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The incel phenomenon and its online
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Abstract

Negli ultimi dieci anni, il fenomeno incel si & evoluto da sottocultura online marginale a for-
ma transnazionale di estremismo digitale, caratterizzata da narrazioni misogine, ideologie de-
terministiche e crescenti dinamiche di radicalizzazione. Sebbene la ricerca esistente si sia con-
centrata principalmente sul contesto nordamericano, i casi dell’Europa meridionale restano
ancora poco esplorati. Questo articolo colma tale lacuna proponendo un’analisi del panorama
incel italiano basata su un approccio informato dall'intelligence, esaminandone le strutture
discorsive, le dinamiche emotive, le configurazioni reticolari e il potenziale di violenza.

Lo studio adotta un quadro metodologico integrato che combina Open-Source Intelligence
(OSINT), Social Media Intelligence (SOCMINT), Digital HUMINT, etnografia digitale e
Social Network Analysis (SNA). Questo approccio consente un’indagine multilivello di am-
bienti digitali semi-chiusi, cogliendo sia le pratiche simboliche sia le strutture relazionali.

I risultati indicano che 'inceldom italiano costituisce un sistema coerente e in evoluzione,
strutturato attorno a narrazioni di vittimismo, disumanizzazione e determinismo blackpill. Tali
dinamiche sono rafforzate da una persistente negativitd emotiva e dalla progressiva normaliz-
zazione di immaginari violenti, inclusa la glorificazione simbolica degli autori di atti violenti
e 'emergere di discorsi orientati alla strage.

A livello strutturale, I'ecosistema & caratterizzato da una configurazione ibrida, che combina
frammentazione all'interno delle reti nazionali e integrazione in circuiti transnazionali pit
ampi. Nonostante un’incidenza relativamente bassa di violenza su larga scala, il contesto ita-
liano presenta condizioni favorevoli a un potenziale rischio di escalation, tra cui echo cham-
ber, amplificazione algoritmica e vulnerabilitd emotiva.

L’articolo sostiene che I'inceldom debba essere compreso come una forma di estremismo ba-
sato sul genere, radicata nelle infrastrutture digitali.

Over the past decade, the incel phenomenon has evolved from a marginal online subculture
into a transnational form of digital extremism characterised by misogynistic narratives, deter-
ministic ideologies, and emerging patterns of radicalisation. While existing research has largely
focused on North American contexts, Southern European cases remain underexplored. This
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96 LEONARDO PIERLUIGI FRACASSI

article addresses this gap by providing an intelligence-informed analysis of the Italian incel
ecosystem, examining its discursive structures, emotional dynamics, network configurations,
and potential for violence.

The study adopts an integrated methodological framework combining Open-Source Intelli-
gence (OSINT), Social Media Intelligence (SOCMINT), Digital HUMINT, Digital Ethno-
graphy, and Social Network Analysis (SNA). This approach enables a multi-layered investi-
gation of semi-closed digital environments, capturing both symbolic practices and relational
structures.

The findings indicate that Italian inceldom constitutes a coherent and evolving system structu-
red around narratives of victimhood, dehumanisation, and blackpill determinism. These dyna-
mics are reinforced by persistent emotional negativity and by the progressive normalisation of
violent imaginaries, including the symbolic glorification of perpetrators and the emergence of
strage-oriented discourse.

At the structural level, the ecosystem is characterised by a hybrid configuration, combining
fragmentation within national networks and integration into broader transnational circuits.
Despite a relatively low incidence of large-scale violence, the Italian context presents enabling
conditions that suggest a latent risk of escalation, including echo chambers, algorithmic am-
plification, and emotional vulnerability.

The article argues that inceldom should be understood as a form of gender-based extremism
embedded within digital infrastructures.

Keywords: Incel phenomenon — Digital radicalisation — Gender-based extremism — Online
misogyny — Blackpill ideology.

1. Introduction

Opver the past decade, the incel phenomenon has emerged as one of the
most controversial and potentially destabilising manifestations of contempora-
ry digital extremism. Initially brought to public attention through high-profile
attacks in North America, it is now increasingly recognised as a transnational
phenomenon, characterised by the diffusion of misogynistic ideologies across
digital environments. In Europe, and particularly in Italy, incel communities
have become embedded within broader ecosystems of gendered resentment
and online extremism, opening a new field of inquiry at the intersection of
criminology, intelligence studies, digital sociology, and security research.

Within this landscape, the Italian context represents a particularly rele-
vant yet understudied case. Italy hosts a heterogeneous and expanding digital
manosphere in which incel communities have developed symbolic repertoi-
res, discursive practices, and relational structures that are both locally rooted
and globally connected. Despite this growing presence, systematic research
on Italian incels remains limited and fragmented. This article partially ad-
dresses this gap by offering an integrated, intelligence-informed analysis of
[talian inceldom and by assessing its potential for radicalisation and violence.
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The focus on Italy is motivated by several analytical considerations. First,
[talian incel communities have expanded across platforms such as Telegram,
TikTok, and online forums, adopting global “blackpill” narratives while adap-
ting them to local socio-cultural contexts. Second, the Italian case includes
episodes of individual radicalisation, such as those involving Antonio De
Marco and Andrea Cavalleri, which illustrate how misogynistic extremism
may intersect with personal grievances and broader ideological framewor-
ks. Third, Italy presents an apparent paradox: while incel ideology is visibly
present and expanding, the country has experienced fewer overtly violent in-
cidents compared to other contexts, particularly North America. This discre-
pancy raises critical questions regarding pathways of radicalisation, the role of
digital platforms, and the existence of potential protective factors.

In light of these considerations, the analysis is guided by four central the-
ses: the extent to which Italian incel communities may generate acts of physi-
cal violence or terrorism; the dominant themes of misogyny, hostility, and
symbolic violence within Italian incel discourse; the structural configuration
of incel networks across different digital platforms; and the reasons behind
the relative absence of large-scale violence in Italy, alongside the factors that
may prevent or, conversely, facilitate future escalation. These questions con-
tribute to broader debates on online extremism, gender-based violence, and
digital radicalisation.

Addressing such issues requires a methodological framework capable of
capturing the complexity and fluidity of semi-closed digital environments. In-
cel communities operate through coded language, pseudonymous identities,
and platform-specific practices that challenge conventional research appro-
aches. For this reason, the analysis adopts an integrated methodological per-
spective grounded in intelligence studies. The combination of Open-Source
Intelligence (OSINT), Social Media Intelligence (SOCMINT), Digital HU-
MINT, Digital Ethnography, and Social Network Analysis (SNA) enables a
multi-layered investigation of discursive patterns, behavioural dynamics, and
network structures.

OSINT provides a systematic framework for identifying relevant platforms
and tracking ideological signals, while SOCMINT allows for the observation
of dynamic interactions and algorithmic exposure patterns within social media
environments. Digital HUMINT facilitates immersive observation in semi-
closed spaces, enabling access to internal communication dynamics, whereas
Digital Ethnography offers interpretive depth in analysing symbolic practices,
emotional expressions, and identity construction. Finally, SNA contributes a
structural dimension by mapping relational networks, identifying influential
actors, and highlighting echo-chamber dynamics and transnational linkages.
The integration of these approaches is not only operationally effective but



98 LEONARDO PIERLUIGI FRACASSI

also epistemologically necessary to capture the hybrid and evolving nature of
digital radicalisation.

The findings indicate that Italian inceldom constitutes a coherent and
evolving subcultural system characterised by narratives of victimhood, symbo-
lic dehumanisation, and persistent emotional hostility. These dynamics are
reinforced by digital infrastructures that facilitate anonymity, intensify echo-
chamber effects, and connect local communities with broader transnational
ecosystems of online extremism. Although large-scale acts of violence remain
relatively limited in the Italian context, the presence of enabling conditions,
such as algorithmic amplification, social isolation, and exposure to extremist
narratives, suggests a latent potential for escalation.

From both a theoretical and policy-oriented perspective, these insights hi-
ghlight the importance of adopting intelligence-informed methodologies in
the study of semi-closed digital environments. Such approaches allow for the
identification of early-warning signals, the mapping of radicalisation pathways,
and the development of more effective prevention strategies. More broadly,
the incel phenomenon should not be dismissed as marginal or purely virtual.
It reflects deeper transformations in gender relations, identity construction,
and social interaction in the digital age. Understanding its dynamics within
specific national contexts is therefore essential for anticipating emerging risks
and responding to evolving forms of gender-based extremism.

2. Literature Review

The incel phenomenon has increasingly been examined within the bro-
ader scholarship on online extremism, digital subcultures, and gender-based
violence. Initially framed as a marginal online community shaped by social
isolation and romantic frustration, recent studies have progressively redefi-
ned inceldom as a structured ideological environment embedded within the
wider manosphere (Hoffman et al., 2020; Ging, 2019). This ecosystem is
characterised by anti-feminist narratives, masculinist grievances, and the pro-
duction of shared symbolic frameworks that contribute to processes of identi-
ty construction and group cohesion (Van Valkenburgh, 2018).

A central analytical concept within the literature is the so-called “blackpill,”
a deterministic worldview grounded in biological essentialism and rigid hie-
rarchies of sexual and social value. Scholars argue that this framework fosters
narratives of victimhood, fatalism, and resentment, reinforcing cognitive clo-
sure and emotional radicalisation (Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019; Hoffman et
al., 2020). In this sense, incel ideology functions not only as an interpretive
lens for personal experiences but also as a mechanism for legitimising hosti-
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lity towards women and socially successful men, often through processes of
dehumanisation and moral disengagement (Sugiura, 2021; Ging, 2019).

A growing body of research has also explored the relationship between
inceldom and violence. While empirical evidence suggests that only a mi-
nority of individuals engage in physical attacks, several studies highlight
ideological affinities between incel discourse and extremist belief systems,
including grievance-based narratives, symbolic victimhood, and the glorifica-
tion of past perpetrators (Hoffman et al., 2020; Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019;
Moskalenko et al., 2022). This has led to an ongoing debate regarding the
classification of incel-related violence as a form of terrorism or, more broadly,
as gender-based extremism, particularly in light of its ideological coherence
and its potential for inspiring lone-actor attacks (Hoffman et al., 2020). Im-
portantly, even in the absence of widespread violence, the normalization of
misogynistic discourse and violent imaginaries is increasingly recognised as a
relevant social and security concern.

The role of digital environments has been identified as a crucial factor in
shaping these dynamics. Online platforms facilitate the formation of echo
chambers, where algorithmic amplification, anonymity, and coded language
contribute to the reinforcement and diffusion of extreme narratives (Omand
and Miller, 2012; Lombardi, Burato and Maiolino, 2015). These socio-tech-
nical conditions enable the intensification of emotional content and reduce
exposure to alternative viewpoints, thereby supporting radicalisation proces-
ses within semi-closed communities. In this context, digital infrastructures
are not neutral environments but active components in the production and
circulation of extremist discourse.

Despite these advances, the literature remains predominantly focused on
North American contexts, where the most visible cases of incel-related violen-
ce have occurred. European contexts, and particularly Southern European
cases, have received comparatively limited attention (Hoffman et al., 2020).
This gap is analytically significant, as it constrains the understanding of how
incel ideology adapts to different cultural and socio-political environments.
The Italian context, for instance, presents a distinctive configuration cha-
racterised by a visible online presence of incel communities alongside a re-
latively low incidence of large-scale violence, suggesting the need for more
context-sensitive and empirically grounded analyses.

From a methodological perspective, recent research has increasingly
adopted interdisciplinary approaches combining qualitative and quantitati-
ve tools. Digital ethnography has been widely employed to analyse identity
construction and symbolic practices within online communities (Murthy,

2008; Kaur-Gill and Dutta, 2017), while Social Network Analysis has provi-
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ded insights into relational structures, information flows, and the formation
of echo chambers (Crossley, 2010). At the same time, intelligence-informed
methodologies such as OSINT and SOCMINT have been proposed as ef-
fective tools for mapping digital environments and detecting early signals of
radicalisation (Omand and Miller, 2012; Lombardi, 2022; Borgonovo and
Zaliani, 2022). These approaches reflect the necessity of integrating multiple
analytical levels in order to address the complexity, fluidity, and opacity of
semi-closed digital ecosystems.

Opverall, the existing literature converges on the recognition of inceldom
as a multifaceted phenomenon situated at the intersection of digital cultu-
re, gender politics, and security studies. However, the limited availability of
research in specific national contexts highlights the need for further empiri-
cal investigation capable of accounting for local variations and emerging risk
patterns.

3. Methodology

The analysis adopts an interdisciplinary and intelligence-informed metho-
dological framework designed to address the complexity, opacity, and fluidity
of semi-closed digital environments. Given the nature of incel communities,
characterised by pseudonymity, coded language, and platform-specific com-
municative practices, traditional qualitative or quantitative approaches alone
would be insufficient (Ging, 2019). Instead, this study integrates multiple
methodological tools derived from intelligence studies and adapted for aca-
demic research, combining Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT), Social Me-
dia Intelligence (SOCMINT), Digital HUMINT, Digital Ethnography, and
Social Network Analysis (SNA) within a unified analytical design (Lombardi,
2022; Borgonovo and Zaliani, 2022).

At the core of the methodology lies the OSINT approach, understood as
a structured process of identifying, collecting, verifying, and analysing publi-
cly available information to generate actionable knowledge (Miller, 2018;
Ashdown, 2022). This approach reflects a broader shift within intelligence
studies, which recognises the strategic value of publicly available information
(PAI) in understanding complex and rapidly evolving phenomena (Mercado,
2004; NATO OSINT Handbook, 2001). OSINT provides the foundational
layer of the research, enabling the systematic mapping of relevant digital
environments and the identification of ideological signals within open and
semi-open platforms. Within this framework, SOCMINT is employed as a
specialised subset focused on the analysis of social media dynamics, including
content dissemination, interaction patterns, and algorithmic exposure proces-

ses (Omand and Miller, 2012).
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To complement these approaches, the study incorporates Digital Ethno-
graphy and Digital HUMIN'T, which provide qualitative depth and inter-
pretive insight into the internal dynamics of incel communities. Digital
Ethnography allows for the observation and analysis of communicative prac-
tices, symbolic systems, and identity construction processes within online
environments (Murthy, 2008; Kaur-Gill and Dutta, 2017). This approach
is particularly suited to capturing the cultural and emotional dimensions of
inceldom, including the use of specific lexicons, narrative structures, and
shared symbolic references. Digital HUMINT extends this perspective by
introducing a more immersive and strategically oriented form of observa-
tion, based on the creation of digital identities designed to access semi-closed
spaces and observe internal interactions without direct engagement (Koren,
2015; Wilkinson, 2013). In this sense, it reflects the adaptation of traditional
human intelligence practices to digital environments, where access, trust,
and positionality play a critical role (Lombardi, 2022).

The integration of these qualitative methodologies is complemented by
Social Network Analysis (SNA), which provides a structural perspective on
the relational configuration of incel communities. SNA enables the map-
ping of user interactions, the identification of central nodes and influential
actors, and the analysis of network density, clustering, and connectivity pat-
terns (Crossley, 2010). This approach is essential for understanding how in-
formation circulates within and across platforms, as well as for detecting the
presence of echo chambers and transnational linkages that may facilitate the
diffusion of extremist narratives.

The methodological design follows a multi-phase analytical process inspi-
red by intelligence cycles, including the identification of research objectives,
the selection and evaluation of sources, data collection, verification and va-
lidation, processing, and analysis. Particular attention is devoted to source
triangulation and the cross-verification of data in order to mitigate the risks
associated with misinformation, performative content, and ironic or coded
communication, which are common features of incel environment. Ethical
considerations are also central to the research design, especially in relation to
the observation of online communities, the use of anonymised data, and the
avoidance of direct interaction that could alter the natural dynamics of the
observed environments.

Opverall, the integration of intelligence methodologies with academic rese-
arch tools allows for a multi-layered analysis that captures both the discursive
and structural dimensions of the incel phenomenon. This approach not only
enhances the empirical robustness of the study but also provides a replicable
framework for investigating other forms of digital extremism operating within
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similarly complex and semi-closed ecosystems (Lombardi, 2022; Borgonovo
and Zaliani, 2022).

4. Results

The empirical findings presented in this section stem from a multi-layered
analytical process integrating qualitative observation, socio-semantic analysis,
geospatial mapping, and social network analysis. This composite methodolo-
gical approach allows for a comprehensive reconstruction of the Italian incel
ecosystem, not only as a discursive phenomenon but also as a relational and
structurally embedded system within the broader digital environment

Rather than emerging as a fragmented or sporadic subculture, the incel
ecosystem appears as a relatively coherent and internally structured envi-
ronment, characterised by recurring patterns of meaning, shared emotional
dynamics, and identifiable relational configurations (Hoffman et al., 2020;
Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019). In order to capture this complexity, the
analysis has been organised along four main dimensions: discursive and ide-
ological structures, emotional and symbolic dynamics, the emergence and
normalization of violent imaginaries, and the spatial and structural confi-
gurations of the network. Taken together, these dimensions reveal a system
that is both internally consistent and externally connected, sustained by the
interplay between narrative coherence, emotional reinforcement, and trans-
national digital circulation (Ging, 2019).

4.1 Discursive Structures and Ideological Core

One of the most striking and pervasive elements emerging from the analysis
is the centrality of misogynistic discourse. Within the observed communities,
women are not simply criticised or blamed; rather, they are systematically
redefined through processes of dehumanisation and symbolic reduction.
The language employed frequently strips women of individuality, recasting
them as abstract categories or functional entities within a broader ideological
framework (Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019; Ging, 2019). This is particularly
evident in the widespread use of derogatory and objectifying terminology, in-
cluding expressions such as “foids” or “femoids”, which linguistically reframe
women as non-human or sub-human entities, as well as terms like “holes,”
“toilets,” or “meatsleeves,” which reduce female identity to purely sexual and
utilitarian functions (Hoffman et al., 2020).

In parallel, the lexical system incorporates a taxonomy of female archet-
ypes that further reinforces this dehumanising logic. Labels such as “Stacys”
and “Beckys” are used to categorise women according to perceived attrac-
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tiveness and social value, while terms like “roasties” or “landwhales” carry
explicitly derogatory connotations, often linked to moral judgement, sexual
behaviour, or physical appearance (Ging, 2019; Van Valkenburgh, 2021).
These categories do not merely describe individuals but function as cognitive
shortcuts that simplify complex social interactions into rigid and hierarchical
schemas.

This discursive strategy is not merely expressive but deeply functional. By
reducing women to a homogeneous and antagonistic category, users are able
to externalise personal frustrations and reinterpret individual failures as the
consequence of systemic and gendered injustice (Baele, Brace and Coan,
2019). The repeated use of such terminology reinforces a shared interpretive
framework, within which personal experiences are collectivised and refra-
med through a common ideological lens. In this sense, misogyny operates
simultaneously as an explanatory device and as a mechanism of social cohe-
sion (Hoffman et al., 2020).

Moreover, the use of this lexicon contributes to processes of moral disen-
gagement. By linguistically distancing women from full human status, the
threshold for expressing hostility is lowered, and more extreme forms of di-
scourse become acceptable within the community. This is further amplified
by the normalisation of such terms through repetition, humour, and ironic
usage, which gradually desensitises participants to their violent or degrading
implications.

Importantly, misogyny within the Italian incel ecosystem is not episodic
or contingent, but structural. It permeates both explicit discourse and im-
plicit symbolic practices, shaping not only how women are represented but
also how users interpret their own position within the social hierarchy (Ging,
2019; Hoftman et al., 2020). This structural character contributes significan-
tly to the stability and persistence of the incel worldview, as it provides a
consistent and internally coherent framework through which reality is inter-
preted and experienced.

Closely intertwined with misogynistic discourse is the construction of a
pervasive narrative of victimhood. Users consistently portray themselves as
excluded from what is commonly referred to as the “sexual marketplace,” a
conceptual framework that underpins much of incel ideology (Baele, Brace
and Coan, 2019; Hoffman et al., 2020).

This exclusion is interpreted through a strongly externalised explanatory
model. Individual circumstances are attributed to immutable and uncon-
trollable factors, including genetic predispositions, physical appearance, and
broader social dynamics. Such an external locus of control reflects a form
of social Darwinism, in which individuals perceive themselves as structu-



104 LEONARDO PIERLUIGI FRACASSI

rally disadvantaged and ultimately condemned to failure (Ging, 2019; Van
Valkenburgh, 2021).

The implications of this worldview are profound. By framing personal
outcomes as predetermined and unchangeable, it undermines the perceived
value of individual agency. Effort, self-improvement, and social engagement
are often dismissed as ineffective or meaningless, giving rise to a deeply fa-
talistic orientation. This, in turn, contributes to the emergence of nihilistic
attitudes and reinforces the internal coherence of the ideological system.

At the core of the observed discourse lies blackpill ideology, which repre-
sents the most radical and deterministic articulation of incel thought. This
framework is closely connected to the LMS model (Look, Money, Status),
which functions as a simplified yet powerful explanatory schema for social
and sexual hierarchies (Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019; Hoffman et al., 2020).

Within this model, physical attractiveness is positioned as the primary
determinant of success, while economic resources and social status are con-
sidered secondary factors that may partially compensate for deficiencies in
appearance. However, the hierarchy itself is perceived as rigid and largely im-
mutable, leaving little room for meaningful upward mobility (Ging, 2019).

The LMS framework gives rise to a stratified vision of society, typically divi-
ded into clearly defined categories such as “Chads,” “normies,” and “incels.”
These categories are not merely descriptive labels but normative constructs
that shape expectations, behaviours, and self-perception (Van Valkenburgh,
2021). Individuals locate themselves within this hierarchy and interpret their
experiences accordingly, reinforcing the sense of inevitability associated with
their condition.

The strength of this model lies in its explanatory simplicity. By reducing
complex social dynamics to a limited set of variables, it provides a coherent
narrative that is easily internalised and difficult to challenge. At the same
time, its deterministic nature contributes to the closure of alternative perspec-
tives, further consolidating the ideological system.

4.2 Emotional Architecture of the Incel Ecosystem

Beyond its ideological content, the incel ecosystem is characterised by a
distinct and persistent emotional tone. The analysis reveals a predominance
of negative affect, including frustration, anger, despair, and resignation. The-
se emotions are not occasional expressions but constitute a structural condi-
tion of participation within the community (Ging, 2019).

Engagement is largely driven by the sharing and validation of negative
experiences. Users repeatedly articulate feelings of exclusion and inadequa-
cy, which are then echoed and reinforced by others. This process creates a
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collective emotional baseline, in which negativity becomes both normalised
and expected.

A crucial dynamic within this emotional landscape is the transformation
of individual experiences into collective identity. Feelings of loneliness and
rejection, initially experienced at the personal level, are reinterpreted throu-
gh interaction as shared conditions. Users recognise their own experiences
in those of others, creating a sense of mutual understanding and belonging
(Ging, 2019).

This process is not merely reflective but constitutive. The community
actively reshapes individual experiences, embedding them within a broader
narrative that assigns meaning and coherence to otherwise isolated events.
In doing so, it provides a form of social validation that compensates, at least
partially, for offline marginalisation.

A distinctive feature of the emotional architecture is the continuous oscil-
lation between resignation and aggression, which emerges as a defining dyna-
mic within the Italian incel ecosystem. On the one hand, users express a per-
vasive sense of inevitability and powerlessness, consistent with deterministic
ideological frameworks. Statements reflecting hopelessness, self-perceived
inferiority, and the impossibility of change are recurrent, often grounded in
blackpill assumptions regarding genetics, physical appearance, and immuta-
ble social hierarchies. This produces a condition of existential stagnation, in
which individuals perceive themselves as structurally excluded from any form
of relational or social success.

On the other hand, these sentiments are frequently accompanied by ex-
pressions of anger, sarcasm, and hostility directed towards perceived sources
of injustice: primarily women, but also “Chads,” “normies,” and, more bro-
adly, society itself. This hostility is often articulated through ironic or semi-
coded language, allowing users to express aggression while maintaining a
degree of rhetorical ambiguity. The coexistence of these two emotional poles
generates a volatile yet internally stabilised environment, in which negative
affect is continuously reproduced and circulated.

Crucially, this oscillation can be interpreted as an intermediate phase in
the ideological transition from redpill to blackpill. While redpill discourse is
typically characterised by a reactive and strategic form of resentment, where
users still believe, at least in principle, in the possibility of improving their po-
sition within the “sexual marketplace,” the emotional dynamics observed here
suggest a progressive erosion of this belief. The persistence of anger indicates
that users have not fully abandoned the perception of injustice; however, the
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simultaneous emergence of resignation reflects a growing internalisation of
blackpill determinism, according to which improvement is ultimately futile.

In this sense, aggression and resignation are not contradictory but sequen-
tially and structurally linked. The oscillation between these states therefore
reflects a transitional psychological and ideological condition, in which users
move from a reactive to a fully deterministic worldview.

This dynamic has significant implications for understanding radicalisation
pathways. The persistence of anger ensures continued engagement and emo-
tional investment, while resignation removes internal constraints on extreme
interpretations by normalising the idea that “nothing can be changed.” As
a result, the combination of these two elements creates a particularly fertile
ground for the emergence of more extreme narratives, including violent ima-
ginaries and self-destructive tendencies.

Ultimately, this oscillation sustains both engagement and ideological
commitment. Resignation legitimises aggression by framing it as a justified
response to an immutable and unjust system, while aggression temporarily
alleviates the passivity associated with fatalism. Together, they form a self-
reinforcing emotional mechanism that stabilises participation and facilitates
the progressive internalisation of blackpill ideology.

4.3 Symbolic Systems and Cultural Reappropriation

The incel ecosystem is underpinned by a highly specialised linguistic sy-
stem, which plays a central role in shaping communication and identity. The
use of specific terminologies and neologisms allows users to categorise com-
plex social phenomena in simplified terms, facilitating both understanding
and interaction (Ging, 2019).

At the same time, language functions as a boundary mechanism. It di-
stinguishes insiders from outsiders, reinforcing group cohesion and limiting
external accessibility. Mastery of the lexicon becomes a marker of belonging,
while unfamiliarity signals exclusion (Van Valkenburgh, 2021).

Symbolic practices such as irony and meme culture further contribute to
the communicative dynamics of the ecosystem. These tools enable users to
express controversial or socially unacceptable views in indirect ways, redu-
cing the risk of external sanction while maintaining internal coherence.

Irony, in particular, plays a critical role in blurring the boundaries betwe-
en belief and performance. Statements may simultaneously function as ex-
pressions of genuine conviction and as rhetorical exaggerations, creating a
layer of ambiguity that complicates interpretation. This ambiguity facilitates
the gradual normalization of extreme ideas, as users become accustomed to
their repeated, albeit indirect, expression.
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Another significant finding concerns the reappropriation of cultural and
historical references. Italian literary and historical figures, such as Dante Ali-
ghieri or Petrarch, are often reinterpreted within the incel framework, ali-
gning them with existing ideological categories. Through this process, cul-
tural narratives are selectively adapted to reinforce the internal logic of the
community.

This form of reappropriation serves an important legitimising function. By
embedding incel ideology within broader cultural references, it enhances its
perceived credibility and reduces its marginality. The ideology is thus presen-
ted not as an isolated construct, but as a reinterpretation of existing cultural
traditions.

The analysis reveals a progressive shift from symbolic forms of violence to
more explicit violent imaginaries. This shift does not occur abruptly but de-
velops through incremental processes, in which the boundaries of acceptable
discourse are gradually expanded (Baele, Brace and Coan, 2019).

Symbolic aggression, initially expressed through language and humour,
evolves into more explicit discussions of violence, including hypothetical
scenarios and fantasies of retaliation. Over time, these elements become in-
tegrated into the broader discursive framework, contributing to their norma-
lisation.

Within this gradual escalation, a particularly significant role is played by
the symbolic reinterpretation of violence. Acts of extreme aggression are rarely
discussed in purely operational terms; rather, they are embedded within broa-
der narratives that attribute meaning and coherence to violent behaviour. In
this sense, violence is not only contemplated but also narratively constructed
as a form of response to perceived injustice (Hoffman et al., 2020).

A central and particularly critical dimension of the analysed material con-
cerns the emergence of a structured and ritualised form of glorification of
past perpetrators of mass violence. Within the Italian incel ecosystem, spe-
cific individuals responsible for high-profile attacks are not only referenced
but progressively transformed into symbolic figures, becoming embedded
within the ideological and emotional fabric of the community (Hoffman et
al., 2020).

This process can be understood as a form of symbolic canonisation, throu-
gh which perpetrators are elevated to the status of “martyrs” or exemplary
figures. Their actions are reinterpreted not as isolated manifestations of de-
viance, but as coherent and, in some cases, understandable responses to per-
ceived systemic injustice. Figures such as Elliot Rodger or Marc Lépine are
frequently invoked as archetypal representations of the incel condition, em-
bodying both the experience of victimhood and the possibility of retaliation.
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The mechanisms underlying this canonisation are often indirect and me-
diated through symbolic practices. References to these figures tend to appear
through pseudonymous mentions, ironic or semi-coded language, and aes-
thetic reinterpretations that include edited images, textual re-elaborations, or
forms of symbolic homage. In this way, the glorification process does not rely
on explicit endorsement, but rather on the gradual construction of a shared
cultural repertoire that integrates these figures into the collective imagina-
tion.

Through repetition and reinterpretation, these perpetrators become part
of a shared narrative memory that contributes to reinforcing group identity.
Their stories are not merely recounted but are reframed in ways that resonate
with the lived experiences of community members, particularly those related
to rejection, humiliation, and perceived exclusion. This narrative alignment
allows users to establish a form of symbolic identification, in which the tra-
jectory of the perpetrator is perceived as an extreme but meaningful response
to a condition that is otherwise experienced as inescapable.

Importantly, this process operates primarily at a symbolic and cultural le-
vel rather than through direct incitement to violence. However, its effects are
far from neutral. The repeated exposure to narratives that frame perpetrators
as recognisable, relatable, or even admirable figures contributes to a gradual
shift in the boundaries of what is considered acceptable. Violence is no lon-
ger perceived solely as an external or deviant phenomenon, but becomes
cognitively available as a potential, if extreme, response to perceived injustice
(Hoffman et al., 2020).

This dynamic is closely intertwined with the emotional and ideological
structures of the incel ecosystem. The sense of humiliation and marginali-
sation that characterises incel identity finds in these figures a form of narra-
tive resolution, in which passive suffering is transformed into active agency.
In this sense, the symbolic glorification of mass killers functions as a bridge
between victimhood and violence, providing a culturally mediated pathway
through which frustration can be reinterpreted as empowerment.

Furthermore, discussions within the community often extend beyond
symbolic references to include reflections on past attacks, hypothetical sce-
narios, and implicit categorizations of potential targets. Although these ele-
ments rarely amount to explicit operational planning, they contribute to the
construction of a shared imaginative space in which violence is progressively
normalised and integrated into the broader ideological framework.

A further element emerging from the analysis concerns the intermittent
yet significant presence of explicit strage-oriented imaginaries and, in some
cases, declared intentions among Italian users, particularly within semi-clo-
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sed environments such as Telegram. While such expressions do not represent
the dominant mode of communication, they appear with sufficient regularity
to constitute a relevant analytical signal. Users occasionally articulate scena-
rios involving mass violence, describe hypothetical attacks, or express fasci-
nation with the idea of committing a “final act” capable of transforming their
perceived condition of invisibility into recognition.

This “stragist fascination” does not necessarily translate into concrete ope-
rational planning. In many cases, such expressions remain confined to the
discursive level and are embedded within broader narratives of frustration,
revenge, and existential closure. Moreover, available evidence suggests that
some individuals expressing such intentions are either externally reported, in-
tercepted, or ultimately fail to act, remaining within the realm of symbolic or
aspirational violence. Nonetheless, the recurrence of these narratives indica-
tes the existence of a cognitive and emotional space in which mass violence is
not only imaginable but, at times, perceived as meaningful or even desirable.

From an analytical perspective, these expressions can be interpreted as
the extreme endpoint of the trajectory outlined above: a progression from
symbolic dehumanisation to emotional radicalisation, to the narrative legiti-
misation of violence. In this sense, even when not acted upon, the articula-
tion of strage-oriented intentions represents a critical indicator of escalation,
highlighting the thin boundary between discursive extremism and potential
behavioural outcomes.

From an analytical perspective, the cult of perpetrators represents one of
the clearest indicators of the potential convergence between incel ideology
and forms of gender-based extremism (Hoffman et al., 2020).

Another critical dimension concerns the intersection between self-di-
rected and outward violence. Discussions within the observed communities
frequently include references to suicidal ideation, despair, and the perceived
absence of future prospects. These themes are not isolated but often intersect
with narratives of revenge and aggression.

This convergence reflects a broader nihilistic framework, in which both
the self and others are perceived as expendable. In some cases, violence
against others is framed as a form of final affirmation, while self-destruction is
presented as an inevitable or even meaningful conclusion. The coexistence
of these narratives creates a particularly complex risk environment, in which
the boundaries between inward and outward violence become increasingly

blurred.
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4.4 The Italian Ecosystem: Specific Configurations

In comparison with international contexts, the Italian incel ecosystem
appears to be characterised by a relatively lower incidence of overt physical
violence and a stronger emphasis on discursive and symbolic aggression. This
does not imply the absence of risk but rather suggests a different stage or mo-
dality of expression (Hoffman et al., 2020).

Violence is primarily articulated at the level of language, imagery, and nar-
rative construction. Hostility is expressed through dehumanising discourse,
ironic representations, and hypothetical scenarios, rather than through ex-
plicit calls to action. However, as highlighted in the previous sections, these
forms of symbolic violence play a crucial role in shaping perceptions and
normalising extreme ideas (Ging, 2019).

The Italian ecosystem exhibits strong echo chamber dynamics, reinforced
by both interaction patterns and discursive practices. Communication tends
to be repetitive and internally focused, with limited engagement with exter-
nal perspectives. This insularity contributes to the reinforcement of existing
beliefs and reduces the likelihood of critical reflection.

A distinctive feature of the Italian context is the frequent use of pseudo-
scientific narratives to justify ideological positions. Concepts derived from
simplified interpretations of biology, psychology, or evolutionary theory are
employed to legitimise deterministic views of social hierarchies and gender
relations (Van Valkenburgh, 2021). These narratives provide an appearance
of rationality and objectivity, further strengthening the internal coherence of
the system.

The linguistic dimension of the Italian incel ecosystem reflects a hybrid
configuration. While communication is often conducted in Italian, a signi-
ficant portion of terminology is derived from English-language discourse.
This hybridisation serves multiple functions. On the one hand, it facilitates
alignment with the broader transnational incel culture, allowing users to ac-
cess and reproduce global narratives (Ging, 2019). On the other, it provides
a form of symbolic shielding, contributing to anonymity and reducing the
traceability of communication, a dynamic frequently observed in online ex-
tremist environments.

4.5 Geospatial Distribution and Digital Territoriality

The geospatial analysis conducted on the geolocalisation of incel Tele-
gram users indicates a widespread distribution of incel-related activity across
different regions, without a clear concentration in a single geographical area.
This suggests that the phenomenon is primarily structured through digital
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connectivity rather than territorial proximity, reflecting broader patterns of
networked communication in online environments.

At the same time, the presence of localised clusters indicates that geo-
graphical factors are not entirely irrelevant. Patterns of participation may still
be influenced by socio-cultural and demographic variables, although these
influences are mediated through digital infrastructures.

The resulting configuration can be described as a form of “digital territo-
riality,” in which geographically dispersed individuals are connected through
shared narratives and practices, creating a sense of spatial proximity that tran-
scends physical boundaries.

The findings outlined thus far highlight the existence of a coherent ideo-
logical and emotional system. However, a full understanding of the pheno-
menon requires moving beyond content analysis to examine the relational
structures through which these dynamics are sustained and reproduced. It is
at this structural level that the ecosystem reveals its most complex and distin-
ctive features, particularly in terms of network configuration, platform diffe-
rentiation, and transnational connectivity.

4.6 Network Structures and Relational Configurations

The application of Social Network Analysis on TikTok reveals a highly
differentiated and multi-layered network structure. Rather than forming a
unified and cohesive system, the Italian incel ecosystem is characterised by
varying degrees of fragmentation and interconnection, depending on the sco-
pe of analysis (Crossley, 2010).

When focusing exclusively on Italian-based accounts, the network appe-
ars highly fragmented. Interactions are sparse, connections are limited, and
the overall structure is characterised by isolated micro-clusters. These clusters
often take the form of star-shaped configurations, in which a central node is
connected to several peripheral nodes that do not interact significantly with
each other.

This structural pattern suggests a lack of strong horizontal connectivity
and the absence of a unified national network. However, this fragmentation
does not necessarily reduce the potential for radicalisation. On the contrary,
isolated clusters may intensify internal dynamics, creating highly concentra-
ted echo chambers at the micro level.

A markedly different picture emerges when the analysis is expanded to
include international connections. In this broader configuration, the network
becomes significantly more interconnected and cohesive. The number of iso-
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lated components decreases, and the overall structure exhibits higher levels
of integration.

This transformation indicates that Italian incel in the Tik Tok commu-
nities are embedded within a broader transnational ecosystem. Rather than
operating in isolation, they participate in a global network characterised by
the circulation of narratives, symbols, and discursive practices across lingui-
stic and cultural boundaries (Hoffman et al., 2020; Ging, 2019).

Within this integrated network, certain nodes emerge as particularly in-
fluential. These nodes function as hubs of content production and dissemina-
tion, acting as reference points for ideological alignment. Importantly, these
hubs are not necessarily located within the Italian context, further reinforcing
the transnational nature of the ecosystem.

Despite the presence of influential nodes, the network does not exhibit a
strictly hierarchical structure. Influence is distributed across multiple actors,
and no single node exercises complete control over the flow of information.
This decentralised configuration enhances the resilience of the system, ma-
king it less vulnerable to disruption (Barabdsi, 2016).

At the same time, decentralisation complicates efforts to identify and tar-
get key actors. The absence of a clear leadership structure means that inter-
vention strategies must account for the distributed nature of influence and
the adaptability of the network.

A crucial aspect of the ecosystem concerns the differentiation between
platforms, which perform distinct yet complementary functions.

Some environments, such as Telegram, function primarily as spaces of
ideological consolidation, where users engage in sustained interaction and
develop coherent narratives. In these contexts, communication tends to be
more explicit and less constrained, allowing for deeper ideological elabora-
tion (Lombardi, 2022).

Other platforms, such as Tik'Tok, function as spaces of dissemination and
exposure. Here, communication is more fragmented and often relies on indi-
rect forms such as irony, humour, or aesthetic presentation. These strategies
allow incel narratives to circulate beyond the core community, reaching bro-
ader and more heterogeneous audiences.

The interaction between these different environments creates a multi-lay-
ered system, in which content is produced, adapted, and redistributed across
platforms. This dynamic enhances both the reach and the resilience of the
ecosystem, reinforcing its capacity to persist and evolve over time.
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4.7 Radicalisation Processes and Risk Configuration

The findings support a multi-level understanding of radicalisation, in
which individual, group, and structural factors interact to produce cumulati-
ve effects (McCauley and Moskalenko, 2011).

At the individual level, emotional vulnerability and social isolation create
a predisposition towards narratives that provide explanation and validation.
At the group level, echo chambers and symbolic practices reinforce these
narratives, stabilising beliefs and increasing commitment. At the structural le-
vel, platform dynamics and transnational connections facilitate the diffusion
and amplification of content, shaping exposure and reinforcing ideological
alignment (Omand and Miller, 2012).

Radicalisation thus emerges as a gradual and cumulative process, rather
than a sudden or linear transition, consistent with process-oriented models
that emphasise progressive immersion and reinforcement (McCauley and
Moskalenko, 2011). This has important implications for both analysis and
intervention.

The Italian context presents a complex and somewhat paradoxical con-
figuration. On the one hand, the ideological and discursive elements asso-
ciated with incel extremism are clearly present. On the other, the incidence
of large-scale physical violence remains relatively limited (Hoffman et al.,
2020).

This discrepancy can be partially explained by the presence of mitigating
factors, including cultural, structural, and regulatory elements. At the same
time, the persistence of enabling conditions, such as the normalisation of
violent imaginaries and the presence of emotionally vulnerable individuals,
indicates that the risk cannot be dismissed.

The overall risk profile can therefore be described as moderate but persi-
stent, characterised by the coexistence of limiting factors and latent potential
for escalation.

Taken together, the findings depict the Italian incel ecosystem as a struc-
tured, dynamic, and multi-layered environment. It is sustained by the in-
teraction of ideological, emotional, symbolic, and relational dimensions,
all of which contribute to its persistence and evolution (Ging, 2019; Van
Valkenburgh, 2021).

While the current level of overt violence remains limited, the presence of
enabling conditions suggests that the phenomenon should be understood as
a potential locus of gender-based extremism. Its development is shaped not
only by internal dynamics but also by its integration into broader transnatio-
nal networks and digital infrastructures (Hoffman et al., 2020).
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5. Conclusion

This article set out to examine the Italian incel ecosystem through an inte-
grated, intelligence-informed methodological framework, with the aim of as-
sessing its ideological structure, emotional dynamics, network configuration,
and potential for radicalisation and violence. The findings collectively chal-
lenge the interpretation of inceldom as a marginal or purely subcultural phe-
nomenon, instead revealing a structured and evolving digital environment in
which narratives of misogyny, victimhood, and deterministic fatalism conver-
ge into a coherent and self-reinforcing system.

From a theoretical perspective, the analysis confirms that incel commu-
nities operate as meaning-producing environments in which individual ex-
periences of rejection and exclusion are systematically reinterpreted through
shared ideological frameworks. The centrality of blackpill ideology and the
LMS model illustrates how complex social realities are reduced to rigid and
deterministic schemas, fostering cognitive closure and limiting alternative
interpretations. Within this framework, misogyny emerges as a foundational
component that structures both perception and interaction. The dehuma-
nisation of women, reinforced through a highly codified lexicon, enables
processes of moral disengagement that lower the threshold for hostility and
facilitate the normalisation of extreme discourse.

At the same time, the emotional dimension of the ecosystem plays a cru-
cial role in sustaining engagement and reinforcing ideological commitment.
The persistent oscillation between resignation and aggression reflects a transi-
tional condition in which users move from reactive resentment, characteristic
of redpill discourse, towards the fatalistic determinism of the blackpill. This
emotional configuration is not merely expressive but structurally functional:
resignation legitimises aggression by framing it as a response to an immutable
system, while aggression provides a temporary outlet for frustration, thereby
maintaining participation. The result is a self-reinforcing cycle in which ne-
gative affect becomes both a driver and a product of ideological alignment.

One of the most significant findings concerns the progressive shift from
symbolic violence to the normalisation of violent imaginaries. The glorifi-
cation of past perpetrators, interpreted as a form of symbolic canonisation,
represents a critical mechanism through which violence is integrated into the
collective narrative of the community. In this context, acts of mass violence
are reinterpreted as meaningful responses to perceived injustice, while perpe-
trators are transformed into figures of identification. The presence of strage-
oriented imaginaries and, in some cases, explicit expressions of intent further
highlights the existence of a cognitive and emotional space in which violence
is not only conceivable but, at times, perceived as a form of resolution or
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recognition. Even when such expressions do not translate into action, they
constitute a relevant indicator of escalation, pointing to the thin boundary
between discursive extremism and potential behavioural outcomes.

The structural analysis of TikTok adds a further layer of complexity to this
picture. The Italian incel ecosystem is characterised by a dual configuration,
combining fragmentation at the national level with integration within broa-
der transnational networks. While Italian-only interactions appear dispersed
and weakly connected, the inclusion of international nodes reveals a more
cohesive and resilient system, in which narratives, symbols, and discursive
practices circulate across linguistic and cultural boundaries. This hybrid
structure enhances both the adaptability and the persistence of the ecosy-
stem, while complicating efforts to monitor and disrupt it.

Platform differentiation also emerges as a key factor in shaping the dyna-
mics of the phenomenon. Semi-closed environments such as Telegram fun-
ction as spaces of ideological consolidation, where discourse is more explicit
and internally oriented. In contrast, more open platforms such as TikTok ope-
rate as spaces of dissemination, where incel narratives are reframed through
irony, aesthetics, and indirect communication in order to reach broader au-
diences. The interaction between these environments creates a multi-layered
system in which content is produced, adapted, and redistributed, amplifying
its reach and reinforcing its impact.

The Italian case presents a particularly relevant configuration within this
broader framework. Despite the clear presence of ideological and discursive
elements associated with incel extremism, the incidence of large-scale physi-
cal violence remains comparatively limited. This apparent paradox can be
partially explained by the presence of mitigating factors, including cultural
norms, regulatory environments, and potentially stronger social support struc-
tures. However, these factors do not eliminate risk. The persistence of ena-
bling conditions, such as emotional vulnerability, algorithmic amplification,
and exposure to transnational extremist narratives, suggests that the Italian
context should be understood as a latent risk environment, in which the po-
tential for escalation remains present, even if not yet fully realised.

From a methodological standpoint, the findings underscore the value of
integrating intelligence-based approaches with academic research. The com-
bination of OSINT, SOCMINT, Digital HUMINT, Digital Ethnography,
and Social Network Analysis enables a multi-dimensional understanding of
semi-closed digital environments, capturing both their discursive and struc-
tural characteristics. This approach not only enhances analytical depth but
also provides a replicable framework for the study of other forms of digital
extremism, where traditional methods may prove insufficient.
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In terms of policy implications, the analysis highlights the need for a
multi-level and preventive approach. Interventions should not be limited to
reactive measures targeting explicit forms of extremism but should also ad-
dress the underlying conditions that facilitate radicalisation. These include
social isolation, emotional distress, and the normalisation of dehumanising
narratives. At the same time, greater attention should be devoted to the role of
digital platforms, particularly in relation to algorithmic amplification and the
circulation of harmful content. Early-warning systems, digital literacy initia-
tives, and targeted monitoring strategies may all contribute to mitigating the
risks associated with incel-related radicalisation.

Ultimately, the incel phenomenon reflects broader transformations in the
relationship between identity, gender, and digital communication. It is not
merely a product of individual pathology or isolated deviance, but a mani-
festation of deeper structural tensions that are amplified within online envi-
ronments. Understanding these dynamics requires moving beyond simplistic
or reductionist interpretations and adopting a more nuanced and context-
sensitive perspective.

By focusing on the Italian case, this article partially contributes to addres-
sing a significant gap in the literature, demonstrating how global ideological
frameworks are adapted and reconfigured within specific national contexts.
At the same time, it highlights the importance of continued empirical re-
search, particularly in relation to emerging patterns of digital radicalisation
and their potential security implications. In this sense, the study of inceldom
should be understood not only as an academic endeavour, but as a necessary
component of a broader effort to anticipate and respond to evolving forms of
gender-based extremism in the digital age.
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La Rivista semestrale Sicurezza, Terrorismo e Societa intende la Sicurezza come una
condizione che risulta dallo stabilizzarsi e dal mantenersi di misure proattive capaci
di promuovere il benessere e la qualita della vita dei cittadini e la vitalita democratica
delle istituzioni; affronta il fenomeno del Terrorismo come un processo complesso, di
lungo periodo, che affonda le sue radici nelle dimensioni culturale, religiosa, politica
ed economica che caratterizzano i sistemi sociali; propone alla Societa — quella degli
studiosi e degli operatori e quella ampia di cittadini e istituzioni — strumenti di com-
prensione, analisi e scenari di tali fenomeni e indirizzi di gestione delle crisi.

Sicurezza, Terrorismo e Societa si avvale dei contributi di studiosi, policy maker, analisti,
operatori della sicurezza e dei media interessati all’ambito della sicurezza, del terrori-
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