from it’s original context and replicated 
memetically. An example could be the “ermahgerd” meme, which features a 
photograph of a young woman holding out books from the goosebumps series. The 
image was captioned and circulated wildly. The girl in the picture was eventually 
discovered, having been aware of the status of her image as a meme. Her private, 
embarrassing photo has been seen by millions, and her life is far removed from what 
the picture represents. Know your meme: 
https://knowyourmeme.com/memes/ermahgerd 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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homophobic material, on the forums where trolls congregate (4chan being the primary 

example).  

     This challenge of the rules of normal behavior that reign in real-life, serves the 

purpose of provoking the kinds of responses trolls find amusing, and provoking such 

responses grants respect from other trolls. But this belief that an online existence has 

nothing to do with real life doesn’t take into account the real experiences of people 

who have been harassed, exposed, or had their lives ruined by malicious online 

behavior. And the division of the real world and the digital lessen the impact of the 

coordinated attacks on women and minorities, who are faced with threats of rape, 

murder and bombings when they speak out online. There is no way of knowing which 

threats are trolling and which are genuine, and asking people faced with a barrage of 

threats to ignore them because they are simply “online”, is to miss the point of online 

existence. Because it is real. The behavior is threatening, and it does have 

consequences, and it does silence people. It is a commonly held belief that people 

don’t really mean what they say online, that it’s easy to write an angry comment in an 

instant of frustration or as an attempt at humor, but this ignores the impact such 

comments can have on the person who is subjected to them. Since we don’t consider 

what happens in online spaces to be real, the culture of harassment has been allowed 

to fester, culminating in the creation of movements that use a specific set of trolling 

behaviors to target people they identify as opposition, such as the MRA and the Alt-

right.  

 

 

7.3 The Online issues 

 
The culture of trolling has its origins in the seedy underbelly of the internet. Forums 

where people post anonymously and share content that is disturbing and flaunting of 

social norms in an effort to incite outrage and challenge the boundaries of taste. There 

have been many different kinds of viral content, memes, and terminology, that have 

evolved in these places, but they have always managed to function as a frame of 

reference from which members could draw inspiration and be “in” on the joke. The 

unwholesome nature of this internet culture has fostered a culture of provocation for 

the sake of provocation, to test the limits of what people will accept, and then mock 
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them for having limits at all. What started out as a culture that was solely focused on 

extracting as much outrage from bystanders as possible, has evolved to the point 

where trolling culture is taking itself seriously and seeing itself as a activist 

movement, much to the chagrin of the original trolls (Phillips, 2016: 57). The online 

communities that have sprung from trolling ideologies are divers and in no way 

unified, although they are largely male, largely focused on issues of free speech, and 

of course, focused on internet activism. The MRA, which is the subject of this paper, 

is one such community.  

     At some point, the reckless sexism, racism, homophobia, and the vitriol directed at 

the mainstream media, start to be taken seriously by people who previously exploited 

these stances as a form of entertainment. The point that Phillips makes in her work is 

that these stances where never necessarily adopted simply “for the LULz”, but had an 

undercurrent of genuine prejudice. While the anti-media and anti-establishment 

hacker collective known as “Anonymous”, embodies the activist aspect of troll 

culture as it relates to social justice and anarchist rhetoric, other, more sinister version 

has likewise sprung from troll communities. To what degree it is possible to separate 

these movements is hard to say, due to the often anonymous nature of online 

existence. A person can easily be supporting the Anonymous efforts to hack ISIS, 

while also being a member of the Alt-right communities seeking to deport Mexican 

migration workers. The boundaries between activist communities online are blurry, 

and they are all centered around the sharing of memetic material and the use of 

internet parlance to signify their membership to internet culture.  

     One of the primary goals of all the online movements that sprang from internet 

culture is the securing of free speech, which is seen as being challenged by the media, 

the government, feminists, equal rights proponents, and corporations (Phillips and 

Milner, 2017: 183). As important as the issue of free speech actually is, the right is 

never defined, and the degree to which it is challenged never examined. The free 

speech argument seems to be a defense of the right to express whatever one chooses 

without facing any consequences. Most trolling communities reside on forums that 

don’t moderate content (4chan, the most infamous internet message board, deletes 

posts with child pornography, but that’s about it). The lack of moderation is, 

therefore, seen as the perfect expression of freedom of speech. When contributors can 

be banned from other boards and from social media such as twitter for harassing other 

users or spreading hate speech, this is seen as an egregious attack on the freedom of 
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speech on par with censorship (Phillips, 2016: 132). Censorship is, of course, the state 

banning the expression of certain opinions or materials, and doesn’t apply to a private 

publication’s right to moderate its content. Not allowing certain groups of people to 

post on social media due to their affiliation would be problematic, but establishing 

codes of conduct, and banning those who break them, is not only fair, but a necessity 

to ensure a safe space for all folks.  

     Another aspect of the free speech debate is the repercussions faced when 

discussing issues of discrimination and inequality. These issues have long been 

targets for trolls seeking to get a rise out of people engaged in social justice work. 

Since people engaged with these issues can be quick to brand people racist, sexist, or 

homophobic, they are great targets for trolls seeking to spread mayhem. This has 

resulted in the application of the term “Social Justice Warrior” or “SJW”, to people 

seen as zealous with regard to social justice work. The SJWs are seen by trolling 

communities, conservative right-wingers, free speech proponents, and MRAs (quite 

often these groups overlap) as censoring and silencing debates on social issues 

because they simply brand them as racist, ban them from forums, and refuse to 

engage in dialogue. The misunderstanding, here, is that members of these trolling 

groups believe that their voices should be heard in discussions on social issues, even 

though they contribute nothing, and the points they try make have already been 

discussed, dismissed, and made irrelevant in the discussion. A hypothetical member 

of the alt-right may believe that he has opinions and thoughts on the way Black 

communities live, but a Black community has no need for his input, and does not 

want to spend time correcting the misunderstandings he has about the way these folks 

live. So, he is ignored. The refusal to engage in dialogue with people who refuse to 

educate themselves about social issues, who speak from a place of privilege, and who 

are willfully ignorant of the lives of members of oppressed communities, is seen as 

silencing and censoring, and therefore an attack on free speech. 

     The debate over free speech has led to a bolstering of conservative movements, 

who use the free speech argument to perpetuate racist, misogynistic, and homophobic, 

attitudes. The movement has succeeded in branding racism and misogyny as 

“minority opinions” which require a certain degree of courage to express. In the fight 

against “political correctness”, racist and misogynistic people have succeeded in 

creating an image of themselves as brave hardliners speaking an unwelcome truth 

(Phillips and Milner, 2017: 173). By positioning themselves as victims of a bullying 
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liberal opposition, conservative free speech movements can position themselves as the 

victims of a crusade against civil liberties. And because they have significant political 

clout and look like the people who present the news, they have significant impact, 

something not enjoyed by, for instance, members of the “Black Lives Matter” 

movement. By making the issue one of civil liberties as enshrined by the American 

Constitution, they get to define their struggle as nationalistic, pro-American, and 

fundamentally just.  

     There is a clear bullying/victim dynamic in discussions between liberals and 

conservatives, the roles shifting continuously. Members of oppressed communities are 

accused of “playing the victim card”, the alt-right are victims of attacks on their civil 

rights while bullying people of color and spreading anti-Semitism. This dynamic is 

repeated in the MRAs interactions with the feminist movement, as members of this 

community position themselves as victims of the feminist movement, bullied and 

taunted by women, while simultaneously rejoicing in membership of the dominant 

group in society and insisting that the continuing oppression of women is their right. 

By bandying around the labels of “victim” and “bully”, factions online attempt to 

ensure support and unity within their camps. Since interactions online have a long 

history of harassment and deceit, it is perhaps not surprising that discussions are 

judged along this axis. While online activism does exist, the Internet has a far greater 

history as a place of bullying and marginalization than a place to garner sympathy. 

Construing yourself as a person experiencing and fighting oppression is, therefore, 

couched in the concept of “victim” rather than an agent bringing awareness to 

oppression. This is, in part, because the rules dictating online interactions have long 

been dictated by the people who consider themselves online natives, the trolls, who do 

not regard online spaces as platforms for social change (Phillips, 2016: 133). After all, 

their reasoning goes, if you experience harassment online, you can always just log off.  

 

 

7.4 Online groups and creeds 

 
Online groups are nebulous and not easily defined. Membership in one group doesn’t 

preclude membership in another, and the motivations for contributing to a particular 

group can vary from member to member, from the sincere to the ironic. The 
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communication imperative present online means that it is nearly impossible to 

distinguish motivations. As we only have the written accounts of users available, 

there is no way to determine the motivation or even the identity of those who 

contribute to online debates, and whether their participation is a product of genuine 

interest or the possibility to exploit for humor.  

     The communication imperative of the internet alludes to the text-based method of 

communication on the internet, that only allows for the dissemination of information 

chosen by the writer. Besides the potential for obfuscation, online communication is 

“flat” and ambivalent, as it is divorced from real-world context, and the visual and 

auditory cues used in normal communication, that informs us of the intention of the 

speaker. Online communication is completely dependent on participation through 

text, and that text is divorced from extra-textual meaning (Phillips and Milner, 2017: 

73).  

     Humor facilitates the creation of online groups, as people unite around what they 

consider funny. Online material is redistributed and de-contextualized for the sake of 

a punch-line. Events and depictions can be removed from context, flattened and 

repurposed by the users for their own purposes. This context collapse facilitates the 

re-appropriation and dissemination of content by users in such a way as to 

communicate what the user intends, what will be understood by other users, and what 

will resonate with the humor already present in the group. This is known as fetishism, 

as the material is divorced from context, allowing users to enjoy it without being 

burdened by troublesome aspects (Ibid: 98). Material can be remixed in this way to 

create novel expressions that are founded in the same, shared images. This creates a 

group of people who are “in” on the joke, capable of understanding, appreciating, and 

adding, to the humor, while leaving those who do not share this understanding, out of 

the group.  

     The object of humor can be pretty much anything, as anything can be the subject 

of context collapse and subsequently shared in a community. If someone initially 

finds it funny and manages to frame it in a way that spreads it to a wider community, 

it lays the foundation for a group creation. Since the methods of this dissemination are 

quite often the same, i.e. online forums like 4chan and reddit, the type and format of 

the items being shared is quite often similar. Captioned images, remixed and auto 

tuned videos and comic strips are all prevalent, and new occurrences are often put in 
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these formats. An event happens and is then reconfigured into one of these formats, 

which makes it easy to share and which immediately signifies its genre as “humor”.  

While intention can be ambiguous, as expressed in Poe’s law, the language use and 

format of fetishized objects often refer back to previous instances. And what is found 

worthy of dissimilation is quite often something that is sexist, racist, homophobic, or 

otherwise offensive. The ambiguity present in the dissimilation of these items is, 

therefore, to be found in Poe’s law, meaning, to what degree does the sender mean 

what he is saying, to what degree does he find it a joke, is there a difference and does 

it matter?  

     Poe’s law describes the inherent ambiguity of internet interactions, stating that it is 

impossible to judge the sincerity of a statement online due to the written nature of 

interactions and the difficulty in asserting the sender (Phillips and Milner 2016: 51).  

What becomes important is, what is the motivation of the receiver in accepting these 

items and passing them on? Are memes shared “for the LULZ”, or in an earnest 

display of ideology or as part of identity play?  

     Some of the material created by online MRA groups, straddle this ambivalence, for 

example, images of roast beef sandwiches meant to infer female genitalia. These 

images are meant to illustrate the belief that having a lot of sex will change female 

genitalia, darkening the skin and growing the labia, creating the look of a roast beef 

sandwich. This ludicrous claim has led members of the community to refer to women 

they believe are “cheap” as “roasties”24. The sharing of images like these is an 

example of the ambiguity of internet communication. Do the people creating and 

sharing this material honestly believe that sex changes women’s genitalia? Do they do 

it because they think it’s fun? Is this just a way of expressing hatred of women? Is it 

done in order to instill outrage? According to Poe’s law, it’s impossible to tell what 

the motivation is. And it is perhaps not important. These images are created and 

shared, they accumulate reactions, they have led pt the creation of the “roastie” 

                                                
24Example: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Braincels/comments/7vptoo/im_done_with_that_part_of_m
y_life_i_just_want_a/ 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
This was found on Reddit on the /Braincels forum, which appears to have taken over 
after the controversial forum /incels was banned on nov. 7 2017: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/09/technology/incels-reddit-banned.html 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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expression, they confirm a commonly held belief about women’s bodies. Whatever 

the motivation of those creating them, they now exist within a context where they 

feed into the toxic culture of MRA forums. 

 

 

7.5 Summary 

 
This chapter provided an explanation of the nature of online communities and the 

connection between real world existence and our virtual lives. Such an investigation is 

necessary as the behaviors that serve as the foundation for online culture is rooted in 

real world experiences. It is stipulated that no element of online culture is isolated 

from culture at large. We enter into online spaces with our experiences from the real 

world, and while we may exhibit behaviors we wouldn’t contemplate in the real 

world, we still create, share and adapt material based on real world culture. Every 

prejudice and value present in mainstream society is manifest online, sometimes in 

surprising ways, but essentially unchanged.  

     In order to be able to discuss online groups such as the MRA or Incel forums, it is 

necessary to understand the origins of internet parlance and culture, and the behaviors 

of those who belong to these communities. It is especially important for investigations 

into gendered discussions online, as these rely on embodied experiences and the real 

world construction of patriarchal society. We have brought the backlash with us 

online, as well as gendered violence and transgression.  

     Internet communities develop through exchanges of language that rapidly develop 

specializations that encapsulate concepts central to the community. It is by analyzing 

this generated material that we can get an understanding of the conceptual 

frameworks that internet communities function under. While this material is quite 

often adaptations of concepts and language found in mainstream society, they are 

reconfigured and specialized for the purpose of community members. Others are 

unique to the communities, and are either shorthand for developed concepts or parts 

of a larger mythology of figures or beliefs. The following chapter will deal with the 

language and beliefs unique to the online MRA communities, and their development 

of gendered, political, identities.  
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8. PUA’s, Incels and Betas: Terminology and Culture of the MRA 

 
This chapter will explore online MRA communities, their underlying conceptual 

framework, and their use of language. It will apply the theories from previous 

chapters that explore the use of language in the creation of identities. The primary 

goal of this thesis is to investigate the way online MRA communities express their 

identities through language, the underlying conceptual frameworks that serve as the 

foundation for their communication and beliefs, and to situate the emergence, rise and 

functioning of the MRA within larger social and political frameworks such as 

feminism and race. The MRA, as an online community, functions through language to 

create a common framework of beliefs about women and society. This constant 

reaffirmation of beliefs and the discussion of the fundamental tenets of MRA 

ideology create a feedback loop through which the beliefs and opinions of members 

becomes cemented.  

     Members check in and discuss their beliefs solely through the misogynistic lens of 

MRA culture in order to affirm their masculine identity, and their identity as 

enlightened group members. The terminology is founded in a distinction between in-

group and out-group, exemplified in their use of the “Red Pill” as a determination of 

in-group membership. The “Red Pill” is founded on the concept that, to be an in-

group member is to be enlightened, meaning what’s at stake is being enlightened, or 

being stupid and naïve. This means that once an individual has accepted the ideology 

as truth, their identity is contingent on the reaffirmation of membership, and that the 

material they share aligns with the dominant ideology. Participating in its online 

culture in this way ensures that members align with in-group ideology and adapt the 

underlying conceptual framework of the community to fit their experiences. This 

chapter will investigate the use of language, the underlying conceptual frameworks, 

and the mythology of the MRA, and apply the theories from previous chapters in 

order to understand the creation of masculine identities within the MRA. 
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8.1 The Fight Against Feminism 

 
Since its inception, the men’s rights movement has explored the terminology 

surrounding men. Similar to the way in which feminists began exploring the 

terminology surrounding women, defying the role of “housewife”, fighting against the 

notion of being a “bitch” and performing “slutwalks” to reclaim their sexuality, the 

men’s rights movement began identifying the terminology that surrounded their own 

masculinity.  

     While fewer pejorative terms exist for men, their identities are nevertheless tied up 

in the words they use to describe themselves. The term “real man” quickly became 

widely contested as the definition came into conflict with the feminist movement. 

Terms such as “man up” and “being a bitch” or “being a pussy” have the implicit 

meaning that feminine attributes are undesirable and “weaker” than masculine ones, 

and that masculinity is something to be performed in order to be considered worthy of 

the gender identity. “Man” stopped simply being a gender and became a gender role, 

a set of behaviors and attitudes that must be fulfilled in order to gain respect from 

other men, and to attract desirable women.  

      While the masculine gender has always been immersed in the performance of 

machismo, the need for a criterion had previously been unnecessary. Before the 

feminist movement began criticizing men’s behavior in an effort to establish 

boundaries and give voice to problems such as wage inequality and work harassment, 

men had been able to act as they saw fit (within legal limits) and would never have 

had any need to question their own behavior or the repercussions this might have had 

for the women around them. When this behavior became voiced and criticized, the 

male role, the male privilege, and the male identity, became shaken. Having never had 

to think about their own behavior, men were suddenly made aware of the vilification 

of the behavior they had exhibited, the liberties they had taken, the access to women’s 

bodies, time, and attention that they had previously taken for granted.  

     While concessions were (and are, still,) made to address these issues and 

accommodate women on an equal footing in all walks of life, the impact this had on 

men’s view of themselves was not easily negotiated or well met. The behavior that 

was previously seen as natural, harmless, right, or simply the order things, was now 

cause for outrage and lawsuits. This behavior became classified as masculine, or 

“chauvinist”, or “sexist”, in its opposition to women’s bodies and spaces, where they 
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had previously been neutral and natural. The balance of power between the sexes was 

felt to have shifted, and men, while still the dominant gender, experienced a lessening 

of power.  

     This loss was also defined in terminology. It became “emasculating” to be told off 

by a woman, to have a female boss, to make less than your wife. Men no longer faced 

humiliation or powerlessness. They were emasculated, “castrated”, and “made the 

bitch”. This Freudian theme pervades the performance of masculinity. If you don’t 

have the right opinions, do the right things, behave in the correct manner, then you 

face masculinity loss, you become less of a man, you are castrated and weak. These 

judgments are not handed down by a panel of interested women, however. They are 

the province of other men. Emasculation takes the form of rejection by women, from 

an inability to assert oneself over them, or to dominate them. Women are not the 

agents in these interactions, it’s men who act to impress and assert, not thinking that 

their attention is unwanted. Women are, thus, cast in the role of the “castrating 

whore”, the “bitches” who shame men, who bully and castigate mercilessly. This is 

where the lines are drawn in the debate between men and women, at least when it 

comes to the MRA. Women are the enemy; they have the rhetorical power, the 

judicial power to make men powerless, to accuse and imprison and get custody. The 

power to drive men mad.  

     Thus the MRA interprets feminism as being anti-male. Consequently, the Men’s 

Rights Movement positions itself as anti-feminist, if not downright anti-female. The 

very foundations for creating a men’s rights movement rests on the false notion that 

inequality between men and women favors women. That the rights of men are 

threatened, and, as a persecuted group, men need to reclaim their natural place as 

“alphas”. The concept of the MRA itself is therefore terminologically interesting, as it 

implies that the rights of men are under attack. Choosing to identify as MRA, means 

that members already rhetorically positions themselves in relation to feminism and 

women. The thought and opinions a person thus identified will express, will be 

presented in the particular way of the MRA. Whether or not a person possessed 

opinions of their own before realizing the virtues of the MRA, the expression of these 

ideals will begin to match the terminology found on message and online forums, as 

the terms become meaningful for the user and begin to have implicit meaning that 

may not be immediately available to outsiders.  
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     One such term, “feminazi”, popularized by Rush Limbaugh (Kimmel, 2015: 185), 

may be easily interpreted by virtue of its constituent parts, the use of it amongst 

members of the men’s rights movement and people sympathetic to it, running from 

the tongue-in-cheek to the deadly serious. Online debates often contain exaggerations 

and satirisations that use terminology for comedic effect.  

     But behind this there is a serious conceptualization of feminism as an oppressive 

regime, and feminist discourse as a form of thought policing. In this overarching 

debate between feminist ideology and the MRA, using feminist theory and expressing 

feminist viewpoints can be considered to be implying a moral high ground that makes 

ones statements beyond reproach. This is seen as invalidating what is perceived as 

legitimate concerns by the MRA and stifling the exchange of free ideas. “Feminazi” 

is, therefore, not only a term that implies the oppression of men by “harridan” women, 

but also the oppressive way language is used by feminists when debating gender 

inequality.  

 

 

8.2 Subcategories of male identity 

 
Within the MRA, the terminology does not solely focus on women and the animosity 

they inspire. Within the subculture, men discuss their masculine identities and what it 

means to be a “real man”. They create hierarchies of masculinity and establish places 

for those men ignorant of their own oppression and role in the powerplay between the 

genders. They emphasize their stance in relation to women and create strategies and 

identities in relation to them.  

     In the discussion of masculinity by the MRA, the most striking occurrence is the 

divide between “Alphas” and “Betas”. An allegory from nature, men who possess 

“alpha” traits are attractive, successful, and dominant. These men are sexually 

successful, and conquer women effortlessly25. Men who possess “beta” traits, on the 

other hand, is not considered traditionally attractive or physically fit, not confident, 

                                                
25 Glossary of Terms and Acronyms from r/theredpill: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/TheRedPill/comments/2zckqu/updated_glossary_of_terms_
and_acronyms/ 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
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and not romantically successful. A man can posses a mixture of alpha and beta traits, 

and works to gain, or be seen to loose, these traits.  

     The majority of men involved in the online communities of the MRA view 

themselves within this spectrum, and most of them do not consider themselves to 

posses alpha traits. They would not have grievances if they could consider themselves 

alpha males, and a major point of these communities is to air grievances.  These men 

are the rank and file of the MRA, the disenfranchised men, the betas. A Beta is a 

woman’s second choice, possessing a lower sexual market value and fewer alpha 

traits. “Nicer”, more stable and easily subdued, Betas exist to financially support 

women who see them as no more than a meal ticket and the source of a heavy divorce 

settlement. The phrase “Alpha fucks, Beta bucks” denotes this dynamic, and the term 

Beta bucks is often used to refer to the money men spend on women.  

     Members of the MRA are men who have “chosen the red pill” and realized that 

women are nothing but manipulative gold diggers who use emotional manipulation to 

control men. Other men haven’t grown wise to their wicked ways, like the MRA, and 

are therefore under the heel of the feminazis, except for the “White Knights”26 who 

identify as feminist in order to look good for women. This antagonistic relationship to 

women permeates MRA message boards. While issues of the masculine gender role in 

relation to work and self-image do come up, it is always tied back to women and how 

to manage their eroding influence on one’s life. These tactics vary from the 

manipulation of the “PUA” to the isolationist “Incels”.  

 

“PUA” - or “Pick-Up-Artist” - is a concept that is also widely known outside of the 

MRA circles. Pick-Up-Artists use subtle manipulation and pseudo-psychology to 

undermine women’s confidence and make them dependent on the approval of the 

Artists, thereby coercing them into having sex. While the tricks of the Pick-Up-Artist 

are not illegal, although they skirt the border of abusive, and there is an element in the 

more extreme circles that consider spiking a woman’s drink with drugs to be fair 

game. The tricks the Artists employ focus on seeming confident, being noticed, and 

using verbal tricks to simultaneously undermine a woman’s confidence and make her 

crave the approval of the Artist.  

                                                
26 Glossary of Terms and Acronyms from r/theredpill 
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     The goal of the Artist is not to begin a relationship, but to have sex with as many 

different women as possible. Women are prizes, the stereotypical notches on the 

bedpost, not human beings with thoughts and feelings worthy of consideration. The 

tactics of the PUA is based on a view of women as easily pliable, desperate for the 

approval of men and easily swayed by compliments. Beginning a relationship with 

women is a mistake that will eventually result in a sexless existence, emotional 

bullying, and an expensive divorce. Better to stay single, forming no connections with 

people who aren’t men. The traditional notion of a real man as a playboy, the 

perpetually single lady-killer, fuels this ideology, with the adage that women will 

eventually ruin a man’s life if he forms a meaningful connection to them. 

 

The “Incels” are another example of the MRA’s toxic relationship to women. “Incel” 

is a compound of “Involuntary Celibate”, naturally implying that a man identifying as 

such has not had sex for a long time through no fault of his own. The cause of this 

lies, once again, with the horrible women. Since women are shallow and only 

attracted to Alphas, Betas don’t get their “share” of the available attractive women.  

These Betas are then left involuntarily celibate, and perceiving this as a great 

injustice, blame women for not considering them as worthy mates. The base of the 

Incel identity rests on the notion that men deserve sex from women, that they are in 

fact owed access to women by virtue of their gender. Failure to achieve this is a 

personal failure, a demotion on the gender hierarchy, and a cause for great 

resentment. Women, thereby, become the cause of men’s failure to achieve sex.  

     Incels have the cards stacked against them because they’re not Alphas and, 

through no fault of their own, are denied sex. Again, women are construed as shallow, 

manipulative, and selfish, and it is their behavior that is to blame for the behavior of 

men. Everything from domestic abuse, to rape, to at least one case of mass shootings 

(the Isla Vista shooting perpetrated by Elliot Rodger) has been linked back to the 

rejection men face from women. On online forums, these men share their frustrations, 

and band together in their hatred of women. Some even take it a step further and 

commit violent crimes. A recent example is the Toronto van attack on April 23rd 

2018, where Alek Minassian drove a van into a crowd, killing 10 people27. Before the 

                                                
27 What do we know about Alek Minassian, arrested after Toronto van attack? 
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attack, Minassian posted on facebook, identifying as Incel, and calling for the “Incel 

revolution”, meaning the organized effort to subjugate women into sexual slavery. 

 

 “Volcel” refers to a man who voluntarily chooses not to have anything to do with 

women, sexually and, preferably, socially as well. In protest of women’s behavior, 

they take themselves out of the dating game and focus solely on pursuing their own 

goals. In reality, the Volcel aspect of the MRA community is a way of regaining a 

sense of lost power. Finding the failure of getting a woman to be humiliating, being 

able to reassert the choice of having sex or not is empowering; a way of restoring a 

lost sense of masculinity. 

 

 

8.3 Mythology of the MRA 

 

The collective storytelling of the online MRA communities relies on a common 

narrative that incorporates characters and beliefs from which members derive their 

understanding of the world. The common mythology of the MRA incorporates 

gendered archetypes based on the experiences of gender roles of the members. These 

archetypes are expressed through the characters of “Chad” and “Stacey”. “Chad” or 

“Chad Thundercock” is the idea of the handsome and successful alpha male, the man 

who gets all the women and with whom all women want to have sex. MRA members 

seem to both despise Chad as a “normie” or normal person who is not a member of 

the community, and as a person who is promiscuous and amoral, while 

simultaneously aspiring to the same levels of success and promiscuity. “Stacey” is 

used to refer to women, especially young, and attractive, women. The expectation is 

that these women are promiscuous and “hypergamous”28, only interested in sleeping 

with rich and handsome guys, while teasing other men in order to garner attention and 

validation. Staceys are believed to “ride the cock carousel”, meaning they sleep 

around, especially in their “prime” before they lose “sexual market value”, after 

                                                

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/04/24/do-know-alek-minassian-arrested-
toronto-van-attack/  
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
28 Glossary of Terms and Acronyms from r/theredpill 
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which they attempt to capture a beta male who will provide for their offspring, which 

they’ve conceived with a Chad. This is the basic mythology of the MRA, a narrative 

repeated endlessly on the forums as members invoke these characters in their 

discussions of their experiences and ideas.  

     The underlying mechanics of this mythology rely on women being both 

promiscuous and intent on appearing virtuous. The belief is that women have defenses 

in order to appear virtuous and therefore more desirable, while seeking the most 

successful men to have sex with. Members of the MRA have identified the tactics 

employed by women, and have adapted a series of counter moves intended to 

undermine these defenses in order to have sex. The mythology of Stacey is the 

foundation of the sexual politics the MRA practice. The conceptualization that 

women are shallow, gold-digging and hypergamous is entrenched on the Red Pill 

forums, serving as the basis for their ideologies of their own roles and the role of 

women in society. All interactions are understood within this paradigm, as MRA 

members express a deep distrust of women that is mitigated by their ability to reduce 

them to simple patterns of behavior. These myths are backed up by pseudo-scientific 

speculations, often masqueraded in the language evolutionary psychology, making the 

behaviors of women and men a biological imperative. The online forums are 

inundated with accounts of dates and experiences with women, dissected within the 

ideology and understood in terms of Staceys and Chads, Anti-slut defense and dread 

game29. The belief that personal interactions can be controlled via manipulation and 

conceit indicates the underlying misogyny of the MRA groups, who in their pursuit of 

male equality have managed to disregard women as people completely. The 

mythology of the MRA is derived from mainstream culture, which perpetuates these 

stereotypes about women as shallow and hypergamous in media and entertainment. 

     The MRA embody the same misogyny present in the rest of society, and while 

their idea and ideologies seem extreme from the outside, nothing in society dissuades 

the notions that they perpetuate, except perhaps from feminism. As a counter 

movement to feminism, the MRA feel ideologically obligated to disregard the notions 

of the feminist movement and subvert the rise of equality within culture. By founding 

their idea about society within a rigid mythological framework, the MRA can 

disregard female activism and protest as attention seeking and attempts at stealing 
                                                
29 Glossary of Terms and Acronyms from r/theredpill 
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power from men. For the MRA, the story about how the world works is deeply 

conservative, gendered, and ultimately founded on the objectification of women, who 

can never be equal partners, only assets to be managed. 

 
 

8.4 Words and Meaning in the MRA 

 
These subcategories of the MRA are all founded on the same misogynistic world 

view, and serve as descriptors for various tactics to re-assert what is perceived as an 

uneven gender balance. The traditional masculine role is re-affirmed in the PUA, who 

acts as a kind of “Alpha-Beta”, whose charms are not effortless and who relies on 

tricks to achieve success with women. Incels seek to rebalance by putting the blame 

of their own perceived failures on women, and Volcels by boycotting women entirely, 

and thereby removing the risk of rejection. These sub-categories within the larger 

MRA movement are the products of the echo-chamber effect, wherein the behavioral 

patterns of members become encompassed by terminology that’s repeated and 

becomes a well-defined concept within the subculture. By voicing opinions and 

expanding on the prevailing mythology, members notice patterns and construct 

categories they can fit themselves into, as well as categories for things they 

experience. “Chad”, “Stacy”, and “Roastie” are all examples of these categories.  

     Having developed a conceptual framework that serves as reference, the perception 

of people, interactions, and events experienced by members of the community is 

understood solely through this lens. In accordance with Fillmore’s theory on 

conceptual frameworks30, the linguistic terminology used activates other aspects of 

the frame, and highlights aspects used in a particular instance. When the common 

conceptual framework of MRA members is based on terminology such as “Roastie”, 

it reveals a deep resentment and hostility to women, and an ideology of female 

disempowerment that resents women’s sexual freedom. These conceptual categories 

are what members of the MRA bring with them out into the world, and it influences 

how they understand events around them, and how they understand themselves. This 

is most evident in the Incel community, whose members propagate the idea of 

                                                
30 See chapter 2 
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themselves as ugly, subhuman, and genetically inferior31, as well as their loathsome 

opinions on women. Their understanding of themselves is contingent on the larger 

conceptual framework that posits women as shallow and materialistic, only interested 

in attractive men. Members of the Incel community are, in this way, in possession of 

an identity within the framework and, by extension, in society. It is not that this 

identity is positive or makes them happy, but rather, it is the way they understand 

themselves, how they understand their experiences, how they make sense of the 

things that happen to them. It is the conceptual framework that they have created and 

which they draw from.  

     Implicit in these concepts is the perspective on women that permeates the MRA, 

the confrontational and sexist notion that all women behave in a certain way and want 

certain things from men; that the gender dynamics in existence are favorable to 

women, harmful to men, and that it is the job of women to change the way they 

interact with men, or men will continue to mistreat them. These conceptual categories 

are not forced upon individuals by other members of the community or outside forces. 

They are adopted by the members themselves, incorporated into a semantic identity, 

and function as identity markers. A person voluntarily defines himself as Incel, and 

can, in that identity, gain a sense of purpose, sympathy, and an outlet for his righteous 

ire. Since these identities are derived from pre-existing notions of gender, that is, the 

gender norms of American culture, members of the MRA, and it’s subcultures, are 

united in their sense of being denied something that was promised, as well as their 

ideological framework that justifies pre-existing patriarchal attitudes. This allows for 

the creation of an identity as a member of a persecuted group. The sense of being 

persecuted is apparent in the conceptual framework, as it is dependent on a sense of 

women’s liberation having robbed men of their rightful identity.  

The misogyny and bitterness that permeates MRA forums is an extension of the 

anti-feminist rhetoric found in mainstream society, where such sentiments frequently 

appear in the media when the issue of gender equality is brought up32. The 

combination of perceived persecution and a rigid belief in gender roles accounts for 

                                                
31 An example found on /Braincel: 
https://www.reddit.com/r/Braincels/comments/8pvhrr/people_cant_understand_what_
it_is_like_to_be_an/ 
Accessed September 3rd 2018 
32 See chapter 6 for more on male entitlement and anger. 
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the self-enforcing nature of these communities. Being a member of an out-group that 

sees itself as moral and sensible means that defection is contingent on the loss of 

identity. Since the identity of members is tied into the sense of being right, sensible, 

and special, as stated in the beginning of this chapter, subverting membership 

demands the acknowledgement that how you view yourself and the rest of the world 

may not be correct. And when most of the culture you belong to enforce the notions 

you harbor, it is easy to write off those critical of your community as prosecutorial.  

It is possible to ascertain that, the underlying conceptual framework of MRA 

communities is structured in a way that gives it’s members a sense of themselves as 

men, within the current society that is often perceived as blaming men for the 

oppression experienced by women and other minorities. The language used in these 

communities reveals the underlying framework by describing mythology unique to 

the community, and the power relations believed to exist in society. When members 

of this community describe Chads, or Alphas, or Incels, they invoke a conceptual 

framework in which all these things are meaningful and describe events experienced 

by the members. Adhering to this framework allows for the creation of identity 

categories that provide an understanding of the members themselves in relation to the 

world and their place in it. Members understand that they are men, and that they 

should behave in a certain way, that women behave in a certain way, and while they 

seemingly loathe the system they are a part of, their methods of changing it always 

revolve around the subjugation of women and male dominance, the ultimate 

manifestation of the gender dynamics they are a part of.  

 

 

8.5 Summary 

 
The online MRA communities exemplify the ways in which the internet adapts 

mainstream culture and serves to create insular societies. Due to the communicative 

imperative of the internet, and Poe’s law mentioned in chapter 7, the MRA forums are 

teeming with material written solely from the perspective of men who feel 

disenfranchised. Their collective storytelling, their mythos and concepts, work 

together to create a conceptual framework that empowers these men, enabling them to 

make sense of the reality they inhabit, a reality that promised them one thing, and then 
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gave them another. Their anger and frustration, with women and with the rest of the 

world, has been harnessed in the creation of framework, and the language they 

employ is saturated with this frustration. The terminology of the MRA indicates their 

singular view on women, their dependency on the gender binary, and their need to 

maintain masculinity and strength. Discussions on the MRA forums often appeal to 

logic, science and reason for answers, but the language used is often steeped in 

ideology, serving as evidence of the underlying misogynistic framework. 

While the ambiguity of internet culture is apparent, meaning it is unclear to what 

degree any given statement made on the forums is genuine, what is evident is that, 

murder has been committed by members of these sites. The Isla Vista shooting and 

the Toronto van attack where both committed by men who subscribed to the Incel 

ideology. It is clear that for some, this ideology defines their beliefs, their identity and 

their experiences, and it is for this reason that this thesis strives to investigate the 

underlying conceptual framework of this subculture. While the inherent ambiguity 

must be acknowledged, the common framework from which both members and trolls 

draw, must be explored. In order to understand how this ideology can have such 

deadly consequences, it is paramount to investigate the culture from which it springs, 

which means both investigating online culture, the nature of MRA reasoning, as well 

as mainstream culture and it’s understanding of gender relations. All of these 

combined created the online movement, their forums, framework and terminology 

that we must now contend with.    
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9. Conclusion 

 
The goal of this thesis was to investigate the conceptualizations that serve as 

foundation for male identity creation. By using theories founded on cognitive 

semiotics, it has been possible to examine the language used in the rhetoric 

surrounding gender debates, and thereby discover the underlying conceptual 

frameworks that define the conceptualization of gender in society. This thesis has 

explored how gender functions as a hegemonic system based on the conceptual 

framework we use to define gender itself. The allocation of rights and responsibilities 

within our gender system is derived from our conceptualization of gender. 

Historically, there has always been a notion of gendered differences that massively 

favored the male over the female. With the advent of the feminist movement in the 

past century, these power allocations have begun to gradually shift.  

     Through a linguistic perspective of feminist movement, we can see the way 

concepts undergo change through the gradual redefining of gendered identities. This 

process is slow, as conceptualization isn’t solely a matter of knowledge and opinion. 

Subverting the conceptualization of gender requires a reframing of established gender 

norms through debate, experience, and precedence. The prevailing gender 

mythologies are ancient and constantly reaffirmed in society, making subversion 

challenging, as the feminist movement seeks to counteract the prevailing wisdoms, 

what “everybody knows” and “common sense”. In challenging the conservative, 

bourgeois mindset, the feminist movement has inspired a backlash that persistently 

reiterates the established gender norms. This has led to the creation of the Men’s 

Rights Movement, solely dedicated to the maintenance of gender disparity. This 

movement has created a conceptualization of masculinity that requires the subjugation 

of women in order to be empowered. The men who subscribe to this movement have 

made masculinity a core part of their identity, and it is this identity that determines 

what they consider to be their rights and responsibilities, what they consider just or 

unjust, and how they determine women’s worth.  

     In the current iteration, the Men’ Rights Activists use a conceptualization rooted in 

the idea that women are naturally hypergamous, hyper-sexual, untrustworthy, and 

callous. The online MRA community is rife with language that reveals these 

underlying conceptualizations of gender, and their discussions are rooted in notions 
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that take their ideologies to extremes. Due to the nature of online culture, the sincerity 

of every member’s beliefs is uncertain. What is known, is that the viewpoints shared 

online are derived from the norms that pervade society offline. Whether ironic or 

sincere, community members feel free to share incredibly sexist and misogynistic 

viewpoints that are sure to be taken seriously by some. We know this because 

members of these online communities have committed atrocities in the name of their 

ideology, for example the Toronto van attack mentioned in chapter 8. Alek Minassian, 

the perpetrator of that attack, considered himself an Incel, and, as such, blamed 

women for his lack of sexual experience; blame he ultimately took out on a crowd of 

innocent people. From this, it becomes apparent that MRA online communities, to a 

very real extent, take their ideologies seriously, the ambivalence of the internet 

notwithstanding. Some are in possession of a highly toxic and destructive conceptual 

framework that is focused around misogyny. This thesis has provided tools to 

investigate the conceptual frameworks that serve as foundation for the creation of 

gendered identities, like those of the MRA. By exploring the way concepts exist in 

society as myths, narratives, knowledge, language, and experience, we can investigate 

the way these concepts have changed and what form the argumentation surrounding 

them takes. By understanding concepts fully, we can more easily subvert and change 

them, and thereby be more effective in our pursuit of a just and fair society.  
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