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The Manosphere [man–uh–sfeer]:a loosely affiliated network of masculinist websites, blogs and online forums.1

‘Only by being terrible do they avoid being comic.’

C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves
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PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

This book began life in 2006. I didn’t know it at the time, but as I wandered around a Starbucks in Leicester Square, London, I was mentally rehearsing the first chapter. I was about to be thrust into what is today called the manosphere.

Back then, the manosphere consisted of men teaching other men how to transform themselves into objects of female desire. The gurus claimed to have distilled seduction into a science, and through the transmission of ‘pick-up’ lines were ready to impart this knowledge to paying customers. A weekend of embarrassment ensued as I tested out my newly acquired material in London’s bars and nightclubs.

Two decades on and the manosphere is the same but different. It’s still about performing, albeit for other men – documenting how successful one is online for the male gaze. Women are one of the spoils of a successful performance of masculinity. This book is about what these men think and why it matters.

As I argue in these pages, I have come to view the manosphere as part of a wider marketisation of male insecurity. Throughout I trace the mechanics of how masculinity influencers reel young men in by hammering away at their self-doubt before presenting themselves as saviours and guides. Having convinced young men that there is something wrong with them, they deliver the sales pitch: Buy my course to solve all your problems. Thousands of online content mills vibrate with a similar message: You may be a loser, but I am giving you the chance to be a winner. We give this material the benign label of ‘content’ when really it is advertising.

Fear is the background noise of the manosphere. Fear of emasculation. Fear of infidelity. Fear of being invisible. Fear that feminism has denied men access to their birthright. Fear, fear, fear – everything is cloaked in it.

The manosphere may be seen as a morbid symptom of the suffusion of market logic into every aspect of modern life. As usual, the clue is in the language. Masculinity influencers talk darkly of a ‘sexual marketplace’ and a ‘dating economy’ in which men must embody certain saleable characteristics in order to succeed. Life is viewed entirely through the prism of getting rich. Dominance, status and crippling levels of productivity render a man ‘high value’. From there, one is expected to set about acquiring the decorative adornments that go along with it, including women.

For many young people, insecurity already sits uninvited at the table. We know from research that social media can make women feel insecure about their bodies. Yet the same is increasingly true for men. A 2025 study published in Psychology of Men & Masculinities found a rise in the number of adolescent boys using anabolic steroids to achieve the muscular physiques idealised in the media. If nobody feels like they are good enough anymore, perhaps that’s because they’re not supposed to. Unhappy people make for pliant consumers. During the analogue age, self-help hucksters sold their wares in the classified ads of top-shelf magazines. Thanks to social media, where the illusion of success is often indistinguishable from the real thing, their charismatic heirs can enchant young men with telegenic brio and portrayals of a luxurious lifestyle. (As with other pyramid schemes, the wealth on display is not the product of any business acumen but of the guru’s ability to extract money from a credulous audience.)

In writing this book, I tried to capture an emotional landscape – the contours of a world men are increasingly having to navigate when they venture online. I wrote from my own experience and tried to relay that of others I met along the way.

There is rarely a clean separation between ‘good men’ and those who end up radicalised into the manosphere. If only it were that simple. Unless one subscribes to the view that some people are born ‘bad’ – in which case there’s little point in thinking deeply about any of this – we are obliged to reflect on what it is that draws men into this world. Usually, there are a variety of factors at play, some personal to the individual, others downstream from wider social forces. But understanding means exploring the issues with an open mind instead of writing people off as beyond reproach.

The subculture’s influence on the mainstream is subtle but insidious. Instances of manosphere-inspired killings are mercifully rare (I write about some of them in this book). Yet for every act of extreme violence, there are many more instances of abuse, coercion and corrosive thinking that are given licence by the subculture’s misogynistic doctrines.

Take the 80/20 rule, namely the idea that 20 per cent of men are monopolising 80 per cent of women. According to recent polling by Ipsos, 53 per cent of men aged 16–24 believe that ‘the majority of women are only attracted to a small subset of men’. Half of men in that age group (51 per cent) also believe that society has ‘gone so far in promoting women’s equality that we are discriminating against men’. Almost without us noticing, some of the conspiratorial beliefs found in the manosphere have steadily gone mainstream.

Smartphones are the vehicle through which the manosphere circumvents other forms of socialisation – parents, teachers, approved role models – to cultivate its appeal. When I was at school, being ‘cool’ was synonymous with possessing whatever action figure or branded item the market had deemed essential. What makes smartphones different is that the commodity itself is the beginning rather than the end of the story. ‘We look through them into the infosphere,’ as the philosopher Byung-Chul Han writes in Non-things, his 2022 book on the transformation of everything into information. Logging on to the internet these days feels like browsing a sales catalogue of low repute. Search engines try to drag you away from the things you are searching for; social media generates conflict and intrigues; dating apps get rich from perpetual singledom.

And this is the more respectable side of the internet. It’s easy enough to find oneself in the slipstream of something worse. To go online now is to be one step removed from the cult-like theories I explore in this book.

Governments are, belatedly, beginning to acknowledge the problem. Across Europe and in the UK, there have been consultations on age limits, social media bans and the harms caused by algorithmic recommendation systems. Australia has gone further, announcing a ban on social media accounts for under-16s. Yet the platforms have proven far more agile than regulators, and the manosphere continues to do brisk business.

Late in 2025, I received a text from one of the ‘red pill’ entrepreneurs profiled in the following pages: ‘Your book is gay and no one cares.’ It neatly captured the temperament of the culture I had been documenting.




PART 1

The Blue Pill

‘As social life becomes more and more warlike and barbaric, personal relations, which ostensibly provide relief from these conditions, take on the character of combat.’

Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism, 1979




1

BODY COUNT

Leicester Square, London, March 2006

‘What’s your body count?’

‘Two,’ replies a diminutive man who has recently introduced himself as Dan. He has a gaunt and ghoulish look and his bony shoulders sag down and inwards as if he wants to shield his solar plexus from the outside world. His voice is barely audible above the hum and clatter of the coffee shop.

‘Louder,’ says the instructor with an imperious gesture of the hand. There are four of us sitting round the coffee-stained table. The two men either side of me are wide-eyed and alert. My own hands feel hot and clammy. There is a sense of trepidation among our little group as the instructor takes turns barking the question at each of us. When he reaches me his eyes narrow; he is looking for signs of low status, categorising me based on the thousands of clients who have come before. And then the question:

‘What’s your body count?’

‘One,’ I reply before surreptitiously scanning the faces of the other men for signs of laughter – a self-conscious tick I’ve internalised over the years.

This is the first time I’ve been asked for my ‘body count’. I briefly wonder if I have inadvertently walked into a serial killers’ meet-up. And yet this is the agreed rendezvous point: Starbucks, Leicester Square, 7 p.m.

The men sitting next to me don’t look like serial killers, if there is a ‘look’. Adam is in his mid-twenties and has high cheekbones, an expensive-looking tan and a carefully coiffured chestnut bouffant that bounces when he talks. He has on a light-blue, button-up shirt and his cloying aftershave mixes incongruously with the smell of cappuccino. He has a job in finance, which is precisely where you’d place him if you were to take a guess.

Sitting next to Adam is Bruce, a stocky white South African with brown curls cropped neatly into a short back and sides. Bruce is also in his mid-twenties and is smartly dressed in a sleeveless puffer jacket and stone-coloured chinos. Though a little on the short side, Bruce is conventionally good-looking. He works in sales and peppers stories of his dating exploits with industry patter. A woman’s phone number is ‘put through the funnel’ before he ‘handles her objections’. If things go well he ‘closes the deal’. He says he hopes this weekend will be a ‘game changer’ for his dating life.

Adam and Bruce boast of double figure ‘body counts’. Dan and I look on deferentially as they reel off a succession of seedy anecdotes. Both men have always been good with ‘girls’.1 But as far as they see it you can always get better.

According to the seduction community’s template of the world, a woman’s most important trait is her physical beauty, which can be rated on a scale from one to ten. When ‘Tux’ asks Adam and Bruce what their dating goals are, both say they want to meet ‘the genuine nines and tens’.

I decide early on that I’m going to stick closely to a third student, whose social deficiencies make me feel less self-conscious about my own. Dan is twenty-two years old and ghostly pale. He struggles to hold eye contact and has jittery body movements. He is a man of few words, though this is a by-product of social paralysis rather than enigmatic mystery. When he does speak there is a nasal voice that resembles the sound of a leaky gas pipe. He possesses an energy that sucks the air out of the room.

Dan and I feel an immediate kinship. Tux on the other hand has identified Dan as the runt of the litter – i.e. as the lowliest member of our little group. ‘What makes you think some little hottie in the club is gonna want to choose you?’ he asks Dan pointedly. Dan gives a hangdog look, writhes in his chair and looks at the floor in ponderous silence. Adam and Bruce’s downfall comes when they open their mouths. Mine and Dan’s comes when we don’t. Instead we look on in awkward silence, our nervous laughter ringing out pathetically as the other men banter.

Each of us has spent nearly £2,000 to be here. This is how much it costs in 2006 to learn how to be a pickup artist. We’ll be spending the weekend with Tux, one of the best in the business. Tux is short for tuxedo, which is purely metaphorical: he has on a black dress shirt that sits snugly under a charcoal grey blazer, and black jeans. The moniker is a pseudonym intended to communicate an aura of debonair sophistication. Tux’s skills with women are legendary in the community. His fans say he combines the smoothness of James Bond with the wit of Oscar Wilde. And he does exude a certain narcissistic blasé, rumoured to be the afterglow of hundreds of successful conquests: the seducer’s aura.

For the next three days and nights, Tux will be our guru and guide. We will do as he says, however ridiculous or terrifying this initially sounds. The instructors are reprogramming us with a new belief system and it is incumbent on us to suspend any lingering scepticism for the duration of the weekend. It’s apparently for our own good.

Tux is a conspiracy theorist. He believes in the existence of a secret society that 52 per cent of the population are part of. Of that 52 per cent, 50 per cent are women and 2 per cent are men. Of that 2 per cent, 1 per cent are gay and the other 1 per cent are sexually attractive ‘alpha males’. This is the real world according to Tux’s employer Real Social Dynamics, a company that makes its money teaching the hapless 48 per cent how to mimic the traits of the sexual elite of ‘alphas’ and ‘naturals’. Boot camps like this one are supposed to begin the process of rewiring our neural pathways through repetition until the performance becomes natural. Tux is a member of the 1 per cent and he’s going to elevate us to his level.

The pickup forums2 encouraged men to steer clear of the mainstream media – to avoid, say, the radio lest it brainwash you with its steady diet of gooey love songs. It was important not to let your newly discovered faith be shaken. According to Tux, everything we have been told about male–female dynamics up to now – by family and friends, by films and soap operas, by popular music – has been a lie. We’ve been brainwashed by a society that wants us only to conform and consume. The soppy advice to buy women flowers and being a nice guy? Propaganda to keep us soft and passive. Tux brings a fist crashing down on the table as his speech reaches its rhetorical climax. Other Starbucks patrons look over quizzically as they file past clutching their mochaccinos and flat whites. Tux’s speech has stirred something in us. Ready to break away from their world, we stare back at their blank and complacent faces with feelings of supercilious contempt.

*

It’s 8 o’clock and we’ve been sitting in Starbucks for nearly an hour. Through gaps in the condensation on the windows we see partygoers stagger across damp cobbles. They mingle effortlessly as if guided by a social instinct that is unfamiliar to at least two of us on this side of the glass. I look on with a tightening feeling in my stomach. Several times on the walk over to Starbucks I nearly went back to my hotel off Trafalgar Square. My head swam with rationalisations as to why it would be no great shame to retreat, order room service and accept my fate. And yet bravely I have soldiered on. An hour later and the warmth of the coffee shop has become congenial. It’s the prospect of mingling with the crowds that scares me.

Suddenly Tux receives a message on his Nokia 3310 and pivots hurriedly towards us. He clasps his hands together, wraps his arms around us and ushers us towards the exit. ‘We’re here to get girls, guys. It’s time to step up,’ he bawls in an Australian drawl. He gets a chant going with Adam and Bruce as he ushers us out of the coffee shop. ‘RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW... RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW... RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW.’

Dan and I join in, reluctantly at first but with more gusto until we’re bellowing the words into the night air. A group of Chinese tourists cautiously files past. They glare at us and we try to look menacing. ‘RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW,’ we chant as they hurry through the doors to join their tour party. I laugh with the other students and feel vaguely powerful as I do.

It’s bitterly cold out on Leicester Square, a clear and crisp night lit up by a moon that’s flaring in the sky like a white-hot coin. We’ve been told to do warm-up approaches while we wait for the other instructors to arrive. At first we look around gravely, each of us waiting for someone else to take the initiative. I look at Dan whose countenance is wearing the most desolate expression I have ever seen.

All of a sudden, Bruce has darted off in the direction of three women in their early twenties; this is what the pickup artists call a ‘three set’. The women are wearing stiletto heels, miniskirts and tight-fitting jackets pulled over even smaller crop tops. Bruce moves towards them, loops round and comes back again to position himself so he’s approaching the group diagonally from the front. He stops momentarily and bounces from foot to foot, exhaling deeply as he gets ready to go in. The vapour on his breath is visible as he starts the preamble for his opener. ‘Ex... cuse me...’, ‘Ex... cuse me,’ Bruce says while tapping one of the women gingerly on the shoulder as if touching something scalding hot. Straight away, a mass of blonde hair swivels round and two eyes scan Bruce up and down. The woman’s upper lip begins to curl and retract, exposing a set of luminous white teeth. The blonde turns back towards her two friends and eye-codes them before the group starts to slowly edge away from Bruce. The entire scene unfolds in a matter of seconds. Even after the brush-off, Bruce continues to unload a fusillade of scripted one-liners at the women. He seems oblivious to the fact that it isn’t working, like a fly stupidly bashing itself against a windowpane. When the group is nearly out of sight, Bruce turns around and trundles back towards us pursing his lips. ‘Did you open them?’ asks Adam. ‘Negative,’ says Bruce. ‘I didn’t talk loud enough.’ Bruce is shaking his head. ‘Fuck, I messed up man. Fuck!’

We awkwardly slap Bruce on the back and tell him ‘great job’. We tell him that rejection doesn’t matter – that it’s just a game like Tux said in Starbucks. And yet I feel profoundly disconcerted by the scene I’ve just witnessed. The camaraderie of the coffee shop has been replaced by a grim and solemn atmosphere. Bruce wears a horrifying grimace on a stricken face that appears to have collapsed in on itself. He reaches for a cigarette with a hand that’s visibly shaking. First blood of the night has been drawn. I try to put the episode to the back of my mind.

Bruce has performed what the pickup artists call a ‘cold approach’ (this contrasts with a warm approach, which is when a woman has given some indication that she wants to be approached). The cold approach requires a single-minded willingness to potentially embarrass yourself in the hope that if you repeat the process enough times, proficiency will be attained. It’s called the ‘game’ because viewing the process like a video game is supposed to make it easier and take the sting out of rejection.

Pressure is now on the rest of us to start approaching. Since leaving Starbucks I’ve been floundering. I pretend not to see women passing right beside me. I notice imaginary boyfriends or AMOGs (alpha male other guys) who I tell myself will unleash violence on me if I talk to their girl. I dismiss almost every woman I see as not my type – as too old, too young, too fat (‘she’s just a five, bro’); as wearing too much make-up; as probably not able to understand English anyway – as if someone in my position can afford to be choosy.

I resolve to do my first approach before Tux comes back and catches sight of me standing around shivering. That’s when I spot a potential ‘target’: a woman in a white dress with a black and gold sash draped over her shoulder. She’s trailed by a small group of slightly inebriated women, all wearing different outfits but each with the same black and gold sash flopping diagonally across the body. I hesitate for a moment and then I hear Tux’s admonition ringing in my head – ‘RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW’.

I’ve rehearsed this moment dozens of times in the mirror at home. Yet despite knowing what to do on a theoretical level, my feet remain planted to the spot. My brain is pulling me in two different directions. On the one hand I want to break through the anxiety and stop feeling like such a coward. At the same time I want to run away. Amid this indecision, I begin to question whether the circumstances that brought me to Leicester Square this Friday night are as bad as I’ve been making them out to be. Maybe fate will take care of my dating life if I give it its proper due? That’s when it hits me: I’ve paid nearly £2,000 to be here. In Starbucks, Tux had talked about how our ancestors had killed giant mammals with their bare hands and fought in bloody wars. Why then was I petrified of women? The answer wasn’t easily forthcoming – though my body seemed determined to remind me of its verity: despite the sub-zero temperatures I can feel droplets of perspiration running down the back of my neck. After a minute or so of mental torment, I decide that the women in the hen party are not good enough for me. They’re too prettified and bimbo-ish; we wouldn’t have anything in common. I feel superior to them in some ill-defined way – yet still I want them. I bounce from one foot to the other, my skin clammy and grey. A sense of resignation washes over me. I catch the eye of an Alsatian dog standing on the cobblestones next to its owner; it glances over mournfully at me and we briefly lock eyes; then it too turns its head away in disgust.

*

In 2006, pickup artistry is a multi-million-dollar industry. Whether you want to add more notches to your bedpost or find a girlfriend and fall in love, the industry’s gurus claim to have the secret formula that can induce any woman to fall under your spell. All it takes is a willingness to hand over your money, memorise some canned material and head out to the bars and clubs to practise on unsuspecting women.

I blame the American writer Neil Strauss. Pickup artists went mainstream the previous year largely thanks to Strauss’s book, The Game: Undercover in the Secret Society of Pickup Artists. An overnight bestseller, The Game would go on to sell two and a half million copies. Strauss, a journalist for Rolling Stone and the New York Times, had immersed himself in Los Angeles’s seduction community. The resulting book has piqued the interest of libidinous men the world over. Thanks to The Game, seduction boot camps are in high demand in cities across the world.3 Ask a pickup student how they first discovered the subculture and the reply inevitably comes: ‘I read The Game.’ Not only have the students on this boot camp read it but they have studied it, scrutinised it and imbibed every piece of dubious wisdom contained within its pages. Published in a sleek black imitation leather cover with gold typeface, their copies are defiled with thumbprints and scribbled notes. The contents of the book are treated with a reverence usually accorded to the words of kings or prophets. The Game is a holy book and this boot camp, I suppose, is our pilgrimage.

Though ostensibly an investigation into an unusual subculture, the book doubled up as a scintillating male fantasy told through the concupiscent antics of Strauss’s alter ego, Style. Strauss hadn’t simply investigated the community – he’d ‘gone native’, becoming a venerated pickup artist in the process. The book produced by the experience was a rags-to-riches story transposed on to the world of sex. It was also a vade mecum for the aspiring pickup artist: an instruction manual through which the reader could learn the revelatory techniques that Strauss had uncovered during his two-year stint in the community. The chapters of The Game were even arranged in the chronological order in which a seduction was supposed to go down, from Step 1: ‘Select a Target’, to Step 5: ‘Isolate the Target’, to the most horrifying of all, Step 10: ‘Blast Last-Minute Resistance’.

The Game had added a carnal twist to the traditional hero’s arc. Strauss had gone on an adventure, learned a lesson, won a victory, and then returned to his old life with his newfound knowledge. Throughout the book, Strauss leans heavily on his purported ordinariness prior to discovering the pickup scene. He describes himself in the opening chapters as a short, balding and malnourished-looking man with beady eyes and a nose too big for his face. Yet by rehearsing the scripts and techniques imparted to him by Mystery – a charismatic pickup artist from Toronto who claimed to have distilled seduction into a step-by-step formula – Strauss is able to overcome these physical shortcomings and date a spectacular array of beautiful women. Eventually the student manages to surpass the master and Strauss’s new friends vote him the world’s number one pickup artist.

For a book that would inspire thousands of would-be Casanovas, The Game’s opening sequence is less than hopeful. The story begins with Strauss checking Mystery into a Hollywood psychiatric facility. His mentor is suicidal following a break-up with his latest girlfriend. Meanwhile, Project Hollywood, the mansion that Strauss and the other pickup artists had hoped to turn into something akin to the notorious Playboy mansion, has degenerated into ‘a madhouse’. Doors are smashed off hinges and used condoms float around in a filthy pool. Moreover, the men who live there have come to hate each other.

The scene is presented by Strauss as a dark portent of things to come. Having immersed himself in the pickup community for two years, Strauss reaches the belated realisation that building your life around the pursuit of one-night stands is hollow and soul-destroying. The pickup artists may have been able to make a drunken woman giggle at a nightclub, but when the scripted material ran out, their contrived personas imploded. Women rarely stuck around once they realised they were dealing with losers. Strauss’s final love interest in the book drives the point home by giving him an ultimatum: retire his pickup alter ego or lose her. ‘I want you to just be Neil: balding, nerdy, glasses and all,’ she tells the writer.

Had Strauss not spent the intervening four hundred pages mesmerising male readers with a puerile account of sexual conquest, these hints at a deeper self-awareness might have felt genuine. Yet as with the quotes from celebrated feminists that Strauss decided to place at the beginning of each chapter, such well-timed nods to remorse and contrition felt like an attempt by the author to have it both ways: to retain his journalistic credibility and – should the book be poorly received – leave enough space to wriggle out of any unfortunate associations.

Whether or not The Game really had started life as a journalistic endeavour – Strauss insisted that it had – its author had decided to go all-in on the techniques he had purportedly set out to expose. Once the commercial success of The Game was assured, Strauss quickly released his own three-volume guide to picking up women. The book consisted of autobiographical stories, scripted routines and a thirty-day instructional programme. Strauss had claimed in the closing chapters of The Game that ‘to win the game was to leave it’. Yet he would spend the next few years flying around the world teaching the very material he claimed to have outgrown. As for the rest of us, we wanted to know what it was that Style – Strauss’s irresistible alter ego – possessed that we didn’t.

*

Tux saunters out of Starbucks carrying a flat white. As he does so he makes a sidelong glance at two brunettes walking by. When he returns his attention to us, the remnants of a strange leer are plastered across his face. ‘How you getting on, boys?’ he asks. We mumble various noises in the affirmative.

Tux informs us that the club of choice tonight will be Tiger Tiger, a venue in Piccadilly spanning two floors. It’s a popular nightclub with tourists and Tux assures us it’ll be target-rich. Most pickup artists I’ve spoken to don’t enjoy nightclubs. Underneath the smooth patter they are nerds who would rather be at home playing Xbox or watching the Discovery Channel. But nightclubs are where many of the most beautiful women hang out. They are also a discomfiting environment in which to talk to people, which means they are good places to practise the game. In a club, you are competing with alcohol, loud music and bright lights. You are competing with people who are cooler than you, more attractive than you. If you can nail the art of the approach in a nightclub you can do it anywhere. You’re also less likely to ruin your reputation there. Chatting somebody up in the club isn’t frowned upon like it is elsewhere.4 Moreover, the nightclub has no memory. However badly it goes, there’s a good chance you’ll be quickly forgotten. The nightclub is therefore the perfect place for us to make utter fools of ourselves.

As we approach the venue, Tux makes us split into pairs. Dan and I hang back as the others march ahead. The big clubs aren’t keen on groups of men rolling up because of the heady mix of alcohol and testosterone.

The queue for Tiger Tiger is enormous. It’s so long in fact that I have ample time to run through every possible failure scenario in my head. Worse, when we do finally reach the front, the arm of a bouncer – a granite monolith of a man – shoots out mechanically, halting my forward momentum. Affronted by the crumpled T-shirt I have on underneath my blazer, he makes a grunting sound and fixes me with a grim and serious stare. Fortunately, Tux intervenes, informing the gum-chewing beefcake that my name is on the guest list.

It’s mayhem once we get inside. Women with heavily painted faces and tiny dresses yell and raise their glasses high in the air as the DJ plays a track by Shakira. Men in collared shirts teeter past sloshing jars of lager. Lights pulsate and the music makes the floor vibrate. I cower a little. The gears in my brain start grinding away. I don’t belong here. Everyone is smiling and laughing at some joke I’m not privy to. It’s only a matter of time until I’m exposed as an interloper. I feel acutely aware of my limbs: the jerky movements of my legs and my arms hanging awkwardly by my sides. The club is like a panopticon, ready to enact its unforgiving judgement on my ungainly bearing.

Seeking sanctuary, I find the bathroom and dive into a toilet cubicle. I then proceed to linger around the sinks for a bit before elbowing my way back through the crowds to the bar. I stop off to buy a beer which I quickly drain. I then catch sight of the one person I am trying to forestall my introduction to: my instructor. I see him by the dance floor, head bobbing and foot tapping to the music. He also sees me. ‘Hey, man,’ he says enthusiastically through a toothy grin. He sticks out a hand and introduces himself as Ox. He seems friendly. He’s from Cuba originally and has flown in from Barcelona where he lives in exile from the dictatorship that rules over his homeland. He’s thirty-seven, has chin-length brown hair and is wearing a tight-fitting white T-shirt with ‘De Puta Madre’ across the front in striking yellow typeface. His accent is strong but endearing. Ox is highly respected in the community for his skill on the dance floor and what he calls ‘getting physical’. He tells me to ‘treat every girl as if she is a child or your little sister’. Before I have time to ask any questions about this instruction, Ox puts his hands on my shoulders and spins me vertiginously in the direction of two brunettes standing by the bar. They look deep in conversation but Ox says this is just my brain looking for excuses not to go over. ‘Look down, look what you have... your organ is a spear,’ Ox shouts into my ear. ‘Be the prize,’ he rasps, before gently shoving me towards the bar. His breath smells strongly of aniseed. I make eye contact with Dan as I set off in the direction of the two women. We look at each other with a stricken lucidity.

*

I mainly encountered two types of men in the community. I will call them The Manipulator and The Dabbler. The Manipulator tended to view all social interactions as a means to an end. He was more or less indifferent to most ethical considerations that might arise during an interaction. Women were viewed as inanimate objects who responded in predictable ways to scripted stimuli. The Manipulator probably represented about a quarter of the men I encountered in the pickup scene, though possibly less (a disproportionately high number of instructors fitted this mould). Taking to heart the advice of certain self-help gurus, The Manipulator clinically audited those around him, expelling from his life anybody (friend, relative or partner) thought to be holding him back. Those who crossed paths with The Manipulator were unfailingly assessed on the basis of how much ‘value’ they were bringing to the table.

The Dabbler occupied a more ambiguous place, morally speaking, than The Manipulator. He might become a Manipulator with time (over a period of months or years perhaps) but he didn’t usually start off that way. Most men in the community were dilettantes. They found the pickup material and briefly experimented with it before forgetting about the community once they had found a woman who liked them. The one thing pickup did have going for it was its insistence that men had to put themselves out there. A lot. They had to go out to ‘target-rich’ environments four nights a week and approach x number of women. Over and over again. Statistically speaking, this alone hugely improved the chances of meeting someone. And then, later on, when they were quietly getting on with their lives, The Dabblers probably realised that it was them – and not the pickup lines – that had got the girl. And then they forgot all about it again.

As for me, I was a Dabbler, but then most of The Manipulators probably said that. All I knew was that flirting was a foreign language to me. In 2006 I was almost certainly sexist by today’s standards. But then, to depict the pickup community as uniquely sexist might be to let wider society off the hook. The 1990s and 2000s were the era of publications such as Loaded, Maxim, FHM, Nuts and Zoo. Women were typically presented as either sexual gratification or as ‘ladettes’: parodies of men without the economic power. The tabloids of the day even featured surreptitious paparazzi ‘upskirt’ shots of female celebrities.

And yet it was also true that the pickup community could take the leering masculinity of the day and turn it into something worse.

*

Nobody is entitled to sex; however, it is not unusual to wonder why some men have it while others don’t. This felt like an especially pertinent question when I was in my early twenties. Aged twenty-three, it had become clear to me that an urgent change of course was necessary. The alternative – of rotting away at home until I finally expired in a mouldy armchair – was too horrifying to contemplate. This was probably me catastrophising a bit. But still, I shuddered at the prospect of going through life having to deal with scorn or pity for want of a girlfriend.

In societies conforming to traditional dominant male stereotypes, sex and romance were usually seen as the domain of women. Moreover, as a man, there was a tawdriness about asking for help. It is true that both men and women are judged on how much sex they have, albeit rather differently and on an unequal footing (women have it significantly worse). Whereas it can be socially lethal for a woman to be having lots of it, the sexless man by contrast is usually treated as an object of mirth. Indeed, the ‘forty-year-old virgin’ is a stock comedic character whose lack of potency is thought to betray some Darwinian inadequacy. Complaining only risks compounding this unenviable social position. Better instead to resign oneself to the fact that some have it – whatever it is – and
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