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[bookmark: _Toc368754348][bookmark: _Toc489592692]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc1599001674][bookmark: _Toc1563276444]1.1 Background
The term ‘incel,’ meaning ‘involuntary celibate,’ refers to an online subculture primarily comprising men who perceive themselves as unable to form romantic or sexual relationships despite desiring them (O’Malley, Holt, and Holt, 2022). These spaces function as more than social support networks; they have been characterised as ideological environments in which hostility towards women is normalised (Ging, 2019). Ging (2019) places incel communities within the wider ‘manosphere’, a loosely connected network of online groups focused on masculinity and gender relations. Thorburn, Powell and Chambers (2023) demonstrate that discussion on one incel forum centres on humiliation, biological determinism and ‘aggrieved entitlement’, the belief that they have been unjustly denied something to which they are entitled.
The ‘Black Pill’ represents the most fatalistic strand of incel ideology. It claims that romantic/sexual success depends on immutable characteristics, primarily physical appearance, making rejection permanent (Anti-Defamation League, 2019; Lindsay, 2022). A central tenet is the ‘80/20 rule’, which claims that most women are attracted to a small minority of men. In what its authors describe as the largest study of incels to date, 64.2% of 561 self-identified incels in the UK and US personally endorsed this belief (Whittaker, Costello, and Thomas, 2024).
Incel ideology has been associated with several mass casualty attacks, including the 2014 Isla Vista killings and the 2018 Toronto van attack. Baele, Brace and Coan (2021) show that the online incel community linked to the Toronto attack shared a worldview of victimhood and violence, and revered previous attackers as “saints”. Hoffman, Ware and Shapiro (2020) argue that violent incels constitute an emerging terrorism threat. In the UK, the perpetrator of the 2021 Keyham shootings in Plymouth, which killed five people, had referenced incels and Elliot Rodger in online posts, concerns about him had been informally passed to Prevent in 2016 but did not lead to a formal referral (Morris, 2023). However, the coroner’s findings focused primarily on failures in police firearms licensing (Home Office, 2023b), illustrating the difficulty of separating ideological motivation from other contributing factors.
[bookmark: _Toc462581495][bookmark: _Toc1295632664]1.2 The UK Policy Context
UK policy recognises incel ideology as a security concern. CONTEST states that violent adherents of subcultures such as incels “could meet the threshold of terrorist intent or action” (Home Office, 2023a, para 24), and the 2024 definition of extremism, centred on ideologies “based on violence, hatred or intolerance” that negate or destroy the rights and freedoms of others, could encompass incel ideology where it dehumanises women (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024, para 13). Prevent now records incel extremism as a distinct category: 54 incel related referrals were made in 2023/24, approximately 1% of the total (Home Office, 2024), rising to 66 in 2024/25, of which 21 were adopted as Channel cases (Home Office, 2025a). Although numbers remain small, the independent Prevent Commissioner suggests that publicity around the Southport attack and the Incel themed Netflix drama Adolescence may have spiked a rise in referrals in early 2025, and officials see Prevent as “the canary in the coalmine” for emerging threats such as incel radicalisation (Anderson, 2025, paras 1.24 and 1.31). Incel concerns also feature in gender-based violence policy, with the government’s 2025 strategy on violence against women and girls committing to educate young people about incels and misogynistic influencers (Home Office, 2025b).
[bookmark: _Toc835154257][bookmark: _Toc951669938]1.3 Rationale and Research Gap
There is no consensus on how incel violence should be conceptualised. Hoffman, Ware and Shapiro (2020) argue that it fits an emerging trend in terrorism with a strong hate crime dimension. Cottee (2021) agrees that incel attacks can be classed as terrorism but sees them as driven by shame and revenge, and rejects treating the wider incel culture as a violent extremist movement. The evidence suggests a complex picture. Whittaker, Costello, and Thomas (2024) found poor mental health among their sample, with 21.6% reporting almost daily suicidal thoughts; while most rejected violence, 5.5% stated that violence against those who harm incels was often justified. Mental health and ideological belief predicted harmful attitudes more strongly than online networking, the authors recommend psychosocial support within prevention. Similarly, de Roos, Veldhuizen-Ochodničanová and Hanna (2024) found that users joining an incel forum already exhibited prominent levels of anger and extremist language, suggesting the ideology is often adopted before joining.
[bookmark: _Int_G8OdVuVe]Almost all of this research studies incels themselves, through their forums or surveys of incels. Much less is known about how the wider public understands incel extremism. Polling has measured attitudes towards manosphere figures, finding that 21% of men aged 16 to 29 who had heard of Andrew Tate viewed him favourably, compared with 6% of all those aware of him (King’s College London and Ipsos, 2024), but it does not ask whether the public regards incel extremism as a credible threat. Costello and Thomas (2025) compared incels’ beliefs about how society views them with non incels’ actual views, but their comparison sample was recruited through social media and an incel forum and was not UK specific. This gap matters because effective prevention relies on families and professionals recognising the warning signs of radicalisation. This study therefore collects primary data on public awareness of the Black Pill ideology in the UK and on whether incel extremism is seen as a credible pathway to violence.
[bookmark: _Toc783205717][bookmark: _Toc1531928270]1.4 Aim and Objectives
This study aims to critically examine the Black Pill ideology within incel communities and explore its potential function as a pathway to violence. It also seeks to investigate how incel extremism is perceived by the public, to assess whether it is regarded as a credible emerging threat.
The objectives are to:
1. Identify the core beliefs, narratives, and defining characteristics of the Black Pill ideology.
2. [bookmark: _Int_fZfMdjrt]Critically evaluate the extent to which the Black Pill ideology aligns with recognised theories of radicalisation and extremism, and consider the implications for risk management.
3. Explore public understanding of incel extremism and assess whether it is perceived as a credible emerging threat in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc1180026243][bookmark: _Toc33666368]1.5 Methodological Overview
Objectives 1 and 2 are addressed through a review of academic literature, government policy, and published reports. Objective 3 is addressed through an anonymous online survey, built in Microsoft Forms, and distributed to adults aged 18 and over. The survey primarily uses closed and Likert scale questions to assess awareness, attitudes, and perceived risk, supplemented by a small number of open-ended questions. Quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, and open-ended responses through thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc366408549]1.6 Scope and Limitations
[bookmark: _Int_rpVCBVMY]This study examines public perceptions of incel extremism in the UK. It does not survey members of incel communities, assess individual risk, or make clinical judgements about mental health. The sample is nonprobability (convenience and purposive), so the findings relate to respondents rather than the population as a whole. Further limitations include selection bias, reliance on self-reported data, and the distinction between perceived threat and actual prevalence. Ethical safeguards include anonymity, voluntary informed consent, signposting to support services and no direct contact with incel forums or individuals.

[bookmark: _Toc1523414741][bookmark: _Toc910561206]References
Anderson, D. (2025) Lessons for Prevent. Office of the Independent Prevent Commissioner. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/lessons-for-prevent (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_AsEpBxsC]Anti-Defamation League (2019) The extremist medicine cabinet: a guide to online ‘pills’. Available at: https://www.adl.org/resources/article/extremist-medicine-cabinet-guide-online-pills (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Baele, S.J., Brace, L., and Coan, T.G. (2021) ‘From “incel” to “saint”: analyzing the violent worldview behind the 2018 Toronto attack’, Terrorism and Political Violence, 33(8), pp. 1667-1691. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2019.1638256
[bookmark: _Int_BF62yrQL]Costello, W., and Thomas, A.G. (2025) ‘Seeing through the black-pill: incels are wrong about what people think of them’, Personality and Individual Differences, 237, article 113041. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2025.113041
Cottee, S. (2021) ‘Incel (E)motives: resentment, shame and revenge’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 44(2), pp. 93-114. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2020.1822589
de Roos, M.S., Veldhuizen-Ochodničanová, L. and Hanna, A. (2024) ‘The angry echo chamber: a study of extremist and emotional language changes in incel communities over time’, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 39(21-22), pp. 4573-4597. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605241239451
Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2024) Government strengthens approach to counter extremism. Press release, 14 March. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-strengthens-approach-to-counter-extremism (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Ging, D. (2019) ‘Alphas, betas, and incels: theorizing the masculinities of the manosphere’, Men and Masculinities, 22(4), pp. 638-657. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/1097184X17706401
Hoffman, B., Ware, J., and Shapiro, E. (2020) ‘Assessing the threat of incel violence’, Studies in Conflict & Terrorism, 43(7), pp. 565-587. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2020.1751459
Home Office (2023a) CONTEST: the United Kingdom’s strategy for countering terrorism 2023. CP 903. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/counter-terrorism-strategy-contest-2023 (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Home Office (2023b) Firearms licensing: a consultation on recommendations for changes made to the Home Office. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/firearms-licensing-recommendations-for-changes/firearms-licensing-a-consultation-on-recommendations-for-changes-made-to-the-home-office-accessible (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_AQcK1rrV]Home Office (2024) Individuals referred to and supported through the Prevent programme, April 2023 to March 2024. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/individuals-referred-to-prevent-to-march-2024 (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_QfU12ykY]Home Office (2025a) Individuals referred to and supported through the Prevent programme, April 2024 to March 2025. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/individuals-referred-to-prevent-to-march-2025 (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
Home Office (2025b) Freedom from violence and abuse: a cross-government strategy to build a safer society for women and girls. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/freedom-from-violence-and-abuse-a-cross-government-strategy (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
King’s College London and Ipsos (2024) Masculinity and women’s equality: study finds emerging gender divide in young people’s attitudes. Available at: https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/masculinity-and-womens-equality-study-finds-emerging-gender-divide-in-young-peoples-attitudes (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_hucrLGMD]Lindsay, A. (2022) ‘Swallowing the black pill: involuntary celibates’ (incels) anti-feminism within digital society’, International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy, 11(1), pp. 210-224. Available at: https://doi.org/10.5204/ijcjsd.2138
Morris, S. (2023) ‘Plymouth shooter fascinated by serial killers and “incel” culture, inquest hears’, The Guardian, 18 January. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2023/jan/18/plymouth-shooter-jake-davison-fascinated-by-mass-shootings-and-incel-culture-inquest-hears (Accessed: 21 October 2026).
O’Malley, R.L., Holt, K., and Holt, T.J. (2022) ‘An exploration of the involuntary celibate (incel) subculture online’, Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(7-8), pp. NP4981-NP5008. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0886260520959625
Thorburn, J., Powell, A. and Chambers, P. (2023) ‘A world alone: masculinities, humiliation and aggrieved entitlement on an incel forum’, British Journal of Criminology, 63(1), pp. 238-254. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azac020
[bookmark: _Int_oX6whRTf]Whittaker, J., Costello, W., and Thomas, A.G. (2024) Predicting harm among incels (involuntary celibates): the roles of mental health, ideological belief and social networking. Commission for Countering Extremism. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/predicting-harm-among-incels-involuntary-celibates (Accessed: 21 October 2026).



[bookmark: _Toc1130641018]AI Acknowledgement 

I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

	
	
	



