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tacted me in alarm after hearing her teen-
age son being told “feminism is cancer” by 
another player as he engaged in an online 
video game. And their hatred spills offline 
too, with around a hundred people world-
wide murdered or seriously injured by 
men with connections to these ideologies 
in the past decade alone. 

CALLING THEM OUT
Don’t be quick to dismiss groups like incels 
(men who are angry about women refus-
ing to sleep with them) as a few fringe
oddballs. The reality is very different. 
These are communities known for arguing 
that rape should be legalised, that men 
should punch their wives to keep them in 
line and that women should be kept as 
sexual slaves. Their philosophy has been 
quoted in the 2014 Santa Barbara massa-
cre that saw six killed, as well as the 2018 
Toronto van attack that took the lives of 
10 pedestrians.

But rarely do we label their actions for 
what they really are: terrorism. Rarely do 
we talk about this form of hatred as a 
kind of extremism. We don’t refer to the 
journey taken by these men as ‘radicalisa-
tion’. Just like we don’t take it seriously 
when women are abused online. We are
so used to misogyny that we don’t see it 
any more, it’s just a part of life. But it’s 
time to open our eyes. Women deserve to 
feel safe online, as well as in their homes 
and on the street. Instead of seeing these 
as separate battles, we need to connect 
the dots and start recognising the offline 
impact. And just like in the ‘real world’,
instead of  blaming victims, it’s time to 
take a long, hard look at men who hate 
women instead.  n
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I  t might start when you wake up, as I 
have, to an email from a man who 
fantasises about your murder, de-
tailing which weapons he would use 

to slice you open and in which order. Later 
in the day, a tweet chillingly delivers a 
message saying you will be raped at a spe-
cific time. They tell you they are watching 
your house. Your pulse quickens, you try  
to stay calm. When you go out later, you 
can’t help glancing over your shoulder. 
You try to take up less space online, you 
post less often, you share less of your work 
on platforms where it might get noticed.

Add to that the background noise: Why 
didn’t you just log off? What were you  
expecting? Don’t feed the trolls! But how 
different is this from other forms of victim 
blaming? Why was she wearing a short 
skirt? Why did she go out alone at night? 
Wasn’t she asking for it? Online, as in real 
life, we are quicker to shame and blame 
women for their conduct than to focus on 
their abusers. 

We would prefer to teach women a 
magic formula to follow for safety than to 
try and prevent harassment from happen-
ing in the first place. But centuries of rep-
etition have proved that these strategies 
don’t work. If an entire gender is to be re-
stricted because of the problem of sexist 
abuse, shouldn’t it be the gender carrying 
out that abuse? Why not ration men’s use 
of particular social media sites? That, of 
course, would be seen as an infringement 
on their liberty and their right to freedom 
of speech. But who is thinking about the 
freedom of speech of the thousands of 
women forced offline, actively silenced by 
the abuse of online trolls and harassers?

TRUE STORY 
For millions of women and girls around 
the world, many of whom have contacted 
me through my Everyday Sexism Project 
to tell me their stories, online abuse is a ter-
rifying daily reality. The last UN Report on 
cyberbullying found that globally, women 
are also 27 times more likely to be harassed 
online than men, and after experiencing 
such abuse, half of them hesitate to engage 
in social media debates. 

A 2020 study by Amnesty International 
India found that nearly 100 Indian women 
politicians faced abuse, including rape and 
death threats, on social media during  
the elections last year. Between them, 95 
women received almost a million hateful 
tweets between March and May alone.  
We like to think of what’s online as sepa-
rate from ‘real life’, but the increasing use 
of the internet to enable and complement  
real-life harassment, stalking, and assault 
is far from harmless.

THE REAL THREAT
I’ve spent a year researching groups of men 
who invest thousands of hours blogging, 
vlogging, communicating, and agitating in 
the cause of misogynistic hatred. From  
so-called ‘men’s rights activists’ to incels 
(the involuntary celibates), from pick-up 
artists to ‘men going their own way’, the 
internet is home to a huge, interconnected 
web of men who share one thing in com-
mon: they detest women and they want to 
convert others to the same ideology. 

Membership of these communities is in 
the hundreds of thousands. It spans the 
globe. They actively work to groom and 
radicalise younger boys, finding vulnerable 
new recruits in gaming forums, using 
‘ironic’ jokes and memes as gateway drugs 
to snare naive teenagers. One mother con-
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As we spend more time on the internet, 
rape threats and revenge porn have 

become a rite of virtual passage. Feminist 
writer Laura Bates tells us why it’s time 

to call out the online misogynists
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