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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study explores experiences of ex-incels—men who have withdrawn Received 7 August 2024
from incel communities—through eleven qualitative interviews analysed Accepted 9 January 2025
using R.W. Connell’'s hegemonic masculinity (HM) framework. Findings reveal

some ex-incels adopt flexible masculinities, while others struggle with pre-

scriptive norms perpetuated by the anti-feminist ‘manosphere’. Findings

spotlight identity reconstructions, where men both reject and remain influ-

enced by rigid archetypes, performing hybrid masculinities. This study dee-

pens understanding of incel ideology, its impact on identity, and interplay

between inceldom and masculinities via contributing to hybrid masculinities

theorising. Insights presents applications for gender theory and inform

further research on HM's influence within unique cultural contexts.

Introduction

The term “incel,” short for “involuntarily celibate,” encapsulates a subset of individuals, predomi-
nantly male,’ who perceive themselves as unable to secure romantic or sexual relationships. This is
generally understood, by them, to stem from a combination of their own genetic inferiority and social
engineering through the transformative impact of feminist modernity (Scheuerman 2021; Stijelja and
Mishara 2023). Originating within the digital realms of internet forums during the 1990s, the incel
community has developed into a multifaceted socio-cultural phenomenon, drawing scholarly fascina-
tion, apprehension, and serious social concern due to its associations with violent acts (Daly and Reed
2022). The specifics of incel forums vary, though generally members argue that women’s empower-
ment has usurped a natural mating market in which individuals pair up with others who match their
fitness. Often, members suggest that women’s tendency to overestimate their own value means that
a small minority of men enjoy the majority of sexual opportunities, i.e., “female hypergamy.” (Menzie
2022). Hence, incels tend to discuss women with a combination of desire and aggrievement. They
yearn for women as sexual or romantic partners but resent them as gatekeepers of their developmental
masculinity because they feel sexually marginalized by them (Johanssen 2021).

Researchers suggest incels routinely express deeply anchored feelings of loneliness, rejection, and
dissatisfaction with accepted “social norms” of attraction, dating and finding a romantic partner (Daly
and Reed 2022; O’Donnell and Shor 2022). These shared experiences, often grounded in narratives
constructed around incels’ sense of their own shortcomings, have been said to serve as a foundation for
solidarity within their communities (Andersen 2023; Halpin 2022; Kay 2021; Schlaerth et al. 2024).
Incels view themselves as shamed by women and subordinated by other men. Thus, they use their
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spaces as counter-publics to bond with others who feel similarly alienated and aggrieved (Lindsay
2022). Additionally, incels frequently attribute their perceived romantic failures to both women’s
empowerment and dominant societal structures, promoting notions of male entitlement. In their
forums, incels cement their distance from society by sharing a philosophy, memes, a lexicon and
a categorization system for men and women. Researchers have argued such “solidarity motifs” connect
with misogyny, resentment, and occasionally extremism (Byerly 2020; Kelly and Aunspach 2020;
Lopes 2023). Some have demonstrated links within communities to terrorism and white supremacy
through a radicalization process. Typically, a combination of members’ perceived inability to fit in
with mainstream society and the echo chambers of futility they visit make them increasingly resistant
to the idea that their lives can change (DeCook and Kelly 2023; Gheorghe 2024).

“Masculinity anxiety” and incel beliefs predict the likelihood of individuals having violent fantasies,
suggesting a pathway to real-world violence among those identifying with the sub-culture (Scaptura
and Boyle 2020). However, research has demonstrated that not all members of incel communities
endorse misogynistic, extremist, or exclusionary views (Moskalenko et al. 2022). Rather, media
perceptions of incel communities appear to have, at times, exaggerated their threat and amplified
stereotypical representations. This trend is most saliently captured in Brown’s (2023) work examining
incel-narratives. The author concludes that incels are recurrently pathologised as “deviant others” as
a means for the media to localize wider societal sexism to select groups. However, Brown suggests that
the reality is such sexist motifs and scripts are normalized in a range of social spaces, including the
media, and that confining explicit sexism to fringe groups omits how commonplace gender-based
violence and misogyny are. Similarly, bias in studying, analyzing and reporting incel communities has
been discussed in recent scholarship. For example, following a meta-study of incel-focussed research,
Maier (2022) concluded that collated findings do not support the position that all members of incel
communities uphold and identify with negative traits recurrently presented as de facto anchors of
“incel identity.” They also point out that some studies include seemingly concrete assertions on group
members’ identity, behaviors, and central values without the authors clearly defining or demonstrating
their understanding of incel-culture and culture-dynamics. This represents a concerning position
where personal opinions, bolstered by a media trend of distaste, can influence academic scholarship.
Relatedly, the dangers of researchers focussing on a vocal minority speaking for a whole group have
been discussed. Incel forums vary heavily in the extremity of member’s beliefs. Distinct spaces
represent various attitudes, values and identities that anticipate different processes of sense-making,
reasoning and motivations for community involvement (Baele, Brace, and Ging 2024; Ciocca et al.
2022; Maier 2022).

Notably, Maier (2022) highlights the significant role of mental health for many incel community
members that often goes neglected. This omission may be because research into incels does not tend to
engage with communities directly or explore their lived experiences (for recent exceptions, see
Costello et al. 2024; Daly and Reed 2022; Maryn et al. 2024; Moskalenko et al. 2022; Smith, Butler-
Warke, and Stevens 2024). It has been argued that interviewing incels can sometimes result in
researchers “collaborating” in their misogyny or validating their perceived victimhood (Carian et al.
2024). We agree that an uncritical approach can do this and there is the potential to position misogyny
as an inevitable response to sexlessness. Yet not speaking with incels directly relegates them to the
position of a group to be written about but not engaged with and risks promoting misleading
narratives about them, limiting our scope when the goal is to identify pathways in and out of inceldom
(Hart and Huber 2023).

Similarly, some researchers actively distance incel’s attitudes from linkages with mental health. For
example, referencing Leidig’s (2021) work on incel communities: “[...] not all incels have suicidal
impulses, and aggrieved male sexual entitlement is not a mental health issue but rather an ideological
one” (Leidig 2021, in Maier 2022:47). Others, such as Carian et al. (2024), have argued that because
cisgender heterosexual men are not the most vulnerable population, but are most likely to commit acts
of violence, then research centered around low mental health offers limited explanatory value in
comparison to structural perspectives. As a caveat, we do not believe that the authors cited are
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necessarily arguing against integrated approaches. However, because men with moderate to severe
mental health issues vastly outnumber those who are incels, then membership is clearly not unicausal.
Individuated approaches struggle to account for why and how these men come to identify with
inceldom’s specific gender taxonomies. For example, studies highlight how the unattainability of
traditional masculine standards and the chokehold these expectations have on emotional expression
among those who believe they have met them both impact men’s mental health (Krumm et al. 2017;
Valkonen and Hénninen 2013). It is important to explore the sociocultural conditions under which
these ideals are encountered, sustained and replicated.

Yet we argue that structural explanations, such as men’s exposure to a cisheteropatriarchal society,
also lack explanatory power since they further beg the questions of why so few men are active on incel
communities and why so few incels partake in acts of gender-based violence. A mental health oriented
approach may help us better predict some of the men who are most likely to be radicalized following
encounters with misogynistic content. In that respect, we call for a multifaceted response that situates
incels in their wider sociocultural context while simultaneously acknowledging the vast differences in
profiles between them and the general public. An oriented approach may help us. For example, incels
have significantly higher rates of depression, anxiety, and loneliness than the general population with
some statistics suggesting over 70% have severe or moderate depression and two-thirds have severe or
moderate anxiety (Costello et al. 2022; Fontanesi et al. 2024; Speckhard and Ellenberg 2022). They also
tend to show insecure and fearful attachment styles (Ciocca et al. 2022; Fontanesi et al. 2024; Sparks,
Zidenberg, and Olver 2024). Particularly worryingly, survey data suggests that as many as one in five
incels contemplates suicide on a daily basis (Whittaker, Costello, and Thomas 2024). And while the
extent to which inceldom responds to or exacerbates mental health is currently ambiguous, an analysis
of incel suicide posts shows an apparent link between their fatalistic belief system and members’
reasons for wanting to take their own lives (Daly and Laskovtsov 2021). Thus, there is compelling
evidence that incels represent an at-risk group and that researchers should contextualize the rise of
inceldom against the mental health crisis among young men. Incels are also disproportionately likely
to be neurodivergent, experience symptoms of PTSD or be victims of bullying (Moskalenko et al.
2022). Though we would not claim any of these traits to be causal, we ask if related experiences of
isolation and social anxiety exacerbate the attraction of inceldom as a framework.

There are also socioeconomic predictors of inceldom, necessitating an intersectional
approach. Data shows that incels tend to be economically underprivileged, with self-identified
incels being disproportionately likely to live with parents or other care givers into adulthood, be
unemployed and lack experience in further/higher education (Costello et al. 2022). Indeed,
regional inequality is also a predictor of incel activity online (Brooks, Russo-Batterham, and
Blake 2022). These predictors point to a group of economically deprived men who have
internalized a role as a provider as the means of attracting a partner during a time of economic
hardship. Against social pressures to demonstrate masculinity through fulfilling a role as
a breadwinner, a failure to thrive under capitalism may compound their perceived masculinity
threat, worthlessness and undesirability to women (Krumm et al. 2017). This meritocratic logic
is central to how other areas of the manosphere adopt the framework of neoliberalism to explain
a man’s economic and sexual success as a function of their entrepreneurial labor (Bratich and
Banet-Weiser 2019; Smith 2023). Yet where some manosphere communities, such as Pick Up
Artists, position themselves as prospective winners able to reconnect with natural masculinity
and outcompete other men, incels see themselves at the bottom of the male hierarchy, unable to
compete in an unfair system.

It is also important to recognize that the incel community is diverse; members possess wide ranges
of experiences, beliefs and disparate factors that influence their identities. For example, though incels
are sometimes characterized as white supremacists (e.g., by Carian et al., 2024), only 55% of their
userbase in USA and Europe identify as white (Blake and Brooks 2023); far lower than the general
population. Moreover, though incels sporadically employ racist language, they typically discuss race as
a factor in their alienation (Jaki et al. 2019). This is borne out by data looking at racial discrimination
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and fetishization in digital spaces (Zhou 2022). This does not mean they do not also uphold white
supremacist logic and values, since their racial hierarchy replicates racist tropes and narratives. Still,
white male rage explanations downplay the distinct sociosexual pressures members attribute to their
race or ethnicity (Smith, Butler-Warke, and Stevens 2024). We do not need to accept their claims of
being systemically disadvantaged for being men to accept that among men - they are, by some
measures, often disadvantaged. As opposed to incels strategically trying to “mask their privilege”
(Halpin 2022:829), it may be more productive to reflect on how socioeconomic marginalisations and
poor mental health can exacerbate violent attitudes and embitterment among young men who are
socialized with misogynistic attitudes and aspirations they cannot fulfil. Doing so brings incels in line
with the way that other extremists are characterized (Gill et al. 2021).

Collating existing research together, understanding the incel phenomenon requires a deeply
nuanced examination of its complex origins and influences. Hence it is important to note that, to
our knowledge, though some existing studies have looked at posts on ex-incel forums (e.g., Hintz and
Baker 2021), only two studies utilizes first-hand-data from self-identifying ex-incels that have left
“inceldom” (Maryn et al. 2024; Smith, Butler-Warke, and Stevens 2024). Combined, the literature
reveals the complex process of undoing an incel identity, with former incels demonstrating a range of
ways to dissociate themselves from the label they used to identify with. Some group members made
a clear distinction between their lived realities of — among other things - self-loathing and sexual
alienation, and the explanatory framework they had adopted to contextualize experiences, i.e., incels
could be an involuntary celibate without being an incel. Others naturalized a shift in their identity,
maintaining some incel ideological tenets but framing a single sexual encounter as a pathway out of
inceldom and a form of masculinity proof, i.e., inceldom is still real, but I'm not one of them. Finally,
others subverted the in-and-out binary by seeing both their former and current selves as core parts of
their identity. Doing so gave them a sense of empathy for those who still frequent incel sites, as well as
the men they once were.

Despite some theory progress, previous research has focussed more on positive and negative
identification with the incel label as opposed to exploring specific understandings of how incels’
sense of themselves as a man both made them vulnerable to inceldom and offered relief. The relative
lack of work in this area is important since incel group member testimonies can be critical for
developing new progress pathways that offer solutions to reported links between incel-culture and
damaging social attitudes and behaviors (Hart and Huber 2023). This study reacts to the present
confabulations and inconsistencies within existing research. By centering the voices of ex-incels, we
offer an uncommon perspective; a reflexive standpoint from those able to discuss their time in incel
communities, the values, norms, attitudes and positionalities that drew them into these communities,
and the factors facilitating their withdrawal from such groups.

Adopting a “hegemonic masculinity” research lens

R.W. Connell’s concept of hegemonic masculinity (HM) defines a culturally dominant standard of
male behavior, characterized by attributes such as authority, toughness, and heterosexuality, among
others (Connell 2020). This standard is regarded as the most respected and revered; the most sought-
after construct performed as masculinity in society, establishing a benchmark for male identity
(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Messerschmidt 2019). Connell identifies three categories of
masculinities to elucidate their connection to this dominant standard: hegemonic masculinity, which
enforces male-dominance and societal norms. Complicit masculinity, where men may not fully
embody hegemonic traits, yet their complicit refusal to resist HM endorses its core principles and
leverages advantages from HM’s dominance. And subordinate and marginalised masculinities; both
components include men performing identities that oppose, do not “live up to” or “clash” with
components of HM in their displays, ideologies and gendered performances. Incels very much
exemplify a form of subordinated masculinity, with members comparing themselves to Chads, i.e.,
stoic, attractive males.
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The Chad archetype represents an aspirational figure to incels and a totem of their failure as men
(Furl 2022). In contrast to incels, the Chad has effortlessly achieved a level of sexual prowess, political
agency and social acceptance incels could only obtain through effort, surgery and pedagogy - if at all
(Fowler 2022). This is because of Chad’s conventional attractiveness and charisma that are viewed as
being of the utmost importance. Like other parts of the manosphere (Smith 2023), incel taxonomies
rank members by sexual conquest. Hence Chad’s existence is a reminder of a standard incels
themselves cannot reach, cementing their place at the bottom of the hierarchy of men. Yet, while
incels see Chad as their physical superior, they denigrate him for his cognitive limitations. He is often
depicted as emotionally shallow, intellectually limited and indistinguishable from other alpha males.
He and (in particular) his black counterpart Tyrone are framed as brutish (Furl 2022; Menzie 2022). As
an extension of their conflicting disdain and desire for women, incels covet Chad for his prowess, hate
him because of his success and even sometimes pity him because he has enough erotic capital to be
exploited by women. Thus, their mixed feelings on him reflect their often-contradictory views on
women who they hate while desperately wanting their affection.

HM largely sustains its continued dominance by subjugating other masculinities and marginalizing
femininities, and all forms of performed masculinities that exude any perceived linkages (and support)
toward femininities. Thereby, HM reinforces gender hierarchies and power-structures based around
the status quo of a singular ideology, much like HM’s namesake: the hegemony-as-control framework
developed by Antonio Gramsci (Gramsci 2011). To clarify, while not all men conform to the HM ideal,
the influence of HM exerts significant cultural pressure on men to align in some ways with it,
legitimizing the imprinting, normalization and replication of HM in numerous societal areas and
across embedded structures; fathering, schooling, interactions and negotiations and others (Connell
2020). Importantly, HM is not upheld solely through mechanisms of direct subjugation over other
masculinities and the marginalization of femininities, but also via subtle and nuanced process of
legitimization by consent. Drawing on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, dominance operates less by
force and more through embedding and legitimizing social consent to a hegemonic ideal (Gramsci
2011). As such, HM is normalized as a cultural masculine standard, exerting pressure on men to
conform to its attributes, often indirectly. This allows HM to retain societal influence without
dependence upon direct coercion, though reinforcing HM-archetypes within social and cultural
structures and practices.

HM’s dominance is perpetuated via HM positioning itself hierarchically over other masculinities,
marginalizing those that resist its norms and reconfiguring aspects of resistance toward HM into
acceptable forms. For example, figures such as the “vegan bro” identity or Bridges’s (2014, 2019) “very
gay straight” reflect how HM can reconfigure and integrate traits from marginalized masculinities and
femininities, so long as they resist fundamentally challenging the existing masculine hierarchy. Such
capacity to absorb different masculine performances allows HM to maintain its dominance while
remaining reactive and changeable to evolving social practices. Demonstrating this adaptation,
Bridges (2014) reveals how dominant men incorporate performances depicting marginalized mascu-
linities, including those associated with femininity and homosexuality, in patterns that seem progres-
sive but ultimately lead to reinforcements of HM. Hybrid performances concurrently see men distance
themselves from overt homophobia and hypermasculinity, projecting an image of inclusivity. Despite
this, Bridges contends that overarching hybridization processes fail to challenge root HM power-
structures. Rather, reconfigurations subtly preserve existing hierarchical masculine dominance struc-
tures by reshaping marginalized traits to fit within the already accepted hegemonic hierarchy. This
adaptability shows how HM evolves in response to social shifts while maintaining influence (Bridges
2014; Bridges and Ota 2019).

Considering the above position, even marginalized men can contribute to the dominance of HM by
operating within a system that privileges HM, albeit at their own expense. Incels, for instance,
exemplify this dynamic. Their self-perception as “beta males” compared to the dominant “Chads”
(Menzie 2022) highlights how subordination reinforces HM’s hierarchical structure. Importantly,
Lucy (2024) points out that:
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dominant and dominating non-hegemonic masculine presentations of sexually aggressive and successful men,
reflected in the gendered incel construct of “Chad,” have been misunderstood as hegemonic. Extreme, violent,
dominant, and dominating behavior is not necessarily hegemonic, nor evidence of the legitimization of unequal
gender relations. Failure to demonstrate how or if these traits legitimize unequal gender relations result in
“slippage” (Beasley 2008) in which fixed, often toxic, masculine character types are assumed as hegemonic

It should be noted that “Chads” are typically revered (by many incel community members) for their
dominant traits that example HM, primarily via mechanisms of subordination. For example, in incel
discourse, Chads are depicted as oppressors who monopolize sexual access, fostering resentment that
underpins misogyny. This characterization positions Chad as symbolic of an unjust social hierarchy,
where only a privileged few men achieve sexual and social success, leaving others excluded. Chad’s
perceived dominance is also invoked in some manosphere narratives to uphold and legitimize
traditional gender roles. His success is framed as evidence of male authority and female subordination,
perpetuating the notion that women naturally gravitate toward dominant men, thereby reinforcing
patriarchal structures. Moreover, the Chad archetype often serves as a rallying point within the
manosphere, uniting men around shared feelings of exclusion or aspirations of emulation. This
dynamic reflects hegemonic masculinity’s capacity to foster male solidarity by marginalizing women
and men who fail to conform to its ideals, designating them as inferior or other. However, we are
careful to recognize that “Chads” (as per Lucy’s argument) may also at times be considered to operate
as dominant non-explicitly-hegemonic identities. However, their dominance is revered by other males
primarily for its perceived alignment with HM-linked traits and praxis.

Despite incels’ overt exclusion, they tacitly acknowledge and perpetuate the very system that
marginalizes them, showing how HM ideals sustain through consent rather than coercion, aligning
with Connell’s structural interpretations of Gramsci’s notions of hegemony and her application of this
to understand masculine hierarchies (Connell 2020; Gramsci 2011).

Existing research studying incel communities using a hegemonic masculinity lens

Some past research has employed an HM lens to explore incel-cultures. Menzie (2022) investigates
how “active” incels construct and express notions of femininity and masculinity, arguing that
ingrained misogyny native to incel groups originates from notions that “feminism” disrupts
a natural societal order based on heterosexual, monogamous relationships and normative structures
of power. By applying the concept of “femmephobia” (othering of ideology and performances
perceived as “feminine”), Menzie highlights how incels demean women; feminine behavior is typed
as enduringly performative and intended solely for male approval. Through a combined online
ethnography of incel subreddits and an analysis of Elliot Rodger”s manifesto, Menzie delineates
that incels use gender-based archetypes to (re)define their celibacy, revealing a “heteropatriarchal”
framework where femininity and hegemonic masculinity are redefined to operate as contributors and
detractors of contextual social capital (Menzie 2022). In a similar study, Ging (2019) explores anti-
feminism narratives and ideologies on online platforms linking to “Red Pill” ideology,* which alleges
to liberate men from feminist misconceptions. This informal collective, known as the manosphere, has
become a prominent online ecosystem for discussing men’s rights in global society. Ging identifies key
units of the manosphere, exploring the definitions of masculinities it promotes. They conclude that,
while some patterns of praxis resemble “traditional” anti-feminism, new emerging understandings of
masculinity are arising. For example, conceptions that challenge the typical association of power with
hegemonic masculinity by emphasizing victimhood, “beta masculinity,” and diverse interpretations
surrounding involuntary celibacy. Such forms of hybridized identities highlight complexities regard-
ing the dynamics of male dominance online (and also offline) and how online spaces can amplify new
forms of discontented manhood, presenting a blended perspective on incel identities at odds with
notions of singular presentations of HM.

Ging’s (2019) analysis demonstrates a requirement for more thorough explorations of hybrid
masculinities in incel spaces, exploring how notions traditionally understood as vulnerabilities can
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be co-opted into incel masculine identity. In this context, the concept of hybrid masculinities
articulated by Bridges and Pascoe (2014) is important. Akin to our earlier argument referencing
incel studies highlighting the diverse multiplicity of identities that make up incel subcultures (Baele,
Brace, and Ging 2024; Ciocca et al. 2022; Fontanesi et al. 2024; Halpin 2022; Maier 2022; Sparks,
Zidenberg, and Olver 2024), Bridges & Pascoe theorize that masculinities can be shaped via multiple
influencers not only originating from the cultural hegemony of HM, but originating from norms
belonging to subordinated and marginalized forms (see Bridges & Pascoe). This position clarifies
Ging’s suggestion that incels engage in a dual process of appropriating traits from subordinated
identities while simultaneously asserting a contextually dominant identity that supports traditional
patriarchal values. Research by Glace, Dover, and Zatkin (2021) provides similarly critical insights into
motivations and influencing dynamics shaping identity within incel community spaces, defining
pathways elucidating how incels construct identities in ways that complement and resist societal
norms, underscoring performative dimensions of hybrid masculinities as they oscillate between motifs
of entitlement and experiences of rejection.

To synthesize the above literature, incels appear to support ideological and behavioral standards
connected with HM, for example, expressions of dominance and entitlement toward women. Indeed,
Vallerga and Zurbriggen (2022) demonstrate that incel beliefs often reflect strong support for “tradi-
tional” masculine ideals, such as aggression; a fundamental motif of HM when operationalized to
generate a position of authority over both women, and men who fail to perform such depictions. Their
examination of HM linking with the incel, manosphere and red pill digital spaces positions it as both
a coveted objective and the instigator of frustrations and anger for men interacting in such forums (see
Vallerga and Zurbriggen 2022). Witt (2020) further examples confabulations in support and rejection
processes for HM through the canonization of figures like Elliot Rodger, demonstrating that incel
rhetoric, supporting misogyny and violence as identity motifs, reinforces patriarchal structures and
legitimizes HM praxis. Thus, incels perpetuate HM’s underlying principles to replicate the same
process of power and domination they often paradoxically claim to oppose. Similarly, Thorburn,
Powell, and Chambers (2023) examine the “incel movement” via a criminological lens. Employing
digital ethnography alongside qualitative analysis of online forums, they unpack three connected
themes: biological determinism, experiences of masculine shame and the dynamics of hierarchical
gender relations. This analysis, like others, reveals hegemonic and hybrid masculinity perspectives to
be present in incel narratives. Thorburn employs Kimmel’s theory of “aggrieved entitlement” (Kimmel
2017) to investigate how participants conceptualize their blended masculine identities. This concept
reveals a deep frustration and anger experienced by individuals, predominantly (but not limited to)
white, heterosexual males, who perceive themselves to be unjustly deprived of the “deserved” status
and privilege they feel owed as a natural product of their gender and race. Such entitlement, rooted in
conventional patriarchal values propagated via historical cultural hegemony, becomes amplified as
a reaction to shifting social standards of behaviors, including but not limited to gender equality. This
position challenges assumptions of natural superiority. Thus, incels may perceive such dynamic
changes as a direct threat to their societal status, position or privilege, constructing feelings of
resentment and grievance. These are further validated and amplified in “echo-chamber” online forums
that draw together individuals with similar frustrations and ideological thinking. These notions are
often translated into resentment directed toward women, who they tend to view as the primary
beneficiaries of societal changes (Kalish and Kimmel 2010).

Returning to their findings, Thorburn, Powell, and Chambers (2023)—in support of others -
explore how incels adopt a “subordinate” self-identity that deviates from hegemonic mascu-
linity, instead normalizing and idealizing marginalized, sexually unsuccessful male identities as
validators of their masculinities. Thus the authors demonstrate how experiences of humiliation
and rejection are central to shaping identity. Within online spaces, incels collectively articulate
feelings of exclusion and injustice, reinforcing and valorizing their victimhood. A perceived
entitlement to women’s affection and sexual attention solidifies anger, particularly when
community members perceive such interactions are unjustly denied to them. Thorburn,
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Powell, and Chambers (2023) argue that this entitlement underpins incel’s resentment toward
women, who are held responsible for their romantic shortcomings, in addition to shifting
societal standards of behavior and their impacts upon men, with incels constructing various
narratives in support of the idea that changes in social structures and ideologies unfairly favor
women. Drawing parallels with Thorburn, Powell, and Chambers (2023), Menzie’s (2022) and
Witt’s (2020) deconstruction of Elliot Rodger, Halpin et al. (2022) focus on incel communities’
depictions and idealization of Marc Lépine, the perpetrator of the 1989 Ecole Polytechnique
massacre. Through qualitative content and discourse analysis, Halpin et al. (2022) argue that
some incels align themselves with violent figures to reclaim a sense of masculinity that
operates within the hegemonic framework. As others have stated, incels position themselves
as both victims of, and resistors against, a system that denies them the supposed rewards
associated with HM. This exemplifies the concept of “weaponised subordination,” whereby
incels simultaneously reject hegemonic masculinity while reinforcing its structural values
through violence and the perpetuation of traditional gender hierarchies. Maxwell et al.
(2020) offer a similarly nuanced analysis of incel communities on Reddit, thematically explor-
ing how incels express alienation, sexual frustration and isolation and loneliness. These
emotions are contextualized within the broader framework of HM that incels internalize,
developing associations between masculine worth and sexual success. The inability to meet
these standards fosters rejection and failure. Halpin et al. spotlight the enduring influence of
HM, which pressures men - whether they wholly embody HM ideals - toward ideologies that
often reinforce the overarching HM gender hierarchy regardless of men’s intended position-
ing. Collectively, the above studies position a complex relationship between HM and incel-
culture, revealing how incels both reject and uphold hegemonic ideals, often via channeling
hybrid forms of masculinities.

The present study

Two salient observations are evident when considering studies that utilize Connell’s HM framework.
Firstly, most studies applying HM operate using distanced analysis protocols; internet-based analysis
exploring forum postings where the researcher retrospectively infers meaning to user-postings that have
been read, downloaded and analyzed. This process de-localizes investigatory depth since, for example,
a researcher is unable to ask follow-up questions, qualify meaning or develop further inquiry into incel
perspectives, sense-making and meaning (see Adams 2023b). Secondly, as Lucy (2024) points out in their
case-study of “incels” - Connell’s theory of multiple masculinities is frequently a cornerstone in the study
of men and masculinity [masculinities]. Yet, its application often overlooks the relational and legitimizing
aspects crucial to understanding HM, leading to conceptual confusion. Other works have similarly cited
examples of “slippages” in industrial locales where HM is utilized as a lens to explore risk-taking
behaviors and arrange cultures of masculinities into hierarchies. For example, highlighting the dom-
inance of a particular masculine group as “hegemonic masculinity” but failing to qualify the processes by
which this grouped cultural identity exercises hegemonic constraint: ideological control, gendered
subordination and domination of women, femininities, and masculinities operating outside of hegemo-
nic or complicit support for the so-called-hegemonic construct. This questions the validity of such
“hegemonic” descriptors, used at times to spotlight dominance or popularity (for further discussion, see
Adams 2019, 2022, 2023a). Lucy’s case study examines four investigations in the emerging field of
research on anti-feminist masculine behaviors among incel communities, demonstrating their failure to
address the political dynamics that define HM. Instead, these studies focus narrowly on fixed traits
defined as “toxic,” associated with dominant masculine behaviors, but not always HM. As scholars turn
their attention to new male communities, it is imperative to correctly apply theoretical frameworks by
appreciating their historical context and evolution, without falling into similar slippage territory when
applying gendered theory (Adams 2022, 2023a; Lucy 2024).
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Methodology
Ethical considerations and participant recruitment

Research ethical approval was obtained from the School of Applied Social Studies, Robert Gordon
University, Reference: 212202. Recruitment focused on individuals who had previously identified as
incels but had since dissociated from the label. Recruitment efforts were carried out via anonymous
posts on various online platforms frequented by former incels, explicitly inviting those who no longer
identified with the incel label to participate. Due to privacy concerns and to maintain participant
confidentiality, the specific platforms used for recruitment are not disclosed in this paper. The term
“ex-incel” is acknowledged as ambiguous since incel philosophy assumes lifelong membership since its
foundations are supposedly genetic. Nevertheless, participants’ conscious disassociation from the label
indicates a significant shift in their mind-set and identity, thus we refer to them using this descriptor.

Interview procedure

A semi-structured interview guide was developed. One researcher conducted all interviews and
handled participant communications. Fifteen individuals initially expressed interest in participating;
three did not proceed after receiving further information, and one was excluded due to being under
eighteen. Ultimately, eleven interviews were conducted over two rounds of recruitment. While this
represents a small sample size, this is typical when engaging with hard-to-reach populations, including
fringe identity groups (Abrams 2010). The sample size is sufficient for interview-based research,
allowing for the identification of significant themes without reaching data saturation (Braun, Clarke,
and Weate 2016; Hennink and Kaiser 2022).

Interview formats and data collection

Nine interviews were conducted via Zoom, with participants choosing whether to appear on video or
remain unseen; all but one opted for audio-only. Two participants preferred asynchronous e-mail
interviews. Allowing participants to choose their preferred format was deemed ethically appropriate
due to the sensitive nature of the subject matter. Both interview formats used the same topic guide to
ensure consistency and comparability of data. Interviews lasted between fifty and 150 minutes and
were recorded for transcription. Table 1 provides basic demographic details while maintaining
participant anonymity, with two individuals requesting non-disclosure of their specific country.

Data analysis

The research team (researcher 1 - DS and researcher 2 - NA) employed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-
step approach to inductive thematic analysis. DS initially analyzed and inductively coded all tran-
scripts. NA then analyzed and independently coded each transcript with DS’s coding hidden. Coding
was then unblinded and themes identified were cross-coded. A further phase of deductive coding was
completed by NA applying Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity as an exploratory, interpretive
lens. The researchers met twice formally to discuss emergent themes and agreed upon defining
constructs within the data; themes of identity, masculinities, and changing sense of self, to foster inter-
coder reliability; discussing, refining and (re)identified themes. The process followed the steps out-
lined in Table 2, ensuring consistency and reliability in theme development.

Findings: examining masculine sense-making via the hegemonic masculinity lens

As shown in Table 1, participants came from different locales and their experience as incels was significant,
dating back, at the earliest, to 1998. The longest time “as an incel” was recorded at sixteen years and the
shortest at two years. Analysis revealed findings congruent with existing research and some surprising
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Table 1. Participant information.

Participant Age Region Incel from Incel until
1 23 United Kingdom 2016 2018
2 21 Central Europe 2017 2020
3 23 USA 2018 2020
4 28 Eastern Europe 2016 2018
5 29 Canada 2016 2019
6 28 USA 2017 2021
7 33 Canada 2010 2011
8 25 Italy 2010 2021
9 29 Brazil 2011 2018
10 32 USA 2009 201
1 40 USA 1998 (approx) 2014

Table 2. Application of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step approach to thematic analysis.

Step Description

1. Familiarisation DS transcribed interviews, and NA reviewed transcripts.

2. Generating initial Using inductive analysis principles, DS generated initial codes for all transcripts. NA generated codes for
codes all transcripts. Initial themes were marked and identified for further clarification.

3. Searching for themes  Step 1/ Each researcher identified latent themes across all transcripts; sharing and discussing these

when independent phases of analysis were complete.
Step 2/ A further phase of deductive analysis was conducted across the transcripts by NA, applying

Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinity as an interpretive lens to explore linkages between
identity, ideological anchors to sense-making over identity and notions of masculinity(ies), and
defining characteristics of ‘what it means to be a man’ in the context of ‘incel-culture’ and linked
spaces and ideologies discussed.

4. Reviewing themes Researchers collaboratively reviewed themes at two formal discussions and further iterative discussions
via email and MS Teams.

5. Defining and naming  Team meetings were held to finalise theme pertinence and terminology.

themes
6. Producing the report  NA drafted the outcomes publication with contributions and revisions from DS.

discoveries. Ex-incels developed complex hybrid notions of masculinities, identifying loneliness, hope-
lessness, mental health, and social isolation as key motivators for engagement and ideological subscriptions.
The applications of Connell’s HM theory proved to be a helpful framework for exploring themes, allowing
for deepening prior findings and developing new perspectives. Three key themes represent interlinked
processes of identity-sense-making, i.e., connecting with incel-culture, formational of “incel identities” and
ideological rationale, and later accommodation of rejections and distancing. These three themes are:

1/The radicalisation process and formation and decline of incel group membership,

2/The development and solidification of a “defensive pessimism” mindset regarding men’s ability to conform to
and perform hegemonic masculinity - the “idealised” and most socially revered and desirable form of masculine
identity as social performance, and

3/A timeline of reconstruction: the formulation of “new” masculinities incorporating both a rejection and (re)
production of “hegemonic” motifs - leading to ideologies representing hybridised; juxtaposed masculinities.

Themes are explored as a narrative journey below.

The radicalisation process and formation and decline of incel group membership

The processes of engagement participants discussed often began with experiencing profound, pro-
longed loneliness and a perceived inability to achieve intimacy due to external factors believed to be
beyond personal control. Initially, the term “incel” was associated with those who desired romantic
and sexual relationships but felt thwarted by societal standards or perceived personal inadequacies
revolving around their appearance or social status. Communities engaged with — and indeed the incel
label itself, provided a crucial sense of belonging during periods of intense isolation, as participants
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found solace in a space where their feelings of rejection and frustration were understood and shared.
Over time, participants discussed the definition of “incel” within specifically online spaces, gradually
broadening to include a diverse range of individuals, from those struggling with loneliness to others
who expressed extreme misogynistic views. This widening of identity co-occurred with some partici-
pants viewing themselves as “trucels,” i.e., those who could not engage in intimate and sexual relation-
ships, and others as “fakecells:” persons engaging with and benefitting from “incel” spaces but who had
the chance to find an intimate partner and/or had previously experienced intimacy, but whom
“enjoyed” the culture and emulation of “true incel” ideologies (Jensen 2024). Interestingly, one
participant had sexual experiences before joining incel sites, though he felt that it was not enough to
validate him. This expansion shifted the term’s original meaning and introduced a fragmented nature
to the community. Notably, participants were initially drawn to incel forums through shared (and
sharing of) experiences of perceived societal rejection, which fostered a strong sense of solidarity.

Very soon I've found this community of guys, who had similar problems I had, and you know it kind of clicked.
I thought that if others are having these problems, it can just be me right, there has to be something wrong with
I guess society or women. That must be the reason why 'm not having any success in my dating life and romantic
life. [Participant 2]

By acknowledging how they deviated from traditional male archetypes, and building a community
around their divergence, incel forum members rebelled against societal expectations of “revered”
masculinity. These included traits, depictions and performances of emotional control, physical
strength, financial success and capital, focussed aggression, risk-taking, and high volumes of “sexual
conquests” and perceived attractiveness toward women (by other men). Akin to findings from others
(Halpin et al. 2022; Thorburn, Powell, and Chambers 2023; Witt 2020), these traits were perceived as
“required” for developing relationships with women and participants self-identified as having few or
none of them.

With terms like “toxic masculinity” and “nice guys” and the whole Manosphere under review it felt like there were
now even more expectations to act in a certain way for men, now just coded in academic and feminist language.
I think I liked how incels were being unashamedly themselves, even if it was pathetic, there was a sense of
rebellion in it that I appreciated. [Participant 1]

[I liked] these inversions of the social hierarchy. In real life the most attractive guy, the most handsome, is the
most popular - the higher value person. On the incel forum the ugliest guy, the guy who spent the most years
without ever dating, the oldest virgin is the most popular; that’s the Alpha male of the incel forum.
[Participant 8]

Communal distancing and delegitimisation of HM appealed to members, allowing unfiltered self-
expression of perceived societal “failures” that mainstream society often suppressed. This rebellion was
about rejecting norms and embracing a raw, unfiltered identity, even if outsiders viewed it negatively.
In that respect, incel communities matched Lindsay’s (2022) metaphor of a counterpublic. Nihilistic
philosophies, such as the concept of “LDAR” (Lie Down and Rot®), became coping mechanisms for
dealing with disillusionment and societal pressures, encouraging members to reject conventional
drives toward self-improvement and success in favor of embracing total defeat and the capitalization
of social failure and romantic ostracizing. This is congruent with Thorburn, Powell, and Chambers
(2023) who suggested that incel communities revolve around ritualized self-humiliation through
unflattering comparisons with alpha males that they valorize into imagined acts of violence.

Catharsis. It was fantasies of empowerment - fantasies of striking back against all society that condemned me and
ostracized me for the sin of not being able to intuitively socialize properly. [Participant 10]

A significant driving aspect of engagements with incel-communities was their focus on mental health
and sexual anxiety - two things that may be viewed as incompatible with revered HM-linked ideals of
physicality and unemotional stoicism as modes of masculine domination. Many participants appre-
ciated forums as a sanctuary to share their struggles openly without fear of judgment or intervention.
The incel community provided a unique space where members could express feelings of despair and



12 N. N. ADAMS AND D. S. SMITH

suicidal ideation, fostering a sense of solidarity through shared vulnerability and resignation. Forums
offered validation that participants felt was absent in other areas of their lives, particularly mainstream
society.

What turned me on to their side, was how viscerally some of them would describe their anxieties and their
experiences of being rejected, and how much I could relate to those. It was almost kind of a shock at first, because
I was so isolated socially before. I wasn’t aware that there are people that were having really similar experiences to
me ... That was how I ended up identifying myself with them. [Participant 3]

Discussing deeply personal and painful experiences without facing immediate dismissal or superficial
platitudes allowed members to feel genuinely heard and understood. Hence there is a reverence with
which incels discuss such communities, if not other individuals in them, as being like “family.”

It was also a safe place to share. Vulnerability is often demonised in men. I felt I wasn’t allowed to share my
problems with people in real life, and if I did it would lead to shame and betrayal. Being on an anonymous forum
helped me be more open, as I didn’t have to think about the repercussions of my vulnerability and could have it
not only recognised but engaged with. [Participant 1]

I'm probably totally misinterpreting the poetic meaning of these lyrics. But My chemical romance had a song,
and, like one of the phrases, was “to join the black parade, to be the saviour of the damned” and it’s like that’s kind
of like the community, like we’re all the cursed fucking Gremlins rebelling back and trying to claw at the clouds,
or whatever.[Participant 10]

However, while initially comforting, this open expression could perpetuate a destructive mind-set. The
constant reinforcement of negative emotions and hopelessness, coupled with the absence of positive or
constructive coping mechanisms, meant that the community’s support represented a double-edged
sword. On one hand, it provided much-needed empathy and a sense of belonging. On the other, it
entrenched members further into their hopelessness, creating a feedback loop that rendered it
increasingly challenging to break away from these harmful ideologies. By offering a refuge for men’s
most distressing thoughts, forums became both a lifeline and a trap, underscoring the complex and
often contradictory role forums played in the mental health and ideological sense-making of their
members. This intricate balance highlights the deep psychological impact of such communities, where
the quest for self-examination, understanding and support could inadvertently reinforce the struggles
participants sought to escape. As such, many participants portrayed such forums as echo-chambers
that responded to and reinforced existing offline concerns; initial curious visits led to further engage-
ments as existing ideological and societal opinions were solidified, reified and validated. Thus,
engagement often represented a radicalisation process. This notion was explained in numerous inter-
views, with Participant 2 providing the most direct articulation of this:

It would be a radicalisation process [...] It’s similar to any other radical group - any far-right - anything like that.
At first, you see comments here and there, from another dude in a similar position. You see some casual misogyny
[...] So I guess in a way [this can] radicalise you too and slowly youll become more and more hateful; more
misogynistic. A lot of incels are also far right, so I guess becoming an incel can radicalise you in this way too
I suppose. And I wouldn’t even say that it’s similar to radicalisation process. I would say that it is a radicalisation
process [Participant 2]

Participant 11 provided some key elaboration, with regard to incel community spaces forming echo-
chambers, highlighting that those who worked on themselves often left the communities, while those
who did not stayed. Thus, spaces tended to represent extreme pools of voices and affirmations from
those who prioritized self-pity, hopelessness and “learned helplessness.” Those were then amplified as
a normal baseline in the context of the forum members:

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, did better, and had something important to say,
instead of wallowing in self-pity and learned helplessness, would go off and do their own thing. And then the
people who didn’t have those mechanisms would stay ... [Participant 11]
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Table 3. Table of sub-themes uncovered from total-data highlighting motivations and meanings behind ex-incel’s community
engagement and sense-making around their involvement.

Aspect Thematic Evidence

Initial Meaning of Incel initially meant striving for intimacy but feeling unable to realise this due to perceived-as-
Incel uncontrollable external factors.

Evolution of Incel The term broadened to include a range of individuals from those that were lonely to those expressing
Definition notions of misogyny.

Sense of Belonging The incel community developed a space where participants felt understood, they could be vulnerable and
open, and where they felt less isolated.

Shared Experiences Shared experiences of rejection initially attracted participants, but diverging values, especially around
nihilism and misogyny, highlighted internal conflicts that eventually began to fragment identities.

Rebellion Against The community offered a rebellious stance against societal expectations of masculinity and wider social

Norms factors that defined ‘success.’

Nihilistic Philosophy  Nihilism served as a mechanism for coping with societal disillusionment, with concepts like ‘LDAR’

rejecting -delegitimising- societal pressures to strive and improve, instead legitimising embracing

nihilism.
Internal Conflicts Stratified values within the community, particularly around nihilism and misogyny, revealed ranging
internal conflicts and spotlighted the range of different identity-pathways participants could take.
Gradual Leaving the community was a gradual process, influenced by external and internal factors, including
Disengagement critical viewpoints and positive experiences, and a recognition that the community was ultimately

detrimental -for many- to their mental health.

Despite the entrenchment of this radicalization process, as participants engaged more deeply with
communities, internal conflicts over their identities and how these were defined began to surface.
While shared experiences of rejection initially bonded members, diverging values, particularly around
nihilistic outlooks and pervasive misogyny, created tensions. Some members embraced extreme views,
while others voiced discomfort with these, highlighting the complexity within the community and the
varying paths members could take within the oft-homogenized cultures of incel identity (drawing
parallels with findings by Bridges 2014; Brown 2023; Maier 2022). For many, such internal conflicts
eventually led to a gradual disengagement from overarching “incel ideology groups” as individuals
sought to reconcile their need for socialization and group-membership with their discomfort regard-
ing the community’s more destructive ideologies. For example, after witnessing members of the
forums he visited abusing and trolling single parents on dating sites, Participant 2 chose to disconnect
with incel spaces. This was despite feeling like the people on the forum could understand his
frustrations better than people in his daily life. Thus, individuals experienced a process of “identity-
fracturing.” Table 3 (below) shows sub-themes exploring prominent narratives for engagement and
eventual disengagement with incel forums across all interview data.

Defensive pessimism — a deconstruction of ex-incels’ rejection of hegemonic
masculinity

Connell’s work on HM is notable for highlighting that not all men directly subscribe to HM.
Moreover, men claiming subscription to HM rarely achieve this idealized form of socially revered
masculinity (Connell 2020). Interestingly (and mindful of Lucy’s 2024), our ex-incel sample almost
unanimously distanced themselves overtly from HM as an identity structure, and from explicit
behaviors and practices often associated with legitimizing HM, as viable and valid notions of mascu-
line identity. This rejection process was complicated and interlinked with Defensive Pessimism (DP).

DP represents a technique where individuals set low expectations and anticipate the worst out-
comes to handle anxiety and enhance their performance. DP typically aids individuals to concentrate
on potential issues and formulate solutions beforehand, sometimes leading to rejection of actions or
possibilities; these feared to be unobtainable or their pursuit leading to failure (see Adams 2023c;
Cantor and Norem 1989). Importantly, incels utilized DP to underpin collective, overt, rejections of
HM, but also traits often conflated with evidencing HM that can lead to slippages in definition, for
example dominant, non-hegemonic forms of masculinity (see Lucy 2024; Messerschmidt 2019). This
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mind-set, characterized by an emphasis on perceived insurmountable barriers and negative self-
assessments, stems from the belief that achieving “traditional” masculine success (i.e. the Chad
archetype and dominant traits associated with this) was a wholly unattainable concept for incels.
This focus reinforced existing insecurities and rationalized their anticipated failures as inevitable.

I guess it showed me how genetics plays a role in everything. There’s a lot of factors that are not in your control,
like being more handsome or being born into a rich family, that give you certain advantages. That’s kind of the
sad reality — some people will just have better lives just because of the situation that they were born in and that the
world was cruel [...] It felt like, at the time, there was this sort of grand conspiracy against me by women [. . .]
They were only going to give affection to the top percentage of men, and the rest of us would have to go through
years of development, becoming the peak masculine version of ourselves to have a relationship. [Participant 5]

The DP-mind-set served as a coping mechanism, protecting individuals from anticipated disappoint-
ment by setting low expectations perceived to be anchored in “real world” evidence and embracing
a narrative of inevitable defeat; a nihilistic perception of social reality within which feelings of
inadequacy and self-doubt were self-attributed when men felt they had not met certain romantic
and social milestones. For instance, Participant 8 recalled obsessively reading evolutionary psychol-
ogy papers about attraction and courtship patterns to explain his sexual marginalization. While
Connell argues HM provides a key structuring principle for society and that all men position their
performances of masculinity in relation to this concept, the nihilistic culture of incel communities
viewed what they described as “traditional masculinity” (i.e. factors that could - at times - be
described as hegemonic masculinity and at other times as dominant non-hegemonic masculinity) as
so unattainable, that even anything linking with complicit support for this ideal (and indeed anything
approaching a verifiable definition of HM) was viewed as a waste of time and effort. Interestingly, this
perception extended to participants viewing occurrences such as “dating” and “finding a partner” as
products of a system that unfairly valued dominance, aggression, competition and physical strength
and prowess as foundational “valued” components of “maleness.” Thus, rejection of anything
approaching HM subscriptions or linking with behaviors and ideology often incorrectly typed HM
as a “slippage” was absent. Rejection of these notions of “traditional maleness” was viewed by many as
a more rational and functionally less damaging choice than attempting to conform to “societal
expectations” of what society (and women) were perceived (by incels) as looking for in a man.

Because I looked around, and I saw everyone else could find a relationship, everyone else could find a companion,
and I wasn’t sure where to turn to so ... There was a lot of genuine despair in my life before 2017. And
I recognised that going on the incel forums, and replacing that despair with anger and hate, wasn’t a good thing.
But truth be told, anger feels good. It feels a lot better than sadness and depression. [Participant 6]

As such, true HM (defined by subordination, domination, and marginalization of women and non-
HM-conforming men, via Connell’s network of functional praxis, Connell 2020) was not only deemed
unachievable but also not worth the effort to pursue. Rejection was solidified through community
interactions where shared experiences reinforce the echo-chamber construct discussed in the previous
section; validating collective perceptions that striving for “traditional masculine” ideals is futile - an
illusionary wasted effort. Application of DP-like thinking represented self-preservation underpinning
an active rejection of HM and associated “traditionally masculine” behaviors, rationalized as a logical
response to an unachievable standard that participants felt women unconditionally want them to meet
(or at least strive toward the direction of achieving). DP shaped personal outlooks and fostered
a collective ideological ethos of disengagement from “traditional” masculine goals and the pursuit of
alternative masculine sense-making. For many, this process represented longitudinal engagement with
online incel forums, contribution and monitoring of own and others’ failings, and a collective sharing
of these to legitimize the systemic inevitability of failure and defeat in attempting to “climb” the
masculine hierarchy. Interactions often reaffirmed the mind-set that incels perceived the imbalance of
power and social capital that was weighted against them could “always get worse,” further amplifying
their perceived inability to find a romantic partner. Instead of incels operating in direct pursuit of
hegemonic ideals and motifs, the position of incels (prior to becoming ex-incels) led them to resist
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considering hegemonic subscription as a legitimate way to make sense of their identities. They
professed instead to develop identities that capitalized how far they were positioned from traditionally
revered notions of what it means to be a man and the possibility of achieving HM (Connell 2020;
Messerschmidt 2019).

A timeline of reconstruction: formulating “new” masculinities incorporating a rejection
and (re)production of “hegemonic” motifs

Despite community members operating in an echo-chamber and heavily relying on DP-like thinking
to justify and cope with their position, a timeline of identity reconstruction was visible in the data. This
revealed the interplay between rejection and redefinition of hegemonic and “traditional” (dominant,
but non-explicitly-hegemonic) masculine motifs. Following a period where participants rejected
dominant masculine norms as impossible avenues of identity, they entered a gradual process of critical
engagement and appraisal of their situation. Often, this was triggered following prolonged poor
mental health, low-wellbeing and pronounced unhappiness. Participants recognized that while com-
munity engagements at times offered initial positively perceived affect toward them, allowing them to
speak openly about topics such as rejection, low-self-esteem, suicide, and perceptions of life as
meaningless, unfair and unjust, their prolonged engagements within these “support groups” ultimately
compounded and contributed to their negative mental state. This prompted a renewed appraisal of
firstly, the role of incel community groups, and secondly, a linked re-assessment and realization of the
community’s negative effects. Frequently, this triggered a period of “questioning” and “pause,” where
participants who frequently engaged with forums began questioning the validity of motifs, symbolism
and perceptions propagated within these spaces.

I had to start thinking about my future. How many women do I want to try to date? How much sex do I want
before I find a wife? Or do I want to have kids? And if I want to have kids, when do I want to have them? And if
let’s say I had kids when I'm 38 or 40, I have to account for my type two diabetes, and my family history of it - it’s
actually what my aunt died of . .. I have to think ‘let’s say I have kids 38 or 40 and I die when I'm 60, do I want to
have spent so many of those years on incel boards essentially injecting myself with anger? Is that really what
I want out of my life? [Participant 6]

I didn’t leave inceldom; inceldom left me because it had changed so much. [Participant 11]

After more time, this skepticism transmuted into a positive-growth-journey of sorts, where some
participants came to outwardly and near-totally reject incel ideology, recognizing this as outmoded
and antithetical to personal development and positive mental health and personal growth. This could
be captured most aptly by a turn toward “ex-incel” self-identity. However, while many ex-incels spoke
of “moving past” previous incel ideologies and demonstrated actively reconstructing identities, this
process was complex. Most fascinatingly, as participants grew to reject incel ideologies, they also
relaxed their previously firm and established rejections of hegemonic masculinity and dominant non-
hegemonic “traditional” motifs as legitimate pathways toward constructing new masculinity; selectively
incorporating components of HM-congruent attitudes and values into their ideologies discussing
identity, goals, their perceptions of what it means to be a man. Thus, rejecting incel ideology, in turn,
increased participant’s likelihood of embracing HM as a fitting alternative. This was a surprising
finding, deviating from some existing incel-focussed research (Ging 2019; Menzie 2022).

Critically, this “reconfiguration” stage is marked by the selective incorporation of explicit hege-
monic motifs redefined to fit ex-incel’s new ex-incel identities that participants would have previously
rejected under full subscription to incel cultural ideology. The nuanced reconstruction of masculinities
among ex-incels represented a transformative journey. Participants reconstruct identities by blending
“traditional” and new masculine traits, leading to hybridized masculinities that interconnect juxta-
posed, previously rejected components of HM with motifs, values and beliefs concurrently operating
in partial HM support. When considering hybridisation, it is important to avoid falling into the trap
outlined by Lucy (2024), where some incel-focussed research labels behaviors as HM, but operates in
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slippage; failing to align with Connell’s (2020) definitions of HM as defined by the co-occurrence of
specific sets of praxis, networked with the subordination of women and/or non-HM-conforming men
(Connell 2005, 2020; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Table Al in Appendix demonstrates
a selection of quotes that evidence changed ex-incel identities but linked to notions legitimizing
HM. While often not operating in full-HM-subscription - complicit support for HM-like ideological
structuring is evident. This includes motifs of masculine distancing, domination, othering of other
masculinities, masculine competition, recognition of hierarchical placement and the remaining pre-
sence of residual anti-feminist ideology presented in reconfigured ways.

Discussion

I sometimes doubt if somebody could even be into me or like me. Because I guess, no matter what I do, I will
never be a stereotypical masculine attractive guy right, so I guess — let’s just say that I'm still recovering.
[Participant 2]

Individuals leave incel communities for several interlinked reasons, predominantly stemming from
engaging in personal growth efforts and a gradual realization that incel echo-chambers are damaging
socially, and negative to mental health. The title of this paper encapsulates the notion of an evolution
by participants away from accepting incel narratives and toward a reconfiguring of patterns of
thinking, promoting first questioning then rejecting incel-culture. Participants began to critically
reassess incel ideologies, particularly the misogyny and anti-feminism components, and aim for
healthier views on relationships and masculinity. There was often a strong desire to engage more
positively with society, connect with others, and break free from the isolation and inherent capitaliza-
tion on anxiety, hopelessness, rejection, and despair that inceldom encourages. A significant factor
underpinning change was the pursuit of self-betterment, as participants sought to improve their
mental health and develop social skills that could help them build connections outside incel forums
(with both men and women). This drive for personal progress frequently clashes with the defeatist and
negative mind-set that operates as a foundation of incel-culture. As participants experience gradual
positive life changes, such as forming new relationships or achieving personal goals, they begin to
increasingly question their previous beliefs and distance themselves from a stance of capitalizing upon
the pessimism they once embraced and having this validated as a shared, legitimate identity-form in
pro-incel online spaces. In short, ex-incels begin to look for validation outside of digital spaces,
reducing the “hold” of incel culture and echo-chamber validations as a legitimator of their identities,
this pathway now becoming less valid and less used.

In tandem with reductions in seeking online validation, ex-incels start to actively reshape their
understanding of masculinity - crucially, adopting and (re)constructing hybrid identity forms that
merge aspects of hegemonic masculinity and “traditional” (dominant but non-hegemonic) motifs with
more progressive values. This process further challenges the stability of their former incel-identities,
which were grounded in rejecting traditional notions of masculinity and delegitimising and othering
a structured masculine hierarchy organized by hegemonic masculinity, leading incels to adopt an “out-
cast” status linked to their notions of “manhood” that distanced them from the “Chad” archetype.
However, ironically ex-incels began to accept elements of “traditional” masculinities and HM as they
reintegrate into society, recognizing this as foundational for growth and social integration. For example,
Participant 10 built up his confidence as both a sexual prospect and a man through physical prowess and
sporting achievements. Additionally, ex-incels views on women shift, as they move toward recognizing
them as individuals with whom they can form meaningful relationships. Exposure to different perspec-
tives also plays a part in encouraging these changes. In the end, leaving inceldom involves a complex
reworking of identity and beliefs when individuals move away from damaging ideologies in search of
a more fulfilling life. However, as the following section demonstrates, residual traces of incel ideology and
linked sense-making appear to be incorporated into changed identities by novel, subversive and “hidden”
hybridization mechanisms intertwined with new masculinities.
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A hybridised masculinities framework

Our investigation revealed both expected and novel findings. Participants exhibited complex notions
of hybrid masculinities as they reconfigured their identities, influenced by factors such as loneliness,
hopelessness, mental health issues, and social isolation. The application of Connell’s HM theory
facilitated the identification of three interrelated themes, clarifying findings regarding incel identity
and the move to developing an ex-incel identity: the radicalisation process, the development of
a defensive pessimism mindset, and the reconstruction of new hybridised form of masculinities.
Themes represent a journey of evolving and transforming identities that resulted in blended mascu-
linities. The crucial finding was that ex-incel participants’ later questioning and rejections of incel-
culture also relaxed their rejection of what they perceived as traditional notions of masculinity as
a valid, idealized identity archetype, triggering new identity reformations and developments.

Regarding their experiences of incel identities, participants self-identified as belonging to incel-
cultures that represented the most subordinated tier of Connell’s HM framework; the subordinate level
(Connell 2005, 2020). However, and despite this, much of the attitudes, beliefs and values that anchor
these communities both passively and actively propagate notions of misogyny, domination, othering
of women and marginalization networked with notions of hypergamy, anti-feminism and perceptions
of female-centric power structures as inflated, unjust, undeserved and male-exclusionary.
A foundational component of incels” identities is that they perceive themselves as enduringly and
structurally subordinated by HM to the degree that their only option is to wholly reject the pursuit of
such ideologies since they perceive all aspects of HM (including complicit support) as unattainable.
Thus, incel identities, while conforming to incel ideology are inherently juxtaposed. Paradoxically,
these polar positions of support and rejection become interlinked to promote upholding a masculine
hegemony. This unique conception of incel-culture has immediate theoretical applications.
Applications illustrate some novel amplifications of the HM theoretical model when applied to unique
cultural groups. To clarify, incels perform some components of Connell’s foundational descriptions of
HM; subordination of women and indeed delegitimisation of other forms of masculinity, while
actively distancing from HM through the praxis of overt statements of nonconformance and rejection.
These discoveries lend support to some positions in established research, highlighting the complexities
of utilizing HM as a framework of analysis in incel communities (Halpin et al. 2022; Menzie 2022;
Thorburn, Powell, and Chambers 2023; Witt 2020).

Once incels undergo identity reconfigurations from incel to ex-incel, ex-incel identities remain, on
the surface, fundamentally inverse to complete hegemonic masculinity subscription; both self-
identifying and operating in explicit rejection against “traditional” societal masculine notions. Ex-
incels enduringly perceive themselves as operating outside of, and indeed, as unable to operate in
congruence with, “traditional” notions of masculine practice. Ex-incels continue transitioning away
from incel-dominant cultural thinking, developing an ex-incel identity, and rejecting fundamental
ideological components of past sense-making. Participants strived to engage more with society, accept
a process of positive change, and challenge hyperised forms of negative masculinities, which propagate
that feelings of worthlessness and social subornation are fundamentally the fault of women. While
engaging in this process, notions of masculinities begin to shift. Predominantly, this change represents
a renewed focus on societal integration, attempts to “better oneself” and reengagements with social
competitiveness and active pursuit of romantic relationships. However, in tandem with these “growth”
occurrences, participants partially subscribed to some of the tenets of HM they had previously rejected
as unatainable. They recognized that to “grow out” of incel cultural thinking, some level of HM-
congruent subscription or complicit support is required. The manosphere more broadly conceptua-
lizes men as sexual entrepreneurs competing for the finite resource of women’s attention (Ging 2019;
Smith 2023). Thus, when men who have previously codified women’s sexual interest as masculinity
reassurance reject a beta male identity, it can be through adopting the same neoliberal positioning that
they previously felt subordinated by. Hence, Participants 5 and 8 saw the relative optimism of the red
pill as a stepping stone from the nihilism of the black pill.
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Situating these findings in the context of existing research is challenging, given the novelty of
discoveries in this work and their implications over men and masculinities theorizing. Notably, Lucy’s
(2024) important work exploring slippages in the use of HM is pertinent here. As discussed in the
introduction of this work, slippages in applications of HM are not a recent phenomenon, having been
identified in numerous interdisciplinary works since the early 1990s (for an overview, see Adams 2019).
We have taken care within our analysis to prevent conflations of Connell’s HM theory by avoiding
mistakenly aligning dominant or “perceived-as-negative” social or ideological practices as either inher-
ently masculine or networked to Connell’s depiction of HM, without sufficient proof of these cultural
attitudes exerting subordination or domination over women and “perceived-lesser-masculine-males.”
Validating this perspective within the research is critical and we believe it was achieved. This presents
a novel amplification of Connell’s theory. Men perceiving themselves as belonging to a subordinated and
dominated tier of masculine identity rejecting HM, but also performing praxis that could also be typed as
HM per Connell’s descriptors; exuding subordination over women and other “marginalised males” as
well as unsuccessful attempts to subordinate “hegemonic males” by mechanisms of delegitimisation and
othering of these performances of identity as contextually “invalid.”

Some aspects of the findings align with Daly and Reed (2022) and O’Donnell and Shor (2022), who
emphasize shared perceptions of frustration and alienation within incel communities. Our uncovered
narratives of loneliness, rejection, and dissatisfaction with traditional social norms resonate with
participant experiences uncovered in these studies. However, this research extends such perspectives
by highlighting how radicalization and defensive pessimism function as reactive coping mechanisms,
solidifying and upholding a collective incel identity that paradoxically rejects, at times aligns with, and
also subverts traditional hegemonic masculinity. Linking with scholarship from Byerly (2020), Kelly and
Aunspach (2020), Lopes (2023) and others, our study highlights, as others have, that incel communities
perpetuate misogynistic beliefs, often attributing romantic failures to perceptions of societal structures
and women-centric social processes triggering inversion of “natural” notions of male privilege. Incels
delegitimise such progress as antithetical to the realities of society and human nature more broadly.
Integrations of misogyny, hypergamy, and anti-feminism into incel ideology underscore their commu-
nities’ complex relationship with HM. Most crucially, incels simultaneously reject and replicate aspects of
HM, seeing themselves as both subordinate and oppositional to revered hyperised masculine praxis and
hybridizing rejection and collaboration within their narratives. However, clarifying some positions put
forward by the above studies, incel-cultural identity operates at a unique juxtaposition where rejection
for HM is prioritized as an overt construct, and support for HM occurs in subversive ways.

Processes of incel identity reformation uncovered within this research partially support findings by
Brown (2023) and Maier (2022), as well as Bridges (2014) work evidencing the complexities of masculine
performances and how efforts to seemingly reject or perform alternative masculinities to HM can
reinforce HM in subtle ways. Like Hintz and Baker’s (2021) analysis of an ex-incel forum, some appeared
to naturalize the state of being involuntarily celibate as well as some of the avenues out of it. This was best
exemplified by Participants 3 and 10 reaffirming their distance from the incel tropes that would
otherwise doom them, e.g., being overweight, nerdy, or having poor hygiene. However, sexual activity
was not necessarily the catalyst for undoing inceldom, since eight of the participants were still virgins at
the time of their interview. Instead, participants emphasized the importance of a growth mind-set and
a belief in their own autonomy as avenues out of incel despair. The notion that ex-incels begin to partially
subscribe to hegemonic masculinity while seeking societal integration and personal betterment adds
depth to existing understandings of masculinity negotiation, with acceptance and subscription, or more
accurately, “rejection of rejection regarding HM” intensifying as incels question and dismiss previously
concrete subscription to foundational incel ideas and ideologies in their transition to ex-incels. Brown’s
(2023) critique of media portrayals and Maier’s (2022) analysis of bias in incel research are also relevant
in contextualizing this study’s findings. By centering the voices of ex-incels, this research addresses the
gaps they identified, providing a more nuanced, person-led perspective and providing evidence-led
justifications for understanding incel-linked radicalizations and spotlighting pathways by which incels
left incel communities and reformulated their identities.
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Perhaps most salient is the linkages between our findings and that of Halpin’s (2022). Returning to
Halpin’s theory of weaponised subordination offers an interesting lens for conceptualizing the nature
of active incel masculinities within this research. Although ex-incels in our study viewed themselves as
marginalized by HM, they paradoxically and increasingly begin to reinforce the same gender hier-
archies that they highlighted previously excluded them. Our analysis reveals that while ex-incels
distance themselves from the unreachable standards of HM, seen to be frequently exemplified by
the “Chad” archetype’s links with HM praxis, they still engage in subversive behaviors that align with
Halpin’s descriptions of hybridized masculinity. Through at times participating in marginalization
and antifeminist rhetoric, ex-incels enduringly perpetuate some patriarchal norms, asserting dom-
inance over women and other marginalized men, thereby replicating the same structures of subordi-
nation found in HM, but via different patterns of support to their former incel identities. Findings
support Halpin’s contention that marginalized male identities can weaponize their own subordination
to uphold, as opposed to deconstruct, gender hierarchies. The shift from incel to ex-incel marks
a novel formulation of hybrid masculinity, where former incels reconfigure identities yet remain
enduringly influenced by aspects of HM. They pivot their relationship to HM to alter personal sense-
making, yet HM now constructs has direct vs indirect influence over their ideological thinking. Even
as ex-incels distance themselves from incel beliefs, they reveal hierarchical views that resonate with
Halpin’s framework, illustrating how HM’s core structures continue to shape even those masculinities
that exist on the fringes. This locates ex-incels, and their transformation, within a broader context of
how hybrid masculinities adapt while sustaining unequal gender relations. Figure 1 (below) represents
a hybridised ex-incel masculinities network diagram summarizing the discussion of findings, with all
aspects of process labeled for tractability and highlighting the enduring role of HM in shaping both
incel and ex-incel identities via different pathways.

Conclusion

This research bolsters the current discourse on incels and masculinities, providing a detailed
examination of how incels engage a journey to become ex-incels by navigating shifting
identities within and against perceived notions and expectations of “traditional masculinity”
(including dominant not non-hegemonic forms) and hegemonic masculinity. Findings reveal
complex relationships between evolving and hybrid identities and HM, spotlighting ex-incel
experiences and identity reformations uncommon in other research. We have centered the
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voices of ex-incel community members to enhance our discoveries’ authenticity and legitimi-
zation. The emergence of hybrid masculinities among ex-incels blends rigid ideals with more
flexible identities, bringing together purported juxtaposed notions of masculinities into
unique, blended constructs that react to and incorporate influence from hegemonic masculinity
as a core structuring principle.

Incel communities appear to be underpinned by defensive pessimism-like thinking, motifs of
radicalization toward anti-feminine thinking and sense-making regarding mental health, loneliness
and isolation. Defensive-pessimism represents a coping mechanism executed as a form of functional
social cohesion. Incels are connected by collective sense-making propagated by sharing of similar
experiences, motifs and ideological supports. Despite this, fragmentation in ideological thinking
appears common. Notably, this occurs when the echo-chamber effect of negativity within incel forums
becomes concentrated, with some members withdrawing due to this and seeking personal growth, and
departing, leaving only the most “hardcore” members present. This process further consolidates the
echo-chamber effect and its intensity for remaining members. Over time, identity reappraisal within
communities appears common, and participants begin to “question” and “reject” foundational
components of incel ideology. This represents rejections of notions of helplessness, inevitability and
self-defeat, with incel mind-sets reorienting toward self-actualization and desire for growth.
Paradoxical to this, however, these processes also appear to weaken participants’ rejections toward
HM, with some ex-incels developing new identity sense-making and trending toward more complicit
support of HM, as opposed to complete rejection. This appeared to suggest that recognizing and
embracing HM is — at least partially — required to “leave” inceldom and to engage in pro-social growth
and personal development. Changes in identity reflect a journey from strict adherence to incel
ideologies and resistance toward masculine praxis, and seemingly legitimizing components of HM,
to partial acceptance and recognition of Connell’s notions of a hegemonic masculine hierarchy. Ex-
incels embrace the development of nuanced and complex new masculinities while performing some
behaviors supporting HM’s dominance.

Future research

Future research should focus on longitudinally tracking the progression of individuals from incel to
ex-incel status to understand the long-term effects of rejecting and reproducing hegemonic traits.
Examining how race, class, sexuality, and other social categories intersect with incel identities will
provide a more comprehensive understanding of these dynamics. Comparing incels with other
marginalized masculine groups can identify commonalities and differences in how they navigate
their relationship with HM frameworks.

Research limitations

This research offers valuable insights into ex-incels and novel amplifications of hegemonic masculinity
theory. However, we also acknowledge some limitations. Findings are partially limited by the small
sample size and reliance on self-reported participant data, which may introduce hindsight bias. The
focus on former incels who have successfully left the community also excludes those who remain.
Despite possible limitations, findings highlight the importance of further empirical validation and
broader, more diverse research focussed on ex-incel community members. Future research should
make use of the qualitative approach in this study to generate first-hand empirical data that centers
former incels voices as a valid mechanism of understanding adherence toward incel ideology and how
masculinities under incel-culture shift and change over time. Findings contribute to the wider body of
literature examining hybrid masculinities in incel and ex-incel communities, yet grow these perspec-
tives with rich first-hand perspectives afforded by the qualitative approach to investigation.
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Statement on linked publications

A subset of this dataset has been previously linked to one publication (Smith, Butler-Warke, and
Stevens 2024, in references). The subject matter of this publication differs from the first, exploring
perspectives on masculinities and changed identity and theoretical implications of findings upon
gender theorizing.

Notes

1.

There exist cultures of female-identifying individuals who consider themselves “incels.” For example, cultures in
online spaces identifying as “Femcels:” communities that articulate female-centered perspectives on “involuntary
celibacy” reactive to the male-domination of “incel” cultural narratives online. However, most incel spaces are
gender-segregated (Evans and Lankford 2024; Kay 2021).

Female hypergamy is used to explain perceived trends in contemporary dating, suggesting that women prefer
partners of higher status (i.e. class, financial, social and intellectual capital). Critics highlight that this view
oversimplifies gender dynamics, misinterprets individual behaviors, and fosters harmful stereotypes.

Elliot Rodger, a former college student of English-American descent, committed the 2014 Isla Vista massacre. On
May 23, 2014, in proximity to the University of California, Santa Barbara. Rodger killed six people and injured
fourteen other. After murdering two victims, Rodger uploaded a video claiming his motivations were to “punish”
women for their lack of romantic and sexual interest in him and other men.

In incel forums, “red pill” thinking or “taking the red pill” represents an awakening to perceived harsh realities
about dating and societal biases against men, alleged to underpin emphasis on traditional gender roles and self-
improvement. Conversely, the “black pill” ideology takes this into a fatalistic perspective, suggesting immutable
factors like physical appearance and socioeconomic status directly shape male dating success, generating a sense
of inevitability and hopelessness since these factors cannot be countered through self-development. Both
ideologies have been criticized for fostering defeatist thinking among men.

The notion that some men operate performances of identity inverse to “Alpha” i.e. acting in ways perceived as
mild-mannered, unconfident, submissive and “weak” in the presence of so-called “Alpha” men. Conversely
Alpha’s are perceived to be strong, confident, successful and leaders; in charge of other men. It should be noted
that the use of the term “beta masculinity” refers to a singular construct: masculinity not masculinities, thus
ignoring the multiplus nature of complicit and subordinate and marginalized masculinities Connell describes as
non-conforming to HM. Thus, this thinking may itself be reductive toward understanding the multiplus nature of
identities typed “beta masculinity.”

The incel philosophy of LDAR stands for “Lie Down and Rot.” LDAR represents a pessimistic mind-set embraced
by some in the incel community, suggesting that those who perceive themselves hopelessly unattractive or
incapable of forming romantic relationships should end efforts to try and better their circumstances. Instead, they
believe they should accept their perceived fate and passively let life pass them by, withdrawing from social
interactions, activities and self-improvement efforts. This philosophy reflects a profound sense of despair and
resignation within the incel community (see Price and Pratten 2021).
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