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In recent years, digital communities have become critical 
spaces for the development of deviant cultures and the 
recruitment and mobilization of individuals toward violent 
and nonviolent extremist actions (Karell et al. 2023; Smith 
et al. 2020; Song et al. 2022; Wojcieszak 2009). Many recent 
events of domestic terrorism1 were carried out by men identi-
fied as members of the incel subculture (short for “involun-
tary celibate”), which is part of the broader online misogynist 
network often called the “manosphere” (Farrell et al. 2019; 
Hanson, Pascoe, and Light 2023; Ribeiro et al. 2021). Several 
online forums that served as incubators for the development 
of misogynist ideology have been forced to shut down after 
conversations on these boards quickly evolved from discus-
sions of self-help and attractiveness to violent, hostile rheto-
ric toward women and outsiders.

Previous sociological research on online deviance has 
used qualitative methods to examine misogynistic language 
use, behaviors, and subjective understandings of forum users 
once they transition to extreme viewpoints (Glace, Dover, 
and Zatkin 2021; Halpin 2022; O’Donnell and Shor 2022; 
O’Malley, Holt, and Holt 2022; Regehr 2022), leaving open 
the question as to how these digital communities rapidly 
move from relatively benign to extremist. At the same time, 
sociologists specializing in religious and organizational stud-
ies have long been interested in the processes by which a 
community moves toward novel or extreme views, yet  
the bulk of this scrutiny has been directed toward offline  
collectives, including religious sects, cults, and utopian 
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communities, where interaction dynamics might be different 
(Kanter 1972; Lofland and Stark 1965; Rochford 1982; Stark 
and Bainbridge 1980). This article endeavors to unravel this 
process by addressing two simple but empirically important 
questions: What quantitative patterns of behavior and culture 
emerge as communities evolve toward extreme cultures, and 
how do interactions among community members cultivate a 
culture of deviance?

The scale and complexity of social interaction in digital 
spaces presents a challenge for neatly summarizing social 
behavior. Online worlds often look and feel quite different 
from in-person interaction, and complex texts, anonymous 
identification, and myriad real-time interactions can obscure 
behavioral patterns in ways that make it difficult to translate 
theories developed offline to the digital world (Edelmann 
et al. 2020; Nelson 2020). Given these challenges, this article 
avoids a conventional hypothesis-driven design common in 
social science research and instead employs computational 
grounded theory, an approach that combines computational 
tools and human interpretation to theorize complex processes 
in voluminous data (Nelson 2020). We approach our ques-
tion with three steps: pattern detection, hypothesis refine-
ment, and pattern confirmation. This iterative and inductive 
approach allows the data to inform and refine the research 
hypotheses as the analysis progresses rather than adhering 
strictly to a predefined hypothesis and methodology from the 
outset.

We focus on the r/incels forum on Reddit (described in 
greater detail in the following), a discussion board active 
from mid-2016, when it began as a relatively benign self-
help group, to its ban by Reddit in late 2017 (Hauser 2017). 
To address the question of how the forum became deviant, 
we first use a mixture of qualitative and computational anal-
yses, including manual coding, supervised learning, diction-
ary methods, and topic models, to “see novel patterns 
in . . . data” (Nelson 2020:3). In this pattern-detection step, we 
explore who did what with whom and what the psychologi-
cal and semantic consequences of the interactions were. 
These analyses inform a concrete “scientific image” (Becker 
2008) of how the forum became deviant that we use to 
hypothesize an interactional process that potentially explains 
the rise of deviant content. We then test those hypotheses 
using conversation data.

Group Deviance and Online 
Conversations

Although often operating at a geographic, temporal, and 
social scale that vastly exceeds in-person interaction, online 
communities enabled by platforms like Reddit demonstrate 
significant similarities in their interactional structure and use 
of culture to groups and communities developed in offline 
contexts, such as religious movements, cults, and utopian 
communes (Kanter 1972; Lofland and Stark 1965; Stark and 

Bainbridge 1980). In Reddit’s semi-closed communities, 
social sanctions and interaction are restricted to subscribed 
members, which can lead to the development of unique lan-
guage styles, jargons, values, and strategies as social bound-
aries that differentiate members from nonmembers, similar 
to what is observed in offline tight-knit communities. These 
features foster the development of unique shared cultures 
within both kinds of communities (Fine 2012). A group cul-
ture can engender a sense of belonging and support for mem-
bers and cultivate a shared understanding of the meanings of 
particular linguistic expressions, behaviors, and customs to 
which members can refer and use as the basis for further 
interaction (Blumer 1986; Fine 1979). Conversely, a shared 
culture can also result in the exclusion of outsiders and the 
potential for the reinforcement of extreme or harmful beliefs 
and ideologies.

But how do such cultures change within online communi-
ties? The prevailing models for explaining macro-level cul-
ture change are based on interpersonal contagion, where 
culture is modeled as transferable entities that diffuse through 
social connections (Axelrod 1997; DellaPosta, Shi, and 
Macy 2015; Macy et al. 2003; Shi and Shi 2023). Each indi-
vidual’s opinion on a social issue can be conceived of as a 
static state (e.g., thumbs up or down or choice on a Likert 
scale), subject to updates based on received information 
from their network neighbors. The model includes an obser-
vation step in which a focal individual collects information 
from social connections of varying characteristics and an 
update step to revise their internal position based on informa-
tion received from network neighbors.

However, this observe-and-update model overlooks inter-
actional dynamics in which meanings are created, inter-
preted, and transferred (Goldberg and Stein 2018). For 
example, in a dinner-table conversation on a contentious 
social issue, the meanings produced are not only dependent 
on the participants’ preexisting dispositions but also contin-
gent on how issues are expressed at any moment in a sequen-
tially structured “talk-in-interaction” (Gibson 2008). An 
utterance can lead to contentious discussions that deviate 
from agreement or provide an opportunity for mutually com-
mitting to shared values, depending on how audience mem-
bers interpret and react with their own statements. This (dis)
continuation of the topics and sentiments in conversational 
sequences is often simplified as random perturbations that 
can be absorbed as a residual in formal opinion models 
(Axelrod 1997; DellaPosta et  al. 2015; Macy et  al. 2021). 
While acknowledging the modeling utility of the contagion 
model, we challenge the realism of its assumptions and pro-
pose to directly study conversations as a window to the col-
lective construction of opinions and their actual changes.

Threaded conversations, the form of interactions on many 
social media platforms like Reddit, resemble informal, in-
person conversations where who speaks and what gets said 
in which order unfold organically (Goffman 1981; Sacks, 
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Schegloff, and Jefferson 1978). A threaded conversation 
begins with an original poster who creates a content post that 
prompts replies from other participants, which then serve as 
stimuli for subsequent comments (Choi et  al. 2015). Each 
post is recorded as a time-stamped text, and the sequences of 
all the comments in a threaded conversation can be repre-
sented as a spanning tree with no loops or bidirectional 
edges. Each thread often has a focused topic, and deviations 
from the topic are often sanctioned informally through votes 
or removed by moderators. Thus, the content published in an 
online forum not only spreads interpersonally but is also 
reinforced between posts in a conversation, or interpost focus 
of content (DiMaggio et  al. 2018). Formulating a set of 
hypotheses for social dynamics becomes challenging with-
out a deep and descriptive understanding of how culture, 
sentiment, and behavior change through this interaction 
structure. Therefore, we formulate the initial hypothesis for 
cultural change in an online community.

Initial Hypothesis: The presence of deviant content in 
reply posts and earlier posts is closely related, and this 
relationship evolves as the community matures.

In the Results section, we further develop the hypothesis. We 
follow the computational grounded theory framework 
(Nelson 2020), which comprises the following steps: pattern 
detection, where computational tools are used to detect 
important patterns in social behavior relevant to the research 
question; hypothesis refinement, involving the qualitative 
interpretation of these patterns and revising the hypotheses; 
and pattern confirmation, which entails using systematic data 
analysis to confirm or reject the refined hypotheses.

Reddit and the Incel Community  
on Reddit

Reddit is one of the largest online information-sharing and 
discussion websites in the United States.2 The Reddit plat-
form is organized as user-created and maintained communi-
ties, called “subreddits,” covering a huge variety of topics. 
Some focus on topics commonly discussed offline, such as 
news, politics, hobbies, sports, gaming, and science. Others 
focus on particular identities or advocate marginalized or 
deviant ideologies rarely found offline, such as r/exMormon, 
r/Mensrights, r/Incels, and r/FatPeopleHate. Active Reddit 

users typically subscribe to, read, and post on multiple sub-
reddits. Subreddits have different rules for whether any reg-
istered user of Reddit can post in the subreddit or whether 
only users who are members of the subreddit can post in it. 
For most of its history, the r/incels forum that is the focus of 
our analysis was open to comments from all Reddit users. 
Reddit adopts a hands-off approach to content moderation, 
leaving moderation to volunteer subreddit moderators 
(Gillett and Suzor 2022; Massanari 2017), which, in turn, 
paves the way for unorthodox ideologies and hate speech to 
thrive in certain communities.

Within subreddits, registered users submit content such 
as URLs, videos, images, and texts, which are commented 
on and voted upward or downward by other registered 
users. The core feature that Reddit communities use to fos-
ter engagement and signal approval and disapproval with 
community and broader standards is the “karma system,” in 
which a user gains (or loses) karma points if their com-
ments or posts to a Reddit community are upvoted (or 
downvoted).

The Reddit community r/incels, activated in mid-2016, 
initially positioned itself as a supportive space for men strug-
gling with forming romantic or sexual relationships, but over 
time, it transformed into a forum characterized by the propa-
gation of hateful content and promotion of sexual and physi-
cal violence against women.3 It was banned on November 2, 
2017, shortly after Reddit’s announcement of a new policy 
that prohibited “content that encourages, glorifies, incites, or 
calls for violence or physical harm” (Hauser 2017). The 
group’s transition from a self-help space to a platform for 
hate speech highlighted the risks inherent in unmoderated 
online environments.

The data set used in our analysis was downloaded and 
parsed from the Pushshift Reddit data set (Baumgartner et al. 
2020), which is a large collection of Reddit data that includes 
posts, comments, and related metadata and is updated regu-
larly. The r/incels data set contains 39,131 unique users and 
1,191,797 posts. Over a course of 17 months, the community 
underwent rapid expansion. During the month leading up to 
its shutdown, the platform published roughly 136,000 
monthly posts, averaging over 4,500 posts per day, excluding 
bot accounts. The published posts contain considerable 
amounts of aggressive or violent content, with 1.34 percent 
of the posts containing the term “kill*,” 0.65 percent contain-
ing “rape” or “raping,” and 2.61 percent containing “hate.*”4

2It ranks as the sixth most visited website, as of March 2023, with an 
estimated more than 57 million daily active users globally and more 
than 100,000 active communities (Reddit Press 2023). According 
to a 2021 survey (Auxier and Anderson 2021), Reddit usage in the 
United States is more widespread among younger internet users, 
with 36 percent of respondents between the ages of 18 and 29 and 
22 percent ages 30 to 49 reporting ever using Reddit. The platform’s 
user base in the United States skews male, with approximately 23 
percent of adult men accessing the site compared to only 12 percent 
of women (Statista 2022).

3People identifying as incels congregated online long before the 
creation of the r/incels forum, and the full history of the online 
movement is too long to document here. Different incel forums on 
the internet have seen varying cultures centered around misogyny 
or self-help. Although both cultural strains were prevalent in the 
forum when it was created on Reddit, we focus on the shift between 
these two strains over time.
4An asterisk serves as a wildcard in searches, standing for any num-
ber of unknown characters. For example, “kill*” can mean killer, 
killing, killed, and so on.
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Results

Following computational grounded theory (Nelson 2020), 
we structure the Results section into three stages—pattern 
detection, hypothesis refinement, and pattern confirma-
tion—to guide readers through the process of uncovering the 
community dynamics.

Pattern Detection

To better understand the process of change on the forum, 
three computational tools are used to detect patterns and 
trends in the conversation data. First, a supervised machine-
learning algorithm is used to classify forum users as either 
incels or outsiders, tracing changes in the forum’s composi-
tion over time. Second, a dictionary-based approach is used 
to quantify the psychological content of posts made by users 
with these different group labels. Third, we analyze how 
words and phrases cluster together in posts to deliver cultural 
meanings that resonate with ingroup members. This allows 
us to trace the change in the use of topics over the commu-
nity’s life span.

Categorization of membership.  Reddit is an ecology system 
that has a variety of interest groups, a feature common to 
other social media platforms. Because of this, subreddits like 
r/incels are often visited by Reddit users who are unfamiliar 
with or do not share the same concerns as the core subreddit 
users. An initial reading of forum posts suggests that tempo-
rary “outsider” visitors were a frequent presence on the 
forum, so we seek to classify users as either forum insiders 
(“incels”) or outsiders. To this end, we use a supervised clas-
sification approach, coding a subset of members as either 
incels or forum outsiders and then training a model to clas-
sify the remaining users automatically based on their posts.

For the qualitative categorization, we first collect post 
texts from a random sample of 1,000 unique users (classified 
by username)5 and conduct line-by-line coding of their 
posted content to ascertain membership status. Insiders are 
identified by their use of language and commentary that fall 
within four broad thematic categories: self-professed incel 
status (e.g., “I am an incel”), adherence to or endorsement of 
incel ideology (e.g., “Women fall into 3 categories: ladies, 
prostitutes, and sluts”), expressions of ingroup affiliation 
(e.g., “I appreciate that you’ve been more sympathetic to us 
then [sic] most of the outsiders that come to this sub”), and 
contempt or disdain for those perceived to be infiltrating 
their virtual space (e.g., “You know nothing of our strug-
gle”). Commentary and language posted by those classified 
as outsiders fall within the following thematic categories: 

declarations of outsider status (e.g., “I’m not an incel either”), 
challenges to or critiques of incel ideology (e.g., “That seems 
to be what you incels believe”), ridicule and mockery target-
ing incels (e.g., “I’m by all definitions a chad and I definitely 
bullied kids like you in school”), and offers of support, 
advice, and coping strategies (e.g., “I want you guys to know 
that you’re not alone, and sometimes perspective from the 
outside isn’t always a bad thing”). Terms unique to incel sub-
culture (e.g., “normie,” “chad,” “pill”) are frequently used by 
both insiders and outsiders. In the coding process, we refrain 
from using such terms as markers of group affiliation. In the 
end, out of the 1,000 users sampled, 559 are identified as 
incel members, 290 are identified as outsiders, and the 
remaining 151 users are unable to be classified clearly.

Using the coded data, we devise a model to classify the 
remaining 38,131 users as either insiders or outsiders. We 
use the 559 incel members and 290 outsiders we had previ-
ously coded to construct a data set, dividing them into a 
training set with 70 percent of the participants and a test set 
with the remaining 30 percent. We did not consider indeter-
minate users as a separate category due to their infrequent 
posting, weak linguistic signals in the text, and their absence 
of characteristics that define a distinct category. For exam-
ple, some people posted only one ambiguous post and left. 
Excluding indeterminate users during the learning process 
can enhance prediction accuracy, and we left this group out 
of the model because it does not constitute a sperate identity. 
In subsequent predictions, we classified all users as either 
incel insiders or outsiders.

We then apply standard text preprocessing steps to all 
posts, converting words into stemmed tokens (reduced to 
their base or root form), generating n-grams (sequences of 
adjacent words), and applying other steps outlined in 
Appendix 1. After these steps, we train a lasso regression 
model with a fivefold cross-validation framework. The final 
prediction accuracy of the model on the binary outcomes 
(i.e., whether a user was classified an incel insider or outsider 
in the qualitative coding) on the test set is 92 percent. We 
then use the model to classify the remaining users as either 
insiders or outsiders.

Figure 1 shows a list of the 20 terms most predictive of 
either incel or outsider statuses in the training data. Terms 
that predict incel status include those associated with the 
incel ideology, such as “normi,” “incel,” “cope,” “chad,” and 
“beta.” Other terms, such as “face,” “imagin,” and “disgust,” 
strongly linked to how incels expressed their grievances, are 
also associated with incel identity, as are words such as “we_
are,” which suggest a shared group identity. On the other 
hand, terms that predict outsider status contain less obvious 
meanings and tend to be interactionally oriented, such as 
“you_person,” “you_talk,” “of_you,” and “you_guy.” 
Additionally, some terms often used by outsiders carry con-
notations that imply alternative ways to tackle the challenges 
at hand, such as “would_recommend,” “genuine,” and 
“sorri_that.”

5Reddit users are identified only by username, and we cannot link 
usernames to peoples’ offline identities or other online identities. It 
is also possible that Reddit users may have multiple usernames, so 
the true number of forum users is unknown.



Shi et al.	 5

Figure 2 presents a breakdown of post frequencies and 
unique user counts categorized by membership status of the 
poster or user. Initially, the community drew people classi-
fied as incel and outsiders at comparable rates, even though 
people classified as incels posted more often. However, as 
2017 progressed, the proportion of people classified as incels 
within the community increased substantially, the presence 
of people classified as outsiders diminished, and the amount 
of content produced by people classified as incels greatly 
exceeded that produced by outsiders.

Figure 2 highlights the first trend that explains part of the 
overall shift in aggregate group content—the rising preva-
lence of people identified as members of the incel commu-
nity relative to outsiders. However, identifying this trend 
does not clarify why forum composition changed or, as we 
note later, why language among the people classified as 
incels also became more extreme.

Analyzing psychological states.  Our preliminary reading of 
incel and outsider posts suggests three notable characteristics 
that may signify group identification and deviation: the use 
of hyperbolic emotional expressions, a strong sense of group 
identity, and a low level of cognitive engagement, evidenced 
by the repetitive use of jargon and infrequent engagement in 
deliberative conversations. This echoes previous work that 
finds that attachment to online communities has been linked 
to shifts in members’ social, psychological, and cognitive 
conditions (Ashokkumar and Pennebaker 2022; Gonzales, 
Hancock, and Pennebaker 2010).

To explore this shift in the cognitive and emotional con-
tent of language, we use a dictionary-based language classi-
fier, Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC), which 
tallies specific terms used in texts that are associated with 

Figure 1.  Top 20 terms in the sampled texts most predictive of 
incel and outsider status.
Note. The blue hue indicates the incel status, and the yellow hue indicates 
the outsider status.

Figure 2.  Temporal trends of posts and unique users, broken down by membership status.
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people’s social and psychological states (Pennebaker et  al. 
2015). LIWC uses multiple dictionaries to quantify the con-
tent of text on different dimensions, including the linguistic 
content (verbs, nouns, quantities), evidence of psychological 
processes (cognition, affect, social processes), and broad 
summaries of the psychometric content (“analytic,” “emo-
tional”). LIWC has been used in detecting linguistic patterns 
in manifestos and communications among lone offenders 
(Kaati, Shrestha, and Cohen 2016) and radicalization of 
online communities (Ashokkumar and Pennebaker 2022).

Figure 3 highlights trends in six linguistic dimensions 
included in LIWC—“anger” (emotional language expressing 
anger, such as “hate,” “mad,” “angry”), “cogproc” (language 
indicating cognitive processing, such as “understand,” 
“think,” “perhaps,” “maybe”), “negemo” (negative emotion 
words, including “bad,” “hate,” “hurt,” “tired”), “swear” 
(profanity), and the use of first-person singular (“I”) and plu-
ral (“we”) pronouns. We focus on these dimensions because 
they capture elements that emerged from our qualitative 
reading.

Consistent with our impressions from preliminary read-
ing, the temporal trends in Figure 3 show a decrease in the 
cognitive sophistication of language use, increased emo-
tional content, and stronger group identification among users 
we identify as part of the incel community. First, anger-
related language (anger) was consistently more prevalent 
among the people classified as incels than it was among out-
siders, and this prevalence increased over the observed 
period for users classified as incels, whereas it remained 
relatively unchanged for outsiders. The incel group’s use of 
swear words (swear), initially similar to outsiders, quickly 
rose in the first few months and continued to rise until the 
end of the forum, whereas the use of profanity by outsiders 
was low and stable. This disparity suggests a sustained and 
intensified expression of anger within the incel group, poten-
tially reflective of the community’s underlying frustrations 
and grievances.

Figure 3 also shows diverging patterns around the use of 
cognitive processing or questioning language (cogproc) 
between users classified as incels and those classified 

Figure 3.  Temporal patterns of social, psychological, and cognitive traits by membership status.
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as outsiders. The cognitive processing word list in LIWC 
dictionary includes terms associated with causation (e.g., 
“because,” “reason”), self-reflection (e.g., “understand,” 
“think”), and uncertainty (e.g., “perhaps,” “maybe”; 
Ashokkumar and Pennebaker 2021, 2022; Hsu et al. 2014). 
The outsider group exhibits a higher frequency of this kind 
of language. Initially, 11 percent to 12 percent of words used 
by incel members were related to cognitive processing, 
which decreased to 8.8 percent over time.

Finally, users classified as outsiders showed a much 
higher frequency of first-person singular pronouns (the “I” 
graph) compared to users classified as incels. Conversely, the 
use of first-person plurals (“we,” “us,” “our,” “ours,” etc.) 
was much more common among members identified as 
incels, and the gaps between incels and outsiders in their use 
of “I” and “we” grew throughout the forum. This suggests 
that a stronger sense of community or collective identity and 
an increasing willingness of individual members to speak on 
behalf of the group gradually developed among users classi-
fied as incels. This finding is in line with recent research on 
online communities (Ashokkumar and Pennebaker 2022), 
which noted similar patterns in the use of first-person plural 
pronouns (e.g., “we,” “us”) to signify collective identity, 
along with other words related to group affiliation.

These three trends converge to illuminate a key aspect of 
change in the forum. Over time, people classified as incels 
decreased their use of language that reflects deep cognitive 
engagement and analysis and increased their use of first-per-
son plural identification (“we”). This pattern suggests that as 
a community identity becomes more established, members 
are less likely to try to convince one another about particular 
viewpoints. Instead, they increasingly draw on emotional 
language and profanity. At the same time, this increasing use 
of first-person plural by group members suggests that mem-
bers are increasingly willing to speak on behalf of the whole 
group, potentially suggesting a flattening of apparent differ-
ences in worldviews or a more coherent shared worldview 
within the community over time.

Mapping the semantic content of incel ideology.  Although the 
LIWC dictionaries shed light on the psychological states 
reflected in how people talk in the forum over time, they can-
not illuminate how these changes in psychological states cor-
respond to changes in the content of what is discussed. To 
explore this, we turn to an unsupervised classification 
method, topic modeling, to understand differences in lan-
guage use by people classified as insiders and forum outsid-
ers and how this changed over time. Topic modeling can 
effectively capture the distributional properties of words and 
phrases by identifying patterns of co-occurrence across a col-
lection of documents (Arseniev-Koehler et al. 2022; DiMag-
gio, Nag, and Blei 2013), allowing researchers to extract 
meaningful insights from the seemingly chaotic flux of con-
versations (DiMaggio et al. 2018). We use a structural topic 

model (Roberts et al. 2013, 2014), an enhanced version of 
latent Dirichlet allocation, which integrates document-level 
covariates, such as when something was posted. Structural 
topic models also allow for topics to be correlated with each 
other, capturing complex interrelationships among them.

We conduct a number of standard text processing steps 
before running a 30-topic model. These processing steps and 
the selection procedure for the number of topics is discussed 
in the Appendix. The topic keywords, shown in Table 1, are 
derived from a balanced consideration of high frequency of 
appearance of the terms under a topic and the extent of exclu-
sivity to that topic (Roberts et  al. 2013). Topic labels are 
assigned based on a qualitative analysis of the top 35 terms 
in each topic, following an iterative process that alternated 
between keywords and documents as described in (Nelson 
2020). Figure S2 in the Appendix shows a selected sample of 
posts with their topic distributions. The topic distribution of 
sample texts suggests that posts typically focus on a small 
number of topics, with the majority of other topics appearing 
infrequently or having minimal prevalence.

Our preliminary analysis reveals that users did not employ 
topics discretely and independently when composing conver-
sations. Instead, certain topics frequently co-occur within the 
same posts, a phenomenon known as “bundled semantics” 
(Hanson et al. 2023). To test this, we construct a co-occur-
rence network to map out its semantic structure based on how 
frequently topics were used together in posts. Figure 4 shows 
a network diagram of topics, with connections between top-
ics indicating a high chance that the pairs of topics were used 
in the same posts. The semantic network shows three distinct 
topic clusters.

Topics in the first cluster, depicted in red in Figure 4, pre-
dominantly revolve around the symbols and metaphors that 
are central to and unique to the ideology of incels, including 
terms for stereotypical men (“Chads”) and women (“Stacy”), 
terms that demarcate the social boundary between incels and 
the broader society (“normie”), and central aspects of the 
incel worldview (“pilling”). This cluster also includes 
generic shared incel experiences, including rejection and 
denial and dismal treatment, although it is important to note 
that this topic mostly captures hypotheticals instead of real-
world experiences. Topics in this cluster serve as symbols 
and metaphors for the community, providing novel symbolic 
frames for the incel adherents and sympathizers to form a 
new identity (Geertz 1964; Goffman 1986). We consider the 
topics in this cluster the core incel ideology, consistent with 
qualitative studies of incel ideology (e.g., Thorburn, Powell, 
and Chambers 2023). In addition, we posit that these topics 
comprise the cognitively simple, easily deployed signals of 
group identity that come to dominate the forum.

The second cluster, colored in yellow in Figure 4, com-
prises topics that reflect the incels’ focus on physical traits as 
key determinants of social and romantic success, including 
facial features, height, weight, and genitalia. Incels 
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Table 1.  30 Topic Labels and Keywords.

# Topic Label Topic Keywords

1 Society and morality societi, modern, right, femin, system, moral, power, human, govern, natur, benefit, fault, gene, control, contribut, 
support, birth, civil, freedom, law

2 Hate speech fuck, lol, cunt, retard, bitch, lmao, fuck_fuck, wtf, kek, dumb, stupid, disgust, shut, bro, dude, wow, fuck_hate, damn, 
fuck_lol, give_fuck

3 Chad and Stacy chad, staci, beta, femoid, chad_chad, fuck_chad, roasti, cuck, stacey, beta_provid, dump, chad_fuck, betabux, beta_
cuck, orbit, settl, pump, bang, pump_dump, cheat

4 Love and feeling love, happi, make_feel, feel, dog, fall, hurt, sad, heart, emot, make_happi, angri, hate, lone, anger, hatr, peopl_feel, 
affect, song, women_lo

5 Incel generic femal, volcel, fellow, male, male_femal, incel, incel_incel, femal_incel, mgtow, standard, inceldom, make_incel, celib, 
escap, privileg, fellow_incel, lower_standard, misogynist, inferior, involuntari

6 Virginity virgin, age, young, marri, lost, shame, loser, gf, past, teen, wait, lose_virgin, late, 20s, forev, kiss, earli, lost_virgin, 
older, kissless

7 Dismal treatment piec, shit, holi, give_shit, holi_shit, treat, piec_shit, give, treat_shit, crap, garbag, peopl_treat, test, fuck_shit, holi_
fuck, full, load, respect, peopl_give, ton

8 Facial features eye, smile, nose, chin, jaw, light, subhuman, dark, area, open, weak, contact, stare, look, strong, mirror, lip, beauti, 
close, door

9 Sex and partner sex, relationship, prostitut, partner, casual, entitl, intimaci, desir, casual_sex, opposit, romant, sex_relationship, 
women_sex, escort, sexual, consent, term, sex_drive, hooker, sex_women

10 Moderation post, ban, messag, account, mod, pic, thread, user, reddit, delet, send, pm, troll, pictur, op, post_histori, site, match, 
tinder, check

11 Mental health depress, suicid, mental, ill, fuel, mental_ill, life, pain, suffer, kill, therapi, real_life, brain, medic, live_life, attempt, cope, 
rage, therapist, ldar

12 Sex attraction men_women, women_men, men, women_women, women, attract_women, women_attract, attract_men, women_
find, hate_women, shallow, attract, women_hate, ugli_men, men_attract, unattract, percent, women_date, men_
men, physic_attract

13 Social life friend, meet, skill, talk, social_skill, club, social, awkward, parti, make_friend, interact, hang, hobbi, interest, talk_
peopl, invit, convers, social_anxieti, lot_peopl, group

14 Religion jesus, god, christ, world, earth, follow, hell, real, aw, believ, planet, jesus_christ, real_world, christian, y’all, 
blackops2cel, version, st, prais, billion

15 Encouragement good, bad, luck, good_luck, hope, sound, pretti, work, good_thing, great, hard, thing, feel_good, good_person, job, 
good_job, pretti_good, gotta, work_hard, idea

16 Slut shaming attent, whore, pay, money, valid, she, social_media, compliment, ego, gold, receiv, desper, make_money, worthless, 
media, seek, slut, paid, pay_attent, call

17 Wasted effort time, wast, long, effort, spend, wast_time, spend_time, happen, long_time, heard, reject, worth, multipl, put, period, 
take, put_effort, time_time, spent, energy

18 Rejection and denial dont, im, doesnt, your, care, ur, wont, ive, isnt, tbh, didnt, wouldnt, arent, tho, id, worri, theyr, bother, matter, ppl

19 Race and ethnicity white, white_knight, asian, knight, racist, indian, black, race, white_women, white_guy, american, white_girl, trump, 
white_men, ethnic, countri, minor, asia, black_guy, eastern

20 Daily routine day, video, game, play, hour, week, sit, video_game, drink, food, home, watch, smoke, room, dream, wake, minut, 
movi, hous, night

21 Normie and pilling normi, pill, blackpil, advic, black_pill, truth, mock, fail, vent, blue_pill, meme, place, bluepil, pretend, insult, platitud, 
trigger, come, red_pill, norman

22 Genitals dick, suck, vagina, peni, touch, small, porn, stick, size, hand, big, ball, hole, big_deal, wet, tini, bigger, tit, finger, jerk

23 Height gt, height, taller, manlet, averag, tall, short, model, shorter, iq, male_model, averag_averag, status, rate, 5’4, face, low, 
averag_height, lt, ugli_face

24 Rape and crime death, rape, autism, sentenc, murder, rapist, victim, deserv, fear, autist, prison, cancer, fire, crime, crimin, violent, die, 
starv, scare, fight

25 Beauty and attraction ugli_guy, nice_guy, hot, girl, guy, guy_girl, nice, cute, ugli_girl, ugli, date, chick, hot_girl, creepi, attract_girl, attract_
guy, ugli_peopl, girl_date, girl_guy, creep

26 Inquiries and responses question, answer, person, situat, assum, judg, honest, simpl, specif, issu, genuin, chang, problem, perspect, view, 
curious, attitud, posit, negat, awar

27 Reason and debate read, word, sens, argument, make_sens, explain, evid, argu, write, refer, logic, disagre, statement, book, prove, 
discuss, articl, meant, sourc, wrong

28 Weight weight, lift, wear, bodi, muscl, cloth, bald, cut, haircut, makeup, facial, gym, lose_weight, fat, fit, acn, bone, style, 
shave, structur

29 School school, high_school, kid, colleg, year_ago, year, parent, high, ago, mom, dad, mother, class, month, sister, grade, 
student, father, univers, degre

30 Plastic surgery surgeri, save, plastic, suppos, guess, easili, total, plastic_surgeri, turn, think, fine, nope, afford, yeah, poor, doubt, 
obsess, expens, basic, chanc

Note. Label color corresponds to the clustered themes, with red being core incel ideology, green being challenges and issues in daily life, yellow being 
physical characteristics, and gray being uncategorized topics.
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scrutinize these physical features in fine detail to elaborate 
perceived attractiveness ideals and express the beliefs that 
these traits are unfairly distributed and pivotal for relation-
ship success.

The third cluster, what we call “challenges in daily life” 
and depicted in green in Figure 4, comprises a set of real-
world challenges and issues faced by people who identify as 
incels. This cluster touches on mental health struggles, such 
as depression, anxiety, and isolation; love and emotion, 
emphasizing the challenges encountered in forming romantic 
relationships and coping with unrequited feelings; social life, 
frequently focusing on social exclusion or difficulties in 
social interactions; and sex, partners, and incels’ perceived 
difficulties in finding sexual or romantic partners. The cluster 
also includes topics reflecting encouragement and positivity, 
conversations about the investment of time and effort in per-
sonal development or attempts at social integration, and daily 
routines that often reflect a sense of monotony or frustration.

The identified topics within these clusters indicate a the-
matic emphasis on pseudo-rationalism, which integrates 
various forms of reasoning, including societal norms, moral 
frameworks, religious beliefs, and physical appearance ide-
als. This thematic focus resonates with the scholarly con-
struct of “geek masculinity,” which characterizes masculinity 
through intellectual pursuits, technical expertise, and a cul-
tural affinity for niche interests such as gaming and science 
fiction (Ging 2019; Massanari 2017; Van Valkenburgh 2021). 

These elements challenge conventional notions of masculin-
ity by emphasizing cognitive abilities and cultural knowl-
edge over traditional markers of male identity, contributing 
to a nuanced understanding of contemporary gender roles 
and identities within digital communities. This validates the 
effectiveness of our topic modeling methodology.

Figure 5 reports the temporal trends of topic proportions 
of 30 topics over the life span of the community, differenti-
ated by user status (incel or outsider) and theme category. 
The figure shows that the use of core incel ideology tracks 
with rising emotional language and declining cognitive pro-
cessing language highlighted in the previous analysis, with 
six out of seven topics in the core incel ideology cluster 
(highlighted in red and presented in the first row of Figure 5) 
showing an increase in prevalence, with a much higher rate 
of increase among users classified as incels. For instance, the 
use of the topic “Chad and Stacy” surged from comprising an 
average of 1.3 percent of the content of posts produced by 
incels to 4.7 percent of the content of posts produced by 
incels. Likewise, incels show a clear increase in their usage 
of the “Normie and Pilling” topic, with the percentage of 
their post content containing this language rising from 3.0 
percent to 4.5 percent.

The second row in Figure 5 shows that topics related to 
physical attractiveness also increase in prevalence, with the 
use of topics such as facial features, height, and racial and 
ethnic distinctions doubling over the period. The increased 
prevalence of these topics suggests a reinforcement of incels’ 
belief of a rigid hierarchy that marginalizes and discrimi-
nates against individuals who do not conform to traditional 
beauty standards. It is noteworthy that the prevalence of 
these topics in posts made by outsiders also increased. As 
will be discussed later, the interpost focus of content, rather 
than ideological deviation of outsiders, may play a crucial 
role in driving this trend.

The final two rows of Figure 5 show that topics related to 
challenges in daily life tended to decrease in prevalence over 
time, especially among users classified as incels. These 
include topics such as love and feeling (dropping from 4.3 
percent to 3.0 percent), sex and partnership (4.1 percent to 
2.2 percent), social life (5.5 percent to 3.0 percent), encour-
agement (5.5 percent to 4.2 percent), and the topics that are 
related to deliberative language, such as inquiry and response 
(7.8 percent to 4.0 percent) and reason and debate (7.1 per-
cent to 4.1 percent). The trends among outsiders have also 
declined, but at a much slower pace.

Although each of these shifts is small in terms of percent-
age points, aggregating across topics in a particular category 
clarifies the substantive shift in the kind of content being 
posted on the forum. In the early months of the forum, 15.9 
percent of post content was classified as incel core ideology, 
compared to 25.2 percent in the final months of the forum. In 
contrast, about 51.0 percent of content in the early months 
dealt with the challenges of daily life, which declined to 39.7 
percent at the end of the forum.

Figure 4.  Topic co-occurrence network.
Note. Nodes represent topics, and edges represent Pearson correlations 
of topic content in posts between two topics, with those above the 
threshold of 0.015 being preserved. The color assignment of topics was 
determined by the network positions and qualitative reading of the topic 
keywords. Red = core incel ideology; yellow = physical characteristics; 
green = challenges in daily life; gray = unclassified topics.
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Hypothesis Refinement

The preceding analyses highlight three co-occurring transi-
tions. First, topics on the forum slowly shifted from discus-
sion of real-world challenges toward use of abstract tokens 
and core “ideological” considerations, especially among 
forum insiders. Second, users showed a marked decline in 
their use of cognitive processing language, suggesting less 
debate and fewer attempts at persuasion, and an increased 
reliance on emotion and anger. Third, forum insiders increas-
ingly identified as members of the group (“we”) and became 
less likely to make statements on their own behalf (“I”). 
These transitions occurred at roughly similar speeds, with 
none showing clear temporal precedence, suggesting it is not 
the case that one caused the others.

We interpret these co-occurring trends as reflecting a 
mutually reinforcing process. As group members created and 
agreed on the symbols of the group’s culture (core incel ide-
ology), they used these symbols to both convey group mem-
bership and engage with other community members with 
little cognitive cost. At the same time, discussion of real-
world considerations (challenges of daily life) that did not 

necessarily conform to the abstract ideology was cognitively 
costly and potentially divisive. This not only pushed forum 
insiders to increasingly discuss a purely ideological realm 
divorced from reality but also increasingly distinguished 
them from forum outsiders, who neither embraced this ideol-
ogy nor were conversant in this language. By predominantly 
discussing the forum’s abstract ideology and deploying it 
across contexts, incels were able to flatten differences 
between them, empowering them to speak for the group 
(“we”). Because the symbolic language provided more of the 
community’s interpretive and interactive framework, each 
individual’s need for reflective thought about reality dimin-
ished. This relationship between the crystallization of group 
culture and identities and the simplification of discourse 
highlights the impact of collective belief systems on the 
nature of communication within a community.

With these patterns in hand, we step back from analyses to 
revisit the text data and selectively review samples of con-
versations from both the early and late stages of the forum. 
This iterative process provides us with more “on-the-ground” 
observations, which are essential in transforming the insights 
into testable hypotheses (Nelson 2020). We select post-reply 

Figure 5.  Aggregate change of topics, differentiated by membership status and clustered theme.
Note. Topic prevalence is determined by calculating the average proportion of content attributed to a particular topic.
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pairs where the posts prominently feature core incel ideol-
ogy, physical characteristics, or challenges of daily life, and 
then we engage a deep reading of both posts and their replies 
for the early period and late period of the forum. Specifically, 
we find all the posts that have a substantial (i.e., about 1 SD 
above the mean) but similar amount of the content from a 
topic group (e.g., core incel ideology) during the early period 
(i.e., first four months) and late period (i.e., last four months) 
and examine them and their follow-up replies. By doing this, 
we control the content of the posts drawn from different time 
periods, allowing a comparative study of the evolution in 
replying behavior (e.g., Did the replies rely on more deviant 
content when replying to other deviant posts?). Here, we 
present three post-reply pairs that satisfy the aforementioned 
selection condition, which we present in Table 2.6 We cau-
tion the reader that the following qualitative analysis is not 
intended as a systematic examination of the data that can 
derive definitive conclusions but, rather, serves to “either 
confirm or revise the patterns identified” in the early step 
(Nelson 2020:26). In the next section, we test the derived 
hypotheses using quantitative analyses on all eligible post-
reply pairs.

The first two rows in Table 2 present posts containing 
high levels of core incel ideology in the early and late periods 
and one reply to each. Although both replies address posts of 
high levels of core incel ideology, they differ significantly. 
The reply from the early period critically points out the irony 
in the original poster’s expectation of attention and affection 
despite their derogatory language toward women, labeling 
them as “degenerate whores.” Furthermore, this reply advises 
the original poster to seek therapy. It contains both construc-
tive advice and mainstream reasoning. In contrast, the reply 
from the late period is marked by a fatalistic and determinis-
tic view of social hierarchies and personal success, reinforc-
ing a bleak and rigid worldview common in incel ideology 
by suggesting the poster to merely “cope.” At the same time, 
the language used has become simpler, for example, “ur cop-
ing,” which suggests that there is no need to unpack the 
meaning of such coded words in their communications.

The second two conversations (Table 2, middle rows) 
highlight a contrast in responses to posts focused on physical 
characteristics, specifically, regarding height. The reply 
drawn from the early period challenges the sweeping gener-
alization concluded by the previous poster by pointing out 
that not all women prefer tall men, offering an alternative 
view to the incels’ beliefs in physical characteristics in deter-
mining romantic success. In contrast, the reply drawn from 
the late period attempts to downplay the impact of height in 
dating but emphasizes the importance of facial characteris-
tics. This argument reflects a recurring theme that became 
prominent in the later stage of incel forum discussions where 

physical traits are viewed as the primary determinants of 
romantic and social success.

The third set of conversations (Table 2, bottom rows) 
presents responses to posts focused on what we call “real-
world challenges.” The reply selected from the early period 
is compassionate and supportive in response to a post about 
a sexual assault, and the respondent warns against paying 
attention to another user’s comment, presumably because it 
is either harmful or insensitive. The use of “hug” at the end 
signifies a gesture of empathy and virtual support. In con-
trast, the reply selected from the late period is simple and 
stereotypical, characterizing their suffering due to “subhu-
man looks and subhuman social skills.”

Our qualitative reading suggests a key mechanism at play 
in the change of the forum over time: interaction and specifi-
cally, the evolution of choices (deliberate or not) made by 
users about when and how to deploy topics in conversation. 
Specifically, the reading suggests that overall changes in 
forum content are potentially driven by interpost topic 
change, or shifts in the content of replies to posts containing 
the same content. If forum insiders shift how they understand 
the conversational utility of ideological symbols over time, 
posts with similar content should produce more responses 
containing this core incel language as time goes by. This 
effect would then be compounded by the length of the con-
versation threads because posts deploying symbols of incel 
ideology then generate even more posts deploying symbols 
of incel ideology. Because core incel ideology and physical 
characteristics are central to the content published in the 
forum but challenges in life have declined since the begin-
ning, we have the following revised hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: As time went by, replies were increasingly 
inclined to reference core incel ideology and physical 
characteristics in their response to related deviant con-
tent in earlier posts.

Hypothesis 2: As time went by, replies were less likely to 
reference concrete challenges in life in their response 
to related content in earlier posts.

Should the null hypotheses hold true, that is, no shift in 
replying behavior over time, it would suggest that the 
increase in overall deviant content is not a result of conversa-
tional dynamics. Instead, it would imply that forum partici-
pants have internalized incel ideology, integrating it at 
similar rates across all types of posts in a thread, be it root, 
intermediary, or leaf.

Pattern Confirmation: Topic Transitions  
and Cultural Change

To test the revised hypotheses, we use a simple counting  
process of post-reply pairs. We define a set of binary indi-
cators for whether a post contains more than the mean 
level of each topic group (i.e., core incel ideology, physical 

6The unit of analysis is post-reply pairs, where each post may 
receive multiple comments and we randomly select only one of 
these comments for analysis.
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characteristics, or challenges of daily life). For example, a 
post is considered as focusing on incel core ideology if it 
includes this type of content more frequently than the aver-
age occurrence in all posts.7 We then count the frequencies 
of content categories of the parent posts and offspring 
replies. For simplicity, we do not differentiate which level 
that a parent post is located in a conversation tree (e.g., a 
“parent” post could be an “offspring” reply in a different 
pair).

Figure 6 displays the relationship between parent posts 
with a specific content category and the number of offspring 
replies they generate, which may contain either the same or a 
different content category. Each of the three panels illustrates 
the numbers of offspring replies related to incel core ideol-
ogy, physical characteristics, and challenges in life (differen-
tiated by color). Within each panel, we also differentiated the 
time periods. We chose three periods: The early period ranges 
from the forum’s inception in July 2016 to November 2016, 
the middle period extends from February 2017 to May 2017, 
and the late period begins in August 2017 and continues until 
the ban in November 2017. For example, in Figure 6a, the 

7When we varied the threshold from the mean to mean plus 1 SD, 
the overall pattern of results remained consistent.

Figure 6.  Topic transitions between parent posts and offspring replies during early, middle, and late periods of the community. The 
values on the vertical axes indicate the numbers of offspring replies in: (a) Incel Core Ideology, (b) Physical Characteristics, and (c) 
Chllanges in Life.
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red dot in the early period means that a post in the early 
period related to incel core ideology would be expected to 
generate .46 replies containing incel core ideology.

Two interesting observations are evident from this analy-
sis. First, parent posts are most likely to elicit offspring 
replies containing the same content category. For example, 
Figure 6a shows that parent posts containing incel core ideol-
ogy (red line) are significantly more likely to elicit responses 
with the same incel core ideology compared to a post with 
different content (yellow, green, and gray lines). The pattern 
of ordering observed in Figure 6a is also present in the other 
two panels. However, the gaps between the top line (same 
content) and the other lines (different content) are much 
larger in Figures 6b and 6c. This suggests that discussions 
about physical characteristics and daily life challenges in the 
community are more likely to stay focused on the same topic 
than posts about incel ideology.

Second, the three panels of Figure 6 reveal distinct tempo-
ral patterns for the different offspring topics. In Figures 6a and 
6b, we observe an increase over time in the average number of 
offspring replies containing incel core ideology and physical 
characteristics regardless of the parent post content, meaning 
that posts, regardless of content, were more likely to provoke 
responses with deviant content in the late period than in the 
early period. This result supports Hypothesis 1 and suggests a 
shift among participants toward a more extreme mindset.

Interestingly, Figure 6c shows the opposite trend, where 
posts of all topics in the later period produce fewer responses 
that reflect actual real-world experiences. This result supports 
Hypothesis 2. Also evident from this panel is that the rates of 
decline in engagement with parent posts about incel core ide-
ology (red) and physical characteristics (yellow) are faster 
than those concerning daily life challenges (green). This indi-
cates that particularly in the later stages of the community, 
participants were less likely to return the conversation to real-
world examples when the parent posts were related to incel 
ideology than they were earlier in the forum’s life.

The findings support our interpretation that changes in 
posting behavior and the rise in deviant content reflect the 
interactional dynamics of the forum. Importantly, although 
the absolute change in offspring replies is often small, due to 
the tree-like structure of the conversation threads, these small 
changes in posting behavior can have a compounding effect 
over the successive levels of the tree. For instance, in the 
early stage of the forum, a post containing incel core ideol-
ogy might result in 0.79 (= 0.47 + 0.472 + 0.473) subsequent 
posts over three steps, whereas in the later stage, the same 
type of post could lead to 2.7 (= 0.95 + 0.952 + 0.953) sub-
sequent posts in three successive levels.

Discussion

In recent years, digital communities have become hotbeds 
for the emergence and propagation of sexist and misogynist 
hate speech, creating toxic environments for women and 

other marginalized groups. The normalization of misogynis-
tic attitudes has also led to several physically violent events 
(for a list, see Anti-Defamation League 2023). Despite a rich 
qualitative literature describing the distinctive jargons and 
ideology that emerge from online forums and despite an 
exploding interest in studying incel culture and manosphere 
after the ban of Reddit’s r/incels subreddit, there lacks a basic 
understanding of the group and interactional processes that 
engender group deviance within semi-closed communities. 
This is because of a twofold challenge: On the one hand, 
detailed behavioral trace data are seldom gathered for devi-
ant communities in sociology; on the other hand, due to the 
fact that clear behavioral patterns are often obscured within 
myriad complex texts and interactions, it becomes exceed-
ingly challenging to anticipate a ready theoretical framework 
that would adequately describe change in outcome, a com-
mon obstacle facing many computational social science 
applications (Nelson 2020).

To this end, we leveraged a complete history of conversa-
tions from the r/incel community from its inception until its 
eventual shutdown by the Reddit platform to begin to theorize 
the process that leads to deviance within an online commu-
nity. Through a series of computational explorations (Nelson 
2020; e.g., machine-learning classification of users, diction-
ary-based classification of language use, inductive semantic 
classification), we identified a set of patterns that converged 
to clarify a theoretical model of deviance in the forum.

By tracking the evolution of psychological states and 
deviant content, we found that the rise of deviant ideology in 
the community was associated with the use of cognitively 
simple language. This mirrors the concept of “newspeak” in 
George Orwell’s 1984, where language is deliberately sim-
plified to restrict thought and control ideology (Orwell 
2021). In contrast to Orwell’s dystopia, where simplified lan-
guage is imposed from the top down, the reduction in lin-
guistic complexity within the r/incels community arose 
organically from interactive dynamics among incel users, 
fostering a communication style that effectively marginal-
izes complex, contrary viewpoints. A phenomenon analo-
gous to reduced cognitive complexity is observed in thematic 
bundling (Hanson et al. 2023), where users frequently com-
bine certain topics in conversations, and these bundled topics 
exhibit similar trends in rates of change. The growing preva-
lence of topic bundles, such as core incel ideology and physi-
cal characteristics, in conversations reflects a tendency 
among users to engage in narrow discourses. This facilitates 
interactions among ingroup members who share a common 
understanding of thematic content and discourages conversa-
tions that deviate from established patterns.

These strands led us to develop and test a theoretical prop-
osition: The character of the forum changed because forum 
insiders increased the rate at which they deployed abstract 
symbolic language, shifting discussion away from consider-
ation of concrete daily challenges toward increased discus-
sion of an ideology that was often divorced from real-world 
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experience. We tested two hypotheses derived from this the-
oretical model by tracing the interactional process over time, 
finding that forum users increasingly deployed these sym-
bols of group membership and ideology regardless of the 
topic being discussed and decreasingly deployed evidence 
from everyday life to further conversation. These shifts com-
pounded to radically alter the content of the forum over time.

Because these symbols and thematic bundles lack com-
plexity and nuance, they are ill-suited for addressing the 
messy reality of the problems that people who identify as 
incels (or who might consider identifying as incels) might 
encounter. Similarly, because of this mismatch between ide-
ology and reality, discussion of real-world problems poses 
the possibility of fostering dissensus among group members, 
a problematic prospect for people who already identify as 
social outsiders struggling to find belonging. As a result, 
incels decreased their engagement around real-world issues, 
what we classified as “challenges in daily life,” and increas-
ingly engaged only around ideas, what we labeled “core 
incel ideology” and “physical characteristics.” This means 
the forum was increasingly dominated by discussion of ideas 
that are rarely tested on a complex reality that might chal-
lenge them. This allows users to increasingly identify as 
members of a community that they perceived to share a simi-
lar understanding of the world, akin to the Berger’s (1990) 
notion of “plausibility structure.”

Our attention here has been on theorizing the process that 
leads to group deviance, and we do not purport to fully 
explain every aspect of the forum’s transition. For example, 
because we cannot directly survey or interview forum par-
ticipants, our analysis cannot touch on whether some or all 
users purposefully took these steps or whether they reflected 
an unconscious feedback process. Similarly, although we 
explored how the forum transitioned over time, it is not ulti-
mately clear why this forum transitioned in the way it did.8

Another important factor that we have not considered in 
influencing group deviance is moderation. The change of 
overall culture may occur due to a shift in the community’s 
rules or changing behavior of moderators whereby certain 
topics become either encouraged or discouraged. As a result, 
deviant users may be encouraged to publish significantly 
more posts that promote extremist views, or outsiders’ views 
may be removed from the forum. Gillett and Suzor (2022) 
studied the role of automated moderation (i.e., using bots to 
remove comments by searching keywords) and active mod-
eration in shaping forum discourse in r/incels and found that 
content moderation played a significant role in safeguarding 
the forum’s discourse from external influences. Our analysis, 
depicted in Figure S3 (SI Appendix), also shows an increase 
in mentions of a key moderator’s name by incel members. 

This moderator enforced strict moderation on posts that chal-
lenged or disapproved of prevailing views in the forum. This 
pattern loosely coincides with the rise of incel ideology in 
the forum, indicating a potential influence on its growth. 
However, because the content of the moderated posts was 
removed from the data set, it is difficult for us to assess their 
impact, direct or indirect, in a causal manner. We suggest that 
the bottom-up conversational dynamics may greatly amplify 
the top-down moderation. Future studies should consider 
collecting real-time data or data through the wayback 
machine (Gillett and Suzor 2022), including moderation 
actions, to directly observe which types of content are likely 
to be removed and study how they impact conversations.

That being said, the insights developed here potentially 
inform future research on the formation of communities dis-
playing alternative ideologies. Our results suggest that these 
ideologies or worldviews potentially emerge as a way to fos-
ter a group identity while avoiding challenging aspects of 
reality. On the one hand, these symbols and metaphors are 
the fundamental tenets of an ideology that, in the words of 
Clifford Geertz, were employed to “render otherwise incom-
prehensible social situations meaningful, to so construe them 
as to make it possible to act purposefully within them” 
(Geertz 1964:220). They served as a foundation for a signifi-
cant social identity that unites incels who may come from 
disparate backgrounds and possess diverse life experiences. 
On the other hand, these symbols acted as impediments that 
alienated outsiders from fully comprehending the challenges 
confronted by the incel community, solidifying the cultural 
boundaries. Frequent use of these symbols might have made 
it more difficult for forum outsiders to positively engage 
with forum insiders. As these symbols became more preva-
lent in the forum, it also became more recognizable that 
someone was not embracing them, making it easier to dis-
miss these people as “outsiders” who do not understand 
incels. Although it is beyond our current study to explore 
whether forum users were aware of the fact that they engage 
in this process, we encourage future researchers to consider 
this dimension of cultural complexity—and its connection 
with group identity—in studies of group deviance.

Finally, our findings on parent-offspring interpost focus 
and the gradual increase in topic transition in conversations 
might inform the development of cognitive models for con-
versational interactions. Unlike person-to-object interactions 
or indirect observation (Lizardo and Strand 2010), direct 
conversational interactions are a common yet underexplored 
aspect of socialization in the sociology of culture. 
Conversation analysis typically concentrates on the behav-
iors and strategies of social interactions, such as turn-taking, 
interruptions, and backchanneling (Gibson 2008; Goffman 
1981; Sacks 1992; Sacks et al. 1978). These analyses often 
overlook the content and cultural significance of conversa-
tion topics. As Blumer (1986) conveyed, social interactions 
are a dual process: They involve signaling to others how to 
act and interpreting others’ signals. The actions and expressed 

8For example, the transition could be a result of membership 
replacement as people who could not tolerate the toxic space left 
and those who shared the same extremist views joined the commu-
nity. Future research is needed to explore alternative mechanisms.
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opinions in these interactions are not just reflections of pre-
existing cognitive dispositions; they are also influenced by 
the immediate context. Future studies are necessary to 
explore the complex relationship among conversational 
dynamics, individual cognitive structures, and broader cul-
tural change within a community.

At the interpersonal level, our analysis of conversational 
dynamics offers insights into diffusion and cultural change 
as an alternative mechanism to the prevailing social conta-
gion model, which typically emphasizes explicit social rela-
tionships as conduits for diffusion. Due to the anonymity 
prevalent in internet forums, the conventional contagion 
model is ineffective for modeling interpersonal dynamics in 
these contexts. Individuals are less inclined to express pri-
vately held but socially unpopular opinions, such as misogy-
nistic views, in their offline social networks, where conflicts 
in familial and friendship relationships could lead to push-
back or strained relationships. However, on anonymous 
internet forums, individuals have less personal investment in 
expressing unpopular opinions, and thus they are more sus-
ceptible to influence and to influencing others toward the 
development of deviant ideologies through conversations.

Conclusion

This study focuses on a digital community that emerged as a 
hub for propagating extremist misogynist ideology across 
other forums until its eventual shutdown. Taking it as a case 
study, we found direct evidence of deviation by quantifying 
and analyzing the progression of deviant content published 
in the community in its life span. Our research offers critical 
insights for sociology, highlighting how online platforms, 
even without the structural features often associated with the 
development of alternative ideologies (physical and social 
separation, charismatic leaders, and organizational hierar-
chies), can influence deviance and group dynamics. The 
observed trend of thematic consistency in parent-offspring 
post interactions underscores the role of digital spaces in 
reinforcing specific ideologies, contributing to the formation 
of echo chambers. This pattern challenges traditional socio-
logical theories on group dynamics and emphasizes the need 
to consider the unique influences of conversational interac-
tions on collective ideologies and behaviors. This research 
underscores the importance of integrating the dynamics of 
digital spaces into sociological theories to better understand 
the evolution of group ideologies and behaviors in contem-
porary society.
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