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Abstrakt 

Tento výzkum zkoumá misogynní extremismus v rámci online diskusního fóra incelů 

(involuntary celibate), incels.is, skupiny spojené s online misogynním chováním a 

násilnými teroristickými činy. Konceptualizuje ideologii incel jako misogynní 

extremismus a definuje ji jako genderově esencialistické přesvědčení, které rozděluje 

společnost na nepropustné vnitřní a vnější skupiny na základě pohlaví přiřazeného při 

narození a pomocí misogynních argumentů vytváří narativ o hrozbě ze strany vnější 

skupiny, což vyžaduje nepřátelské jednání. Tento rámec zdůrazňuje roli misogynie v 

extremismu, terorismu a násilí a výslovně ji spojuje s cisgenderistickým 

heteropatriarchálním genderovým řádem. Výzkum využívá různé metodologie, včetně 

výpočetně asistované diskurzivní analýzy pomocí modelu word2vec, ke studiu diskurzů 

týkajících se genderově rozmanitých identit, neheterosexuální sexuality a feminismu. 

Využívá také analýzu sociálních sítí (auto-logistický model atributů aktérů) k pochopení 

komunikačních vzorců, které předpovídají misogynní extremismus mezi incely. Kromě 

toho multi-perspektivně pomocí tématického modelu (BERTopic) a zavedených 

výpočetních měřítek toxicity jazyka a misogynních urážek zkoumá longitudinální 

trendy v extremistickém obsahu a dopad lockdownu COVID-19 na radikalizaci této 

online komunity.  

 

Abstract 

This research explores misogynist extremism within the incel (involuntary celibate) 

online discussion forum, incels.is, a group linked to online misogyny and violent acts of 

terrorism. It conceptualizes incel ideology as misogynist extremism, defining it as a 

gender essentialist belief that categorizes society into impermeable in-groups and out-

groups based on sex assigned at birth, using misogynistic arguments to create a 

narrative of threat from the out-group, thus necessitating hostile action. This framework 

highlights the role of misogyny in extremism, terrorism, and violence, explicitly linking 

it to a cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal gender order. The research employs various 

methodologies, including computationally-assisted discourse analysis using a word2vec 

model, to study discourses around gender-diverse identities, non-heterosexual 

sexualities, and feminism. It also utilizes social network analysis (auto-logistic actor 

attribute  



 

 

model) to understand communication patterns that predict misogynist extremism among 

incels. Furthermore, a multi-perspective exploration using a topic model (BERTopic) 

and established computational measures for toxicity and misogyny examines the 

longitudinal trends in extremist content and the impact of the COVID-19 lockdown on 

the radicalization of this online community.  
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Introduction 

Misogyny and antifeminism often play a role in terrorism and violent extremism, 

regardless of the ideology in question (Gentry, 2022). Even though masculinity studies 

researchers have been highlighting this for a while now (Ferber & Kimmel, 2008), only 

in recent years has this started to be taken seriously by terrorism and extremism experts 

(O’Hanlon et al., 2024; Perliger et al., 2022). Bringing masculinity studies and terrorism 

research together, we know that a perceived threat to manhood and the subsequent quest 

to reaffirm masculinity through violent acts is recognized as a shared factor among 

terrorists of any ideology (Ferber & Kimmel, 2008; Kimmel, 2013). Furthermore, for 

young men, sexual life or its absence plays an important role in their path towards 

extremism(Hoffman et al., 2020). The role of misogyny and antifeminism in radicalizing 

young men led researchers to label this form of gender-based extremism (Berger, 2018) 

as misogynist extremism (e. g.  O’Hanlon et al., 2024). In naming it so, researchers 

emphasize the focused anti-women agenda, misogyny, and antifeminism that are central 

to this ideology. Scholars emphasize that overlooking the radicalizing power of misogyny 

results in the systematic erasure of violence committed in its name (e.g., Hoffman et al., 

2020; Tranchese & Sugiura, 2021; Gentry, 2022; Green et al., 2023; Miller, 2024).  

In contrast to this, there is no comparable evidence of violent political mobilization in the 

name of misandry (the hatred of men) to this day. Even though there have been “anti-

men” groups and even movements (consider, for example, the 4B movement originating 

in South Korea, or groups like femcels – female involuntary celibates), they do not 

advocate for political violence, but rather gender separatism. In this dissertation, I argue 

that seeing the patterns surrounding violence motivated by extreme misogyny and 

understanding this ideology for what it truly is—gender-based, misogynistic extremism— 

is crucial for the future of radicalization research, violence prevention, deradicalization 

programmes, but also for society as a whole. Studying the most extreme, often violent 

manifestations of misogyny within misogynistic extremism, as I do in this dissertation, 

allows for recognition of misogynistic patterns within broader society. Further, 

highlighting the dire consequences that misogyny can have may empower individuals and 

institutions to stand against it. 
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Most of the mobilization around misogyny as an ideology takes place on the internet. 

Social media platforms are frequently used as political tools to advance conservative 

ideologies (Saresma, 2018). Scholars have examined online conversations about gender 

and sexuality as reflections of the broader societal expression of the highly organized and 

well-funded anti-gender movement (e.g., Kaiser, 2022; Kováts, 2017) and as part of a 

wider political backlash against feminism and LGBTQ+ rights (Paternotte & Kuhar, 

2018). Within these discussions, othering and dehumanizing language have been found 

(Haslam & Stratemeyer, 2016; Saresma & Tulonen, 2022; Tirrell, 2012), as well as 

violent language, and direct calls for violence aimed at ethnic, sexual, and gender 

minorities (Ging, 2019; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Lounela & Murphy, 2024; Rogers et al., 

2023; Scaptura & Boyle, 2020; Tomkinson et al., 2020). 

The hub of online misogyny has been called the manosphere (Ging, 2019). The 

manosphere is a diverse group of forums, communities, and web pages loosely structured 

around the idea that boys and men are victimized in contemporary culture by feminism 

(ibid.), with roots dating back to the 1970s (Messner, 2016).  Examples of groups within 

the manosphere are men's-rights activists (MRA), incels (involuntary celibates), pick-up 

artists (PUAs), Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW), Traditional Christian 

Conservatives (TradCons), and others (Tomkinson et al., 2020), all examples of gender-

based extremism (Berger, 2018; Zimmerman et al., 2018). Most subgroups of the 

manosphere are connected by a common base ideology, often referred to as the "red pill," 

referencing the movie The Matrix (Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019). This ideology asserts 

that it is a natural fact that women are only drawn to the most physically attractive and 

financially successful men. Additionally, red pill discourse portrays a worldview in which 

women hold power without accountability, while men are portrayed as oppressed victims 

who are silenced and unable to voice their struggles. Although different groups within the 

movement may frame their grievances in various ways, they are unified by the belief that 

boys and men are being victimized and that feminism is the root cause of this injustice 

(Champion & Frank, 2021). 

In this dissertation, I study incels out of the whole manosphere because (1) they are the 

only manosphere group to which terrorism has been linked (Lounela & Murphy, 2024; 

Tomkinson et al., 2020), (2) they are claimed to hold the most radical ideology in the 

manosphere (Ging, 2019) and (3) they have been studied as a representative case of 
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misogynist extremism (O’Hanlon et al., 2024). Incels politically mobilize around their 

inability to find a sexual and/or romantic partner. They see ‘society as fundamentally 

hierarchized along sex and attractiveness lines’ (Baele et al., 2021, p. 1) and believe that 

this hierarchy favours women and excludes unattractive men. Their name, an abbreviation 

of ‘involuntary celibates’, shows their self-definition in reference to the deficit of sexual 

relationships (Cottee, 2021). This dissertation studies the forum incels.is, at the time of 

writing, the biggest, predominantly English-language discussion forum used globally by 

involuntary celibates.  

Incels elaborate on the red pill theory of the manosphere by developing the so-called black 

pill theory. It follows the same initial assumptions as the red pill ideology. However, the 

two ideologies reach different conclusions based on their initial beliefs. In the tradition of 

neoliberalism, the red pill postulates that self-optimization can lead to success despite 

unfortunate predispositions. In contrast, the black pill ideology concludes that no effort 

can overcome the biologically determined fate incels are confronted with (Bratich & 

Banet-Weiser, 2019; Hoffman et al., 2020). Because of the patriarchal belief that they are 

entitled to women and their bodies, incels interpret this situation not just as a private 

source of frustration, but as moral wrongdoing. The only solution is seen in a structural 

change of society, and, given the poor probability of such a change, the solution becomes 

violence against yourself and others (Ging, 2019; Zimmerman et al., 2018). Such violence 

within the incel ideology has been identified on three levels: personal, interpersonal, and 

societal (Aiolfi et al., 2024). Together with a sense of despair, this is why researchers 

have conceptualized the “black pill radicalization pipeline” as the radicalization process 

rooted in the incel ideology (Green et al., 2023). 

Previous analysis of incel forums showed the normalization of gender-based violence and 

glorification of terrorist violence connected with the incel worldview. For instance, incels 

discuss terrorists as ‘saints’ and express regret that their terrorist acts are not even more 

violent or do not include sexual violence (Baele et al., 2021; Witt, 2020). In their research, 

Jaki et al. (2019, p. 20) found indicators that would ‘identify Incel ideology as violent 

extremism’, arguing that the idea that their situation ‘can only be improved by harming 

one of the out-groups’ is widespread on the forum. Yet, it is important to remark that not 

all people who identify as involuntarily celibate express extreme misogyny (Kelly et al., 

2022), nor are all members of the forum under scrutiny necessarily engaging in the 
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described hatred; instead, ‘the prevailing condition among incels is one of apathy, not 

violent rebellion’ (Cottee, 2021, p. 108). The conceptualization of the black pill theory as 

a black-pill radicalization pipeline is after all an abstraction of their belief system, no 

description of everything that happens on the forum. 

As Sugiura (2021, p. 94) writes: “Incels are not ‘deviant’ others, they are not separate 

from other men. […] Incel is not a unique manifestation of misogyny, confined to online 

spaces, instead the attitudes they espouse (though blatant and shocking) are at the core, 

characteristic of and reinforced by wider societal stereotypes of gender”. Therefore, if 

incels are not unique, it warrants research into how misogyny is translated into extremist 

ideology (research aim 1) and what mechanisms assist the diffusion of misogynist 

extremism in an online forum (research aim 2). The importance of situating misogyny 

within the broader societal structure when analysing misogynist extremism has been 

highlighted (Kelly et al., 2024; Perliger et al., 2022), and a growing body of literature 

recognizes the key role of the gender order in misogyny as an extremist ideology (Aiolfi 

et al., 2024; O’Hanlon et al., 2024). The theoretical frameworks of hegemonic masculinity 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) have been named as crucial for studying misogynist 

extremism, as this concept from masculinity studies seems to be central to understanding 

the violence stemming from this ideology (Aiolfi et al., 2024) as well as for the power 

that misogyny has in extremism of any distinct ideology (e. g. Ferber & Kimmel, 2008; 

Kelly et al., 2024).  

In my dissertation, I answer this call by considering hegemonic masculinity in the context 

of gender order (Connell, 2002) and the coloniality of gender (Lugones, 2007) while 

employing the gender theories of trans scholars (e. g., Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 1988) to 

describe how misogyny is the first and most obvious violent structure of this gender order. 

I connect this theoretical grounding with the radicalization research paradigm (Akram & 

Nasar, 2023; Alava et al., 2017; Della Porta, 2018; Gentry, 2022) to study cognitive 

radicalization within the misogynist extremist online community. By doing so, I 

contribute to the radicalization literature on incels and, more broadly, to that on 

radicalization within online forums. This dissertation develops and applies a new 

operational definition of misogynist extremism, the need for which has been identified by 

O’Hanlon et al. (2024), that is firmly rooted in intersectional feminism and decolonial 

studies and that highlights trans scholars' understanding of gender. The applicability of 
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this definition is demonstrated by deploying various methods from computational social 

sciences, which enable the processing of large amounts of data.  

Interconnectedness of online and offline spaces 

As stated above, most of the mobilization around misogyny as an ideology takes place on 

the internet, in the hub of online misogyny, the manosphere (Ging, 2019). That is why 

studying misogynist extremism online is warranted and provides crucial insight into the 

ideology in question. However, the reason for studying an online-first phenomenon is 

necessitated by the interconnectedness of online and offline spaces. That is why, at the 

end of this introduction, I briefly discuss the online-offline connection and the effect one 

has on the other.  

Following broadly accepted convention, “by ‘online’ I mean computer-mediated 

contexts, and by ‘offline’ I mean physical contexts beyond the screen” (Lee, 2015, p. 

175). However, the strict division between online and offline has been questioned across 

extremism, radicalization, and criminology research (e. g., Bakken & Harder, 2024; 

Mattheis, 2019; Nordenson, 2016). Nordenson writes: “the separation between online and 

offline cannot be sustained […] as social media users relate to many different online and 

offline contexts simultaneously” (2016, p. 115). Bakken and Harder call it a “false 

dichotomy” (2024, p. 178), and Mattheis elaborates that “extremist practices are 

increasingly bridging the offline and online milieus”  (2019, p. 5). 

This “false dichotomy” usually presents offline as “real” while the online is presented as 

“less real” (Mattheis, 2019). Research, however, suggests that online and offline spaces 

are experienced as coextensive for everyday living (ibid). The way people use online 

spaces – which spaces they use, how they use them, whom they connect with, and so on- 

depends on social and geographical contexts (Nordenson, 2016), as well as other 

sociodemographic characteristics, the so-called digital divide (Cullen, 2001). At the same 

time, the online space is also influencing people in their social and geographical contexts, 

and this influence can differ based on interests, identity, and geography (Nordenson, 

2016). As examples of this, research shows that the well-being of individuals was 

negatively or positively associated with their online activities, depending on how they 

interacted offline (Koo et al., 2015). This demonstrates that online and offline are not 

experienced as separate spaces, but that they are interconnected and together form 
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meaningful everyday contexts. “Today, social reality is augmented, meaning we take part 

in both online and offline spaces and events, or we are at least being affected by activity 

in these two spaces” (Bakken & Harder, 2024, p. 181). 

The fact that online and offline spaces merge together to create meaningful contexts for 

people's lives is further evidenced by the dissemination of online “newspeak” into offline 

spaces, such as restaurant names, posters, and signs. (Lee, 2015). “Digital discourse, like 

any form of literacy, does not only stay in one spatial domain. It travels between domains 

of life and cuts across genres and spatial boundaries” (ibid, p. 189). This is a crucial 

insight for studies of radicalization and extremism. Mattheis claims that the integration 

of online and offline spaces leads to the spreading and normalization of extremist 

ideologies (2019). This happens through the reconfiguration of ideological content 

through cultural meaning and cues, such as pop cultural references, short-form videos, 

and memes. “Regular exposure to such content as it disperses, including participation 

through sharing, cross-posting, and repurposing, can rapidly normalize embedded ideas” 

(Mattheis, 2019, p. 7). 

The research in this dissertation is concerned with only one part of the “false 

online/offline dichotomy” – the online space. It does this while acknowledging the strict 

limitations of such research. As noted by Bakken and Harder (2024), criminology, 

extremism, and radicalization research benefits mostly from combining online and offline 

research methods, capturing the phenomenon under scrutiny across the online and offline 

spaces. However, they also write that “drawing insights from one side of this divide to 

inform understandings of the other is helpful” (Bakken & Harder, 2024, p. 181). This 

dissertation, therefore, presents research situated solely in the online space in an effort to 

provide a greater understanding of the phenomenon of misogynistic extremism. This 

ideology is broadly accepted mainly online, while having very material consequences. 

This research, therefore, provides insights into the radicalization taking place online, with 

the aim of one day broadening the findings to the offline as well. 

Positionality statement 

Before turning to the theoretical grounding of this research, I would like to discuss my 

own positionality. Almost 7 years ago, during my master's study programme, when I 

became interested in the incel community and their ideology, scarcely any research into 
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this phenomenon existed, and barely any attention was paid to this issue, even though the 

biggest terrorist attacks in the name of this ideology had already happened. I was 

fascinated by the fact that society, as it seemed at the time, broadly ignored what I would 

classify as terrorist violence in the name of misogyny. When I was reading the incel forum 

discussions, I was appalled by the overt and blatant misogyny with violent undertones. 

Later, I was discussing this issue with family and friends, and I was met with dismissal 

of the issue and claims that they are just a bunch of sad men, and I should pity them. 

People suggested I should not research this group because there is nothing to see there. I 

have decided otherwise, and this dissertation is the result of that decision.  

There are three aspects of my identity that I am aware of, which shaped my research 

question and the way I approached this research. Firstly, I am an outsider who would 

never be considered an insider by the incel community because of my biological sex. 

Secondly, I am a survivor of rape (by a significantly older man when I was a teenager), 

which made me, over time, intensely aware of and uncomfortable with the sexualized 

perception of female bodies in society. Thirdly, as a gender-binary transgressing queer 

person, I am observing the cisgenderist heteropatriarchal gender order as something 

which I was raised in, and which to this day has an impact on my life, but which is far 

removed from the way I perceive myself and the people I am in relationships with. 

These three pillars of my identity lead me to very basic questions – why and how? Why 

do people dismiss what I view as violent misogyny as “sad boys“? Why do these “sad 

boys” hate women so much? How does this sadness transform into hatred? Is this unique 

to the nature of the internet? Can we call this extremism? Of course, to transform these 

very broad questions into a research project, I needed to scale them down to something 

the social sciences can answer within a single research endeavour. I decided to focus on 

radicalization within an online forum because it enabled me to draw on existing 

knowledge from research on online radicalization. Out of this, the second research 

objective resulted: (2) what mechanisms assist the diffusion of extremism in an online 

forum. But at that time, there was still no consensus on whether the ideology shared by 

incels was extremist. I thought there already was plenty of evidence that it is (in the acts 

of “terrorists” who killed in the name of this ideology), but nobody seemed to be sure 

what to do with it. Therefore, the first effort of my PhD was to investigate whether we 

can consider incel ideology extremism, and what role misogyny plays in it. The first 
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research objective of this dissertation, (1) how misogyny is translated into extremist 

ideology, resulted from this. 

I believe that my identity enabled me to approach the first research objective from a 

unique perspective. As someone who has suffered at the hands of misogynist violence in 

my youth and, therefore, has an intimate experience with the very tangible harm of 

abstract misogynist ideas, I was able to recognize patterns of my own experience within 

the discourse on the forum. On the other hand, though, as someone who does not identify 

as a woman, I believe I was able to emotionally distance myself from the misogynistic 

slurs, violent language, and dehumanization present in the forum, as they seem to be so 

far removed from the way I understand myself as a person. 

Regarding the second research objective, I have been trained in the analytical sociology 

paradigm and, during my studies, specialized in research methodology. For several years 

during my studies, I worked as a data scientist for a Big Four consulting company and am 

therefore familiar with advanced computational social science methods and their various 

approaches for gaining insight from large amounts of data. Therefore, I deemed myself 

sufficiently experienced to undertake a study of the entire forum, utilizing computational 

social science methods and applying them to theoretically derived hypotheses, as is 

presented in later parts of this dissertation.  

I considered these methods particularly useful for answering my research objectives 

because they are powerful when it comes to describing patterns, trends, and outlines of 

any given problem; however, they are often utilized in a very crude, strictly empirical, 

and theory-lacking way. I believe these methods are more impactful when applied 

carefully with detailed theoretical underpinnings, and that is what I aim to do in this 

research – to bring together the strengths of careful theoretical consideration with the 

power of advanced computational methods on a large amount of data. 

As I stated above, I would never be considered an insider by the incel community, due to 

my sex assigned at birth. Therefore, I am observing what is happening on the forum from 

a distance, and my ontological approach to incel data is of detached realism.  I 

downloaded the full public forum and am conducting analysis on it independently, 

without disrupting the forum itself, resulting in non-participatory observation as the basis 

of my methodological approach. I take a more social constructivist stance in my advocacy 
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and awareness-raising work, but that only builds on my research and is not actively 

shaping it. My epistemological approach stems from analytical sociology and my work 

experience as a data scientist, as discussed above. In my research, I always take a macro 

perspective, describing statistically quantifiable patterns, even when conducting 

exploratory research. That said, I understand that this approach is limited in its ability to 

provide explanations, which is why I always seek to ground my approach in critical theory 

written by people with the lived experience of marginalized groups. I discuss further 

limitations of my research approach at the end of the framing chapter. 

The Structure of this Dissertation 

This dissertation, titled Extremism Spreading Mechanisms in Online Community: a Case 

Study of Incels Misogynist Forum, is a collection of articles that combine to elaborate on 

the two above-stated research aims: (1) how misogyny is translated into extremist 

ideology, and (2) what mechanisms assist the diffusion of extremism in an online forum. 

Further, they develop and test a measurable conceptual definition of misogynist 

extremism, a new concept in extremism and radicalization research, that has existed 

without a proper definition up until now (O’Hanlon et al., 2024). 

This dissertation consists of three published papers that build on one another. Further, it 

consists of an introduction, framing chapter, and conclusion. The introductory chapter 

focuses on highlighting the gaps in research, which this dissertation is aiming to fill, and 

on positioning this dissertation within an analytical paradigm firmly rooted in 

intersectional feminism. The framing chapter introduces the conceptualization of 

misogynist extremism, which has been developed and employed throughout all three 

papers of the dissertation. The conclusion chapter focuses on extrapolating the findings 

from all three papers to answer the two research aims of this dissertation. Importantly, it 

not only summarizes the findings of individual papers but also connects them and 

contextualizes them with the rest of the dissertation. 

The first article, Fight with words: misogynist extremism on an incel discussion forum 

(Coufal et al., 2025), was published in NORMA: International Journal for Masculinity 

Studies, Taylor & Francis Group. It conducts computationally assisted discourse analysis 

into the topics of feminism, queer sexualities, and trans identities, to uncover how these 

are framed as a threat to the cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal gender order. The article 
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discusses how gender is imagined as a tradition that discriminates between insiders and 

outsiders and reveals the use of slurs and pejorative terms, dehumanization, othering, and 

scapegoating, used to establish firm boundaries between in-group and out-group, 

warranting the applicability of the term misogynist extremism. Computationally assisted 

discourse analysis was employed in order to analyse large amounts of text and to quantify 

the ‘reproductive patterns’ to which discourse accumulates (Butler, 2011; Gill, 1996). 

The second article, Radicalization or relief: Divergent impacts of the COVID-19 

lockdown on incels by seniority (Wedel & Coufal, 2025), was published in New Media 

& Society, Sage Journals. This article was the first operationalization of misogynist 

extremism, drawing on the results derived from the first article. It conducts a temporal 

analysis of extremist content within the forum, necessary to establish a baseline 

understanding of the forum's dynamics under the new operational definition. It 

specifically addressed a disruptive global event (the COVID-19 lockdown), which has 

been cited as aiding radicalization online. The analysis found evidence of both long-term 

and temporary radicalization. Moreover, it found that older forum members were 

triggered by the lockdown to increasingly post in extremist-themed threads. But crucially 

for this dissertation, it established the empirical applicability of the conceptualization of 

misogynist extremism. 

The third article submitted as part of this dissertation, titled Radicalization within a 

network of misogynist extremists: a case study of an incel forum (Coufal & Wedel, 2025), 

was published in Humanities and Social Sciences Communications, a journal of Nature 

Publishing. This article employs the conceptualization of misogynist extremism 

developed as part of this dissertation and applies it to a model of cognitive radicalization 

within the forum. This model utilized social network analysis, specifically auto-logistic 

actor attribute modelling. Social network analysis is a methodology that brings forth the 

connective nature of extremism and is especially crucial for researching misogynist 

extremism, a networked nature of which has been emphasized for years (Horta Ribeiro et 

al., 2021; Marwick & Caplan, 2018). Utilizing social network analysis, this article 

approaches radicalization through online communication among community members. 

Researching the radicalizing network was highlighted by the 3N radicalization 

approach (Kruglanski et al., 2019), yet to this day scarcely applied. 
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These three papers combined fulfil the stated purposes of the dissertation: (1) to assess 

how misogyny is translated into extremist ideology, and to identify (2) what mechanisms 

assist the diffusion of misogynist extremism in an online forum. The conceptualization 

and operationalization of misogynist extremism implicitly fulfill the research aim (1), and 

the two papers on radicalization within the online forum (Coufal & Wedel, 2025; Wedel 

& Coufal, 2025) implicitly fulfill the research aim (2). 

 

Framing 

Misogyny as and extreme ideology: conceptualization of 
misogynist extremism 

Misogyny has been observed as an inherent part of many extremist ideologies (Ferber & 

Kimmel, 2008; Gentry, 2022), most prominently of far-right (Coffé, 2019) and male 

supremacism (Carian et al., 2022)(C. Misogyny is often couched as antifeminism and 

accompanied by racism and nativism, thriving alongside and intertwined with 

supremacist and racist ideologies (DiBranco, 2022). Male supremacism, as it is analysed 

and described in the edited volume by Carian et al. (2022), but also elsewhere, operates 

in tandem with racism and anti-lgbt ideology. The conceptualisation of misogynist 

extremism presented as part of this dissertation provides a theoretical understanding of 

why. I don’t see this conceptualization in opposition to the study on male supremacism 

or far-right, but complementing it. The conceptualization of misogynist extremism 

reveals that misogyny is upheld by a larger social structure, the Eurocentric gender order 

(Connell, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Lugones, 2007) which is inherently also 

racist, homophobic, and transphobic, as elaborated below. Patriarchal views on gender 

have an inherent component of racism, homophobia, and cisgenderism, and vice versa. 

Therefore, it is not that misogyny thrives alongside racism, homophobia, nativism, and 

other far-right and male supremacist ideologies, but rather that all of these share the same 

ideological grounding in what masculinity studies and decolonial researchers termed the 

Eurocentric gender order (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Lugones, 2007). 

According to Berger (2018, p. 79), extremism is “a belief that an in-group’s success or 

survival can never be separated from the need for hostile action against an out-group”. A 

broad definition, such as Berger’s, is helpful for extremism research because it is 

measurable and encompasses all prominent cases of extremism (e.g., Nazism, Islamist 
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terrorism) under a single theoretical umbrella term. However, Berger specifically 

highlights that in-groups and out-groups are naturally part of any given society because 

they arise from various identities that people hold. People are of different sexes, 

ethnicities, religions, cultures, political affiliations, interests, and so on. Just because 

someone is a member of one club and someone is a member of another club, it does not 

mean there will be animosity between them. What translates this benign belonging to a 

group into a basis for extremist belief is an ideology (Berger, 2018, p. 28) – a set of ideas 

and concepts “that describe who is part of the in-group, who is part of an out-group, and 

how the in-group should interact with the out-group”.  

In this sense, the Incel forum could be considered a dynamic, interactive, and ever-

evolving set of ideological texts. The research presented in this dissertation, specifically 

the first peer-reviewed article (Coufal et al., 2025), examines who is constructed as an 

outgroup in this ideological text and how this construction occurs. Based on this research, 

I have identified strong policing of gender and sexuality expressions, as well as 

misogynist dehumanization, gender essentialism, and the approval of violence, which 

were identified as key pillars of incel ideology (Green et al., 2023; Miller, 2024; 

Tranchese & Sugiura, 2021). The need for research on misogynist extremism with an 

explicit definition of the concept was identified in a scoping review of the concept 

(O’Hanlon et al., 2024). The following thus explains how misogynist extremism emerges 

from a hetero-patriarchal, cisgenderist understanding of gender relations, that is, the 

Eurocentric gender order (Connell, 2002; Lugones, 2007). 

Misogyny is “an unreasonable fear or hatred of women that takes on some palpable form 

in any given society” (Gilmore, 2010, p. 9). It exists as a structure that upholds the 

Eurocentric gender order (Connell, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), the binary, 

cisgenderist and hetero-patriarchal system that produces hegemonic masculinities 

(Connell, 2002), gendered identities (Butler, 1988), and structures and hierarchizes the 

power relations between “men” and “women”, and their varied “others” (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005). The constitution and dominance of the Eurocentric gender order, 

today a near-global structure, is related to both globalization and European imperialism 

with its colonialist project (Connell, 2002; Lugones, 2007). Raewyn Connell argues that 

gender order has provided conditions for the global production of hegemonic masculinity, 
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which organizes, embodies, and legitimates masculine domination in the world (Connell, 

2002).  

However, as Maria Lugones (2007) points out, gender does not need to organize social 

arrangements. Furthermore, if gender does organize them, this arrangement doesn’t need 

to be heterosexual and/or patriarchal (ibid.). As Judith Butler and others have pointed out, 

the naturalization of biological dimorphism and its association with discrete gender and 

attraction to the opposing sex/gender is a “conjunction of cultural constructs” that serves 

reproductive interests (Butler, 1988). In this sense, the binary gender order is a 

sociocultural project. In reality, individuals hold differing degrees and combinations of 

the varied (mental, emotional, behavioural, and biological) traits attributed to “men” or 

“women,” with diverse romantic and/or sexual orientations or preferences. As tools of 

cultural perpetuation, both gender and compulsory heterosexuality require gendered 

performances to be reenacted and repeated (Butler, 2003), becoming mundane, ritualized 

forms of social legitimization: “performative accomplishment[s] compelled by social 

sanction and taboo” (Butler, 1988, p. 520). Through this, gender and sexuality serve as 

social policies for regulation and control with punitive consequences.  

Out of these regulatory social policies with punitive, often violent consequences analysed 

by Butler (1988, 2003), misogyny is the most obvious violent structure of gender, which 

is necessary to maintain the narrative of binary gender, the struggle to be one or the other 

(Bornstein, 1994, p. 106). “Misogyny is […] manifesting itself in discrimination, physical 

and sexual violence, as well as hostile attitudes toward women” (Farrell et al., 2019, p. 

88). Violence is therefore inherent to misogyny as an ideology. It is also inherent to 

extremism (Berger, 2018), further justifying the concept of misogynist extremism. 

Violence can include physical, sexual, emotional, economic, or psychological abuse 

(United Nations, 2026). Within misogynistic extremism, we can see legitimizations of 

violence and coercion against women (Perliger et al., 2022), that manifests as online 

harassment, gendered hate speech, doxxing, non-consensual intimate image abuse, social 

shaming, intimidation, and threatening (Marwick & Caplan, 2018). 

The idea of binary gender is necessary for the Eurocentric gender order to function 

(Connell, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005) because it defines masculinity in 

opposition to femininity, thereby sustaining a power relation between men and women as 

groups (Connell, 1990). Gender order embodies a specific strategy for subordinating 
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women (Christensen & Jensen, 2014). From the psychoanalytical perspective, in the 

Eurocentric gender order, masculinity is constructed through a denial of identification 

with “the feminine”, therefore defining feminine as “the other” from masculine (Badinter, 

1997; Connell, 1990). Heterosexuality is therefore constructed as a desire for “the other” 

(ibid).  

This definition of feminine as “the other” allows the development of misogynist 

extremism within the gender order that upholds hegemonic masculinity as an organizing 

principle of gender relations. According to Berger (2018), defining someone as the other 

is the smallest denominator of extremism. Defining someone as “the other” automatically 

categorizes them as the out-group. As Connell (1990; 2002) highlights, the construction 

of masculinity in the Eurocentric gender order happens through rejection of identification 

with “the feminine”, even fear of the feminine (Badinter, 1997, p. 116) and as Bornstein 

(1994) argues, misogyny is the violent structure that is necessary to legitimate the binary 

struggle to be one or the other. Therefore, the struggle to reject the feminine in order to 

identify as masculine, this rejection that is often violent (Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 1988; 

Farrell et al., 2019; Marwick & Caplan, 2018; Perliger et al., 2022), creates fertile ground 

out of which misogyny as an extreme ideology emerges.  

Consequently, misogynist extremism is: 

“a gender essentialist belief that anyone assigned female at birth falls into the 

category of women and that anyone assigned male at birth should be wary of them. 

It segregates society into two impermeable groups based on sex assigned at birth 

and, using misogynistic beliefs, categorizes these groups as an in-group and an 

out-group. Then, again, using misogynistic argumentation, it creates a narrative 

of threat from the out-group, which needs to be resolved through hostile action. 

As society includes people who do not conform to the idea of the binary gender, 

the outgroup comes to include not only people assigned female at birth but also 

anyone not conforming to binary gender. Therefore, misogynist extremism is 

inherently cisgenderist and hetero-patriarchal.” (Coufal et al., 2025, p. 186).  

We live in a misogynistic macro structure, called the Eurocentric gender order (Connell, 

2002; Lugones, 2007) that uses misogyny to structure power relations between the 

binaries. Because of this macrostructure, there is a baseline level of misogyny in the 
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broader society. Focusing on extreme misogyny while highlighting the fact that it is 

extreme implicitly establishes a continuum of misogyny from less radical to extreme. The 

misogynist continuum spans from everyday occurrences which could be dismissed as 

banal (not using gender inclusive language, assuming a person holding a degree is a man, 

etc.), to the extreme version which we observe on the incels.is forum. Although in this 

dissertation I study the most extreme manifestations of misogyny, calling it misogynist 

extremism,  this research also highlights that less radical, everyday misogyny (Bates, 

2016) is not just political incorrectness but lies on a spectrum of radical ideology with 

very material consequences (same as racism, homophobia, and any other kind of identity-

based extremist ideology).  

Misogynist extremism through an intersectional lens 

Although the theoretical grounding of misogynist extremism as a concept highlights the 

Eurocentricity of the gender order that produces it, which is rooted in the critique of the 

binary conception of gender and has been mainly developed by transgender and 

decolonial scholars, it still could be read as gender essentialism, without elaboration on 

the intersectionality of this definition. The theory of intersectionality has been developed 

by black female scholars (Collins, 2019; Crenshaw, 1991) to capture how various 

identities intersect and reinforce each other in what Patricia Hill Collins calls the matrix 

of oppression (Collins, 2019). This section of the dissertation, therefore, provides a 

concise explanation of how in-group-out-group binarity based on gender identity 

functions when extended to other than binary gender identities and other than white 

ethnicities.  

Hegemonic masculinity is not statistically normal, but it is normative, representing the 

most honoured way of being a man, in relation to which other men and masculine people 

must position themselves, and which ideologically legitimates the global subordination 

of women to men (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). It is therefore a structure that 

hierarchizes people read as masculine of all genders, ethnicities, bodily shapes and 

abilities, class backgrounds, and so on. This hierarchization is hegemonically accepted, 

can be perpetuated by any member of society, including women, and happens towards 

some abstract ideal. The ideal is difficult to wholly describe, and it varies culturally and 

regionally (Connell, 2002; Christensen & Jensen, 2014), but it usually involves whiteness, 
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physical strength, economic wealth, and/or career success, suppression of emotions, and 

heterosexuality (Connell, 1990; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005; Badinter, 1997). 

The fact that the hierarchization of men can be perpetuated by any member of society also 

shows how “women are central in many of the processes constructing masculinities—as 

mothers; as schoolmates; as girlfriends, sexual partners, and wives” (Connell & 

Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 848). It also shows the gap of opportunity for challenging 

hegemonic masculine ideals or appropriating them. “Challenges to hegemonic 

masculinity arise from the protest masculinities of marginalized ethnic groups, and 

bourgeois women may appropriate aspects of hegemonic masculinity in constructing 

corporate or professional careers” (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 847). Therefore, 

class, race/ethnicity, and sexuality can either support male privilege, challenge it, or 

subvert it. The hierarchy of masculinity in relation to the hegemonic ideal also means that 

some men “can only lay claim to a symbolic form of patriarchal dividend in the reduced 

form of being able to at least claim (hyper) masculinity – and heterosexual conquest – in 

a social situation where very little else can be claimed” (Christensen & Jensen, 2014, p. 

69 - 70). 

Christensen and Jensen (2014) elaborate on Connell and Messerschmidt (2005), claiming 

that the traditional conceptualization of hegemonic masculinity is thus fundamentally 

based on two interrelated and inseparable dimensions: (a) male dominance and oppression 

of women; and (b) hierarchical classification of masculinities. Thus, “the inextricable 

relationship between men’s patriarchal dominance over women and the internal hierarchy 

among men has been a fundamental cornerstone in the theory on hegemonic masculinity” 

(Christensen & Jensen, 2014, p. 63). They claim that the conceptual separation of these 

two dimensions allows for a more nuanced understanding of gendered power relations 

and how they can both strengthen and weaken male privilege.  

Hegemonic masculinity, its ideals, the hierarchy, and the opposition to femininity are, put 

very simply, a struggle for power and status in society. It is out of this struggle that 

misogyny as a violent structure that subordinates women and reproduces the binary fight 

to be one or the other arises (Bornstein, 1994). And because the idea of binary gender 

arises from this struggle, anyone who transcends it can be considered 
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transgender1 (Feinberg, 1999, p. 63). This means that anyone not conforming to the 

gender assigned at birth, including non-binary, agender, and other gender-diverse 

identities, as well as masculine cis women and feminine cis men, can fall under the 

umbrella of transgender. From this perspective, being transgender means rejecting the 

violent binarity of Eurocentric cisgenderist heteropatriarchal gender order.  

Misogynist extremism “legitimize[s] violence and measures of coercion against women, 

and manifest[s] as an intense hostility towards symbols of women’s empowerment and 

equality, feminist institutions, and other social constructs that its members feel are 

threatening to masculinity” (Perliger et al., 2022, p. 11). Online, it takes shape through 

various forms of digital harassment, including gender-based hate speech, doxxing, the 

non-consensual sharing of intimate images, public shaming, intimidation, and threats 

(Marwick & Caplan, 2018). However, as the first paper of this dissertation shows (Coufal 

et al., 2025), transphobia and homophobia are, along with misogyny, also part of 

misogynist extremism and play a significant role in assigning out-group status to people 

and dehumanizing them. As other scholars have shown, misogynistic extremism is also 

tightly linked to the ideal of whiteness and racist hierarchization of skin colour (Chang, 

2022; Cunningham Rogers, 2024; Gheorghe, 2024). Because of this, misogynistic 

extremism is best understood as the struggle to reassert the domination of the Eurocentric 

gender order. 

Limitations of this research 

Everything discussed up to this point has been deliberately general and theoretical, aiming 

to provide a conceptual framework for understanding how gender operates within broader 

social structures and how these structures create fertile conditions for the emergence of 

gender-based extremism. By outlining how dominant gender norms, expectations, and 

power relations are transformed into an extremist ideology, this section has shown how 

normalized and legitimized hierarchies within society based on gender expression and 

sexuality become part of extremist ideology. These hierarchies not only shape everyday 

 
1 In this dissertation, I have chosen to stick to ‘transgender’ as an umbrella term for ‘people with gender identities or 

expressions that differ from the gender socially attributed to the sex assigned to them at birth’ (Coleman et al., 2022). 

The World Professional Association for Transgender Health (Coleman et al., 2022) also recommends using the term 

‘gender diverse’ alongside transgender to emphasize the inclusion of other-than-binary transgender identities and to 

de-emphasize medical transitioning in the understanding of transgender identities. Throughout this article, we use 

these terms interchangeably. 
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social interactions but also provide the ideological raw material from which more explicit 

and exclusionary belief systems, scrutinized in this dissertation, emerge. 

The theoretical perspectives presented here help to explain how widely shared cultural 

narratives about masculinity, femininity, and sexual entitlement can be ultimately 

transformed into extremist ideologies that frame gender relations in antagonistic and 

dehumanizing terms. As such, they offer an essential lens through which misogynist 

extremism can be understood not as an isolated or aberrant phenomenon, but as an 

extreme manifestation of broader and more socially embedded gendered power dynamics. 

This theoretical grounding is therefore necessary to meaningfully contextualize the 

empirical research presented in the following section. The concepts introduced above 

have been further developed, operationalized, and empirically tested in the papers that 

comprise this dissertation, where they are translated into a measurable, analytically 

applicable definition of misogynistic extremism. By bridging abstract theory and 

empirical analysis, this dissertation seeks to demonstrate how structural understandings 

of gender can inform the systematic study of extremist ideologies and behaviours in 

concrete online environments. 

However, the research presented in this dissertation and the conclusions drawn are strictly 

limited to the forum under scrutiny, incels.is, which represents a specific platform with 

its own norms, affordances, moderation practices, and user culture. As such, the findings 

cannot be straightforwardly generalized to other misogynist, extremist, or fringe online 

communities, nor to general offline processes of radicalization. It is beyond the scope of 

this dissertation to assess how individual men come to join the forum in the first place, 

including their personal motivations, psychological characteristics, sociodemographic 

backgrounds, prior ideological beliefs, or broader media consumption habits. These 

unobserved factors may play a substantial role in shaping both participation patterns and 

susceptibility to radicalization, yet they cannot be captured solely from the forum data. 

Furthermore, the analysis relies on user-generated textual content, which introduces 

interpretive uncertainty. In particular, it is not possible to clearly distinguish between 

expressions of sincerely held beliefs and performative or ironic “trolling” behaviour, a 

distinction that may be, and often is, strategically blurred within the forum’s 

communicative culture. Tolling is by definition insincere, but as many researchers argue, 

it has real consequences (e. g. Connolly, 2022; DiFranco, 2020). This ambiguity 
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complicates the interpretation of individual-level radicalization, as extreme language may 

sometimes function as provocation, in-group signalling, or humour rather than as a direct 

reflection of ideological commitment. This complication in interpretation has been 

accounted for by introducing a measure of consistency into the operational definition 

presented in the Radicalization within a network of misogynist extremists paper (Coufal 

& Wedel, 2025), but cannot be eliminated fully. 

Methodologically, the studies included in this dissertation are limited to analyses of 

correlations and associations, focusing on peer effects, temporal developments, network 

structures, and word co-occurrences. While these approaches are well-suited to 

identifying broad discursive patterns, relational dynamics, and temporal trends, they do 

not allow for definitive causal inference. Consequently, the observed changes in 

communication and radicalization indicators cannot be attributed with certainty to 

specific events, interactions, or mechanisms. A range of external influences, such as 

broader sociopolitical developments, individual-level characteristics, and internal forum 

dynamics that are not explicitly accounted for in the models presented, may have 

contributed to the patterns observed. 

Despite these limitations, the research presented here offers important insights into the 

ideological foundations of the forum and the behavioural dynamics through which 

misogynist extremism manifests and evolves in an online setting. By systematically 

examining communication patterns, peer interactions, and temporal change, this 

dissertation contributes to a more nuanced understanding of online radicalization 

processes, while also highlighting the need for future research that integrates longitudinal, 

cross-platform, and mixed-methods approaches with robust theoretical grounding. 
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ABSTRACT  
Incels are a group of people who mobilize around their inability to 
form romantic and/or sexual relationships. Their mobilization has 
been linked to online misogyny and violent acts of terrorism. This 
articleexplores discourses around gender equality and sexual 
rights on the extremist forum incels.is. We approach these 
discourses through aframework of misogynist extremism, 
whichseeks to highlight the role of misogyny in extremism, 
terrorism and violence. By applying computationally-assisted 
discourse analysis usingaword2vec model, we study discourses 
surrounding words related to gender-diverse identities, non- 
heterosexual sexualities and feminism, with the hypothesis that 
these individuals and/or social movements are framed as a threat 
to the cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal gender order. Our data 
supports this hypothesis by revealing the use of slurs and 
pejorative terms, hinting at dehumanization, othering and 
scapegoating. In the discussion, we explorehow gender is 
imagined as a tradition that discriminates between insiders and 
outsiders, which can be used as symbolic glue for all conservative 
movements. The article brings together different theories 
ongender, gender order, the farright, anti-feminism and anti- 
gender mobilization, discourses and rhetorical tools to help 
understand how a hetero-patriarchal and cisgenderist 
understanding of gender can be formulated into an extremist 
worldview.
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Introduction

Social media platforms are often utilized politically to promote conservative ideologies 
(Saresma, 2018). Online discussions about gender, sexuality and feminismcan particu
larly be seen as a manifestation of a broader political backlash and an anti-gender mobil
ization (Kováts, 2017; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2018) against feminism and gender and sexual 
minorities as well astheir alleged ‘gender ideology’. Through othering and dehumanizing 
language (Haslam & Stratemeyer, 2016; Saresma & Tulonen, 2022; Tirrell, 2012), violent 
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speech acts aimed at ethnic, sexual and gender minorities circulated online have been 
studied as sources of hostility (e.g. Ging, 2017; Kalish & Kimmel, 2010) and possibly 
even violence (Lounela & Murphy, 2024; Rogers et al., 2023; Scaptura & Boyle, 2020; 
Tomkinson et al., 2020).

This article presents a case study of the ways gender-diverse identities, non-heterosex
ual sexualities and feminism are discussed on an incel discussion forum. We hypothesize 
thatdiscourse on the forum frame these as a threat tothe cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal 
gender order. We have seen again and again how violent language against gender and 
sexual minorities ‘works as a symbolic glue’ for conservative movements (Kováts, 
2017; Butler, 2024). Hegemonic masculinity (and the gender order producing it) has 
been pointed to as a necessary analytical tool for understanding misogyny as an ideology 
(Aiolfi et al., 2024) and the power that misogyny has in extremism (Díaz & Valji, 2019; 
Ferber & Kimmel, 2008; Gentry, 2022). The importance of situating misogyny within the 
broader societal structure when analysing misogynist extremism has been highlighted 
(Kelly et al., 2024; Perliger et al., 2022). We answer this call by explicitly bringing together 
research on far-right, anti-feminism and anti-gender mobilizations, discourses and rhe
torical tools with the feminist and trans scholars’ understanding of the binary gender 
order in order to contribute to the growing body of knowledge on misogynist extremism 
(O’Hanlon et al., 2024).

Our study focuses on the forum incels.is1, a predominantly English-language discus
sion forum, used globally by so-called involuntary celibates.2 Operating transnationally, 
the incel community creates new language (including slurs and offensive expressions), 
develops different conspiracy theories (Arbeit et al., 2022; Lavin, 2020) and hasbeen 
linked to acts of violent extremism through several terrorist attacks (e.g. Baele et al., 
2021; Hines, 2019; Tomkinson et al., 2020). It has been studied as a representative 
case ofmisogynist extremism (O’Hanlon et al., 2024) and a pioneer of extreme misogynist 
language (Baele et al., 2024; Tranchese & Sugiura, 2021).

Our approach is based on the idea of language performativity, introduced by philoso
pher Austin (1975). For Austin, ‘doing things with words’ means that words have power 
and that language has the potential to cause effects. While our article is not focused on 
verifying these effects, it seeks to offer a look into the verbal tools that frame gender- 
diverse identities, non-heterosexual sexualities and feminism as a threat to the current 
(cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal) gender order. We quantify the discourses on incels.is 
through a word2vec model and then visualize the discourses surrounding queer, trans 
and non-binary individuals and issues and feminism. Through word2vec, we analyse 
what words are used as contextual synonyms and what they represent.

Misogynistic extremism: gender as a group identity

Misogyny is the most obvious violent structure of gender, which is necessary to maintain 
the narrative of binary gender, the struggle to be one or the other (Bornstein, 1994, p. 
106). The idea of binary gender is necessary for the Eurocentric gender order to function 
(Connell, 2002; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Eurocentric gender order is the binary, 
cisgenderist3 and hetero-patriarchal system that produces hegemonic masculinities and 
other gendered identities, both structuring and hierarchizing power relations between 
‘men’ and ‘women’ and their varied ‘others’. This gender order gained a dominant 
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position through the colonialist project of European imperialism and globalization 
(Connell, 2002; Lugones, 2007). It has provided the conditions for the global production 
of hegemonic masculinity, which organizes, embodies and legitimates masculine domi
nation in the world.

As Feinberg writes, anyone who transcends the struggle of binary gender can be con
sidered transgender4 (1999:, p. 63). This means that anyone not conforming to the 
gender assigned at birth, including non-binary, agender and other gender-diverse identities 
as well as masculine cis women and feminine cis men, can fall under the umbrella of trans
gender. Transgender scholars have pointed out that the naturalization of biological sexual 
dimorphism and its association with discrete gender and attraction to the opposing sex/ 
gender is a ‘conjunction of cultural constructs’ that serves cultural reproductive interests 
(e.g. Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 1988; Spade, 2003). As a tool of cultural perpetuation, both 
gender and compulsory heterosexuality require gendered ‘performances’ to be re- 
enacted and repeated (Butler, 2003), which become mundane, ritualized forms of social 
legitimization: ‘Performative accomplishment[s] compelled by social sanction and taboo’ 
(Butler, 1988, p. 520) that areoften met with hostility or aggression when failed or threa
tened (Kalish & Kimmel, 2010; Scaptura & Boyle, 2020). This includes the ability to be per
ceived as cisgender and heterosexual (Spade, 2003, p. 26). Through this, gender and 
sexuality serve as social policies for regulation and control with punitive consequences.

The social policies of gender and sexuality are often weaponized politically. This is 
visible in ‘gender populism’, where a simple understanding of gender as a dichotomous 
biological fact is used for political purposes (Saresma, 2018); anti-gender mobilization, 
where the rights of women and sexual minorities are threatened (Paternotte & Kuhar, 
2018); and misogynist extremism, the framework we employ here. As misogynist extre
mism hasnot yet been academically defined (O’Hanlon et al., 2024), we base our 
definition of misogynist extremism on two recognized definitions of misogyny and extre
mism as well as the understanding of gender established among trans-scholars.

Misogyny is ‘an unreasonable fear or hatred of women that take on some palpable form 
in any given society’ (Gilmore, 2010, p. 9). Extremism is, according to Berger (2018:, p. 
79), a belief that an ‘in-group’s success or survival can never be separated from the 
need for hostile action against an out-group’. Misogynist extremism is, subsequently, a 
gender essentialist belief that anyone assigned female at birth falls into the category of 
women and that anyone assigned male at birth should be wary of them. It segregates a 
society into two impermeable groups based on sex assigned at birth and, using misogy
nistic beliefs, categorizes these groups as an in-group and an out-group. Then, again 
using misogynistic argumentation, it creates a narrative of threat from the out-group, 
which needs to be resolved throughhostile action. As society includes people who do 
not conform to the idea of the binary gender, the outgroup comes to include not only 
people assigned female at birth but also anyone not conforming to binary gender. There
fore, misogynist extremism is inherently cisgenderist and hetero-patriarchal.

Mobilization in the name of misogyny

Misogynist extremism ‘legitimise(s) violence and measures of coercion against women, and 
manifest(s) an intense hostility towards symbols of women’s empowerment and equality, fem
inist institutions, and other social constructs that its members feel are threatening to 
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masculinity’ (Perliger et al., 2022, p. 11). Extreme misogyny online manifests as forms of 
online harassment, for instance, gendered hate speech, doxxing, non-consensual intimate 
image abuse, social shaming, intimidation and threatening (Marwick & Caplan, 2018). 
Misogyny and anti-feminism are recognized as motivating factors for far-right mobiliz
ation (DiBranco, 2020; Walton, 2012) and are linked with right-wing populism (Nurmi
nen, 2019). Extreme misogyny and the farright share hostility towards women’s 
empowerment (Cottee, 2021), often ideologically reducing women to the roles of spouse 
and mother (Coffé, 2018; Hoffman et al., 2020). Radical right populists support ultracon
servative values that include misogyny and outspoken anti-feminism, opposing women’s 
rights, as well as the rights of LGBTQIA + individuals and religious and ethnic minorities 
(Mannheim, 2023). White, Western misogyny has long been deeply intertwined with far- 
right extremism, evident in groups like the Ku Klux Klan, the Order, Aryan Nations and 
those associated with the Christian Identity movement (Gentry, 2022).

Recently, more voices in terrorism and security studies have started calling for recog
nition of misogyny as an ideology tying together almost all cases of terrorism (DiBranco, 
2022; Díaz & Valji, 2019; Gentry, 2022). Tomkinson et al. (2020) claim that there is ample 
evidence of extreme misogyny resulting in violence. Marwick and Caplan (2018) point 
out that for young men, immersion in the manosphere can be a stepping stone to 
white supremacist beliefs. Cottee (2021) claims that the manosphere’s, and particularly 
the incel community’s, anti-feminist rhetoric works as a gateway to violence and white 
nationalism. This kind of worldview appeals mostly to the demographic overwhelmingly 
responsible for mass shootings – young Caucasian men (Cottee, 2021; Ferber & Kimmel, 
2008). Nevertheless, it is not enough to recognize the manosphere’s potential for radica
lization. As we argue, we need to look at the patterns surrounding the violence motivated 
by extreme misogyny to acknowledge this ideology for what it truly is – gender-based 
extremism, as named by Berger (2018:, p. 34).

This recognized power of misogyny and anti-feminism to radicalize men is the reason 
why scholars give this case of gender-based extremism the label ‘misogynist extremism’. 
Similar radicalizing potential has not been observed for anti-male extremism: to this day, 
there has not been evidence of violent political mobilization in the name of misandry. 
Even the case of femcels doesnot show signs of a social movement (Kay, 2022). Further
more, misogyny is a common trait among terrorists no matter the ideology they sub
scribe to (Gentry, 2022), and sexual life (or its lack thereof) is a powerful mobilizer 
into extremism for young men (Hoffman et al., 2020). A perceived threat to manhood 
and the need to reestablish one’s masculinity through violent acts havebeen recognized 
as the connecting thread among terrorists of any ideology (Ferber & Kimmel, 2008).

There is something deeply unsettling in the hetero-patriarchal, cisgenderist masculine 
gender role that leads men and young boys into the arms of extremist ideologies. 
However, as Ferber and Kimmel (2008) show, and as the case of incel terrorism proves 
(Tomkinson et al., 2020), the fertile ground of similarities with the farright is not 
sufficient to capture all the potential for extremist mobilization which the hetero-patriar
chal cisgenderist masculine frustration breeds. Many scholars point out that ignoring the 
radicalizing potential of misogyny leads to the systematic erasure of violence perpetrated in 
its name (e.g. Gentry, 2022; Hoffman et al., 2020; Tomkinson et al., 2020; Tranchese & 
Sugiura, 2021) – some get labeled as far-right attacks and some get labeled as attacks 
without an underlying ideology. As such, we miss the systemic nature of misogynist 

NORMA 187



violence. Similar calls have been made in the name of the systemic erasure of femicide as an 
issue (Hemblade & Gabriel, 2019). Therefore, calling misogynist extremism by its name 
and highlighting the radicalizing potential of misogyny in the hetero-patriarchal cisgender
ist gender order allows us to see the systematic patterns of gendered violence.

Incels.is – a forum promoting misogynistic extremism

Currently, most of the conservative mobilization around gender-related questions takes 
place on the internet, notably, in what is called ‘the manosphere’ (Ging, 2017). The 
manosphere is a heterogeneous group of online communities and web pages, loosely 
structured around the idea that boys and men are victimized in contemporary culture 
due to the upsurge of feminism (Champion & Frank, 2021) – this idea is called ‘the 
red pill’ (Ging, 2017). Examples of groups within the manosphere are men’s-rights acti
vists (MRA), incels (involuntary celibates), pick-up artists (PUAs), Men Going Their 
Own Way (MGTOW), Traditional Christian Conservatives (TradCons) and others 
(Tomkinson et al., 2020). Of the whole manosphere, we focus on incels here because 
(1) they are the only manosphere group to which terrorism has been linked (Lounela 
& Murphy, 2024; Tomkinson et al., 2020), (2) they are claimed to hold the most 
radical ideology in themanosphere (Ging, 2017) and (3) they have been studied as a 
representative case of misogynist extremism (O’Hanlon et al., 2024). It is important to 
remark that not all people who identify as involuntarily celibateexpress extreme miso
gyny (Kelly et al., 2022) but the forum under scrutiny has been extensively studied as 
a space filled with misogynist, violent views (e.g. Aiolfi et al., 2024; Baele et al., 2021; 
2024; Lavin, 2020).

Incels politically mobilize around their inability to find a sexual and/or romantic 
partner. As scholars indicate, they see ‘society as fundamentally hierarchized along sex 
and attractiveness lines’ (Baele et al., 2021, p. 1) and believe that this hierarchy favors 
women and excludes unattractive men. Their name, an abbreviation of ‘involuntary celi
bates’, shows their self-definition in reference to the deficit of sexual relationships (Cottee, 
2021). Because of the patriarchal belief that they are entitled to women and their bodies, 
incels interpret this lack not just as a private source of frustration, but as moral wrong
doing by women and malicious feminists – this is the reason why Green et al. (2023) 
named the ideology present on the incel forum ‘the black pill radicalization pipeline’. 
Chang instead (2022) analysed the patriarchal notion of the ‘monstrous feminine’ on 
incel forums. Previous analysis of incel forums showed the normalization of gender- 
based violence and glorification of terrorist violence connected with the incel worldview. 
For instance, incels discuss terrorists as ‘saints’ and express regret that their terrorist acts 
are not even more violent or do not include sexual violence (Baele et al., 2021; Witt, 2020). 
In their research, Jaki et al. (2019, p. 20) found indicators that would ‘identify Incel ideol
ogy as violent extremism’, arguing that the idea that their situation ‘can only be improved 
by harming one of the out-groups’ is widespread on the forum.

Data and methods

We collected messages posted on the publicly available part of the incels.is forum from its 
beginning in 2017 until the end of August 2022 when the data collection was finished.5
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During this time, over sixmillion messages were posted by 11,796 unique users. On these 
messages, we trained a word2vec model (Pennington et al., 2014), which transforms a 
text corpus into vector space, a numerical representation of the corpus. In this vector 
space, each word is assigned a sequence of numbers, called a word vector. The probability 
that any two words will appear in the same context determines this numerical represen
tation. Therefore, words that appear in the same context in the corpus end up close to 
each other in the vector space (Mikolov et al., 2013). This means that synonyms will 
have very similar vectors and, therefore, will be close to each other in the vector space. 
Another property of word vector spaces is that the meaning of words can be discovered 
through analogy tasks. For instance, the trajectory between the vectors for ‘king’ and 
‘man’ is analogous to the trajectory between the vectors for ‘queen’ and ‘woman’ 
(Devlin et al., 2018).

This ability to learn the meaning of words from the corpus has been shown to carry 
biases present in the corpus. For example, in the general English language corpus, the 
word vector for ‘receptionist’ would be closer to the word vector ‘she’ than ‘he’ and 
the word vector ‘captain’ would be closer to ‘he’ than ‘she’. This was shown first by Calis
kan et al. (2017). Several papers have described this troublesome attribute of text rep
resentation in a vector space, and many researchers are trying to develop ways to 
remove the learned bias from the vector representation of a text (Garg et al., 2018; 
Gonen & Goldberg, 2019). However, for this research, this attribute of word2vec is pre
cisely the thing of interest. Because the vector representation of text learns the biases 
present in the text, it is a viable tool for researching the discursive ways words get poli
ticized around certain topics.

In this article, we analyse the contexts in which words related to gender-diverse iden
tities, non-heterosexual sexualities and feminism are used. The analysis is guided by the 
hypothesis that feminism and LGBTQIA + individuals are framed as threatening the cis
genderist hetero-patriarchal gender order. In particular, we are interested in the words 
‘feminist’, ‘feminism’, ‘feminists’, ‘equality’, ‘gender’, ‘feministic’ and‘intersectional’ 
(for the topic of feminism);‘trans’, ‘transgender’, ‘non-binary’, ‘them’ and‘theirs’ (for 
the topic of gender diverse and trans people); and ‘gay’, ‘lesbian’, ‘bi’, ‘homosexual’, 
‘queer’ and‘lgbt’ (for the topic of queer sexualities). Using cosine distance, we found 
the 30 most contextually similar words for each of the words, which resulted in 570 
words that were most likely to appear in the same context within the original corpus. 
We visualized6 these words in what we call ‘word maps’. This way, we created three‘word 
maps’ of the contextually most similar words to our keywords for trans and queer people 
and feminism.

For closer analysis of the data, we leaned on discourse analysis, which is well suited to 
uncovering traces of ideology in varied cultural texts. Discourses can be defined as social 
practices of speech that convey meanings, values and ideas (Fairclough, 1995; Foucault, 
1969; Hall et al., 2013). Our application of discourse analysis was limited because the 
maps only consisted of individual words. Nevertheless, the word2vec algorithm was 
developed following Wittgenstein and Firth’s (Firth & Palmer, 1968) approach to disco
vering the meaning of words through the contexts in which they are used. Discourse 
analysis is apt to uncovering the accumulation of discourse into ‘productive perform
ances’ through the repetition of certain discursive patterns (Butler, 2011; Gill, 1996). 
Word2vec is a suitable computational approach to quantify discourse if we are interested 
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in these ‘productive performances’ through the repetition of discursive patterns in large 
quantities of data. Words that end up close to each other in the word2vec representation 
of discourse have been used together in the same context or in an interchangeable 
manner in the original discourse repeatedly. We draw from this tradition to analyse indi
vidual words and their quantified contexts in terms of the socio-cultural power struc
tures, ideologies and historical genealogies affecting them.

Analysis

In the following three sub-chapters, we present the findings of our analysis of the word 
mapsformed around our keywords in discussions on incels.is. As a content warning 
forthe following sub-chapters, sexist, homophobic and transphobic slurs exist in the 
text and the maps studied.

Feminism: political radicalism and decadence

This segment of the analysis is focused on the words equality, gender, feministic, intersec
tional, feminist, feminism and feminists. The discourse revealed by these search terms 
shows that feminism is discussed in conjunction with other ideologies, many of which 
– e.g. equality and liberalism – are generally viewed bythe conservative and right- 
leaning incel community with controversy, if not hostility (Perliger et al., 2022). If we 
look at the spatial closeness of the words related to feminism in the chart (Figure 1), 
we find that the proximate words on the outer circle, clockwise, are ‘preferences’, ‘sexu
ality’, ‘inequality’, ‘capitalism’, ‘liberal’, ‘SJW’, ‘cucks’ and ‘soyboys’. The words ‘sexuality’ 
and ‘inequality’ are part of a cluster that include the words ‘gender’, ‘freedom’, ‘racial’, 
‘hypergamy’, ‘liberation’ and ‘equality’.

Still moving forward around the perimeter, a loosely related cluster of ‘cucks’, 
‘soyboys’, ‘soys’, ‘numales’ and ‘soycucks’ is found. ‘Cuck’ and ‘soyboy’ are derogatory 
concepts coined by online users whichemphasize an unacceptable non-manliness. 
According to Urban Dictionary, cuck refers to ‘a man who is desperate for acceptance, 
approval, and affection from women’ and who ‘compromises his beliefs and values, his 
dignity and self-worth’ (‘cuck’, n.d.). The roots of this word are in the old-fashioned 
term ‘cuckold’, the husband of an unfaithful woman, and thus one of the meanings of 
cuck is ‘a man who lets his wife or girlfriend have sex with other men’ (‘cuckold’, 
n.d.). Soyboy is, according to Urban Dictionary, ‘an effeminate male whose feelings 
get hurt far too often’ (‘soyboy’, n.d.). Similarly, ‘numales’ is ‘just another word for 
soyboy’, an internet slang term referring to men and boys who do not conform to tra
ditional masculine gender roles (‘numales’, n.d.). All these concepts refer to power 
relations between genders according to the red pill theory7, an ideology jointly shared 
in themanosphere, where women have become rulers whose subjects these weak men 
willingly are.

Moving closer to the dense cluster of feminism-related discourse, a sub-cluster stands 
out with derogatory words such as ‘feminazi’, ‘radfems’(radical feminists), ‘commie’, 
‘gays’, ‘globalist’ (currently used witha pejorative meaning by far-right movements and 
conspiracy theorists and even associated with anti-semitism, as suggested by Wikipedia 
(‘globalist’, n.d.)), ‘lgbtq’, ‘Marxists’, ‘homosexual’ and ‘liberal’. In the proximate cluster, 
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some words combine traditional and progressive values, political orientation and non- 
acceptable maleness or femaleness, such as ‘tradcuck’, ‘cuckservative’, ‘lefties’, ‘leftwing 
militant’, ‘radfems’, ‘misandrist’, ‘traditionalists’, ‘lefties’, ‘degenerated’, ‘modernity’, ‘ega
litarian’, ‘secularism’, ‘reactionary’ and ‘progressivism’. The proximity of these words 
suggests the perceived threat that feminism poses to the cisgenderist, hetero-patriarchal 
gender order and the bipolar understanding of sexuality. The reiteration of terms like 
‘degeneracy’ in this word cloud strengthens the impression of a very hostile attitude 
towardsfeminism.

The closest to the word feministic are the words ‘puritan’, ‘slurs’, ‘lexicon’, ‘world ’ – , 
‘expression’, ‘lib’, ‘victimhood’, ‘separate’, ‘oppression’ and ‘feminazis’, as well as deroga
tory concepts coined in the manosphere, such as ‘manginas’ and ‘tradcons’. Mangina is, 
as explained by Urban Dictionary, ‘a hybridization of gay male culture slang referring to a 
gay man’s anus to become a word describing a self-deprecating man who has become 
subservient  …  and who thinks women are better than him. A mangina is a man who 
“plays up the feminist agenda, and/or hates other men in favour of female privilege”’ 

Figure 1. Visualization of feminism related discourse map in incel.is.
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(‘mangina’, n.d.). The word ‘oppression’, repeatedly used in proximity to‘feminism’, 
suggests gendered power relations in oppositionto patriarchy, as does the usage of the 
derogatory word ‘feminazi’, a portmanteau of the nouns feminist and Nazi (‘feminazi’, 
n.d.). In this cluster, the highly offensive and belligerent words explicitly refer to the 
struggle for power relations between genders, which is marked with intensely pejorative 
language. The fact that the discussion on feminism, in addition to using slurs and other 
malicious language, is strongly linked to other ideologies, hints at the incel community’s 
own ideological commitment.

Queer sexualities: pejorative words and sexualization

This segment is focused on the words related to queer sexualities – LGBT8, queer, homo
sexual, gay, bi and lesbian. Looking at Figure 2, the most proximate terms for LGBT are 
‘feminist’, ‘radical’ and ‘SJW’. A little further away, the proximate words reiterate these 
associations withthe terms ‘leftists’, ‘BLM’ (Black Lives Matter) ‘antifa’ (as a left-wing 
anti-fascist and anti-racist political movement), ‘progressive’, ‘fascist’, ‘globohomo’ 

Figure 2. Visualization of queer sexualities related discourse map in incel.is.
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and, in a tight cluster, ‘activist’, ‘extremist’ and ‘LGBTQ’. Proximate to this cluster are the 
words ‘feminazi’ and ‘militant’, and a little further away,‘leftwing’, ‘lefty’, ‘libertarians’ 
and ‘Zionism’, which further testifiesto the association between queer individuals or 
issues and an agenda perceived as threatening. This shows LGBTQAI + issues are seen 
as related to globalization and multiculturalism and discussed alongside conspiracy the
ories (Zionism, globohomo). Several militant words familiar from the word map for fem
inism, including the word ‘militant’, ‘feminazis’, ‘femistazi’ and ‘anti-feminist’, suggest 
that the discussion around queer sexualities is related to the image of feminism as a 
restrictive ‘fascist’ regime.

Looking at the individual terms consisting of the initialism LGBT – lesbian, gay, bi 
(trans has its own section of analysis) – and the search term homosexualrevealsthat 
queer sexualities are primarily discussed in pejorative terms. For instance, the most prox
imate words for the nearby terms gay and homosexual are familiar from the history of 
homophobic hate speech that discusses gay individuals in terms of paedophilia and 
includes many slurs for trans people. Additionally, the closest word for lesbian is a 
slur for trans people. Similarly, the most proximate words for the term queer are the 
pejorative terms for describing male homosexual individuals and the words ‘transgen
ders’ and ‘transgenderism’, which have a dehumanizing tone to them.

Looking at the search terms bi and lesbian reveals – next to familiar pejorative terms 
for ‘wrong kind of female’ – the sexualization and objectification of female bisexuals and 
lesbians, as they are discussed through pornified terms like ‘MILF’ and ‘pornstar’, as well 
as through voyeuristic, fetishizing terms describing sexual actions. Furthermore, the 
internet ‘newspeak’ term ‘chadsexual’, which is situated between the terms ‘bisexuals’, 
‘bi’ and certain pejorative terms for lesbian women, imagines lesbian and bi women as 
convertible to ‘proper’ heterosexuality once a proper kind of male comes along. 
Further, bisexual individuals are closely followed by the pejorative term ‘bulldyke’ and 
the way male homosexuals are associated with varied feminized attributes (e.g. ‘flamboy
ant’, ‘dainty’), which suggests both are connected in the incels.is forum by the idea of the 
wrong kind of femininity or femininity in the wrong place.

Trans people9: focus on trans women

In the word map of trans-related words – trans, transgender, non-binary, them, theirs – 
represented in Figure 3, we see that the words trans and transgender are near one another. 
They bring in many words used in connection with queer sexualities, including offensive 
slang described in the previous section. This group of offensive words, in very close 
proximity to the words trans and transgender, is not surprising and demonstrates how 
hateful the language on this forum is, even without the context of full sentences. What 
brings in additional contexts is that among these offensive words surrounding trans 
and transgender,words like ‘feminist’ and ‘feminazi’ can be found.

Because the discourse surrounding the term non-binary was unreadable from the 
more general trans-related discourse visualization, we created a separate visualization 
for the discourse surrounding this search term. Looking at it in Figure 4, we see that 
when trans people are discussed within this particular section, the main focus is on trans
women – the term ‘transman’ is not included, unlike the terms ‘transwoman’ and ‘cross
dresser’. This shows a third-gendering and fetishization (Serano, 2007) and relates to the 
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targeting of transgirls and transwomen for surveillance and exclusion by cisgenderist 
hetero-patriarchal conservatives. The focus on transwomen indicatesthe fixation 
among incels on male-to-female transitioning as a way of undermining the ‘gyno
centric10 world order’ (as discussed on incels.wiki under the term ‘tranymaxxing’).

Women: the dehumanized out-group

Looking again at Figure 3, one thing stands out: the inclusion of the non-gendered pro
nouns ‘them, theirs’, originally included in the search as the most common pronoun for 
non-binary individuals, makes it clearthat the us/them dichotomy is strongly utilized in 
the forums misogynistic uses. Them is closely related to the words ‘foids’ (a pejorative 
term for females) and ‘women’. In the incel discussions, the word female served as an 
etymological base for the derogatory terms ‘femoid’ and ‘foid’, both a combination of 
female and android, suggesting that females donot have human qualities. We can find 
these in the word maps, with other dehumanizing terms for women such as ‘holes’ or 
‘roasties’ (slang for female genitalia) close by. This shows that incels have developed a 
particular vocabulary about women that is offensive, derogatory, misogynistic and cis
genderist. Incels talk about women and females interchangeably, assuming that 
anyone assigned female at birth falls into a category of women and holds negative 
traits which they ascribe to this gender.

Theirs is most closely related to the words ‘shamelessness’, ‘procreation’, ‘rationality’, 
‘propagation’ and ‘weakness’ (which is not easily readable from Figure 3 but is discover
able after closer examination or in Appendix 3). This, and the proximity of ‘foid’ and 
‘women’ to the search term them, suggests that the imminent out-group for the forum 
members are women and that they consider them shameless and weak while also con
cerned about their rationality and procreation (perhaps similarly to the ‘great 

Figure 3. Visualization of trans related discourse map in incel.is.
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replacement’ conspiracy theory). Close to them are also more general words like ‘men’, 
‘people’ and ‘normies’ (non-indoctrinated men), suggesting that incels view themselves 
as a separate group, not only from other men and normies but also from other people 
and, by extension, from society as a whole.

We also see ‘femoids’ and ‘female’ proximate to them, but also close to ‘myself’, which 
suggests that incels are often talking about themselves in relation to females. These words 
are, however, further away,indicating they are not utilized that closely with the us/them 
dichotomy. This impliesthat the more offensive ‘foid’ is utilized more in extremist dis
course and tightly connected to the us/them dichotomy, whereas the less offensive but 
still strongly dehumanizing ‘femoid’ is utilized in more general banter.

Discussion

Guiding our examination in this article was the hypothesis that on the incels.is forum, 
discussions on gender-diverse identities, non-heterosexual sexualities and feminism 
are framed as threatening the cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal gender order. We conclude, 

Figure 4. Visualization of nonbinary keyword in the trans related discourse map in incel.is.
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firstly, that feminists and both queer and trans people are discussed in pejorative terms, 
aiming to dehumanize and delegitimize them. Through this, the gender order is perpe
tuated while being framed as threatened. This is apparent in the word maps, which are 
flooded with slurs and offensive expressions for people who either fall short of their per
formance of heterosexuality (e.g.‘mangina’, ‘chadsexual’, ‘bulldyke’, etc.) or of their per
formance of male dominance in heterosexual-like settings (e.g.‘cucks’, ‘soyboys’, ‘soys’, 
‘numales’, and ‘soycucks’). The closeness of these words to neutral expressions used as 
search terms and the absence of positive expressions or adjectives in relation to the 
ample amount of words with negative connotations (e.g.‘degenerate’, ‘extremist’, 
‘fascist’, ‘militant’, ‘shamelessness’, ‘weakness’) suggests that the discourse around 
gender-diverse identities and non-heterosexual sexualities is overwhelmingly negative. 
These words are used contextually almost interchangeably, implyingthat the discourse 
surrounding, for example, the word ‘LGBT’ is very similar to that surrounding the 
word ‘extremist’. As Butler (1988) and Lugones (2007) point out, the current gender 
order dictates heterosexuality to be part of the correct gendered expression. Therefore, 
we can understand that feminism as an ideology, as well as queer and transgender 
people, challenge the hetero-normative traditional gender roles and binary perceptions 
of gender prescribed by the cisgenderist, hetero-patriarchal gender order, especially chal
lenging its naturalized status, immutability and universality.

Secondly, the discussions feature tools – most prominently othering (Lumsden & 
Harmer, 2019), dehumanization (Haslam & Stratemeyer, 2016; Kronfeldner, 2021) and 
scapegoating (Bauer et al., 2021; Cannon, 2022) – that have been shown to pave the 
ground for radicalization and violent acts in the material world (e.g. Maussen & 
Grillo, 2014). These tools were most evident in the third wordmap, where the pronouns 
‘them/their’ reveal a discussion of feminists and women in dehumanizing terms 
(‘femoid’, ‘foid’) and terms framing them as an out-group to blame (‘feminazi’, the mili
tant term characterizing feminism as an extremist movement (Barrett, 2006)). We also 
witnessed dehumanizing cisgenderism through slurs equating women with female geni
talia (‘holes’, ‘roasties’), which is the essence of cisgenderism (Bornstein, 1994; Feinberg, 
1999; Spade, 2003). In this sense, these search terms resulted in an important insight into 
misogynist extremism, showing dehumanization and out-group marking in the forum, 
allowing the application of the term ‘extremism’ as defined by Berger (2018).

The discussions also seek to present the LGBTQIA + struggle for rights as ideologies 
instigated by globalization and propagated by feminists and Marxists. This connection of 
‘anxiety’ about the unraveling of cisgenderism, hetero-normativity and the gender hier
archy to a general pushback against globalization and ‘cultural Marxism’ is not a new 
phenomenon but rather a set of recognized rhetorical tools, connecting misogynist extre
mism with a broader range of far-right and neo-conservative movements. Philosopher 
Stanley (2018) describes a similar melange of right-wing conservatism and moral 
panics relating to women and homosexuality and the instrumentalization of these 
anxieties as a tool used by fascists throughout history. Edelman (2020) discusses how 
queer individuals have been portrayed as threats to ‘reproductive futurism’, where chil
dren stabilize the idea of a ‘proper family’ as a bullworkbehindthe survival of nations and 
their cultures (see also Orfali et al., 1987). Similarly, the current anti-trans backlash 
frames trans people as a threat to children, connecting this to thehistory of scapegoating 
minorities in authoritarian and conservative mobilizations (e.g. Cannon, 2022).
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Portraying topics of gender identity and equality as ideologies brought about by glo
balization can also be understood through Giddens (1994) analyses of how globalization 
and tradition are tools for structuring time and space but running in opposite directions 
as well ashow tradition discriminates between insiders and outsiders. Misogynist extre
mism, like other nationalist, right-wing populist and conservative movements before 
them, use as fuel the sentiment of restorative nostalgia – a type of nostalgia ‘that does 
not think of itself as nostalgia but as truth and tradition’ (Boym, 2001). In the discourses 
studied, the cisgenderist hetero-patriarchal gender order serves as an imaginary tradition 
and becomes a medium of identity, allowing for identification with an in-group.

Conclusion

In this article, we studied incel discourses around gender equality and sexual rights 
through the framework of misogynist extremism and examined how gender-diverse 
identities, queer sexualities and feminism are framed as a threat to the cisgenderist 
hetero-patriarchal gender order. The discourses originated onincels.is, an online forum 
of misogynist extremists. We collected data from the publicly available part of the 
forum and trained the word2vec model on this corpus, we then used this model to visu
alize the contextual synonyms of our search terms. We approached these contextual 
synonyms as discourses accumulated into productive performatives through repetition 
(Austin, 1975; Butler, 2011), which is what word2vec captures.

We showed that misogynist extremism positions women, trans and queer people as 
enemies using in-group/out-group distinction-forming language. This in-group/out- 
group dichotomy is particularly visible in the discourse about trans people, but all the 
discourses taken together suggestthat the core enemy on theincels.isforum continues 
to be women, especially feminists. Our data suggests that misogynist extremism uses 
dehumanization, othering and scapegoating, operating chieflythrough pejorative words 
and slurs in the studied discourses. Our discussion hints that gender is imagined as a tra
dition that discriminates between insiders and outsiders, which isthen used as a narrative 
for restorative nostalgia (Boym, 2001) and a symbolic glue for all conservative move
ments (Kováts, 2017).

Notes

1. The forum is periodically deleted and reopened with a different domain within a few hours. 
In the few years before incels.is, there were, e.g.,incels.co and incels.net.

2. Incel terrorism is an issue mostly in Western countries. However, there is very little (if any) 
research done to geolocate the users of incel forums; thus, researchers tend to assume it is a 
global phenomenon.

3. Cisgenderism and heterosexism ‘grant privileges to heterosexuals whose behaviours and 
appearance match the gender roles assigned to them, and can oppress lesbian, gay and bisex
ual individuals, as well as anyone displaying non-cisgender behaviour, identity or experi
ences such as transgender individuals’ (Hutton et al., 2020).

4. We have chosen to stick to ‘transgender’ as an umbrella term for ‘people with gender iden
tities or expressions that differ from the gender socially attributed to the sex assigned to 
them at birth’ (Coleman et al., 2022). The World Professional Association for Transgender 
Health (Coleman et al., 2022) also recommends using the term ‘gender diverse’ alongside 
transgender to emphasize the inclusion of other-than-binary transgender identities and to 
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de-emphasize medical transitioning in the understanding of transgender identities. 
Throughout this article, we use these terms interchangeably.

5. Recognizing that studying social media content is not unproblematic in terms of research 
ethics, we followed the ethical guidelines on internet research made by the Association of 
Internet Researchers (Franzke et al., 2020). Neither our quantitative methodology nor our 
analysis makes identifying individual social media users possible through, for instance, user
names or direct citations.

6. Applying a principal component analysis, we reduced the dimension of the vectors in order 
to visualize them in 2D graphs.

7. The red pill theory is a worldview that reduces romantic and sexual relationships to a so- 
called ‘sex market’. It especially blames feminism for giving women all the power in this 
‘sex market’ so that most men must go to extraordinary lengths to find a partner. It explicitly 
promotes a gender essentialist understanding of sex and gender and implicitly renders invis
ible other-than-heterosexual relationship dynamics. Following the metaphor from The 
Matrix trilogy, where the idea of the red pill originates, the red pill theory supposedly 
frees men from feminist disillusion (Ging, 2017).

8. Here treated as the shared common body for the more inclusive variants like LGBT+ or 
LGBTQIA+.

9. According to the Standards of Care for the Health of Transgender and Gender Diverse 
People, Version 8, we include non-binary and other gender-diverse identities among trans
gender people (Coleman et al., 2022).

10. women-centered
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Introduction

It has been suggested that the COVID-19 pandemic, characterized by repeated and pro-
longed lockdowns, exacerbated polarization and radicalization on the Internet (Davies 
et al., 2021). Existing studies typically measure the average number of posts in extremist 
forums and infer radicalization from the increase in activity during lockdowns (Davies 
et al., 2021; Vu, 2020). More recent work has complemented these findings, questioning 
whether an increase in posts on the forum level should be interpreted as an increase in 
radicalization (Baele et al., 2023). Similarly, we argue that increased activity is a predict-
able outcome of limited leisure options. We propose an operational definition of online 
radicalization that focuses on the substance of online activity rather than its mere pres-
ence. Our study provides novel information on radicalization signals during global crisis 
events such as the COVID-19 pandemic through a theoretically grounded operationali-
zation of extremism and affiliated themes (e.g. toxicity, ideology, mental health), a meth-
odological approach that goes beyond mere dictionary approaches and a longitudinal 
study of these signals.

Our research centres on incels (involuntary celibates), a radical online group that 
defines its identity around the inability to form romantic relationships. Incels are consid-
ered the most radical subgroup among misogynist online groups, exhibiting signs of 
violent extremist ideology (Baele et  al., 2019; Tomkinson et  al., 2020). Furthermore, 
misogynistic ideology, specifically, has been shown to lead to violence online and offline 
and contribute to radicalization processes (e.g. Cottee, 2021). Therefore, our research 
focuses on the potential for radicalization among incels, specifically on their most promi-
nent forum, incels.is.

Our analysis was carried out on all posts published in the largest incel forum (incels.
is) between 1 January 2020 and 31 July 2020 (N = 1,206,287). We compared the preva-
lence of and participation in extremist and non-extremist threads before, after and during 
the first lockdown. To analyze user participation, we only considered the sample of users 
(n = 421) who had been active in all three time periods. This allows us not only to evalu-
ate the general development of the community, as in previous research at the forum level 
(Baele et al., 2023), but also to discuss the effects at the individual user level.

We conceptualized the ideology of the incels.is forum as misogynist extremism and 
grounded our understanding of extremism on Berger (2018), who describes extremism 
as a measurable attribute of an ideology. To measure misogynist extremism and related 
dimensions, we used a topic model (BERTopic), and grouped the resulting topics into 
theoretically and inductively derived categories representing an exclusively extremist 
topic (extremism) and three major topics within the incel cosmos (black pill, manosphere 
and mental health). In addition, we employed two established computational measures, 
one for toxicity and one for misogyny. This multi measurement approach allows us to 
avoid the pitfalls of pure dictionary approaches which, compared to language models 
such as BERTopic, are bound to previous vocabulary knowledge for the dictionary-mak-
ing and cannot take the context in which a term is used into account. By comparing the 
prevalence of extremist threads and users’ participation in those across different statisti-
cally derived time periods (pre-lockdown, lockdown, post-lockdown) with multivariate 
regression models, we investigate whether the lockdown amplified radicalization, both 
during the lockdown and in its aftermath.
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Incels, radicalization and misogynist extremism

Radicalization is often defined as ‘the process whereby [groups or] individuals come to 
adopt an extremist mindset’ (Marwick et al., 2022: 13–14). Some scholars (e.g. Alimi 
et  al., 2015; Malthaner, 2017) restrict radicalization to violent radicalization. For this 
research, we consider cognitive radicalization (Whittaker, 2022), and adopt the defini-
tion of radicalization as a process of ‘acceptance of far reaching changes in society, 
which may or may not constitute a danger to democracy and may or may not involve the 
threat of or use of violence to attain the stated goals’ (Borum, 2011: 12). This is in line 
with a broader conception of radicalization as the process of adopting extremist beliefs, 
such as far-right extremism or jihadism (Marwick et al., 2022; Neumann, 2012).

Closely related to radicalization is the concept of extremism, a highly community-
based and relational attribute (Berger, 2018). A broad definition, such as ‘a belief that an 
in-group’s success or survival can never be separated from the need for hostile action 
against an outgroup’ (Berger, 2018: 79), is helpful for extremism research, as it is meas-
urable and encompasses all prominent cases of extremism (e.g. Nazism, Islamist terror-
ism) under one theoretical umbrella term. Adopting a broader conceptualization of 
radicalization that focuses on adopting extremist beliefs (Marwick et al., 2022; Neumann, 
2012) rather than solely on the willingness to commit violence highlights the importance 
of community and engagement with extremist content – encompassing radicalization 
processes beyond terrorism but also culture wars or societal polarization (Berger, 2018; 
Sunstein, 2018).

Incels have long been dismissed as a minor, anomalous group (Tomkinson et  al., 
2020). Only in recent years have they been recognized as an important contemporary 
phenomenon among extremist communities (e.g. Baele et  al., 2019, 2023). Incels are 
part of the manosphere, often cited as an example of culture wars in news articles 
(Bosman et al., 2019) but, as shown by Tomkinson et al. (2020), these proclaimed culture 
wars are closely linked to the rise of political violence. The manosphere is a group of 
loosely coordinated misogynist online communities, its roots dating back to the 1970s 
(Messner, 2016). The four main groups are pick-up artists (PUAs), Men Going Their 
Own Way (MGTOW), men’s rights activists (MRAs) and involuntary celibates (incels), 
all examples of gender-based extremism (Berger, 2018; Zimmerman et al., 2018). Most 
subgroups of the manosphere are connected through a common base ideology, the so-
called red pill in reference to the movies The Matrix (Bratich and Banet-Weiser, 2019).

The red pill ideology describes the beliefs of all manosphere groups except incels. 
Within this ideology, it is a fact of nature that women are only attracted to the most 
attractive and wealthiest men. Furthermore, the red pill ideology proclaims a reality in 
which women rule the world without bearing any responsibility, and men, their victims, 
are not allowed to complain or protest. Although every group has a different interpreta-
tion of their grievances, the binding idea is that boys and men are victimized and that 
feminists are to blame for this (Champion and Frank, 2021).

The black pill ideology, the ideological basis of incels, sets them apart from the rest 
of the manosphere. They follow the same initial assumptions as the red pill ideology. 
However, the two ideologies come to different conclusions based on these a priori beliefs. 
In the tradition of neoliberalism, the red pill postulates that self-optimization can lead to 
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success despite unfortunate predispositions. In contrast, the black pill ideology con-
cludes that no effort can overcome the evolutionarily determined fate incels are con-
fronted with (Bratich and Banet-Weiser, 2019; Hoffman et al., 2020). They blame the 
feminist movement and society at large for their grievances. The only solution is seen in 
a structural change in society and, given the poor probability of such a change, violence 
against yourself and others (Ging, 2019; Zimmerman et al., 2018). Such violence within 
the incel ideology has been identified on three levels: personal, interpersonal and societal 
(Aiolfi et al., 2024). Together with a sense of despair, this is why researchers have con-
ceptualized the black pill radicalization pipeline as the radicalization process rooted in 
the incel ideology (Green et al., 2023).

Following such conceptualizations, the incel radicalization process is character-
ized by violence. Yet incels are not necessarily engaging in this; instead, ‘the prevail-
ing condition among incels is one of apathy, not violent rebellion’ (Cottee, 2021: 108) 
The conceptualization of the black pill ideology is after all an idealization of a belief 
system: ‘incels are not ‘deviant’ others, they are not separate from other men’ (Sugiura, 
2021: 94). Consequently, previous applied incel research defines extremism on online 
incel plat forms accordingly, in a broader sense with violent extremism defined as ‘the 
endorsement of violence against dehumanized outgroups’ rather than as the enact-
ment of violence (Baele et  al., 2023: 383). Furthermore, the approval of violence 
might even serve as a coping mechanism, preventing violence rather than contribut-
ing to it (Sugiura, 2021).

Drawing on Berger’s (2018) definition of extremism, which emphasizes a worldview 
that divides people into an ingroup and an outgroup and the ‘belief that an in-group’s 
success or survival cannot be separated from a hostile action against an out-group’, with 
gender as a possible basis for the ingroup/outgroup divide, we operationalize the ideol-
ogy of incels as misogynist extremism. Misogyny, defined as ‘an unreasonable fear or 
hatred of women that takes on some palpable form in any given society’ and ‘sexual 
prejudice that is symbolically exchanged (shared) among men’ (Gilmore, 2010: 9)), is a 
defining factor of incel ideology (Cottee, 2021; Halpin et al., 2023). Following this, we 
take the direct anti-woman agenda that is part of the incel ideology as the basis to con-
ceptualize the extremist part of the incel ideology as misogynist extremism. We measure 
the concept of misogynist extremism, which we operationalize along four dimensions: 
(1) toxicity, (2) misogyny, (3) general extremism and (4) the incel-specific black pill 
ideology. Misogyny, extremism and the black pill ideology are an integral part derived 
from our theoretical reflections above. Toxicity has been suggested to correlate strongly 
with hate speech and offensive language (Lees et al., 2022), which are good predictors of 
extremist language (Kleinberg et al., 2021). Therefore, we include toxicity as an addi-
tional proxy for misogynistic extremism.

We refrain from abstracting the misogynist extremist behaviour of incels to gender-
based extremism as a whole, acknowledging the distinct nature and mechanisms of these 
ideologies. Although there are female incels, they have not been shown to express signs 
of extremist belief or to politicize their frustrations in the same way as their male coun-
terparts (Cottee, 2021). However, there is a growing debate about reactionary feminism, 
which exhibits parallels to the characteristics of male incels and the broader manosphere, 
such as bio-essentialism, fatalism and hostility towards liberationist feminism, despite its 
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purported feminist framing (Kay, 2024). Although these parallels exist, the fundamental 
difference lies in the nature of their extremism: incel ideology approves of direct, violent 
misogyny, whereas reactionary feminism operates through a subtler, though equally 
damaging, reinforcement of traditional power structures (Kay, 2024).

COVID-19 and online radicalization

Far-right and incel online communities, experienced a surge in posts per day at the begin-
ning of the global pandemic (Davies et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has pro-
vided opportunities for extremists and terrorists to mobilize and advance their agendas 
(e.g. Gunaratna and Petho-Kiss, 2023). Kim (2023) argues that pandemic-related anti-
Asian rhetoric has served as a conduit for right-wing extremism, leading to an increase 
in hate crimes against Asians and individuals of Asian descent. In Western countries such 
as the United Kingdom, the pandemic has facilitated the spread of toxic far-right narra-
tives, creating fertile ground for extremist mobilization (Collins, 2023). In several far-
right online communities, Schulze et  al. (2022) found significant increases in all 
radicalization-related signals.

The global COVID-19 pandemic led to social instability and uncertainty and has been 
described as being exploited by extremists to spread disinformation and increase distrust 
among the public Ivanov (2022). Evidence of increased activity has been reported in far-
right and misogynistic forums during the first COVID-19 lockdown (Davies et al., 2021; 
Schulze et al., 2022). The reasons for this may lie in the selective (ideological) reinter-
pretation of science and pseudoscience practised among incels (Cannito and Ferrero 
Camoletto, 2022; Daly and Reed, 2022; Johansson Wilen et  al., 2024). Furthermore, 
political communication during the COVID-19 era had a particular masculinist property: 
‘a particularly White, masculinist genre of political “truth-telling” has assisted the confu-
sion, false belief and casualties of COVID-19’ (Harsin, 2020: 1061). This could have 
been a key aspect of the tendency among especially men to ignore the guidelines of 
health officials and the increased activity in far-right and misogynistic forums, which are 
connected by an ideal of patriarchal masculinity (Coffe, 2018; Kovats, 2017; Mellstrom, 
2020). Furthermore, it is suggested that people who show cognitive traits such as self-
uncertainty, low self-esteem and lack of analytical thinking are more susceptible to 
believing in misinformation and radicalization (Roberts-Ingleson and McCann, 2023), 
traits that are present especially among incels (Colliver et  al., 2022; Moskalenko, 
Gonzalez, et al., 2022; Moskalenko, Kates, et al., 2022). Finally, loneliness, often due to 
social rejection during adolescence, is another key aspect that has been reported to lead 
to inceldom (Colliver et al., 2022). The pandemic increased the potential for loneliness 
and, therefore, perhaps the chance for new and former forum users to find their way 
(back) to the incel community.

Initial empirical findings support the above theorizing: Davies et al. (2021) concludes 
that this particular global crisis was well suited to promote far-right and misogynistic 
narratives. For incels, this finding is supported by Vu (2020) and Baele et al. (2023), who 
also found indications of increased use of hostile and violent language. Davies et  al. 
(2021) observed an increase in activity in far-right and incel forums at the beginning of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. They provided anecdotal evidence that incels were delighted 
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that attractive people were unable to have sex and had claimed that COVID-19 is karma 
for people having casual sex. Furthermore, incels supposedly viewed masks as an ‘equal-
izing force’ concerning physical appearance. Such research defines radicalization merely 
as the number of activities on a particular extremist site or provides only anecdotal evi-
dence. However, the literature lacks a scalable approach to analyse the presence of 
misogynist extremism online in depth. The closest to this approach was a study by Baele 
et al. (2023); however, they based their approach on the more general definition of vio-
lent extremism and do not distinguish between ideological and extremist slang. 
Furthermore, the respective research could, at that time, only investigate the impact of 
lockdowns compared to pre lockdown times (Davies et al., 2021; Vu, 2020) and only 
looked at the aggregated effects on the forum level Baele et al. (2023). This study intro-
duces the temporal dimension in a more robust way by comparing the pre-lockdown, 
lockdown and post-lockdown phases as well as looking specifically at user-level effects.

Communication on the incel.is forum is not just extremist. Conversations about the 
manosphere (the overarching online space incels are part of) and mental health are gener-
ally the major, and not necessarily clear-cut extremist, topics discussed on platforms 
such as incels.is (Baele et al., 2023; Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022; Sparks et al., 
2022). Mental health and its connection to incel ideology and radicalization have in par-
ticular been explored before (Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022; Moskalenko, Kates, 
et al., 2022). Consequently, mental health struggles are commonly found among incels 
but not necessarily specifically connected to the potential for radicalization among those 
suffering (Marwick et al., 2022; Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022).

Our analysis aims to provide a comprehensive picture of incel radicalization, not only 
through our robust conceptualization of misogynist extremism, but also through the 
incorporation of further important thematic dimensions. Therefore, while considering 
dimensions that are part of our operationalization of misogynist extremism (toxicity, 
misogyny, extremism, black pill ideology), we also include the topics of mental health 
and the manosphere in our analysis. The latter two are not part of our conceptualization 
of misogynist extremism but are included as comparative thematic dimensions. We 
extend the existing literature by (a) applying a robust theoretically derived definition of 
incel-specific extremism; (b) providing a more holistic view of radicalization processes 
by incorporating additional thematic scopes; (c) comparatively exploring the forum and 
user-level effects on a statistically sound definition of pre-, during and post-lockdown 
phases; and (d) exhibiting how topic models can be employed to overcome issues of 
static language use measures, such as dictionary-based approaches.

For our research, misogynist extremism encapsulates the unity of the two topics, 
extremism and black pill ideology, as well as toxicity and misogyny scores. To thor-
oughly investigate the dynamics of radicalization across pre-lockdown, lockdown and 
post-lockdown periods, we are first interested in the general change in content on the 
forum (thread-level), we ask:

RQ1. How did the first global COVID-19 lockdown impact the prevalence of misogy-
nist extremism, mental health and manosphere content topics on incels.is?
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Second, we are interested in the same users’ trajectories (user-level) throughout the 
pre-lockdown, lockdown and post-lockdown phases:

RQ2. How did the first global COVID-19 lockdown impact the participation of incels.
is users in extremist misogynist threads, threads on mental health and threads on the 
manosphere?

Finally, we control for user seniority on the forum as a confounding variable:

RQ3. How does the seniority of users impact the participation of incels.is users in misogy-
nist extremist threads, threads on mental health and threads on the manosphere?

This set of research questions allows for an understanding of the radicalization processes 
on incels.is before, during and after the first lockdown period.

Methodology

Data and the relevant timeframe

The analysis is based on all visible posts within the incel forum incels.is retrieved in 
November 2022 (Wedel, 2023). To investigate the specific case of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, we analysed only posts between 1 January 2020 and 31 July 2020, encompassing 
the beginning and end of the first global lockdown period (Onyeaka et al., 2021). To 
identify the periods that we would consider the pre-lockdown, lockdown and post-lock-
down phases, we focused on the increase in activity on the forum, as previous research 
has suggested a clear relationship between lockdown and forum activity (Davies et al., 
2021; Vu, 2020). A piecewise regression applied on the daily number of posts identified 
a steep increase in activity between 23 March 2020 and 1 April 2020 and a clear decline 
in the number of posts between 13 and 29 May 2020 (see Figure 1). The first set of break-
points coincides closely with 11 March 2020, when the World Health Organization 
declared COVID 19 a global pandemic and subsequent lockdowns ensued worldwide 
(Onyeaka et al., 2021).

Figure 1.  Fitted piecewise regression on the number of daily posts on incels.is between 1 
January 2020 and 31 July 2020.
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Based on these results, we adopted three time frames: (T1) pre-lockdown (1 January 
2020 until 23 March 2020), (T2) lockdown (01 April 2020 until 13 May 2020) and (T3) 
post-lockdown (29 May 2020 until 31 July 2020). Posts that fall into the transition phases 
between the time frames were not considered further, leaving 992,548 out of 1,206,287 
posts (78, 47%).

Established toxicity and misogyny measures

Toxicity and misogyny have been measured in the past through two established meas-
ures: the Perspective API (2024) for toxicity and a misogyny dictionary (Farrell et al., 
2019). The Perspective API is a deep learning language model that represents a mini-
mum estimate of toxicity given its low sensitivity (Trott et al., 2022). We employed the 
Perspective API in line with previous research on extremist online groups, including 
incels, using the severe toxicity score (Ribeiro, Ottoni and West, 2021). The developers 
of the Perspective API define a severely toxic comment as ‘very hateful, aggressive, 
disrespectful [.  .  .] or otherwise very likely to make a user leave a discussion or give up 
on sharing their perspective’ (API, 2024).

The misogyny scores were calculated based on the misogyny dictionary by Farrell 
et al. (2019). They built a dictionary based on qualitative research to measure the misog-
yny of online posts. We adapted the dictionary similarly to subsequent research, measur-
ing the misogyny of incel posts as lexicon density (Ribeiro, Jhaver, et al., 2021). This 
measure describes the fraction of words per post that are part of the dictionary. The 
concept of misogyny was used as defined by Farrell et al. (2019) for the dictionary con-
struction as a ‘range of hostile and violent activities against women’. For this research, 
the entire dictionary was used to generate the lexicon density per post.

Both scores have proven helpful in previous research (e.g. Farrell et al., 2019; Ribeiro, 
Jhaver, et al., 2021; Ribeiro, Ottoni, et al., 2021). To account for the Perspective API’s 
limit on text input, all posts with more than 2000 characters received neither score. In 
addition, posts with less than three characters were excluded. Such posts usually contain 
only a link or media content (video, picture, GIF). A total of 847,346 (82.864%) posts 
were included and received both scores. The frequency distribution of the excluded posts 
over time was not biased. For the thread-level analysis, scores were aggregated per 
thread, and for the user-level analysis, they were aggregated per user, respectively. In 
both cases, we calculated the mean score for all aggregated posts.

Topic modelling in incel research

Topic models on incel forums have been shown to capture particular topics distinctive 
from misogynist extremism (Baele et  al., 2019). In our topic model, we captured (1) 
extremism as a topical dimension of content on incels.is. In distinction to pure extrem-
ism, we defined three additional thematic categories that are of interest to our research 
goal in order to capture the content present on incels.is: (2) black pill ideology, (3) the 
manosphere and (4) mental health. Extremist content refers to an ingroup/outgroup 
dichotomy, including implications of hostility towards the outgroup, non-ideology-
related extremist worldviews and cases of dehumanizing language. The category of 
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extremism is not exclusive to misogynistic extremism. Black pill content refers to the 
specific ideology of incels, including nihilism and the belief that the social structure is 
predetermined. This type of content does not necessarily call for violence and is not nec-
essarily extremist but can be. Content on the manosphere includes posts discussing the 
various beliefs shared among the subgroups of the manosphere, such as men being 
socially disenfranchised and oppressed. This content does not call for violence and is not 
necessarily extremist. Finally, mental health content refers explicitly to discussions of 
suicide and coping mechanisms with mental health problems as a topic of their own 
(Baele et al., 2019; Regehr, 2022).

We used BERTopic (Grootendorst, 2022) to calculate the topic model. Compared to 
the more traditional approach of Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA), BERTopic allows 
researchers to more easily arrive at a topic solution that is both inter-thematically coher-
ent and has a sufficient distance between topics from a human and a machine perspective 
(Egger and Yu, 2022). We calculated topics on a thread level since the purpose and usage 
of the thread feature commonly imply topic exclusivity. Concatenating all posts in one 
thread with at least one post in either considered timeframe resulted in a corpus of 49,309 
documents. We used the default parameters suggested by the documentation for dimen-
sionality reduction, sentence transformation (all-MiniLM-L6-v2) and outlier reduction 
with the topic distribution. We removed the English stopwords via the nltk package for 
topic representations.

We found 385 initial topics which we aggregated manually (e.g. Topic 3 [‘virus’, 
‘corona’, ‘coronavirus’, ‘flu’, ‘infected’, ‘china’, ‘chan’, ‘spread’, ‘die’, ‘vaccine’] and 
Topic 100 [‘virus’, ‘coronavirus’, ‘corona’, ‘immune’, ‘spread’, ‘covid’, ‘ds’, ‘pandemic’, 
‘19’, ‘st’]). To do so, we used our initial set of thematic scopes that we expected to find: 
extremism, black pill ideology, mental health and the manosphere, as well as lifestyle 
categories including porn, video games, Internet culture or covid. Each of the authors 
coded each of the 385 initial topics independently of each other based on the top 20 key-
words for each topic and one representative document. After this first round, the Cohen’s 
Kappa score for all classifications was 0.3589. Several topics stood in the blurred space 
between two or more of our predefined categories. Subsequently, the co-authors went 
through each topic together, discussed differences, refined the definitions of the different 
labels and reached agreement on each topic. In addition to those topics that are part of our 
research design, we detected others (e.g. lifestyle categories) throughout our classification 
process. However, they are not part of this paper’s analysis.

Statistical tests

To investigate the general change in the content of the forum (RQ1) throughout the three 
time frames, we compared the prevalence of thematic scopes (extremism, black pill ide-
ology, mental health and manosphere), toxic and misogynist threads as dependent vari-
ables between the three time periods T1, T2 and T3 as independent variables.

Our two sets of measurements (thematic scopes and language scores) have different 
characteristics. For the thematic scopes, we look at a binary variable per thread for each 
thematic scope. A thread counts as holding positive during a time frame if at least one 
post of that thread was made during that time frame. Threads can therefore appear in 
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multiple time frames. We turned to non-parametric testing because the data is not ran-
domly sampled from the forum and the dependent variables are not normally distributed. 
Since we are interested in the differences between each binary thematic scope across 
three independent groups (T1, T2 and T3) of different sizes, we used a chi-square test to 
test for an association between the time period and the prevalence of a respective theme. 
We used pairwise proportion z-tests as post hoc tests between the time frame pairs fol-
lowing each other: [T1, T2] and [T2, T3] to understand how the prevalence of extremist 
threads changed between the time periods. We used Bonferroni correction to control for 
multiple (3) comparisons. The misogyny and toxicity scores, on the other hand, were 
initially calculated per post and are continuous. We calculated the mean score per thread 
and chose the Kruskal–Wallis test with Mann–Whitney U post hoc tests since we can 
rely on data from the ratio scale as the dependent variables compared to the binary data 
of the thematic scopes but still lack normally distributed data. The Kruskal–Wallis test 
allowed us to detect whether the central tendencies of the samples across the three time 
frames differed in their central tendencies. The Mann–Whitney U post hoc test subse-
quently compares the central tendencies for pairwise comparisons.

For the user level (RQ2), we tested the fraction of posts each user posted to threads of 
the four thematic scopes under investigation, depending on the time frame and rank. For 
misogyny and toxicity scores, instead of focusing on participation in specific threads, we 
measured the level of toxicity and misogyny for the posts of each user throughout each 
time frame and rank. As the distribution of user activity is highly skewed, with most 
users posting only once or twice during the half-year of data, we excluded 20% of the 
least active users, resulting in users who posted a minimum of four posts or more. We 
also cut off the top 2% of active users, resulting in users who posted no more than 2002 
times. This left 1481 (79.62%) users for analysis. In addition, we narrowed the sample to 
users who were active at least once in each of the three time periods (n = 421; 28.43%). 
In such a way, we address the question of whether the lockdown changed the radicaliza-
tion trajectory of users on incels.is, focusing on the same set of users throughout all time 
frames. This allows to investigate effects that could be otherwise concealed behind the 
general development of the forum.

We used multivariable linear regression models to investigate the possible effects of 
the time frame and rank variables – one for each independent variable. The dependent 
variables are based on the time frame and rank variables: given the directional and time-
dependent assumptions of this part of the analysis, we focused on the pairwise differ-
ences between T1 and T2 and T2 and T3. Therefore, we transformed the time frame 
variable into three binary variables (T1, T2 and T3). We only included the post-lockdown 
(T1) and pre-lockdown (T3) variables in our model. In such a way, the intercept repre-
sents the lockdown phase, and we can interpret the model results naturally against the 
lockdown condition.

Including a user’s rank as an independent variable controls for the assumption that 
users who spend more time and post more on the forum might be or might become more 
radical (RQ3). The incel.is forum has its own measure of user seniority based on the 
number of posts a user has posted, which we used for this analysis. We used a user’s cur-
rent rank when posting the respective post for our model. Each rank level upwards 
demands the same condition (500 posts and one more week of activity since the previous 
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rank level). Only the 12th rank (administrator) is not related to other ranks with the same 
condition. Therefore, we excluded these respective users from the analysis (3), leaving 
us with a final user sample of n = 418. We interpreted the rank variable as a ratio scale 
(origin is zero, equal distance between each scale level) ranging from 0 to 11. Since the 
rank variable is considered a possible confounder, we included additional interaction 
terms between the rank variable and the three time period variables.

Results

We start with reporting on the thread-level analysis (RQ1). We compared the prevalence 
of different thematic scopes, misogynistic threads and toxic threads (DV) between the 
three time periods (IV) – before, after and during the lockdown – to explore the short- 
and mid-term impact of the first global COVID-19 lockdown on the prevalence of 
extremist, black pill, mental health and manosphere content topics on incels.is.

The three time frames vary in total number of threads (see Table 1). Considering their 
length, the lockdown (∼1 month) and pre-lockdown (∼2 months and 3 weeks) phases 
were more active than the post-lockdown (∼2 months) phase. The four thematic scopes 
together made up over 42% of all forum threads for each time frame, with most threads 
being extremist in each time frame. All measures except manosphere showed significant 
differences between at least one pair of time frames (see Table 2). Based on the pairwise 
tests (see Table 3), we found that the fraction of extremist threads in the forum increased 
significantly by 1.252% in the post-lockdown period compared to the lockdown period 
(p = .04*). This is an increase from 1933 to 2212 active extremist threads in absolute 

Table 1.  Absolute numbers (fractions compared to all active threads in the respective time 
frame in brackets) of active threads across themes and time frames are shown.

Timeframe Extremism Black Pill Manosphere Mental health All active threads

T1 3195 (17.27%) 1423 (7.69%) 1609 (8.7%) 1556 (8.41%) 18.497
T2 1933 (17.31%) 1010 (9.05%) 996 (8.92%) 759 (6.8%) 11.915
T3 2212 (18.56%) 974 (8.17%) 1042 (8.74%) 963 (8.08%) 11.165

Table 2.  Thread level comparison. Chi-square test for the thematic scopes and Kruskal–Wallis 
test for the use of language scores.

Measure χ2 p-value

Extremism (topic) 9.539 .008**
Black pill (topic) 16.951 <.001***
Manosphere (topic) 0.443 .801
Mental Health (topic) 25.880 <.001***
Toxicity score 111.008 <.001***
Misogyny score 110.482 <.001***

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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numbers. This increase is especially noteworthy since the number of overall active 
threads decreased by 850 for the same period switch (see Table 1). The fraction of threads 
on the black pill theme increased significantly from the pre-lockdown to lockdown peri-
ods by 1.353% while the fraction of mental health threads decreased from pre-lockdown 
to lockdown by 1.614% (p < .001***) but bounced back from lockdown to post-lock-
down period by 1.284% (p < .001***).

The average level of misogyny in the threads increased during the lockdown signifi-
cantly (p < 0.001***) and dropped significantly afterwards (p < 0.001***) (see Table 4). 
For toxicity, we found no change with the advent of the lockdown but a significant 
increase from the lockdown to the post-lockdown period (p < .001***) (see Table 4).

We now focus on the remaining research questions (RQ2 and RQ3) on the participa-
tion of incels.is users in extremist threads, threads on the black pill, threads on mental 
health and threads on the manosphere and how user seniority impacts their participation 
as well as the user-level toxicity and misogyny of the language used. Here, we focused 
only on the users who were active in all three time periods. What follows are the results 
of our multivariate linear regression models, one for each dependent variable: extrem-
ism, black pill, mental health, manosphere, misogyny and toxicity. The independent vari-
ables are pre-lockdown, lockdown, post-lockdown, rank and the respective interaction 
terms between rank and pre- or post-lockdown phase.

All dependent variables in our model show a positive baseline level during the lock-
down period. All are statistically significant (p < .001***), implying that we found sta-
tistically significantly higher levels for all independent variables during the lockdown 
phase when not considering rank (see Table 5 and Table 6). For the numerical rank, we 
found significant negative associations with participation in extremist threads (−.0044; 
p =< .001***), the manosphere (−.0019; p = .025*) and the use of toxic language 
(−.0013; p = .004**). Those results indicate that seniority leads to less participation in 
such threads and a lower level of toxicity in user posts.

Table 3.  Thread-level pairwise comparison of thematic scopes, thread-level. Reporting the 
z-statistic, p-value and the difference in fractions between the respective time frames: pre-
lockdown (T1), lockdown (T2) and post-lockdown (T3). Differences are reported as a fraction 
of either theme in T1 and T2 minus T2 and T3, respectively.

Time Extremism Black pill Mental health

T1 vs T2 −.09; 2.789; 1% −4.11; .001***; −1.353% 5.02; .001***; 1.614%
T2 vs T3 −2.48; .04*; −1.252% 2.36; .0547; 0.872% −3.71; .001***; −1.284%

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Table 4.  Pairwise comparison of misogyny and toxicity on the thread-level between the 
respective time frames: pre-lockdown (T1), lockdown (T2) and post-lockdown (T3). Reporting 
z-statistic and p-value.

Time Misogyny Toxicity

T1 vs T2 99288019.5; 0.001*** 103250617.5; .99
T2 vs T3 71783899.5; 0.001*** 62150161.5; .001***

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Looking at the time frames T1 and T3, we found a significant negative association for 
participation in extremist threads compared to the lockdown period for both (−.0317, 
p < .001**; −.0288, p = .001**). Users posted before lockdown 3.17% and after lock-
down 2.88% less in extremist threads. For the black pill threads, we found the same 
phenomenon: less participation during pre-lockdown (−2.13%; p < .001***) and post-
lockdown (−2.32%; p < .001***) periods compared to the lockdown period. For threads 
on mental health, we found reversed correlations. Here, we observed positive effects 
during the pre-lockdown (1.27%; p = .013*) and post-lockdown (1.2%; p = .033*) times. 
Although mental health threads also played a crucial role in the forum during the lock-
down (see constant term; 7.35%, p = .001***), participation in such threads was greater, 
both before and after the initial lockdown period. For manosphere-themed threads and 
the misogyny level of posts, we did not find significant effects. The toxicity level of user 
posts showed a positive effect for the post-lockdown phase (.0068, p = .037**).

The effect sizes presented are small because they represent the change in the fraction of 
participation in a specific thematic thread compared to participation in any other thread. 
Their significance is shown when considering the specific context of, for example, extrem-
ist thread participation. Specifically, the reported decrease of 2.88% in the fraction of par-
ticipation in extremist threads, while seemingly minor in the broader context of all online 
engagement, represents a 12.60% reduction in participation in extremist threads when only 
considering such threads. This highlights the importance of contextualizing effect sizes, as 
seemingly minor shifts in overall participation can translate into substantial changes within 
a specific thematic thread. This argument holds for all reported effects. Therefore, the sta-
tistically significant effects always mirror relevant real-world changes in user behaviour.

Finally, we look at the interaction terms to assess whether observed effects on the 
time frame side can be at least partially explained by user seniority. The first interac-
tion term (T1 * rank) showed only non-significant effects, suggesting that the effect 
of the pre-lockdown period on the dependent variables did not change meaningfully 
through an increase in the user’s rank. The interaction term T3 * rank was statisti-
cally significant (p = .001**) and positive for extremism-themed threads. This sug-
gests that the negative effect of the post-lockdown period on users’ participation in 

Table 6.  User-level comparison of multivariable linear regression models with language scores 
as the independent variable. Coefficients cannot be interpreted as percentage points since the 
target variable refers to the average score across a user’s posts.

Toxicity Misogyny

  coef std err p coef std err p

const. .0669 .002 .001*** .0248 .001 .001***
rank −.0013 .000 .004** −.0001 .000 .0.725
T1 −.0051 .003 .085 −.0011 .001 .435
T3 .0068 .003 .037** .0012 .002 .434
T1 * rank .0008 .001 .208 .0001 .000 .660
T3 * rank -.0001 .001 .939 −.0003 .000 .315

Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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extremist threads was moderated by the user’s rank and vice versa, with each rank 
increasing the fraction of posting in extremist threads by 0.56%.

To contextualize this interaction, we plotted the distribution of participation in extrem-
ist threads for each time frame and rank combination (see Figure 2). We can see a lower 
level of participation in extremist threads for the last four ranks across all time periods. 
Higher ranks generally led to reduced participation in extremist threads, regardless of the 
time frame. However, by plotting the level of participation in extremist threads per rank 
between time frames, we can make the observation suggested by our regression results 
(see Figure 3): While the highest ranks held the lowest levels of participation in extremist 
content overall, those were the ones that increased their activity in extremist threads 
throughout the time periods (ranks 8, 10, 11 and 12); in other words, whereas the lower 
rank users did not continue to radicalize beyond the lockdown, the more senior users did.

Discussion

This study investigated the impact of the first COVID 19 lockdown on misogynist 
extremism within the incel community, operationalized in four key dimensions: toxicity, 
misogyny, general extremism and the incel-specific black pill ideology.

Figure 2.  Distribution of participation in extremist threads across user ranks for each time 
frame. The figure contains three subplots, one for each time frame (pre-lockdown, lockdown 
and post-lockdown). Each subplot shows a box-plot for the subset of users of a specific rank 
during a specific time period. Lower ranks generally correspond to higher participation in 
extremist threads, regardless of the time period. Outliers are not shown in this figure.
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The lockdown did not lead to an increase in extremist–themed threads on the forum 
level. However, this effect was found for other dimensions of misogynist extremism, 
such as the fraction of threads on the core (black pill) ideology of the incel community 
and the usage of misogynistic slurs. Threads themed with extremism, as well as toxic 
language, surged only after the lockdown ended. These observations point to the long-
term radicalization of general forum communication previously explored (Baele et al., 
2023) with temporary increases in ideological threads, which are, after all, the founda-
tion of extremist beliefs within the community, and misogynist language as first steps 
towards misogynist extremism (Green et al., 2023) and a subsequent increase in extrem-
ist topics and toxic language as advanced steps of radicalization. Consumption of ideo-
logical content (e.g. black pill) led to the radicalization of a user, even if the original 
content consumed was not extremist in itself (Ribeiro, Ottoni, et  al., 2021). For the 
impact of COVID-19 specifically, a similar radicalization of far-right groups was found 
on Telegram (Schulze et al., 2022).

Going beyond studying online radicalization through aggregations at the forum 
level, we also looked at the user-level effects. Focusing exclusively on users who have 

Figure 3.  Distribution of participation in extremist threads across time frames for each user 
rank. The figure contains three subplots, one for each rank (one to twelve). Each subplot shows 
the distribution of participation in extremist threads for all users of the same rank grouped by 
time period. Outliers are not shown in this figure.
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been active in every time period yielded different results than the forum-level investiga-
tion: users posted more on extremist and black pill–themed threads and less in mental 
health–themed threads during the lockdown phase than before or after. The seniority 
and time periods yielded negative effects regarding participation in extremist threads 
for the pre- and post-lockdown periods. However, their interaction effect was positive 
for the post-lockdown condition. In other words, more senior users tended to participate 
more actively in extremist threads after the lockdown than before and during the lock-
down (compared to less senior users). Toxicity rose in the post-lockdown phase, whereas 
misogyny did not change at all – posts during the lockdown were not more misogynist 
than before or after. However, we found a continuous presence of such slurs, independ-
ent of the time period.

Our user-level analysis revealed the role of seniority, which would otherwise have 
been concealed in a forum level analysis. We found radicalization effects seemingly cor-
related to the timing of the first lockdown and its aftermath. However, they were not 
driven by new members as suggested in previous research (Davies et al., 2021) but by 
senior forum members. Research has shown that members of the incel community par-
ticipated in a selective (re)interpretation of science to justify their worldviews (Cannito 
and Ferrero Camoletto, 2022; Daly and Reed, 2022; Johansson Wilen et al., 2024). A 
simplistic conclusion could see an alignment with the unprecedented doubts about health 
guidelines and scientific knowledge sparked by the COVID-19 infodemic – the radicali-
zation of senior incels being due to the infodemic coinciding with their practices. 
However, a key differentiation must be made: the infodemic discourse is focused on 
anti-intellectualism (i.e. the generalized distrust of experts and intellectuals) (Merkley 
and Loewen, 2021; Rathore and Farooq, 2020). In contrast to that, incels do not engage 
in anti-intellectualism in general but are rather fond of science – and believe that scien-
tific findings instead support their perspective (Johansson Wilen et al., 2024). Hence, 
there is no need to deny it. Therefore, we consider a different explanation to be more 
likely to have sparked the role of senior members in the observed radicalization phenom-
ena. More senior members of the forum who found ways to cope with real-world issues 
such as loneliness relapsed back to old habits during the first lockdown and after. The 
combination of lacking real-world contact (support net) and their incel membership per-
haps led to a re-radicalization of these users throughout the times of isolation.

However, the significant drop in mental health–related threads during lockdown also 
supports the assumption that incels perceived the lockdown time as calming (Vu, 2020) 
and thus had a positive impact on mental health issues. Therefore, our analysis reveals a 
striking dichotomy: while the lockdown period saw a general reduction in mental health–
related discussions, suggesting a calming effect on newer members, it appears to have 
triggered a re-radicalization among senior members. This divergence likely stems from 
these long-standing users having something to lose in the first place (established real-
world coping mechanisms) during isolation. In contrast, newer members, lacking these 
established coping strategies, may have found the lockdown’s isolation less distressing. 
This diametric effect, where the same event leads to opposite outcomes based on user 
seniority, warrants further investigation in the future.

Our findings, based on digital trace data, reinforce evidence that the discussion of 
mental health issues is a core aspect of the incel community and points to participation 
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in such discussions as a coping mechanism. However, mental health issues do not excuse 
the defamatory and extremist tendencies prevalent in the forum, regardless of the time 
frame (Kelly, Rothermel and Sugiura, 2024). We showed that the prevalence of mental 
health topics in the whole forum, as well as the participation of active users in these top-
ics, was lower during the pandemic compared to before and after. Thus, we provided 
novel insights based on digital trace data for academic discussion on the topic of mental 
health within the incel community (Kelly et  al., 2024; Marwick and Caplan, 2018; 
Marwick et al., 2022; Moskalenko, Gonzalez, et al., 2022). We interpret these results 
about the reduced prevalence and participation in mental health topics during lockdown 
as a proxy for decreased mental health issues (less discussion = fewer problems). This 
implies that the lockdown phase improved the mental health of incels on incels.is.

When looking at an extremist forum, a sound theoretical grasp of the ideology in 
question is necessary to understand the potential radicalization effect of a globally dis-
ruptive crisis event such as the COVID-19 pandemic. From a methodological perspec-
tive, our research showed that topic modelling is helpful for greater insight into extremist 
content and allows for capturing topical trends over time. Perhaps more importantly, we 
demonstrated that a multidimensional approach, distinguishing between ideological con-
tent, extremist content and different use of language scores, produces much more in-
depth and intricate details on the radicalization mechanics of an online group. Future 
empirical research should explore the definitory and operational separation of a com-
munity’s ideological and extremist markers and core topics.

Recognizing that our study focuses only on correlations and temporal associations is 
crucial. We cannot definitively establish lockdown periods as the causal factors behind 
the observed changes. Other external events or internal forum dynamics might have been 
contributing factors. However, the significance of the global lockdown and the lack of 
external factors of sufficient significance during that time allows us to make our assump-
tions with confidence. The second crucial limitation is that our findings on the post-
lockdown period only account for a limited time period after the lockdown ended. We 
cannot claim with certainty that the effects found during this period hold up beyond the 
observed time periods. Suppose the found effects do not hold over the long term. In that 
case, our findings contribute to an understanding of delayed effects – not everything an 
event causes must be observable within the exact time of the event. Future research on 
online radicalization should focus on a multifaceted longitudinal perspective to chal-
lenge such limitations.

Conclusion

Our research combines a theoretically sound definition of the specific kind of extremism 
present within the incel community with the addition of other non-extremist topics using 
data-driven measurements to explore the impact of the first COVID-19 lockdown on 
users of the online forum incels.is. We further provide a platform-level assessment and a 
user-level analysis. This contributes to the existing literature by operationalizing the 
theoretical soundness of incel-specific extremism as misogynist extremism and by 
implementing this definition in an empirical study. Our approach, through a topic model 
and the support of two distinct language scores, allows for a novel perspective, not just 
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on key extremist dimensions of online radicalization but also adjacent themes, such as 
toxicity, mental health issues and non-extremist ideological discourse (manosphere). 
This novel, multi-perspective approach allows us to draw nuanced insight on the forum- 
and user-level beyond the scope of previous research on the topic.

Our findings suggest a complex interaction between the pandemic, radicalization and 
mental health within the incel community. Although the lockdown period itself did not 
lead to an immediate surge in extremist content, it coincided with an increase in engage-
ment with the core incel ideology and misogynistic language. Interestingly, the most 
pronounced increase in extremist content and toxic language occurred after the lock-
down, suggesting a delayed radicalization effect, particularly among senior forum mem-
bers. This highlights the importance of longitudinal studies in understanding the 
long-term impacts of external events on online radicalization.

Furthermore, the observed decrease in mental health discussions during the lockdown 
challenges the simplistic notion that social isolation uniformly exacerbates mental health 
issues. This finding warrants further investigation of the potential coping mechanisms 
and support structures within the incel community and how they may interact with radi-
calization processes.

Future research should build on these findings by exploring the long-term effects of 
the pandemic and the short-term effects of other external events on incel radicalization, 
examining the specific mechanisms through which seniority contributes to radicalization 
and further investigating the relationship between mental health and extremism within 
this community. This research contributes to a deeper understanding of online radicaliza-
tion and provides valuable data for developing effective interventions and counter-narra-
tives. We provided evidence for short- and long-term radicalization effects that depend 
on user seniority. These findings hold implications for counter-radicalization efforts, 
which should focus on the long-term ideological resurgence of senior members rather 
than solely on the temporary radicalization of new members.
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Incels (involuntary celibates) are a group of people, linked to online misogyny and violent acts
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gender and the gender order to formulate how the hetero-patriarchal and cisgenderist

understanding of gender becomes an extremist worldview. We call this gender-based

extremism misogynist extremism because misogyny is the most obviously violent structure of

hetero-patriarchal gender order. Then, drawing on radicalization research and the social

network analysis paradigm, we answer the research question: what are the communication

patterns (network connections and actor attributes) that predict misogynist extremism

among incels? We conduct our analysis on publicly visible posts from the forum incels.is,

creating an undirected, unweighted network and then answering our research question using

the auto-logistic actor attribute model to understand what individual attributes and network

configurations predict user extremism. This study finds that extremists online form closed all-

extremist communication triads. Consequently, they are significantly less likely to start new

threads in the forum, suggesting that bonding social capital plays a more important role in an

individual user’s extremism than bridging social capital.
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Importance of studying misogyny as an extremist ideology:
an introduction

M isogyny and antifeminism are often factors in terrorism
regardless of ideology (Gentry, 2022), yet only recently
have they been noticed by terrorism and extremism

experts (O’Hanlon et al. 2024; Perliger et al. 2022). Notably, one’s
sexual life (or its absence) serves as a powerful catalyst for
extremism among young men (Hoffman et al. 2020) and a per-
ceived threat to manhood; the subsequent quest to reaffirm
masculinity through violent acts is recognized as a shared factor
among terrorists of any ideology (Ferber and Kimmel, 2008;
Kimmel, 2013). We argue that looking at patterns surrounding
violence motivated by extreme misogyny and acknowledging this
ideology for what it truly is—gender-based extremism (Berger,
2018: 34)—is crucial. The role of misogyny and antifeminism in
radicalizing young men leads us to label this form of gender-
based extremism as misogynist extremism. In naming it so, we
aim to highlight the direct anti-women agenda (Tranchese and
Sugiura, 2021), misogyny and antifeminism that is central to this
ideology. In contrast, there is no comparable evidence of violent
political mobilization in the name of misandry, even when con-
sidering cases like femcels (Kay, 2022). However, despite ample
similarities in the misogynist movements with far-right, this alone
fails to capture the full potential for extremist mobilization fueled
by hetero-patriarchal cisgenderist1 masculine frustration. Scholars
emphasize that overlooking the radicalizing power of misogyny
results in the systematic erasure of violence committed in its
name (e.g., Hoffman et al. 2020; Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021;
Gentry, 2022; Green et al. 2023; Miller, 2024).

Most of the mobilization around misogyny as an ideology takes
place on the internet, in the manosphere (Ging, 2017), a diverse
group of forums, communities and web pages loosely structured
around the idea that boys and men are victimized in con-
temporary culture due to feminism (ibid). Our research draws on
literature that recognizes misogynist hate speech online and traces
it to the activities of the manosphere (e.g., Jane, 2018; Ribeiro
et al. 2021). For this research however, we focus on incels, because
(1) they are the only manosphere group to which terrorism has
been linked (Tomkinson et al. 2020); (2) because of the clear
dehumanizing language they use, they are claimed to hold the
most radical ideology of the manosphere (Baele et al. 2019;
Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021); and (3) their ideology has been
studied from terrorism and radicalization perspectives (Miller,
2024; Moskalenko et al. 2022; Green et al. 2023).

There is a growing body of literature that recognizes the key
role the hetero-patriarchal cisgenderist gender order plays in this
ideology, although it has not been named this way. Calls to use
theoretical frameworks of hegemonic masculinity (Connell and
Messerschmidt, 2005) have been made, as this concept from
masculinity studies seems to be central to understanding the
ideology (Aiolfi et al. 2024) and the power that misogyny has in
extremism (Ferber and Kimmel, 2008; Kelly et al. 2024). We
answer this call by considering hegemonic masculinity in the
context of gender order (Connell, 2002) and the coloniality of
gender (Lugones, 2007) while employing the gender theories of
trans scholars (Bornstein, 1994; Butler, 1988) to describe how
misogyny is the first and most obvious violent structure of this
gender order.
We connect this theoretical grounding with the radicalization

research paradigm (Akram and Nasar, 2023; Alava et al. 2017;
Della Porta, 2018; Gentry, 2022) to study cognitive radicalization
within the misogynist extremist online community. By doing so,
we contribute to the radicalization literature on incels and, more
broadly, radicalization within online forums. We introduce a new
operational definition of misogynist extremism, the need for
which has been named by O’Hanlon et al. (2024), that is firmly

rooted in intersectional feminism and highlights the under-
standing of gender among trans scholars. We chose a metho-
dology that brings forth the connective nature of incel ideology—
social network analysis—researching radicalization in a novel way
through online communication between community members.
Researching the radicalizing network as highlighted by the 3N
radicalization approach2 (Kruglanski et al. 2019) is especially
crucial when researching misogynist extremism, the networked
nature of which has been emphasized for years (Ribeiro et al.
2021; Marwick and Caplan, 2018). This perspective has been
declared necessary by several studies (e.g., Akram and Nasar,
2023; Alava et al. 2017), yet to this day scarcely researched (Lara-
Cabrera et al. 2017; Renström et al. 2020, Bacaksizlar Turbic and
Galesic, 2023).

Incels: a case study in misogynist extremism
Incels mobilize around their inability to find a sexual and/or
romantic partner. They see “society as fundamentally hierarchized
along sex and attractiveness lines” (Baele et al. 2019: 1). This
hierarchy is believed to favor women and exclude unattractive
men. Their name itself, incels—an abbreviation of “involuntary
celibates”—shows this lack of sexual relationships is central to
their self-identification. Due to the patriarchal notion that they
are entitled to women and their bodies, incels perceive their lack
of romantic success not only as personal frustration but also as
moral wrongdoing inflicted on them by women and feminism.
They believe that they have been wronged by society for its
indifference to their situation and lack of political will to change it
(Cottee, 2021).
Incels are part of the manosphere, which is tied together by the

general idea that men are victimized, a concept embraced as “the
red pill” (Ging, 2017). Incels elaborate on this idea with “the black
pill”, recognized as central to the radicalization process in this
community (Green et al. 2023).

The blackpill reframes the perceived reality of Incels to
include hopelessness that reframes the struggle of Incels
from a problem to be solved (rejection by women), to a
social restratification (a return to the perceived strict
patriarchy of the midcentury), to a holy war (a recognition
that society will not change and violent reprisal is the only
acceptable response). (Green et al. 2023: 17)

It is the hopelessness of the black pill why incels have been
named the most radical group in the manosphere. While other
groups like Pick-Up Artists and Men Going Their Own Way are
advocating for certain strategies that should elevate the suffering
supposedly inflicted on them by feminists, incels believe their
situation to be immutable (Baele et al. 2019; Perliger et al. 2022).

This hopelessness is argued to lead to violence (e.g., Baele et al.
2019; Cottee, 2021; Green et al. 2023) on three levels: personal,
interpersonal and societal (Aiolfi et al. 2024). Current radicali-
zation measures of incel ideology focus on the approval of societal
violence (Moskalenko et al. 2022; Moskalenko et al. 2022);
however, within incel forums, there is not a broad consensus on
societal terror (Aiolfi et al. 2024). Therefore, feminist scholars
have been calling for recognition of misogynistic, hetero-
patriarchal and cisgenderist violent language’s power as it leads
not only to terrorism but to other forms of violence against
women (Chang, 2022; Cottee, 2021; Jane, 2018; Kelly et al, 2024;
Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021).

Relational nature of extremism online. According to Berger
(2018: 79), extremism is “a belief that an in-group’s success or
survival can never be separated from the need for hostile action
against an out-group”. Using Berger’s definition of extremism and
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Neumann’s definition of radicalization (“a process whereby
people become extremists”; Neumann, 2013: 874), we define
radicalization as a process by which people adopt a belief that the
success of their in-group is inseparable from hostile actions
against out-group(s).
In radicalization research, there is a distinction between

cognitive (developing extreme beliefs) and behavioral (engage-
ment in violent behaviors) radicalization (Whittaker, 2023).
Borum (2011: 26) writes that three essential measurements of
violent radicalization are “(1) developing antipathy toward a
target group; (2) creating justifications and mandates for violent
action; [and] (3) eliminating social and psychological barriers that
might inhibit violent action”. These three measurements can be
separated into cognitive and behavioral radicalization. Borum’s
first two measurements are dimensions of cognitive radicaliza-
tion, whereas the third transforms this cognitive radicalization
into violent action (behavioral radicalization).
A central concept for the relational approach to radicalization

is social capital (Saal, 2021). Following the broadly accepted
distinction between bridging and bonding social capital (Putnam,
2001), Saal notes that bonding social capital seems crucial for
radical networks, as it builds cohesive group identity while
promoting antagonism towards outsiders (Saal, 2021, p. 45). On
the other hand, this clique-like characteristic of bonding social
capital constrains the network size and limits the potential to
recruit new members, allocating this task to organizational hubs
that hold significant bridging social capital (Saal, 2021, p. 46).
Researchers have long recognized the importance of networks

in radicalization (Kruglanski et al. 2019) and, recently, have been
expanding this view to online communities as well. Research is
showing that active engagement in online extremist communities
is a better predictor of radicalization than pure extremist content
consumption (e.g., Akram and Nasar, 2023; Alava et al. 2017;
Renström et al. 2020). Even though incels and other terrorists
radicalized online are often labeled “lone wolfs”, this label is
misleading. Scholars agree that these actors may be physically
alone, but they have a network of like-minded people with them,
on their phones (Neumann, 2012; Miller, 2024). This means that
for every behaviorally radicalized lone-wolf terrorist, there is a
network of cognitively radicalized people online.
Concerned with cognitive radicalization (Whittaker, 2023), we

aimed to answer the research question, “What are the commu-
nication patterns (network connections and actor attributes) that
predict misogynist extremism among incels?” In so doing, we
developed a measurement of extreme misogyny, adopting
Borum’s (2011) first two measurements: developing antipathy
toward a target group and creating justifications and mandates
for violent action. The need for research on misogynist extremism
with an explicit definition of the concept was named in a scoping
review of the concept (O’Hanlon et al. 2024). Our operational
definition of cognitive misogynist extremism captures misogynist
dehumanization, gender essentialism and the approval of
violence, which are the key pillars of misogynist extremism
(Green et al. 2023; Miller, 2024; Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021).
The following section thus explains how misogynist extremism
emerges from a hetero-patriarchal, cisgenderist understanding of
gender relations, that is, the Eurocentric gender order (Connell,
2002; Lugones, 2007).

Conceptualization of misogynist extremism. The Eurocentric
gender order, shaped by a binary, cisgenderist and hetero-
patriarchal understanding of gender, produces hegemonic mas-
culinities (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) and other gendered
identities. It establishes, structures and hierarchizes power
dynamics between “men”, “women” and their diverse “others”.

The Eurocentric gender order gained prominence through Eur-
opean imperialism and globalization and perpetuates, organizes,
embodies and legitimates masculine dominance in the world
while delegitimizing any other (e.g., indigenous) understanding of
gender roles (Connell, 2002; Lugones, 2007).

Transgender scholars highlight how the naturalization of
biological sexual dimorphism, linked to discrete gender and
attraction to the opposite sex/gender, is a cultural construct
serving the interests of the dominant, Eurocentric culture (Butler,
1988; Bornstein, 1994; Spade, 2003). Both gender and compulsory
heterosexuality are mundane, ritualized forms of social legitimi-
zation: “performative accomplishment[s] compelled by social
sanction and taboo” (Butler, 1988: 520). These performances
include being perceived as cisgender and heterosexual (Spade,
2003). Gender and sexuality function as regulatory tools with
punitive consequences. Misogyny, as Bornstein writes (1994:
106), is the “most obvious violent structure” of gender, maintain-
ing the binary gender narrative by forcing people to be one or the
other, the oppressor or the oppressed.
Out of the gender order that maintains this binary, cisgenderist

and hetero-patriarchal understanding of gender, misogynist
extremism can easily arise, as misogyny is a violent structure of
gender. Misogyny is “an unreasonable fear or hatred of women,
[…] a prejudice that is symbolically exchanged [and] shared”
(Gilmore, 2010: 9). Employing this definition of misogyny and
Berger’s (20018) definition of extremism, misogynist extremism is
a gender essentialist belief that anyone assigned female at birth
falls into the category of women and that anyone assigned male at
birth should be wary of them. It segregates society into two
impervious genders based on the sex assigned at birth. Through
misogynistic beliefs, it categorizes these genders as an in-group
and an out-group. Then, again, through misogynistic beliefs, it
creates a narrative of threat from the out-group, which needs to
be resolved through hostile action. This means that misogynist
extremism is inherently cisgenderist and hetero-patriarchal.
Apart from misogynistic terrorism (Gentry, 2022), it often
appears as online harassment: gendered hate speech, doxxing,
revenge porn, social shaming, intimidation and threatening (Jane,
2018; Kay, 2022; Marwick and Caplan, 2018).

Hypotheses
Active engagement in online extremist communities has been
shown to be a better predictor for individual-level radicalization
than mere content consumption (e.g., Akram and Nasar, 2023;
Alava et al. 2017; Marwick et al. 2022; Renström et al. 2020;
Ribeiro et al. 2020). Nevertheless, it has been pointed out that not
every active user is an extremist (Marwick et al. 2022; Whittaker,
2023). We grapple with this by hypothesizing that more senior
(i.e., active and loyal) users are more likely to be extremists (H1).
A central concept for the relational approach to radicalization

is social capital (Saal, 2021). The significance of social capital,
having been shown in real-life radicalization networks, leaves the
question of how this mechanism translates to online radicaliza-
tion. Cottee (2021), argues that “black-pilled” members hold elite
status among incels, as they are believed to see the world as it is,
without illusions or wishful thinking—the black pill is the final
stage of the incel radicalization pipeline (Green et al. 2023). This
would suggest that extremist users hold significant bridging social
capital in an online radical network. Therefore, we expect regular
users to communicate with one extremist user but not to the same
extent as with each other: actor k-stars (H2). On the other hand,
extremists are supposed to be prone to developing cohesive cli-
ques of high-bonding social capital (Saal, 2021). To test which of
these is true in the online radicalization network of incels, we
hypothesize that non-radical users tend to connect to more than
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one extremist user, resulting in a triangle of communication with
two extremist users in it: a partner attribute triangle (H3). This is
a finding that suggests a compromise between bridging and
bonding social capital. Further, we expect extremist users to
communicate with each other, resulting in a triangle of com-
munication between all extremist users: a partner-partner attri-
bute triangle (H4), representing the communication network
among radicalized users (Della Porta, 2018) and containing high
levels of bonding social capital (Saal, 2021). All of these attributes
are defined and visualized in Appendix 5.
Cottee (2021) observed the use of highly group-specific lan-

guage, nicknames and slurs as a demonstration of group mem-
bership. Baele et al. (2019) also support this, claiming that the use
of a group-specific language determines the boundaries of the
incel community. In another paper, Baele et al. (2024) use the
frequency of highly group-specific language as a radicalization
measure of the forum as a whole. Therefore, we expect that
extremism is related to the use of highly group-specific language,
as they are both used as a confirmation of group
membership (H5).
We expect to find prejudices towards other groups among

extremist users and fewer prejudices among regular users as Zick
(2015) suggests that prejudices are connected. On incel forums,
ample racism and homophobia have been found (Jaki et al. 2019).
There has not been much research done on the role of homo-
phobia on the incel worldview; however, our earlier study (Coufal
et al. 2025) suggests that homophobia in the forum is used to
police masculinity and femininity. Similarly, the notion of
“homophobic homoeroticism” has been found in the forum
(Held, 2023). Racist beauty ideals in contemporary culture have
been pointed to as an integral part of recruitment to the incel
ideology (Cunningham Rogers, 2024; Gheorghe, 2024) and
internalized racism as an important step in the “black pill”
radicalization pathway for people of color (Chang, 2022; Green
et al. 2023). Based on these findings, we expect users who show
homophobia and racism to be more likely to be misogynist
extremists (H6).
These expectations lead to several hypotheses:
H1: More senior users are more likely to be misogynist

extremists.
H2: Users who form k-star network formations are more likely

to be misogynist extremists.
H3: Users who are a part of partner attribute triangle formation

are more likely to be misogynist extremists.
H4: Users who form partner-partner attribute triangle forma-

tions are more likely to be misogynist extremists.
H5: Users who use group-specific language are more likely to

be misogynist extremists.
H6: Users who show prejudice towards other groups are more

likely to be misogynist extremists.
H6a: Users who show homophobia are more likely to be

misogynist extremists.
H6b: Users who show racism are more likely to be misogynist

extremists.

Methods
Social network analysis is uniquely suited to researching the
structural communication patterns of extremist communities.
Scholars emphasize the significance of analyzing social contexts
and relationships which contribute to disseminating extremist
ideologies rather than solely concentrating on individual-level
factors (Borum, 2011; Della Porta, 2018). Zick (2015) highlights
group dynamics as crucial to individual radicalization, claiming it
is more important than demographic predispositions and per-
sonality profiles. In social groups, members form a collective

identity, and integration into the collective can often be through
radicalizing beliefs.

Data. We approached our research questions by constructing a
network based on the interpersonal communication of the largest
incel forum: incel.is. Incels.is is an online forum, the content of
which is visible without a log-in. However, to post, one must make
an account. The forum is organized into threads to which users can
reply or they can start a new thread. Additionally, users can reply to
any post in a thread—this does not start a new thread. In that
manner, incels.is works very similarly to Reddit, which comes
naturally as the incel community was one of the main reasons for
Reddit’s increased platform moderation in 2018 and the subsequent
quarantine and ban of major incel subreddits (Copland, 2020;
Ribeiro et al. 2021). This increased moderation was one of the
reasons incels.is was founded as a separate platform.
The analysis is based on all the posts visible on the forum, the

largest of its kind, in November 2022 (Wedel, 2023). For each
post, we know the author, the time of posting, the content of the
post, and whether the post starts a new thread, answers a previous
post or is simply posted in a thread without directly referring to a
previous post in the thread. For the analysis, we marked every
reply to a thread as a reply to the author that started the thread. If
a user was replying to a particular post in the thread, this was
recorded as a reply to that post’s originator and not to the user
starting the thread. Additionally, since users can reply to more
than one post in a thread, which was also encoded, it resulted in
multiple replies. Based on this reply information, we constructed
an undirected, unweighted reply network (Gaisbauer et al. 2021)
of this forum, which represents the social structure of the forum
in terms of public user-level communication. Through the thread
organization of the forum, users starting a thread naturally have
more edges than users only replying to threads.

Analysis. To test our hypotheses, we employed an auto-logistic
actor attribute model (ALAAM) that predicts the extremism of a
user based on their structural position within the network (Parker
et al. 2021). ALAAMs are intended to investigate the extent to
which a pattern of social relations among individuals (e.g.,
proximity to others and connection to people possessing specific
attributes may explain a particular dichotomous attribute (Robins
et al. 2001), misogynist extremism in this study. These models
allow for understanding “how individual behavior may be con-
strained by position in a social network and by the behavior of
other actors in the network” (Daraganova and Robins, 2012: 102).
In ALAAMs, social relations with other actors, who hold specific
attributes, are considered explanatory variables of a particular
actor attribute. The idea of this model is that individual attributes
are “potentially dependent on and may potentially influence the
attributes of others” (Daraganova and Robins, 2012: 104). A more
detailed explanation of this method is available in Appendix 1.
The analysis was conducted using the ALAAMEE package for

Python and the open-source software GNU Parallel (Stivala et al.
2024; Tange, 2018). The ALAAMEE package enables the analysis
of large-N networks because it utilizes the Equilibrium Expecta-
tion (EE) algorithm, which allows model-fitting onto these
(Stivala et al. 2024; more on this package and the EE algorithm in
Appendix 1). GNU Parallel was used for parallel runs of the EE
algorithm. The model defined in this study ran for approximately
200 h on 16 processors, with 40,000 iterations of the EE
algorithm. The results of the model were therefore computed
from 640,000 estimates. Estimates, standard errors, t-ratios and
the significance of estimates were computed based on the
ALAMMEE package’s definitions. This package estimates
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significance only on a true/false level, using the t-ratio threshold
and a normal distribution of standard errors.

Measurement. Based on the data described above, we established
text measures and network measures as variables for the ALAAM.
The content of each post was used to establish dictionary mea-
sures based on van der Vegt et al. (2021), Farrell et al. (2019), a
dictionary derived from Incel Wiki3 (Incel Wiki, 2024) and pre-
vious research (Coufal et al. 2025). These measures were used to
operationalize misogynist extremism on a post level and, subse-
quently, on the user level. We will first explain the oper-
ationalization of misogynist extremism, which was responsible for
the labeling of each post and, consequently, each user as the target
variable in our model. We will then provide the context of the
operationalization of the independent variables in our model.

Operationalizing misogynist extremism. We flagged a post as
misogynist extremism if it contained misogynist extremist lan-
guage, that is, language that seeks to dehumanize women,
marking them as an out-group (dimension I) and using the
language of violence (dimension II). To measure our operational
definition of misogynist extremism on both post and user levels,
we developed a dictionary for each of the two dimensions that our
definition is based on: (a) the operational definition of radicali-
zation by Borum (2011) and (b) the cisgenderist, hetero-
patriarchal worldview that is central to incel ideology (e.g.,
Kelly et al, 2024; Tranchese and Sugiura, 2021).

For the first dimension (radicalization, i.e., in-group/out-group
demarcation), we considered the language used by incels for
women: incels talk about women and females interchangeably,
assuming that anyone assigned female at birth falls into a category
of women and holds negative traits which they ascribe to this
gender. In the incel discussions, the word female served as an
etymological base for the derogatory terms “femoid” and “foid”,
which are a combination of female and android, suggesting that
females do not have human qualities. Baele et al. (2024: 397) named
these “dehumanizing outgroup labels”, and Chang (2022) analyzed
their usage to mark women as a “monstrous-feminine”, a popular
misogynist imagination ascribing negative traits to women. In incel
discourse, these terms are often used interchangeably with two
other dehumanizing terms: “holes” and “roasties”, referring to
female genitalia. These four slurs for women are offensive,
derogatory, misogynistic and gender essentialist. They dehumanize
people assigned female at birth and, in a gender-essentialist way,
equate them with women’s gender and reduce women to female
genitalia. They demonstrate the hetero-patriarchal, cisgenderist
understanding of gender present in incel ideology and are tightly
linked with in-group/out-group rhetoric (Coufal et al. 2025).

The second dimension of our misogynist extremism operatio-
nalization, the language of violence, is measured using two
established dictionaries: the Grievance Dictionary (van der Vegt
et al. 2021) and the Misogynist Lexicon (Farrell et al. 2019). We
select these two dictionaries because they have been successfully
used to predict violence from extremist texts (van der Vegt et al.
2021) and to measure misogyny on the incel forum (Ribeiro et al.
2021). Out of these two established dictionaries, we use only
selected categories because they are related to the measurements
of radicalization by Borum (2011):

Grievance Dictionary: deadline, hate, murder, soldier,
suicide, violence, weaponry

Misogynist Lexicon: physical violence, sexual violence

We combined these dictionaries because of the unique nature
of misogynist extremism, which is strongly linked to gendered

and sexual violence (Baele et al. 2019) but shares similarities with
other extremist worldviews (Perliger et al. 2022). Therefore,
combining the two dictionaries allows us to capture both the
specifically gendered and sexualized violence (Misogynist Lex-
icon) of misogynist extremism as well as the overall notion of
extremist violence (Grievance Dictionary).
We defined a post as misogynist extremist if it contains at least

one dehumanizing slur (“femoid”, “foid”, “holes” and “roasties”)
and one term of violence (from either dictionary). Combining the
language of violence with dehumanizing, gender-essentialist
terms mostly connected with in-group/out-group rhetoric (Baele
et al. 2024)4 allowed us to capture the hereto-patriarchal,
cisgenderist, as well as violent nature of misogynist extremism.
The full dictionaries for both dimensions of our operational
definition of misogynist extremism are listed in Appendix 2. Our
operationalization of misogynist extremism led to 5% of forum
posts being flagged as misogynist extremists. We did not
differentiate between different frequencies of term usage since
the usage of any number of terms must consequently result in the
qualitative assessment that a post expresses misogynist extremist
opinion.
This gave us a post-level classification of misogynist extremism,

but we still needed to transpose that to the user level to answer
our research question. We defined a user’s extremism and
subsequent radicalization level via consistent misogynist extremist
content production as a proxy (Neumann, 2012). To identify
users who consistently create misogynist extremist content over
time, we developed a binary variable (needed to comply with the
specifications of ALAAM as a logistic regression model)
indicating whether a user is a consistent content creator. This
variable was set to 1 if the user met both of the following criteria:

Minimum volume threshold: at least 35% of a user’s
content in a given month is misogynist extremist.

Activity frequency threshold: the user must meet the
minimum volume threshold in at least half of the months
this user is active.

This operational definition is likely a conservative estimate of
misogynist extremists. Both thresholds were selected using the
elbow method, graphs for which can be found in Appendix 3.

Operationalizing independent variables. As independent variables,
we operationalized individual user characteristics and the char-
acteristics of the network structures in which users are embedded.
Following our hypotheses, the independent variables were forum
seniority, three language-specific attributes (i.e., use of highly
group-specific language, homophobia, racism) and three network
attributes (i.e., partner triangle, partner-partner triangle and
k-stars formation—all defined in Appendix 5).
Forum seniority was measured through incel.is’s native user

seniority rank, spanning from 0 to 12. The same rules requiring
activity on the forum and time since registration are applied when
ranking users to each higher level, making this measure a
combined ordinal scale of activity and loyalty. The only exception
is the twelfth rank, the administrator. With administrators being
commonly very dedicated members of their respective commu-
nities across internet forums, the administrator rank can thus be
considered naturally the final rank for a forum’s ranking system.
We assume the same is true of incels.is and have kept the three
administrators in the dataset.
Prejudice toward other groups is measured based on dictionary

measures of homophobia and racism taken from Farrell’s et al.
(2019) Misogynist Lexicon. Incel slang is measured as a dictionary
measure of incel-specific language sourced from a signpost on
Incel Wiki. This signpost is displayed at the bottom of each Incel
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Wiki page (Incel Wiki, 2024). Though its intent is not explained
anywhere on the wiki page, the authors’ knowledge of incel jargon
allows us to estimate that it includes the most searched terms of
incel slang. From this signpost, single-word terms and two-word
terms have been selected to form a dictionary of incel slang. We
measure all three variables—homophobia, racism and incel slang
—as the proportion of posts of a user with at least one word from
the dictionary out of all posts of said user. We approach these
dictionary measures consistently with how they have been used in
Farrell et al. (2019), claiming that pure presence of slurs from the
dictionaries would allow for a post to be qualitatively assessed as
containing homophobia, racism or incel slang respectively.
Complete dictionaries used for measures of homophobia, racism
and incel slang are reported in Appendix 4.
Network attributes in this model are partner attribute triangle,

partner-partner attribute triangle and geometrically weighted
k-star as described and implemented by Stivala et al. (2024).
These three network measures are described in Appendix 5.

Results and discussion
The undirected, unweighted reply network of the incel.is forum
has 11,796 nodes and 1,119,848 edges. Self-edges have been
removed5. The graph has a density of 0.016 and a transitivity of
0.317. The mean degree of this graph is 189.87, and the maximal
degree is 3580. This means that on average, users have 189
connections to other users which are a combination of replies to
posts of the user of concern or replies of the user of concern to
posts of other users. When comparing users marked as mis-
ogynist extremists with regular users of the forum, we have 436
extremist users compared to 11,360 regular users. The degree
distribution of misogynist extremists vs. regular users (see Table
1), shows us that regular users have, on average, around 50 more
connections with other users than misogynist extremists have and
that the most connected misogynist extremists have two-thirds
the connections of the most connected regular user.
From the visualization in Fig. 1, we can see that extremist users,

as well as all of our non-network measures, are relatively evenly
distributed across the network. In other words, there are no
distinct clusters of communication that disproportionately
represent any particular attribute. Incel slang and racist slurs
appear with similar frequency throughout the network, while
homophobia is less prevalent. Although previous research has
found homophobia to be widespread in the forum (Jaki et al.
2019; Coufal et al. 2025), the proportion of homophobic posts
among each user's total posts is relatively small. Finally, the
visualization shows that misogynist extremist users tend to be
relatively new or junior members, which aligns with findings
from earlier research (Wedel and Coufal, 2025).
The results of our model of misogynist extremism as an

attribute of users on the incel.is forum are displayed in Table 2.
We can see that all of the hypotheses are significant. Hypothesis
H1, stating that more senior users on the forum are more likely to
be misogynist extremists, is significant, but the estimate is nega-
tive. This finding contrasts with the consensus in the literature
that engagement with extremist communities is a decent pre-
dictor of user radicalization (e.g., Akram and Nasar, 2023; Alava

et al. 2017; Marwick et al. 2022; Renström et al. 2020; Ribeiro
et al. 2020). Nevertheless, it has been pointed out that not every
active user is an extremist (Marwick et al. 2022; Whittaker, 2023).
Our findings further comply with novel evidence that for incels.is
more senior members seem to be less active in extremist threads
than more novice users (Wedel and Coufal, 2025).

Hypotheses H2–H4 are concerned with bridging and bonding
social capital (Putnam, 2001). H2, stating that users who form
k-star network formations are more likely to be misogynist
extremists, suggests that extremist users hold significant bridging
social capital. With a significant but negative estimate, we found
the opposite. This result brings essential understanding to the
forum dynamics and directly relates to the forum’s organizational
structure. The forum is organized into threads, to which users can
reply but also respond to each other within that thread. Our result
suggests that misogynist extremists are less likely to be the users
who create these threads. Instead, they perhaps just contribute to
threads created by other users.
Hypothesis H3 assumes that regular forum members connect

to more than one extremist user, suggesting a compromise net-
work formation between bridging and bonding social capital. The
estimate for H3 was significant and negative. On the other hand,
hypothesis H4 assumes that extremist users tend to connect
among themselves, suggesting bonding social capital, and we
found moderate support for this expectation. This indicates that
extremist users form closed all-extremist communications triads
and that regular users are less likely to be part of a closed triad of
communication with two extremist users. This result is in line
with the popular claim about face-to-face radicalization, which is
said to happen through tightly knit friendship groups (Della
Porta, 2018; Saal, 2021). Radicalization scholars agree that so-
called lone-wolfs, that is, terrorists radicalized online, may be
physically alone but have a network of like-minded people on
their phones (Neumann, 2012; Miller, 2024). We found moderate
evidence that misogynist extremists form closed triads of all-
extremist communication. In the social network analysis para-
digm, this is interpreted as trust among a group (Scott, 2006).
Therefore, we can conclude that bonding social capital is a factor
in online radicalization through forum communication, with
bridging social capital likely being “outsourced” to the forum
structure and perhaps the networking tendency of extremist
forums on the internet in general (Brace et al. 2024; Ribeiro et al.
2021).

The most unexpected finding of our study was in H5 and 6—
users who use group-specific (H5), homophobic (H6a) and racist
(H6b) language are more likely to be misogynist extremists. We
found these measures to be statistically significant, but negative.
This suggests that the in-group slang of incels, homophobic and
racist slurs are used by misogynist extremists significantly less
than by regular users. Cottee (2021) stated that group-specific
language is likely to demonstrate in-grouper status, and Baele
et al. (2019) suggested that in-group slang keeps the boundaries
between in-group and out-group in place. Racism is amply pre-
sent in the forum, as found by Jaki et al. (2019) as well as in our
data (85% of users have used a racist slur at least once). Regarding
homophobia, there is very little research done exploring its role in
incel ideology. Our previous research (Coufal et al. 2025) showed
that homophobia is amply present on the forum and used to
police correct expressions of femininity and masculinity.
It is therefore worth further investigation as to what the exact

role racism and homophobia plays in misogynist extremist
ideology. For racism, it could be that neocolonial beauty ideals
affect the early stages of radicalization process (Chang, 2022;
Green et al. 2023), as it plays an important role in the black pill
theory of how the world functions (Gheorghe, 2024). As homo-
phobia is used to police correct expressions of gender and

Table 1 Degree distribution for users marked as misogynist
extremists and regular users.

Count Mean degree Maximal degree

Whole forum 11,796 189.87 3580
Regular users 11,360 192.4 3580
Misogynist extremists 436 123.5 2137
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sexuality (Coufal et al. 2025, Held, 2023), it could also play a role
in early stages of radicalization, and as a user becomes more
radicalized, they stop caring about other out-groups and focus on
the main enemy—women. As all of the language measures have
effect in the opposite direction than what was expected based on
the literature, this warrants further study. It could be that the
users who use highly misogynistic violent language (as per our
operational definition of misogynist extremism) engage mostly in
“black pill” theorizing regarding their everyday life and don’t care
too much about other outgroups. More in-depth, perhaps quali-
tative analysis of these users should be conducted.
The limitation of this research is that the radicalization model

is cross-sectional and defined on an undirected network. Never-
theless, the user-level extremism model, measuring cognitive
radicalization (Borum, 2011; Whittaker, 2023) through the peer-
effect radicalization paradigm, has brought some crucial insights

in understanding the communication patterns of misogynist
extremism. Future work should focus on theory-derived expec-
tations on directed networks, such as whether extremist users
tend to be senders or receivers of connections, contagion reci-
procity and so on (Stivala et al. 2024). Another significant future
development would be integrating temporal elements into the
model to measure how extremism spreads throughout the net-
work over time. Another limitation of this model is that it does
not include centrality measures. This should be further investi-
gated and would warrant a paper of its own.

Conclusion
This article answered the research question: what are the
communication patterns (network connections and actor attri-
butes) that predict misogynist extremism among incels?

Fig. 1 Visualization of non-network user level attributes. Blue dots represent non-extremist users, and red dots represent extremist users. The size of the
dot represents the attribute value (10 minimum, 110 maximum, 60 baseline size). The first panel displays a baseline visualization of the user base with all
dots having equal size. The second panel displays a visualization of the user base, with the size of the dot representing the intensity of homophobia in the
posts of that user. The third panel displays a visualization of the user base, with the size of the dot representing the intensity of incel slang in the post of
that user. The fourth panel displays a visualization of the user base, with the size of the dot representing the intensity of racism in the post of that user. The
fifth panel displays a visualization of the user base, with the size of the dot representing the seniority (user rank) of that user.

Table 2 Results of auto-logistic actor attribute model of misogynist extremism on the incel.is forum.

Parameter name Estimate St deviation St error t-ratio Significance

Forum seniority H1 −6.8274 74.43 0.28 0.57 *
k-star H2 −3.386 1.233 0.0166 0.2 *
Partner triangle H3 −0.00483 0.00766 0.00006 0.5793 *
Partner partner triangle H4 0.01769 0.06049 0.000082 0.5456 *
Incel slang H5 −4.706084 3.10024 0.023217 0.5077 *
homophobia H6a −0.3259 0.31732 0.00242 0.5932 *
racism H6b −3.78336 2.460045 0.01879 0.4998 *
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Through our theoretical conceptualization of misogynist
extremism, we extend the concept of gender-based extremism
(Berger, 2018: 34). We theorize misogynist extremism through
different theories of gender and the gender order (e.g., Butler,
1988; Bornstein, 1994; Connell, 2002; Lugones, 2007; Spade,
2003;) specifically to highlight how hetero-patriarchal and cis-
genderist understandings of gender allow misogyny to become
an extremist worldview.
The studied case of misogynist extremism in this paper is incels

(involuntary celibates) who are linked to online misogyny and
violent acts of terrorism (Gentry, 2022; Marwick and Caplan,
2018; Tomkinson et al. 2020). We analyzed the public commu-
nication on the incels.is forum, creating an undirected,
unweighted reply network (Gaisbauer et al. 2021), using the auto-
logistic actor attribute model (Daraganova and Robins, 2012;
Stivala et al. 2024). We position our research in the cognitive
peer-effect radicalization paradigm and incorporate the feminist
critique of the current state of radicalization research.
This study found that active and loyal users on the forum are less

likely to be misogynist extremists. Further we found that extremist
users do not hold significant bridging social capital (Putnam, 2001).
This implies that these extremists are less likely to create threads
but instead contribute to existing ones. On the other hand, we
found that bonding social capital is crucial for online radicalization.
This suggests that both online and “offline” radicalization work in a
similar manner through friendship networks (Saal, 2021; Della
Porta, 2018). Surprisingly, we found that misogynist extremists are
less likely to use group-specific language and the notorious pre-
sence of racism and homophobia on this forum does not seem to be
linked to the consistent creation of misogynist extremist content.

Data availability
The data is available at Wedel (2023) GESIS data archive:
10.7802/2485.
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Notes
1 Cisgenderism and heterosexism “grant privileges to heterosexuals whose behaviors and
appearance match the gender roles assigned to them, and can oppress lesbian, gay and
bisexual individuals, as well as anyone displaying non-cisgender behavior, identity or
experiences such as transgender individuals” (Hutton et al. 2020).

2 The 3N radicalization approach posits that radicalization towards extremism occurs
when an individual experiences the need for significance, encounters and embraces an
ideological narrative that legitimizes violence as the path to achieving that significance
and has that narrative then validated and reinforced by a supportive network
(Kruglanski et al. 2019).

3 Incel Wiki describes itself as “an encyclopedia about the manosphere at large,
particularly incels, in the English language. It is meant to be a repository of academia,
folk theories, memes, people, and art associated with involuntary celibates” (Incel Wiki,
2024).

4 Our approach is different from the dictionary of Baele et al. (2024), which measures
the extremity of incel language, because this dictionary does not distinguish between
general incel slang and misogynist extremist language. They consider any incel slang to
be a sign of extremity and, in this way, measured the radicalization of the forum as a
whole. Because of hypothesis H5, testing if group-specific slang predicts user-level
extremism, we cannot use this dictionary.

5 Because it is a requirement of ALAMEE package utilized to compute our model.
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Conclusion 

In the conclusion, I extrapolate key findings from my dissertation research, as presented 

in the three papers above. In particular, I focus on answering the two overarching research 

aims: (1) how misogyny is translated into extremist ideology; and (2) what mechanisms 

assist the diffusion of misogynist extremism in an online forum. Importantly, I am not 

simply summarizing the findings of individual research papers presented, but rather 

connecting them together with the above-presented theoretical grounding and drawing 

broader conclusions that go beyond the limits of each individual paper. 

Firstly, the idea of hegemonic masculinity, with its related hierarchization of masculine 

people even to the extent that some men “can only lay claim to a symbolic form of 

patriarchal dividend in the reduced form of being able to at least claim (hyper) 

masculinity – and heterosexual conquest – in a social situation where very little else can 

be claimed” (Christensen & Jensen, 2014, p. 69 - 70), provided an important insight into 

the transformation of incels’ personal frustration into political objective. This has been 

suggested as an important research approach by the review papers of O’Hanlon et al. 

(2024) and Aiolfi et al. (2024), and my dissertation has addressed this research gap. Incels 

believe that they are on the lowest end of the hierarchy of hegemonic masculinity and 

that, because of this, they are unable to establish romantic connections with women, as 

well as that it is difficult for them to achieve any fulfillment in life. This results in 

discussions about mental health, which are a prominent part of the discourse on incels.is 

(Wedel & Coufal, 2025). However, instead of critiquing the system of hegemonic 

masculinity, they attribute their lack of success in romantic relationships to the rise of 

feminism and the supposedly shallow, malicious nature of women. This is why, even 

though approximately 10% of the discussions on incels.is are dedicated to mental health, 

still 15% to 25% of the forum discussions can be classified as extremism, as can be seen 

in figure 1. 

Figure 1 also provides important insight into the thematic focus of the forum incels.is. It 

clearly shows that discussions classified as extremist are the most frequent discussions on 

the forum throughout the period under scrutiny and, in fact, appear to be on the rise. 

During the six months shown in the figure, the percentage of extremist threads ranges 

from 15% to 25% of the entire forum. From figure 1, it is also apparent that general 
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ideological discussions that don’t cross the line to extremism (as defined by Berger, 

2018), represent approximately 5% to 10% of the discussions. Therefore, it can be 

summarized that ideological and extremist discussions account for 20% to 35% of 

discussions on the incels.is forum. The remaining 11 most frequent topics cover everyday 

life, dating, entertainment, mental health, societal topics, internet culture, attractiveness, 

and other manosphere groups and ideologies. This figure gives a broad idea that the forum 

can indeed be classified as extremist as a whole, as the dominant theme of discussions on 

the forum is extremist. However, it also shows that users of the forum turn to it for self-

help and a sense of belonging, as evidenced by discussions on mental health, 

attractiveness, dating, and life in general. This makes the lack of critique of the hegemonic 

masculinity hierarchization in relation to their lack of success in romantic relationships, 

and instead using the idea of the supposed malicious and shallow nature of women to 

politically mobilize, even more problematic.  

 

Figure 1. Fraction of threads classified as a certain topic during the period under scrutiny 

in (Wedel & Coufal, 2025). This figure displays the 11 most frequent topics. 

This supposed shallow, malicious nature of women is a centuries-long misogynistic idea, 

which has been named in feminist research “the monstrous feminine”, a popular 

misogynist imagination ascribing negative traits to women. Chang (2022) analysed incel 

discourse to show how the shocking, overt, and violent misogyny on the forum is not 
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new, but rather draws on this centuries-long misogynistic idea of monstrous feminine. 

Chang's (ibid) analysis supports Sugiura's (2021: 94) claim that “Incel is not a unique 

manifestation of misogyny, confined to online spaces, instead the attitudes they espouse 

(though blatant and shocking) are at the core, characteristic of and reinforced by wider 

societal stereotypes of gender”. Research presented as part of this dissertation specifically 

identifies four newspeak slurs popular among incels that capture and highlight 

cisgenderist dehumanizing, othering, and out-group marking in the forum, allowing the 

application of the term ‘extremism’ as defined by Berger (2018), and highlight the idea 

of “the monstrous feminine”, as described by Chang (2022). 

These terms are “femoid”, “foid”, “holes”, and “roasties” (Coufal et al., 2025; Coufal & 

Wedel, 2025). Among incels, they are popular slurs for women. The word “foid” is even 

among the 100 most common words used on the forum, even including stop words (such 

as the, a, and, to, it, is, are, etc.) (Coufal, 2022). The word female served as an 

etymological base for the derogatory terms “femoid” and “foid”, which are a combination 

of female and android, suggesting that females do not have human qualities. Baele et al. 

(2024, p. 397) named these “dehumanizing outgroup labels”, and Chang (2022) names 

them as blatant examples of the “monstrous feminine” idea. According to my research 

(Coufal et al., 2025), these terms are often used interchangeably with the other two 

dehumanizing terms: “holes” and “roasties”, referring to female genitalia. These four 

slurs for women are offensive, derogatory, misogynistic, and gender essentialist. They 

dehumanize people assigned female at birth and, in a gender-essentialist way, equate them 

with women and reduce women to female genitalia. They demonstrate the hetero-

patriarchal, cisgenderist understanding of gender present in incel ideology and are tightly 

linked with in-group/out-group rhetoric (Coufal et al., 2025). 

Answering the first research objective: how misogyny is translated into extremist 

ideology, I conclude that emancipated women, and non-heterosexual and gender diverse 

people are discussed in pejorative terms, aiming to dehumanize and delegitimize them. 

Through this, the Eurocentric cisgenderist heteropatriarchal gender order is perpetuated 

while being framed as threatened. As Butler (1988) and Lugones (2007) point out, the 

current gender order dictates heterosexuality to be part of the correct gendered expression. 

Therefore, we can understand that emancipated women, as well as queer and transgender 

people, challenge the hetero-normative traditional gender roles and binary perceptions of 
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gender prescribed by the cisgenderist, heteropatriarchal gender order, especially 

challenging its naturalized status, immutability, and universality.  

Research presented as part of this dissertation (Coufal et al., 2025) shows that the 

discussions feature tools – most prominently othering (Lumsden & Harmer, 2019), 

dehumanization (Haslam & Stratemeyer, 2016; Kronfeldner, 2021), and scapegoating 

(Bauer et al., 2021; Cannon, 2022) – that have been shown to pave the ground for 

radicalization and violent acts in the material world (e.g., Maussen & Grillo, 2014). 

Consequently, previous applied incel research defines extremism on online incel 

platforms accordingly, in a broader sense, with violent extremism defined as ‘the 

endorsement of violence against dehumanized outgroups’ rather than as the enactment of 

violence (Baele et al., 2024, p. 383). In the two papers concerned with radicalization 

towards extremism (Coufal & Wedel, 2025; Wedel & Coufal, 2025), with my co-author, 

we bring some important insights into the forum-wide and interpersonal dynamics of 

radicalization, to answer the second research objective: what mechanisms assist the 

diffusion of misogynist extremism in an online forum. 

Scrutinizing the development of forum-level radical content pointed to a long-term 

radicalization of general forum communication with temporary increases in ideological 

discussions (black pill) and misogynist slurs, over time followed by an increase in 

extremist discussions and toxic language (Wedel & Coufal, 2025). Black pill ideology 

and misogyny are the foundations of misogynist extremism, and according to Green et al. 

(2023), are the first steps towards misogynist extremism. Consumption of ideological 

content (black pill) led to the radicalization of a user, even if the original content 

consumed was not extremist in itself (Ribeiro et al., 2021), which led to the subsequent 

increase in extremist topics and toxic language in the forum. This finding broadly aligns 

with Baele et al. (2024), who also found that over time, the discussion on incels forums 

gets more radical, albeit using a dictionary method to measure extremism, which did not 

distinguish between ideological and extremist content. 

At the interpersonal level of radicalization, the research presented in this dissertation 

offers several important insights. There is a consensus in the literature that engagement 

with extremist communities is a decent predictor of user radicalization (Akram & Nasar, 

2023; Alava et al., 2017; Marwick et al., 2022; Renström et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2020). 

However, both papers concerned with radicalization dynamics within the forum (Coufal 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/14614448251336432#bibr4-14614448251336432
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& Wedel, 2025; Wedel & Coufal, 2025), using different methods of scrutiny, found that 

it is rather newer users who tend to display more misogynist extremism within their posts 

as well as interact more with misogynist extremist content. It has been pointed out that 

not every active user is an extremist (Marwick et al., 2022; Whittaker, 2022), and because 

the measure of seniority depends on activity and loyalty to the forum, it is therefore 

understandably not a good predictor of individual user radicalization. The exceptions to 

this rule are the three highest ranks of seniority, as shown in the Radicalization or Relief 

paper (Wedel & Coufal, 2025), which indicates that members of these ranks follow a 

similar temporal development in the content they interact with as the forum itself. 

Therefore, I conclude that although most misogynist extremism is created by new 

members of the forum, as the forum as a whole gets more radical, the most loyal and 

active members also get more radical. 

Face-to-face radicalization is said to happen through tightly knit friendship groups (Della 

Porta, 2018; Saal, 2021). Similarly, radicalization scholars agree that so-called lone 

wolves, that is, terrorists radicalized online, may be physically alone but have a network 

of like-minded people on their phones (Miller, 2024; Neumann, 2012). Up until now, it 

has not been clear whether simple consumption of radical content can lead to lone-wolf 

radicalization or whether interpersonal ties play a role, however remote they may be. In 

the Radicalization within a network of misogynist extremism paper (Coufal & Wedel, 

2025), we found moderate support for the importance of these interpersonal ties, 

suggesting that there exists a certain level of interpersonal trust among misogynist 

extremists active in the forum (Scott, 2006).  

In the research, we found conflicting evidence regarding homophobia and racism. Even 

though they are part of the toxicity measure (Perspective API, 2024; Trott et al., 2022) 

employed in the Radicalization or relief paper (Wedel & Coufal, 2025), and we found 

that toxicity on the forum increased alongside increased extremism, in the Radicalization 

within a network of misogynist extremist paper (Coufal & Wedel, 2025), both of these 

measures were not connected to a particular user producing misogynist extremist content. 

Both homophobia and racism are amply present in the forum (Jaki et al., 2019), and the 

Fight with words paper (Coufal et al., 2025) showed that homophobia is used to police 

correct expressions of femininity and masculinity. It is therefore worth further 

investigation as to what the exact role racism and homophobia play in misogynist 
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extremist ideology. “For racism, it could be that neocolonial beauty ideals affect the early 

stages of the radicalization process (Chang, 2022; Green et al., 2023), as it plays an 

important role in the black pill theory of how the world functions (Gheorghe, 2024). As 

homophobia is used to police correct expressions of gender and sexuality (Coufal et al., 

2025; Held, 2023), it could also play a role in early stages of radicalization, and as a 

user becomes more radicalized, they stop caring about other out-groups and focus on the 

main enemy—women” (Coufal & Wedel, 2025, p. 7). 

The original contributions of this dissertation are two-fold. First, to introduce conceptual 

and operational definitions of misogynist extremism that are firmly rooted in empirical 

data, as well as decolonial and trans studies feminism. Not only has misogynistic 

extremism not been conceptually defined before (O’Hanlon et al., 2024), but the 

conceptual definition presented in this dissertation foregrounds the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity, which has been pointed to as crucial (Aiolfi et al., 2024; O’Hanlon et al., 

2024), while contextualizing it in the broader gender order, which has been developed by 

transgender and decolonial scholars to describe the oppressive nature of this order and the 

way it has been used to perpetuate racist ideas and justify colonization. Second, this 

dissertation contributed to enhancing the understanding of radicalization within online 

spaces. Specifically, it introduced a novel methodological approach through user-level 

analysis, including peer-to-peer connections. This perspective, although crucial for 

radicalization research (Della Porta, 2018; Kruglanski et al., 2019), has been very scarcely 

present in online radicalization research in general and in incel research in particular. 

I believe that the importance of this work lies in the conceptualization of misogynist 

extremism as an ideology that is trying to eliminate challenges to the existing Eurocentric 

gender order. This theoretical grounding is novel and truly important because it highlights 

critiques of the misogynist macrostructure from marginalized perspectives. Grounding 

this understanding in decolonial feminism highlights the racist elements of this macro 

structure, the inherent whiteness in the patriarchal conceptions of manhood and 

womanhood, and the violent history of using this gender order as a tool of subjugation of 

colonized people. Further, grounding misogynist extremism in transgender theory most 

explicitly allows for the critique of the biological determinism of gender and allows for 

understanding how misogynistic extremism functions within the sex-gender matrix as 

described by Butler (2020). This theoretical grounding describes that racism, transphobia, 
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homophobia, and misogyny are all connected in the broader ideology of binary gender 

order, and that this binary gender order is upheld by positioning masculine against 

feminine.  

The theoretical grounding of this dissertation in decolonial feminism and transgender 

theory allows for a critical examination of how societal gender norms and ingrained 

misogyny contribute to extremist worldviews. The research emphasizes that incels “are 

not deviant others” (Sugiura, 2021), but rather their attitudes are characteristic of and 

reinforced by wider societal stereotypes of gender. This underscores that misogynist 

extremism is not an isolated phenomenon but deeply connected to broader societal 

structures and existing misogynistic ideas. The research highlights that misogyny is not 

just a prejudice but a violent structure of gender that is essential for maintaining a binary, 

cisgenderist, and hetero-patriarchal gender order. When misogyny incorporated in this 

gender order is formulated into an extremist worldview, it becomes misogynist 

extremism. 

Empirically, this dissertation offers a nuanced view of online radicalization, employing a 

range of computational social science methods. Taken together, the findings of this 

dissertation indicate that misogynist extremism in online forums develops through a 

gradual and multilevel radicalization process. At the forum level, general communication 

becomes increasingly radical over time, with early increases in ideological “black pill” 

discourse and misogynist language preceding later growth in explicitly extremist content 

and broader toxicity. At the user level, radicalization is not driven by long-term 

participation per se; rather, the results suggest a U-shaped pattern, with the most 

interaction with and creation of extremist content observed among the newest users, 

followed by the most senior users, with the mid-level-seniority users not being that 

engaged with misogynist extremist content. 

Network-level analyses further suggest that interpersonal ties and interaction patterns 

matter, providing moderate support for the role of trust and peer influence in online 

radicalization. It demonstrates that interpersonal ties, specifically, tight-knit extremist 

communication triads, play a role in online radicalization, suggesting that even "lone 

wolves" have a network of like-minded individuals. Finally, although racism and 

homophobia are pervasive in the forum environment and contribute to overall toxicity, 

their precise role in individual misogynist radicalization remains ambiguous. Factors like 
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user seniority, group-specific language, racism, and homophobia have complex and 

sometimes counterintuitive relationships with misogynist extremism at the individual 

user level. 

For future research, I would like to see several pathways taken. These are: (1) further 

explorations of the role hegemonic masculinity plays in radicalization; (2) additional 

employment of network analysis and network modelling to investigate online 

radicalization; (3) exploring further possible explanations of the radicalization patterns 

uncovered in this dissertation, such as the echo chamber effect; and finally (4) exploring 

loneliness as a possible explanatory variable of online radicalization. 

Regarding the future research avenue (1) explorations of the role hegemonic masculinity 

plays in radicalization, I believe that my dissertation, drawing on existing literature 

connecting the masculine patriarchal role to radicalization (Díaz & Valji, 2019; DiBranco, 

2022; Ferber & Kimmel, 2008; Gentry, 2022), provided a novel theoretical understanding 

of this connection. This dissertation demonstrated the applicability of this theory to the 

misogynistic extremism found among incels, and by extension, in less radical forms in 

the whole manosphere. Future research should build on this theoretical innovation and 

investigate its applicability to other forms of extremism. This theory should apply to other 

forms of extremism, as other researchers suggested that masculinity and misogyny play 

an important role in radicalization and terrorism in any ideology, but further research is 

necessary. 

The future research pathway (2), additional employment of network analysis and network 

modelling to investigate online radicalization, directly corresponds to the research paper 

Radicalization within a network of misogynist extremists (Coufal & Wedel, 2025). My 

dissertation has provided an important first step in this direction. Network analysis has 

seldom been utilized in online radicalization research, even though it has been shown to 

be crucial for in-person radicalization (for overview see Della Porta, 2018). My 

dissertation research suggested that interpersonal ties of trust – bonding social capital – 

have moderate explanatory power in predicting extremism among users. Therefore, the 

role of interpersonal ties in online communication warrants further investigation. In 

particular, this dissertation presented a cross-sectional model of radicalization on an 

undirected network and ruled out the explanatory power of many other factors beyond 

interpersonal ties. Future research should focus on testing various other network 
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configurations and their role in user radicalization. Incorporating the time element into 

the network model would also be of benefit. 

When discussing the results of the second dissertation paper, Radicalization or relief 

(Wedel & Coufal, 2025) the future research path (3) has emerged. The future research 

path (3), exploring further possible explanations of the radicalization patterns uncovered 

in this dissertation, such as the echo chamber effect, would further clarify one of the 

results of this paper. It has been suggested that the trend of most senior users becoming 

more radicalized as the forum as a whole becomes more radicalized could indicate an 

echo chamber effect, but it could also be a time-specific effect related to COVID-19. The 

echo chamber effect is widely discussed in the online polarization and radicalization 

literature, but there is no consensus on whether this effect truly exists (for overview see 

Chen, 2022). Testing whether the trend uncovered in the Radicalization or relief paper is 

indicative of an echo chamber would further this discussion. 

The last future research avenue, (4) exploring loneliness as a possible explanatory 

variable of online radicalization, is reacting to developments in radicalization studies, that 

criticizes profiling through sociodemographic variables and social isolation as 

insufficient for identifying people who will radicalize into extremist ideologies (for a 

summary, see Githens-Mazer & Lambert, 2010). While social isolation alone is an 

insufficient predictor of radicalization, loneliness, defined as the discrepancy between 

existing and desired social ties (Barreto et al., 2021), represents a more personal and 

subjective experience that may help explain why some individuals enter online 

radicalization pathways, and others do not. Incels mobilize around the deficit in romantic 

and/or sexual ties, making them an extremist community centred around loneliness. This 

is further exemplified in community-specific terms such as “KHHV” (“kissless, 

handholdless, hugless virgin”). I believe that exploring loneliness as a factor in 

radicalization among incels would be a fruitful research endeavour.  

This dissertation synthesizes three studies to explain how misogyny is transformed into 

extremist ideology within the incels.is forum and how such extremism diffuses online. 

Drawing on the concept of hegemonic masculinity, it argues that incels perceive 

themselves as marginalized within a masculine hierarchy and reinterpret personal 

romantic and social frustrations as political grievances, blaming feminism and women—

framed through the longstanding trope of the “monstrous feminine”—rather than 
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critiquing gender hierarchies themselves. Although users seek belonging and discuss 

mental health, ideological and extremist content constitutes 20–35% of forum 

discussions, with explicitly extremist threads forming a dominant and rising share. The 

research identifies dehumanizing “newspeak” slurs (e.g., “femoid,” “foid,” “holes,” 

“roasties”) as key mechanisms of othering and out-group construction, reinforcing a 

cisgenderist, heteropatriarchal worldview and meeting definitions of extremism centered 

on dehumanization and endorsement of violence. At the forum level, increasing 

engagement with black pill ideology and misogynistic language precedes rises in 

extremist and toxic content, suggesting gradual radicalization over time. At the 

interpersonal level, moderate evidence indicates that online interpersonal ties and trust 

networks facilitate radicalization.  
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Shrnutí 

V tomto disertačním výzkumu s názvem: Mechanismy šířící extremismus v online 

komunitě: případová studie misogynního fóra incelů, se zaměřuji se zejména na 

zodpovězení dvou hlavních výzkumných cílů: (1) jak se misogynie proměňuje v 

extremistickou ideologii; a (2) jaké mechanismy napomáhají šíření misogynního 

extremismu v online fórech. V prvé řadě, myšlenka hegemonické maskulinity a s ní 

související hierarchizace mužů, poskytla důležitý vhled do transformace frustrace incelů 

v politický cíl. Tato hierarchizace privileguje i marginalizuje muže a to do takové míry, 

že někteří muži mohou uplatňovat pouze symbolickou formu patriarchálního privilegia, 

jehož absenci kompenzují vyjadřováním hypermaskulinity a snahou o heterosexuální 

dobývání (Christensen & Jensen, 2014, s. 69–70). Incelové věří, že se nacházejí na 

nejnižším stupni hierarchie hegemonické maskulinity, a tím vysvětlují skutečnost že 

nejsou schopni navázat romantické vztahy se ženami, a že je pro ně obtížné dosáhnout 

jakéhokoli naplnění v životě. To vede k diskusím o duševním zdraví, které jsou 

významnou součástí diskurzu na fóru incels.is, jak ukázal můj výzkum (Wedel & Coufal, 

2025). Místo kritiky systému hegemonické maskulinity však svůj neúspěch v 

romantických vztazích připisují vzestupu feminismu a údajné povrchní, zlomyslné 

povaze žen.  

Tato údajná povrchní, zlomyslná povaha žen je staletí trvající misogynní představa 

přisuzující všem ženám jako celku negativní vlastnosti, která byla ve feministickém 

výzkumu pojmenována jako „žena-monstrum“. Chang (2022) analyzovala diskurs incelů, 

aby ukázala, že šokující, otevřeně násilná misogynie na fóru není nová, ale vychází z této 

staletí trvající misogynní představy o ženě-monstru. Analýza Chang podporuje tvrzení 

Sugiury (2021: 94), že, cituji: „Incelství není jedinečným projevem misogynie omezeným 

na online prostory, ale postoje, které zastávají (i když jsou nestoudné a šokující), jsou v 

jádru charakteristické pro širší společenské stereotypy o pohlaví“. Výzkum představený 

v rámci mé disertační práce konkrétně identifikuje čtyři hojně užívané novotvary 

hanlivých výrazů populární mezi incely, které zachycují dehumanizaci, zdůrazňování 

jinakosti a označování žen jako „out-group“ – vnější skupiny, což umožňuje použití 

termínu „extremismus“ podle definice Bergera (2018).  
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Jedná se o výrazy „femoid“, „foid“, „holes“ a „roasties“. Mezi incely jsou to populární 

hanlivé výrazy pro ženy. Slovo „female“ (žena) sloužilo jako etymologický základ pro 

hanlivé výrazy „femoid“ a „foid“, které jsou kombinací slov „female“ a „android“ a i 

podle samotné definice těchto slov mezi incely naznačují, že ženy nemají lidské 

vlastnosti. Baele et al. (2024, p. 397) je nazvali „dehumanizujícími označeními pro vnější 

skupinu“ a Chang (2022) je označuje za zjevné příklady myšlenky „ženy-monstra“. Podle 

mého výzkumu (Coufal et al. 2025) se tyto dva výrazy – „femoid“ a „foid“ často používají 

zaměnitelně s dalšími dvěma dehumanizujícími výrazy: „holes“ a „roasties“, které 

odkazují na ženské genitálie. Tyto čtyři hanlivé výrazy pro ženy jsou urážlivé, ponižující, 

misogynní a genderově esencialistické. Dehumanizují osoby, které se narodily jako ženy, 

a redukují ženy na jejich genitálie. Demonstrují cis-hetero-patriarchální chápání genderu 

přítomné v ideologii incelů a jsou úzce spojeny s rétorikou vnitřní/vnější skupiny 

demonstrující základ pro extremistickou ideologii (Coufal et al. 2025).  

Pro zodpovězení prvního výzkumného cíle: jak se misogynie promítá do extremistické 

ideologie, dospívám k závěru, že emancipované ženy a neheterosexuální a genderově 

rozmanité osoby jsou v rámci misogynního extremismu diskutovány v pejorativním 

smyslu s cílem je dehumanizovat a delegitimizovat. Tímto způsobem se eurocentrický 

cis-heteropatriarchální genderový řád udržuje, zatímco je prezentován jako ohrožený. Jak 

poukazují Butler (1988) a Lugones (2007), současný genderový řád diktuje, že 

heterosexualita je součástí správného genderového projevu. Je tedy pochopitelné, že 

emancipované ženy, stejně jako queer a transgender osoby, zpochybňují heteronormativní 

tradiční genderové role a binární vnímání genderu předepsané cis-heteropatriarchálním 

genderovým řádem. Zejména zpochybňují jejich neměnnost a univerzálnost.  

Můj výzkum ukazuje, že diskuse využívají rétorické nástroje – zejména zdůrazňování 

odlišnosti (Lumsden & Harmer, 2019), dehumanizaci (Haslam & Stratemeyer, 2016; 

Kronfeldner, 2021) a vytváření obětních beránků (Bauer et al., 2021; Cannon, 2022) –, o 

nichž z předchozího výzkumu víme, že připravují půdu pro radikalizaci a násilné činy v 

reálném světě (např. Maussen & Grillo, 2014). V důsledku toho předchozí aplikovaný 

výzkum incelů definuje extremismus na online incel platformách v širším smyslu, jako 

cituji: „schvalování násilí proti dehumanizovaným vnějším skupinám (out-group)“ spíše 

než jako páchání násilí (Baele et al., 2024, p. 383). Ve dvou studiích zabývajících se 

radikalizací směřující k extremismu (Coufal & Wedel, 2025; Wedel & Coufal, 2025), 



  

87 

 

které jsou součástí mého disertačního výzkumu, přinášíme s mým spoluautorem některé 

důležité poznatky o dynamice radikalizace v rámci fóra a mezi jednotlivými osobami, s 

cílem zodpovězení druhého výzkumného cíle: jaké mechanismy napomáhají šíření 

misogynního extremismu v online fóru.  

Analýza vývoje radikálního obsahu na fórech ukázala dlouhodobou radikalizaci 

komunikace na fóru, s dočasným nárůstem ideologických diskusí (black pill) a 

misogynních urážek, po kterém v průběhu času následoval nárůst extremistických diskusí 

a toxického jazyka (Wedel & Coufal, 2025). Ideologie black pill a misogynie jsou 

základem misogynního extremismu a podle Green et al. (2023) jsou prvními kroky k 

misogynnímu extremismu. I v dalších studiích konzumace ideologického obsahu vedla k 

radikalizaci uživatele, i když původní konzumovaný obsah sám o sobě nebyl 

extremistický (Ribeiro et al., 2020). Tento závěr je v zásadě v souladu s Baele et al. 

(2024), kteří rovněž zjistili, že diskuse na fórech incels se v průběhu času stává 

radikálnější.  

Na mezi-uživatelské úrovni radikalizace, výzkum prezentovaný v rámci mé disertační 

práce přináší několik důležitých poznatků. V literatuře panuje shoda, že zapojení do 

extremistických komunit je dobrým prediktorem radikalizace uživatelů. Obě studie 

zabývající se dynamikou radikalizace v rámci fóra (Coufal & Wedel, 2025; Wedel & 

Coufal, 2025) však pomocí různých výzkumných metod zkoumání zjistily, že spíše 

novější uživatelé mají tendenci ve svých příspěvcích projevovat více misogynního 

extremismu a více interagovat s misogynním extremistickým obsahem. V jiných 

výzkumech bylo poukázáno na to, že ne každý aktivní uživatel je extremista (např. 

Marwick et al. 2022; Whittaker, 2022), a jelikož fórem definovaná míra seniority 

uživatele, která byla užita jako proměnná v této studii, závisí na aktivitě a loajalitě k fóru, 

je logické, že není dobrým prediktorem radikalizace jednotlivých uživatelů. Výjimkou z 

tohoto pravidla jsou tři nejvyšší úrovně seniority, jak ukazuje studie Radicalization or 

Relief (Wedel & Coufal, 2025), která dokazuje, že členové těchto úrovní sledují podobný 

časový vývoj v obsahu, s nímž interagují, jako samotné fórum. Proto docházím k závěru, 

že ačkoli většinu misogynně extremistického obsahu vytvářejí noví členové fóra, s tím, 

jak se fórum jako celek stává radikálnějším, radikálnějšími se stávají i nejvěrnější a 

nejaktivnější členové.  
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Radikalizace mimo internet podle výzkumů probíhá prostřednictvím úzce propojených 

skupin přátel (Della Porta, 2018; Saal, 2021). Podobně se odborníci na radikalizaci 

shodují, že takzvaní osamělí vlci, tedy teroristé radikalizovaní online, mohou být fyzicky 

osamělí, ale mají ve svých telefonech síť stejně smýšlejících lidí (Neumann, 2012; Miller, 

2024). Dosud však nebylo jasné, zda pouhé konzumování radikálního obsahu může vést 

k radikalizaci osamělých vlků, nebo zda hrají roli mezilidské vazby, jakkoli existující 

pouze v online světě. Ve studii Radicalization within a network of misogynist extremism 

(Coufal & Wedel, 2025) jsme našli mírnou podporu pro význam těchto mezi-

uživatelských vazeb pro radikalizaci individuálního uživatele, což naznačuje, že mezi 

misogynními extremisty aktivními na fóru existuje určitá úroveň důvěry (Scott, 2006).  
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