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INTRODUCTION

Imagine a world in which tens of thousands of women are raped, beaten, mutilated, abused or murdered every year, because of the simple fact that they are women. Imagine a world in which the hatred of women is actively encouraged, with sprawling, purpose-built communities of men dedicated to fuelling and inflaming the cause. Imagine a world in which such hatred blends seamlessly with racist rage: ‘whores’ blamed for contaminating superior bloodlines; invading ‘savages’, conjured from hate-fuelled imaginations, framed as plunderers of the dehumanised commodity of fragile, white women. Imagine a world in which thousands of men band together, united by a common code of vitriolic rage, demonising and railing against evil, soulless, greedy women, graphically plotting their rape and destruction in a glorious, bigoted uprising. Imagine a world in which some men actually enact such fantasies, killing women in mass murders, leaving behind manifestos explaining the ideology that drove them to commit these acts of terrorism. Imagine a world in which vulnerable men, lost boys and confused, scared teenagers are swept up and preyed upon by such communities, which feed on their fears and push them towards hatred, violence and self-destruction.

You don’t have to imagine that world – you already live in it. But perhaps you didn’t know, because we don’t like to talk about it.

We don’t like to risk offending men. We find it hard to think of straight, white men as a homogenous group, though it comes so easily when we think of other types of people, because we are used to affording such men the privilege of discrete identities. These men are complex, heroic, individual. Their decisions and choices are seen to spring from a set of distinct and unique circumstances, because we see them as distinct and unique people. We don’t mind talking about women as a group, and about violence against women as a phenomenon, but we do so as though it is something that just happens. We do not, as a rule, talk about male perpetrators of violence against women. We describe a woman as having been raped; we discuss the rates of women sexually assaulted or beaten. We do not speak in terms of men committing rape or being sexual assaulters and violent abusers. That is what makes it so easy to focus on women’s dress, behaviour and choices when we consider sexual violence. To warn women to take precautions to protect themselves and, implicitly or explicitly, blame those victims who do not. Because a rape is a shadowy, dark thing waiting to befall women who walk in alleyways wearing short skirts, not a deliberate, criminal choice made by real men. When we are forced to confront these men, because high-profile cases hit the headlines, we describe them as ‘beasts’ and ‘monsters’, in order to separate them clearly from those other, ordinary, decent men, among whom we walk every day. We do not count them, quantify them or, in any meaningful sense, study them. In fact, we rarely think about them at all.

If we talk about masculinity, patriarchy or male privilege, the conversations are immediately derailed by accusations of generalisation and prejudice. ‘Not all men,’ rises the ubiquitous cry. It is too simplistic, too offensive, too broad. Yet we raise few such objections when the crimes of a man with brown or black skin are immediately assumed to be related to his race or religion. To speak ill of masculinity – to describe it, in its current societal iteration, as something problematic – is seen as an attack on men themselves. To question why some men behave in certain ways is viewed as an assault on all men, and thus unacceptable.

Yet the opposite is true. Those who speak of ‘toxic masculinity’ are not criticising men, but rather defending them: describing an ideology and a system that pressures the boys and men in our societies, in our families, to conform to unrealistic, unhealthy and unsustainable ideals. Crushing gender stereotypes are damaging to men as individuals, as well as to the society in which they live. Tackling this problem, dismantling these pressures, is a matter of life and death for our boys. They are toppling like dominoes into the chasm we leave behind when we tiptoe around and refuse to name the problem.

But we don’t like to offend men. So we don’t mention it. We do not use the word ‘terrorism’ when describing a crime of mass murder committed by a white man with the explicit intention of creating terror and spreading hatred against a specific demographic group – even though that is the definition of terrorism – if the demographic in question is women. The man is just ‘disturbed’, ‘deranged’, a ‘lone wolf’. We use language that designates him an outlier, an aberration. We do not call his online journey a ‘radicalisation’ or use the word ‘extremism’ to label the online communities in which he has immersed himself, though we would reach for those words in an instant when describing other, similar types of crimes, committed by other, different types of men. We do not examine what led him to commit those acts or how he became so full of hate.

The majority of men are good and kind and would never dream of committing such crimes. But that must not prevent us from recognising that those who do are not always acting in a vacuum. And, if we don’t see the connections, if we don’t even consider masculinity and its toxic societal construction as a factor at play in these crimes, we will never effectively police or prevent them.

This doesn’t mean treating all men as the enemy – quite the opposite. It means embracing the legions of men working at the coal face, male activists and educators who are throwing their all into fighting the problem. There exists a real men’s movement – founded in the late 1960s to complement the booming women’s liberation movement, and still active today – that encompasses communities truly fighting to tackle the many legitimate problems impacting men’s lives, as well as individual men fighting to defeat issues like relationship violence. It is a movement that seeks to question and dismantle toxic masculinity, realising that it is as harmful to men as it is to women. But it is threatened and overshadowed by other, hateful male movements.

This is not just about women and girls. It is also a battle to protect the boys who are lost, who fall through the cracks of our society’s stereotypes and straight into the arms of the communities ready to recruit them, greedy to indoctrinate them with fears of threats to their manhood, their livelihood, their country. While pretending that what threatens these boys is women or immigrants or non-white men, the real threat comes from the very forms of rigid ‘manhood’ their so-called saviours are desperate to preserve and promote. Yet we’d rather stay ignorant of this misogynistic hate movement, actively grooming and radicalising our boys, than be forced to confront it.

Maybe this all sounds very extreme – rather exaggerated. Perhaps you think that there might be one or two men online with wild opinions and worrying views about women, but that’s just the internet – they’re just sad teenagers sitting in their parents’ basements, whiling away the hours in a pair of grubby Y-fronts, clutching a packet of Doritos under one arm. They don’t pose any real threat. They’re more to be pitied than feared.

Even the word we use to describe women-hating communities encapsulates this attitude perfectly. Beyond the occasional news report or small-circle conversations within feminist activist spheres, most of us do not know about the sprawling web of groups, belief systems, lifestyles and cults that this book will unravel. Those who do know describe it as the ‘manosphere’. Like man cave, man flu and man bag, we use ‘man’ as a prefix to denote a sense of gentle ridicule, suggesting something slightly pathetic, a deviation from traditional masculinity. The manosphere is seen as a joke and, therefore, harmless. But it isn’t. It is an interconnected spectrum of different but related groups, each with their own rigid belief systems, lexicons and forms of indoctrination. This book will explore the links in the chain, from incels to pickup artists, Men Going Their Own Way to Men’s Rights Activists, and how they exist as a kind of living, breathing ecosystem in close, symbiotic relationships with other online communities like white supremacists and trolls. It will explore the ways in which these groups expand, a vast spiderweb of sites, blogs, forums, chatrooms, groups and social media accounts, and reveal just how easily boys can blunder across the edges of this web and find themselves stuck, then gently rolled closer and closer to its centre with smooth efficiency. These are communities that exist largely online, the massive underbelly of the iceberg going largely unnoticed and unseen, yet the tip extending into our ‘real’ world and becoming bolder and sharper every day.

Perhaps you think that we all need to calm down and remember that what happens online isn’t real life – sticks and stones might break your bones, and all that.

Maybe you’ve heard that freedom of speech is under threat and, if millennial snowflakes and PC warriors are allowed to have their way, nobody will ever be able to say anything critical about women or minority groups on the internet again. Or you might have heard that one of our vital freedoms is being undermined by pearl-clutching, humourless women taking offence at a few risqué jokes.

But what if there’s more to it than that?

What if it’s almost impossible to get to grips with the epidemic of violence facing women and girls when we’re not able to clearly name and examine the problem? What if we can’t begin to take a comprehensive and effective approach to policing acts of violence, because we don’t describe them in ways that acknowledge the connections between them? What if we are so inured to particular forms of violence that we consider them cultural, personal… inevitable? What if our ideas about men and women, about misogyny and hate crime, about what terrorists look like, are so trapped in stereotypes that we’re making terrible mistakes? What if those mistakes have devastating consequences?

What if there was a kind of early-warning system that could have alerted us to the possibility of tragedy in case after case of violence, but we never saw the red flags? What if legions of abused women were canaries singing in coal mines, their songs going unheard? What if violence against women has become so much a part of the wallpaper of our lives that it’s blended in altogether? What if our desensitisation to low-level, ubiquitous misogyny is preventing us from recognising a fully blown crisis?

It’s a little bit easier to see the signs if you are a woman. It’s significantly clearer if you are a woman who has voiced her opinion online. It’s blindingly obvious if you are a woman involved in feminist activism. Because then you don’t have the luxury of continuing to look the other way. Then the hate comes to you. Then they get in touch.

For nearly a decade, men have sent me daily messages, often in their hundreds, outlining their hatred of me, fantasising about my brutal rape and murder, detailing which weapons they would use to slice my body open and disembowel me, describing me as a dripping poison, sketching visions of lying in wait outside my home, letting me know which particular serial killers they’d particularly like to emulate as they end my life.

Why are these men so angry? Why do they hate me so much? Because I started a little website called the Everyday Sexism Project through which people (of any gender) can share their experiences of sexism and inequality. I asked people to talk about their stories and I gave them a space to do so. And that innocuous, simple act in 2012 was enough to unleash a torrent of abuse that continues to this day, spiking and redoubling every time I discuss the project online or in the media. It follows me to speaking events, where angry men hand out fliers calling me a liar, or into bookstores, where they leave handwritten notes in my books, warning readers that women lie about rape. It trails me from television studios, when men have seen me on the news, so I arrive home and open my laptop to find messages about using my hair as handlebars and raping me until I die.

Long descriptions about being abused and violated. Messages about my hypothetical future children being raped. Notes about destroying my genitals and vagina. Videos that depict me as the devil. Fantastical rants about my partner, and threats to harm my family. Graphic details of how they will track me down, violate me using pieces of furniture, and film themselves raping me.

After that, it’s even easier to see the warning signs. Easier to join the dots between the abuse that’s hurled at women and ethnic minority politicians online, the lack of diversity in our parliaments, and the murder of a female MP in cold blood in her own constituency. Between the vitriol that faces girls who play games online, the sharp, cutting edges of their social media feeds, and the real cuts that litter their teenage bodies when half of them have self-harmed and a quarter have a mental illness.1 Between the women who die silently, uncounted and unaccounted for, the articles that sympathise with the poor, heartbroken murderers, the stories that claim that wives withholding sex drive good men to rape, and the killers who murder dozens of women as ‘revenge’ against the ones who wouldn’t sleep with them. Because don’t all men, really, have a God-given right to sex?

There are people who believe that these groups do not deserve the oxygen of publicity, that to discuss them at all is to legitimise and elevate them. A few years ago, I would have agreed.

Almost every week for the past eight years, I have spoken to young people in schools across the UK about sexism. But, over the past two years, boys’ responses started changing. They were angry, resistant to the very idea of a conversation about sexism. Men themselves were the real victims, they’d tell me, in a society in which political correctness has gone mad, white men are persecuted, and so many women lie about rape. In schools from rural Scotland to central London, I started hearing the same arguments. The hair rose on my arms when I realised that these boys, who had never met each other, were using precisely the same words and quoting the same false statistics to back up their claims. Around the same time, I heard snippets of the rhetoric – the same phrases used in the online, woman-hating labyrinth I had occasionally encountered as a feminist activist – being repeated verbatim by respected politicians and mainstream news pundits. I could see the power of these online messages and communities starting to seep out and affect the everyday lives of people who had never heard of them. I realised that ideas that had previously been confined to the murkiest corners of the internet were taking on new life, hiding in plain sight.

And so I no longer believe that depriving these groups of the oxygen of publicity is the best course of action, because we are kidding ourselves if we believe that they aren’t superb propagandists, already spreading their message like wildfire. And the spread of that message benefits from our careful silence, our choice to look away. So I don’t think that they should be ignored. Not because those who spread hatred and sow division deserve a ‘fair hearing’; not to legitimise the rhetoric of extreme prejudice by suggesting it is one side of a valid debate. But because we cannot confront the real threat these groups pose unless we are prepared to look it directly in the eye. Because, right now, these groups have dug their claws deep into teenage boys across the country, and parents can’t fight for their sons if they don’t even know the problem exists. Because allowing the manosphere to remain shrouded in shadows lends a different kind of legitimacy – that of the scrappy, underdog outsider. It allows these groups to claim the mantle of righteous grievance, posing as alienated victims, when exposure to the bright light of day proves their ringleaders to be anything but.

So, over the period of a year, I immersed myself in these communities to find out how all of this is happening, and to expose a powerful, hate-fuelled force that is currently underestimated by the few who know about it, while remaining invisible to everybody else altogether. I wanted to lay bare the reality of a hate movement, the very existence of which we have completely failed to acknowledge, and ask: what is attracting boys and men to this ideology? How does it spread? What will it take to fight it?

Some of what follows in this book will be very hard to read. I know that lifting the lid on these communities is uncomfortable. I know that the graphic and violent nature of some of the discourse will be shocking. I thought about paraphrasing or censoring the worst of it. But this is the world I live in. It is the reality of anybody daring to raise their head above the parapet and fight for change. It is the daily backdrop of teenage girls’ lives. And half the problem is that nobody seems to understand how bad it is: partly because, every time we try to discuss it, we euphemise, allude and dance around its edges. I can go on Radio 4 to discuss being abused online, but I can’t actually say out loud what I am facing. Our collective squeamishness makes it a very slippery problem to tackle. We have to be brave enough to confront it. So I won’t shy away from it in this book. I haven’t amended or smoothed or changed the quotes taken from online forums; they appear, deliberately, in their original form.

Of course, it doesn’t all look like terrorism, murder, violence or even misogyny on the surface. It would be easier to catch it if it did. It has to be cleverer than that, because the only way it can become so wildly, phenomenally successful, the only way it can be so cleverly camouflaged as to be almost undetectable, is if its arteries creep outwards from that black heart of violent hate, wending their way through online pathways and webbing out across social media platforms, splitting and dividing into finer and finer capillaries, infiltrating chatrooms, reaching out through message boards, sniffing tentatively at the air and taking the leap out of the dank realms of the internet altogether, slithering offline, penetrating our pubs and sliding around street corners, twirling delicately up the wooden legs of kitchen tables, peeping into corridors of power, burrowing into institutions and workplaces, fanning out tendrils across talk shows and newsrooms, taking deeper and deeper root until they’re part of the very fabric of our shared consciousness. Meaning that, eventually, when the shoots sprout, the fruits bud and the flowers bloom, their taste does not disgust us and their colours don’t surprise us, because they are familiar and known. Even though their roots lurk in the very darkest depths, and the same poison drips through the entire network of veins.




1 MEN WHO HATE WOMEN


‘Since they deserve to [be] raped, I cannot concern myself with the pain rape causes them.’

Comment on an incel forum



Most people have never heard of incels. The average person who asks me what I’m working on as I write this book raises an eyebrow and asks ‘in-what?’ One person thinks they’re a type of battery. Someone else expresses their surprise that I’m interested in microbiology. The people incels walk past on the street don’t generally know that they even exist.

That’s why, when incels do occasionally crop up in news reports or conversations, they are so easily dismissed as a tiny fringe group of online weirdos. What you hear about them sounds so strange, so extreme, so hard to believe, so laughable even, that it is easy to shrug off. That’s a mistake.

The incel community is the most violent corner of the so-called manosphere. It is a community devoted to violent hatred of women. A community that actively recruits members who might have very real problems and vulnerabilities, and tells them that women are the cause of all their woes. A community in whose name over 100 people, mostly women, have been murdered or injured in the past ten years. And it’s a community you have probably never even heard of.

A year before I started writing this book, it wasn’t a community Alex had ever heard of either. Alex was a disillusioned young white man in his early twenties. He wasn’t a hardened misogynist, just a bored guy surfing the internet. A bored guy with a vague awareness of people talking a lot about sexual harassment and the gender pay gap on the news, and an uneasy sense that maybe that wasn’t great for him. Alex was twenty-four and had never had a girlfriend. He didn’t have a lot of money and he felt frustrated and lonely. It didn’t seem fair that people were complaining about women’s needs when his lot in life, as a supposedly ‘privileged’ white guy, didn’t seem so splendid. Alex didn’t feel privileged at all, so it annoyed him when people said that he was. He spent nights browsing YouTube and bodybuilding sites, looking for tips on how to improve his looks. He discussed tactics in online forums dedicated to video games. He’d never come across the incel community until I did. But that’s not surprising really, because I made him up, although there are countless real people like Alex online.

Under this identity, I came across an incel conversation one day on a generic message board. The idea of other men who felt similarly empty and frustrated appealed to Alex. He liked the idea of being one of many, instead of the odd one out. He felt relieved to have the chance to discuss the feelings he sensed were unacceptable to voice anywhere else. So he visited some of the communities that were mentioned in the conversation he had stumbled across.

When Alex first joined an incel forum, he didn’t know much about it, except that it was a community of men who were unhappy being single. Alex was, too. He posted a couple of pretty tame introductory messages, giving basic information about his age, single status and frustration with women. Within a day, he’d been indoctrinated into the ‘truth’. Told that the world was stacked against men like him. Advised that he might as well kill himself, that his life wasn’t worth living, that nothing would ever change. Extreme and pornographic images were used in response to his posts. Other users were quick to tell him that his whole existence had been a lie: society had tricked him into believing men were in control, when really they were at the bottom of the food chain. It was women who were privileged, who held all the cards and who were given all the advantages. Men were the true victims. Above all, he was told, over and over again, women are the devil.

Initially, Alex felt confused, then intrigued, then angry. How was it possible that this was the world he had been living in his whole life without even knowing? But then Alex looked at his own experiences and it started to make sense. It was appealing; until that point, he’d pictured himself as an underwhelming, very average man. But now he realised that he was a survivor. Part of a team of underdogs, fighting evil forces against the odds. Alex could be a wronged, avenging hero. This was a much more attractive version of himself than his previous reality.

After that, Alex didn’t say much. He was a lurker. Like millions of other people on online platforms, his account appeared dormant as he just watched, listened and absorbed. He saw a six-point thread titled ‘Why I support the legalisation of rape’. At first, he was bewildered and a little overwhelmed by the messages on the thread. But they were persuasive. They used facts and historical examples to back up their case. It was seductive: a world in which nothing was his fault, in which he was an aggrieved martyr, not the privileged loser he felt society painted him as. Most of all, it was a community. Yes, some of the posts were extreme, some of the replies were hostile and mean. But they treated him like a compatriot. Against the man-hating world they portrayed, he was their brother-in-arms. He was one of them, with a cause to believe in and an enemy to fight. Over time, it became easier and easier to see that women really were the enemy. When he had doubts, the messages he read reminded him that he had been deliberately blinded by the female-centric conspiracy designed to keep men docile and passive. He’d been tricked into allowing himself to be downtrodden and discriminated against. There were thousands of men who all believed the same thing. He quickly became a member of more and more forums, joining Facebook groups and private chatrooms, watching video after video on YouTube, and learning more and more. Every single day, he saw hundreds of messages like this: ‘I hate all women. They’re the scum of the earth. If you’re a woman and you happen to be reading this – I hate you fucking whore.’ Or this: ‘Women are disgusting vile parasites.’ The more he saw, the less extreme it seemed. Eventually, the ideas became normal. And I watched it all through his eyes, feeling physically sick.

In the mid-1990s, long before the advent of dating apps, Facebook or even MySpace, a young Canadian woman, known only as Alana, started a simple website.

Alana was in her mid-twenties and struggling to find love. Hurt by ‘lonely virgin’ jokes and convinced that she couldn’t be the only one feeling this way, she started a mailing list and began posting articles to the website she called Alana’s Involuntary Celibacy Project.

Over time, the project grew into a small and generally supportive online community, where men and women shared their fears, frustrations and unhappiness.

Gradually, Alana started having more success with dating and drifted away from the community she had started, no longer wanting to focus on her former lack of romantic success.

Over twenty years later, the little project Alana called ‘invcels’ (a portmanteau of ‘involuntarily celibate’) has morphed into something completely unrecognisable. What started out as a small support group has mutated into a nightmarish world inhabited – or so a significant proportion of its content would suggest – by men who hate women. Alana would later tell a Guardian journalist: ‘It feels like being the scientist who figured out nuclear fission and then discovers it’s being used as a weapon for war.’1

Now known as ‘incels’, the community consists of a sprawling network of websites, blogs, forums, podcasts, YouTube channels and chatrooms. The growth of the movement has, in part, coincided with the widespread adoption of the internet, but it has also seen a marked expansion over the past five to ten years, alongside a similar increase in the popularity and visibility of a progressive feminist movement, particularly in Europe and North America. Almost cultish in its development of a vehemently misogynistic ideology, this hydra-like incel subculture has spawned a detailed, often delusional and violently anti-feminist worldview.

New recruits find the incel community in a variety of ways. Some stumble across it while looking for answers to life problems or loneliness. Some segue into its path from other areas of the internet, like more general message boards or websites. Some are pushed towards it by algorithms, with video platforms such as YouTube recommending incel content, even though the user didn’t go looking for it. Some are sucked in through more sinister means, groomed by messages in private gaming chatrooms or on forums frequented by teenage boys. We’ll look at some of these routes in more detail later. But, however you find the incel community, your first initiation – in common with many other manosphere communities – is taking the ‘red pill’.

Borrowed from cult film The Matrix, this refers to the scene in which the protagonist, Neo, is offered a choice between taking a blue pill, which will enable him to continue seeing the world around him the way he always has, or a red pill, which will suddenly shift his perspective, enabling him to see the ‘Matrix’ and, in so doing, realise that nothing in his world is as he had thought. It’s ironic that I feel a little bit like I have taken a red pill after writing this book. Once you know that there are hundreds of thousands of people out there despising women to the point that many of them believe we should all be exterminated, you can never un-know it.

Incels use the metaphor of the red pill to describe the moment a man’s blinkers fall away and he suddenly realises that he has been lied to his whole life. The world that he has been forced to believe works in his favour is actually hopelessly stacked against him. Everything, from our government to our wider society, is designed to promote women over men. The myth of male privilege, so the story goes, is perpetuated by a massive feminist conspiracy. Incels refer to this man-hating world as a ‘gynocracy’, a clever system designed to keep men (the true victims of oppression) in their subordinate place, without them even noticing.

The ‘red pill’ metaphor is a powerful and dramatic way of conveying an ideology, and it is immediately attractive to those with any kind of grudge or grievance. Lost your job? What could be more appealing than a whole new worldview in which it isn’t your fault: you’ve just been the victim of a power grab by women and minorities. Dumped or divorced? That lying bitch is part of a much bigger attack on you and other men like you. Angry that you don’t seem to be lucky in love? It’s not you, it’s her. Every single ‘her’, in fact.

Some of these are individual complaints, but many of them tap into wider forms of malaise that particularly affect men and boys. The burgeoning feminist movement is often seen as a threat. Our recent societal focus on equality is deliberately interpreted and framed by anti-feminists as a criticism of all men, and the communities explored in this book spread the idea that there is no acceptable way to be masculine any more. For many ‘good’ men and boys, this can create a sense of injustice and attack, prompting a defensive knee-jerk reaction. And, when you feel defensive, the first place you want to run to is somewhere you’ll be told it’s not your fault. The manosphere goes one step further: it subverts the narrative of the privileged and the victim altogether. It tells men that they are suffering, and it blames women.

Many men, of course, are suffering, and suffering deeply. The male suicide rate is around three times that of women; men are vastly less likely to receive support for mental health problems than women; and men, in particular, are hard hit by issues such as unemployment and workplace injuries, in a world that teaches them that it is their duty and role to be a provider and protector.

Here we see the crux of the manosphere itself – its complexity and its heartbreaking irony. As we will discover, this sprawling web of communities encompasses well-meaning groups that tackle genuine problems affecting men, not just groups deliberately and systemically promoting physical and sexual violence against women. Its adherents range from naive teenagers to advocates of rape, vulnerable recluses to violent misogynists, non-violent ideologues to grieving fathers, online harassers to offline stalkers, vocal propagandists to physical abusers. Clearly not every individual who has participated in this space is deserving of the same label or treatment; indeed, there may be a large cohort of these men and boys in desperate need of support. It is paradoxical, therefore, that the group at one end of the spectrum is responsible for the most acute harm done to the group at the other. Those most powerfully reinforcing rigid and patriarchal gender stereotypes are suffocating those who most need to escape them.

Superficial analyses of incel communities have sought to imply that class is the biggest factor driving new recruits to the cause: that this is about poor, white boys being left behind. Others have suggested that it is a specific response to shifting labour markets, as manual jobs become increasingly scarce, and women are employed in ever greater numbers in more powerful roles. But, in the time I have spent immersed in these conversations and message boards, it has become apparent that the socio-economic background of members is too diverse wholly to confirm any one of those theories. The membership of these groups spans from blue-collar workers, angry about immigrants ‘displacing’ them at work and in the bedroom, to highly privileged private school graduates, furious that their ‘rightful’ place at the top of the political food chain is being challenged.

What they do seem to have in common is a craving to belong. And this need is met in spades by a community that excels at conveying a tribal sense of cohesion. What better way to suck in new recruits and repel criticism than to borrow an origin story that immediately positions all acolytes as heroic, doomed visionaries, and all critics or disbelievers as either pitifully ignorant or part of the oppressive system itself? (The fact that the Matrix trilogy was created by two transgender women, or that its kick-ass female characters would revolt against the misogynistic ideology of any manosphere community, is an irony apparently entirely lost on incels.)

The foundational tenet of taking the red pill is at the root of almost all the major manosphere groups we will look at in this book, including pickup artists, so-called Men’s Rights Activists, and Men Going Their Own Way. But it is a departure point from which different communities take dramatically different routes. In the case of incels, their prime focus is a feverish obsession with sex, and anger at being ‘denied’ it. Yes, this is a community of tens of thousands of men who claim that the world (and, in particular, individual women) is withholding from them the vital human right of getting laid. Amazingly, in the thousands of conversations and endless hours spent discussing their sparse sex lives, alongside lengthy rants about how women are evil, subhuman vessels, it never seems to occur to these men that their hatred of women might be related to their lack of romantic success. In fact, even to suggest such a thing is a banning offence in many incel forums. Instead, incels see themselves as innocent and tragic victims, creating a vivid portrait of a bleak society irreversibly stacked against them.

Tim Squirrell, a researcher studying social interaction in online communities, says:


The first thing you notice when you look at an incel forum is a mix of hopelessness and anger. These people genuinely hate and pity themselves, but, simultaneously (and almost paradoxically), they feel this righteous anger and vindication that they see the world for how it really is, even if they’re at the bottom of the heap. That feeling of absolute certainty that they are correct is twinned with the fact that they’re correct about their own misery, and that’s a powerful and strange cocktail.



Visit any incel website and you are quickly indoctrinated into this worldview, pressed to accept that vapid, self-obsessed, greedy, promiscuous women are the enemy.

Women, so the story goes, are constantly hungry for sex, but they only choose to sleep with the most attractive cohort of men. Incels are obsessed with what they refer to as the 80:20 theory, which holds that the top 20 per cent of the most attractive men enjoys 80 per cent of the sex within our society. They lament that the ‘sexual marketplace’ is brutally hierarchical, with women completely in control. They believe that, when women are choosing sexual partners, looks far outweigh personality or any other attribute, and that any man born unlucky enough to be ugly, short, bald, non-white, spotty, or a host of other perceived imperfections, is cursed to a lifetime of unfair sexual frustration.

Young women are also accused of having huge amounts of sex with extremely attractive men, before later settling down with less attractive men, who they don’t really love, but ruthlessly exploit as a means of financial support. These men (sometimes referred to as ‘beta cucks’) are pitied, because they are forced to spend all their money on a woman whose virginity has already been taken, who is spent, used up and sexually worthless, even if she does deign occasionally to allow her husband to sleep with her. Incels dub this alleged female sexual strategy ‘alpha fucks, beta bucks’.

The self-ascribed physical shortcomings of incels are seen in such concrete terms that they have spawned a wealth of subcultures, including those dedicated to being ‘heightcels’ (unacceptably short), ‘gingercels’ (too redheaded), ‘baldcels’ (irreversibly bald), ‘skullcels’ (poor facial bone structure), or even ‘wristcels’ (with a wrist circumference of 6.5 inches or less). Incels also have a rigid adherence to certain racist stereotypes, with terms such as ‘currycel’, ‘blackcel’, ‘ricecel’ and ‘ethnicel’ used to denote men whose Asian, black or Indian heritages are presumed to impact negatively on their romantic prospects.

A casual observer might surmise that those latter terms imply a certain intersectional perspective within the incel community, a surprisingly nuanced appreciation of racial discrimination within a group more broadly bigoted. But, in reality (though there exists a small number of ethnic minority incels, who describe interactions with women they believe have spurned them as a result of their skin colour), these labels, often used by white community members, depict racist assumptions about the inferiority of men of colour that fit neatly within a broader spectrum of racist elements of the incel and wider manosphere ideology. Much incel rage, for example, is focused on the temerity of white women to date non-white men, who many incels perceive to be inferior to themselves. Indeed, the majority of the community seems mainly to consist of straight, white, educated, middle-class men.

Dr Lisa Sugiura, senior lecturer in criminology and cybercrime at the University of Portsmouth, explains:


It’s worth looking at the history and origins of [the manosphere]. If you go right back to the early Usenet groups in the 1990s and you think about the demographics of the sort of people [who] would have used these, they are primarily white, educated, tech-savvy men. And there was this thinking about it being their space, their ownership of the space, which is something else worth thinking of when we think of the manosphere and their vitriol – they are ‘claiming what is rightfully theirs’ – and that demographic hasn’t really changed. [It resembles] what we saw years ago in terms of race and gender – it really is white, western men – and in terms of the education: it is very much the developed countries, very much the US, Canada, Australia and the UK. And what I’ve been getting through the data I’m looking at is it links back to the alt-right; it’s about white supremacy, and there’s very disparaging rhetoric coming out towards black and Asian men as well, which is where you get the suggestion that this is a predominantly white space.



It is also almost exclusively male. So skewed is the gendered bias of the sexual marketplace, according to incels, that almost any woman in our society, no matter how physically undesirable, will always be able to find somebody who wants to have sex with her. So, incel logic dictates, it is almost impossible for a woman to be an incel, which has led to today’s incel communities being almost entirely male-dominated. (That the very term was invented by a bisexual woman is a sad reminder of how ludicrously narrow subsequent incel beliefs have become.)

Dr Sugiura’s mention of the close links between the manosphere and the so-called alt-right is vital in understanding both groups. A vaguely defined term, the ‘alt-right’ refers to a network of loosely connected movements, leaders, online communities and groups that are generally considered to represent far-right, white-nationalist or white-supremacist views. Many groups associated with the term have been described by the Southern Poverty Law Center (a leading US non-profit legal advocacy group) as hate groups. Many of their members were represented at the now-infamous 2017 ‘Unite the Right’ rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, where white supremacists marched carrying flaming torches and Nazi symbols and chanting anti-Semitic and racist slogans. The eventual violence that ensued culminated in a self-identified white supremacist, named James Alex Fields Jr, deliberately driving into a crowd of counter-protesters, killing a young woman, Heather Heyer, and injuring almost forty others.

Like the manosphere, the alt-right represents the coalescence of a number of different groups that were, until recently, considered extreme, fringe movements, but have, to an extent, been combined under the umbrella of the label. Like the manosphere, the movement brings together various communities, many of which originated online. The term ‘alt-right’ was popularised on internet message boards and forums like 4chan, an English-language image-board website on which users post usually anonymous messages, contributing to long, detailed conversations. Like the manosphere, the alt-right revels in masking vitriolic, violent, bigoted ideology with smokescreens of ‘irony’, sarcasm and deliberate provocation. The Southern Poverty Law Center describes how ‘chaotic’ online forums have enabled white-nationalist ideas, ‘most notably the belief that white identity is under attack by multiculturalism and political correctness’, to ‘flourish under dizzying layers of toxic irony’. And, just like the manosphere, the alt-right takes a privileged group (white people) and sells them the comforting idea that they are really the ones facing discrimination at the hands of the group actually facing prejudice (people of colour and immigrants), who are portrayed as the true oppressors.

Much has been written about the alt-right, and particularly its links to the rise of Donald Trump. But the deeply misogynistic beliefs that run through the movement, and their role in many of its foundational tenets, often go overlooked and unreported. In the same way, the racist elements of the incel movement are often omitted from commentary, suggesting that it is an exclusively misogynistic, sex-obsessed community. Rarely, too, do those writing about either group pause to focus on the extreme and sometimes violently heteronormative framing of their worldview, which depends on the idea that all men are (or should be) straight, and that all women exist purely as sexual vessels, either to satisfy men or to bear (white) children. This may be expressed in different ways (from the total exclusion of LGBT people in many incel communities to the advocacy of murdering gay people by throwing them off buildings in some alt-right forums), but it is a far more significant feature of the groups than its common omission would suggest. At the root of manosphere communities and white supremacy is a shared belief that the core, sacred purpose of man is to have sex, to procreate and to dominate. Thus, power and control are utterly central to both ideologies. The concept of a white man as a heterosexual, stereotypically masculine, utterly omnipotent figure is key, ironically representing both the hopelessly suffocating societal standard that drives many men to join these communities in the first place and the supposed solution they are indoctrinated to pursue with ever more extreme measures. So, in both cases, the reality is far more complex than surface-level reports might suggest, and the lack of an intersectional lens leads to a common failure to recognise a complex, porous and symbiotic relationship between the two communities online.

A simple example of what this looks like in practice? As Fields Jr drove into the crowd in Charlottesville, he was chanting the same three words, over and over again: ‘White sharia now.’2 Though it started out as a satirical meme created by a white supremacist, the term ‘white sharia’ has taken hold across alt-right websites. In a single concept, it blends the racist, Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, misogynistic and heteronormative values of the alt-right. In a nutshell, ‘white sharia’ is the argument that white men should adopt their own version of what they perceive as the Islamic practice of enslaving women. The aim would be to remove white women’s sexual autonomy and force them (through brutal rape and servitude) to become ‘baby factories’. This would enable white supremacists to ensure the ‘purity’ of their race, and create enough new recruits to their cause to overthrow the invading hordes of immigrants and the tyranny of the all-controlling, corrupt Jewish forces they believe dominate our society. ‘Our men need harems, and the members of those harems need to be baby factories,’ wrote Sacco Vandal, the white supremacist credited with creating the meme.3

Violence and abuse towards women of colour goes hand in hand with this misogynistic doctrine; while the white supremacists of the alt-right dream of forcing white women to breed the future citizens of their ethnostate, they equally fantasise about denying reproductive autonomy to women of other races, on whom they would force abortions.

If all this sounds ridiculous, consider that one man was prepared to carry out an act of mass violence and murder in the name of this ideology, on a night when he marched alongside hundreds of others chanting the phrase in question. Even if it started out as a sick joke, for many adherents to alt-right thinking, it has become deadly serious.

When you talk to anybody about the manosphere or the alt-right, they will often tell you not to take it too seriously. But who is telling that to the internet denizens who don’t see the irony, or pick up on the so-called humour? Just ask Heather Heyer’s parents whether they think it’s all a harmless joke.

This is not to suggest that the alt-right and the manosphere are always aligned, or that members of one are necessarily affiliated with the other. But failing to recognise the complex connections between them, or overlooking the racism inherent in the manosphere and the misogyny embedded in the alt-right, will only tell half the story.

Take, for example, two teenage boys who were jailed in London in June 2019 after penning criminal online propaganda encouraging terrorist attacks. Headlines across the media referred to them as ‘neo-Nazis’ or ‘far-right extremists’. No headline mentioned misogynistic extremism. Yet their online campaign had repeatedly incited rape as a punishment for women. They had obsessed over Prince Harry’s marriage to Meghan Markle, writing that he was a ‘race traitor’, and said that white women who date non-white men should be hanged. The prosecutor told the court that one of the boys had run an ‘extremely violent and aggressively misogynistic’ blog encouraging the rape, torture and murder of women.4 The headlines missed this out.

Squirrell notes that many other online communities, often including alt-right figures, tend to mock and loathe incels, portraying them as weak and pathetic failures. Nonetheless, he says, there is a great deal of crossover exemplified by similarities in the groups’ dense lexicon: ‘A lot of the vocabulary that has been adopted by the reactionary right over the past couple of years has really come from the incel community. They’ve been culturally enormously influential, even if they’re not politically incorporated.’

So extensive is the jargon used by the incel community, in fact, that an uninitiated outsider stumbling across one of its millions of message threads might struggle to decipher the conversation at all. When Alex and I first started exploring the incel world, I had to find a glossary on one forum that I could refer back to, slowly deciphering the conversations I was reading word by word, my heart sinking further with every new term I uncovered. I started to realise that incels have to create their own language, because there simply aren’t existing words to express the extremity of many of the concepts they use on a daily basis. ‘Roastie’, for example, refers to a woman who has had ‘too much’ sex, in order to suggest that this deforms her labia, causing them to resemble roast beef. ‘Foid’ is a shortening of ‘female humanoid’, a term incels use to refer to women, because the word ‘woman’ allows too much of a sense of humanity. ‘Rapecel’ (used sickeningly commonly online, to the extent that it has spawned its own forums and discussion groups) denotes an incel who simply resorts to rape to ‘resolve’ his sexual frustration. The creation of a single, offhand word to describe this somehow makes it seem like a normal, even mundane notion. The exclusive terminology plays an important role in reinforcing the clandestine thrill of belonging to what adherents see as a superior and close-knit community, thus increasing the attractiveness of the group to potential recruits.

The saddest and most disturbing part of my year spent wading through incel forums, disguised as lonely Alex, was how differently the threads affected me towards the end. In the early days and weeks, I frequently lay awake at night, haunted by the graphic and disgusting things I had read. I winced as I painstakingly translated those early posts, understanding the violent meaning behind the jargon I was slowly beginning to decipher. But, as time went on, I referred back to the glossary less and less. I became used to seeing women referred to as foids, barely registered the incitements to initiate misogynistic massacres, skimmed over posts about rape, because they were just so common. Finally, one day, I read a post about giving a foid the violence she deserved, in order to avoid being cucked, and I realised that I understood every word. In short, I got used to it. Or, rather, Alex did.

The sense of a coherent worldview and a shared language may be deeply appealing to those who hold extreme prejudices but don’t feel able to express them offline in face-to-face conversations, warns Dr Sugiura, who has studied incel and other manosphere communities. These forms of hatred, she notes, have long pre-dated the internet, but:


Online communities and virtual platforms provide the means for these ideas to take shape, take hold and spread. If people did hold these ideas and they didn’t necessarily feel they could talk about them in person, they’ve now found a new way. Others [who] are likeminded can provide support and validation, which helps them to spread. It’s just a hate movement that was previously fractured, but the technology allows them to come together, combine, flourish, find more people – that’s the recruitment and radicalisation part of it as well. These ideas have been able to take place on an exponential scale through the technology.



Almost all incels take as their starting point the idea of a feminist conspiracy and a deeply rigged sexual marketplace that is hostile to men. However, they divide into factions when it comes to deciding on the best solution to this situation. Some believe that it is possible to overcome their celibacy (‘ascend’), or at least improve their situation, by working furiously to better their appearance. This is commonly known within the community as ‘looksmaxing’, and the practice has spawned enormous forums dedicated to sharing tips on how best to go about it. Websites reveal threads, thousands of messages long, in which men post their own photographs and plaintively ask one another for ‘ratings’ out of ten, begging for advice on how to make the best of their looks, or asking: ‘Is it over?’

The responses are a curious amalgamation of brutal honesty, ruthless mockery and sympathetic support. They range from brotherly pep talks and grooming advice to cutting insults and recommendations to give up altogether. Some incels seem to view their online world as a genuine community, united in the face of their common struggles. Others see it as an opportunity to cause the greatest possible hurt to other men, perhaps as a means of easing their own pain. I am reminded, again, that this community is not a homogenous group.

One large subset of this community focuses on physical exercise as a way of boosting their looks (men who pursue this option are known as ‘gymcels’), but there are also more extreme trends, with significant numbers of adherents, that promote everything from ‘mewing’ (a kind of jaw exercise incels believe will change the bone structure of their faces, leading to more attractive jawlines) to plastic surgery, skull implants and penis stretching. Such extreme measures are a reminder of the sheer desperation and self-loathing of some men who identify as incels. They are also a stark reflection of how few alternative options these men perceive for themselves in the outside world.

Another group of incels (by far the largest of all, comprising around 90 per cent of the community, if one forum’s internal survey is to be trusted) commonly refer to themselves as ‘blackpillers’ or ‘blackpills’. This group takes a more defeatist view, believing that the social and genetic lottery is so rigidly fixed that their inherent flaws doom them to a life of utter failure and celibacy that no attempt at self-improvement could possibly alleviate. These groups resort to railing violently against the unfairness of non-incel society (people they call ‘normies’), the selfishness of the most attractive men (‘Chads’), the superficiality of beautiful women (‘Stacys’), and the promiscuity of less attractive women who are still able to attract sexual partners (‘Beckys’). These men often discuss suicide at great length, tagging their posts to denote material that is likely to encourage readers to take their own lives. They use specific terms as shorthand for suicide, and often egg each other on to do it. These are clearly, in many cases, men in desperate need of help.

In such threads, you really feel the contradictions of the community: vulnerable, unhappy men mingling closely with men determined to wreak as much destruction as possible. You watch as people in urgent need of mental health support, who have somehow found themselves sucked into this whirlpool of misogyny, are met with vitriol, ridicule and incitement to self-harm by other men getting their kicks from online hate.

When one forum user posts on an incel forum asking for the ‘best place to shoot yourself to guarantee lethality’, there are around seventy responses, the vast majority urging him on and giving cold, technical advice.

Perhaps most disturbing of all are the frequent posts in which violent misogyny explodes off the page, from graphic fantasies about raping and murdering women to threads in which forum users goad each other to carry out the ‘incel rebellion’, ‘beta uprising’ or ‘day of retribution’ – a sick fantasy in which involuntarily celibate men would punish the world by carrying out bloody massacres of the women who torment them and the Chads who unfairly monopolise the ‘sexual marketplace’. ‘All females deserve our utter hatred,’ writes one user.

Incel logic seems to reveal a hopeless contradiction: women are simultaneously reviled for sleeping with men and for refusing to do so. One user, for example, describes women as ‘greedy selfish evil crazed sluts, who prevent decent hard working men, from achieving their biological purpose’.

But things become clearer when viewed through the lens of the most basic incel belief. At its simplest, the argument goes like this: if women’s sexual autonomy has given them wicked and tyrannical control over men’s lives, then women’s liberation is at the root of all male suffering. Therefore, the obvious remedy is to remove women’s freedom and independence, and to use specifically sexual means (like rape and sexual slavery) to do so. In other words, the problem is not women having sex, but women having the choice of whom to have sex with.

Once this is understood, a number of repeated incel beliefs become chillingly clear, illustrated again and again in countless blogs, forum discussions and YouTube videos.

First, there is the notion that women are dehumanised objects: subhumans who are either too evil or too stupid to deserve to make decisions about their own lives and bodies. This idea promotes a complete disconnection from the idea of women as people who are capable of suffering, grieving, enjoying sexual pleasure or making rational decisions. This dehumanisation is essential to the justification of other incel fantasies, like the mandated redistribution of sex, the keeping of women as sexual slaves or the widespread massacre of women and girls.

A thread titled ‘Should women be considered human?’ attracts lengthy debate, most of it coming to the conclusion that they should not. This is a common area of discussion. ‘Women are not sentient,’ writes another user, ‘all women are whores.’ In a conversation about whether women should have legal rights, a user writes: ‘I hardly consider them an alive body let alone entitled to having human rights.’

It’s ironic that I battle, horrified, through reams of threads about the idea that women are robotic and unfeeling. We are discussed interchangeably with sex robots, which many incels feel could represent an end to their problems. ‘We can beat and torture them legally. I’m super hyped,’ writes one forum member.

Second, this idea of women as empty sexual vessels without the right to sexual autonomy leads naturally to a feverish obsession with sexual violence, which ranges from assault fantasies and open advocacy of rape to lengthy, chillingly casual arguments about whether or not rape should be legalised. To boast about committing or planning to commit a sexual attack is not uncommon, and the response is unfailingly one of encouragement, rather than censure.

On one forum, where users eagerly coalesce around a video of a man beating and kicking a woman, one frustratedly complains that there is no audio: ‘I want to hear her screams.’ One user writes that he is tempted to ‘rape a bitch just so I can get a 10 page thread on here’, and another says that he has ‘decided to become a rapecel’, asking other users for ‘thoughts, advice, experience’. His peer responds encouragingly: ‘Go nuts!… you’ll find it’s impossible to get caught if you do it properly… you have a 98.95% chance of getting away with it if you rape.’

In one calm debate about the legalisation of rape, most users are in favour (though some do argue against – on the basis that rape being legal would take the fun out of it for them). ‘Rape is natural and sluts should have no say in what dick they take when their holes get used up so much cock anyway,’ writes one forum member. Other ‘rationalisations’ include the argument that it is women’s fault men are driven to rape in the first place (because they refuse to provide them with sex), thus absolving rapists of responsibility – a typical form of incel logic that reverses the positions of victim and perpetrator.

One user argues that rape should only be illegal if the victim is a widow, an unmarried virgin or a nun. The rape of ‘sluts’, he argues, ‘should be praised and is a healthy, hygienic measure for a good society’.

Another typical post reads: ‘My concern for level of pain of rape would be greater if it weren’t for the fact that most American women deserve to raped because they oppose prostitution as a sexual outlet for men. Since they deserve to raped, I cannot concern myself with the pain rape causes them.’

If this sounds like a twisted kind of noble moral code, it isn’t. It is simply another layer of misogynistic bullshit, designed to confer a sense of validation on the heinous argument that the vast majority of women deserve to be raped.

On other incel websites, users debate the type of woman who would make an ideal sex slave for the purposes of domestic servitude, rape and forced impregnation.

Such statements are not shocking or confessional on incel websites, though. They are simply bald, unremarkable statements of fact. There is very little evidence that any of the men involved in incel communities fear any recrimination as a result of these sorts of posts. Occasionally, websites will have rules that claim certain forms of hate speech are disallowed, but these are inevitably completely ignored. Occasionally, users might be blocked or banned from posting, but this happens far more frequently because they dare to suggest that incels aren’t innocent victims than because they suggest women deserve to be raped. Occasionally, incel forums seem to be taken offline or rejected by the companies that host them, but they quickly find new routes to get back online. In all the time I spent perusing them, I saw no evidence that there was
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