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Abstract 

In recent years, a group known as “Incels” has caught the public eye. The group consists of 

men who believe themselves to be in “involuntary celibacy”, without the means to ever find 

a sexual or romantic partner. The community is predominantly based online, organized in 

networks and forums, where a worldview consisting of anti-feminism, sexual determinism 

and a hatred of modern society thrives. But why is the community successful, and how does 

so many men end up on the forums? In this thesis, the mechanisms of the incel-forum are 

examined by conducting a netnography on one of the larges incel-forums, incels.is, and 

evaluate the findings through a sociological lens. With this perspective, it is possible to 

understand incels as a societal phenomenon rather than something unique and 

individualistic; because even though incels are unusual in their extreme rhetoric and actions, 

the mechanisms that influence them are not. By understanding incels within the specific 

context of love and sex in modernity, where romantic and sexual relationships have become 

an important source for a sense of self-worth and romance and sexuality is in a state of 

anomie, the level of misery expressed by members of the group becomes understandable. 

To combat this misery the power of groups becomes evident, where the expressions of 

control, status within the group, establishing group borders and creating a sense of 

belonging all contribute to protecting and strengthening the community. For incels, the 

forum becomes a place where meaning is created. In a state of anomie, incels reject society 

and turn to retreatism, where the group becomes the place where they create their own set 

of strict rules and morals for the members of the community to follow.  
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1. Introduction 

“The Incel Rebellion has already begun! We will overthrow all the Chads and Staceys! All hail 

the Supreme Gentleman Elliot Rodger!” 

These are the words posted by twenty-five-year-old Alek Minassain shortly before he drove 

a van into a group of pedestrians in Toronto, killing ten people and wounding sixteen 

(Manne 2020). When writing about incels, it is tempting to start here, at the extreme; the 

horrors of mass killings, or in the more eye-catching ideas expressed by the group, like the 

suggestion that state-funded sexworkers should be provided for men who can’t find a sexual 

partner. Both aspects are important when studying incels, but in order to understand how 

the more extreme parts of the movement come to be, we also need to examine how people 

get there and what makes the group successful as a community. At its core, the incel 

community consists of men who are unable to find a sexual partner, despite expressing the 

want for one (Ging 2018, Glace, Dover & Zatkin 2021). Members of the community often 

express a sense of entitlement (Manne 2020) which leads to frustration and hatred towards 

a society which gets the blame for not providing the opportunity for finding sex and love. But 

why do these men come to these conclusions, and how can we understand them ending up 

in such a pernicious community? 

1.2 Empathy walls 

How does the wall keep us free? 

The wall keeps out the enemy 

And we build the wall to keep us free 

That's why we build the wall 

We build the wall to keep us free 

Why We Build the Wall - Anaïs Mitchell 

During the last few years, the term incel has become more commonly integrated into 

everyday language. Nowadays, the term is sometimes used as a shorthand for an aggressive 

and spiteful man who just needs to get his act together and ‘love himself’ rather than wallow 

in self-pity on the internet, whining about not being able to find a partner. This way of using 
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the term mirrors how the users of the incel believe others view them in that the focus is 

solely on the individual. Incels often expresses how the outside world tells them that they 

only have themselves to blame; they should be trying harder, find their own joy or just stop 

feeling so entitled. While I agree with the idea of individual agency influencing where people 

end up, I also believe that this way of describing people who are clearly suffering can build 

yet another empathy wall. If we put the blame solely on the individual, we are in some way 

implying that they deserve their suffering.  

Empathy walls makes it difficult to get a deeper understanding of the inner workings of 

incels, since the walls can make us feel indifferent or even hostile to those who hold 

different believes than ourselves (Hochschild 2016). So the question becomes: how do we 

examine groups whose perspectives lies so far away from our own, without constantly 

hitting the empathy wall? 

In this study, I want to move away from the subject focus of the individual and view the 

position of incels not as merely an personal failure, but as a form of social integration within 

a community with strong bonds. Similar to how Durkheim(1951) examined the societal 

aspects of suicide, I too want to explore the aspects of inceldom that are collective rather 

than individualistic. However, I do not wish to take a purely macro perspective, at least not 

in this text. Rather, by taking inspiration from the works of Gary Alan Fine (2012), I have a 

kind of meso approach, focusing on the group dynamics and interactions on incel forums 

and the role they play, as understanding these mechanisms seem to be one of the keys to 

understanding why people keep returning to the forums. 

1.3 Why study incels? 

Taking a page from Arlie Hochschilds (2016) quest to understand the great paradox of the 

tea party movement, I too, am interested in trying to understand the members of a group 

that in many ways can be seen as my opposite. With their blatant hate of women (Cottee 

2020), racism (Hoffman, Ware & Shapiro 2020), harsh language and history of violence, it’s 

difficult to see how one can overcome the empathy wall standing in the way of 

understanding incels. However, I do not believe that incels are as different from the rest of 

society, or from myself, as they are often portrayed. Like Kate Manne (2020) suggests in her 
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book Entitled, I too believe the incels to be a symptom of a broad and deep cultural 

phenomenon.  

As is made evident in Eva Illouz works on romance and relationships in the modern era, the 

desire for a close, romantic and/or sexual connection to someone seems to be a deeply 

human one. Illoz shows that the structures surrounding sexual and romantic sociality today 

can often lead to confusion and pain (Illouz 2012 & 2019). In many ways, the thing that 

makes incels unique is the crudeness of the expressions the pain takes. However, it is how 

the group uses this pain as a tool for community building that makes them interesting to me, 

with pain being utilized both when recruiting a new member and with making them stay on 

the forum. 

1.4 Background 

1.4.1 What are incels? 

The group is a part of the “manosphere”, a loose confederacy of interest group centered 

around anti-feminism (Ging 2018). A common trait of the communities belonging to the 

manosphere is the belief in “taking the red pill”. Drawing on the symbolism of the 1999 

movie The Matrix, taking the red pill is a short-hand for getting disillusioned and seeing the 

world for what it truly is (Baele, Brace & Coan 2019). Incels take this one step further, 

developing their own “black pill” in which you not only have to see the world for what it is, 

but accept the immutability of it (ibid.). This separates incels from many other parts of the 

manosphere in that there is no longer any hope; your fate was settled long ago and the best 

thing you can do is either cope by finding small glimpses of happiness in your life as it is or 

end it all. The Black pill theory includes the belief in genetic laws of attraction that dictates 

that men with undesirable traits are unlikely to ever find mates and women are hardwired to 

always seek out so-called “alpha males” (Kelly and Aunspach 2020). Self-improvement is 

believed to do next to nothing in regards to increasing the likeliness of finding a partner, and 

incels are therefore unable to ever experience neither sex nor a relationship (ibid). This 

fatalistic worldview creates the basis on which much of the incel-theories rest and is what 

makes the movement different from the rest of the manosphere.  
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1.4.2 History of incels 

The history of the word incel is explored in great detail in Casey Ryan Kelly and Chase 

Aunspach (2020) article Incels, Compulsory Sexuality, and Fascist Masculinity. In the article, 

the researchers explore how the community has changed since the term was first used back 

in 1997. The incels of the ‘90s was a completely different group than the current community. 

The term incel was coined in the late 1990’-s by a Canadian woman named Alana (Taylor 

2018), who on her personal blog described her own struggles with finding a sexual partner. 

Alana wrote about her involuntary celibacy from a lesbian feminist perspective, which Kelly 

and Aunspach (2020) describe as a “stark contrast from the intensified heterosexism of the 

language of the male sex drive” (p 153). The latter is intensely present in the current 

movement while women, and especially queer women, are no longer even welcome on the 

forums. After her blog gaining traction, Alana created “Alana’s Involuntary Celibacy Project”, 

a forum in which others were encouraged to share their stories and struggles related to 

being involuntarily celibate. At this point, self-improvement was at the centre of the 

discussions on and the expressed purpose of the forum was to “help each other accept 

themselves and solve any problems they might have” (p 153). Alana’s story is deeply 

introspective, discussing ways to improve one’s self-esteem and making dating easier in the 

future, something that is not often present in the discourse of contemporary incel-forums 

(Kelly & Aunspach 2020). 

In 2004 Alana’s Involuntary Celibacy project merged with another forum to form 

IncelSite.com, and moved once again in 2006, becoming the site IncelSupport.com. At this 

point the forum was still functioning as a support-group, with the members actively policing 

any expression of misogynist ideas even after Alana eventually stepped away from the 

community. At this time other similar communities were emerging, most notably love-

shy.com. By using “free speech” as an argument for allowing a harsher tone, love-shy.com 

came to foster a culture of misogyny and ideas of gender-based violence became an 

accepted part of the discourse, making the climate on the forum much more like the incel-

community of today than either Alana’s Involontary Celibacy project or IncelSite.com. This is 

where Kelly and Aunspach (2020) notes the shift from users focusing on the self as the 

source of their involuntary celibacy and instead start pointing to women, feminism, political 

correctness, and liberalism as the cause. The discourse at love-shy.com came to set the tone 
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for what now is recognized as the incel-community; it establishes women as those who hold 

all the power in regards to sexuality, puts the idea of women constantly “trading up” in the 

dating world at the core of their analysis and introduces eugenics and scientific racism as a 

key to understanding the mechanisms behind inceldom. Kelly and Aunspach (2020) 

describes the emerging culture with the words: (2020) “under the guise of free speech, love-

shy.com became a hotbed of misogyny and flirtations with gender-based violence and 

murder” (p.154). The belief that the cause for one’s involuntary celibacy stem from the 

outside world shifts the focus of the movement; the idea is no longer that one should look 

inward and try to gain self-esteem, but rather that the outside world is what is standing in 

the way of happiness. Thereby, the belief became that society is to blame for the situation of 

the incels rather than the individual (Kelly & Aunspach 2020). 

This shift results in the incel community becoming much more related to the alt-right, the 

manosphere and fascist movements than the project that originated the name. Later, Reddit 

became home for some of the largest incel-communities, first with the sub-reddit 

r/foreveralone, created in 2010, and later with the even larger subreddit r/incels that was 

created in 2014 (Ribeiro et al 2020). The current home of a large part of the movement, 

incels.me (now incels.is), was launched on the 8th of November 2017, as a response to 

Reddit banning r/incel, which at the time was one of the largest incel-communities (Baele et 

al 2019). 

1.5 Aim 

The aim of the research is to understand what makes incels.is, referred to as the forum, 

successful, and what are the mechanisms that make young men not only visit the site, but 

stay and become a part of the community? 

Research question: What makes the incel-forum successful? How are incels creating a group 

identity, what specific mechanisms of community building can be seen on the forum and 

how can we understand people returning to the forum?  

1.6 Thesis structure 

The purpose of the first chapter of the thesis is to highlight the relevance of researching 

incels while simultaneously presenting the benefits of using a sociological perspective when 

studying the group. Chapter two contains a literature review of research on incels and a 
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summary of the mapping of the group that has been conducted, providing a basic 

understanding of incel discourse that will be used throughout the thesis. An outline of the 

theoretical perspectives that form the basis for the analysis is presented in chapter three, 

starting with Eva Illouz (2012, 2019) theories on love and self-worth in the modern era, 

continuing with sections on the concepts anomie and retreatism and ending with Gary Alan 

Fines (2012) work on small groups and idioculture. In chapter four, the methodological 

choices of the thesis are presented. Chapter five contains the empirical findings and analysis, 

which are presented in six different sub-headings on different aspects of group-building. The 

chapter ends in a summary. The last chapter, chapter seven, consists of a final discussion of 

the result, method and theory and ends with some suggestions for future research. 

Footnotes are used throughout the text as a way of adding explanations for words and 

concepts without having to constantly shift the focus of the text. As the conversations on the 

site display heavy use on internal language, using words and phrases that are specific to the 

movement. A list of these words and meanings is included in Appendix A.  
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2 Previous research 

In this chapter the research on incels that has been conducted so far will be examined. Even 

though it is only in recent years that the group entered the public eye, there is already a fair 

amount of research mapping and exploring different aspects of the incel worldview. With 

research being conducted in several disciplines ranging from gender studies to peace and 

conflict research there seem to be a great interest in studying the group from many different 

areas of academia. 

2.1 Researching incels 

The incel community is at its core a digital movement, shaped by the unique circumstance 

that is the internet. To quote McLuhan’s well-used phrase: the medium is the message 

(McLuhan 1964), and the incel movement is deeply shaped by the structures surrounding it. 

It is difficult to estimate how many active, self-identified incels there actually are. With users 

getting banned, re-appearing and many choosing to read posts anonymously rather than 

signing up for a membership users even the number of registered users would not be a 

perfect representation of the members of the group. Data from 2018 puts the number of 

users on the largest forum Incels.io at close to 6000 (Horta Ribeiro et al 2020), while the 

2020 report from FOI (Totalförsvarets forskningsinstitut) suggest that the self-reported 

numbers of registered users is 11 000. At the time of writing, the number displayed on the 

forum itself is 14,833 members, which suggests that the forum is growing.  

The previous research on incels can largely be placed in two categories; research mapping 

the movement and/or how it is connected to other movements and research focusing on 

assessing the potential threat that incels constitute. Most of the research on incels have 

similar aspects of the movement at the core of their analysis, namely how the group relates 

to violence and misogyny. Given the communities connection to the anti-feminist 

manosphere (Ging 2019 Beran ) and the terror attacks that have been done in the name of 

the movement (Chang 2020, Cottee 2021, O’Malley et al 2020, Hoffman, Ware & Shapiro 

2020). It is reasonable that much of the research has focused on these aspects since it gives 

future researchers a base-line for understanding the workings of the group and groundwork 

of knowledge to use as a stepping board for developing further research. 
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2.2 Mapping incels and their discourse 

2.2.1 Different kinds of mapping 

A large part of the early research on incels has focused on mapping different aspects of the 

movement and contrasting it with other communities to explore what makes the group 

unique. A few studies have been mapping the movements of the group online, focusing on 

connections to other parts of the manosphere (Horta Ribeiro et al 2020, Bratich & Banet-

Weiser 2019) and how users migrate between platforms. By doing this, the tendency for 

users to move from older, often less extreme groups like pick up-artist communities1 and 

MRA forums2 to newer, more toxic, groups like incels or MGTOW3 has been observed (Horta 

Ribeiro et al 2020, Bratich & Banet-Weiser 2019), which points to a trend towards 

radicalisation. Bratich & Banet-Weiser (2019) suggests that this is a result of the failure of 

neoliberal promises, leading to a discourse shift from hope, as seen in the PUA community, 

to despair, as seen amongst incels. 

Additional studies have focused on identifying the re-occurring themes and ideas that make 

up the incel worldview. Misogyny (Cottee 2021), the idea of a sexual market (Beran 2021), 

fatalism (Cottee 2021), legitimizing and celebrating masculinity, men being viewed as 

oppressed (Cottee 2021, Glace et al 2021), and celebrating violence (O’Malley et al 2020, 

Kelly & Aunspach 2020, Scaptura and Boyle 2019) are some of the aspects that has been 

identified as part of the incel worldview. Some of these themes can be seen in other parts of 

the manosphere as well (Bratich & Banet-Weiser 2019, Ging 2019), but the fatalistic and 

defeatist nature of the incel-worldview makes it stand out. Members of other groups in the 

manosphere tend to believe that change for the better is possible, while incels do not (Glace 

et al 2021). 

Another aspect that has been explored in previous research is the potential threat that incels 

constitute. With self-identified incels being responsible for several acts of terrorism, 

examining the group through this perspective has become a pressing matter. Many of the 

studies contribute mapping the incel-worldview with the additional aim of assessing the 

 

1 A community in the manosphere focusing on how to attract women. 
2 A group in the manosphere advocating for mens rights.  
3 A movement in the manosphere where men that by choice separate themselves from women. 



 

14 
 

potential danger that the group pose (Baele, Brace & Coan 2019, Cottee 2021, Hoffman, 

Ware & Shapiro 2020).  

2.2.2 The incel world view 

Another aspect that has been examined in incel-research is the complex worldview created 

and expressed on the incel-forums. Several studies have been conducted with the object of 

mapping the discourse and politics of the incels, and together they create a detailed 

exploration of how incels see the world and how they understand their own place in it.  

A large part of the discourse on the forum is a mishmash of ideas used in other movements 

that have been modified to fit in to the rest of the picture that is being painted. The 

discourse has many things in common with other parts of the manosphere, but differs in 

ways that make it distinct (Ging 2019). One unique aspect of incel-culture is the existence of 

“the black pill” (Bratich & Banet-Weiser 2019). In other parts of the manosphere, the term 

“red pill” is a symbol for “seeing things as they really are”(Ging 2019). However, the black pill 

takes this one step further and suggests that the only way to truly see the world for what it is 

includes accepting that change is not possible, and that hope is meaningless (Bratich & 

Banet-Weiser 2019). Notably this is a community that, unlike white supremacy-groups or 

some other groups in the manosphere does not believe in their own superiority. They openly 

and aggressively construct themselves as the losers, the scum of the earth, less-than almost 

every other person, while at the same time expressing a deep hatred of the people that are 

viewed as “above them” in the hierarchy.  

In Incels, Compulsory Sexuality, and Fascist Masculinity Kelly and Aunspach (2020) suggests 

that incel discourse is “a logical extension of the demands of compulsory sexuality—a culture 

that cannot comprehend intimacy without sex, identity delinked from sexuality, or white 

masculinity absent an aggressive and fulfilled sex drive“ (p 148). While the way incels frame 

sexuality is not always explicitly connected to the broader notion of compulsory sexuality, it 

is distinct and places sex above most other forms of social interaction in terms of value. Sex 

is viewed as a basic need and as one way for a person to gain value by acquiring erotic 

capital (Beran 2021). Because of this, incels both view themself as lesser than anyone that 

has access to sex and as people who have been denied the opportunity to fulfil a basic need 

(ibid.). Incels feel entitled to sex (Manne 2020, Beran 2021) and the fact that that they are 

denied it is often viewed as something external (the system, the state, the world) failing 
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them rather than a situation they themselves have created, have responsibility for, or even 

the capacity to change. (Bratich & Banet-Weiser 2019).  

The incels idea of sexuality is often suggested to be connected to masculinity. Kelly and 

Aunspach (2020) argue that it is the combination of compulsory sexuality and fascist 

masculinity that results in violent masculinist fantasies of invulnerability and the sexual will 

to power, while Glace, Dover and Zatkin (2021) analyses the phenomenon through the 

concept of hybrid masculinities. These approaches are similar in that they highlight a 

distancing from hegemonic masculinity and how alternative structures of masculinity can 

have drastically different ways of gaining status while still providing a way to gain masculine 

power in that specific context (Kelly and Aunspach 2020). Approaching the material with 

these concepts in mind makes it possible to understand how masculine power structures can 

exist even in a place where the users constantly claim to be less-than compared to the 

hegemonic ideal and how masculine status can be gained from misery.  

Another important aspect of the incel worldview is marketisation of sexuality. Incels believe 

that sexuality is organized in a market-like structure where an objective value can be 

assigned to an individual based on their level of attractiveness. This value is perceived to be 

non-negotiable and determines whether or not it is possible to succeed in the sexual 

marketplace. Where scholars present the idea of a sexual market and discus how it 

influences men and women differently, incels take this concept to mean that women will 

never as much as look at them solely because of their appearance (O’Malley et al 2020). In 

the incel worldview feminism gaining traction have lead to a shift, making men an oppressed 

group while women holds all of the power (O’Malley et al 2020, Bratich & Banet-Weiser 

2019).  

One lesser discussed aspect of the incel worldview is the deeply rooted racism and anti-

semitism displayed on the forum. As is the case for many parts of the manosphere, 

expressions of racism and white-supremacy beliefs is a common occurrence among incels. 

While this aspect is often mentioned in papers focusing on incel-discourse (Ging 2019, 

Hoffman, Ware & Shapiro 2020) it’s rarely the main focus. This is worth noting as, according 

to Hoffman, Ware and Shapiro (2020), “racial themes are functionally inextricable from the 

incel narrative” (p 572). Even though this connection is highlighted in some research, the 

topic would benefit from being explored further.  
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2.3 Gaps in the research 

As has been shown in this chapter research on incels has so far been focusing on mapping 

the worldview and movement of the community. This creates a base-line for future 

researchers to start to understand the group and how their discourse connects to other 

groups in the alt-right and the manosphere. However, there is little research focusing on 

aspects of community-building and group-dynamics aspects in the movement. I believe that 

these are important pieces of the puzzle in order to understand this group, especially how 

young men get drawn in and why they stay on the forum. By studying the social mechanisms 

of the forum, it is possible to examine a different aspect of the movement. While studying 

the worldview of incels in isolation is an important start, examining what social function the 

forum is filling for these men will give us an even better basis for understanding the group 
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3 Theory 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter the theoretical framework for the thesis will be presented. The first section 

establishes the connection between romantic and sexual sociality and self-worth by using 

Eva Illouz (2012, 2019) analysis of love in modernity. In the second part, the concepts of 

sexual and relational anomie are presented. The third subchapter focuses on Mertons (1938) 

concept of retretism and rebellion. The chapter end with examining the importance and 

dynamics of small groups through the work of Gary Alan Fine (2012).  

3.2 Love, uncertainty, and self-worth 

3.2.1 Creating a sense of self-worth through sex and love 

In her exploration of love in the modern era, Eva Illouz suggests that an individual’s sense of 

self-worth has become deeply entangled with romantic and sexual sociality. By exploring a 

shift in what can be used as a source of value, self-worth and certainty, Illouz puts forward 

an explanation of how the need for recognition is a central part of our selves (Illouz 2012). 

This gives a possible explanation to the intense emotions displayed by people who feel that 

love and sex are unavailable to them; with romantic or sexual relationships being one of the 

few certain sources for self-worth, it is not unlikely that this is one of the factors leading to 

the downwards spiral of the incels. 

Illouz describes “the misery of love” in great detail, exploring how the quest for love has 

become individualized and how the absence of a relationship, sex or romance become 

internalized as a personal failure rather than viewed as something external to the individual. 

According to Illouz, the conditions for romantic choice have changed drastically in the 

modern age. Where before, the choice of a partner often was a collective matter, today it 

has become almost entirely individualized. This individualization is necessary to connect 

one’s sense of self to the ability to succeed in the romantic marketplace. When your success 

is now entirely dependent on you, and you alone, your failings are too (Illouz 2012). This 

makes the damage to the self that failures in the field of love causes severe, which might 

lead some people to choose not to engage with seeking out love at all.  
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Illouz argues that love being individualized results in ontological insecurity. Factors that in 

earlier ages were more objective has in modernity been replaced by subjective factors. 

These subjective factors make it difficult for the individual to assess whether they will be 

desired or not, and this uncertainty can be transferred to their sense of self-worth (Illouz 

2012).  Being unable to even assess one’s chances in an interaction, combined with the 

possibility of losing even more sense of self-worth, makes even looking for a potential 

partner more difficult, since the individual has no idea of what gamble they are making, 

leading to a state of sexual anomie. 

3.3 Sexual and relational anomie 

Anomie is a state in where a collective sense of social norms, values and morals start to 

break down, which causes irregularity and uncertainty (Durkheim 1964, 1982). For 

Durkheim, who originated the term, anomie is a social condition in which an individual no 

longer feel connected to society and its moral values and norms and the collective 

consciousness is weakened. In both the works of Durkheim (1964) and Merton (1938), 

anomie is used to analyse deviance, where an anomic society is suggested to make it difficult 

for an individual to integrate within the social world, making it more likely that they will 

deviate from the societal norms.  

Illouz (2019) takes the idea of anomie applies it to modern-day relationships. While anomie 

historically has been seen as a result of isolation and loneliness, Illouz argues that it still 

persists in the hyperconnectivity of modernity. In an age where social networks and a kind of 

connectivity is always at many people’s fingertips, a different kind of relational anomie 

seems to have developed. Illouz concept builds on the idea of anti-sociality, but rather than 

viewing it as the complete absence of social relationships, she explores the concept “as an 

expression of contemporary ideologies of freedom, of technologies of choice, and of 

advanced consumer capitalism” (Illouz 2019, p 32). By doing so she transforms negative 

sociality into a kind of “self-assertive freedom”, where the self affirms itself by negating or 

ignoring others, rather than negative sociality being experienced as a negative mental state. 

This loss of social norms can have an influence on desire. Anomic desire is defined by how it 

undermines the capacity to will an object with a definite purpose (Illouz 2019). It is a desire 

that is not apathetic or depressive, but rather restless, hyperactive and in a constant quest 
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for something. It is a desire that lacks an object, and because of this is insatiable. This kind of 

desire is anomic in that it does not emanate from social norms, makes the subjects inner life 

indeterminable, and acts in a state of uncertainty. Illouz view sexual anomie as many things 

at once: it is an excess of desire, a desire that does not originate from social norms but has 

its basis in the self. It is indecisive and unable to fixate on an object. It is a kind of self-

centred subjectivity that is vague, ambivalent, and purposeless (Illouz 2019), which also 

makes it nearly insatiable. 

3.3.1 Searching for self-worth in a state of anomie. 

In combining these two concepts, we end up in a place of great uncertainty, where there are 

no longer set rules and norms and an individual’s sense of self-worth is constantly at stake. 

This condition could be viewed as one of the aspects that cause people to seek their comfort 

in something other than romantic relationships or love, which is where the other aspect of 

my theoretical framework enter; namely, what role does the sense of belonging play in 

keeping members on the forum? 

3.4 Retreatism and Rebellion 

One of the re-occurring themes of the incel discourse is the mismatch between their needs 

and/or desires and the perceived structures in society that makes it impossible for them to 

ever satisfy these needs. In his text Social Structure society Robert K. Merton (1938) discuss 

different modes of adaption that individuals can respond with when places in a situation 

where there is seemingly no means for an individual to achieve a culturally defined goal. As 

Illouz (2012) shows, being able to obtain love and sex is an important part of life in 

modernity, and could be viewed as a cultural goal in that it provides both status, a sense of 

security and self-worth. Merton suggests that there are five possible modes of adaption: 

conformity, in which an individual uses conventionally approved means to reach the goal, 

innovation, where deviant means are used to reach the goal, ritualism, where the individual 

gives up on the goal but keep a deep devotion to societies rules, retreatism, where both the 

goal and the rules are rejected and rebellion, where goals and means are rejected but the 

individual supports the pursuit of new goals according to new means (Merton 1938). See 

figure 1 for a visualisation of the different modes of adaption. For the purpose of this study, 

retreatism and rebellion are the most relevant, since a large part of the incel discourse 
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centres around rejecting society completely. What is interesting in the context of this study 

is the question of whether they want to change it or not. 

3.5 The power of groups and tiny publics 

In Tiny Publics Gary Alan Fine (2012) explores the power of micro-cultures and how small 

groups, or “Tiny Publics” become both a basis of affiliation, a source for social and cultural 

capital, a guarantor of identity and a way to influence the broader social discourse. With this 

in mind, the exploration of incel forums are in many ways to explore a tiny public. By using 

Fines understanding of the importance of small groups, it becomes possible to explore how 

the group can become a primary source of norms, values and goals after an individual has 

entered a state of retreatism. While Fine focuses on places with face-to-face interactions, his 

theories also lend themselves to analysing virtual social life, since the dynamics he describes 

are prevalent in online settings as well.  

3.5.1 Idioculture 

Fines use the term idioculture to mean the unique culture of a given group. The term is 

defined as “a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviours, and customs shared by members of 

an interacting group to which members refer and that they employ as the basis of further 

interaction” (Fine 2012 p 36). By recognizing that they share experiences and that they can 

Figure 1 Robert K. Mertons Deviance Typology 
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refer back to these experiences with the expectation that other members will understand 

them it becomes possible for members of group to build a shared reality (Fine 2012). In the 

context of this thesis, shared experience tend to take the shape of shared imagery, in-jokes 

and language as well as specific happenings or events, which all contribute to creating 

shared cultural markers and a sense of belonging. 

According to Fine, the way individuals use their idioculture affects both their conception of 

moral values and their identity. He argues that “a local nexus of meaning provides emotional 

and normative control over group life, shaping what actions are deemed legitimate” (Fine 

2012 p 50). This makes researching this aspect of a community an important part of 

understanding the way the members of it act. 

3.5.2 Permissible behaviour 

One important aspect of the creation of idioculture is how meanings form social constraints 

that affect the boundaries of permissible behaviour. Fine presents five elements that 

influence the selection of permissible behaviour; the concept must be perceived as known, 

usable, functional, appropriate, and triggered by experience. (Fine 2012). While all of these 

elements are present when the incel idioculture is created, four of them are especially 

interesting in the context of this study.  

For something to become a part of the idioculture, an item must be known by at least one of 

the members of the group. This makes it possible for this knowledge to be accessed by the 

actors through ongoing interaction. While culture emerges in interaction, this kind of latent 

culture and recall of previous knowledge influence the creation of new culture and becomes 

a way to create group identity. It also aids in constructing the border of the group, since 

whether or not someone has the previous knowledge required can act as a way to 

determine whose inside of the group and who belongs to the outgroup. Not every group 

member need to be aware of every aspect of latent culture, but the larger the number who 

share this knowledge and is aware of that it is being shared, the more likely it is that the 

knowledge become a part of the groups culture (Fine 2012).  

A second criteria for inclusion in an idioculture is that a potential item is perceived as usable. 

It must be seen as suitable for group interaction and fit the moral and psychological 

demands of the core participants of the community. Another aspect influencing the 
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selection is whether or not an item is deemed functional. An item becomes functional by 

being perceived as meeting the goals and needs of some or all group members and being 

treated as facilitating the survival and successful operation of the group as a unit (Fine 2012). 

However, not everything that happens become a part of the group cultural repertoire, since 

the range of potential cultural items that are known, usable, functional, and appropriate are 

extensive. A triggering event functions as a filter and emerges from the immediate 

behaviour of the group. Some bit of interaction becomes the spark of which the specific 

content of idioculture is ignited. This spark can be any action that produces a group response 

(Fine 2012).   

3.6 Summary 

In this chapter, a theoretical framework consisting of ideas from several different parts of 

sociology has been presented. By using Illouz (2012) analysis of the misery of love it becomes 

possible to understand the connection between romantic and sexual relationships and a 

sense of self-worth.  Through Illouz (2019) use of the concept of anomie, it becomes possible 

to explore how norms are breaking down and becoming vaguer in the field of sexuality. This 

in turn lead to uncertainty and, making it more difficult for individuals to navigate sexual 

sociality. Through Mertons (1938) concepts of retreatism and rebellion, it is possible to 

explore why people choose to reject or try to change society when they lack the means to 

acquire culturally defined goals. Lastly, Gary Alan Fines (2012) work on tiny publics is used to 

examine how small groups can become a new source of both norms and goals when an 

individual has rejected society.  

Despite the fact that Merton is functionalist and Fines is more of a social interactionalist, I 

view their theories as compatible. Fine does consider functional aspects when examining the 

criteria for an item being included in idioculture, and through including Fine, it becomes 

possible to use Mertons theories in a phenomenological context. 
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4 Methodology 

In this chapter, the methodological choices of the study are presented. Through 

netnography and content analysis of 245 forum threads, the social aspects of incels.is are 

explored and analysed. A pre-study was conducted to make certain methodological and 

theoretical decisions. The pre-study consisted of analysing a randomized selection of posts 

from one day on the forum and estimating the average amount of posts per day by tracking 

the forum for a couple of weeks. Through this, the time-span of the study, an appropriate 

theoretical basis for coding the material, and what method of analysis should be used was 

decided.  

4.1 Netnography 

As a contrast to much of the research that has been focusing on the incel community, my 

aim is not to chart out the trends of the community or map the discourse of the forum. 

While these aspects might be mentioned in the analysis, they serve more as a background to 

the main focus: making an ethnographic (or netnographic) check-in with the group at a 

certain point in history and try to understand what mechanisms keep users returning to the 

site. Rather than aiming to make a comparison between two points in history, the focus lies 

on examining and describing this frozen moment in time, and thereby creating a time-stamp 

that can be used in future research as one part of the puzzle when examining incels, and the 

communities that might come after them.  

4.1.1 What is netnography? 

Netnography is a method of studying digital worlds that has been emerging alongside the 

social digital space during the last decades. By modernizing classical ethnographic tools to 

make them more suitable for a digital environment, the method offers a way to study the 

virtual worlds that have become an important part of our social lives.  

4.1.2 Why netnography? 

Netnography offers a way to explore a setting in great detail while still keeping a holistic 

approach and leaving room for the interaction between different spaces (Boellstorff et al 

2012). Rather than slicing up social life into different variables to make a statistical analysis 
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of the material, this method allows researchers to study how cultural domains constitute 

and influence each other. By doing so it becomes possible to discern broad patterns and 

meanings within the lifeworld of the subject of the study (Boellstorff et al 2012). By applying 

this framework to the social life and lifeworld of the incels, one is able to examine how the 

social mechanics displayed on the forum connects to other parts of the users social life and 

culture rather than examining the forum as something that is distinctively separated from 

the world outside of it. This allows for a more holistic look at the movement and makes it 

possible to understand both how the idioculture of the incel-forum is influencing the 

members and how the members experiences outside of the forum in turn shapes the 

idioculture.  

A limitation of this approach in relation to my material is that it is not possible to access all 

the data needed for a truly holistic analysis. The only material available is what is being 

posted on the forum and even though users often share their experiences digital sociality 

allows for a highly controlled version of self-presentation. However, in the context of this 

study, this is not necessarily an issue. Firstly, the way users control their self-presentation 

becomes way of understanding permissible behaviour and the changes users make based on 

social cues from other members of the group offers a way to explore how control and status 

plays a role in the social structure on the incel-forum. Secondly, since the focus lies on 

examining the social mechanisms on the forum, the fact that my material mirrors the 

material that would be available to a new user, it makes it possible to examine the space 

from a similar advantage point as them.  

4.1.3 How netnography? 

The methodological design of this study is heavily inspired by two sources: Arlie Hochschilds 

work on mapping the deep story of the tea party movement (Hochschild 2016) and 

Boellstorff et als (2012) Ethnography and Virtual Worlds – A handbook of method. The 

former has been used as an inspiration for using ethnography as a tool to discover 

something below the surface, and the latter has been used as a guide for studying digital 

social lives. My version of netnography differs from both of these approaches in one 

important way however; I keep my direct interactions with the group at a minimum and act 

as an unseen observer. Rather than engaging with the material on the forum by posting and 

actively contributing myself, I simply observe, collect, and analyse it. This choice has been 
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made for two reasons. Firstly, the rules of incels.is states that women are not allowed to 

become members of the forum, and secondly for my own personal safety. Both of these 

aspects will be described in greater detail later in this chapter, but they are worth 

mentioning here since they have such an impact on how this netnography has been 

conducted.  

So, why is this study a netnography and not purely content analysis? I argue that using a 

holistic approach and making the act of existing on the forum into an important aspect of 

the analysis makes this something more than content analysis. Through netnography it is 

possible to get a deeper understanding of how the structure of the forum itself influence 

social life compared to simply analysing the forum posts as pure text. Even though I don’t 

interact with the users, I get the same experience as the members that simply sit back and 

read discussions rather than actively engaging by posting on the forum themselves, and this 

is likely to be a common way of interacting with the material.  

Another way in which I take inspiration from ethnographic studies in that I choose to include 

myself and my own voice in both the research and the presentation of it. This becomes a 

way to underline how my understanding of the world will inevitably influence my reading of 

the material. However, this is not a weakness of ethnography, but rather one of its 

strengths. As stated by Boellstorff et al (2012): “Subjectivity is an inescapable condition of 

science […]. We always begin from somewhere” (p 41). In ethnography, subjectivity forms 

the backbone of intersubjective understanding (Boellstorff et al 2012), which I view as one of 

the foundational tools needed to try to cross the empathy wall. This study also falls closer to 

netnography in that it is not a comparative study, but rather, a look at one certain moment 

in time. Much of the previous research tracks the movement over time and as a complement 

to this, I wanted to be able to look at one particular moment in more detail. In my years of 

studying this movement, I have noticed the fast pace at which it is changing. Because of this, 

I see value in isolating a point in time while still using an holistic way of thinking in order to 

understand the history of the discourse.  
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4.2 Content analysis 

4.2.1 Why choose content analysis rather than interviews? 

Building rapport and trust and gaining access to a field will always be an important part of 

ethnographic research. In wanting to study incels, I quickly realized that this would be an 

very difficult task, if not impossible, and thereby made the decision to seek out naturally 

occurring data rather than interacting with members of the group directly. 

In my previous experiences with the group two main thoughts tend to be expressed in 

regard to my research: a positive attitude towards the phenomenon being studied, and 

critique of me, either as an academic or person. This is a trend that also can be observed in 

other forum threads discussing women that have written about incels. This, as well as other 

threads on the subject of research in general, suggests that the group do not mind being 

studied, they rather see it as a way to bring attention to their cause. However, it also implies 

that I personally would likely not be the best person for doing an interview-based study, 

both because of my gender and my previous interactions with the group. 

Another aspect that influenced the decision not to interact much with the group is the 

forums having a rule forbidding female members. While it would, of course, be impossible 

for anyone online to know my gender based only on my profile, it would be in bad taste and 

ethically incorrect for me as a researcher to not be transparent in both my reason for being 

on the forum and who I am.  

With these variables in mind, I choose to keep trying to bridge the empathy wall by 

contributing to a deeper understanding of the group, while not interacting with the 

members directly. 

Another reason for observing the forum rather than interacting with the movement is the 

tendency for users to change their way of acting in different settings. Since the forum is one 

of the larger social arenas for incels, I want to be able to capture it as it would occur to a 

user on the site. While it is often made obvious that the users know that “outsiders” are 

lurking on the forum, sometimes they are even addressed directly in the forum posts, this 

forum is mainly a place where incels come to interact and share their experiences with other 

incels. Users often mention having to hide what they, at least on the forum, describes as 

their true selves in their everyday lives and the forum becomes a place where they can talk 
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more freely. With my focus being on what makes people stay on a forum like this, I view this 

as an important part of the phenomenon I am studying, and it is a part of that might be lost 

if I didn’t study naturally occurring data.  

4.2.2 How content analysis? 

The material used for the content analysis consists of forum posts collected during a three-

day period. Rather than just examining the posts as pure text, pictures and videos have also 

been included in the material in order to examine all the different aspects of communication 

occurring on the forum and thereby gain a greater understanding of the lifeworld of the 

incels.  

4.3 Ethical considerations  

4.3.1 Forums as a public space 

The digital era has created a completely new world for researchers to explore. For social 

scientists, social media, forums and bulletin boards are gold mines filled with interaction, 

worldbuilding, discourse and new exciting phenomena. While forums could be viewed as 

open and the post on them argued to be published material given that anyone can see it and 

the poster freely choose to share the material. However, as has been pointed out in several 

articles and books (Drisko & Maschi 2015), the users do not view themselves as participants 

of a research study, which in turn brings up the question “does this violate the principle of 

asking for informed consent?”. Given that internet research is still a comparatively young 

science and that the online playing field is rapidly changing, both in terms of discourse and 

actual shape, there is not yet a consensus on how to deal with this issue. 

In the case of incels.is, however, it is often made clear that the members on the forum are 

aware of the site being studied and analysed. The users sometimes address this directly in 

their posts, shifting their tone and writing directly to the journalists, researchers, or other 

outsiders that are believed to be watching. There is no consensus in the group regarding 

whether or not this is a good thing. Some users are explicitly positive, viewing it as a way for 

their cause to get more attention, while others are more adverse and seem to regard the 

outsiders as a liability. Even though some are sceptical towards being watched, it is obvious 

that the users view the forum as a public space rather than a private chatroom. Another 

aspect that makes incels.is lean more towards a public space than others is the structure of 
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the forum itself. Rather than needing to sign up to the forum and be logged in order to view 

the posts, the main categories of the forum are at the front page of the site, which suggests 

that the creators of the site want the material to be in focus.  

4.3.2 Ethical considerations regarding my own wellbeing and safety  

Since I started studying incels and similar groups I have acted carefully and tried to be aware 

of the risks not only for my objects of study, but the risks I am putting myself into. While 

most users are unlikely to ever act on the violent wishes they describe on the forum (Cottee 

2021), the romanticising of violence and the actual violent crimes committed in the name of 

the movement (Fernquist et al 2020) is still something to take into consideration. As 

mentioned, I do not interact directly with the users on the forum, partly because of how it 

would impact the material gathered and partly to not put myself in the direct line of sight of 

the movement. However, I believe that the risk of physical harm is still relatively low for me; 

most likely the hate will stop at some harsh words online, which I view as a fair trade-off to 

conduct my research. I am aware of the fact that parts of the movement know who I am; I 

have seen my name getting mentioned on the forum and I have a page on the incel-wiki. The 

interactions I have had range from legitimate critique of my work, and even some users 

defending it, to users posting my Facebook profile picture and discussing my looks. However, 

this is the kind of critique that is to be expected when choosing to enter this specific field. 

Another aspect that I have taken into consideration when designing the study is my mental 

health, both because of the possible risk of harassment online and because of the harshness 

in the material I am working with. To minimize the risk of fatigue or falling into a deep well 

of despair, I have been consciously taking breaks from working with the material. I have also 

had great support from both my supervisor and my friends, who have reminded me to take a 

step back when needed and have served as much needed sounding boards when I have 

needed to bounce my ideas around.   

4.4 Data and data collection 

The main material used for this thesis is forum posts from one of the largest incel forums 

during the time of the research, Incels.is. 245 threads were selected. 
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4.4.1 Incels.is 

Incels.is is a quickly changing forum that often gets evicted from their domains due to the 

extremist views expressed on the forum. At the time of writing, the site is hosted at incels.is, 

but it is not unlikely that it has moved by the time the thesis is finished. However, Incels 

themselves are of course, aware of this risk, and therefore tend to keep back-up domains to 

quickly and smoothly move the forum to a new place. Thanks to this strategy, the forum 

seems to remain mostly the same, regardless of its current name.  

4.4.2 Sample 

The sample was made using two stages of selection, first a time-based selection-method and 

later a randomized selection. In the first stage, all threads created on the selected sub-

forums during three days were included. In the second stage, randomization was used to get 

the material down to a manageable size.  

The community being banned from their domains leads to it often having to adapt and 

change slightly not being shut down again, which makes capturing a certain point in time a 

valuable contribution, as much of the current research is focusing on the larger discourse 

and the group as a whole. Of course, it would be ideal to be able to keep this kind of detailed 

focused and context-aware lens throughout a longer period, but as the case in most 

qualitative methods; the sheer amount of data would make this extremely time-consuming, 

and not possible in the scope of a master thesis.  

The approach used in this study is ethnographical rather than comparative, which is why a 

time-based limit is favoured over a randomized selection that encompasses a longer 

timespan. This frozen moment makes it possible to examine intertextuality and how threads 

often are influenced by each other in a more meaningful way, since the researcher has 

access to what was posted before and after a thread was made. This selection also makes it 

possible to further contextualizing the material, leaving a fuller picture than an isolated 

thread would be able to. However, even in three days, the sample became too large to 

handle, with over 150 threads created each day. Because of this, a randomized way to 

discard threads was used to get the material down to a manageable size. As supplementary 

material, 101 threads from the pre-study are used, leaving some room for comparison and 

connecting the material to another point in time. In the end, 245 threads were used in the 

analysis. 
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4.4.3 Data collection 

When collecting the forum posts and preparing them for coding, both text and visual 

material were included as a base for the analysis. The interest lies in exploring the different 

mechanisms in group and pictures are an important tool for the users of the forum to create, 

explore and share their experiences. Excluding these would be excluding part of what makes 

up a significant part of the sociality on the forum, and thereby weaken the analysis.  

The forum threads were converted to PDF using adobe acrobat, making it possible to contain 

most of the context surrounding the posts like username, the number of posts made by a 

user, profile pictures and the structure of the forum itself while still being able to process the 

posts as text. The structure of the forum and details surrounding the posts proved to be 

important for the analysis, making this method preferable compared to treating the material 

like pure text.  

4.5 Coding and analysis 

4.5.1 Coding 

The coding of the material was done in MAXQDA, which made it possible to code pictures as 

well as text. The coding was conducted in two parts; first, an inductive coding in which 

relevant occurrences were noted down, whereafter broader themes started to emerge. 

Secondly, the material was coded once again, with these themes and categories as a 

guideline. Some examples of the broader categories are status, in which things that seemed 

to influence the users social status on the forum were placed, control, where mechanisms 

related to controlling the behaviour or emotions of other users were included, and 

belonging, which contained instances where a sense of community, comradeship or 

connection were created.  

4.5.2 Analysis 

The analysis consists of taking the results from the coding of the material and structuring 

them through a sociological lens to firmly anchor the mechanisms found on the forum to 

broader concepts. By applying theories of group dynamics, social structures and norms, and 

love in modernity the data became a base for understanding the very conditions that make 

forums like incels.is attractive social spaces. 
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5 Results 

In Suicide, Emilé Durkheim writes about the desire of unmarried men. 

Though his [the married man’s] enjoyment is restricted, it is assured and this certainty forms his mental 

foundation. The lot of the unmarried man is different. As he has the right to form attachment wherever 

inclination leads him, he aspires to everything and is satisfied with nothing.[…] When one is no longer 

checked, one becomes unable to check one’s self. Beyond experienced pleasures one senses and desires 

others; if one happens almost to have exhausted the range of what is possible, one dreams of the 

impossible.[…] New hopes constantly awake, only to be deceived, leaving a trail of weariness and 

disillusionment behind them. How can desire, then, become fixed, being uncertain that it can retain 

what it attracts; for the anomy is twofold. Just as the person makes no definitive gift of himself, he has 

definitive title to nothing. The uncertainty of the future plus his own indeterminateness therefore 

condemn him to constant change. The result of it all is a state of disturbance, agitation and discontent 

which inevitably increases the possibilities of suicide.  

Émile Durkheim, Suicide, translated by John A. Spaulding and George Simpson.  

Original title: Le Suicide: Étude de sociologie first published 1897, Paris. English edition first 

published 1952 by Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd. Page 234. 

This quote is taken up again by Illouz (2019), to start of her discussion of anomic desire. The 

connection between anomic desire and suicide made in both of these texts become almost 

eery when studying incel-forums, where the discussions on the forum become a vivid 

reminder of this pattern. 

5.1 Ending up on the forum 

I was born.  

Experienced all the hate and abuse from women.  

Finally accepted my fate, and took the blackpill without resistance. 

On the 9th of April 2021, a user who joined the forum a couple months earlier creates a 

forum thread with the opening question “How did you become an incel?”. The majority of 

the answers contains versions of “I was born this way” or “I was destined to” with users 

simply resigning to what they see as an inevitable fate. Some go a little more into detail 

about how they start resenting women and society, telling stories about rejection, bullying, 

and feeling so ugly that no one could ever love them. Eventually, the users stumble upon the 
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black pill; some describe being sceptical at first but then gradually starting to believe in the 

world view, others find that the black pill accurately represents them right away. 

Was insulted as an incel, then googled it and found out that I fitted right into the 

community with my particular experiences in life (rejection by females, bullying in 

school). Found many of the stories here relatable - for example: Looks of disgust that 

women give men when I walk down the street or sit in my car, bullying in school, etc. 

Found that the Black Pill accurately represented my life experience.  

Something almost all of the answers have in common is misery and the sense of things never 

being able to change. Many of the users describe themselves as ugly, which in the incel-

worldview guarantees that you will never be able to find a partner (Kelly and Aunspach 

2020). This can be devastating, especially in the conditions of love in modernity, where a 

sexual or romantic relationship also serves the purpose of providing a sense of self-worth 

(Illouz 2012). Feeling like they are left without means to acquire a partner, many incels 

describe not even bothering trying since they are destined to fail anyway, and thereby this 

source of self-worth can never become available for them.  

Since incels view both the goal, love and sex, and their perceived means to achieve this goal, 

that is good looks, as unavailable for them, what is left for them is to turn either to 

retreatism or rebellion (Merton 1938). While there are instances that shows some 

characteristics of rebellion and wanting to influence the norms of society, for example users 

discussing possible ways to influence others or how to gain attention for their cause, these 

discussions often revolve around getting people to understand their plight rather than 

actually changing anything. This makes even these conversations look more like retreatism, 

since the deterministic nature of the incel world-view (Kelly and Aunspach 2020) makes it 

much more likely to end in rejecting society rather than viewing it as something susceptible 

to change.  

User 1: As an Incel you shouldn't really care about anything only what the world is 

going to think of you when you are gone. Are you going to die nameless? Go ahead. 

Nobody will miss you and your life will just be another number. This is our destiny.. to 

never be noticed by anyone.  

When turning to retreatism and rejecting the norms and values of society, incels seem to 

look elsewhere to find a sense of belonging, self-worth, norms and meaning. Given the 
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power of groups and how they can become a source of social and cultural capital and a 

guarantor of identity (Fine 2012) they might be able to find it in the context of the 

community. However, becoming accepted as a true incel can be difficult. 

5.2 Becoming a part of the community 

If someone wants to be a part of the community on incel.is the question of whether they 

truly are an incel or not, is an important one. During the writing of this thesis, the forum 

added a rule that explicitly states that non-incel users are not allowed, even if they are 

blackpilled. This decision was based on a community poll from the 13th of February 2021, 

where the question “Should black-pilled non-incels be allowed on the forum” was posed.   

 

Figure 2 Results of the community poll on whether or not to allow non-incels on the forum incels.is. 

But how is it possible to determine whether a user truly is an incel or not, and who gets to 

decide it? In an online space where few of the users seem to know each other outside of the 

internet, it is difficult to truly know anything about the person writing, which is likely one of 

the reasons for the high levels of suspicion displayed on the forum. One of the groups that 

are especially scrutinized are user that have a low post count on the site, so-called 

“graycels”.  

5.2.1 Graycels and status from posting 

When I was first returning to the forum at the beginning of the process of writing this thesis 

one of my main goals was to get a feeling for the material available. The first thing that stood 

out to me was the sheer number of threads created each day. Even though incels.is is a 

relatively small community, a member had observed that about 100 users tended to be 

online at the same time, and based on my observations there were over 150 threads created 

each day.  As soon as I started reading, I began to notice the same icons in most of the 

threads; the people who were creating and answering in threads were often doing it a lot, 

and it was clear that people were given status in relation to the number of posts they made. 
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The forum itself has a system that displays usernames in different colours depending on 

their number of posts, which have prompted the use of the term “graycel”.  

A graycel has less than 499 posts on the forum and is often viewed with either suspicion or 

dismissal, not only by more established users, but by the graycels themselves. After replying 

in a thread about how incels could act in order for others to view them with more nuance a 

user with 72 posts on the forum adds “That's just my two cents as a graycel nobody though 

ha” after he4 has finished his point, seemingly in order to assure others that he knows his 

place in the forum hierarchy. By being quick to point out his graycel status, this user displays 

an understanding of the internal rules of order in the group (Fine 2012) and a willingness to 

participate and abide by them. However, this norm is not as strict for them not to be 

questioned and negotiated. In a thread discussing how to attract more users to the forum, 

another user with few posts brings up the problem directly arguing that the forum “can't get 

new members when some fag5 replies with "Ok GrAYcel6" every time you make a new 

thread”. This statement is met by differing opinions from more established users, with one 

agreeing that “this needs to stop”, quickly followed by someone with over 11.000 posts 

writing “Ok GrAYwad ”. Another user claims to use the term to be “all in good fun, just a 

little hazing”, suggesting that the continued use of the term, and social practice should be 

viewed as good-humoured hazing. This statement gets a few re-posts, which on the forum is 

a symbol for agreeing with the point being made, and the discussion dies down.  

Using the term in this way seems to serve a few different functions; it creates and maintains 

the forums internal hierarchy, establishes the borders of the group, and encourage new 

users to contribute to discussions to fully become members in the eyes of more established 

users. It can also act as a form of gatekeeping and be used as a tool when establishing norms 

and permissible behaviour in the group (Fine 2012), since it early on establishes ones 

membership status as being threatened or questioned.  It also creates a predictable way of 

getting more accepted, since a graycel has the potential to gain status by posting a lot, he 

 

4 He/him pronouns are used for users on the forum, since even though it is not always possible to know the 
gender of the users, they often self-identify as male and are assumed to be men by other users. The forum also 
explicitly states that it is a male-only forum in its rules and FAQ.  
5 Homophobic language is common on the forum, and slurs like fag are often used.  
6 Capitalization like this is used on the forum in order to give a word two meanings, in this case both calling a 
user graycel and gay.  
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eventually will reach the number of posts needed to get a new colour for his name. This 

occasion is often celebrated by creating yet another thread, in which his fellow incels cheers 

him on and wishes him good luck on getting to the next stage.  

5.3 Status 

While incels put themselves at the bottom of the hierarchal scale in their analysis of society 

at large (Bratich & Banet-Weiser 2019, O’Malley et al 2020), groups can create their own 

way of gaining social capital that is unique to the group (Fine 2012), and incel communities 

are no different. When society fails at supplying predictable and attainable ways to acquire 

status, the incel community can become a place where it seems more likely to gain a sense 

of worth by acquiring status. Inside of the group, there are several distinct and predictable 

ways of gaining status besides posting a lot, most distinctively you gain status by taking the 

black pill, feeling miserable and showing it. 

5.3.1 Taking the black pill, or seeing the truth 

It’s simply called being logical. This whole inferiority complex people have here is 

extremely cucked. I don’t just feel like a god, I AM a god 

 ---- 

It's shocking how much the blackpill really makes you question everything about your 

life. Something so clear, so obvious, so painstakingly real that it's shoved in your face 

every waking second of your life - and you missed it. Even though it was like keys being 

dangled in front of a toddler, you didn't notice the keys.  

What else do you not know about your life? What else is in "plain view" that you 

consciously deny?  

Belief in the black pill is one of the most prevalent ways in which users, and the community 

at large, gain status and credibility. As in many conspiracy theories, one of the things that its 

members agree on is that they are seeing the true nature of the world, while others are not.  

The black pill includes both a societal and personal level. On the societal level, it contains 

ideas about how society is inherently working against incels, putting many members of the 

group in a state where they no longer feel like a part of the society they live in and start 

resenting the society. This drives many users further into a state of retreatism, where they 

express the will to no longer participate in society at all.  This becomes more evident as 



 

36 
 

several users write about feeling like society owe them something, making it apparent that 

they are both aware of the cultural goals that they are supposed to strive towards and that 

they believe that there are no means for them to achieve these goals. This causes the users 

to question whether or not people in their position should contribute to society at all, as is 

evident in the following posts. 

Would you work hard if they taught all your worth is determined with your looks? You 
wouldn't, right? Why supply a society with my inventions if they are discarding me 
because I am not as handsome as Chad7 of tribe, so they can discard me like a used 
towel and become better with my invention?  

--- 

men who aren't chad shouldnt contribute to society. jfl at lonely construction workers 

who then go home and pay for a spoiled foid8's onlyfans. 

--- 

also true but we can cut our consumption..also i have nothing against frauding taxes 

(incels need recompensation for the evil stuff that they have been through) but thats 

thugmaxxed9 shit 

However, a state of anomie and retreatism is often a miserable place, as suggested by both 

Durkheim (1951), Illouz (2012, 2019) and Merton (1938), which prompts incels to look for 

meaning elsewhere. In rejecting society, the users instead turn to the forum, where the 

smaller group can create its own norms. Within the internal rules of the group they are able 

to abide by the norms and thereby gain a sense of belonging, meaning and status, and the 

culturally given norms no longer clash with the experiences of the individuals. While in larger 

society incels feel like they have been promised something that they haven’t been given 

(Manne 2020), the idioculture of the incel-community offers an explanation for why they 

haven’t succeeded, and shift the blame from the individual to modern society.  

 

7 Chad is an embodiment of hegemonic masculinity, the ideal man. According to incels, a Chad is the only kind 
of man that women are truly attracted to. 
8 Foid is a word used for women, short for female humanoid and used as a way to mark women as something 
other than humans. 
9 Maxx, maxxing or maxed is a suffix used by incels to refer to activities that aims to improve some aspect of 
what they call one’s sexual market value (smv). Thugmaxxing refers to improving the value through appearing 
aggressive, violent, and dominant.  



 

37 
 

On the more personal level, the blackpill encourages incels to just accept that they are bad 

people, which is evident in the way users often call themselves subhuman, worthless or 

inferior, or in other ways suggest that they are inferior to other people. Often, one of the 

few things forum users lifts as a positive attribute they have is that at least, they see the 

truth, as is the case in the following post.  

And the reason why I do this is because I know what I am and know who I am. I know 

I'm a useless sack of shit. I know that I'll never have a relationship and I know that no 

woman would ever be willing to date me, let alone be intimate with me. I know where 

I stand and I remind myself of this every single day so I don't become deluded. 

Because one thing that I'll never be is deluded, I'm honest with myself and I feel like 

more men need to be honest with themselves. 

By creating and strengthening the idea of society as unfair and something that incels are not 

a part of and simultaneously confirming the members worst ideas of themselves, leaving the 

belief of the black pill as one of the few attributes that incels are proud of. Being blackpilled 

is one of the aspects that most incels agrees on, which makes it more likely to be one of the 

defining features of the group (Fine 2012), and they often criticise others for not seeing life 

as it truly is. It is reasonable to assume that this small feeling of superiority is playing an 

important role in creating the conditions needed for people to get deeply involved in these 

communities, since it becomes one of the few ways in which incels view themselves in a 

positive light. In a time where the ways in which people achieve a sense of self-worth has 

become more diffuse (Illouz 2012), the pride and self-worth that incels access from “seeing 

the truth” can seemingly become an almost addictive way of confirming the self. 

Furthermore, many members of the group might be even more inclined to find any certain 

way to gain self-worth. This since they perceive love, one of the ways that Illouz (2012) 

argues to be the most reliable way to feel self-worth in our time, as completely unavailable 

to them.  

In one of the posts cited in the opening of this chapter, a user states that being blackpilled 

makes someone superior to those who aren’t, showing that there is pride in being able to 

accept “the truth”, even when it hurts. The feeling of superiority gained from knowing 

something others don’t is often a trait of conspiracy theories, but where incels differs from 
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other similar communities, like the red pill community, is in how there is also status to be 

gained from believing in one’s own inferiority. 

5.3.2 Competition in misery  

One of the effects of the blackpill worldview and the way status is gained on the forum is 

that suffering, in some ways, can be used to prove that you belong in the community. This 

sometimes leads to exchanges that read almost like a competition in misery. In one of the 

threads, the first post reads like one long, angry roar of hate and frustration. In all caps, the 

original poster writes about how angry it makes him that people he meets are taller than 

him.  He writes in short sentences, each ending in a picture of a furious fire-spitting frog. At 

first, this post is met by people telling him either that there is no point in caring or agreeing 

that his suffering is justified and that he might as well give up. After a few posts, a user starts 

to ask about the original poster’s characteristics. 

User 1: Are you face mogged10 also?  

Original poster (OP): also face mogged, in the mirror i look like a normie but people 

dont see what you see in the mirror so i look worse 

U1: I wish I looked normie, having an average face is far better than an average height. 

Facemog is the most brutal mog  

OP: whats your height  

U1 : 5’10  

OP: mogs me  

U1: You mogs me tbh, you have an average face  

OP: barely, but im also ethnic, which is even worse and i live in the middle of the US  

U1: Mogs me by not living in a shithole  

OP: sends a picture of pepe the frog tipping his cowboy hat as a sign of 

defeat/agreement 

In this exchange, both people involved seem to be defending their status as incels. In the 

light of how terms like fakecels, which will be discussed in a later chapter, are used to 

exclude people who are not viewed to be “incel enough”, this is, within the frames of this 

 

10 Mog is used as a synonym for dominate, it’s a verbification of the acronym AMOG, alpha male of the group. 
Being mogged means that you are being dominated by someone else, ie being face mogged suggests that you 
are ugly. 
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context, a reasonable thing to do. If a user is not displaying all the characteristics of an incel, 

that might get him kicked out of the forum, or at least others might question whether or not 

he really belongs in the group. To prove that you are really a part of the group, you must 

suffer, and the suffering must be justified. This might make it even more likely for users to 

stay on the forum, given how many describe finding it in a time of misery. The constant 

displays of suffering combined with the tendency to punish any expression of hope are likely 

to make members buy in to the blackpill explanation of their pain even more. 

In another thread, there is another interesting display of pain, but this time the 

communication is directed outside of the group. A well-established user rants about how 

people should not complain since there are people who have it worse, his re-occuring 

example being people starving in Africa. He ends his post by writing: 

Original Poster: So listen up normal fags and everyone else, when we compare 

ourselves to starved Africans, we’re all privileged, including me, you have a roof over 

your head and are reading this post because you’re either in the comfort of your own 

house, at a friends house or some shit like that but if you’re a homeless person 

somehow reading this post then you definitely suffer actual problems so you’re one of 

the exceptions. 

As an answer, another user question this 

User 1: This is such a stupid point though? "It could be worse, so don't complain!". 

How about this, "It could be better, so complain!"  

You could go up to somebody who just lost their arms and legs in an accident and tell 

them "be grateful, at you still have your head and torso", or you could realize the 

tragedy of their situation and know their complaints are valid. You may say that is an 

extreme example, but considering how extreme loneliness, inceldom, leads to so 

many suicides it isn't wrong to treat it as a life threatening issue. 

As a response to this, the original poster reassures him that the post was meant “the shit 

normies complain about because they lurk this site” rather than incels, who are right in 

calling attention to their suffering. This calms the questioning user. 

User 1: Ah, nevermind then. I thought you were extending this point out to the 

complaints of general decades of total isolation from relationships and such. But just 
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stupid shit normies complain about that gets mirrored on Reddit is infuriating to read I 

agree. 

In this exchange, it seems like one need to reach an “incel-level” of suffering before it’s 

viewed as acceptable to complain about one’s situation, showing how a distinct difference in 

acceptable behaviour depending on whether or not someone is accepted as a member of 

the group or not. Everyone but incels, and possibly the “starved Africans” that the original 

poster keeps referring to, are viewed as better, by having more privileges, but at the same 

time, viewed as lesser, since they are not even allowed to express their pain. This creates yet 

another incitement for wanting to be accepted as a true incel, since that grants you the right 

to talk about your suffering and seek out empathy from others.  

This difference between behavioural rules for incels and non-incels becomes evident in yet 

another thread created by a well-established user who has made over 14 000 posts on the 

forum. In the first post of the thread, he writes about Christine Chubbuck11, a woman who 

committed suicide on live television in 1974 (Adams 2016, Riesman 2016). According to the 

original poster, Chubbuck ended up killing herself due to not having sex, posting a link to a 

youtube analysis by Dr. Todd Grande of the case as “proof” for this statement12. This should 

make her an incel, but due to the misogynistic ideas of the black pill worldview, women can’t 

be true incels, at least not in the version of inceldom that exists on incels.is. The original 

poster continues his thread with this speculation:  

Wonder if this happened today, IT and other cucks would feel sad for her and say how 

horrible she must have had it in life.   

Meanwhile almost every single person on this forum has it just as bad or worse than 

her, but meanwhile we are mocked for being ugly abominations.   

Just more examples of female privilege.   

Women get to bitch and moan about their issues, to the point where feminism is the 

ultimate expression of bitching and moaning.   

 

11 Chubbuck is not named in the post itself, but her name is used in the video analysis that is referenced 
12 The video cited in the post is “Christine Chubbuck | Analysis of the First "On Air" Suicide” by youtuber Dr. 
Todd Grande. While Grande does mention Chubbucks difficulty in finding romantic partners and not having had 
sex as one of the points in his analysis of the case, Grande present a far more nuanced and complex analysis 
and does not argue that this is the sole reason for her suicide.   
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But if we are bitching and moaning about how we got fucked over, NO ONE GIVES A 

SHIT.   

That is what we must learn about being a male in this world, unless you are Chad or 

have utilitarian use, you are seen as worse than animals to them.   

Chris Rock was right, only women, children [sic], and animals are loved 

unconditionally. Males are only loved for what we do.   

It's over.   

In this post, the person writing turns a case about a woman committing suicide after a long 

period of depression into an example of what he calls female privilege, and does so by 

assuming that people would sympathize with her, but not with the people on the forum. He 

expresses a belief that the members of the forum have suffered just as much as Chubbuck, if 

not worse. He is not explicitly saying that women are not allowed to express their misery, 

but by calling the act of doing so “bitching and moaning”, it is heavily implied that it is not 

worth empathising with them. Similar rhetoric is used in other threads to argue that there is 

no such thing as straight privilege, because of the existence of LGBTQ-support-systems and 

that it is socially acceptable to hate straight people. 

Replies in the thread show that other users are even harsher in their judgment of Chubbuck. 

U1: Wtf is this shit? Bitch founded a "dateless knitting club" at 16 then found a chad 

almost immediately. She had a career as a news reporter a job given to her entirely 

because of her gender and looks and could pick from countless men but again 

pretended to be lonely,  

This whole story is about a delusional woman who had everything and threw it all 

away. 

U2: Wasn't even unattractive  

U3: average fem"cel"13  

Again, misery is used as a way of marking ones legitimate belonging to the group, suggesting 

that some groups, like women, are never able to reach a level of suffering equal to that of 

 

13 Femcel is a term for female incel. In this instance, quotation marks are used in order to emphasise how 
femcels does not exist and how those who claim to be femcels are wrong.  
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true incels. These exchanges also show how users believe that people who are not suffering 

“enough” are seemingly not worth empathising with, even when their misery is leads them 

to take their own lives.  

5.4 Language and tone policing  

As apparent in many of the quotations used in this thesis, the language used on the site is 

filled with internal jargon, unique words, and memes. The importance of known culture 

(Fine 2012) as a tool in group building becomes ever so clear when one first starts to 

navigate sites like this. Language becomes a barrier, and a way of establishing who’s truly a 

member of the group. Users need to be able to navigate through the circumscribing, codes 

and metaphors to really be able to engage in conversations, which often means that they 

have to know the meanings of the words, but often also the history of them. When I first 

started researching on this group, I had to stop and look up words in almost every post just 

to understand what was being said. Even after having followed the community for years, I 

occasionally find myself needing to research phrases or metaphors to follow the 

conversation. Many phrases are multi-layered or in-jokes building upon each other, like how 

encouraging people to commit terror attacks are sometimes called eating ravioli, which 

refers to the term go ER, which in turn refers to Elliot Rodgers and the Isla Vista killings in 

2014. This term exemplifies two of the aspects that Fine (2012) describe when writing about 

the dynamics of idioculture; the need for a basis of shared knowledge and meaning, and how 

a triggering event acts as a basis for selection of what becomes part of idioculture.  

Shared knowledge plays a role in group dynamics in that to truly be part of the group, you 

have to understand all the underlying meanings of what is being said (Fine 2012). Knowing 

the codes becomes not only a way to gain status, but a way to prove that you belong to the 

group, since it is such a simple way to exclude outsiders. The aspect of exclusion might not 

be as effective in an online-forum-setting as it would be in face-to-face interaction -it is 

usually not too difficult to find an explanation of a phrase online and the text format makes 

it possible to take the time to look for it without losing face. However, intuitively 

understanding the codes are likely to lead to a stronger sense of belonging, given how 

important idioculture is in a group. 
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The spree-killings of Elliot Rodgers is an event that is deeply ingrained in the incel-

idioculture. The different ways in which it is referred are multiple and changes quickly, 

ranging from the aforementioned “eating ravioli” to pictures of watches of the brand Goer. 

The latter is a way of telling people to “go ER”, follow in Rodgers footsteps and conduct acts 

of violence as a way of revenge. In this case, the triggering event is the spree-killings 

themselves, and the manifest and videos Rodgers left behind act as important documents 

for the incel-community.  

Another way that language is used to influence status on the forum is by tone policing. Using 

the wrong tone, for example by not being misogynic enough in ones choice of words, can 

lead to a social correction, and users are often careful to add a disclaimer if they are going to 

say something that is not directly negative about an outgroup. In a thread arguing that 

leftists are pushing teenagers to become sex workers, the creator of the thread starts one of 

his sentences with “Dont get me wrong, I believe all women are whores for chads…” before 

continuing to discuss the topic, as if justifying that he is not just saying that the teenagers 

only have themselves to blame. In a thread about racial hierarchies, a user writes “I may be 

racist but that doesn't mean I think *every* other race is inferior”, making sure that others 

do not question his racism before continuing his post. This carefulness is likely connected to 

the user not wanting his place in the group to be questioned, as people run the risk of being 

called a fakecell if their post can be read as progressive. If you want to be viewed as truly 

blackpilled without being questioned, you also have to accept the racism and misogyny that 

is part of the ideology.  

5.5 Belonging and Support 

Thread name: u guys are my best friends 

for reals, there’s so much fun to be had on here and little tips that you guys provide. 

Of course it’s not ideal to supplement real friends with an incel forum but this site 

does a damn good job at it. There’s all types of different ideas and opinions to the 

point I could be sitting on my phone for an hour or two straight reading non sense or a 

scholar tier essay. There is nothing like this forum and I’m sure nothing can replace it  

Many of the aspects I have brought up throughout this thesis has been focusing on 

mechanisms that keep people on the forum through control, punishment, and the fear of 
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being left out. However, none of these are likely to be effective if there was nothing positive 

to gain from being part of the group. This is where a sense of belonging and friendship plays 

an important role, because of the things that members of the forum describe as struggles in 

their life feeling lonely and isolated might be the most common. 

While critiquing and questioning each other makes up a large part of the interactions on the 

forum, so does support and showing empathy to other incels. In the thread “I’m afraid that 

I’m too dumb to be a cashier” one user shares his fear of not being able to do his job 

properly, writing that he is afraid and wondering if he will get proper training when starting. 

In response to this several users cheer him on, assuring him that “everyone is afraid before 

their 1st day of work” and that he will be able to make it. Several of them share their own 

experiences with working life and the struggles they have been through, giving both 

concrete tips and examples of how they have managed to get through their hardships. 

User 1: Dude I spent 6 years rotting before I got my STEMmaxxed job which requires 

constant interaction with people. So if I can do it then you can  

This response prompts another user to quote this post and comment on the tone of the 

thread, pointing out all the support that the original poster is getting. 

User 2: The wholesomeness of some people on this forum gives me a warm feeling 

inside sometimes. If they can act positive to others despite what they've went 

through, it encourages me to nicer to others as well. So much for "psychopathic 

dangerous young men who only care about having sex and nothing else". Complete 

lies by society, absolute slander. 

These posts provide insight into the positive aspects of the community, where empathy and 

care plays an important role. However, this empathy and caring is predominately directed 

towards other incels, while the rest of the world is still to blame. Because at the same time 

as User 2 writes about how happy the forum makes him, in the next sentence he brings up 

his anger at the outside worlds view of incels. This tendency is not unique for this 

interaction, when empathy towards other incels is shown, it is often combined with anger at 

something outside of the group. In a thread where the original poster writes about how 

angry and sad he gets every time he sees a woman, we get another example: 
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User 2: I feel your pain, It's better to have loved and lost than have never loved or 

been loved before. Some men are just ugly and unlovable.   

Their main purpose is to provide service to the rest of society until they die. Women 

and attractive men are the only one who are set to enjoy life fully  

In a way, showing empathy in combination with criticising others becomes yet another way 

of making the group stronger. Not only are the users giving each other a sense of belonging 

and comfort by empathising, but they are also pointing at someone to blame for the pain at 

the same time, re-enforcing the sense of an enemy.  

5.6 Protecting the group 

Being able to protect and maintain the group is something that seems to be of great 

importance for members of the incel-forum. They are often guarded and sceptical, 

examining every possible threat. But what are they protecting the group from? 

In the thread discussed earlier on, where a user asks how people became incels, one of the 

first responses is simply “data mining thread”, suggesting that the sole purpose of the thread 

is for an outsider to be able to gather information on incels.  Later in the thread, another 

user comments:  

Joined Jan 22, 2021  

2 posts  

I'm a greycel too but goddamn you look fishy as fuck.  

Pointing out that the original poster has been on the site for a few months but not posted 

anything, which is viewed as cause for wariness.  

In another thread a user describes how women try to ruin their ex-partners reputations, 

someone answers “Do you know this from a friend? It seems too specific of a situation and 

one that wouldn't happen to an incel (for obvious reasons)”, showing suspicion of the user 

not being an incel, even though he gives him an out by asking if he is describing a friends 

experience.  
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These two threads show two different kinds of mistrust: being concerned with an threat 

from someone or something outside of the community but are “out to get you”, and 

someone who is a part of the community but doesn’t truly belong there.  

5.6.1 Protection from fakecels 

This forum is already plagued by trolls and fakecels. You really want to invite more in 

by making this forum even better known? That's a stupid thing to do. 

In the threads I read, the users who are posting tend to be very protective of their space, 

which is likely one of the reasons that graycels are viewed with suspicion based solely on 

being new to the forum. Worse than being viewed as just being suspicious is being deemed 

to be a “fakecel”, someone who is just pretending to be an incel. There are several different 

kinds of fakecels; those who are pretending to trick people on the forum, those who actually 

identify as an incel but are deemed to not have the characteristics of a truecel14 and those 

who just like hanging out on the forum. The term is often used to question whether or not a 

user really belongs to the in-group, usually by calling out a characteristic that is argued to 

make the person attractive enough to find someone to have sex with. There are many 

threads discussing “fakecel traits”, characteristics that can be seen as a marker of the 

outgroup. 

If your self esteem isn't so low that the idea of even approaching a foid, let alone 

asking one out, doesn't give you thoughts of roping15 you are exhibiting a giga-fakecel 

trait. 

These fakecel-traits can be understood as an expression of alterity as described by Barbara 

Czarniawska (2008). They are not quite part of identity, rather, they are a definition of “who 

am I not like”. No-one has the identity of a fakecel; the term seemingly exists solely to 

exclude people from the in-group and a description of characteristics that are not 

compatible with being an incel. The fakecel serves as a way to show what is not allowed 

according to the norms of the group, and what traits you are not allowed to have as a true 

incel. Showing any kind of hope or suggesting that you have any of the characteristics that 

incels code as beneficial on the sexual marketplace are both things that are likely to get a 

 

14 Truecel is a term used to describe someone who is perceived as a true incel. 
15 Roping is the term most commonly used for committing suicide.  
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user accused of being a fakecel, and thereby question whether or not they belong in the 

group.   

Calling someone a fakecel becomes a form of social punishment, a way to protect the in-

group and a way to establish what is permissible behaviour. Having one fakecel trait is rarely 

enough to get someone kicked out of the discussion completely, rather, calling someone a 

fakecel in a discussion is often a way to try to dominate the conversation and gain status 

while socially correcting the person stepping out of line. However, there are discussions on 

the forum in which it is implied that users have been banned from the forum for being 

fakecels, and the rules of the forum state that only true incels are welcome. This makes the 

stakes higher for those who fear to be viewed as not being true incels. The threat of no 

longer being a part of the in-group make using the term as a way to correct users behaviours 

potent, especially when it’s combined with the tendencies to isolate users from the outside 

world and encouraging them to be suspicious of everyone outside of the group, since the 

two latter aspects makes it more likely that this group is an individual’s main (or most 

important) source of social interaction.  

5.6.2 Creating an outside threat  

A re-occurring tendency in the discussions on the forum is to create and maintain the feeling 

of an outside threat. This is done both on a macro and micro level, ranging from well-known 

global conspiracy theories to leading users to believe that specific people in their lives are 

lying to them. This creates uncertainty, where users feel like they should trust no one, at 

least no one outside of the group, effectively creating a sense of us-against-the-world, 

sending incels further into their retreatism.  

Many of the threads on the forum start with someone detailing how “they”, “society” or 

sometimes a more well-defined group (often women, feminists, leftists or Jewish people) are 

going out of their way to make life miserable for people on the site. In one thread, a well-

established user shuts down someone claiming that Netflix is diversifying their content to 

earn money by pointing towards a larger conspiracy. 
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That's not true. They have 0 competition once you see that the "competition" is 

another company owned by a Jooo16. They spend money to push propaganda. You 

mention BLM yet BLM wouldn't even exist without sponsorship. No large scale pro 

black organisation would exist. NAACP -founded by joos. MLK- had jooish writer.  

Even if you go 100 years back you see Jews standing behind blacks pushing them 

fowad [sic]. 

In another thread with the title “CONFIRMED: Jew pills are to keep us submissive and 

subverted under the Jews and women. I have escaped.” a user who is seemingly new on the 

forum, having created his account in February 2021, describes how he is no longer taking his 

prescription medicine17 because of the fear of it being used to control him, and how another 

user cheers him on. 

Original post: 7 days ago I dumped my cocktail of prescription drugs in the toilet. I 

made a thread "Either it's gonna end really  badly or it's gonna be fine."  

Turns out that it's perfectly fine. I feel the best I've felt in the last 2 years I've been on 

these shitty drugs and GUESS WHAT? I can have a boner now. I get a full boner in less 

than 20 seconds now. The Jews wanted to subvert my sexuality and make me a 

submissive beta cuck male.  

 

Now I can feel proper rage and hatred against the world again. I am a real man again 

today. The sun shines so bright and I feel so good. I feel so good that I could go on a 

psychopathic murdering streak in minecraft with raytracing. The drugs were keeping 

me from this. I am a free man again. It feels good to be alive!  

Now if I could only fix my inceldom problem... Hmmm  

 

16 Jewish, there is a tendency to write words slightly wrong or “coded”, seemingly in order to make it more 
difficult to use certain search terms to find specific content on the site. It is also done to words like incel 
(usually inkwell), woman (a variety of different terms), Elliot Rodgers (ER, Eating ravioli, pictures of watches 
from the brand goer and more) and many more.  
17 Later in the thread, the drugs he lists are zoloft, rispderdone and Adderall and hints of it being a couple that 
he does not mention. Quitting these without consulting with a healthcare professional can give the user severe 
negative side effects.  
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User 1: Why would you get on the meds in the first place? For depression? My issues 

are caused by real problems which can't be taken away by drugging myself. I suspect 

that you're the same  

OP: They don't think that there's an objective truth. If you just alter the way you think 

somehow you alter reality itself. Sorry but I don't believe  

that. I believe in an objective truth that is true no matter how you look at it. That's 

what the blackpill is.  

U1: true, the blackpill is itself derived from science.  

An interesting aspect of this exchange is how user 1 not only agrees with the conspiracy by 

questioning why the original poster taken drugs to begin with, but also brings up how “[his] 

issues are caused by real problems”. Here, the status gained from being one of those who 

“sees the world for what is truly is” is seemingly used to make the point being made even 

stronger. 

On the site, some specific groups are commonly constructed as the outside threat18. In the 

two examples I have brought up, jewish people are the ones who are depicted as the outside 

threat, which is common in conspiracy theories (Kofta et al 2020). Another group that is 

often depicted as a united and serious outside threat are women. They are often described 

as a kind of hive-mind whose sole purpose seems to be bringing incels down. 

If you were to ask out a foid , would she be nice to your face and tell you some reason 

not related to you why she doesnt want to? sure. Does that mean she doesnt think 

you're a subhuman piece of trash and won't tell her foid friends and laugh afterwards?  

---- 

In the same way they've convinced themselves that aborting unborn children isn't 
murder, they'll find a way to convince themselves that killing all sub-9 19men isn't 
genocide. 
 

 

18 Due to this not being the focus for this study, I will not explore the connection between anti-semitism and 
incels in any depth here. However, since it’s such a prevalent part of the communication on the forum, it is 
worth examining closer in future research.  
 
19 Sub-9 refers to the 10 point scale used in what incels call Sexual Market Value (SMV). A sub-9 man is anyone 
who doesn’t get the perfect score of 10 on the scale.  
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There are differences in how these two threats are depicted; the anti-semitism often take 

the form of hating a vague, manipulative concept that is using its control on a societal level, 

while women are depicted on a more personal level. Women are often described in more 

micro-level situations but are often seen as representatives for all women rather than being 

viewed as individuals.  

Some of the threads where the outside threat is on a more micro-level are deeply personal 

and the answers it gets might have a great effect on a user who is already feeling self-

conscious in interactions with other people, given the level of influence idioculture can have. 

In one thread, a user is sharing his paranoia and describes how he is worried that everyone 

around him hates him. At one point, he recalls how he had been talking to a girl and pointed 

out that she hates him, to which she replied “I don’t hate you”. While this is heart breaking 

in its own sense, the reply he gets is worse.  

Original poster: I was talking to this girl and I said that she hates me and she said “I 

don’t hate you” idk man  

User 1: Women lie all the time, It's common sense, of course she won't tell you she 

hates you to your face 

This causes the original poster to cite this answer two time, first responding “True” and after 

the second citation adding “That’s why I need these surgeries badly so I can fix all my flaws 

and become normie”. He ends his thread by writing “Yeah ur right I think everyone does 

hate me”. In some ways, this exchange feels to me like as if the anxious, self-conscious parts 

of your brain would suddenly manifest physically just to tell you that your worse fears are in 

fact correct and you are right to not only hate yourself, but to never believe others when 

they tell you that they don’t. For me, this brings my mind to Lisa Guenther(2013) study on 

solitary confinement, in which she discusses how people are only able to confirm their 

reality in interaction with others, and George Herbert Meads(1913) theory of the social self 

and how the self is created in interactions with others. If our reality and our selves are 

created in interaction, the harm that can be done in a group where the norm is to mistrust 

every kind word someone says is worrying. In combination with the next topic, how users 

run the risk of the forum becoming their main source of social interaction due to social 

isolation, the effect environments like these have on the self and the life-world of its users 
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might become even more important to have in mind when one is trying to understand the 

mechanisms of groups like these. 

5.6.3 Isolating users 

Original Poster: I’ve had really good friends circles before  

User 1: Stopped reading there, fuck off normie  

One of the functions of the outside threat seems to be isolating the users and thereby make 

the forum their main source of social interaction. This is not necessarily done with intent and 

planning, I find it more likely that it is an unintended consequence of the culture of mistrust 

that is cultivated at the forum, but the harm that is done is nevertheless real. One of the 

threads in my pre-study made me acutely aware of this mechanism. The interaction is so 

simple, yet effective, in the way it makes a new user more dependent on the forum as a 

social space. The title of the thread is “Can you have a a[sic] healthy social life as an ugly 

incel ?”. It is started by a user who is new to the forum, having created his account a week 

before posting the thread. In his first post, he asks the same question, but includes himself in 

the group by writing “Can us ugly subhumans still try to have male friends and a healthy 

social life ?”. The answers he gets paints a bleak picture. 

User 1: You can befriend fellow incels, but going beyond that will be suifuel20. Making 

friends with normies or beyond is a risk because they will either make fun of you or 

possibly get a girlfriend which is suifuel 

--- 

User 3: No. Next question 

--- 

User 4: Never tried making friends. Most of them are bluepilled NPCs so i've hated 

them from the start. I'm starting to enjoy my own company these days. Just keeping 

myself busy with whatever. I'm too good for normies anyways(inb4 cope) 

---  

 

20 Suiefuel is a term used for anything that brings members closer to taking their own lifes 
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User 5: No. You can have some friends, that’s for sure. But not having any kind of a 

sexual relationship in your entire life excludes you from many social activities and from 

the society at all. You will always be the ugly loser. 

--- 

User 6: With norms? No never, you'll be in the bracket that exists solely for their 

amusement & only invited to low tier stuff & dropped the moment the higher ranks 

arrive. 

Some of the people posting in the thread are slightly more optimistic, but there is not a 

single answer which is a straightforward “yes, you can have a healthy social life”. The most 

positive answers are few ambivalent users that suggest that there might be a chance, just 

not for them personally. 

User 7: It's possible unless you have autism or some sort of mental illness. 

---- 

User 8: Probably. I'm an expert in antisocial life so I can't help there 

---- 

User 9: I had a small social circle as an incel, albeit it took me to sophomore year of 

high school to actually get friends once I moved. I made friends with about 20+ 

people, most of them which were normies, who either used me for shit, befriended 

me because they felt sorry for me, or just straight up backstabbed me. By the end of 

high school, I had about 5 really good friends. But then, I moved again, so now I'm 

back to square one. Not even going to fucking try anymore tbh, that shit was 

ridiculous, and I genuinely believe this generation is full of psychopaths and narcissists. 

Many users on the forum describe finding the community during a dark period in their lives. 

With that in mind, it is concerning to see how a new user gets his aspirations of having a 

meaningful social life so completely crushed with a chorus of people telling him that it is 

better to give up. The person who creates the thread seemingly has some hope for finding a 

meaningful social life left but is seemingly unsure because of his self-hatred, given that he 

calls himself sub-human. When this is the response he gets, it is unlikely that he will keep 

that hope for long if he stays on the forum. 
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Again, the deterministic nature of the black pill worldview becomes evident, and retreatism 

becomes the most reasonable option. While there is a belief that close friendship might be 

acquirable even for incels, these users seem certain that it is not possible for them, either 

because of their mental health, being anti-social or believing other people not being worth 

befriending. This makes friendship into another unattainable societal goal. However, there is 

some more nuance in the discussion surrounding friendship than that of sexual or romantic 

relationships. Befriending other incels is often viewed as a reasonable option, which also 

acts as a way to strengthen the importance of the group in an individuals life.   

This is not the only thread in which interacting with people outside of the group is actively 

disencouraged. The most common version of isolating users is done by advising people away 

from using other websites, especially Reddit. The most common antagonist is the sub-reddit 

inceltears, a community that discusses posts, usually from incels.is. Here, there is a conflict 

between the narcissism of the incel community and the want to not interact with Reddit, 

and especially not the users of inceltears. After seeing a lot of posts referring to the 

subreddit, one user makes an open call for people to stop posting about the site. 

User 1: This is the 5th thread on IT21 in the first page of inceldom discussion. I will 

never understand why so many people even acknowledge them. 

User 2: Tbh. I’n going to stop making IT posts as well because they don’t deserve any 

acknowledgement 

User 1: Everyone should stop. This is literally the most pointless and petty thing I have 

seen on here. And it’s not like it’s just a couple users constantly spamming them. All I 

need to do there is block them. A good handful of people do this.  

This user expresses that he is tired of constantly seeing discussions of the sub-reddit, and 

suggests that a better option is to just not acknowledge the existence of it and move on. In 

another thread a similar argument is made when a user suggests that a members should be 

banned from incels.is if they discuss inceltears.  

However, there is not a complete consensus on the site regarding how the community 

should interact with others. In one noteworthy thread, the original poster makes an 

 

21 Acronym for the sub-reddit inceltears 
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argument for trying to build bridges to address incels bad reputation and give people a 

better understanding of the members of the group. In the first post of the thread, he writes: 

Original Poster:  What I want to know is, do you deem it wise that some of us discuss 

things with them in a civil way, on THEIR app? I've messaged a few of them out of my 

latent curiosity and desire to pick their brains on us. I was courteous, polite, but 

unwavering in my insistence that I am, indeed, incel and a loyal member of this 

community. They were civil in kind (albeit initially wary), but filled with 

misunderstandings of who we are and what we do.  

He ends by stating: 

OP: tl;dr We might be able to improve the situation in general for us by one-upping 

the normies through sheer civility and help debunk that we're just a toxic hive of 

psychos, and instead a collection of rational thinking men--all without being cucks or 

simps  

Wanting to not only interact with people outside of the group, but actively seek and connect 

to them stands as a stark contrast to most other discussions on the forum. Many people who 

answer in the thread agree with the original poster and seem to be considering reaching out 

themselves. Others are not as approving, arguing that it is impossible to reason with the 

users on the sub-reddit. 

User 1: The subs purpose is to mock incels, they understand perfectly and a study has 

shown the same people go on other subs like r/neckbeards just to mock. Anyone who 

wants dialogue with IT is a cuck.  

However, even though some believe that there is no point in even trying to connect to the 

people they view as a threat, the fact that there are people who try to reach out and have a 

discussion makes the task of demolishing empathy walls seem more achievable.  

5.7 Summary 

In this chapter, some of the different mechanisms that contribute to the group building of 

incels have been explored. By first examining how people end up on the forum through 

experiencing a combination of retreatism and anomie that cause them to look elsewhere to 

find meaning, we find a group where many of the members believe that they were destined 

to end up where they are. This fatalistic way of thinking causes them to completely reject 
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society, since they believe that it will never be on their side anyway, and instead look 

elsewhere to find meaning and a sense of belonging. In finding a group where the world 

view presented feels like it represents their experiences, the incel community can become 

the source they are looking for, but getting accepted as a true incel might be difficult.  

The results of this study show different aspects of group-building and the creation of 

idioculture, where internal norms, permissible behaviour, and borders of the group are 

established and negotiated. In the group, status is gained from daring to see the world for 

what it is, even when it is to your own disadvantage, being an active part of the community 

and feeling miserable. Language is used both as a tool for excluding outsiders and police the 

tone of other users. There are several mechanisms whose main purpose seem to be 

protecting the group, either from members who are deemed to not truly belong there or 

from an outside threat. All of these mechanisms act as a way to keep people on the forum; 

either by giving them a sense of belonging, group identity, status, or self-worth or by framing 

the world outside of the community as hostile, ill-willing, and unfair.   
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6 Discussion 

It is not difficult to see how a person who is already on a downwards spiral and filled with 

self-loathing can sink even deeper after ending up on an incel forum. They are greeted by a 

group of people who share their suffering, and therefore can relate to their misery, and 

seem to have all the answers. Turns out, it’s not your fault, it is society who has put you in 

this situation, and some forces that want it to stay that way. The people on the forum 

welcome you, and want to give you this knowledge, but they are also suspicious and 

punishes you for every display of hope or characteristic that, according to them, would be to 

your advantage. They encourage every display of total hopelessness and cheer you on when 

you describe all your flaws. The only solutions offered are either accepting the situation and 

living your miserable, lonely life, trying to find small ways of coping even though you know 

that there is no happy life waiting for you, or simply end it all. In many ways, the forum 

brings to mind a suicide cult, praising those who are “brave enough” to take their own lives. 

They romanticize suicide and, in many ways, frame it as the best and only choice.  

However, this is not the only form of discourse existing on the forum. Some participants are 

a lot more nuanced and differ more than is accounted for. There are threads in which users 

suggest reaching out to others to humanize incels and there are discussions in which a great 

deal of empathy is displayed, at least towards people who are viewed as belonging to the in-

group. Nonetheless, the harsh tone seems to be the dominant one on the forum, and one 

that risks doing a great deal of damage, especially when the forum becomes someone’s 

primary source for value and norms, as evident by the 2014 Isla Vista killings, the 2018 

Toronto van attack, and the 2021 Plymouth shootings. 

In this thesis, the group has been examined through a sociological lens in order to examine 

what makes the incel forum successful, how group identity is created and how we can 

understand why users keep returning to the forum. Using Eva Illouz (2012, 2019) theories on 

love in modernity, it is possible to understand how love and sex as a tool for creating self-

worth and anomic desire can make people miserable, making the way incels describe an 

intense pain connected to being alone more understandable. With the help of Mertons 

(1938) deviance typology, the way incels reject society can be understood as a state of 

retreatism. In the material, these tendencies are often displayed as an intense hatred of 
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society, or in the explicit suggestion of not wanting to contribute or participate in societal 

systems. In rejecting society, incels finds new ways to create meaning and norms within the 

group, and by applying Gary Alan Fines (2012) theoretical framework of groups it becomes 

evident how different aspects of the interactions on the forum play important roles in 

establishing an idioculture, and why protecting the group is so important for incels.  

Incels are a group that has gotten more and more attention over the last few years, both 

from academia in the form of studies focusing on trying to map and understand the group 

and from media, where several documentaries and books have been published on the 

subject. It is not difficult to see why, the group is the source of many vivid displays of a 

worrisome cultural tendency, and more research is still needed. My belief is that the focus 

on the community-building aspects of incels can contribute to tearing down at least a few 

bricks of the empathy wall. 
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Appendix A – List of incel phrases  

Betabux - is a term for a man in a romantic relationship where his main purpose is to provide 

for the woman. The term is refering to the idea of a “dualistic mating strategi”, which 

suggests that women tend to find one beta male who provides for her and one alfa male for 

mating 

Black Pill – The black pill, or black pill philosophy, is one of the main components of the 

incel-discourse. The black pill philosophy suggests that not only are the world skewed 

against the men on the site, but there is no point in trying to change anything. 

Chad – An embodiement of hegemonic masculinity, the ideal man. According to incels, a 

Chad is the only kind of man that women are truly attracted to. 

Elliot Rodger – A then 22-year old man who killed six people near the campus of University 

of California 23/5 2014. Before the spree killings, which are now known as the 2014 Isla Vista 

killings, Elliot published a youtubevideo describing his urge to take revenge on the women 

who had rejected him and how jealous he was of men who were sexually active (BBC News 

2018). He also sent out a 107, 000 word long manifesto to 34 people he knew. Rodgers later 

came to be idolized on the incel-forums. He is often called “The Supreme Gentleman”. 

(Retrieved 17  September 2021 from BBC News (2018) Elliot Rodger: How misogynist killer 

became ‘incel hero’. BBC News. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-43892189) 

Foid – An abbreviation of femoid, a derogiatory term for woman. The word is a portmanteau 

of the words “female” and “android” and it is used to suggest that women are not entirely 

human. 

Go ER: Refers to Elliot Rodgers and the Isla Vista killings and is often used as a way of 

discussing violence as an option for revenge.  

Graycel – Someone on the forum with less than 499 posts 

Incel – Someone in involuntary celibacy.   

Men going their own way, MGTOW – A anti-feminist movement in the manosphere where 

men that by choice separate themselves from women. 
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Mens Right’s activists, MRA-rörelsen – A group in the manosphere advocating for mens 

rights.  

Normie – Someone who is neither an incel nor a chad and is viewed as placing on the middle 

of the 10 point scale of sexual market value. 

Pick Up artists, PUA – A community in the manosphere focusing on how to attract women. 

Red pill – A term used in the manosphere for people who “see things as they really are”. The 

term originates from 1999 film The Matrix, in which the protagonist Neo gets the choice of 

either taking a blue pill, and stay blissfully ignorant, or take a red pill, and start seeing the 

world for what it really is.  

Sexual Market Value (SMV) – A 10 point scale that assess ones value on the sexual market. 

This concept is centered around the idea that sexuality is structured in a market-like system 

where the datapoints that influences an individuals value are objective and stays true almost 

regardless of context.  

Suifuel – Something that brings a member of the community closer to taking their own life. 

Truecel – Someone deemed to be a true incel.  

 


