The Last Incel exposes the human despair behind toxic masculinity with dark humour
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In a provocative exploration of toxic masculinity and digital culture, "The Last Incel" unpacks the disturbing undercurrents of incel ideology through a darkly comedic lens. Originally staged at the Edinburgh Fringe, the play has found a new home at London’s Pleasance Theatre, where it continues to resonate with contemporary audiences confronting the complexities and brutal realities of misogyny today. 
Set against an absurd yet telling backdrop, three men gather in an online forum, exchanging violent and derogatory slang for women. They are the incels—"involuntary celibates"—who concoct a world where hate is valorised, and male celibacy is worn like a badge of honour. Their discussions are brutally anti-feminist, echoing sentiments that many may find discomforting, yet they illustrate a chilling truth about loneliness and despair. The plot thickens with the unexpected confession from Cuckboy, played with acute sensitivity by Fiachra Corkery: after a one-night stand with a journalist named Margaret (Justine Stafford), the entire dynamic of their insular group splinters.
The play deftly employs visual quirks, such as the actors using cardboard frames to suggest laptop screens, which not only injects humour into the grave subject matter but also critiques the digital landscape from which these ideologies spring. As the plot avatars grapple with their self-perceived inadequacies, their virulent disdain for women comes to light, revealing a desperate craving for connection masked by contempt. This creates a narrative tension that is simultaneously queasy and captivating.
Jamie Sykes, the playwright and director, has crafted a script that draws sympathy for these men, some of whom bear the scars of extreme bullying in their youth. Their anti-woman rhetoric is often laced with graphic self-hatred, suggesting a deeper malaise festering beneath their surface-level bravado. Sykes's use of humour intertwines effectively with the themes of loneliness and existential angst, as the incels engage in hilariously misguided attempts to express their frustrations through dance and music, underscored by striking choreography reminiscent of Kate Bush.
Yet, despite its successes, the portrayal of Margaret, who brings an intellectual perspective to the group, raises some questions about narrative convenience. Her character often serves as a mouthpiece for counterarguments against incel ideologies, referencing significant issues, such as the historical Magdalene laundries in Ireland and the societal constraints surrounding women's autonomy. While her role adds an essential layer of critique, it sometimes risks oversimplifying the men’s motivations and the intricacies of their worldview.
Critics have lauded "The Last Incel" for its raw and authentic dialogue, where incel jargon immerses audiences into this troubling subculture. The dynamics among the characters reflect a toxic society that fuels misogyny, leading to real-world consequences—a point further illustrated by narratives around lost lives and the impacts of incel culture on families, such as Margaret's brother, whose tragic story is alluded to, though only briefly.
Ultimately, while the play grapples with heavy themes, it triumphs as a gripping and queasily entertaining piece that holds up a mirror to its audience. It challenges viewers not only to confront the grotesque expressions of masculinity but also to consider the isolation and despair that underpin these derisive attitudes. As Sykes continues to develop as a playwright, "The Last Incel" is a clear indication of his ability to tackle challenging subjects with originality and an unwavering commitment to exposing the darker corners of human experience.
This production is not just a commentary on incel culture; it is an urgent call to understand the humanity that often lies entangled in hatred, making it a vital watch for those seeking insight into one of society's most disturbing phenomena.
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