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All visual evidence not explicitly 

referenced is captured from online forums, 

posted by real users of the sites and was 

openly accessible on the surface web at 

the time of writing. 

 

This paper contains graphic 

discussions of misogyny, sexual 

assault, eating disorders, self-harm, 

suicide, explicit language and real-

world violence. 

 



  

Key [denoting origin of 

visual material] 

incels.is 

Arguably the 

primary forum 

for incel-

specific 

discussion 

looksmax.org 

Forum 

dedicated to 

the practice 

of 

‘looksmaxxing’ 

4chan.org 

Anonymous, 

largely 

unmoderated 

image-based 

forum, with 

over 70 boards 

dedicated to 

various topics 



 

 

Contents 

 

 

    preface 

 

 

   1 the history of [lone] man 

 

   2 a picture of the perfect jawline 

 

3 you sent me a pepe so i will send 

you a picture of a man being 

crushed by a hummer and then you 

will know that i understand 

 

   4 i will hurt you [in minecraft] 

 

5 somewhere between normie and sub5 

 

   6 no such thing as a blind incel 

 

 

    afterword 

    bibliography 

  



 

preface 

 

i began research on this paper over nine months ago. 

during that time i have spent countless hours dwelling 

in a plethora of incel forums, alt-right chat rooms 

and unregulated image boards. i did this to better 

understand why it is that i am not an incel.  

by most metrics, my case should be textbook for the 

sort of individual who would be lured in by this 

movement; male, early twenties, autistic, often 

isolated as a child, trauma, living in the west, 

unfiltered access to the internet… 

 

and yet it didn’t happen.  

why not? 

 

 

 

this paper is an attempt to map out the visual 

structures that underpin incel ideology; an ideology 

which i should, on paper, have followed, to better 

understand how it operates and continues to pervade. i 

intend for the visual material provided alongside text 

to both reinforce and contradict the arguments put 

forth, not only in the interest of balance, but also 

in a manner akin to the form that discourse typically 

takes on these sites. 

  



1 the history of [lone] man  

  



 

  

I am immediately accosted by a man resembling Heath 

Ledger’s joker. He is eager to explain to me how 

discrimination against ‘unattractive’ men is on par 

with class inequality. 

I can’t make out his face, but he derives particular 

glee from enlightening me that most male mass shooters 

as of late are ‘ugly, autistic or short’(1). 

 

He found me looking dazed and confused on the homepage 

of incels.is, one of the surface web’s preeminent sites 

for discussions of inceldom. 

This individual, known only to me as Stupid Clown, has 

posted nearly thirty-nine thousand times since 

November 2022. In doing so, he has achieved ‘Paragon’ 

status; a classification given only to the most devout 

incels who have contributed over ten thousand times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He is now arguing with another man named Adolf Kitler, 

who claims that incel violence is actually 

statistically rather rare. 

 

1. Incels.Is - Involuntary Celibate Forum. ‘Why Mass Shootings Keep Happening’. 2 

March 2025. https://incels.is/threads/why-mass-shootings-keep-happening.719461/. 

[accessed 26/08/25] 

 

https://incels.is/threads/why-mass-shootings-keep-happening.719461/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Kill me… I have a gun in my pocket…’ were the words barked at a lone 

policeman on Toronto’s Yonge Street at 1pm on an April afternoon in 

2018(2). 

  

2. Passifiume et al. ‘10 Dead, 15 Wounded When van Hits Pedestrians near Yonge and 

Finch’. 23 April 2018, Torontosun 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

These chilling words rang from the mouth of Alek 

Minassian, a twenty-five-year-old man who, just a 

few minutes prior, had been behind the wheel of a 

white rental Chevrolet Express(3) as it ran down 

twenty-six civilians, killing ten(4). 

3. Cecco, Leyland and Kassam, Ashifa,  2018. ‘Toronto van Incident in Which 10 

Pedestrians Died Appeared Deliberate, Say Police’. The Guardian, 24 April 2018, 

sec. World news 

4. Cecco, Leyland. 2019. ‘Toronto van Attack Suspect Says He Was “radicalized” 

Online by “Incels”’. The Guardian, 27 September 2019, sec. World news 



 

  

Minassian was a 

self-confessed 

‘incel’, 

internet-

shorthand for 

‘involuntarily 

celibate’(5). 

5. Griffin, J. BBC News. 2018. ‘Incels: Inside a Dark World of Online Hate’, 12 May 

2018, sec. BBC Trending 



 

  
In a solitary Facebook post, Minassian described a 

sentiment that the ‘Incel Rebellion’(6) was already 

underway, expressing support for Elliot Rodger, the 

now-infamous perpetrator of the 2016 Isla Vista 

shootings in Southern California, which culminated in 

five deaths before he turned the gun on himself. 

6. Winsor, M. ‘Toronto van Attack Suspect Declared “Incel Rebellion” in Chilling 

Facebook Post’. April 25 2018, ABC News. Accessed 15 April 2025 



 

  

Described as exhibiting traits of both Narcissistic 

Personality Disorder and Psychopathy(7), Rodger soon 

went on to become a figurehead for a rapidly developing 

‘incel’ movement online, exponentially increasing the 

tendency for misogynistic and bigoted rhetoric within 

forums and spaces which had ostensibly originated 

initially as places of good-faith discussion. 

7. Langman, P. ‘Elliot Rodger: A Psychotic Psychopath? | Psychology Today’. May 28 

2014. 



 

  

Indeed the term ‘incel’ was first coined 

by a woman on her blog entitled ‘Alana’s 

Involuntary Celibacy Project’ in 1997(8); a 

gender-inclusive site designed to aid 

those having difficulty finding a romantic 

partner. 

8. Caffrey, C. ‘Incel | EBSCO Research Starters’. n.d. 



 

  

9. The New York Times. 2014. ‘The Manifesto of Elliot Rodger’, 25 May 2014, sec. 

U.S 

Excerpt from page 131 of Elliot Rodger’s 141-page long 

manifesto, entitled ‘My Twisted World’(9) 



 

  
The incel movement existed in shadowy corners of the 
internet throughout the 2000s, on sites such as 
IncelSupport and Love-Shy.com, slowly edging away 
from discussions on rejection and social isolation, 
and towards more blatant misogyny from an 
overwhelmingly male population about the perceived 
injustice at their lack of sexual opportunity. 
 



 

  

4chan is often cited as being 

the catalyst from which the movement 

gained unprecedented momentum. 

 

Created as a message board forum by 

fifteen-year-old Christopher Poole (known 

by his 4-Chan alias ‘moot’)(10), the board 

quickly gained traction for its’ emphasis 

on user-anonymity. 

10. BBC News. 2016. ‘4chan Founder “moot” Joins Google. But Why?’, 8 March 2016, 

sec. Newsbeat. 



 

  

Posts could be made to one of several forums 

locatable from the site’s homepage without the 

need for user-identification. Yet the real 

ingenuity lies in the mechanics of post 

expiration, whereby any material deposited 

onto the site often lasted for only a couple 

of minutes (11). 

11. Hagen, Sal, and Tommaso and Venturini. 2024. ‘Memecry: Tracing the Repetition-

with-Variation of Formulas on 4chan/Pol/’. Information, Communication & Society 27 

(3): 466–97 



 

  

As a result, a culture of content-

ephemerality emerged whereby users were 

implicitly encouraged to share content 

with the knowledge that its existence 

would likely be so fleeting that if they 

were to restart their computer, it would 

become untraceable by the time they re-

entered the site(12). 

12. Bernstein, M., Monroy-Hernández, A., Harry, D., André, P., Panovich, K. and 

Vargas, G. (2021) “4chan and /b/: An Analysis of Anonymity and Ephemerality in a 

Large Online Community”, Proceedings of the International AAAI Conference on Web 

and Social Media, 5(1), pp. 50-57 

 



 

  

The userbase quickly understood 

their temporal 

instability on the 

platform, and within a short 

period of time the website had 

become famed for its ability to 

host extreme and often alt-

right content, and to generate 
vast chains of memes which would 

remain virtually 

indecipherable to anyone 
who might not have viewed the 

site in the past hour.
 



 

  

There is much less at stake when a post 

might exist for only a couple minutes; 

but the social capital gained from 

distributing a particularly heinous meme 

could be unlimited from the site’s most 

obsessive users.
 



 

  

On the days following Rodger’s attack 

in South California, 4chan and 

associated websites erupted into 

furore – fierce discussion ensued 

with commenters analysing the 

minutiae of Rodger’s lengthy and 

self-pitying manifesto, desperately 

attempting to define his place within 

the complex schemes of categorisation 

that run throughout the ‘incel’ 

subculture.

 



 

  

One commenter 

surmised that 

‘he must have 

been the beta 

to end all 

betas if he 

never got 

laid’(13), whilst 
others declared 

him a martyr for 

their growing 

movement of 

isolation.

 A screenshot of the contents 

page for the glossary section 

on incels.wiki, a Wikipedia-

like site dedicated to the 

subculture. 

13. Nagle, Angela “The New Man of 4chan.” The Baffler, no. 30 (2016): pg. 65. 



 

  

Whilst Rodger is not known to have engaged 

specifically with 4-Chan, (he was found to have 

frequented more looks-based manosphere sites, such as 

bodybuilding.com)(14), the attack ignited the 

touchpaper beneath the subculture, expanding the 

conspiratorial rhetoric and accelerating the 

conversation around perceived male victimhood within 

such spaces and beyond.

 

14. Brugger, Kelsey, 2015. ‘Elliot Rodger Report Details Long Struggle with Mental 

Illness’. The Santa Barbara Independent (blog). 20 February 2015. 



 

  Within a few years, 

the subculture had 

gone from nothing 

more than a 

niche 

deep-web 

ideology 
to a thorn lodged in 

the side of the 

internet zeitgeist.

 



 

  A number of copycat attacks took place in the years 

following the Isla Vista shootings, Minassian being 

the most fatal example amongst hordes of similar 

cases.

 



 

  

In the late afternoon on 2nd November 2018 (less than six months 

after the Toronto attack), a lone gunman opened fire on a yoga 

studio in Tallahassee, Florida, killing two and injuring five more 

before, like Rodger, turning the gun on himself and committing 

suicide at the scene(15).

 

15. BBC News. 2018. ‘Florida Yoga Studio Shooting: Two Killed and Four Injured’, 3 

November 2018, sec. US & Canada. 



 

  

Scott Paul Beierle was the forty-year-old male 

responsible for the murders; the full US Secret 

Services report describes Beierle as having ‘had 

no true experience with romantic 

relationships’(16) plus a deep-rooted ‘hatred for 

women’(17), and was known to have uploaded 

multiple rambling videos, heavily misogynistic 

in content, to video-sharing platforms such as 

YouTube.

 

A screenshot of a re-uploaded YouTube video from Beierle. 

Multiple such re-uploads remain on the site. 

16. ‘Secret Service’s Latest Research Highlights Mass Violence Motived by Misogyny 

| United States Secret Service’. Accessed 15 April 2025. 

https://www.secretservice.gov/newsroom/releases/2022/03/secret-services-latest-

research-highlights-mass-violence-motived-misogyny. pg.13 

 

17. Secret Service’s Latest Research, pg. 14 

https://www.secretservice.gov/newsroom/releases/2022/03/secret-services-latest-research-highlights-mass-violence-motived-misogyny
https://www.secretservice.gov/newsroom/releases/2022/03/secret-services-latest-research-highlights-mass-violence-motived-misogyny


 

  



 

  
Whilst the movement 

propagated violently 

throughout the mid-2010s, 

the first hints of inter-

party rifts were beginning 

to show amidst the 

competing 

(and often 

contradict

ory) ideologies within 

inceldom.

 



 

  

The most notable was the concept of the 

‘Blackpill’. The forum incels.wiki cites 

the conception of this new ‘scientific’ 

ideology being the primary reason for the 

removal of many long-standing site 

admins(18).

 

A screenshot of the introduction to the ‘Scientific Blackpill’ on incels.wiki. The 

emphasis on neutrality is presumably intended to feign legitimacy and authority 

surrounding what are largely baseless claims about sex, gender and romantic 

attraction. 

18. Incel Wiki:About’. 2022. Incel Wiki. 10 April 2022. 

https://incels.wiki/w/Incel_Wiki:About. 

 

An understanding of the 

‘Blackpill’ concept is crucial 
to an understanding of the incel 

worldview today.

 

https://incels.wiki/w/Incel_Wiki:About


 

 

  

The ‘Blackpill’ describes a fundamental value shift from subjective 

individual experience as the primary source of evidence for incel 

ideology, to an emphasis on scientific research, utilising an often 

pseudo-objective stance to defend the prevailing incel dogma. The 

result is an impenetrable mess of ‘…subjectivity, relativism and 

factionalist rancor’(19), whereby proponents of the ‘Blackpill’ seek 

to justify ideological positions through wilful misinterpretation of 

dubious sociological research and a haphazard grasp of evolutionary 

psychology(20).

 

19. Lakeman, Will (2011) ‘Content and Commentary: Parallel Structures of 

Organization and  Interaction on Wikis’ in Wiki Writing: Collaborative Learning in 

the College Classroom. Edited by Matt Barton. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 

Press. pg.147 

 

20. Roser et al. 2023. ‘Spitting out the Blackpill’: Evaluating how Incels Present 

Themselves in their own Words on the Incel Wiki’, Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 

pg.11 

The most devout incels are willing to distort and redefine the 

parameters of (sometimes) valid scientific research in defence of 

their perceived status and the cause more broadly.

 



  
Operating largely in the 

shadows has caused the 

movement to adapt, utilising 

superficially legitimate 

rhetoric and technique to 

camouflage as a cohesive and 

rational group of ideas. It 

is therefore important to 

remember that some sources 

consider the movement as 

continuing to have a 

significant propensity for 

real-world violence.

 
A recent UK Government study noted that around one quarter of largely 

UK/US-based self-defined ‘incels’ would either ‘sometimes’ or ‘often’ 

condone the use of real violence against a person perceived to be 

causing the incel harm(21).

 

21. Whittaker, et al. ‘Predicting Harm among Incels (Involuntary Celibates): The 

Roles of Mental Health, Ideological Belief and Social Networking ’. 2024. GOV.UK. 



 

  

To this day the movement 

accelerates. At the time of 

writing, Incels.is boasts over 

thirty-two thousand  registered 

and approved users. 

According to the site, the average 

number of posts contributed per 

registered user sits at five 

hundred and fifty-one. At any one 

time, there are around three 

thousand visitors to the forum(22). 

 The site remains largely 

unregulated.

 
22. Incels.Is - Involuntary Celibate Forum. ‘Incels.Is - Involuntary Celibate 

Forum’. https://incels.is/. [accessed 26/08/2025] 

 

https://incels.is/


2 a picture of the perfect jawline 

 

  



 

  

As pervasive as it is pernicious, the incel ‘community’ (and i 

hasten to label it as such) remains at the forefront of internet 

discourse, simultaneously a subject of intrigue and ridicule. 

 

 

 

 

The spread of this ideology bleeds into most darkened recesses 

of the internet, at a rate unattainable by most internet-born 

philosophies. 

 

 

 

Does the sheer pace of its’ spread render it unique amongst the 

myriad of online groups, all vying for attention amidst a sea 

of digital detritus? 

 

Perhaps the first 

indicator lies in one 

key tenet of 

inceldom: 



 

  



 

  

A ‘chad’ is described as an ideal male, often in possession 

of wealth, 

stability 

and 

confidence

.

 



 

  

According to incel rhetoric, these luxuries afford 

‘chad’ unfiltered access to the dating pool, and as 

such, idealisation of such a figure is seen as 

antithetical to the cultivated atmosphere of incel 

self-pitying directed at their inability to find a 

romantic partner

 
The fictional ‘chad’ becomes an icon of 

‘both seething resentment and obsessive 

reverence, oscillating between anti-

fannish contempt and fannish longing’(23).

 

23. Meier, M L. and Sharp, K. 2024. ‘Death to Chad and Stacy: Incels and Anti-

Fandom as Group Identity’. International Journal of Cultural Studies 27 (3): pg. 

357 

 



 

  ‘Chad’ embodies an 

idealised image of 

man: flawless 

physique, limitless 

charisma and most 

importantly, the 

ultimate jawline. 

24. Any-Sleep-9962. 2023. ‘The Virgin 4chan Irl vs The Chad 4chan According to 

Popular Media’. Reddit Post. R/Virginvschad. 

 

 

(24) 

 

 



 

  

The incel is left conflicted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Chad’ is in possession of everything that 

the incel yearns for. 

 

Yet the idea of aspiration sits 

antithetical to the incel drive towards 

fatalistic self-loathing. 



  

Enter: 

LOOKSMAXXING 



 

 

  

Originating in incel forums over a decade ago(25), ‘looksmaxxing’ 

describes the seemingly innocuous practice of improving one’s 

appearance…

 

25. Farrell, Riley, 2024. ‘Inside Looksmaxxing, the Extreme Cosmetic Social Media 

Trend’. BBC News. 

with the implicit intention of elevating one’s position within the 

sexual/romantic hierarchy.

 
However, fuelled by the incessant misogynistic ramblings of the 

‘blackpill’ brigade, the practice has the tendency to quickly 

escalate.

 



 

  

The process typically begins with 

softmaxxing (often incorporating 

basic hygiene or rudimentary and largely unscientific 

jawline exercises(26)), sometimes elevating to 

hardmaxxing, which has been known to 

entail permanent bodily alterations, 
including extreme dieting in pursuit of a perceived 

‘ideal physique’ or the practice of ‘bone-smashing’, 

where the individual will deliberately break facial 

bones in order to artificially restructure the 

face(27).

 

26. Rosdahl, Jamilla. 2024. ‘“Looksmaxxing” Is the Disturbing TikTok Trend Turning 

Young Men into Incels’. The Conversation. 31 January 2024. 

27. Rosdahl, J. (2024) 



 

  

Entire forums are 

dedicated to Looksmaxxing. 

 

looksmax.org is the most 

popular, at almost ninety 

thousand members, thanks 

in part to broad (and 

often incomplete) news 

coverage.(28)(29) 

 
28. Usborne, Simon. ‘From Bone Smashing to Chin Extensions: How “Looksmaxxing” Is 

Reshaping Young Men’s Faces’. The Guardian, 15 February 2024. 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2024/feb/15/from-bone-smashing-to-chin-

extensions-how-looksmaxxing-is-reshaping-young-mens-faces 

29. Bernstein, Joseph. ‘What Is “Looksmaxxing”? - The New York Times’. Accessed 26 

August 2025. https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/06/style/looksmaxxing-tik-tok-dillon-

latham.html. 

 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2024/feb/15/from-bone-smashing-to-chin-extensions-how-looksmaxxing-is-reshaping-young-mens-faces
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2024/feb/15/from-bone-smashing-to-chin-extensions-how-looksmaxxing-is-reshaping-young-mens-faces
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/06/style/looksmaxxing-tik-tok-dillon-latham.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/11/06/style/looksmaxxing-tik-tok-dillon-latham.html


 

  

The practice of looksmaxxing, combined with the system of aesthetic 

evaluation that underpins inceldom hints far more broadly at the 

foundations of the subculture than it may initially appear.

 
The aforementioned blackpill theories came as an attempt to 

legitimize a philosophy which is uniquely grounded in a subjective 

view of physicality and attractiveness. 

 

 

Inceldom is fundamentally an attempt to 

categorize society through establishment 

of a visual hierarchy. 

 

Looksmaxxing ‘works’ because it involves pain. The incel must 

suffer either mentally or physically to attain what they so desire. 

This outdated view of masculine striving affords the incel the 

luxury of being able to direct themselves towards something better, 

whilst also allowing them to dwell in the suffering of their 

current existence.

 



 

  

A diagram describing the hierarchy of 

categories within inceldom. 
Attractiveness / 

Access to Sexual 

Partners

Cutoff point for 

inceldom

STACY CHAD 

GIGACHAD 

(disputed) 

BRAD BECKY 

NORMIE 

SUB-5 

INCEL 

CHADLITE 

Inceldom relies on visual categorization. The individual is reduced 

to a subjective assessment of their worth based on their looks and 

status. The ideology can only function when these 

classifications are maintained.

 



3 you sent me a pepe so i will send you a 

picture of a man being crushed by a hummer 

and then you will know that i understand 

  



 

  
Communication becomes 

pictorial on 4chan. 

In the vein of early internet Surf Clubs [spaces where artistically 

inclined users would trawl the net to post whatever images they could 

find(30)], 4chan users, of which there are almost ten million per 

month(31), respond to threads constantly with images. 

 

Commentary alongside is often nothing more than supplementary. 

A vast number of posts contain a seemingly unrelated image. 

 
30. Kasprzak, Michelle ‘Surf Clubs’ Magazine Électronique Du CIAC - CIAC’s 

Electronic Magazine. https://ciac.ca/documents/magazine/no_33/spotlight.htm. 

[Accessed 27 August 2025.] 

31. Kelly, Jon and Sheerin, Jude. ‘The Strange Virtual World of 4chan’. BBC News. 

31 August 2010. https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-10520487. 

 

 

https://ciac.ca/documents/magazine/no_33/spotlight.htm
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-10520487


 

  

32. Ramocki, Marcin. 2018. ‘Surfing Clubs: organized notes and comments’ 

http://ramocki.net/surfing-clubs.pdf, [accessed 27/08/25] 

 

 

‘The older the 

club, the more 

convoluted the 

semiotics of 

communication 

between surfers 

becomes.’(32)

http://ramocki.net/surfing-clubs.pdf


 

  
Images become vessels to transmit 

meaning. To understand and 

contribute correctly to a 

thread is to signal alliance 
with the other users.

 
As such, the act of contributing 

imagistically to a forum like 

4chan is to actively engage in an 

environment which is ‘…altering 

or recontextualizing information 

and making it public with hope 

for further use by peers.’(33) 
33. Troemel, Brad. What Relational Aesthetics Can Learn From 4Chan. 2010, Art F 

City, 2010. http://www.c-cyte.com/OccuLibrary/Texts-Online/Troemel-

What_RA_Can_Learn_fr_4Chan.pdf [accessed 25/08/25] 

 

 

http://www.c-cyte.com/OccuLibrary/Texts-Online/Troemel-What_RA_Can_Learn_fr_4Chan.pdf
http://www.c-cyte.com/OccuLibrary/Texts-Online/Troemel-What_RA_Can_Learn_fr_4Chan.pdf


 

  

Whilst the exact source for the 

propulsion of inceldom across the net is 

hotly contested, the /r9k/ (or ROBOT9001) 

board on 4chan remains one of the crucial 

environments which fuelled the rise of 

the incel philosophy. 

 

 

 

Originally developed as a trial board to 

test a new moderation software, /r9k/ 

quickly gathered momentum as an 

environment where repeat posting and 

spamming was moderated by the r9k bot 

software(34).  

 

 

 

34. Árnason, Tumi, Incels, Stigma, and Masculinity on 4chan’s /R9k/ Message Board. 

2021. Lund University Publications. 

 

 

 



 

  

Dwarfed in media coverage by the much 

larger /b/ (random content) 

board, /r9k/   provided the perfect 

setting for discussions of inceldom to 

gain traction. 

 

 

 
Away from the prying eyes of outsiders, 

incels were able to not only covertly 

generate a philosophical grounding as 

reason for their loneliness, but the 

isolation provided from being out of 

sight did nothing but enhance a feeling 

of ostracization that remains 

crucial within the movement to 

this day. 

 

 

 



 

  

/r9k/ required that every comment posted 

be new to the board. Images however could 

be recycled, manipulated and repeated 

endlessly. 

 

 

 

As such, each /r9k/ user is mandated to 

consider their posting. Pictures posted 

alongside begin as material to compliment 

posting, but soon become visual stand-ins 

when speech is moderated; smoke signals 

of a sort to indicate that the user is 

familiar with the terrain. 

 

 

 



 

  

The outcome of this mode of 

communication is evidenced further in 

the media tab on incels.is, which 

aggregates over forty-five thousand 

pictures, memes and videos posted by 

its userbase(35). 

 

 

 

35. Incels.Is - Involuntary Celibate Forum. ‘Memes’. [accessed 25/08/25] 

 

 



 

 

  

The mechanics of image-based 

posting were baked into 

inceldom from the 

start. 
 

 

 

Inceldom developed a unique and ever-

shifting visual lexicon. It remains 

largely impenetrable on the internet. 

Incel environments are obscured in plain 

sight. Text is far easier to decode than 

a cartoon of a frog committing suicide. 

 

 

 



 

 

  

The right image 

selection becomes a 

marker of ideological 

adherence. 
 

 

 



4 i will hurt you [in minecraft] 

 

  



 

  Inceldom is in a 

perpetual state of 

implosion… 
 

 

 

 

 

 

making sure to drag 

enough people in 

along the way to 

ensure it never truly 

collapses. 
 

 

 



 

  ‘One of the issues with the 

incel community was that the 

people who tended to do well 

would leave, and the people who 

tended to not do well would stay 

– this is sort of the nature of 

how inceldom would work. And 

what would happen is that the 

people who probably learned the 

lessons, … would go off and do 

their own thing.’(36)
 

 

 

36. Adams, Nicholas Norman, and David S. Smith. ‘“I Didn’t Leave Inceldom; Inceldom 

Left Me”: Examining Male Ex-Incel Navigations of Complex Masculinities Identity 

Rebuilding Following Rejection of Incel-Culture’. Deviant Behavior, Routledge, 26 

January 2025. 

 

 



 

  

Those left behind perpetuate the ideology which 

continues to entice. By ‘…sharing a philosophy, memes, 

a lexicon and a categorization system for men and 

women’ the incel ‘…cements their distance from 

society’(37). 

37. Adams, Nicholas Norman, and David S. Smith. 2025 

38. Ging et al. ‘Aesthetics of Misogyny and the Repulsive Gaze: Worldview, Affect, 

and Ideology in Incel Imagery’. New Media & Society, SAGE Publications, 11 July 

2025, 14614448251348251. 

 

 

 

The neat categorization of discourse on 

platforms such as incels.is and looksmax.org 

‘…fosters a logic of urgency, competition and 

performative transgression’(38), whereby users 

assert their own presence in online interaction 

through increasingly provocative memes and 

objectionable modes of communication. 



 

  

The compounding vulgarity of such visual 

discourse becomes gamified; the incessant 

trolling of users on sites like incels.is 

becomes nothing but a rebellion against a 

perceived status quo deemed objectionable by 

the incel – it is not a moral or intellectual 

pursuit – rather an enactment of power and 

disregard for social norms.(39) 

The points-based profile assessment on these 

sites (not including 4chan) remains a key tool 

to stimulate transgressive discourse, with the 

promise of the most dedicated user ascending 

through the aforementioned rankings. 

39. Nagle, Angela. 2017. Kill All Normies:  Online Culture Wars From 4chan and 

Tumblr to Trump and the Alt-Right. Winchester: Zero Books. 

 

 

A selection of profiles from the site. The current highest- 

ranking user is Animecel2D with over 1.2 million posts. 



 

  
This effect is only compounded 

by the fervent adoption of 

incel-specific imagery. 

This visual language functions 

as an opaque tool of incel/non-

incel division. 



 

  
Those outside can peer in and 

mock superficially. 

And those inside can 

communicate freely,  

whilst retaining a degree of 

outsider-ness that is 

fundamental to their status at 

the bottom of the social 

hierarchy. 

This appears a valid 

proposition; indeed, the 

creation of an ‘outside’ group 

to the movement is fundamental 

to its’ success – but is it 

sufficient to draw this 

conclusion from media that is 

as consumable and throwaway as 

memes are? 



  

The intellectualization of meme study has often 

been criticised as superfluous and overreaching. 

 
In the 2019 essay Post-Authenticity and the 

Ironic Truths of Meme Culture, author Jay Owens 

details the simultaneous increase in meme-

posting and decrease in outward displays of 

authenticity online that became notable in the 

mid-2010s, describing the expiration of 

‘…authenticity as a cultural value’(40) as the 

meme format became co-opted by large 

corporations in an attempt to appear relatable. 

After this point, Owens argues, the meme could 

no longer be seen implicitly as an 

authoritative marker of online user opinion. 

 
40. Owens, Jay. “Post-Authenticity and the Ironic Truths of Meme Culture.” In Post 

Memes: Seizing the Memes of Production, edited by Alfie Bown and Dan Bristow, 77–

114. Punctum Books, 2019. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11hptdx.7. pg. 88 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv11hptdx.7


  This is a valid criticism; if the medium of a 

meme no longer necessarily indicates authentic 

opinion, is there anything to be gained by 

studying them in this context? 

 

Is it not then incorrect to argue that the 

incel-specific meme does anything more than 

signify in-group status? 

 
And yet, within inceldom the meme continues to 

thrive as mode of communication. 

Might it therefore be necessary to view these 

memes superficially, as the incel user would, 

to understand their continued prevalence 

within the community? 



  

Within discussions on incels.is, there is a 

phenomenon of users describing (often in graphic 

detail and specificity) acts of violence, adding 

the suffix ‘…in GTA V’ or ‘…in Minecraft’. This 

exploits a linguistic loophole, allowing the user 

to simultaneously imply the desire to commit real 

violent acts, whilst also denying the legitimacy of 

the threat to an outsider. Once one becomes 

familiar with this tactic, the intent of such 

statements returns to being a straightforward 

description of murderous aspiration, yet retaining 

a lacing of irony. 

The same practice is true in incel 

memes – users will often pair 

heinous racial or gendered 

stereotypes with innocuous cartoon 

characters and haphazard formatting 

in an attempt to conceal the 

hostility contained within, 

creating a hazy state of concurrent 

implication and denial. 



 

 

 

 

  

This entrenched irony is enacted in real time 

on incel discussion sites through account 

banners, profile pictures and crucially, memes. 

Just as the alt-right did before it, the use of 

irony in inceldom ‘…disconnects previously 

taboo content from its historical context’(41). 

41. Daviess, Beth. ‘“Making Memes and Shitposting”: The Powerful Political 

Discourse of Alt-Right Meme Culture’. SSRN Scholarly Paper No. 4118990. Social 

Science Research Network, 5 June 2019. https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4118990. pg.9 

 

 

As such, nothing is off limits within the incel 

visual lexicon:  

overt racism, antisemitism, misogyny, explicit 

pornography, homophobia, transphobia, depictions of abuse, 
anti-immigration sentiment, far-right conspiracy, discussions of paedophilia, 
promotion of self-harm………………. everything becomes acceptable 

material. In the race to become more 

transgressive, the incel meme becomes post-

authentic. The newly shifted parameters of taste 

within inceldom signify another self-imposed 

degree of separation to the outside world. 

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4118990


 

  

Yet since an authentic voice can become hidden 

in such heavy irony in a singular meme, the 

content of such images and memes become 

virtually immaterial 

in isolation. 



 

  

Instead, it is perhaps the aggregation 

of such visual media that gives it weight. The 

images function effectively because of ‘…the 

cumulative effect of these displays [as] a 

consolidation of the collective sense of 

affective community’(42). 

42. Ging et al. 2025 pg.15 

 

 

 

Perhaps the message of the meme is largely 

unimportant – instead it is the existence of the 

meme as part of a whole body of memes that gives 

it utility in the incel world. 



  

Trawling through hundreds of 

memes parroting a near-

identical message, with the 

same visual choices is 

utterly disorientating. 

Truth becomes first mutable, 

then subjective, then 

irrelevant. 

 



 

 

  

The incel meme is left in a realm devoid of meaning. 

Its’ constituent parts are heinous and vulgar, yet it 

remains nothing more than an anonymised outward display 

of mere understanding. 

Meaning degenerates into signalling. The incel shares, 

repeats and creates memetic iterations to disseminate 

a signal of accordance with the prevailing narrative. 

As the meme is distributed and edited, it becomes 

shrouded in lore, appearing legible but hardening 

itself against outsider understanding, in a manner akin 

to the piracy of a film online. This ‘poor image’ 

inevitably winds up as another piece of consumable 

digital detritus, bearing its own marks of distribution 

and adulteration(43). 

Embedded amongst a sickening malaise of pictures 

of Hitler, caricatures of men with weak chins 

and cartoons of Jordan Peterson in tears, sits 

a foundational message: 

I UNDERSTAND. I AM ONE OF YOU. 

43. Steyerl, Hito. ‘In Defense of the Poor Image - Journal #10’. Accessed 1 

September 2025. https://www.e-flux.com/journal/10/61362/in-defense-of-the-poor-

image. 
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5 somewhere between normie and sub5 

   



 

  

Is it right to write off such objectionable material 

as being simply a visual trick? Indeed, such material 

has been used to incite real world violence, not to 

mention the millions of individuals who have been 

influenced by its content. 

Whilst it is undoubtedly correct to condemn this 

language and imagery, the use of it as a tool in the 

incel arsenal actually goes far deeper; not only does 

it function as the dialogical glue between incels, but 

it fundamentally initiates the core 

outlooks that define 

inceldom. 



 

  As has been established in terms of the 

online far-right, if memes ‘are serving 

as building blocks of ideological 

meaning’(44), then it is vital to question 

what facet of the ideology benefits from 

the use of the visual meme. 

44. DeCook, Julia R. ‘Memes and Symbolic Violence: #proudboys and the Use of Memes for 

Propaganda and the Construction of Collective Identity’. Learning, Media and Technology 

43, no. 4 (2018): 485–504. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1544149. pg.2 

 

 

The crude and predictable nature of incel 

memes is suggestive of a concern not only 

with total categorization but also with a 

hyper-visual mode of interacting with the 

world. 

Therefore, what an incel can see 

and then theorise from is of far 

greater importance than what they 

can feel, sense or rationalise 

from the outside world. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1544149


 

  

In this way, the meme becomes both an 

indicator of and the logical end point 

for this visual mode of interaction with 

the world.  



 

 

  

The incel/meme relationship 

becomes symbiotic where first the 

incel sees the world, generates a 

visual memetic response to 

conform to the ideology, 

interacts with like-minded others 

through imagistic communication, 

and is then reified in their 

status as an incel and their 

outlook on the world. 

 

Incel lived 

experience 

(both online 

and offline) 

Incel generates 

memetic response 

Positive engagement 

or response from 

other users 

Worldview 

becomes 

warped/ 

influenced 

The process of visual engagement within incel forums. 



 

  

The process is cyclical. It 

accelerates over time – as more 

incels leave the subculture, only 

the most staunch individuals 

remain, forever raising the 

threshold of bad taste and irony 

to which a ‘good’ meme should 

conform. 



 

  

When considered through a Baudrillardian 

lens, this process becomes all the more 

fatalistic. In a loose sense, the ‘media’ 

which Baudrillard describes in ‘Simulacra 

and Simulation’ could be seen manifest in 

the top postings from users on such 

forums, since for many of those who 

frequent the site, the ramblings of 

renowned users are presented as canonical 

and authoritative, in a manner akin to 

the presentation of the news in print 

over the last few decades. 

Baudrillard details how an endless 

repetitive assault by the media has led 

to the ‘…implosion of the social in the 

masses’(45), which in turn extends to a 

reduction of meaning at the ground level, 

in this case the semiotic choices 

contained within a meme. 

45. Baudrillard, Jean. Simulacra and Simulation. Translated by Sheila Faria 

Glaser. The Body, in Theory - Histories of Cultural Materialism. Univ. of Michigan 

Press, 2019. Pg. 81 

 



  In other words, this bombardment of 

information does nothing to locate 

meaning; instead it obfuscates the 

already depleting springs of 

truth/essence contained within our 

overworked modes of communication. 

As such, it is no wonder why inceldom has 

adopted such a brash and convoluted 

visual mode of communication. As 

Baudrillard states: ‘Whoever is under- 

exposed to the media is desocialized or 

virtually asocial. (46)’ – it is therefore 

unsurprising that the more committed 

incel engages so heavily, constantly 

testing the peripheries of taste and 

irony with their postings – since the 

looming threat of isolation is ever 

present and amplified within these 

environments.  

46. Baudrillard, Jean. Simulacra and Simulation. Pg. 80 

 

 



  
The users wade around in a pit of 

memes and denigration; the mechanics 

of the site encourage engagement, 

whilst the anonymity afforded to them 

prompts increasingly repulsive 

responses.  

This tendency towards the destruction of 

semiotic meaning within memes is 

deliberate, beneficial to the cause, and 

plays out in real time. 



 

 

 

  

If the user has nothing to lose but 

everything to gain by retaining a 

fleeting affiliative attachment to fellow 

incels and to the cause, then taste and 

aversion to problematic content are the 

first things to fly out the window. 



 

  

It is through this mechanism of visual 

communication that reduces the incel’s 

perspective to a binary world view 

concerned primarily with aesthetics. 

This hyper-optical memetic discourse 

reinforces a mode of dialogue that 

prioritises outward appearance above all 

else. 

And even though much of the interaction 

on sites such as incels.is is text-based, 

the visual environment and imagistic 

discourse that runs through communication 

eventually props up the conceptual basis 

for the ideology itself. 



6 no such thing as a blind incel [conclusion] 

 

  



 

  

As I open up incels.is once again, I 

am confronted by the same visual 

barrage as every other time 

previously. Even months later, the 

same characters are loitering, eager 

to engage with some of the newer 

recruits. 

 

Stupid Clown can still be seen 

occasionally. 



 

  

The current iteration of the internet 

is perhaps the most optical it has 

ever been. Engagement is gamified and 

attention is capital. Every fragment 

of media depends on its’ ability to 

ensnare visually. 

It is in this sense that inceldom is the 

logical endpoint for disenfranchised, 

isolated and romantically unsuccessful 

young men. Trained in their ability to 

discern, disseminate and deconstruct 

online media, and unwavering in their 

nihilistic self-loathing, inceldom 

provides the perfect environment within 

which to exercise their fleeting power, 

and to dance around the boundaries 

enforced by a society which rightly 

questions the utility of prioritising the 

straight, white, young, western man. 



 

  

The hyper-categorization that runs 

like a spine through the incel corpus 

necessitates a reductionist world 

view, where the incel can only 

attribute worth through narrow, 

frontal parameters, and where 

opposition to such classification is 

akin to rejection of a foundational 

truth. 

Images naturally become the preferred 

currency for a philosophy which 

appoints outward appearance as 

paramount.  



 

  

It is with this knowledge 

have garnered such 

overwhelming traction; 

imagistic displays of 

assimilation within a 

particular faction are 

concretized by distribution, 

enabling the creation of a 

seeks to simultaneously keep 



 

  The internet is plagued by groups of 

radical ideologues, eager to spread 

messages of hate, and whilst it would 

be disingenuous to posit that this 

one poses the greatest threat of all, 

it is indeed plausible to suggest 

that inceldom has been able to 

harness the aesthetic systems of the 

net with such success that it 

survives as one of the most potent 

and pathological philosophies to 

emerge in the digital age. 

 

In inceldom, nothing 

is sacred. 

Everything is an 

attack. 
 

 



 



 afterword 

 

as a visual artist working today, my practice 

has often flirted with the internet. my work has 

primarily dealt with themes of masculinity, and 

it seemed disingenuous to continue down this 

route without a thorough examination of how 

masculinity is enacted in digital spaces. 

 

i was unprepared for the level of abuse, vitriol 

and obscenity that is commonplace on these 

sites; and this disgust has not vanished. in 

better understanding the pernicious nature of 

this ideology, it has done nothing to quell my 

instinctive reaction to look away. during the 

long nights of research for this paper, i was 

forced to engage only in short bursts with this 

content, since it typically became physically 

nauseating after around thirty minutes. 

i am still somewhat unsure as to why i didn’t 

fall victim to this totalising philosophy. it 

might have something to with an artistic 

engagement with digital aesthetics from an early 

age – perhaps i was able to spot the tropes of 

visual radicalisation just soon enough to not 

fall prey. 

either way, i am happy to close this avenue of 

exploration for now. questions still remain, and 

no solution has made itself known; but for the 

present moment it is time to clean off the 

Cheeto dust from my fingertips, pour the flat 



mountain dew down the sink, and try not to slip 

on the novelty anime rug on the way out. 
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