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Incel Violence and Victimhood:
Negotiating Inceldom in Online
Discussions of the Plymouth Shooting
Emilia Lounela & Shane Murphy

Incels (“involuntary celibates”) are online communities of young men, broadly aligned
by anti-feminism, concern over an inability to form sexual relationships with women,
and a strong negative focus on their own appearance. Incels have been linked to
violent misogyny and several mass killings. Using critical discourse analysis on data
from nine different incel online forums, this article explores how incels discussed the
Plymouth shooting in August 2021, often reported as an incel attack, looking at the
discourses which are invoked to justify or delegitimize violence. As well as violent
rhetoric, our research also pays attention to anti-violent rhetoric in incel communities,
an area not yet discussed in the literature regarding incels, but which may be
invaluable to those hoping to address the issue of incel violence. Our findings identify
significant differences in the way the shooting is discussed across different incel
forums, and reveal that both pro and anti-violence discourses frequently invoke
lookism and mental health to justify victimhood.

KEYWORDS: Incel, Political violence, Lookism, Mental health, Victimhood

Introduction

Incels (“involuntary celibates”) refer to online communities predominantly comprising
young men who have constructed an identity around an inability to form sexual
relationships with women.1 Both survey and text data from the popular incels.is forum
suggests that the makeup of incel communities is demographically diverse.2 Baele et
al. suggest the incel worldview can be understood as a three-tiered social hierarchy
dictated by physical appearance in which attractive men and women (“Chads” and
“Stacys”) represent a small percentage at the top, while the average-looking majority
(normies) find themselves in the centre.3 The bottom of this hierarchy comprises a
minority of physically unattractive men—incels. Beliefs about the exact cause of
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“inceldom” differ from community to community, and in many cases, person to
person, although they are broadly aligned by an opposition to feminism, concern over
the issue of lookism (the idea that less attractive people are discriminated against),
and a belief in a rigidly defined “sexual marketplace,” which is understood to favour
women over men.4 These ideas are often used to justify misogyny that is prevalent in
incel communities.5 Still, many view their inceldom as a life situation rather than a
chosen identity or ideology.6 The phrase “taking the blackpill” refers to the process of
accepting one’s situation to be hopeless, usually due to one’s genetics or certain
immutable features.7 The Blackpill can also refer to a loosely defined ideology shared
throughout incel communities, which draw from contested theories regarding sex,
gender, biological determinism and evolutionary psychology to emphasise men’s
structural subordinance to women in modern societies.8

On August 12, 2021 in Plymouth, U.K., a violent attack left five dead. The shooting was
widely reported as an incel attack, although the perpetrator’s motivation remains
unclear. In the days following the attack, this uncertainty led to many incels trying to
make sense of the attack in online forum discussions. Discussions of whether the
attacker was an incel became negotiations of what inceldom is and what role, if any,
violence should play in it. We collected these discussions in the immediate aftermath
of the shooting, which allowed us to see how incels on different online forums reacted
to this attack, framed as incel violence, without messages or threads being removed.

In this research, we analyse discussions of the Plymouth shooting from nine
prominent incel forums in the days immediately following the shooting. Critical
discourse analysis is used to unpack the discourses most often evoked when
justifying, condemning, or explaining the attack. These findings are then divided into
three themes: lookism, violence, and mental health. Our analysis reveals how the
shooting itself, and the ensuing media coverage, became a symbol of the perceived
injustices and grievances incels face more broadly. Despite popular conversations
circulating in the mainstream media which treat incels as a violent terrorist threat,
incels themselves predominantly define inceldom from a viewpoint of
marginalisation, victimhood, and unfortunate life situations.9 Our study builds on
previous work on incel victimhood10 and unpacks how victimhood is constructed
through references to lookism and mental health, and invoked in both pro and anti-
violent rhetoric in incel communities.11

Incel violence

Incel communities have been linked to several mass killings in recent years, including
the Isla Vista shooting in the U.S. in 2014,12 and the Toronto van attack in
2018.13 Research has found widespread support for violence in incel communities,14 as
well as veneration of the perpetrators of incel violence.15 While violent attackers
holding misogynistic beliefs is certainly not a new phenomenon, it has not always
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been recognised or acknowledged.16 The intensity of the misogyny observed
throughout incel forums, and the central role misogyny plays in these communities,
has made it a focal point for those attempting to understand incels. It is important to
note that incel ideas and discourses, too, are linked to pre-existing systems of
misogyny.17 Researchers attempting to explain incel violence have discussed gender
role strain and attempts to reclaim or compensate for masculinity,18 or the dynamics
of incel communities, which legitimise violence against women as an acceptable
response to incel violence, and celebrate perpetrators.19 However, it is also well
documented that not all incels condone violence.20 It is not uncommon to find articles
from mainstream news sources which discuss incel violence, or refer to incels as
terrorists, being shared on incel forums. In such cases, incels often take issue with the
framing of the article for unfairly characterising all incels as being supportive of mass
violence. Some incels also criticise the media for making mass killers into celebrities.21

As previously mentioned, much of the mainstream coverage in the immediate
aftermath characterized the Plymouth shooting as a terrorist attack. Given the lack of
information regarding the perpetrators motivations at the time, this designation was
likely based on the perpetrators proximity to incel communities. There is an ongoing
debate in the academic literature on incels as to whether incel violence should be
understood as acts of terrorism. In their assessment of the threat of incel violence
Hoffman et al.22 propose that the attacks perpetrated by Elliot Rodger, Alek Minassian,
and Scott Beierle represent “clear incel-motivated terrorist attacks,” and conclude that
the “extremist fringe” of incel communities is constantly evolving, and poses a
terrorist threat “which should not be dismissed or ignored by domestic law
enforcement agencies.” Similarly, a policy brief by Zimmerman et al. published in the
aftermath of the Toronto van attack argues that “the nature of Incel violence meets
the requirement of the U.S. State Department’s description, which defines the term
“terrorism” as “premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against non-
combatant targets by subnational groups or clandestine agents.”23 Cottee, however,
argues against categorizing incels as terrorists, positing that there is nothing inherent
to the blackpill ideology that justifies or affirms committing acts of violence against
women.24 It has also been argued that current terrorism responses are insufficient for
addressing threats of incel violence. In reference to the Plymouth shooter, Leidig
argues that “Identifying and tracking groups is inadequate when the threat can no
longer be neatly classified into groups, or when individuals choose whether to self-
identify with labels at any given moment.”25 Terrorism designations, she suggests,
should be dependent on the content of the specific networks and subcultures in
which the individual is engaged, as opposed to group affiliation.

Lookism

Lookism—the idea that unattractive people are, often unconsciously, discriminated
against in society—is commonly invoked by incels to explain their lack of success in
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romantic and sexual relationships. The phenomenon is recognised in academic
research, although the focus has mostly been on discrimination based on appearance
experienced in the workplace and the everyday practices reinforcing beauty
norms,26 creating and renewing structures which can lead to feelings of oppression
and loss of autonomy from those deemed to be unattractive.27 Although incels
occasionally discuss how physical attractiveness correlates with career success or life
expectancy, lookism among incels is primarily discussed in terms of its effects on
finding a romantic partner.28 Along with their own abundant anecdotal evidence,
incels frequently draw from social sciences research to support their beliefs—
research by Walster et al.,29 Jonason et al.,30 and Fugère et al.31 are all cited on the
“Incel Wiki” page for lookism. However, while the research referenced generally finds
physical attraction to be a factor, and indeed, often an important factor, there is a
tendency among incels to remove much of the nuance, by taking the most
catastrophic interpretation of such research and assuming it applies universally. This
has contributed to a distinction between truecels (“true incels”) and fakecels (“fake
incels”), wherein truecels are those whose inceldom, hopelessly inescapable,32 is a
result of unalterable features (e.g. height), while those who are assumed to be simply
not putting in the effort, and could “ascend” from inceldom through exercise or
grooming, are considered to be fakecels.33

Although it is unclear how many have received official diagnoses, incels self-report
high prevalence of depression and anxiety,34 disorders which have been found to
correlate with body dysmorphia,35 a condition which is increasingly common, if
understudied, among men.36 Negative body image and body dysmorphia in men may
also be connected to distress related to perceived discrepancy in masculinity and
dysfunctional emotional regulation.37 It is therefore possible that the fixation on
appearance among incels may be related more to body image pressure and anxiety
rather than individual’s physical appearance.

Victimhood

A number of researchers have observed victimhood to play an important function in
incel communities.38 Debbie Ging39 discusses new emergent hybrid masculinities
which can account for this victimhood in ways our traditional understanding of
hegemonic masculinity40 does not. Whereas traditionally, hegemonic masculinity is
concerned with ideals such as strength, confidence and emotional restraint, hybrid
masculinities, which include incel masculinity, can accommodate traits such as failure,
virginity and victimhood. Brzuszkiewicz41 notes a tendency among incels to portray
themselves as victims of women and feminism, and suggests that incels’ hostility
towards women is not motivated by a feeling of superiority, but rather of inferiority,
as women are understood to have significantly more autonomy than men, particularly
with regards to dating.42 Regardless of these perceptions, incels can rightly be
categorised as upholding and renewing male supremacism.43 The incel performance
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of masculinity has been referred to as “masculine victimhood,” and has certain
rhetorical advantages which can serve a practical function.44 It enables incels to
position themselves as righteous underdogs, and conceptualise themselves as
activists or self-help communities, while framing their critics as cruel and uncaring. It
also allows them to portray acts of incel violence as being understandable or even
justifiable, and creates a space for those who perpetrate them to be celebrated as
martyrs.45

Methodology & data

Our research questions are as follows:

1. How is the Plymouth attack discussed on different incel online forums?

2. How is inceldom constructed in the context of violence?

To gain a holistic picture of how the Plymouth shooting was discussed in different
incel communities, we collected all discussion threads addressing the Plymouth
shooting from nine public online forums (incels.is, incels.net, lookism.net,
blackpill.club, love-shy.net, ncu.su, lookstheory.org, forum.looksmaxxing.com, and
looksmax.org), between August 12 and August 16, 2021. We decided to analyse
multiple forums to ensure our findings are representative of incel communities more
broadly. These nine communities were chosen, as they represent the nine public,
English language incel forums (not subreddits, Facebook groups, etc.) listed on the
Incel Wiki46 at the time.47 There is very little that thematically distinguishes these
forums from one another, although some gesture towards being more concerned
with appearance (lookism.net., forum.looksmaxxing.com, looksmax.org,
lookstheory.org), or discussion of the blackpill (blackpill.club, ncu.su), while others
have no discernible niche, presenting themselves as places for general inceldom
discussions (incels.is, incels.net, love-shy.net).

In total ninety-six threads were saved as PDFs, amounting to 1702 posts overall. Some
individual posts are as short as a single word, others are several paragraphs in length.
The longest thread contains 242 posts, while the shortest contains just two—the
original post and one reply. To identify central themes in the data and to determine
coding, at first, we uploaded the three longest threads from incels.is, lookism.net, and
blackpill.club (nine threads altogether) to the qualitative data analysis software
Atlas.ti, and coded them using an inductive approach. We selected these three forums
for developing the coding, as they represented the most active examples of the three
varieties of incel community mentioned above. Incels.is, a space for general inceldom
discussions, was chosen as it is the largest incel forum on the internet with almost
18,000 members as of September 2022, and is by far the most frequently researched
incel forum.48 Lookism.net, which had close to 18,000 members before shutting down
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in December 2021, was selected as it distinguished itself as a place to discuss lookism
and looksmaxxing (improving one’s appearance), but was also known for its laissez-
faire attitude towards trolling. Blackpill.club is a smaller incel forum with just over
1000 users in September 2022, and was selected as it positions itself as a forum for
incels more interested in serious discussion of the blackpill and related concepts.

The first author read through the threads multiple times, adding codes to mark
interesting topics and dynamics in the discussion. After this, the second author read
through the coded data and further developed the coding. Authors discussed and
modified the coding throughout the process until intercoder agreement was reached.
Then, the first author coded the remaining eighty-seven threads with broader themes,
informed by the coding of the nine longest threads. In total 182 codes were assigned
ranging from codes describing the content of the post (e.g. “Outsiders do not
understand incels”), to codes describing dynamics of the discussion (e.g. “Post not
about Plymouth”). Most posts were coded with several, sometimes overlapping codes
(e.g. “Lookism” and “Attacker’s appearance”).

The posts are analysed using critical discourse analysis (CDA). We chose CDA as our
methodology for its ability to reveal how important ideas and terms are negotiated,
how contingencies and contradictions are approached, and how social reality and
inceldom are constructed in the discussions. Our analysis is not focused on the
Plymouth shooting itself, but rather, the discourses which emerged around it on incel
forums in its aftermath. CDA starts from the premise that all texts contain political
and ideological underpinnings that the analysis aims to uncover. As our data contain a
considerable amount of discussions regarding power structures, victimhood, and
constructions of “right” and “wrong” behaviour, we consider CDA to be well-suited. We
chose Norman Fairclough’s three dimensional CDA framework as our main
methodological approach.49 This approach involves analysing data in the context of
three distinct levels: On a textual level, we analyse how ideational and interpersonal
functions are constructed, focusing specifically on representations, identity categories
and construction of knowledge systems in the discussions.50 Looking at discursive
practice, we pay attention to the ways in which texts are produced and interpreted,
the discourses which are drawn on, and how they are used. Analysing socio-cultural
practice, we look at ideological effects and hegemonic processes, the way these
discussions connect to wider structures.51 Here, we see incels communicating in the
aftermath of what has been deemed an “incel attack” in a world where incels are often
judged to be violent and terrorists—a characterization with which many incels
disagree.52

A note on irony

One area necessary to address prior to analysis is whether the extreme rhetoric
online mirrors a sincere will to act violently, or whether it should be understood as an
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exaggerated performance of “incelness” online.53 “Poe’s Law,” a well-known adage of
internet culture, tells us that without clear indicators of the author’s intent, it is
impossible to distinguish satire from sincerely held beliefs online.54 Cottee55 cautions
that “While it would be naïve and unwise to doubt the sincerity of what incels say, it
would be no less naïve and unwise to simply take it at face value, since much of what
incels say is deliberately tinged with irony, exaggeration and provocation.” Maxwell et
al similarly recognize that “online personas are performative, and as such, comments
made within online forums may not fully represent the complexity and full personality
of the person making a comment.”56 This phenomenon gives rise to a “Quantum
Paradox” whereby these posts exist as both serious and non-serious content.57 The
meaning of the post is dependent on audience interpretation, allowing extreme
rhetoric to masquerade as satirical content.58 The opposite is equally true—content
that was intended to be shared in jest risks being misinterpreted by researchers, and
indeed other incels, as sincere endorsements of violence. We propose that successful
contextualisation of discussions of violence on incel forums depends not on
understanding the intent of the poster, but recognizing that the context in which
these posts are shared means that endorsements of acts of violence, whether
intended ironically or not, always have the potential to be understood as sincere by
other users and to contribute to the normalisation of such rhetoric.

Ethical considerations

Privacy and anonymity are important to members of incel online forums. Pseudonyms
and non-representative avatars are the norm, and the majority of users refrain from
ever sharing their real names or posting images of themselves. Usernames and any
other identifying information has been omitted from this research,59 although quoted
posts are shown in their original form (with some minor formatting where required).
The forums from which we have collected data from are all publicly accessible without
the need for a profile, or approval from administrators or moderators. Members are
aware of this, and make references to a presumed influx of outsiders, occasionally
addressing them directly.60 Considering this, and that contacting the discussants to
acquire consent could in itself compromise their privacy and thus risk causing harm to
them, we decided not to contact discussants to obtain their informed consent to
partake in this research.61

Analysis

In addition to the way violence is discussed, we set out to examine the way inceldom
is constructed in these discussions. An overarching theme throughout the discussions
is victimhood. We analyse the ways in which a variety of arguments are invoked to
suggest incels are innocent, unfairly persecuted, and deserving of sympathy.
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Despite the popular mainstream image of incels as supporters of violence previously
discussed, many discussants condemn the attack. It is also notable that incels pay
relatively little attention to the Plymouth attack in their discussions: Even in threads
specifically started to discuss the attack, attention frequently turns to other topics,
such as lookism, politics, and general joking around. Of all codes in the data, Post not
about Plymouth is the most common, and of all 1691 posts collected, a third (N = 567,
33 percent) are about completely different topics. Other common individual codes
include Violence (N = 425, 25 percent), Lookism and discussants’ own
appearance (N = 330, 19 percent), The attacker’s appearance (285, 17 percent),
and Outsiders’ representations of incels (N = 250, 15 percent).

There are notable differences in the way the attack is discussed on different forums.
In our data, users of lookism.net and looksmax.org are more concerned with
discussing issues related to lookism and the attacker’s appearance, whereas on
blackpill.club and incels.is, violence is discussed more—although still often in relation
to the attacker’s appearance. The forums which present themselves as more
concerned with lookism and appearance (lookism.net, looksmax.org,
forum.lookismaxxing.com) generally have more posts condemning violence than the
other forums (lookstheory.org was the one exception—it contained just one posts
discussing violence, which we judged to neither endorse nor condemn the act). For
exact numbers on differences in discussion themes between different forums, see
tables in the Appendix.

Our analysis is divided into three main themes we constructed during the
coding: Lookism, Violence, and Mental health. These topics are most often evoked when
the discussants attempt to explain, justify or delegitimise violence. As the concept of
lookism frequently overlaps and intertwines with the other themes, we begin our
analysis by focusing on how lookism and appearance are invoked in discussions of
violence, and how they contribute to the discursive formation of inceldom. This is
followed by a longer analysis of discourses of violence, where we examine how
discussants legitimise or condemn the Plymouth attack, and how inceldom is
negotiated in the context of violence. Finally we look at how mental health—the
attacker’s mental health, and the relationship between inceldom and mental health
more broadly—is discussed in relation to the attack, and how it connects to violence
in the discussions. Although mental health is not discussed as frequently as lookism
and violence, it is a significant theme in the posters’ understanding of the attacker’s
motivations and connects to wider negotiations of inceldom in the communities, and
is therefore included in our analysis.

Lookism

The attacker’s appearance, lookism, and the discussants’ own appearance are
amongst the most frequent themes in the discussions, amounting to over a third of



the codes in the data (together N = 615, 36 percent). However, a significant amount
(N = 96, 41 percent) of the posts concerning lookism are not about the Plymouth
attack. The attacker’s attractiveness divides discussants, but more consider him
attractive than not. The attacker’s appearance becomes important in negotiating
whether the attacker was an incel and whether the violent attack was justified, as
these discussions most frequently contain definitions of what an incel is or how
inceldom is defined. The concept of lookism is not challenged in the discussions: it can
be regarded as taken-for-granted background knowledge in incel communities, and is
presented as non-ideological and natural.62

Among those who judge the attacker’s appearance negatively, the arguments are
relatively uniform—to them, he confirms the incel belief that some people can
never leave inceldom behind, no matter how hard they try.63 These comments
often portray the attacker empathetically as “one of us.”

Ultimately, he was in the same boat as most of us here - simply not born
attractive enough to get foids [women] interested.

The comments portraying the attacker’s appearance positively are more varied. In
some threads, his appearance is used as evidence of women’s unreasonably high
standards being a cause of inceldom, reinforcing the idea that incels’ situation is
outside of their control64 and will become even worse, highlighting the sense of
hopelessness that pervades these communities.65 While they portray incels as victims,
most posts do not explicitly implicate any oppressor or facilitator of this rise in
standards, although some connect the popularity of dating apps to it. The supposed
change is presented as inevitable and naturally occurring.

Reminder: This is what a truecel [true incel] looks like in 2021. If you look even
worse, JFL [just fucking lol] the standards has increased buddyboyo just tbh [to
be honest]

Commenters who do not accept the shooting as an incel attack often argue that the
shooter was not an incel because he was too physically attractive to be one. Many
state the attack was unjustifiable, primarily because the attacker was a fake incel.
Discursively separating the attack from incel communities makes it possible to
distance it from the discussants, and the wider incel communities, categorically, a
tendency visible throughout our data.

He was not an incel (in his case especially not one, since he was white, tall and
good-looking), but rather a violent cluster B [a grouping of personality disorders]
like pretty much all other shooters.

he literally could have just lost weight and gathered enough money to pay for
skin surgeries if his skin got messed. […] he was a degenerate fakecel murderer
and nothing less.
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Many posters judge the attacker not by his actual appearance, but rather the potential
he had to improve his appearance, i.e. “looksmaxx.” He is judged negatively, although
this seems to be mostly due to the potential he has squandered instead of the act of
violence he committed. While most “blackpilled” incels nihilistically believe their
situation to be inescapable,66 according to these discussants, his was not. This
distinction makes it possible for “true” incels to evade culpability, while also
demonstrating how their situation is worse than the attackers, presenting themselves
as “truecels” with a stronger claim to incel suffering than others. Some discussants
claim that a true incel would be justified in committing mass violence on behalf of all
others in a similar situation.67

[…] I actually have to say that what he did was wrong, not because people got
killed but because he was basically a low-tier Chad [reasonably attractive] in the
making. If he was a truecel then I’d understand why he did it even though the
way he carried it out seemed impulsive and low IQ. […]

He was a demoralizedcel, he had the face bones and height to mog [look better
than] the majority of men. I enjoy ERs [Elliot Rodger, ie. people who perpetrate
mass violence] but I prefer when it’s actually ugly dudes who legitimately have no
hope of looksmaxxing in society … This guy kind of feeds into the enemy
narrative. […]

The final comment vocalizes something which appears to be understood in most
comments, although is often left unsaid—that there are opposing narratives and
discourses which are going to be in competition in the aftermath of the attack. This
awareness of media portrayals of incels is further discussed below in the section
Mental health.

In most posts, inceldom is understood as an overarching shared identity that
determines the roles, experiences and options the discussants have in the social
world. However, some discussants challenge this by introducing a more intersectional
perspective. The attacker being white is mentioned often, making either an implicit or
explicit comparison to non-white incels whose situation is presented as significantly
more difficult.68 Being white is recognised as a privilege, and because of this, some
commenters argue the white attacker was not justified.

Hope this guy burns in hell for killing a child. He was born white with decent
looks and he threw it all away. This guy wouldn’t survive 1 hour as a black guy or
ethnic.

he was just really fat. If he leanmaxxed [lost weight] he could become a
prettyboy, but noooooo this autistic faggot had to waste his whiteness while
people like me are condemned to being shitskins [brown-skinned] for 70+ years

Although there is no consensus about the attacker’s appearance and what it means
for incels, there appears to be a desire to discursively construct incels as sympathetic.
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His appearance is contradictorily used to demonstrate both why he alone is to blame,
and why women or society are to blame. Despite the incel belief that physical
attractiveness can be objectively measured, the inherent subjectivity of rating an
individual’s appearance invariably leads to scenarios where forum users are exposed
to the exact same evidence, but come to different conclusions. This is never
acknowledged. Even with the contradictory interpretations, lookism as a shared idea
is enough to maintain incel communities’ imagined unity of victimhood.69

Violence

Of the posts concerning violence (n = 425, 25 percent of all posts), violence is
discussed positively more (29 percent, N = 123) than negatively (24 percent, N = 103).
The remaining posts are more preoccupied with discussing details of the attack, or
speculating on the attacker’s motives. There are significant differences in the ways
violence is discussed on different forums. Violence is portrayed positively more often
on incels.is and blackpill.club, and negatively more often on lookism.net,
looksmax.org, love-shy.net, incels.net, and forum.looksmaxxing.com. On ncu.su and
lookstheory.org, the amount of posts discussing violence is small or nonexistent, and
cannot be described as either positive or negative (see Appendix).

There is no clear consensus in the discussions as to whether the Plymouth attack was
an incel attack, whether it was justified, or why the attacker decided to use violence.
The discussants debate and disagree over how incels should understand the attack
and the attacker. For many posters, it is difficult to reconcile support for violence with
the concept of the incel as a victim. For others, collective victimhood provides moral
justification for violence.70

In the posts that portray the shooting as an incel attack, violence is often viewed as a
natural reaction or logical consequence resulting from inceldom. Contributing to the
same discourse of victimhood as the posts analysed in the Lookism section, they shift
blame away from the attacker and incel communities as a whole, and portray them as
victims of circumstances, unwillingly driven to violence.71 This allows discussants to
appear neutral and even condemn violence, while at the same time mitigating the
attacker’s responsibility. This discursively naturalises violence, depoliticises it, and
constructs it as more acceptable.72 Similarly, when violence is portrayed positively in
the discussions, it is often framed as something the society at large has earned by
ignoring incels’ suffering: Incels are again constructed as victims, and violence is
justified as retaliation, a neutral, unavoidable reaction to unjust treatment.73 Several
posts predict that incel violence will increase in the future if incels’ situation remains
the same or, as is seen probable, worsens.74

Ive never planned to go ER and never will but they’d rather label all incels
terrorists and bad people than address the issues that drive men to go ER/be
blackpilled. Society is ran like shit, plain and simple.
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I’m not a fan of innocent people dying but they have to accept that more and
more of those attacks will keep happening the more they ignore, reject, gaslight
and abuse average and below men.

they blame it on us because they know we have reasons to go ER, and they fear
us because they know they’re doing something wrong

Some posters portray violence as a means to affect change by hastening an inevitable
societal collapse. They welcome incel violence as a way to hurt society and hope for
further violence in the future. While in most posts this is discussed in a serious tone,
some present the attack as entertaining and a way to “trigger” outgroups, distancing
themselves from others’ emotional or moral reactions to violence. Irony, trolling, and
“edgy” comments are common in incel communities, as well as image board culture
more broadly, and are used to create a boundary between outsiders and members
and construct a group bond.75 This makes it impossible to determine whether the
endorsements are serious or a way to perform incelness to others.76

[…] defeatism has always been a fed [state/federal law enforcement] meme.
When they say, “Don’t blackpill normies, don’t write this, don’t spread that,” they
are trying to contain the perfectly justified dissent we’re currently witnessing,
instead of accelerating it to bring about fundamental change. That is one reason
why every future ER must publish a manifesto—we need as many intelligent,
reading, curious people to realize what’s happening, so that cultural change will
be not only possible but in fact inevitable.

I want to see the caos, I like ppl going ER and bitches getting fucked

Most provocatively, in a small amount of posts the child victim of the attack is
presented as a deserving target for being a girl, feeding to the idea that all girls and
women are inherently responsible for incels’ suffering, regardless of their actions.
Whether these posts represent sincere beliefs or if they are a way of performing
exaggerated incelness online,77 they nonetheless contribute to violent rhetoric against
women being normalised in incel discussions. For some, one of the victims being a
child is difficult or impossible to justify, but otherwise they see violence justifiable as
either revenge or as a way to make a difference. In these posts, the child victim is seen
as innocent, but the adult victims are not.78 If the attacker had been a true victim of
inescapable inceldom and had only chosen deserving targets, the attack would have
been acceptable and even lauded. At the level of social practice, this argument
supports a scenario whereby incel violence can be justified, provided it’s only used as
a last resort. More commonly however, the narrative of the attacker’s victimhood is
challenged, as many posters cannot reconcile the idea of the shooter as a victim with
one of the actual victims of the attack being a young child.79

Good good. I read that a 5 year old whore is among the dead which is very
pleasing to hear. Anyone else know if any other whores died?
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My only issue with this is that he killed a child and that he was fat. You shouldn’t
be allowed to shoot anyone if you’re over 15 percent bf [body fat], and you
shouldn’t shoot kids. If he cut [lost weight] and still couldn’t slay [find sex
partners] then he would’ve had my blessing to shoot as many women and
attractive men as he likes tbh [to be honest]

this guy wasn’t one of us […] I honestly feel sad that people here are vouching for
this man as if he was a modern saint or as if he did something good. He killed
five people and one of them a 3 year old child, which no man can seriously claim
is capable of real reasoning.

Women are not discussed as often as could be expected, considering incels are often
presented primarily as misogynists; 9 percent of the codes in the data are about
women, and not all messages portray women negatively. Similarly, O’Donnell and
Shor80 found that in discussions on the Toronto attack in 2018, incels presented
“normies” more than women as deserving revenge. Some discussants blame the
attack on women, alleging that they treated the attacker badly by not giving him the
romantic or sexual attention he wanted. Here, women are described as evil, selfish
and withholding. As demonstrated in the Lookism section, the attacker’s
attractiveness is invoked to discursively construct the impossibility of the situation in
which incels have found themselves. They present incel violence as something
preventable, if so chosen, by women as a group “taking accountability” and “giving
men sex.”81 Violence is thus presented as a result of women’s own actions and choices,
something for which society as a whole has to pay for. In these posts, victimhood is
constructed by shifting blame away from the attacker and incels in general, and onto
women collectively. Some discussants go so far as to claim the female victims
personally hurt the attacker, and that the attacker had been “dying over and over”
before deciding to resort to violence, emphasising the attacker’s suffering while
ignoring the actual victims of the shooting. Women, “normies,” or governments
wanting incels to die frequently comes up in the collected posts, reinforcing strict
ideas about in- and outgroup hostility82—although some posters challenge others for
blaming women for the attack and argue that the perpetrator alone is responsible.

Someone should’ve given him sex.
If a woman was doing videos like that on youtube, men would’ve given her sex
and relationship.
Women need to take accountability for leaving so many men sexless. It can lead
to frustration and mass shootings.

RIP to this guy I know the world treated you wrong and discriminated against
you, because it does the same to many of us. The truth is many of those girls he
shot would let him die themselves if he was in pain, infact they were letting him
die over and over until he reached this point…… Women want autists dead in
2021 and any ugly guy with mental health issues.
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Seriously i don’t want to hear nobody defending this guy or saying bullshit on the
line of “this is where the 2021 society leads you etc.”, imagine if you had that
good of an eye area JFL [just fucking lol] guy couldn’t run 1 km to save his fucking
life but somehow is stacy’s [attractive women’s] fault

Discussants are very aware of the way incels are presented in the mainstream media,
and find the portrayals stigmatising and unfair. Media and social media portrayals of
incels are often lamented or made fun of in the discussions (N = 250, 15 percent of
the posts in the data), and are used to again frame incels as victims, this time of the
media, public discussion, and outsiders demonising them. Of those who criticise the
attacker, many argue against mass violence because it makes the already poor
reputation of incels even worse. They oppose the attack for practical reasons,83 rather
than moral reasons, arguing that it will further worsen the social stigma of being an
incel and make outgroup members connect incels to violence. These notions are not
unfounded; after the attack, incels were referred to as for example a “sinister death
cult”84 and a “warped incel cult”85 in the media.

In several posts, the attack is considered a false flag operation by mostly unspecified
police or state actors to tarnish incels’ reputation in the eyes of the general public.
Many discussants mention being surveilled, being purposefully misrepresented, and
being used as scapegoats. Violence is portrayed negatively in these posts, but the true
victims of it are incels, blamed for violence they have nothing to do with. Incels are
constructed as innocent and non-violent, repressed by state institutions, media, and
society at large.

Of course mainstream media, soyciety, and normies are gonna hate and
condemn incels. They’re already hate us when we haven’t been violent or gone
ER, they’re just gonna hate us even more if someone goes ER. Stop seeking their
approval or begging them by saying “not all of us are like that”. It doesn’t matter,
THEY WILL ALWAYS SEE US AS EVIL. Never back down and never apologize for
something you didn’t do.

Reminder that this is how every member here is thought of, as lonely
girlfriendless virgins (escorts don’t count) you are all ticking timebombs and the
mainstream media and normies think ‘incel’ is an organised cult that hates
women and idolises mass shootings started in the USA.

Brutal shit. Of course, incels will be blamed again. Stupid people in this thread
commending this guy for this despicable deed, no wonder we’re seen as
terrorists.

[…] this stinks of glow op [undercover government agent] and false flag to try
demonise incels in the media. They are already running the idea of him being an
incel on UK tv. Incels dont have the energy to shoot up parks, or schools.

It is crucially important to note that we observed a number of discussants who
categorically condemn all violence as morally unacceptable and challenge others for
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attempting to justify it.86 These messages often present the victims of the attack as
similar to incels, normal people with the same dreams and fears as others,
challenging the idea of strict and unbridgeable differences between incels and
others.87 Some commenters also question others’ enthusiasm for violence as
exaggerated online performance, discussed above.

Some guys here may hate women collectively, I can understand that from being
rejected and treated so shit though, but idolising a couple of lone mass shooters
is just dumb.

[…] It’s sad that people reach this point of desperation that they just lash out. A
lot of it must be perception though because I’ve struggled in my life too and felt
ignored and all that but actions like this … all you’re doing is making the world
worse. Civilians on the street are just other people trying to make their lives the
best they can, just like you. Our personalities may vary but usually our goals are
pretty much the same (a nice life, some wealth, a family, all that).

I’m unconditionally opposed to violence, so I don’t like ER or any other mass
shooters. I don’t even pretend to like them ironically for the memes.

The idea of incel victimhood repeats in different arguments in the discussion. While it
is more notable in the posts condoning violence, the posts condemning violence also
share the idea of incel suffering, but oppose the discourse of applauding violence as
retribution. This contradictory use of the same idea of victimhood highlights the
complicated role victimhood plays in the collective construction and negotiation of
inceldom in the context of violence.

Mental health

The subject of mental health is not present in as many posts as the other themes
analysed above (7 percent, N = 122), but it is often invoked to make sense of the
attack and of inceldom more broadly. The attacker’s mental health is debated; some
state that the attacker was neurotypical, some speculate that he was on the autism
spectrum, while others describe him less specifically as a “mentalcel”—an incel whose
inceldom derives from some psychological factor.88 The posts on mental health bring
up contestations of inceldom—whereas some incels state that lookism is the main
cause of inceldom and that “mentalcels” are “fakecels,” others suggest that mental
health problems are an even more significant cause of inceldom than appearance. As
discussed in the Lookism section in the background, incels self-report high prevalence
of depression, anxiety and autism spectrum disorders.89 90

A considerable number (N = 49, 40 percent) of posts concerning mental health also
make reference to the attacker’s appearance. As previously discussed, many posters
who consider the attacker attractive suggest this precludes him from being
considered a true incel. However, others argue that his attractiveness, or at least his
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potential, are evidence that he must be a “mentalcel,” as only that could explain his
failure to capitalise on his physical appearance. Like many of the other factors
discussed above, discussions of mental illness contribute to the discursive
construction of incel victimhood. Establishing the attacker as a mentalcel is potentially
exculpatory for incels, as it can be argued that the violence is a mental health issue,
unrelated to inceldom. This idea legitimises claims that incels are not violent, do not
pose a threat, and that those who blame incels in the aftermath of the attack are
cynically trying to politicise the tragedy.

Mentalcels are uncurable No amount of gym and getting a decent haircut will fix
body dysmorphia They are like birds in a cage while the door is completely open.

He was clearly not all there, and had had bad experiences in his life that had
fucked him up. Sadly people are going to lean hard into trying to make it a
political thing.

Interestingly, several posts refer to the attacker being radicalised into violence online
by misinterpreting incel ideas and media, assessing the attacker to have been either
neurotypical, neuroatypical, on the autism spectrum or a psychopath, all of which are
presented as the probable driver of his supposed radicalisation. These posts refer to
the attacker “falling for” or getting “caught up” with memes, taking “anti-female
rhetoric” too seriously, and being driven to violence, portraying him as more
vulnerable to violent radicalisation than other incels. Because of this, violence can be
viewed as a personal failure, rather than a consequence of the violent and
misogynistic discourses which are pervasive throughout incel communities, providing
another way to avoid culpability.91

There appears to be a common idea that if the attacker was motivated by certain incel
ideas or discourses, the vast majority of incels would be able to correctly identify them
as satirical, ironic or just venting frustrations online.92 There is also a suggestion that
accepting the truth of the blackpill requires a certain amount of insider knowledge
and mental fortitude, and that “normies” who are observing incel forums in the
immediate aftermath of the attack may be more susceptible to radicalisation into
violence, as they lack the sufficient context to correctly interpret these posts. This all
contributes to an idea that it is only those who misunderstand or misinterpret incel
ideas who pose a potential threat—not actual incels themselves.

Another mentalcel with good looks fell for the memes.

[…] spending time on these sites can be very bad everybody is spreading false
informations like this and normies belive them

[…] I do think we should remember that anyone can read this forum, and it may
be worth toning down the anti-female rhetoric because I am sure nobody wants
to provoke another nutter into another event like this
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Assumptions of the attacker having mental health problems are used to highlight his
suffering, and to suggest that inceldom may be a cause of mental health
issues.93 Others who speculate on his mental health argue that the shooting should
not be understood as an incel attack, but rather a consequence of mental health
problems. Again, these contradictory interpretations of the attack, many of which are
contingent on the commenters own assumptions about the attackers mental health,
or their own interpretations of who qualifies as an incel, all contribute to discourses of
victimhood and innocence.

Discussion

Although incels are frequently portrayed as supporters of violence, our analysis found
the reality to be more complex. We observed competing discourses around incel
violence and the justifiability of the Plymouth attack, some condemning all violence,
others encouraging it. Our results suggest that there is a substantial cohort of incels
who do not support mass violence, whether for moral or pragmatic reasons. Our
results differ significantly from earlier research analysing similar incel discussions on
the 2018 Toronto attack that found rhetoric against violence to be marginal on the
incels.is forum.94 This may in part be due to forum differences, as we, too, found
incels.is to harbour more pro-violence discussions than most other forums we
analysed. It is, however, important to consider other possible reasons for these
differences in future research; for example the existence or lack of a manifesto, the
location of the attack (North America vs. Europe) or the ambiguity regarding the
attacker’s status as an incel, as, contrary to the Plymouth attack, there is generally a
consensus on incel forums that the perpetrator of the Toronto attack was an incel.

We argue that using data from only one incel forum to analyse incel communities
risks a skewed view of the phenomenon, and we propose using a wider scope of data
from different incel online communities in future research. As demonstrated in the
analysis, portrayals of the Plymouth attack differ significantly between the nine
forums we analysed: On some, violence is mostly condemned, whereas on others it is
predominantly lauded. Considering our results and incels’ own disagreements over
inceldom and violence, framing the users of any single online forum as representative
of incels is problematic. Future researchers may also consider looking at non-public
incel communities, such as those found on Discord and the dark web, which may
harbour different and more extreme discussions but have not been researched yet.

It is important to note that although incel discussions appear to be predominantly
aimed at other incels, there is clearly an awareness among the discussants that these
forums are regularly viewed by non-incels, including law enforcement, journalists and
academics. This is particularly true in the aftermath of an event like the Plymouth
shooting when new audiences, some relatively unfamiliar with incel beliefs, are likely
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to be present. The brief increase in attention presents a fleeting opportunity for incels
to address these groups directly, promote discourses they believe beneficial to them,
and to challenge mainstream narratives. It must also be noted that the prevalence of
posts glorifying violence, as well as the posts strongly condemning it, represent an
interest in the subject in the first place. It seems that many incels were not aware of
the attack, or did not consider it interesting enough to discuss, as even many that did
participate ended up steering the discussion to other topics, mainly lookism.

The themes of lookism, violence and mental health all intertwine and contribute to
the idea of incels as victims. The violent attack, and the media coverage following it,
become symbols of the perceived grievances and injustices against incels. Throughout
the discussions, incels present themselves as lacking power, as victims of a feminist
hegemony,95 a discursive strategy to renew and uphold male privilege.96 Victimhood is
presented as inactive and non-political in a way that challenges the mainstream idea
of incels as dangerous. However, research suggests that collective identification to
victimhood may in itself provide an emotional foundation to political violence97 by
morphing together personal and political grievances.98

The ways victimhood is constructed in our data differ depending on whether the
attack is accepted by the discussants as an act of incel violence or not. In discourses in
which the attacker is considered an incel, the idea of victimhood is often evoked to
reduce the agency of the attacker. Here, victimhood positions the violence both
beyond political and as demanding political attention and action.99 The attacker
becomes totemic of the idea of the incel as a tragic figure. When the attacker’s
connection to inceldom is denied, the popular mainstream framing of incels as violent
misogynists and even terrorists can be presented as not just unfair, but irresponsible,
as it promotes further stigmatization of a group who already view themselves as
unfairly discriminated against. Throughout our analysis, we show various ways in
which blame for violence is shifted away from the attacker and incels in general. It is,
however, important to note that this is not necessarily a conscious, strategic, or
cynical construction. Incels’ perceived experiences of victimhood and injustice may be
genuine, regardless of others’ perceptions. Either way, victimhood becomes a political
identity and a claim to power.100

The lack of information about the attack and the attacker creates a scenario in which
many of the early attempts to make sense of the violence are grounded in speculation
or assumptions based on commenters’ own notions of inceldom. The attacker’s
appearance and lookism are discussed more than the violent attack itself,
demonstrating the significance of interest and anxiety concerning looks in incel
communities. The importance of appearance and the apparent prevalence of social
and mental health problems reported by incels are often overlooked in public debate
and research, but are in our view crucial to understanding the incel phenomenon—
but it is also important to avoid pathologising violent or misogynist views.101
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Even if incel discourses can normalise and even endorse violence, a significant share
of participants in incel communities do not seem to consider acts of violence
meaningful in their experience of inceldom, and many even connect incels to strict
non-violence.102 It is not our intention to minimize the violent threat posed by some
incels, or to dismiss the violent misogynistic rhetoric that is pervasive across incel
communities. The objective of this research is to further our understanding of the
nuances inside and between incel communities and to produce new knowledge on
what seems to be a sizable cohort across a number of incel communities who
condemn acts of violence connected to incels. These perspectives may be invaluable
to those wishing to address the issue of incel violence.

Events like the Plymouth shooting provide an opportunity for members of incel
communities to discuss inceldom, and debate the place violence has in the
communities, consolidating their own views and participating in the communal
meaning-making of inceldom. This negotiation takes place at a time when incels are
also being discussed in the mainstream media, often in ways they find stigmatising.
Despite incel communities as a whole often being presented as a violent terrorist
threat, incels themselves predominantly define inceldom from a viewpoint of
marginalisation and unfortunate life situations. Whether this positioning is genuine or
strategic, the contradiction feeds into incel narratives of victimhood and further
polarises views of in- and outgroup differences and hostility, a vicious cycle that can
motivate or justify violence103 and create further difficulties for those attempting to
design interventions and provide support to members of incel communities.
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Appendixes

incels.is lookism.net looksmax.org blackpill.club love-shy.net looksmaxxing.
com

lookstheory.org ncu.su All forums
combined

Percentage and
absolute
number
of posts

43%

(732)

24%

(394)

16%

(268)

13%

(228)

3%

(54)

0,6%

(10)

0,2%

(3)

0,2%

(2)

100%

(1691)

Table 1. Distribution of posts in data by forum.



incels.is lookism.net looksmax.org blackpill.club love-shy.net looksmaxxing.
com

lookstheory.org ncu.su All forums
combined

Attacker's
appearance

14%

(105)

25%

(99)

20%

(53)

11%

(26)

4%

(2)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

17%

(285)

Lookism 8%

(57)

27%

(106)

10%

(26)

15%

(35)

13%

(7)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

50%

(1)

14%

(232)

Attacker's
appearance and
lookism combined

22%

(162)

52%

(205)

29%

(79)

27%

(61)

17%

(9)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

50%

(1)

31%

(517)

Table 2. Percentage of main lookism-related code occurrence in different forum data. Absolute number of posts in parentheses.



incels.is lookism.net looksmax.org blackpill.club love-shy.net looksmaxxing.
com

lookstheory.org ncu.su All forums
combined

Violence 28%

(207)

14%

(56)

21%

(56)

32%

(73)

35%

(19)

50%

(5)

33%

(1)

0%

(0)

25%

(417)

Share of positive and negative portrayals of violence in all posts discussing violence

Violence as
negative

11%

(36)

46%

(26)

36%

(20)

11%

(8)

32%

(6)

30%

(3)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

24%

(99)

Violence as
positive

32%

(67)

13%

(7)

20%

(11)

49%

(36)

5%

(1)

10%

(1)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

30%

(123)

Table 3. Percentage of main violence-related code occurrence and distribution of positive and negative portrayals of violence by forum. Absolute number of posts in
parentheses.



incels.is lookism.net looksmax.org blackpill.club love-shy.net looksmaxxing.
com

lookstheory.org ncu.su All forums
combined

Mental health
of the attacker

6%

(44)

8%

(31)

9%

(24)

4%

(9)

19%

(10)

20%

(2)

0%

(0)

0%

(0)

7%

(120)

Table 4. Mental health code occurrence by forum. Absolute number of posts in parentheses.


