""No one cares about men's problems'": what
draws young men to the manosphere?

Grete Maria Avent

In recent years, I have increasingly found myself repeating the same
mantra whenever I raise the concern in newspaper columns or on social
media that an ideological gap is emerging between teenage boys and gitls
in Estonia. This pair of words may sound like an exaggeration to some,
but behind it there are numbers that cannot be overlooked. There are also
those who see every such discussion merely as another attempt to divide
society or impose "gender ideology". Unfortunately, the facts speak for
themselves — the situation is serious.

The latest Civic and Citizenship Education Study showed that 49% of 15-
year-old boys in Estonia believe that men are better political leaders than
women. According to the same study, almost a quarter of boys believe
that women should stay out of politics altogether. The 2021 Gender
Equality Monitoring also showed that attitudes in favour of traditional
gender roles have suddenly started to spread among boys in the youngest
age group (15-29 years). Among other things, their views were at times
more patriarchal than those of the general population or of men on
average. The 2024 Hurobarometer survey also showed a similar trend:
compared to the results of the whole of Europe, Estonian men are the
least likely to believe that men also have something to gain from gender
equality. On the same issue, there are also large gaps between boys and
girls in the younger age group (15—24 years): only 46% of boys believed
that gender equality would also benefit men, compared to as many as 74%
of girls in the same age group. According to these studies, gitls in this age
group are becoming increasingly liberal. The problem is not only relevant
in Estonia. A similar shift in attitudes can also be observed globally.

Let it be mentioned here immediately that conservative or traditional
attitudes — also those concerning close relationships and family life —
should not be prohibited, provided that they are applied in a relationship
with the consent of both partners and without hurting each other.
However, it 1s worrying when such worldviews are accompanied by the
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oppression of women, unhealthy notions of masculinity and femininity,
and a general hatred of anything that differs from the norm of a white
heterosexual man.

From sexism to misogyny: what's the difference?

Although the word sexism is probably familiar to many, its meaning still
causes confusion for people today. It is a perception or behaviour that
expresses a negative and stereotyped attitude based on a person’s gender.
Alongside sexism, there is increasingly talk of misogyny these days.
Whether you are young or old, many people have never heard of such a
term. It is an ideology that can be compared to racism or anti-Semitism,
and which justifies and maintains the lower status of women in society.
Misogyny can be expressed through gender discrimination, violence
against women, but also through belittlement of women. Misogyny is
directed specifically against one gender and always carries violence —
including the desire to cause, justify or normalise it.

Manifestation of misogyny in society

Even now, sexist statements reach a large audience with relative ease.
Alongside this, misogyny has increasingly gained attention, especially on
social media. For example, my TikTok account created for an experiment
began recetving misogynistic content from the algorithm after just 45
minutes of scrolling. In some cases, this time is even shorter. Inevitably,
such views also reach young people who use social media daily and spend
most of their free time there.

Of course, it would be easy to say that young people see all kinds of crap
on social media, it doesn't mean that it affects them in any way. But it
does. The results of the aforementioned study are a good example of what
exposure to misogynistic content on the internet, among many other
factors, has led to. Let's take the influencer Andrew Tate, for example. He
is a former kickboxer who is now known as a lifestyle advisor for men. In
addition to how to be a "real" man, Tate also teaches how to “get”
women, make a lot of money, and generally dominate as a man in society.
He came to the attention of many already a few years ago when his videos
suddenly gained a lot of views on TikTok. For example, in 2022, videos
related to him were viewed more than 11 billion times. Most likely, they



ended up on the feeds of quite a few readers' children, classmates,
neighbours, friends or acquaintances.

Andrew Tate, however, is the tip of the iceberg. Online communities that
post similar content are collectively referred to as the manosphere. They
focus on men's perspectives and problems, and for the most part, blame
them on women. Content creators who influence men in the manosphere
are manfluencers. There are thousands of guys like Tate in the
manosphere, all of them with one goal — to make as much money as
possible. However, Andrew Tate is a good example of how the
manosphere seeps beyond those dark corners of the internet where
"normal" men do not end up. The content of the manosphere emphasizes
the usual fears and insecurities of men and is structured in such a way that
the viewer has no choice but to watch and listen to the video until the
end. Provocative messages such as "real men don’t eat sushi" or " it is
acceptable to beat women if they provoke it themselves" attract attention
and act as a magnet that can attract even those men who don't agree with
these ideas.

So, who are these men? To answer this question, I wrote my bachelot's
thesis ""Conservative Gender Attitudes of Young Men in Estonia on the
Example of Andrew Tate's Followers". The goal was to find out which
young men follow Tate and what their perceptions of gender,
relationships, politics and the world are. I also wanted to better
understand the Andrew Tate phenomenon and why certain internet
personalities have such a strong influence on young men. With the
knowledge gained from my bachelor's thesis, I started working at the
President Kaljulaid Foundation, where I lead the Red Pz// initiative, aimed
at young men like my interviewees. The goal of the initiative 1s to refute
the harmful narratives of the manosphere and to find common ground
between people who have drifted apart ideologically. This is also discussed
in this article.

"It's not quite okay what's going on these days"

Since a worldview generally underpins all other beliefs, it was especially
important to explore the interviewees’ political views. Regardless of
whom they elected, the interviewees defined their political preferences
mainly through traditional views. Personal freedom and freedom of
speech were supported, but from a more conservative perspective. The
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young people were convinced that their political identity was somehow
more correct and well-thought-out than that of liberal people. In some
cases, the young men were also very negative or sceptical about the
current world order.

Silver (21): "... Democracy is just a scamy democracy doesn't exist anyway. [...] In
general, freedom of speech does not excist in the world. People don't choose anything. |...]
Obviously, it's all a scam. These are the puppets, well, as it doesn't matter who rules,
because those who control the world, they don't show their faces anyway. Everything
happens according to their damn decisions anyway."

The interviews were conducted in the spring of 2023, immediately after
the Riigitkogu [the Estonian parliament] elections, which were
characterised by strong confrontation between liberal and conservative
political forces. The interviewees were strongly influenced by the rhetoric
used during the elections. Six out of ten young men were in favour of
conservative parties, two were more liberal, and the rest did not vote or
did not express a preference. Supporters of conservative parties cited their
strong messaging as the reason: restricting immigration, traditional family
values, increasing military capability and opposition to the LGBTQ+
community. They also flirted with conspiracy theories, such as the claim
that election results could not be trusted because they were rigged.
However, the LGBTQ+ community was seen as a threat by all
interviewees, regardless of whom they voted for. They talked about the
impact of drag queens on children, pronouns and "turning gay". This
reflects the strong influence of the English-language media space: the
young men considered even those topics that are insignificant in Estonia
problematic.

The worldview of young men shows that although we exist in the same
political landscape, at the same time we are seemingly very far apart from
each other. However, it should be remembered that not all of the
interviewees were in favour of conservative parties. This shows that
misogyny and harmful gender attitudes are not characteristic of just one
narrow type of person. On the contrary, even the so-called most ordinary
or seemingly liberal man can carry these views.



"A woman must depend on a man"'

The interviews began with a question about how the young people define
what, in their view, constitutes a ‘proper’ man and woman.

Almost all interviewees saw the role of a woman through a deeply
traditional prism: a man must earn money, protect the family and home,
and be a decision-maker — a woman, on the other hand, is someone who
depends, submits and adapts. Some phrased it softer, some more directly,
but the message remained the same: there is no need to seek balance,
because the laws of nature have already set it. Supposedly a woman is
simply better off if her life depends on a man.

Even in the mildest wording ("[...] /Zke the sun in my life"), misogynistic
notions shone through in the words of the young men. It is important to
understand that these young men did not only talk about their personal
relationships. Their assessments carried a broader view of the world,
where differences between men and women are inevitable and deviating
from them is out of the question. If a man 1s strong, then a woman must
be weaker. If a man is in charge, a woman submits. If a man 1s rational, a
woman is emotional.

Women's emotionality was precisely the trait by which they were
categorised in both the public and private spheres. The interviewees were
able to interpret the emotionality that is stereotypically attributed to
women in a positive way, seeing it as a strength that makes them good and
caring mothers and partners. When I asked them to describe women, they
mainly used expressions that could also describe a mother figure: caring,
loving, instructive. At the same time, the interviewees did not consider
being a mother to be a special achievement.

Jasper (18): "If the husband is working all the time and the wife is sitting at home,
then she could take care of the children and matke sure that the house is tidy and the
food is on the table and..."

At this point, attention must be paid to Jaspet's use of language. "Sitting
at home" refers to the notion that work done at home, including raising
children — which 1s seen as primarily a woman’s responsibility — is not
considered a real effort. This further emphasizes that young men's
understanding of women was based on the image that women were



incompetent and of little value, for whom fulfilling a natural role did not
seem like an achievement, but something simple and self-evident.

If necessary, women's emotionality could also be used against women,
seeing it as their weakness and thus justifying the preservation of their
lower social status. Women were not seen as particularly smart, rational
or capable of reasoning. Caring was quickly framed as "hormonal", which
makes women unable to control their emotions and makes them
unsuitable leaders and politicians. For example, it was believed that
women could accidentally start a war during their period because they are
so unstable.

Violence was woven into all the young men’s gender attitudes. Pushing
women into roles that steer them toward being homebound mothers, to
deprive them of the opportunity to be more, was clearly aggressive. The
interviewees made it clear that women were designed to fulfil this one role
and that any deviation is not acceptable. Of course, there was no shortage
of statements justifying physical and psychological violence. Several
interviewees described situations where women themselves provoke men
and how women should occasionally be "thrown out of the house" to
punish them for bad behaviour.

The young men also had specific requirements for men, what the right
man should be like. Here, too, a very traditional image of masculinity was
followed. The interviewees found that the man must be dominant,
rational, head of the family and the primary breadwinner. In addition, it
was mentioned in several cases that the appearance of the right man must
also meet certain standards. In particular, men should definitely not be
overweight, wear glasses, or at the same time be excessively skinny or frail.

Several interviewees described masculinity as constant effort and torment.
"A man must always do what he is supposed to do, even if he doesn't
want to." This was basically what all the interviewees claimed, each in a
different wording. Such a worldview leaves no room for failure or
weaknesses, which are natural to every person. In a way, it's no wonder
that the manosphere has such a strong effect on young men. It promises
simple answers to life's difficulties: hard work, control, and strict discipline
will fix everything. In reality, however, this deepens an internal crisis that
they do not dare to talk about out loud.



"If T hadn't found Tate, I would have probably hanged
myself”

The boys' confusion and unanswered existential questions are a fertile
ground for embracing extreme ideas. Young men who have been brought
up in such a way that uncomfortable topics are not discussed at home or
among friends are left alone with their worries and start looking for
solutions elsewhere. Andrew Tate is a good example of how young people
stick to his views like velcro, because he gives the impression of being a
person who is interested in their problems.

The first contact of all the interviewees with Andrew Tate took place on
social media, either through an algorithm or through common interests,
especially in connection with martial arts. At first, he left an unpleasant
impression on some of the young people. However, thanks to the
algorithm, more of Tate's thoughts and insights reached their feed. This
made the young people, in a way, get used to him.

To understand Tate's phenomenon, you must understand that not all his
videos are about women and their belittlement. On the contrary, he
mainly focuses on lifestyle. The interviewed young men, in several cases,
pointed out that thanks to discovering Tate, they have gotten out of a self-
destructive and unhealthy routine. They exercised more, ate healthier, and
consumed fewer substances, such as drugs and alcohol. Tate also helped
young people cope with mental health problems. All the young men
mentioned that Tate's importance lies primarily in his ability to motivate
men and guide them onto the right track. If someone whose lifestyle you
admire suggests taking better care of yourself, you probably will
However, the changes the young men made in their lives improve daily
well-being in any case. So, it's easy to start seeing Tate as an idol whose
teachings suddenly become commands.

In addition, the interviewees were impressed by Andrew Tate's
personality. Young men considered him intellectual and a good speaker.
Among other things, they were inspired by Tate's childhood: he grew up
in a poor family with a single mother. It can be assumed that the young
men were able to identify to some extent with Tate's so-called ugly
duckling story, which is why almost everything he says was taken as truth.
But Tate's phenomenon is not just about his teachings. Several
interviewees defined masculinity through materialistic values: a man must
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be the one who earns the most money in the family, and for a man's image,
it is equally important what he does with that money. Tate's lifestyle,
which includes glamorous vacations, beautiful women, expensive cars,
and watches, was something that also captivated the interviewees. Several
young men expressed hope that in the future they would also attain the
same wealth as Tate and considered his lifestyle to be extremely masculine.

Several interviewees said that Tate's beliefs have circulated in their minds
for a long time and finding him only reassured them of being on the right
track. Statements that the young men did not agree with were dismissed
as humour. All the interviewees were able to excuse even the most
aggressive quotes from Tate, pointing out that his words are often taken
out of context and that Tate does not hate women, but on the contrary,
he wants to protect them.

It is difficult to say whether Tate was the first person to teach young men
that women and men should conform to traditional gender stereotypes.
Some young men probably thought this way even before they met Tate,
but his violent rhetoric, that focuses on insecurity and fears, only
reinforced their understanding that to regain their position of power in
soclety, men must show women their place.

Silver (21): ""The thing is, Tate has lived fifteen years longer than me and has more life
excperience in many things, [....] His views are more fixed, and he seems to have a better
grip on these views. |...] So he's helped me with my own views, like... 1've found myself
more thanks to that, what I like, 1've been able to make my views clearer, put more
into words. Structure things more for myself. 1t has helped me a lot. Guided me in the
right direction."

Tate offers young men something that is undoubtedly important in their
late teens and early twenties: a community that thinks like them. It was
also very important for the interviewees that thanks to Tate, they now feel
that they are part of something bigger, the societal value of which the
people have yet to understand. Because of the community, which gives
young people a sense of belonging, the young men find it easier to justity
Tate’s actions and statements criticized by the broader public. In the eyes
of the young men, Tate is like a martyr whose goal is to restore “proper”
masculinity and femininity, yet he is constantly worked against. Especially
at a time when Andrew Tate and his brother are accused, among other
charges, of human trafficking and sexual violence. The interviewees
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mentioned on several occasions that they would be willing to participate
in protests on Tate's behalf and stand by him to the very end.

Girls find freedom, boys find insecurity

When presenting the results of the thesis, the listeners are often shocked.
Are we really surrounded by young men who see the world in such tones?
I personally have considered the results of this research to be self-evident.

I often reminisce about my teenage years, when my worldview began to
take shape. Of course, I was influenced by social media, where I found
myself, essentially by chance, amid feminist and pro-equality ideas. I
realized very quickly that as a woman I no longer must base myself on the
role traditionally assigned to me but can choose for myself who I want to
become. At the same time, it cannot be claimed that opposing views on
social media went unnoticed. However, growing up during major social
changes, such as #¢ #MeToo movement, prevented me from engaging
with them for too long. The freedom that feminism offers was almost
addictive. Why should I believe anything else at all?

But what do teenage boys see and hear? On the one hand, there is now
more emphasis on the so-called positive masculinity. There is a great deal
of discussion about men's mental health and the problems they face —
issues that society should address collectively. At the same time, the ideals
of traditional masculinity with narrower boundaries have not been
completely eradicated. It is still believed that a man's main goal in life
should be to make money, that it is not appropriate for men to show
excessive emotion, that men should not be weak. This inevitably causes
confusion in the boys. If they are presented with two completely opposite
concepts of being a man, how are they supposed to know what to choose?
Especially when they feel that, regardless of who they are, a negative
reaction awaits them.

Kristo (22) "[...] This masculinity is advertised as if everything is accepted, so to speak.
That you can be very emotional, feel the way yon want, do things if you want to. |...]
But like, as much as it is imposed or said that everything is okay, then actually we see,
we feel that if you are like that, then inevitably you are not so attractive to women
anynmore."



Boys between two fires

Boys’ inner turmoil is easily exploited by the manfluencers who make
money from it. They offer young men simplified explanations and ready-
made solutions: you are unhappy and confused because you have been
deprived of the power that should belong to you.

If there hasn't been a single person in boys' lives who genuinely talked to
them about growing into a man or provided a positive role model — nor
anyone to help them see that traditional masculinity can be restrictive, not
liberating — then it's no wonder that in the desire to hold on to the myth
of "male power", they seek support from those who promise quick
answers. This is how many boys are caught in the sway of narratives which
do not help them understand the wortld better but rather amplify
confrontation and fear of losing something that has never truly been taken
from them.

The more boys adopt aggressive and restrictive notions of masculinity and
femininity, the more often they will encounter sharp backlash.
Considering the already established ideological divide between boys and
oirls, it is clearly difficult to find a common starting point on sensitive
issues related to identity. Especially when the guys themselves say things
like "Men want a clean partner who hasn't been on every sausage like Heing's
ketchup”. 1t is unlikely that girls — or boys with different values — would
react sympathetically to such comments. Inevitably, this causes defiance
and resentment in the boys. While online manfluencers assure them that
lost power can be regained by force, in real life they quickly realize that
this attitude does not work. This widens the gap: boys feel excluded, girls
teel attacked, and there is less and less room for honest dialogue.

Open dialogue as an olive branch

Work with young men’s attitudes cannot end with the completion of this
thesis. These ten interviewed young men can represent only themselves,
not all men who may share similar views. Even in this small sample, it was
clear that Andrew Tate's supporters could not be considered a
homogeneous group. In addition to supporters of conservative parties,
there were also more liberal people among the interviewees. There were
young men with basic education, but also several young people with
higher education. It is also worth bearing in mind that the interviews were
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conducted in 2023. We cannot draw definitive conclusions based on
interviews from two years ago, even if there is sometimes a temptation to
think that the work is now done. Instead, it is important to start an open
dialogue with people on the other side — without prejudices, fears and

labelling.

When conducting the interviews, I had the opportunity for the first time
to engage in long and open conversations with young men whose
wortldview is completely different from mine. The difference is not limited
to party preferences — several of the young men did not even consider it
appropriate for me to speak as a woman, let alone to study at the
university. In order to conduct these conversations without getting
personally hurt, I had to consciously prepare myself mentally to remain
neutral and open. The interviewed young men also experienced
something similar. Several of them said at the end of the interview that I
was the first "normal liberal" they had ever truly spoken with. Maybe 1
was also the first person who honestly asked them what they thought
about world affairs and then really listened to their answers.

At the same time, these young men should not be considered excessively
infantile. Yes, many of them come from broken families, have
experienced the loss of a friend to suicide, or have been deprived of the
care and love they needed and deserved. However, this cannot be used to
justify extreme and violent views about women or gender roles in general.
If young men are able to excuse school shootings, violence against
women, or the restriction of women's freedoms — let alone justify the
oppression of men — they need immediate and systematic attention. At
the same time, it is not right to automatically label young men with such
a worldview as monsters. There are people who seriously believe that the
solution would be to put Tate supporters and other like-minded young
people “away somewhere” so that we would no longer hear from them.
In fact, it would only create an even more fertile ground for the belief that
soclety is working against them — and radicalisation would grow even
faster in the shadows.

Young people's questions must be answered

It is important for society to speak openly about topics concerning what
it means to be a man. Boys should also find clear and reliable answers to
uncomfortable questions. Knowing that you are not alone with your
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thoughts provides a sense of security, and sometimes it is enough not to
fall into the traps set by manfluencers.

Red Pil/1s an initiative that works on offering more positive alternatives to
extreme gender attitudes. We have created a safe space both on social
media and online, focusing on the experiences and feelings of young
people themselves. Our goal is not to condemn even the most insecure,
"stupid", or for some, offensive questions, but to offer young people the
opportunity to express their thoughts honestly. For example, the Red Pi//
has received stories discussing men's sexual behaviour, gender roles that
society has not yet eradicated, and concerns affecting the emerging
generation of men. The authors of all these stories are men. Through these
experiences of young people, we challenge the narratives of the
manosphere that harm both men and women.

There is no such thing as a "right" man or a "right" woman — there is no
single template according to which you should adjust your life. Everyone
can decide for themselves how they want to express themselves, how to
act and what to be like. It is important that we do not hurt each other or
impose our chosen behaviours on anyone. If a man wishes to be the
primary breadwinner for his family and follow a more traditional role, it
does not mean that all men should live the same way. And if a woman
prefers to dedicate herself to a career rather than focusing on children,
this in no way makes those who dream of being a stay-at-home mother
wrong. The manfluencers known on social media are only interested in
making money and often do not themselves meet the standards they have
set for men. Being guided by their opinions is no way justified, no matter
how "brilliantly" they are expressed.

The picture emerging from both studies and interviews shows that the
wotldview of young men does not change without a backstory. It is
shaped by unanswered questions, uncertainty, the need for belonging, and
society's inability to offer them a space where masculinity can be
interpreted safely and diversely. If we do not create this space, it will be
tilled by manfluencers and the manosphere, which offer simple answers
but deepen divides and attitudes prone to violence. We cannot push
young men aside or label them monsters because of their views—any
more than we can justify harmful and dangerous beliefs. The only way
forward is to really listen, talk and offer alternatives that are not based on
tear or hostility, but give young people a sense of security and the
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opportunity to grow into people who do not have to prove themselves
through strength, control or anger. A healthier society starts with healthier
conversations — especially those that have so far been feared to have.

About the author

Grete Maria Avent works at the President Kaljulaid Foundation, where
she initially led the Democracy Academy and now heads a project aimed
at reducing misogynistic attitudes among young people in Estonia. She
holds a bachelor’s degree in sociology from Tallinn University. In her
thesis, she studied the attitudes of young men who support Andrew Tate.

More information on the topic (in Estonian):

® Website of the Red Pill initiative,
® Research report of the Praxis think tank (2024) "Alpha males and
little flowers: Normalization of misogyny and sexism in Estonian

media "
e Article by Kaarel Lott, Maria Murumaa-Mengel and Raili Matrling
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