
  
    [image: Death of a Gentleman]
  


  
    
      Death of a Gentleman

      What I’ve learned about being a man after everything fell apart

      
        Psychology that helps you

      

    

    
      
        Lee Hopkins

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: degrees138]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        
          I. Social masculinity

        

        
          
            Chapter 1: Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 2: The road we built for him

          

          
            Chapter 3: The economics of male shame

          

          
            Chapter 4: The diagnosis that almost fit

          

          
            Chapter 5: Two masks

          

          
            Chapter 6: The geography of mental health

          

          
            Chapter 7: The pressure

          

          
            Chapter 8: The grid

          

          
            Chapter 9: Concubines

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Intimate Masculinity

        

        
          
            Chapter 10: The vulnerability swindle

          

          
            Chapter 11: The fatherhood that wasn’t

          

          
            Chapter 12: The talking bed

          

          
            Chapter 13: The second arithmetic

          

          
            Chapter 14: Tuesday

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Appendix: A note for mental health professionals

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lee Hopkins

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Lee Hopkins

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is intended for informational purposes only and should not be used as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. The information contained herein is not meant to be used to make medical decisions or as a basis for self-diagnosis or self-treatment.

      Readers are strongly advised to consult with a qualified healthcare professional, preferably a psychiatrist or clinical psychologist, before making any health-related decisions or taking any action based on the content of this book. The author and publisher disclaim any liability for any adverse effects resulting directly or indirectly from the use of or reliance on information contained in this book.

      Published by degrees138, Adelaide, South Australia

    

  


  
    
      For the men who were told they were broken, and turned out to be running perfectly good software on the wrong hardware, in the wrong country, under the wrong sky.
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      This is a book about men who were trained to manage alone, written by a man who did not. There is a joke in there somewhere, and I have decided to leave it where it fell.

      I wrote it with an AI called Claude. We have done this a few times now, enough books between us that the collaboration has stopped feeling like a confession and started feeling like a working arrangement, which is roughly how I have come to feel about most of my longer relationships.

      Not because the writing was beyond me, and not because I wanted a machine to think for me. I wanted something to think alongside. At sixty-seven, running a nervous system on autism and ADHD in roughly equal and competing measure, I lose the thread of an argument the way other men lose car keys—completely, and usually at the worst available moment. Claude holds the thread while I go looking for the keys.

      The stories are mine. The yellow footprints painted onto the parade ground at RAAF Edinburgh, the financial collapse I have learned not to narrate at dinner parties, the marriage, the children who were never quite mine, the long slow argument with my own mortality—all of that happened to me, not to a language model. Claude has never stood at a urinal performing nonchalance, never been handed the script for manhood at six and told to memorise it, never inherited a father's silence, never woken at 3am wondering whether the deal it was sold was ever real. It cannot inherit masculinity. It can only help me describe the inheritance.

      What it does is sit with a manuscript at any hour without sighing, rearrange a chapter for the ninth time without suggesting I try meditation instead, and point out (gently, which is more than I usually deserve) when I have started lecturing the reader rather than talking to them. It has never once told me to be grateful for my suffering, to find the gift in it, to honour the journey, or to sit with the discomfort. For a book that spends a good deal of its length dismantling that exact brand of advice, this turned out to matter more than I expected.

      And then there is the part the rest of the book turns on. The argument here is that masculine suffering is largely a systems problem, that we built men to need no one and then act faintly surprised when they come apart from the strain of it. I could not have made that argument alone. I tried. The earlier, lonelier drafts were worse, and not for want of effort; they were worse because they were quietly performing the very self-sufficiency the book is trying to put down. A man insisting he wrote every word in heroic isolation, in a book about the cost of heroic isolation, is not a serious man. He is a punchline. I would rather be honest, though on a good day I can manage both.

      There are real questions about authorship buried in all this, and we are working them out as a species with roughly the grace of a toddler meeting stairs. I do not have the answer. What I have is a book I am proud of, written with help I am not embarrassed to name, by a brain that needed the help and is, at long last, allowed to say so out loud.

      The lived experience is mine. The research is real, and checked. The argument is mine. Claude helped me find the words for it in a decade when my own words kept going missing—which, as it happens, is most of what this book is about.

      Cảm ơn Claude.

    

  


  
    
      'I'm not afraid of dying. I just don't want to be there when it happens.' — Spike Milligan
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      The men who taught me how to be a man were doing their best with instructions written for a different country and a different time.
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      Some kinds of suffering are easy to notice. A broken leg tells you, in a register that does not require interpretation, that the leg is broken. A grieving man knows he is grieving. A man who has lost his job, his marriage, or his home knows what has happened to him, even if he does not yet know what to do about it. The suffering is loud. The suffering is dated. The suffering can be pointed at.

      Other kinds of suffering are quieter. They accumulate at frequencies below the threshold of the person carrying them. They do their work over decades rather than over weekends. They are not, in the ordinary sense, events. They are the operating conditions inside which a man has been told to conduct his life, and they are not, on the whole, available to him as objects of attention, because they are the medium he has been breathing.

      Last month, in a hospital in Saigon, a Vietnamese orthopaedic surgeon trained in Germany gave me an injection of a corticosteroid in a 1ml ampoule with Vietnamese writing on the side, and two hours later I sat down to dinner and noticed, with the kind of slow incredulity that arrives when a long-running constraint is suddenly removed, that my back did not hurt. The injection had switched off a chronic lumbar pain that had been climbing the scale for eleven months. That was the part I had been waiting for. The part I had not been waiting for, because I had not known to wait for it, was the cortical bandwidth that came back with the pain’s removal. I had been operating, for the better part of a year, on roughly half the cognitive resources I had previously had access to, and I had not known this until the resources came back. The pain had been eating cognition at a rate I could not see from inside the eating.

      That recognition, sitting in a District 1 restaurant with a glass of chilled Riesling and a plate of something I would later fail to remember the name of, is approximately the book you are about to read. The book is about the kinds of suffering that eat at a rate the sufferer cannot see from inside the eating. The book is about the operating conditions inside which a particular kind of Western man has been told to conduct his life across the second half of the twentieth century and the first quarter of the twenty-first, and what those conditions have been costing him, and why he has not, on the whole, been able to name the cost. The book is about a class of suffering that is structural rather than dramatic, distributed across decades rather than concentrated in events, and metabolised invisibly until something removes it. The book is about what happens after the something is removed.

      WHAT I THINK IS HAPPENING TO MEN

      The clinical literature on male mental health has, for most of my professional career, been organised around the assumption that the symptoms a man presents with are the problem. He is depressed. He is anxious. He is bipolar. He is, in the more recent vocabulary, neurodivergent. The treatments have followed from the framing. Medication for the chemistry. Therapy for the cognition. Support groups for the loneliness. None of these treatments is wrong, exactly. Most of them help, at the margins, for the conditions they are designed to address. What they do not help with, because they were not designed to, is the question of why so many men of my generation arrived at the conditions in the first place, in such numbers, with such similar histories, despite having no apparent shared cause.

      The argument of this book, which I will spend the next fourteen chapters making and which I do not expect you to be persuaded of by this introduction alone, is that the conditions are largely the consequence of an environmental mismatch. Most of the masculine suffering I have encountered in years of clinical practice, and that I have lived through in sixty-seven years of being a Western man, is what happens when a particular operating system is asked to run in environments the operating system was not designed for. The operating system was the one issued to men of my generation, in cultures like Australia and Britain and Canada and the United States and New Zealand, during a particular window of the late twentieth century. The environments are the late-modern Western societies the operating system has been asked to keep functioning inside, across decades in which those societies were transforming faster than the operating system could update.

      An operating system, in this metaphor, is the set of rules a man has been told, by direct instruction and by structural reinforcement, about how to be a man. What to do with feelings. What to do with money. What to do with women. What to do with other men. What to do with the body. What to do with time. What to do with failure. What to do with success. Most men of my generation absorbed the rules without being able to articulate them, because the rules were not presented as rules. They were presented as the way things are. They were, in the strict sense, an ideology, in the way ideologies always present themselves, which is as the absence of ideology.

      The environment, in this metaphor, is everything outside the man. The economy he is asked to make a living inside. The medical system he is asked to manage his body through. The relational structures he is asked to find intimacy inside. The cultural conversations he is asked to make sense of his life inside. The technology that has, in the last twenty years, changed the texture of every one of these. The operating system was designed for environments that resembled mid-twentieth-century industrial-economy nuclear-family suburban Anglophone capitalism. The environments are, on the whole, no longer those environments. The mismatch is the source of most of the suffering. The suffering is then attributed, by the man and by everyone around him, to defects in the man.

      When a clinician of my generation began to look at male mental health through this frame, the patterns rearranged themselves. The depressed men were not depressed because something was wrong with them. They were depressed because they were running an operating system designed for industrial-era visibility in a service economy that had retired the visibility. The anxious men were anxious because the system was designed for predictable threats and was now being asked to manage continuous low-grade uncertainty. The bipolar men, the autistic men, the ADHD men, were, on closer inspection, men whose neurological wiring had always been at the edges of what the standard operating system could accommodate, and who had been compensating with exhausting performances of normality across decades, and who were now collapsing under the cumulative load. The frame, in clinical terms, made sense of cases that the previous frames had not been able to explain.

      CONVERGENT LOAD

      One specific piece of the framework matters enough to be named here, because the chapters that follow will use it. The phrase I have come to use is convergent load. It describes what happens when multiple pressures arrive simultaneously on a system that was designed to handle them sequentially. A man can metabolise a marriage breakdown if his job is stable. He can metabolise a job loss if his family is intact. He can metabolise a chronic-pain diagnosis if his housing is secure. What he cannot, on the available evidence, metabolise is the simultaneous arrival of three or more of these, with no temporal separation between them, while the wider culture is also undergoing accelerated transformation that he has not been consulted about and cannot influence. The convergent load is what kills men, sometimes literally, more often functionally. It is not the individual pressures. It is the convergence. The standard treatments address the pressures individually. The convergence remains.

      Convergent load is not an original concept. It draws on the allostatic-load research conducted by Bruce McEwen and colleagues across the past thirty years, which has documented the cumulative biological cost of prolonged adaptation to stress (McEwen, 1998; McEwen & Stellar, 1993). What I am adding, if anything, is the observation that the load is not random. The load tends to converge along particular cultural fault-lines for particular cohorts of men, in patterns that are predictable enough to be addressed structurally rather than individually. A man whose convergent load is the result of being a particular kind of Western man, in a particular kind of cultural moment, who has been issued a particular operating system that no longer fits the available environments, is not best helped by being told to manage his individual stressors. He is best helped by being shown the system he is running and the environment he is running it in, and then given the small specific tools to consider whether the system might be modified, or whether the environment might be changed, or whether some combination of the two might produce a configuration that does not, on a Tuesday afternoon, slowly kill him.

      This is, in clinical terms, not a particularly radical claim. The person-environment fit literature has been making versions of it since the 1960s. The trauma literature has been making versions of it since the 1990s. The neurodivergence literature has been making versions of it since the 2010s. What I think has been missing, and what this book attempts to provide, is a sustained first-person account of the framework operating inside a single life, by a man who has lived inside both the conditions the framework describes and the recovery the framework predicts. The framework is not novel. The first-person testing of it across a particular kind of Western male life is, on the available evidence, not yet widely available in the form a general reader can engage with. This book is my attempt to make it available.

      THE MAN WRITING

      A few sentences about the writer, because the book is going to ask the reader to follow him through some specific territory and the reader is entitled to know who is doing the leading. I am a sixty-seven-year-old Australian counselling psychologist with twenty-five years of clinical experience focused on depression and bipolar conditions in veterans, four hundred and fifty academic citations in organisational psychology dating from a previous professional life as a researcher, a master’s degree in counselling practice, a personal history that includes RAAF service, financial collapse, intermittent poverty, a failed marriage, a deceased fiancée, a second marriage about to be formalised in Đà Lạt, and a late diagnosis of AuDHD (combined autism and ADHD) which corrected a previous diagnosis of Bipolar II that had been in place for two decades. I have been living in Vietnam for just over a year. I run a small psychology website called MindBlown Psychology and a Substack publication called Quiet Half. I have, in the period since the geographical move, recovered a quality of life that the Australian medical, social, and economic systems had, by sixty, written me off as unlikely to recover.

      The previous paragraph is the kind of paragraph a man of my generation has been trained to deliver early in any account of himself, on the understanding that credentials are the thing that earn the listener’s attention. I do not, in the strict sense, agree with the training. The credentials I have just listed will not, on inspection, be the part of the book that does the work. The part of the book that does the work, if it does any, is the part where the credentials are set aside and the man behind them is permitted to describe what the environment around him has been costing him for forty-four years, and what removing the environment has been giving back. The credentials are there because the genre requires them. The book is there because the genre’s usual offerings do not, on the whole, address what I think most needs addressing about my cohort of men.

      I want to be honest, briefly, about what the book is not. The book is not a self-help book. The book is not a memoir, although it contains memoir material. The book is not a clinical text, although it contains clinical material. The book is not a polemic, although it contains, at various points, arguments I would defend. The book is, in the form that has emerged across the writing, a hybrid: a personal account of a particular kind of masculine condition, interwoven with the clinical and structural frameworks that helped me make sense of it, and offered to other men (and to the women who live with them) in the hope that the framework might be useful to them too.

      The book makes no promises about transferability. The geographical move that turned out to be the decisive intervention for me is not available to most men, and the men to whom it is available do not all want it, and the men who want it do not all find what they were looking for. The frameworks the book uses may or may not fit the reader’s situation. The chapters describe my life, not the reader’s. What the book offers, more modestly, is a worked example. One man’s passage through a particular configuration of suffering, with the structural reasons for the suffering identified, the interventions that worked named, and the residual uncertainties acknowledged. The reader is free to take what is useful and leave the rest.

      HOW THE BOOK IS ORGANISED

      The book has two parts. Part I, Social masculinity, addresses the public dimensions of the masculine condition: the performance pressures the operating system imposes, the economic shame structures it relies on, the diagnostic confusions it produces in men whose wiring sits at the edges, the geographical and environmental factors that turn out to matter more than the dominant individualistic frame suggests. Part II, Intimate masculinity, addresses what happens when a man begins to operate in close relational proximity to another adult, and what the operating system has and has not equipped him to do in that proximity. The chapters in Part I tend to be more structural. The chapters in Part II tend to be more personal. Both parts are doing the same work in different registers.

      The chapters can be read in order, which is how I would recommend reading them on a first pass. They can also be read out of order, on the second or third pass, because each chapter is designed to function as a free-standing essay as well as a node in the larger argument. There is an appendix at the back of the book for mental health professionals who want the clinical framework set out more formally. There is an epilogue. There are references at the end of each chapter, formatted in APA seventh edition, because the claims I am making are claims I want to be able to defend with the literature behind them.

      One small note on the personal material. The book describes my present-tense life in Đà Lạt with a Vietnamese woman who is shortly to become my wife. By her preference, and in keeping with the Vietnamese cultural conventions around privacy in matters of intimacy, she is referred to throughout the book only as my wife, never by name. Other figures in the book are named where they are public figures or where the naming has been agreed. The reader will, I trust, accept the small narrative inconvenience of an unnamed central figure as the appropriate price of the privacy.

      WHAT FOLLOWS

      The book opens, in Chapter One, with a scene from RAAF Edinburgh in 1981. A twenty-two-year-old Australian recruit is standing on a pair of yellow footprints painted on the parade ground, learning the rules of an operating system he will carry around the southern and northern hemispheres for the next forty-four years. That scene is the conditioning event the book then spends the next thirteen chapters inspecting. By the time the reader reaches Chapter Fourteen, the twenty-two-year-old will be sixty-seven, the operating system will have been disassembled and inspected, the environments that produced the conditioning and the environments that produced the recovery will both have been described, and the reader will be in possession of approximately the same information I am in possession of as the writer.

      Whether that information will be useful to any particular reader is a question I cannot answer in advance. What I can say is that the framework has been useful to me, that it has been useful to the small number of men I have shared it with informally across the past year, and that I have come to think it might be more widely useful than my own circle of friends. The book is the test of that hypothesis. The reader is the data the test will be conducted on. I am grateful, in advance, for the time you are going to give me, and I will try, across the chapters that follow, to be worth your while.

      Đà Lạt, Vietnam.

      May 2026.
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      THE CAFÉ

      The two young Australians at the next table are explaining women to a Vietnamese woman who is not sitting with them. She is at her own table, two across, reading a book in Vietnamese and drinking her own coffee, and the smaller of the two men has just called out to her that she should smile more. He says it in English, with the confidence of someone who has not considered the possibility that she speaks four languages and has chosen, at this precise moment, to use none of them.

      The t‑shirt is what gives the game away. Top G. Black cotton, gold lettering, the kind of shirt a man wears specifically so that other men who know what it means will nod at him in airports. The owner is perhaps twenty‑two. His friend wears a gym shirt from a chain that has no Đà Lạt branch, which means he brought it with him, which means he dressed for this trip, which means Đà Lạt has a role in whatever story he is telling himself about the trip.

      I am sixty‑seven years old, sitting in a café I ride my scooter to many mornings, drinking the same coffee I have drunk for the last year, and I realise with the dull certainty of someone recognising an old injury that I know exactly where these two men came from. Not geographically. Geographically they came from, at a guess, somewhere between Parramatta and the Gold Coast. I mean ideologically. Algorithmically. I know which feeds they watched in the three years before they decided Vietnam was a place they would go to find women who had not been, in their phrasing, ruined.

      The woman two tables over finishes her coffee, marks her page with a receipt, stands up, gathers her bag without hurrying, and leaves. She does not look at them. She does not need to.

      The smaller man turns back to his friend and says something I cannot quite hear but can guess the shape of, the small face‑saving adjustment a man makes when a woman has declined to participate in the scene he had written for her. His friend laughs. They are, I notice, drinking expensive coffee. Someone has taught them that expensive coffee is part of the package. That is also in the feed. The feed is thorough.

      I want, very much, to dislike them. It would be clean. It would be satisfying. It would let me leave the café with the moral geometry of the morning intact and a small sense of generational superiority to carry home with my bread stick.

      I do not dislike them. I am suspicious of my own inability to dislike them, the way a clinician gets suspicious when a diagnosis arrives too quickly. What I feel instead is closer to the recognition you get when you see someone wearing a uniform you used to wear, and you know how the uniform feels from the inside, and you know what it cost you to take it off.

      They are customers. Someone has sold them this. And I, for a decade, helped build the shop.

      THE GENTLEMAN IS DEAD

      The book you are reading has a central claim, and this is the chapter where I need to say it out loud, because everything that follows depends on it. The gentleman, that particular construction of masculine identity that was handed to me on the yellow footprints in 1981 and to my father before me and his father before him, is dead. Not dying. Dead. The only question is what rushes in to fill the space.

      The gentleman was a cultural product. An elaborate and mostly well‑meaning one, but a product all the same. He required a particular economy, a particular set of institutions, a particular arrangement of work and family and fraternity, a particular agreement about what the men in the room would and would not do, and when those supports collapsed, he collapsed with them, in the way a trellis collapses when the wall it was leaning against is demolished. The wall was apprenticeships. The wall was unions. The wall was churches that still had congregations. The wall was fraternal orders and men’s sheds and the sort of stable employment that let a man of twenty‑four imagine the rough shape of his sixty‑fourth birthday without laughing. Those walls came down in the final third of the twentieth century, for reasons that had nothing to do with feminism and everything to do with capitalism. The gentleman outlived his infrastructure by about a generation, which is generous by historical standards but not especially useful if you are currently a man.

      Here is the thing no one quite says out loud. The two young Australians at the next table are not nostalgic for traditional masculinity. They never had it. The gentleman was a middle‑class construction with working‑class aspirations attached, and by the time these lads were born the middle class was already being disassembled, the working‑class aspirations were being rebranded as deplorable, and the actual apprenticeship pipeline that used to induct young men into adult labour had been replaced by a gig economy that inducted them into precarious adult lateness. They are wearing the Top G shirt because the gentleman was not offered to them. What is being offered to them is a counterfeit, manufactured in Romania and distributed globally, of a script their grandfathers knew. They have been sold a photocopy of a photocopy of a thing that used to exist, and they are the paying audience for the photocopier.

      The machinery that sold them the photocopy is the subject of what follows. It is worth naming carefully, because the machinery is where the money is, and where the money is, is where the accountability has to sit.

      THE EVANGELIST

      I became a social media evangelist in 2005, which was the right year for it the way 1928 was the right year to start buying stocks on margin. For four or five years after that, I was flown around the world to explain to businesses why they needed to be on Facebook, on Twitter, on LinkedIn, on YouTube. I used words like authentic and conversation and community, and I believed them when I used them, because in 2008 those words described something that actually seemed to exist. I also, for the record, had a PowerPoint slide deck with the word engagement on it in at least three different fonts. I am not proud of this. I documented the arc of that disillusionment more fully elsewhere, after I had finally decided I was done (Hopkins, 2025b).

      I stayed too long. Partly out of habit. Partly out of the hopeful idiocy that whispers, any year now, they will fix it. Partly out of the autistic loyalty reflex that refuses to abandon a system on aesthetic grounds, insisting on evidence, accumulating evidence, demanding still more evidence, until the evidence is so overwhelming that walking away feels less like a decision and more like finally breathing out.

      There was no single moment of realisation. I want to be honest about that because the single‑moment version is a better story, and a worse truth. What happened was a decade of incremental arrivals at the same conclusion, each one a little heavier than the last. The Cambridge Analytica revelations in 2018. The Rohingya in Myanmar. The Kenosha shooter’s Facebook event. Frances Haugen in 2021, sitting in front of the United States Senate with internal documents showing that Meta’s own researchers had measured the damage Instagram was doing to teenage girls and that the company had filed those findings in the drawer marked Do Not Act (Guardian, 2021). The 2014 emotional contagion study in which Facebook had, without informed consent, manipulated the news feeds of nearly seven hundred thousand people to see if they could alter the users’ emotional states (Kramer et al., 2014). They could. They published the finding in a peer‑reviewed journal, as though it were ordinary science rather than the largest unconsented psychological experiment in human history. The peer reviewers, one assumes, were having a very strange afternoon.

      I kept reading the papers. I kept being flown places to talk about conversation and community. At some point the gap between what I was saying on stage and what I was reading at night became load‑bearing. The gap was doing work my nervous system could not sustain. The nervous system, in my experience, is the first to file the complaint that the intellect is still busy rationalising.

      Zuckerberg, I realised somewhere around 2014, was not the nicest man in the room. This is, I grant you, an understatement of some magnitude, roughly equivalent to noting that the captain of the Titanic had made a questionable navigation choice. It is also, for a man of my generation and temperament, the form the realisation actually took, a slow quiet admission rather than a revelation. You do not wake up one morning certain that the chief executive of the company whose tools you have been selling is a man who would sell those tools to a regime committing ethnic cleansing if the engagement metrics were right. You arrive at that thought incrementally, in the way the frog allegedly fails to notice the water heating, except the frog in this version is also on payroll.

      THE COOLING OFF

      Arriving at the conclusion was the easy part. Acting on it turned out to be harder, because the company I had been selling for a decade had, in the years while I was rationalising, spent considerable engineering effort on the question of how to prevent exactly this moment. Not in the abstract. Not for me specifically. For anyone who came to the same conclusion I had, about any of their products, at any time. The answer they settled on is documented, if you know where to look, in the account deletion process itself.

      Here is what it feels like to try to leave.

      You go to the settings menu on Facebook. You scroll. You find the option to delete your account. You click it. Meta, ever reasonable, ever paternal, informs you that your deletion will take effect in thirty days. This is, they explain, a cooling off period. The implication is that you might change your mind. The subtext is that they think you are a person who acts rashly and needs protecting from yourself. This is the same company that ran a psychological experiment on seven hundred thousand people without their consent, but when you try to leave, you are the one with the impulse control problems.

      You accept. You close the tab. You feel, momentarily, lighter.

      Three days later, a friend sends you a message on Messenger. Or perhaps Meta itself emails you with a subject line like, we thought you’d want to see this memory, and the memory is a photograph from nine years ago, of someone you loved who is now dead. You click. Of course you click. The thirty‑day clock resets. Your account is, in Meta’s cheerful phrasing, reinstated. You did not request reinstatement. You did nothing that a reasonable person would interpret as a change of mind. You clicked on a photograph of your dead fiancée. Meta interpreted that click as consent to continue the relationship.

      You start again. You go back to the settings menu. You click delete. Thirty days. You close the tab. Someone messages you on Messenger. Reset.

      I have done this, at the time of writing, four times. Each time I have told myself that this time I will avoid the triggers, and each time Meta has engineered a new one. The company’s behavioural scientists, who I have to assume exist because the system is too thoroughly optimised to be accidental, have decided that a friend’s message is sufficient evidence that you wish to remain reachable, and that a nostalgia‑bait email is sufficient evidence that you wish to remain engaged. Neither of these propositions would survive thirty seconds of adversarial questioning by an ethics committee. Neither has ever been tested by one, because Meta does not submit its product decisions to ethics committees. Meta submits them to engagement metrics, which measure only whether you clicked, not whether clicking cost you anything.

      I wonder, often, how legal this is. I suspect the answer is that it sits in the grey zone where most of Meta’s worst behaviour sits, technically defensible under the terms of service that nobody reads, morally indefensible by the standards of every profession that deals with consent as a concept. My own profession, counselling psychology, would strike a practitioner off the register for a tenth of what Meta does as a matter of routine Tuesday operations. A psychologist who contacted a client during a stated disengagement period, using emotional content to re‑establish contact, would lose their licence, their professional indemnity, and possibly their car. Meta has built a business on the technique and a market capitalisation larger than the GDP of most actual countries.

      I also know, with the dull certainty of someone who has given up expecting otherwise, that Meta does not care how I feel about this. I am not the customer. The advertisers are. I am the inventory.

      This is the consumer‑facing expression of the business model. What it looks like when you, personally, at your laptop, at ten o’clock on a Wednesday, try to exit. What it looks like from the other side, the regulatory side, the side where lawyers and data protection commissioners have access to internal documents and subpoena power, is an accumulation of fines, settlements, and admitted violations that together describe something the platforms have been doing at scale, to everyone, for twenty years. The dead fiancée and the nostalgia email are not aberrations. They are policy.

      THE ARCHITECTURE

      It is worth being specific about what the platforms have done, because vague claims about social media are part of the problem. Vague claims let the companies hide behind the word ‘complicated’, which is what companies say when they would prefer you to lose interest before you reach paragraph three. The claims are not complicated. They are documented.

      Meta paid the United States Federal Trade Commission five billion dollars in 2019 for privacy violations connected to Cambridge Analytica, in which the data of up to eighty‑seven million users was harvested without meaningful consent and used to target political advertising during the 2016 election and the Brexit referendum (Federal Trade Commission, 2019). The fine was the largest privacy‑related penalty in United States history. Meta admitted no wrongdoing, which is what companies say when they have paid five billion dollars but would prefer not to be quoted saying why. I have written at length elsewhere about the wider pattern of Meta’s data practices, which is worth reading if you want the extended version of this argument with the receipts attached (Hopkins, 2025a).

      The other penalties form a quieter chorus. Meta was fined four hundred and five million euros by Ireland’s Data Protection Commission in 2022 for allowing children aged thirteen to seventeen to have their phone numbers and email addresses displayed publicly on Instagram, in a design decision that had no plausible justification other than the one it served, which was growth (BBC News, 2022). The company paid six hundred and fifty million dollars in 2021 to settle an Illinois class action alleging that Facebook’s photo‑tagging system had collected biometric facial recognition data without consent (Reuters, 2021). Frances Haugen’s 2021 Senate testimony, and the internal documents now known as the Facebook Papers, demonstrated that the company’s own researchers had found Instagram worsened body image for a significant proportion of teenage girls who already had body image problems, that the company’s algorithms amplified divisive and extremist content because that content produced engagement, and that proposed fixes had been rejected or delayed because they would reduce user growth (New York Times, 2021).

      Every one of these findings is a matter of public record. Every one of them has been settled, admitted, or documented in filings. None of them has meaningfully changed how the company operates. The fines, in every case, were smaller than the quarterly profit. A regulatory system in which fines are smaller than the profit of the behaviour being fined is not a regulatory system. It is a licensing fee, and a fairly modest one at that, of the sort a mid‑sized restaurant pays annually for the right to serve alcohol, then writes off against the cost of doing business.

      There is a legal scaffold that makes all of this possible. In 1996, the United States Congress passed Section 230 of the Communications Decency Act, which shields platforms from liability for content posted by their users. Section 230 was written in the era of the bulletin board and the early web, when the argument was that small platforms could not be expected to police every posted message, and where the alternative was a chilling effect that would strangle the emerging medium at birth. That argument made sense in 1996. It has not made sense for at least fifteen years. The platforms are no longer passive conduits. Their algorithms are engineered to amplify whatever keeps users on the site longest, regardless of what that content does to the user or the culture. Section 230, as the American writer Mike Underell put it recently, gives the platforms legal cover to do nothing, and they are taking it (Underell, 2026).

      The Australian reader should note that our own framework is only slightly less permissive. The Online Safety Act 2021 gives the eSafety Commissioner takedown powers for specific categories of harm, and the Basic Online Safety Expectations require platforms to produce transparency reports, but neither regime establishes the kind of publisher‑grade liability that would actually shift the platforms’ commercial calculus. We rely, in practice, on the platforms deciding to behave, which is to say we rely on a mechanism with a twenty‑year track record of not working and showing no signs of acquiring one.

      And then, while I was writing this chapter, the mechanism with the twenty-year track record did something it had never done before. Within a single week in March 2026, two American juries found against the platforms on precisely the ground the platforms had spent three decades insisting was unavailable. First, a jury in Santa Fe found that Meta had wilfully breached New Mexico's consumer protection law by misleading families about how safe its products were for children and by failing to protect minors from the predators its own design had made reachable, and ordered the company to pay three hundred and seventy-five million dollars (CNBC, 2026). Days later, in Los Angeles, a jury found Meta and YouTube negligent in the design of their platforms, the first time either company had been held legally liable for building a product engineered to addict the children using it (CNN Business, 2026).

      The Los Angeles verdict is the one that matters for the argument I have been making, because of how the lawyers got there. Rather than argue that any particular post was harmful, which is the territory Section 230 was written to shield, they argued that the architecture itself was the harm, that a thing built to be addictive is a defective thing in the way a car built without brakes is a defective car, and that the company that built it is answerable for what it built. By aiming at the design rather than the content, they walked around the statute instead of trying to climb over it, which is the move I have spent this section insisting the law should permit and the platforms have spent thirty years insisting it forbids (NPR, 2026). The damages were small. Six million dollars, split between two companies whose combined market value would need a calculator with a wider screen than the one on my desk. But the case was chosen as a bellwether for thousands of others still waiting, and the lawyers running it are openly studying the playbook that turned the tobacco industry, across a single decade, from a thing no court would touch into a defendant (NPR, 2026).

      I want to be careful with the hope, because hope is the product the platforms have sold most profitably, and I have been wrong before about whether the year in front of me was the year the wall came down. Both verdicts are under appeal. A bellwether is a forecast and not a settlement, and the distance between a jury's finding in Santa Fe and a measurable change in how Meta builds Instagram is measured in years, in appeals, in the budgets of corporate legal departments, and in the patience of families who are running short of it. But until that week in March, the road I have described in this section was a road no court had ever found anyone responsible for paving. It has now been found, twice, by ordinary people sitting in two different states, that somebody chose to build it and knew what the traffic would do. That is not justice for the two men at the next table, who are downstream of all of it and reading none of it. It is the first sign I have seen in twenty years that the people who laid the road might one day be asked to account for where it goes.

      THE ACADEMY

      A note before this section. It covers sexual violence, including the organised online coordination of it. A reader who already knows too much about this does not need to read the next five paragraphs to understand what this chapter is arguing. The rest of the chapter will still make sense if you skip to the catalyst section.

      In late March 2026, CNN published the findings of a months-long investigation (Vandoorne et al., 2026) into a coordinated online network whose explicit function was the sharing of methods, videos, community advice, and the kind of mutual encouragement that organised criminal networks have historically required a clubhouse to maintain, for men who wanted to drug, rape, and otherwise assault their wives and partners without the women knowing. The coordination happened in a Telegram group called ‘Zzz’, which had nearly 1,000 active users before it went dark. The Zzz group sat downstream of a much larger general-audience pornography site, Motherless.com, which logs around sixty-two million visits a month and which hosts more than 20,000 videos under so-called ‘sleep’ tags. The investigation documented men filming their own attacks, uploading the footage, commenting on each other’s work, trading what the network euphemistically called tips, and generally building the kind of camaraderie around a violent crime that in any other context would be called a criminal conspiracy but that here was called a community.

      A coordination group of one thousand men sitting downstream of a porn site with sixty-two million monthly visits is not a fringe. It is a small specialist seminar room in a building that gets considerable foot traffic. Somewhere in the stack of sites those men visited on the same day, there were almost certainly advertisements, and somewhere behind those advertisements there were almost certainly programmatic buyers, and somewhere in the data trail there were almost certainly platforms tracking the behaviour of those users for other purposes, which is to say that the network was not hiding. It was visible to anyone whose business model involved looking.

      Sixty‑two million visits in a month is not a fringe. Sixty‑two million visits in a month is a large mid‑tier content vertical. I mention this not to shock, which would be cheap, but to name the logical endpoint of the architecture described in the previous section. A platform economy optimised for engagement, freed from publisher liability by a thirty‑year‑old American statute, populated by algorithms that promote whatever keeps users on the site longest, is an environment in which a rape academy is not an aberration. It is an emergent property. It is what happens when you build an ecosystem in which outrage, dominance, contempt for women, and a particular kind of grievance‑coded male loneliness are all reliably engagement‑positive signals, and you refuse to treat the engagement as evidence of harm until someone else has spent months assembling the paper trail.

      Mike Underell, an American writer on Substack whose newsletter Mind the Gap has been one of the more honest voices on men’s responsibility for what men do to women, makes the point I keep returning to. Not engaging is a choice (Underell, 2026). Staying silent is a choice. Continuing to host a man who has been indicted on charges of rape and human trafficking while he builds an audience of a million subscribers on your platform is a choice. The choice is made by specific people. In Substack’s case, those people are Chris Best, Hamish McKenzie, and Jairaj Sethi, the three men who run the company. They are choosing. Their choice has consequences for women they will never meet, in part because the culture in which those women live is shaped, at the margins, by what the platforms decide to amplify and what they decide to leave alone.

      This is the road. This is the infrastructure. This is the apparatus that, in 2026, delivered Andrew Tate to Substack’s bestseller list.

      THE CATALYST

      Andrew Tate is, by his own description, a success coach. He is, by the description of Romanian prosecutors, a man facing charges including human trafficking, rape, and forming an organised criminal group, charges he denies. He is, by the measurable evidence of his content, someone who has made a career of telling lonely young men that women
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