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homeland noun 
home·land | \ ˈhōm-land also -lənd \

Definition of homeland 
1. native land : FATHERLAND 
2. a state or area set aside to be a state for a people of a 
particular national, cultural, or racial origin
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Preface and Acknowledgments

Academic scholars are notoriously slow creatures. Most of us take years 
to plan, conduct, and analyze research, and then need years more to 
write up the data, go through academic peer-review processes, and fi
nally publish the results—often in journals or other outlets that primar-
ily target peers within our own academic fields and communities rather 
than those outside of academia. And because academic careers are re-
warded for this kind of scholarship, it can be particularly challenging to 
develop and share expertise in ways that broader publics find both rel-
evant and responsive. I am no exception to this dilemma. Each of my 
previous books took approximately a decade to research and write. 
Until quite recently, most of my writing and speaking has been directed 
toward other academics, rather than to broader publics.

This book is different. It is a book written to and for the public—for 
educators, policy makers, parents, coaches, and anyone who interacts 
with people who are at risk for radicalization to hate. It came out of the 
learning that took place as I was rapidly thrust into a new, more public 
world while I was writing my previous book, The Extreme Gone Main-
stream. Seemingly overnight, my previously niche, subcultural research 
in a foreign country, had mainstream relevance at home, in ways I never 
could have anticipated. I was suddenly privy to more generalist and 
policy-related conversations about the underlying problems and griev-
ances fueling rising extremist violence, about the drivers and orga
nizational tactics of terrorist and violent extremist groups, and about 
what might work to stem rising hate and extremism. Journalists, policy 
makers, friends, colleagues, and random people on trains asked me to 
explain the global dimensions of far-right extremism, how mainstream-
ing happens, and how far-right youth culture and the tactics and strate-
gies of far-right groups and movements are evolving. These conversa-
tions took place in the media, in a variety of government agencies and 
offices, and in broader circles of interventionists, educators, funders, 
and policy makers. My learning curve was necessarily swift as I worked 
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to distill what I had learned from twenty years of empirical work on the 
ground with youth in and around far-right scenes—and school-based 
efforts to combat extremism—into broader discussions and frames.

The urgency around the current state of far-right and white-
supremacist extremism globally changed the way I write. From the time 
that this book was first conceived, in a conversation with an editor in 
winter 2019, to its actual publication in fall 2020, only about eighteen 
months passed, including the entire production process. The pace of 
writing forced me out of my quiet office with its dual screens and ergo-
nomic keyboard to whatever spaces and places I was in, whenever I 
could squeeze out time to write. I wrote this book on my laptop in doc-
tors’ and dentists’ office waiting rooms, on trains and planes, and even 
in the passenger seat of a car on two ten-hour summer drives. I wrote in 
the early dawn hours, before I had even brushed my teeth. I wrote in the 
middle of the night, when I woke up and could not fall back asleep.

Taking advantage of all the possible moments to write was one rea-
son I could pull this book together with relative speed. But the other 
major reason is that I already had been encouraged to write quite a lot 
about this topic before I realized it would become a book. I am im
mensely grateful to the many editors and hosts who nudged me 
toward exploration of the ideas I develop here. Since I finished my 
previous book, I’ve given more than fifty invited talks, keynotes, plenary 
speeches, conference papers, and visiting lectures, across the United 
States and in ten other countries. Each of these talks was crucial for al-
lowing me to explore the ideas that made their way into these pages. In 
invited discussions and briefings for policy makers, governmental agen-
cies, embassy representatives, intelligence analysts, law enforcement, 
and other public authorities in the United States and abroad, I was not 
only forced to hone these arguments but also had the opportunity to 
learn from scholars, practitioners, and policy makers through shared 
presentations, discussions, and roundtables. Scores of extremism and 
terrorism experts and researchers, from think tanks, government agen-
cies, nongovernmental organizations, research institutes and centers, 
and advocacy groups, contributed immensely to my learning in a wide 
variety of focused research conversations and discussions. My Septem-
ber 2019 written and oral congressional testimony before the US House 
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of Representatives Committee on Foreign Affairs’ Subcommittee on the 
Middle East, North Africa, and International Terrorism and the Com-
mittee on Homeland Security’s Subcommittee on Intelligence and 
Counterterrorism helped further clarify and articulate my arguments 
about how we should understand white-supremacist and far-right ex-
tremism, how to assess the threat, and what should be done about it.

In over two dozen op-eds and short essays during the same period, I 
articulated early arguments that would later develop into the chapters 
of this book. These essays were key to my thinking processes and deci-
sion to write this book.1 Feedback from readers, listeners, viewers, and 
editors helped refine my thinking. I am equally indebted to the dozens 
of journalists, students, and colleagues whose insightful and sometimes 
challenging questions in media interviews, classrooms, and hallway 
conversations forced me to better articulate the logic of my arguments 
in a variety of places. The out-of-the-box thinking and innovative ideas 
constantly batted about by my colleagues in our newly launched Polar-
ization and Extremism Research and Innovation Lab (PERIL) in Amer-
ican University’s Center for University Excellence (CUE) were essential 
to the conceptual development of my arguments as well as my specific 
thinking about intervention and prevention.

There are several individuals whose support, coauthorship, editorial 
advice, or keen eyes have helped shape my thinking in ways that show 
up in this book in big and small ways that deserve mention. In particu
lar, I owe a tremendous intellectual debt to Akiko, Archie, Audra, Brian, 
Brian, Caleb, Cas, Daniel, Eviane, Fabian, Graham, Heidi, Hilary, John, 
Kathy, Larry, Mabel, Matthew, Maureen, Meagan, Oren, Pete, Scott, 
Shannon, Tamir, and Will. For research assistance and other support 
essential to this book’s production, I am grateful to David, Emily, Jackie, 
James, La’Nita, Laurie, Kathryn, and Maia. Several colleagues read early 
versions of chapters or the entire draft manuscript and provided feed-
back, and for this I am especially indebted to Brian, Caleb, Cas, Daisy, 
Daniel, Emily, Erin, Gary, John, Jon, Kai, Kathleen, Liz, and Ryan, along 
with three anonymous Princeton University Press reviewers. My im-
mediate and extended family, along with Jan, Julie, Andrew, Sarah, 
Ryan, and their families, deserve incredible thanks for putting up with 
me, especially while I wrote this book. I owe them everything.
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 Introduction

The Where and When of Radicalization

On August 3, 2019, Americans went to bed grieving a white-supremacist 
mass shooting that killed twenty-two people in El Paso, Texas. The next 
day, we awoke to the news of another mass shooting in Dayton, Ohio, 
which left ten dead. Although the ideological motive for the Dayton 
shooting would turn out to be muddled, its timing—so quickly on the 
heels of El Paso—helped boost the global far right anyway. Within 
hours of the shootings, extremists were celebrating on social media with 
phrases like “it’s happening!” and “the fire rises!”1

These shootings came nearly two years after the world was stunned 
by scenes from the University of Virginia showing scores of white men 
in polo shirts marching across campus, bearing flaming tiki torches and 
chanting “white lives matter” and “Jews will not replace us.” The follow-
ing afternoon, the governor of Virginia declared a state of emergency in 
response to the violence at the Unite the Right rally, downtown. Shortly 
thereafter, a twenty-two-year-old neo-Nazi drove his car into a crowd of 
counterprotesters, injuring at least nineteen people and killing thirty-
two-year-old Heather Heyer.2 All of this came on the heels of an increase 
in violent hate crimes. Dylann Roof had recently received a death pen-
alty sentence for murdering nine African American worshippers in a 
South Carolina church, amid a wave of hate incidents in schools, college 
campuses, and public places across the country. In short, the events at 
Charlottesville catapulted the modern far right into the public eye and 
helped cement a growing realization: white-supremacist and far-right 
movements were unquestionably on the rise in the United States.

In the months that followed, a steady stream of hate confirmed that 
Charlottesville was not an exception. In 2018, the number of hate groups 
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in the United States reached an all-time high, with white-nationalist 
groups alone experiencing a nearly 50 percent increase.3 That same year, 
right-wing extremists killed at least fifty people in the United States, 
outnumbering all other terrorist- and extremist-related deaths.4 Mean-
while, hate incidents have surged in local communities nationwide, 
with thousands of incidents of swastikas, nooses, white-supremacist 
fliers, and hate crimes reported across the country, from synagogue 
shootings in Pittsburgh and Poway, California, to arson attacks on 
Black churches in the south. In spring 2019, a private militia self-
deployed to the US-Mexican border and—under no authority from 
the US government—began illegally holding migrants and turning 
them over to US immigration authorities.5 Combined with global de-
velopments like the March  2019 right-wing terror attack on two 
mosques in New Zealand, which killed fifty-one worshippers, these 
trends have spurred an increase in attention to the far right. Ordinary 
Americans along with journalists, policy makers, and scholars alike 
have scrambled to answer several key questions: What is driving 
growth in the contemporary far right? Why do people join far-right 
movements? How should communities respond when far-right pro-
paganda or violence occurs?

Most attempts to answer these questions have focused on two broad 
categories of explanation, examining either far-right groups or the indi-
viduals who join those groups. We might think of these as “top–down” 
and “bottom–up” approaches. Top–down approaches generally focus 
on groups, organizations, and broad social structural issues like eco-
nomic changes, globalization, demographic shifts, and the impact of 
new media technologies. Scholarship on groups and organizations, for 
example, looks at the strategies and tactics of formal extremist organ
izations in their messaging, recruitment techniques, and radicalization 
efforts. Researchers have studied the varied ways that groups commu-
nicate extremist messages and ideology; how they recruit, radicalize, 
and plan violence; and whether and how banning groups from social 
media or financial platforms can constrain their growth or impact. 
Sometimes these are referred to as the “supply-side” aspects of extrem-
ism: how top–down messaging and structural or organizational 
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dynamics among extremist groups shape patterns of radicalization and 
terrorist violence.

Studies of individuals, on the other hand, focus from the “bottom 
up”—on ways that individuals can be drawn into extremist groups and 
movements. This is referred to as the “demand-side” aspect of radicaliza-
tion toward extremist violence. Research on individuals usually focuses 
on vulnerabilities that might make people more receptive to extreme 
ideas, including individual psychological and personality traits, per-
sonal and early childhood trauma, exposure to violence, and a variety 
of cognitive aspects of radicalization—in other words, what is happen-
ing inside people’s heads. This includes research on the emotional and 
intellectual aspects of radicalization, such as the role of individual griev-
ances related to perceived marginalization, disenfranchisement, or rela-
tive inequality; a sense of betrayal, anger, and shame; exposure to vio
lence; or the desire for belonging, meaning, purpose, and engagement. 
Scholarship on individual vulnerabilities has been key to helping under-
stand both what drives individuals to the far right as well as what kinds 
of de-radicalization interventions might work to draw them away.

This book takes a different approach. In addition to focusing on the 
why and how of far-right radicalization and growth, I suggest we should 
be asking where and when radicalization happens. Where do people en-
counter extremist messages in their day-to-day lives? What are the new 
spaces and places of contemporary far-right extremism? Answering 
these questions requires looking closely at the physical and virtual 
scenes, the imagined territories and sacred geographies, and the cultural 
spaces where hate is cultivated. By asking where and when radicaliza-
tion happens, we shift the lens to people’s ordinary and everyday en-
counters with radicalization messages—or what I call new gateways 
where people can be radicalized toward far-right ideologies and actions. 
This includes, for example, cultural spaces like far-right coffee shops, 
pop and country music, clothing brands, fight and fitness clubs and the 
mixed martial arts (MMA) scene, schools and college campuses, social 
media and online spaces, clubs and soccer stadiums, and spaces and 
places specific to microcommunities that overlap with far-right-
extremist groups, from evangelical churches to doomsday prepper 
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communities and gun shows. It also includes imagined or symbolic 
spaces like the “American heartland” and national homelands—
geographic ideas reconceived in racist and exclusionary ways by the far 
right, as white spaces that need to be protected from incursions, inva-
sions, and being overrun.

By de-emphasizing formal social and political movements and far-
right individuals and focusing instead on where extremism is concen-
trated, Hate in the Homeland offers a new lens with which to examine 
individuals’ experiences with extremism. It focuses on the kinds of 
places where young people in particular may encounter extremist mes-
sages and ideas in their ordinary lives—perhaps long before they have 
made an ideological commitment to the far right—and the role that 
these new, mainstream gateways may play in shaping extremist engage-
ment. Before we can even begin to address these questions, though, it 
is important to be clear about just what the “far right” means, and how 
it should be understood in its modern form.

What Is the Far Right?

In order to fully understand the far right, we have to look at four sepa-
rate but overlapping categories: antigovernment and antidemocratic 
practices and ideals, exclusionary beliefs, existential threats and con-
spiracies, and apocalyptic fantasies.

Antigovernment and Antidemocratic  
Practices and Ideals

Far-right ideas run fundamentally counter to the norms, values, and 
beliefs that underpin democratic practice across the globe, threatening 
hallmarks like free and fair elections; systems of checks and balances; 
the protection of individual freedom; the rule of law; and freedoms of 
the press, religion, speech, and assembly.6 Far-right movements pose a 
challenge because they seek to undermine one or more of these key 
features, challenging how rulers are elected (by promoting authoritari-
anism, for example) or seeking to loosen the limits placed on rulers 
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once in office—and thereby reducing the protections guaranteed to the 
people against unjust rule.7

Some far-right groups and movements seek to undermine democ-
racy globally, through extreme actions that include disinformation cam-
paigns, election interference, attacks on freedom of the press, violating 
the constitutional protection of minority rights, or using violence and 
terrorism to achieve political goals. Others engage in radical actions that 
promote authoritarianism, seek to undermine the free movement of 
people, advocate for restrictions on rights, challenge principles of equal-
ity and egalitarian liberty, and interfere with the functioning and rule of 
democratic states. The goals of the extreme far right lead to nondemo
cratic ends, typically around the establishment of white ethno-states, 
the re-migration and deportation of nonwhites or non-Europeans, and 
the reduction of rights for ethnic minorities.

Historically, the far right has worked actively against mainstream gov-
ernments, but in recent years, there has been a tactical shift toward try-
ing to undermine governance from within. In the United States, where 
the political system does not allow for smaller or third parties to engage 
seriously in mainstream politics, far-right groups have encouraged 
members to run on Republican platforms and have worked to get far-right 
anti-immigration platforms onto mainstream political agendas.8 In Eu
rope, far-right movements have taken a different approach, running for 
office and winning parliamentary seats in nearly every European country. 
More importantly, as mainstreaming strategies and tactics have become 
more effective all around the globe, they have forced issues and ideals 
of the far right into the mainstream. For their part, established conserva-
tive political parties have fought to retain the voters to whom far-right 
arguments and policies appeal. This has made it harder and more con-
fusing for the public to distinguish between groups that once reflected 
the extreme fringe from those who are in the mainstream conservative 
right. Some far-right groups are explicitly antigovernment, antiauthor-
ity, or intentionally separate from mainstream society, organizing them-
selves into patriot militias, sovereign citizen groups, paramilitaries, and 
doomsday prepper groups. But the election of Donald Trump shows 
how a candidate running on a mainstream political platform can be 
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successful by capitalizing on the appeal of anti-elite and antigovernment 
arguments, most clearly expressed in his promise to “drain the swamp” 
of the current government.

In sum, the far right is a fluid spectrum of groups and individuals who 
represent more extreme and less extreme versions of the antidemocratic 
and illiberal ideals, practices, and beliefs described above. Some far-
right ideas have bled into the mainstream, and mainstream politicians, 
pundits, and media platforms also reinforce, validate, and legitimize far-
right ideas. This is clearest in the adoption of exclusionary and dehu-
manizing language, which is at the core of far-right ideology.

Exclusionary and Dehumanizing Ideologies

Far-right ideologies are hierarchical and exclusionary. They establish 
clear lines of superiority and inferiority according to race, ethnicity, na-
tionality, gender, religion, and sexuality. This includes a range of racist, 
anti-immigrant, nativist, nationalist, white-supremacist, anti-Islam, 
anti-Semitic, and anti-LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer, and others) beliefs. At their extreme, these are ideologies that 
dehumanize groups of people who are deemed to be inferior, in ways 
that have justified generations of violence in such forms as white su-
premacy, patriarchy, Christian supremacy, and compulsory heterosexu-
ality. These kinds of ideologies have imbued individuals from the domi-
nant groups with a sense of perceived superiority over others: slaves, 
nonwhites, women, non-Christians, or the LGBTQ+ community.

Dehumanization refers to language and beliefs that position entire 
groups of people as subhuman or less than human. It rests on the un-
conscious belief that while some groups of beings appear fully human, 
“beneath the surface, where it really counts, they aren’t human at all.”9 
Such beliefs are what allow individuals to imagine other people as sub-
human animals who “have the essence of creatures that elicit negative 
responses, such as disgust, fear, hatred, and contempt, and are usually 
thought of as predators, unclean animals, or prey.”10 Sometimes this 
belief is expressed explicitly, such as the Nazi labeling of Jews as Unter-
menschen (subhumans), but often it is evoked through the use of 
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metaphors like rats, wolves, cockroaches, vermin, and snakes, or with 
language that evokes those animals—such as references to immigrant 
infestations, invasions, swarms, “shithole” countries, or being overrun. 
It also comes across in language that equates immigrants from particular 
regions or countries as rapists or criminals, or positions Muslims or 
Islam as an existential threat to European or Western civilization.

While dehumanization is often cited as a foundational aspect of ex-
clusionary far-right ideologies, it is also important to acknowledge the 
counterargument made by philosopher Kate Manne in her analysis of 
misogyny. Manne argues that dehumanization cannot entirely account 
for the kinds of brutal mistreatment that human beings are capable of 
enacting toward one another. Instead, she suggests, “the mistreatment 
of historically subordinated people who are perceived as threatening the 
status quo often needs no special psychological story, such as de-
humanization, to account for it.” Rather, “people may know full well that 
those they treat in brutally degrading and inhumane ways are fellow 
human beings,” despite the horrific violence they may perpetrate against 
them. Manne argues that the notion of aggrieved entitlement holds 
more explanatory value—the idea that dominant groups are being sur-
passed by individuals from groups they deem beneath them in social 
status, taking jobs or positions to which they believe they are 
entitled.11

Whether rooted in dehumanization or aggrieved entitlement, white 
supremacism in the United States has been the primary—although not 
the only—form of exclusionary ideology, and is therefore especially key 
to understanding the American far right. Racist ideas coalesced into a 
fully fledged ideology sometime around the 1830s, initially oriented 
around the defense of slavery but eventually fixated on opposition to 
equality for African Americans.12 Uniquely American variations on 
white supremacy emerged over time, including Christian-identity 
groups who believe whites are God’s chosen people, white-supremacist 
prison gangs like the Aryan Brotherhood, and groups inspired by over-
seas ideologies, including neo-Nazis and racist skinheads. The so-called 
“alt right” and “alt lite” that emerged in the 2010s are the latest American 
innovation in the white-supremacist scene.13
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At their core, then, all far-right ideological beliefs share exclusionary, 
hierarchical, and dehumanizing ideals that prioritize and seek to pre-
serve the superiority and dominance of some groups over others. Mod-
ern far-right groups will often use suggestive or coded language that 
implies exclusionary beliefs rather than espousing them directly. The 
rapidly growing Identitarian movement, for example, uses euphemisms 
like “European heritage” or “European descent” to talk about whiteness. 
Racist and white-supremacist ideas are not the only entry point to the 
far right. Far-right groups focused on other themes—like antiabortion 
extremists—can also become gateways to white-supremacist extrem-
ism, in part because of the considerable overlap among groups in online 
spaces. For example, incel (involuntary celibate) and men’s rights 
groups—often referred to in online spaces as the “manosphere”—
espouse misogynistic beliefs that sometimes overlap with white-
supremacist and racist ideologies. In fall 2019, for example, the neo-Nazi 
Andrew Anglin referred to himself as the “self-appointed spiritual suc-
cessor to Elliot Rodger” in a caption under a photo of the female founder 
of the Institute for Research on Male Supremacism.14 Rodger is the 
name of a 2014 Isla Vista, California, shooter who murdered six people 
after becoming radicalized as an incel. He was initially labeled a “misfit” 
whose mental health and personality problems led him to lash out in 
anger at women for rejecting him and at men who were more successful 
at dating.15 But after a 2018 Toronto van attack inspired in part by Rod-
ger killed ten people, along with other incel-inspired mass violence such 
as a shooting in a Florida yoga studio, closer analysis of Rodger’s mani-
festo revealed that his misogynistic views were strongly laced with racist 
and white-supremacist beliefs as well. The fact that Rodger has now 
been lauded by a neo-Nazi on his prominent far-right website is just one 
more illustration of the overlaps among misogynistic incel movements 
and the far right. This also confirms the potential for groups in one part 
of the far-right spectrum—such as incels—to act as gateways for other 
parts of the spectrum.

A common focal point for exclusionary ideologies is the issue of im-
migration and demographic change. In Europe and the United States, 
native and white populations are aging out of the majority, while 
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nonwhite and immigrant-origin populations are growing. In the United 
States, the country is projected to be minority white by the year 2045.16 
These trends are used by far-right groups to mobilize followers around 
themes of white identity and the need for its protection and defense. 
The clearest example, of course, is in the conspirational narrative about 
a great replacement.

Existential Demographic Threats and Dystopian  
Conspiracy Theories

The extreme far right not only expresses exclusionary and dehumaniz-
ing ideologies, but also embeds those ideologies within a framework of 
existential threat to the dominant group—such as white people, men, 
Europeans, Americans, or Christians. In its suggestive form, this sense 
of existential threat appears in language about the need to defend or 
protect the country, the homeland, or the dominant people from im-
migration or demographic change. In its most extreme iterations, far-
right extremists rely on three overlapping dystopian fantasy theories: 
the “great replacement” (used globally), white genocide (used predomi-
nantly in the United States), and “Eurabia” (used primarily in Europe). 
They are dystopian because they imagine a frightening future of decline, 
degradation, or chaos. All three theories emphasize the need to preserve 
and defend whiteness against an invasion of immigrants, Muslims, or 
Jews who will eradicate or replace white nationals, Christians, Ameri-
cans, or Europeans. These fantasies rely on a sense of white victimhood 
and are frequently tied to emotional appeals to protect, defend, and take 
heroic action to restore sacred national space, territory, and 
homelands.

The “great replacement” is currently the leading far-right conspiracy 
theory of demographic change. It argues that there is an intentional, 
global plan orchestrated by national and global elites to replace white, 
Christian, European populations with nonwhite, non-Christian ones.17 
The term was coined by French scholar Renaud Camus in 2011 and was 
quickly taken up globally by white supremacists, for whom the theory 
now provides a single, overarching framework for ideas that had already 
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been percolating for years in more disparate ways. Decades before 
Camus wrote Le Grand Remplacement, the American neo-Nazi David 
Lane had already popularized the idea of “white genocide,” arguing that 
white populations were dying out demographically due to immigration, 
abortion, and violence against whites. Lane’s famous “14 Words”—“We 
must secure the existence of our people and a future for white 
children”—is a call to defend whites against genocide,18 and the term, 
or even just the number fourteen, became a global mantra for white 
supremacists and pan-Aryans, frequently paired with the number 
eighty-eight (for the eighth letter of the alphabet, “H,” making “HH,” or 
Heil Hitler). In the American case, the idea of a “great replacement” is 
underlaid with anti-Semitism and linked to a broader conspiracy theory 
that suggests that an organized international group of Jewish elites is 
deliberately funding or otherwise supporting migration in an inten-
tional effort to create multicultural societies.

While Lane was busy peddling anti-Semitic conspiracy theories 
about white genocide in the United States, a parallel theory of demo-
graphic replacement emerged in Europe. Coined by the British author 
Bat Ye’or and published in 2005 in a book of the same name, the concept 
of “Eurabia” suggests that Muslims are deliberately working to replace 
white Europeans through immigration and high birthrates in order to 
broaden the territory of the Caliphate. Ye’or argues that this will create 
a territorial space in which white Europeans are subject to Sharia law 
and Islamic rule, forced to convert to Islam or surrender into subservi-
ent roles.19 The end result, described as Eurabia, is a Europe that has 
been converted from a white, Christian civilization to an Islamic one.20 
Eurabia is clearly a motivating concept for violent extremists, most no-
tably discussed in the manifesto of the Norwegian terrorist who mur-
dered seventy-seven people—mostly children—in Oslo in 2011. But 
Eurabia was also invoked in a 2019 advertising campaign for Germany’s 
Alternative for Germany (Alternative für Deutschland, Af D) party, 
which used Jean-Léon Gérôme’s 1866 The Slave Market painting, depict-
ing a naked white women having her teeth and mouth probed by a 
turban-clad Arab man. In a billboard-size poster, The Slave Market image 
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is overlaid with text urging voters to learn from history and vote for the 
Af D “so that Europe does not become Eurabia.”21

Together, the great replacement, Eurabia, and white-genocide theo-
ries have helped to inspire a sense of shared mission among the global 
far right, who see themselves as facing a common demographic threat. 
But what has changed in recent years is that we are closer to the demo-
graphic changes that underpin replacement and genocide conspiracy 
theories. It is well documented that whites in the United States will be an 
ethnic plurality—the largest group in a nation with no ethnic majority—
in a couple of decades. National political leaders regularly frame this 
demographic reality as a threat and a problem, which reinforces and 
legitimizes white supremacists’ fears and sense of urgency. The neo-Nazi 
Matthew Heimbach summed this up in a recent conversation with jour-
nalist Vegas Tenold:

The majority of births in this country aren’t European American. 
There’s no way to stop this thing, even if you were to ban all immigra-
tion. Whites will be the minority in twenty-five years, and people are 
beginning to see it now, but more importantly they are starting to feel 
it. Nobody wants to be a minority. Being a minority fucking sucks. 
Look at how we’ve treated black people. Don’t for a second think that 
they’ll treat us any better, which is why people are starting to realize 
that we need to think racially.22

Conspiracies like the great replacement and mottos like “14 Words” are 
used to inspire anger, resentment, and hate, coupled with fear of exis-
tential danger and a sense of betrayal and backlash against those elites 
who are deemed responsible. But existential threats and dystopian fan-
tasies can also be used to call for cohesion, shared purpose, and mean-
ing. They can offer a sense of belonging, brotherhood, and the oppor-
tunity to engage in what is seen as heroic action to save one’s people 
from an imminent threat. They rely on a sense of nostalgia (or faux nos-
talgia, based on a past that never was) and utopian desires for a better 
future, the restoration of a beloved homeland, and a righteous call for 
justice. This combination of both negative and positive emotions—not 
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only anger and resentment but also the desire for belonging, meaning, 
and purpose—is proving to be a deadly formula for recruitment and 
radicalization to far-right extremism.

These three overlapping fantasies—the great replacement, white 
genocide, and Eurabia—create a sense of urgency and call whites to 
action. Each has already inspired mass terrorist violence by far-right 
extremists.23 The terrorist responsible for killing seventy-seven people 
in Norway in 2011 wrote a manifesto heavily referencing the concept of 
Eurabia.24 The shooter who allegedly gunned down fifty-one Muslim 
worshippers at two Christchurch mosques in 2019 justified his actions 
based on the great replacement theory. Before he allegedly murdered 
twenty-two people in an El Paso Walmart, a Texas man posted a docu-
ment online that explicitly referenced the Christchurch shooting and 
referred to a “Hispanic invasion of Texas.”25 The terrorist who allegedly 
murdered thirteen people in a Pittsburgh synagogue in 2018 was moti-
vated by white-genocide theories suggesting Jews were orchestrating 
the resettlement of refugees in order to create a multicultural society 
that would eventually eradicate whites. Together, white genocide, Eura-
bia, and now the overarching theory of the great replacement have 
helped foster transnational inspiration and a sense of shared mission 
among the global far right.

These conspiracy theories represent ideas that have been core to 
white-supremacist beliefs for decades. They place blame on ethnic and 
racial minorities or immigrants for the degradation of society, coupled 
with global elite manipulation and intentional orchestration.26 But the 
past several years has seen one of the most significant shifts in the his-
tory of global white supremacy. The far right has increasingly moved 
from the realm of fantasy to one of reality. Conspiracies today are not 
mere stories to frame far-right ideas. They are motivating violent action. 
After I testified before the US Congress on white-nationalist terrorism 
in September 2019, someone wrote to me from an anonymous account 
to tell me that “White genocide is not a theory,” noting that I am “com-
plicit” in the US state sponsorship of “genocide against the White popu-
lation of America and those European descent worldwide [sic].” For 
growing numbers of individuals like this, white genocide is no longer 
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just a fantasy or a theory. It is a deeply held belief. What were once fre-
quently written off as fringe conspiracy theories and doomsday cult 
fantasies about demographic replacement are now beliefs that forge 
global connections across the far right and inspire individuals to engage 
in violent terrorist acts. This happens in part through a specific principle 
that motivates extreme violence—far-right acceleration.

Acceleration, Destabilization,  
and Apocalyptic Fantasies

As the previous sections have established, the far right relies on a set of 
dehumanizing and exclusionary ideologies that establish hierarchies of 
racial and ethnic difference and then position whites as facing an exis-
tential threat from demographic change. The inevitable result, accord-
ing to this logic, will be the replacement of Western civilizations with 
Islamic ones, the implementation of Sharia law, and the ultimate geno-
cide of white populations by nonwhite or non-Christian immigrants. 
On the extreme fringe, the far right believes that the only way to prevent 
this process is through an apocalyptic race war, which will result in the 
rebirth of a new world order and a restored white civilization.27 This is 
an exceptionally similar ideology to the Islamist extremist effort to re-
store the Caliphate—in this sense, Islamist and far-right extremists 
share a similar apocalyptic vision and use the same kinds of violent 
terrorist strategies in an effort to accelerate the process toward the end 
times. This becomes particularly relevant for what is known as recipro-
cal radicalization or cumulative extremism—acts of terror that develop 
out of revenge or in response to terrorist acts from the “other side.”28 
The 2019 Islamist extremist Easter attacks in Sri Lankan churches, for 
example, were a direct response to the Christchurch mosque attacks a 
few weeks prior.

At the most-extreme fringe, far-right extremists not only believe that 
a violent apocalypse is coming, but also argue that the best and fastest 
way to reach the phase of rebirth is to accelerate the path to the apoca-
lypse and eventual new world order by speeding up polarization and 
societal discord as a way of undermining social stability overall.29 
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Violence is foundational to this approach, because violent acts create 
immediate societal panic, inspire copycat actors, and encourage recipro-
cal or revenge terror attacks from affected groups. For this reason, each 
violent act of terror is viewed as heroic, celebrated in the name of the 
global cause, and is understood to bring white supremacists one step 
closer to the end-times collapse and subsequent restoration of a new 
white civilization. This principle—acceleration—is a key aspect moti-
vating terrorist violence from the far right.

Acceleration is not unique to the far right. A variety of fringe groups 
and philosophies across the political spectrum can be characterized as 
“accelerationist” for the ways they aim to hasten the demise of current 
economic and political systems and create a new one. What unites ac-
celerationists is a sense that global economic, technological, political, 
environmental, and demographic changes are happening faster than 
anyone can control, with disastrous effects on human well-being. Since 
those changes—so it is argued—can’t be effectively directed, a more 
strategic path is to accelerate the inevitable collapse of political and eco-
nomic systems and start anew.30 The apocalyptic fantasy component of 
white-supremacist extremist ideology and accelerationism also overlaps 
significantly with the beliefs of survivalist and extreme prepper groups, 
along with doomsday cults and Islamist-motivated extremism.

Although accelerationism isn’t unique to the far right, violent far-
right extremists’ adoption of it as a strategy is recent and reflects a major 
shift from the realm of apocalyptic fantasies into direct action. In Ger-
many, eight members of the group Revolution Chemnitz have been on 
trial since fall 2019, charged with forming a right-wing terrorist organ
ization.31 The group had plans to launch a “civil-war-like rebellion” in 
Berlin on October 2, 2018, and five of the defendants allegedly led a “test 
run” in September 2018 in Chemnitz, using glass bottles, weighted 
knuckle gloves, and an electroshock appliance to attack several foreign 
residents.32 Similar approaches are evident in the neo-Nazi terrorist 
group Atomwaffen, active in the United States since 2015 and respon-
sible for five recent murders.33 Atomwaffen follows a set of strategies 
laid out in neo-Nazi James Mason’s book Siege, which calls for leaderless 
terrorist cells and guerrilla war against “the System.” The group openly 
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calls for violence as the primary strategy to achieve white revolutionary 
goals.34 Similar themes are evident in the plans of the white-supremacist 
group the Base to lead a “violent insurgency” against nonwhites and the 
US government; several members of the group were arrested in Janu-
ary 2020, just prior to a gun-rights rally in Richmond, Virginia, where 
“credible intelligence” of extremist violence led Governor Ralph Shearer 
Northam to declare a state of emergency.35

In sum, white-supremacist extremism is a global ideology based on 
extreme and violent ideological beliefs that rely on violence—as a solu-
tion and an imperative response—to a perceived existential threat to 
white civilization posed by demographic change and immigration. In-
dividuals do not need to believe in the full theory of an apocalyptic solu-
tion in order to be drawn to the vision of rebirth and renewal. Indeed, 
the language of restoration and renewal is key to a range of populist 
nationalist and far-right movements, through both a sense of nostalgia 
for a traditional past and utopian fantasies about the future. In the 
United States, the language of a coming civil war—evoked periodically 
by conservatives and the far right alike—evokes the same kinds of emo-
tions and a sense of end times. These kinds of stories are what J. M. 
Berger calls violence-inducing “crisis narratives”—descriptions of 
threatening developments in the world that require solutions through 
violent, hostile action against enemies to protect one’s group and iden-
tity. Importantly, crisis narratives don’t come only from the extreme 
fringe—they also originate in the mainstream, as illustrated today in the 
“constant stream of crisis narratives” from elected politicians and media 
pundits.36 In this way, extreme ideas can be reinforced and normalized 
by the mainstream.

Contested Labels

Although there is broad agreement about the range of ideas, beliefs, and 
practices the far-right spectrum represents, there has been no agree-
ment to date among policy makers, scholars, or the media on which 
term best reflects the phenomenon. No single term currently in use 
captures the broad range of ideologies, frameworks, and actions 
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espoused by the far right in one phrase. Terms currently in use in the 
United States to refer to parts or all of the far-right spectrum include 
the extreme right, right wing, radical right, right-wing radicalism, right-
wing extremism, right-wing terrorism, white power, white nationalism, 
white supremacism, white separatism, neo-Nazism, counter-jihadism, 
Identitarianism, racially and ethnically motivated extremism, alt right, 
and alt lite. Some parts of the far right also include antigovernment, 
antiauthoritarian, sovereign citizen, patriot militia, and paramilitary 
movements. There is overlap with groups such as conspiracy theorists, 
doomsday preppers, and apocalyptic cults, along with “single-issue” 
extremist groups like incels (involuntary celibates), antiabortion ex-
tremists, anti-Muslim extremists, and anti-immigration extremists.37

The FBI has controversially proposed the designation “racially mo-
tivated violent extremism” to encompass both white-supremacist 
groups as well as what they previously—in a highly criticized move—
labeled “black identity extremists.”38 The term has been critiqued for 
drawing a false equivalency between the extremist fringe of black-
separatist and white-supremacist groups. Many scholars argue that the 
better equivalency is between Islamist and white-supremacist extrem-
ists, who both work toward an apocalyptic end times, prioritize the res-
toration of sacred geographies (the Caliphate, a white ethno-state), and 
believe in mass-scale violent attacks as an imperative to accelerate soci-
etal chaos and lead toward an eventual world collapse and rebirth into 
a restored (Islamic or white) civilization and new world order.39 This is 
further complicated by a distinction that the US federal government 
draws between international and domestic terrorism. The category of 
international terrorism includes a category of “homegrown violent ex-
tremists” inside the United States who are understood to be radicalized 
by a global ideology. But there is currently no such category for domes-
tic terrorism, which is understood as comprising individuals who are 
motivated by ideology that comes from “domestic influences, such as 
racial bias and anti-government sentiment.” 40 This distinction is unfor-
tunate because it can lead individuals to overlook the many ways that 
far-right extremism, especially today, is globally networked and inter-
twined. White-supremacist extremists are inspired to act not only 
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because of domestic issues, but also through a global and intercon-
nected ideology of a great replacement and the need to accelerate vio-
lent acts to bring about the collapse of current society and the rebirth 
of a new white civilization.41

The term “white nationalism” is problematic for similar reasons, in-
advertently softening the extreme nature of white-supremacist ideas 
with the more neutral term “nationalism,” and simultaneously obscur-
ing the global interconnectedness of the far right, making it seem as if 
movements are only domestically oriented instead of collaborating with 
and learning from one another.42 The definitional challenges are global 
as well. Other countries have distinctive ways of depicting the far right 
that contribute to the difficulty in defining a common set of terms cross-
nationally. In Germany, for example, there are legal distinctions be-
tween categories like right-wing extremism (acts that are against the 
German constitution) and right-wing radicalism (acts that may be trou-
bling but are technically within constitutional bounds). There are also 
several countries in Europe where far-right and even neo-Nazi parties— 
such as Greece’s Golden Dawn—have been democratically elected into 
office. These global developments tend to complicate the kinds of ter-
minology that US government agencies use, particularly in cross-
national conversations.

Blurriness and Contestation  
across the Far-Right Spectrum

In the face of the wide range of definitional complications, I find the 
term “far right” to be the broadest and most practical term to refer to 
the broad spectrum of exclusionary ideologies and groups described 
above. I often refer to “far right” as the “best bad term” we have available, 
and acknowledge that not everyone will agree on the terminology.43 
Throughout this book, I use the term “far right” unless referring to spe-
cific categories used by other scholars, policy makers, or law enforce-
ment. I also use terms like “white supremacist” or “antigovernment” 
when I am referring to specific groups or elements within the overall 
far-right spectrum. In referring to the specific subset of the far right 
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responsible for the Charlottesville or Christchurch violence, for exam-
ple, I will use the terms “white supremacist” and “white-supremacist 
extremist.” Where it is helpful or necessary, I occasionally use the term 
“alt right” to refer to the specific form of the modern far right in the 
United States that is distinct from previous far-right groups as well as 
from groups abroad. However, because the term “alt right” came from 
within the far-right spectrum as part of a rebranding effort, using it can 
make journalists or scholars inadvertently complicit in helping soften 
extremist ideas. For this reason, I use quotation marks around the 
phrase to signal its contested nature.44

Far-right ideologies, individuals, and groups espouse beliefs that are 
antidemocratic, antiegalitarian, white supremacist, and embedded in 
solutions like authoritarianism, ethnic cleansing or ethnic migration, 
and the establishment of separate ethno-states or enclaves along racial 
and ethnic lines.45 The entire far-right spectrum does not share belief in 
all of these elements equally. In fact, there is sometimes significant con-
testation across groups within the spectrum on particular points of this 
broader set of frames. The term “far right” must always be used and 
understood as representing a spectrum of beliefs and approaches. To 
add confusion to the mix, some groups that fall within the far-right 
spectrum officially espouse nonviolence, promote positions on some 
issues that counter some part of these three key domains, or work to 
deliberately disrupt the optics of traditional white-supremacist move-
ments. For example, while traditional far-right groups have typically 
been opposed to same-sex marriage and LGBTQ+ people, some far-
right parties and groups in Europe promote women’s and LGBTQ+ rights 
as part of Western values, in order to position those values as under 
threat from increasing Muslim populations or immigration from Mus-
lim countries.46 In other cases, far-right groups promote violent ideas—
like “re-migration” to countries of origin for ethnic minorities—while 
officially espousing nonviolence as an operating principle.

Viewing the far right as a spectrum or as a cluster of overlapping 
ideologies and practices is essential for understanding the potential mo-
tivation of violent actors. This also matters for public legislative and 
private regulatory efforts to monitor, surveil, and shut down far-right 
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extremism on social-media sites or elsewhere. For example, although 
incel groups are now considered part of the far-right spectrum, this was 
not always the case.47 Such understandings are crucial for helping un-
derstand how the range of exclusionary and dehumanizing far-right 
ideologies can mutually reinforce and amplify one another.48

How Big Is the Threat?

White-supremacist extremism is currently the most lethal form of ex-
tremism in the United States. The vast majority (81 percent) of the 
forty-two extremist-related murders in 2019 were attributed to white-
supremacist extremists, with another 9 percent committed by other 
right-wing extremists, such as antigovernment extremists. The 2019 fig-
ures come on the heels of high numbers in 2018 as well.49 Far-right ex-
tremists were responsible for at least fifty US deaths in 2018—the 
fourth-deadliest year since 1970 in terms of domestic extremist deaths—
with the majority of those deaths linked to white supremacy specifi-
cally.50 There have been over one hundred deaths in the United States 
and Canada at the hands of white-supremacist extremists since 2014.51 
The number of hate groups in the United States, which had more than 
doubled to over 1,000 after the presidential election of Barack Obama 
but then declined by 2014 to 784, rose to a record high of 1,020 in 2018. 
White-nationalist groups alone increased by nearly 50 percent in 2018, 
from 100 to 148.52

The pace of far-right attacks is also rapidly increasing. In the four 
weeks after the El Paso shooting that killed twenty-two people, forty 
individuals were arrested for plotting mass shootings, a dozen of which 
were linked to far-right ideology.53 Even before El Paso, domestic ter-
rorism incidents were outpacing the numbers from previous years. FBI 
director Christopher Wray testified in July 2019 that his agency had 
made about one hundred arrests related to domestic terrorism in the 
first three-quarters of the 2019 fiscal year, noting that a majority of those 
arrests were related to white supremacy.54 The United States has also 
seen a significant rise in far-right propaganda, recruiting, and activism. 
The Anti-Defamation League (ADL) reported that white-supremacist 
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propaganda hit an all-time high in 2019, with 2,713 incidents, more than 
doubling the 2018 numbers, along with a steady rise in propaganda tac-
tics and increasing hate crimes.55 This comes on the heels of a 182 percent 
increase in white-supremacist propaganda incidents from 2017 to 2018.56 
Propaganda is often linked to recruitment through fliers, banners, and 
other actions that express white-supremacist statements and may in-
clude a website link for more information. Moreover, the propaganda is 
not limited to any single group. The hundreds of instances of far-right 
propaganda documented in 2018 came from at least ten separate na-
tional “alt-right,” white-supremacist, and neo-Nazi groups.57

But while growth in the far right is well documented, the potential 
for future violence is harder to assess, in part because the federal govern-
ment has put the clear majority of terrorism-related resources into 
tracking and combatting Islamist extremism, neglecting the threat of 
white-supremacist extremism. In recent congressional testimony, FBI 
officials noted that 80 percent of their counterterrorism field agents 
focus on international terrorism cases and 20 percent on domestic ter-
rorism. The imbalance in resources is consequential. Between 9/11 and 
the end of 2017, two-thirds (67 percent) of violent Islamist plots in the 
United States were interrupted in the planning phase, but this was the 
case for less than one-third (26 percent) of violent far-right plots.58

The best estimate—looking across all groups and organizations—is 
that there are currently 75,000 to 100,000 people affiliated with white-
supremacist extremist groups in the United States, not including indi-
viduals who engage occasionally from the peripheries of far-right scenes 
or who are ideologically supportive but unengaged either online or off-
line.59 Data from countries with more comprehensive monitoring and 
surveillance of extremism are more precise. The German intelligence 
services, for example, estimate that in 2018, Germany had 24,100 right-
wing extremists, of whom over half were not members of formal groups 
or organizations. Of those 24,100, an estimated 12,700 are considered 
potentially violent.60

One important aspect of threat assessment has to do with how well 
connected white supremacists are transnationally, and whether these 
connections rise to the level of a global movement. There are 
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indications that the global interconnectedness of white-supremacist 
extremist groups is growing in at least five areas.61 Far-right groups and 
individuals are increasingly crowdsourcing funds online, enabling more 
fundraising and growing financial interconnections, along with the use 
of internet-based currencies like Bitcoin and other cryptocurrencies like 
Monero.62 There is clear evidence of increased sharing of tactics, tech-
niques, and procedures (TTPs) for attacks, as well as other support ac-
tivities, potentially contributing to more attacks, greater lethality, and 
more extensive propaganda. Experts have documented increased cross-
national recruitment for combat. For example, former FBI agent Ali 
Soufan testified before the House Committee on Homeland Security 
in September 2019 that over 17,000 fighters from Western countries—
including many from the United States—have traveled to Ukraine to 
fight, mostly for white-supremacist groups.63 The internet has facilitated 
increased sharing of manifestos and livestreamed attacks, driving more 
inspiration from terrorist attacks globally. And finally, there is clear evi-
dence of increased global gateways to extremist youth scenes in cultural 
realms like music festivals and combat sports tournaments, which con-
tribute to more networked relationships.

Social media and online modes of communication are key to sup-
porting all five of these global strategies. Online spaces offer training, 
advice, how-to guides, ideological materials, and places where violent 
attacks are livestreamed, downloaded, circulated, and celebrated.64 Im-
portantly, while online spaces and modes of communication facilitate 
these cooperative engagements and have significantly reduced burdens 
to transnational collaboration, they are not the root cause of the 
collaboration—rather, those collaborations are motivated by shared, 
global ideologies based in common understandings about a threat to 
“white civilization” from immigration and demographic change. And 
online spaces work in tandem with in-person gatherings that also en-
hance global interconnections, such as transnational music festivals, 
conferences, MMA tournaments, and festivals associated with or linked 
to white-supremacist scenes.

No single estimate of the numbers of far-right individuals in a given 
country can help us understand the potential for any one of those 
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individuals to become violent. Despite decades of research on violent 
extremism, we still do not have a very good understanding of what 
makes one individual turn toward violence while another remains ideo-
logically supportive but nonviolent. For this reason, the trends I de-
scribe above—which clearly document an escalation in murders, vio-
lent attacks, and hate crimes; increases in the number of arrests and 
thwarted attacks; rising propaganda and increased recruiting from far-
right and white-supremacist groups; and show evidence of multiple 
strategies enhancing cross-national collaboration and transnational ter-
rorist inspiration—provide the best indication of the rising threat of 
far-right and white-supremacist extremism in the United States and 
globally.

Serious attention on the part of government and law enforcement 
began to shift in the wake of the spring 2019 Christchurch shootings, 
with particular urgency emerging following the El Paso shootings that 
left twenty-two dead. Six separate congressional hearings related to 
white-supremacist extremism and white-nationalist terrorism were held 
over the spring and early fall of 2019. And in September 2019, the De-
partment of Homeland Security (DHS) announced a new strategic 
framework for countering terrorism and targeted violence, which nota-
bly includes a new major focus on white-supremacist violent extremism 
and an acknowledgment of the threat posed by it.65 The impact of any 
of these efforts is still to be determined. What is clear, however, is that 
in important ways the United States and many of its allies overseas are 
only scratching the surface of understanding the dynamics of rising far-
right extremism and the strategies that might work to combat it.

Youth Spaces, Youth Places

This book makes frequent reference to “youth,” “young people,” and 
“youth culture” in discussions of radicalization to and engagement in 
extremist violence. Extremism is not the exclusive domain of youth, of 
course.66 In fact, among the most violent offenders—those who have 
killed someone—extremists are almost as likely to be older men as they 
are younger ones.67 Older people are key to far-right-movement 
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leadership and to the development and mainstreaming of far-right ide-
ologies and conspiracy theories consumed in traditional media outlets. 
But young people are disproportionately engaged in or affected by ex-
tremist violence, including violent extremist plots as well as murders, 
assaults, hate crimes, and other related forms of youth violence like bul-
lying.68 Youth also have a higher risk of terrorist recidivism and reen-
gagement after release from detention.69 From the issue of violence 
prevention alone, there are good reasons to focus on young people.

Youth are also particularly vulnerable to recruitment and radicaliza-
tion. Adolescence and early adulthood are key phases of identity forma-
tion and transition, as youth become more independent, meet new 
people and friends, and navigate complex sets of expectations from the 
cultural worlds of their peers, families, and the broader society. Young 
people are more likely to be impulsive, seek risk, or engage in experi-
mentation in ways that aim to break norms or rebel against adult expec-
tations.70 These are all factors that put youth at greater risk for engaging 
with extremist ideas and movements as they try on new identities and 
life philosophies. The kinds of emotional needs already known to be key 
to extremist radicalization—such as the desire to provoke or to rebel 
against authorities, and the need to fit in and belong to a community—
are particularly strong among youth. This makes them especially vulner-
able to extremist recruiters’ attempts to weaponize existing grievances 
and feelings of exclusion, rejection, and anger. And because adolescence 
and early adulthood is the primary period in which political attitudes 
develop and solidify—in ways that tend to persist across the life 
course—engagement with extremist ideas is potentially more conse-
quential during this phase of life.71

In this light, the efforts of organized far-right groups to engage with 
young people in the spaces and places described in this book—combat 
sports and MMA clubs, music scenes, YouTube cooking channels, col-
lege campuses, and a variety of youth-oriented online spaces like gam-
ing chatrooms or social-media platforms—are especially important. 
Far-right groups have always worked to recruit young people to their 
movements and politicize youth spaces like concerts, festivals, youth-
oriented events, and music lyrics.72 These are sometimes referred to as 
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youth “scenes”—a word that reflects a less hierarchical and more disor
ganized structure than traditional social movements. Today there ex-
ists a broader range of spaces, places, and scenes to engage young 
people in the far right. Older leaders in far-right movements rely on 
college students for speaking invitations and campus activism. They 
recruit young people to join boxing gyms and compete in combat 
sports tournaments. Propaganda videos featuring fit, young men in 
training camps and shooting ranges use music and imagery clearly ori-
ented toward younger recruits.

Young people are also the drivers of the cultural changes in online 
modes of communication—like meme sharing—in ways that have been 
tremendously consequential for the growth of the modern far right. 
Youth and young adults were essential architects of the kinds of online 
trolling and harassment that predated the emergence of the “alt right” 
through phenomena like Gamergate—a 2014 online movement that 
launched a torrent of misogynistic abuse and harassment of women in 
the gaming industry. Milo Yiannopoulos, for example, rose to promi-
nence as a journalist at Breitbart by championing Gamergate and its 
narratives about “social justice warriors,” “snowflakes,” and an over-
reaching liberal left that was trying to indoctrinate youth. Gamergate 
channeled a peculiar form of young men’s disaffection and alienation 
into narratives about culture wars and male entitlement in ways that 
quickly intersected with broader far-right and white-supremacist 
themes.73 The contemporary far right is unimaginable without the influ-
ence of these youth-driven developments.

It’s not only youth who drive most of the violence on the far right, of 
course. Mostly, it’s youth who are men. There is much to say about mas-
culinity and toxic masculinity as drivers of far-right violence in both 
online and off-line contexts, through online harassment and trolling as 
well as physical violence against others. It’s also important to note that 
we have seen and are still seeing increasing participation of women in 
the far right, including in violent fringe and terrorist groups. Women 
also enable the far right in important ways, whether through YouTube 
cooking videos that create a softer entry or by playing more supportive 
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roles in extremist movements as mothers, partners, and wives who help 
to reproduce white nations.

There is no dedicated chapter related to gender in this book, in part 
because I see issues of gender and misogyny as central to all of them.74 
Each chapter takes up questions of gender in specific ways. I explore 
how women are called on to produce white babies and nurture them 
with wholesome, organic food, and how men are marketed to by cloth-
ing brands selling a particular kind of far-right manhood, through mes-
sages about brotherhood, loyalty, and togetherness, as well as language 
around being a warrior, soldier, defender, or protector or taking heroic 
action. I look at how far-right recruiting through combat sports and 
MMA infuses messaging about physical fitness and male bodies with 
ideas about preparedness for national defense, street battles, and the 
coming race war. I note how a subculture of young men engaged in troll-
ing, misogynistic sexual harassment, and antifeminist ideologies 
emerged from Gamergate and helped fuel the growth of the far right. In 
each of the new, mainstream spaces and places where the far right is 
recruiting and radicalizing young people today, gender, misogyny, and 
masculinity play a foundational role.

This book takes a deep dive into the new spatial domains of far-right 
extremism in the United States, looking at where and when youth en-
gage in these kinds of spaces. Focusing on the spaces and places where 
far-right extremism is thriving today builds on and extends prior work 
on violent white-supremacist movements in the United States, but situ-
ates modern movements within the changing ecosystem of far-right 
radicalization. As this book shows, today’s far right is characterized by 
more diverse entry points, fragmented scenes, and newer groups and 
associations, some of which deliberately target domains not previously 
known to be particularly key to far-right and white-supremacist groups. 
Far-right youth today might initially encounter extremist narratives 
through chance encounters in mainstream spaces like the MMA, a cam-
pus auditorium, a podcast, or a YouTube video. Each of those main-
stream spaces, however, can act as a channel, opening the door to dedi-
cated far-right MMA festivals, alt-tech platforms and encrypted 
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communication platforms, and dedicated YouTube subscriptions that 
mix mainstream interest in cooking or music with far-right ideology. 
Understanding these new spaces and places—the geography of hate—
is key to comprehending the far right in its modern form.75

The movement of far-right ideology into mainstream spaces is par-
ticularly important because growth in far-right extremism in the United 
States and globally is driven in no small part by growing numbers of 
youth who are on the periphery of the far right rather than at its core. 
Because they are prone to experimentation and exploration, youth are 
more likely to be moving in and out of the kinds of places and spaces 
where they might encounter extremist messages. Young people on the 
periphery of extremism are particularly consequential for how extremist 
rhetoric, ideology, beliefs, and conspiracy theories are channeled from 
the core to the mainstream as these youth interact with others in non-
extremist spaces. Placing space and place at the center of our analysis 
makes this clear. Focusing on space and place requires us to consider 
hate groups and far-right extremism not only as static, organized move-
ments but also as flows of people who move in and out of the periphery 
and interstitial spaces of far-right scenes. This dynamic is understudied 
and underanalyzed in scholarship on the far right more broadly.

This approach is an extension of studies of far-right extremism that 
focus on youth or adults at the hard core of far-right-extremist move-
ments. For many—perhaps even most—modern far-right youth, I 
argue, extremist engagement is characterized by a process of moving in 
and out of far-right scenes throughout their adolescence and adulthood 
in ways that scholars and policy makers have yet to understand. Extrem-
ist radicalization processes are fluid and staggered, and may well reverse 
course, veer off into new trajectories, or intensify in unanticipated ways. 
We need better ways of understanding where and when youth on the 
margins of far-right scenes are mobilized through quotidian, flexible 
engagements in mainstream-style physical and virtual spaces, especially 
ones that the far right has actively targeted for this purpose. This ap-
proach to far-right extremism and radicalization significantly broadens 
what we know about the far right, and how and when people engage 
with it. It also offers a new way of thinking about how to study and 
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engage with the fragmentation and broadening of the scenes and spaces 
where far-right youth and adults gather today.

Overview of the Book

Hate in the Homeland focuses on the mainstreaming of far-right extrem-
ism in the United States over the past decade, with reference to global 
events related to the rise of the far right where relevant.76 The first part 
of the book has two overall goals, both aimed at providing readers with 
foundational knowledge about the kind of far-right content youth en-
counter when they enter the kinds of spaces and places discussed later 
in the book. In this introduction and in chapters 1 and 2, I define terms, 
lay the groundwork for understanding the role of space and place in 
mobilizing extremism, and examine three simultaneous developments 
that have characterized the rise of the US far right: the mainstreaming 
of far-right political rhetoric, the mainstreaming of far-right conspiracy 
theories, and transformations in far-right aesthetics and communica-
tion styles, particularly for youth. This lays the groundwork for under-
standing the changing nature of far-right content that youth encounter 
when they engage with the far right in the kinds of mainstream spaces 
and places discussed in depth in the remaining chapters.

In chapters 3 to 6, I turn to the question of where and when radical-
ization happens, focusing on young people’s ordinary and everyday en-
counters with radicalization messages in mainstream spaces and places. 
In these chapters, I trace new gateways where youth are radicalized 
toward far-right ideologies and actions: cultural spaces related to food 
and fashion; fight clubs and the MMA scene; educational settings and 
college campuses; and social media/online spaces. In the conclusion, 
I address the implications of a focus on space and place for how we re-
spond to rising far-right extremism, and suggest what better interven-
tions might look like.

I chose these four cases for their power to illustrate some of the un-
expected places where violent hate groups are recruiting young people 
today. As I will argue, new, mainstream spaces are helping mobilize fi-
nancial capital, cultural markets, physical capacity, and intellectual 
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foundations that support the far right’s growth, along with a broad eco-
system of new media technologies to communicate about it all. But it is 
important to remember that these are not the only places where the 
growth of extremist rhetoric and ideas is taking place. My hope is that 
the examples I highlight will inspire analysis of other ways that everyday 
encounters with extremism in mainstream places matter, challenging 
readers to pay attention not only to how radicalization happens, but also 
where it takes place.
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Chapter 1

Space, Place, and the 
Power of Homelands

Long before John Denver sang about country roads bringing him to the 
place where he belongs, human beings formed deep emotional attach-
ments to particular places and spaces. The far right is no different. In 
rhetoric, narratives, propaganda, and messaging, far-right groups and 
individuals constantly invoke spaces of belonging, nationalist geogra-
phies, and white territory. These include references to fifteenth-century 
pogroms, ancient homelands, white ethno-states, and the need to build 
border walls, along with language about national defense, incursions, 
and invasions. The centrality of space and territory in historical far-right 
movements was clear in the very metaphors used by the Nazi party, such 
as “blood and soil,” and the need for ever-more living space (Leben-
sraum) for the Volk.1 Space and place are constant backdrops to con
temporary far-right fears of a “great replacement” and conspiracies 
about Europe turning into Eurabia. For the far right, in short, issues of 
territory, belonging, exclusion, race, and national geographies are foun-
dational for imagining collective pasts as well as anticipated futures.

Decades of scholarship have traced the connections between nation-
alism, territory, and identity. Perhaps most notably, Benedict Ander-
son’s work on “imagined communities” showed how national identities 
and territories are created across communities of people who have never 
met (and likely never will) but still share some sense of affinity and 
belonging to one another. Imagined national communities command 
such a strong emotional pull, Anderson argues, that people are even 
willing to die in their name by enlisting in armies and fighting in wars 
with other nations.2 For the far right, though, such national communi-
ties are imagined in racially defined ways, with clear guidelines for who 
belongs and who does not. White ethno-states and exclusionary ideas 
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about the homeland are deeply linked to ideas about rootedness, owner
ship, space, and place in ways that many analyses of the contemporary 
far right have overlooked. For the far right, a sacred and eternal bond 
ties geographic space to racial, ethnic, and cultural groups. Those who 
claim ownership of that space are therefore entitled to it, at the expense 
of other racial and ethnic groups.3

Space and Place

Scores of social scientists have attended to questions of space and place, 
particularly in fields like geography and anthropology, demonstrating 
how places and spaces are fundamental to a sense of belonging and 
identity and are imbued with emotional attachment and meaning.4 In-
deed, we cannot fully understand the social dynamics of human beings’ 
lives and actions without understanding their engagements in place and 
space.5 From neighborhoods to nations, the places where we live and 
spend time matter for how we develop, express ourselves, and identify 
with others around us.6

This is no less true for extremists’ engagements in and attachments 
to place. Pathways to extremist beliefs and violent actions themselves 
are rooted in geographic settings.7 But with some exceptions, most work 
on the far right has not seriously considered space and place, focusing 
instead on far-right groups’ organizational strategies and tactics or psy-
chological approaches to individuals’ cognitive radicalization. These are 
critically important domains, of course. But extremist engagements take 
place in particular places and spaces—at protests, marches, political ral-
lies, festivals, tournaments, concerts, campaign meetings, and more. 
This is true even when extremist engagement takes place online—
because even online engagements are rooted in particular physical 
spaces somewhere, on laptops or mobile devices in dorm rooms and 
coffee shops, in living rooms and classrooms.8 Online engagements may 
well lead to off-line engagements, working in tandem to shape far-right 
youth engagement. This challenges the prevailing tendency to separate 
the study of physical from virtual places in discussions of terrorism and 
extremism. At a moment of rising far-right extremism, it is imperative 
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to rethink the relationship between space, place, identity, and action as 
it applies to the far right.

One place to start is with the very experts who spend their time fo-
cusing on space and place—especially in the field of geography. This 
book cannot do justice to the extensive and rich interrogations of space 
and place, but a few key interventions are especially germane. Yi-Fu 
Tuan’s 1977 Space and Place challenged geographers’ scientific reliance 
on topographical maps and field studies, arguing that space is imbued 
with meaning in ways that cannot always be studied through a field 
survey or a map. Space is sensual and emotional, Tuan showed, reliant 
on the senses—through sounds, smells, and tactile touch—to evoke 
deep feelings about belonging, rootedness, and home.9 In the decades 
that followed, geographers and other scholars focusing on space and 
place came to understand places—the local contexts of people’s every-
day experiences—as deeply intertwined with personal, social, and sym-
bolic meanings.10 Places are the settings where individuals “face, evalu-
ate, and attempt to resolve problems and agendas on a daily basis.”11 
Place both reflects individuals’ identities and social actions and helps 
shape and direct them. Thus local contexts like a coal-mine closure or 
an opioid epidemic may deeply influence individuals’ vulnerabilities to 
antigovernment and anti-elite rhetoric or to hate directed toward others 
and outsiders deemed responsible for local problems.12 This is true for 
national belonging, too, which is linked not only to an imagined sense 
of identity with other people in the national community, but also with 
native flora and fauna, national landmarks, parks, habitats, and 
landscapes.13

People also encounter ideas in particular places, even as they may be 
mobilized to move beyond them.14 Individuals’ encounters with ex-
tremists in physical places like prisons or radical houses of worship have 
launched radicalization pathways. Specific places become key parts of 
collective grievances about government surveillance and suppression 
in ways that have mobilized extremist action.15 Place can also be mean-
ingful as a way of framing nostalgia for a past era and fantasies about 
restoration of a utopian future one.16 This, of course, is the very premise 
of the white ethno-state and far-right claims about geographic 
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entitlement, belonging, and exclusion. Of all the ways that place and 
space may be constitutive for the far right, the call to protect physical 
territory and defend the homeland—whether that is a nation-state like 
the United States or the white or Aryan nation more specifically—is 
one of the most consequential.

Homelands and Heartlands

The emotions and ideologies that underpin far-right and white-
supremacist extremism are deeply rooted in a sense of territorial be-
longing, possession, and ownership. White-supremacist fantasies and 
myths about sacred, racialized territory underpinned historical far-right 
ideas about the mystical link between “blood and soil” in Nazi Ger-
many. Today they underpin the anti-immigrant, anti-Islam, anti-Semitic, 
and racist sentiments that inspire policies like border closure, segrega-
tion, forced relocation, re-migration, and the establishment of separate 
racial enclaves or ethno-states.17 The El Paso shooter railed against 
“Mexican invaders,” while a terrorist in Oslo justified the murder of doz-
ens of children with the fear that Europe was becoming overrun by 
Muslims. The very language of the “great replacement” and white-
genocide theories clearly invokes geographic space, as immigrants and 
nonwhites will purportedly take over space, expelling or eradicating 
whites from their native lands. These fears and fantasies rely on a con-
ception of personal and community belonging that ties individual iden-
tity and racial groups to specific geographies, and that marks “home” as 
inseparable from “land.”

The concept of homelands is central to ideals of territorial belonging 
in ways that extend well beyond the far right. “The profound attachment 
to the homeland appears to be a worldwide phenomenon,” the geogra-
pher Yi-Fu Tuan wrote, explaining that place provides a sense of reas-
suring permanence in the face of constant change.18 Some may find it 
hard to reconcile the importance of local homelands with rising global-
ization and deterritorialization. A common complaint about globaliza-
tion is that it erases unique local places and cultures in ways that can 
leave one place feeling much like the next. At the same time, in some 
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ways, local places have become ever more irrelevant to ordinary people’s 
lives, as remote work, internet shopping, video conferencing, and on-
line education programs supplant the spaces and places that once de-
fined school, work, and even everyday errands in myriad ways.

But if individuals’ attachments to local and national spaces are declin-
ing in favor of more rootless, cosmopolitan flows and increased global 
mobility, the effect is uneven.19 For some people, globalization’s impact 
on local cultures and economies creates a backlash, leading to deeper 
desires for identity and meaning and more intense attachments to local 
places.20 This is what the British journalist David Goodhart describes 
as the distinction between people who are “Somewheres”—rooted in 
particular places and nostalgic for the past, typically more conservative—
and “Anywheres”—geographically mobile, more liberal, and less at-
tached to local and national spaces.21 The Somewhere/Anywhere di-
vide suggests that place simply matters more for some people. Where 
livelihoods are tied to what the natural environment offers—in farming, 
mining, or fishing industries, for example—attachments to land and 
regional identity take on particular import, connected to family histo-
ries and local economies alike. From the silk and steel mills in Pennsyl-
vania to the beer industry in central Europe, local places have a lasting 
influence on regional identities and belonging—helped along by dia-
lects, place-specific cuisine, and local myths and legends.22 This is true 
even when the relationship is “co-dependent and often abusive,” such 
as with coal mines that led to early deaths from blackened lungs and 
accidents. Importantly, when those mines failed in Appalachia, locals 
did not blame the coal industry itself. Instead, they turned their anger 
toward Washington and the “coastal elites” who referred to them as “fly-
over country.”23 Anti-elite sentiment, for many rural Americans loyal to 
the US heartland, is directly linked to perceived disrespect for local re-
gions and their people.24 Those local regions, in turn, command loyalty 
but also offer a deep sense of belonging.

Homelands are thus clearly linked to concepts of rootedness and be-
longing to local regions. But they are also racialized in ways that are 
critical to interrogate. The geographies of white supremacy are deeply 
intertwined with global and national histories of imperialism, 
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colonialism, white property accumulation, residential and school seg-
regation, the establishment of reservations for native peoples, and sys-
tems of apartheid.25 These intersect with gendered geographies, since 
“the protection of white womanhood” was a key rationale for a wide 
range of disenfranchising white-supremacist practices, including segre-
gation laws, discriminatory lending practices, and other policies that 
created and perpetuated “white propertied power.”26 White women are 
key to the domestic realms that helped sustain white supremacy, from 
birthing and raising white babies to fighting school integration, making 
attention to “home and the spaces of everyday life, to care and com-
munity work and to the role of white women in nurturing and produc-
ing the white nation” a critical aspect of the relationship between space, 
place, and the far right.27

Homelands are biological and ecological concepts, linking a sense of 
belonging to the body—through the related term “heartland”—and the 
home. Indeed, it’s not for nothing that so many metaphors linked to the 
idea of national belonging are tied to ecological ideas like roots and soil, 
or to ideas of kinship and home: homelands, motherland, fatherland. 
After all, such metaphors “are thought to denote something to which 
one is naturally tied.”28 At the same time, the United States has a second 
set of connections related to the frontier, westward expansion, and as-
sociated ideals of liberation, adventure, ruggedness, and masculinity.29 
With such deep emotional links to natural spheres of belonging, it is 
perhaps less surprising that the vulnerabilities that emerge from the loss 
of local livelihoods help shape a sense of loss and of a particular way of 
life “slipping away.” This, in turn, lends appeal to political rhetoric and 
nationalist or far-right symbols that depict or evoke a sense of nostalgia 
for sacred lands and geographies and promise to restore the nation and 
its local communities. Combined with language that asserts ownership 
over space and suggests there is a limited amount of it, these kinds of 
strategic tactics help define and reinforce ideas about who belongs in 
specific territorial and political spaces and who does not.30 This is geo-
graphic “othering”—using real or imagined borders to evoke an origin 
story, create justifications for exclusionary policies and practices, and 
designate enemies who threaten those geographic spaces.
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Such sacred geographies need not be actual places (although they 
sometimes are). They can also be fantastical, relying on national myths 
and legends to help imagine a nation that never existed but is nonethe-
less aspired to.31 Thus the “alt right” can logically look to the paradigm 
of Wakanda, a fictional African diasporic homeland conceived in Hol-
lywood, as well as to the mythic Chicano homeland Aztlán, imagined 
as a “recovered and thoroughly decolonized Southwest,” as models.32 
These kinds of mythic or fantasy places harken back to an imagined, 
prior form of the collective but also draw real or symbolic boundaries 
around the contemporary and future nation. They establish ideals that 
link specific territories to racial destinies, where whites can reproduce 
and thrive, as far-right Counter-Currents editor Greg Johnson advo-
cates in an essay about white homelands called “The Slow Cleanse.”33 
For the far-right fringe, these geographic yearnings about “white terri-
torialism” are critical foundations for later violence.34

Historical episodes linking extreme violence and defense of terri-
tory are especially powerful, through reference to Christian Crusades 
and pogroms like Reconquista, as well as through comparisons to Indig-
enous genocides. At least since the Nazi era, the European far right has 
drawn on the Native American experience, warning that Europeans 
would end up “on reservations,” restricted to limited territories within 
their own native countries.35 The 2011 terrorist in Oslo who killed 
seventy-seven people—mostly children—also referenced Indigenous 
struggles, defending his and other far-right extremists’ actions as no 
different from Native American leaders’ fight against an imperialist inva-
sion.36 The theme appears periodically in European far-right political 
speeches, advertisements, and slogans, often as a way of evoking the 
conspiracy of white genocide without stating it outright. A 2014 tweet 
from a regional office of the Af D party depicted a Native American 
chief with the words “Indians couldn’t stop immigration. Today they 
live on reservations.”37 After the German town of Nuremberg named a 
young woman of mixed-ethnic background to be the 2019 “Christ child” 
who opens the Christmas market, the local Af D district branch com-
mented on the choice on Facebook, noting that Germans would “go the 
way of the Indians.”38
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Europeans aren’t the only ones making the analogy. The El Paso 
shooter pointed specifically to the Native American experience in his 
manifesto, describing the “nearly complete ethnic and cultural destruc-
tion brought to the Native Americans by our European ancestors” and 
warning that because “the natives didn’t take the invasion of Europeans 
seriously,” their communities are “just a shadow of what was.”39 In a 2019 
video, the white supremacist Jared Taylor argues that the Native Ameri-
can story is “one of the strongest possible arguments for tight borders,” 
suggesting that whites should be allowed to fight for their land just as 
the “Indians” did.40 The rhetorical usage of Indigenous experiences allows 
the far right to “create a myth of survival” among a heroic people fight-
ing for their homeland.41

Myths and legends about homelands are key parts of far-right sacred 
geographies, linking contemporary lives to nostalgic pasts and utopian 
futures.42 Such myths become intertwined with individual identity, in 
part because they are perceived as authentic stories that connect people 
with places. For people who identify intensely with local, regional, or 
national geographies, such myths are seen as being “as real as the rocks 
and waterholes” people can see and touch. The land holds “the ancient 
story of the lives and deeds” of revered ancestors, making the country-
side itself the individual’s “family tree.” 43 In Germany, where far-right 
nationalists see modern-day Germans as the descendants of Nordic 
tribes whose origins were supposedly Aryan,44 Nordic symbols like the 
swastika, along with Norse legends, weaponry, mythology, and Nordic 
gods, all help shape this nationalist imaginary. This fantasy also enables an 
expression of national whiteness, evoking a sense of racial superiority with-
out being overtly racist, and contributing to collective unconscious as-
sumptions about the nature of German-ness and who belongs in the na-
tion. The Nordic region, for German far-right extremists, thus becomes 
sacred space that helps mediate the collective past, by providing fantasy 
origin narratives, stories, principles, and aspirational traits for “good” na-
tionalists, like loyalty and heroism. The region’s stories and myths help 
filter and reconstruct cultural memory and invoke nostalgia for a fantastical 
past while helping people imagine a shared, idealized future nation.45
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White supremacists outside of Germany also rely on a wide variety 
of Nordic and other historical legends and symbols, either because they 
are simply copying Nazi symbols and aesthetics or because they are also 
valorizing a myth of Nordic origins of the Aryans. Globally, the far right 
uses references to Greek and Roman history, pogroms in the Middle 
Ages like Reconquista, and Norse gods and goddesses to help demar-
cate the lines between “us” and “them” and signal a desired return to a 
previous exclusionary world. Charlottesville marchers carried Deus vult 
crosses in 2017, while in 2018, far-right activists in Rostock, Germany, 
waved a Templar flag.46 Fans of one clothing brand that is well-known 
for its use of far-right symbols could connect with other brand fans and 
learn about in-person meet-ups on a now-defunct Tumblr blog. In 2016, 
this included an announcement of a one-week trip to the “lands of Hy-
perborea—a mythical pre-historic motherland of our race”—in the 
region of the Karelia and Kola Peninsula in northwest Russia. Hyper-
borea was also the name of a prior clothing product line for the German 
brand Ansgar Aryan, which featured website and catalog text that ex-
plained the importance of Hyperborea and described its epic battle 
between the people of the “light” and the “dark men.” 47

Sacred national space is key to the far right because it promises an 
alternative, noble existence that transcends the purportedly immoral, 
declining, or decrepit contemporary nation. That same sacred space is 
used to mobilize the most extreme fringe, whose desire for restoration 
of white civilization motivates extreme violence intended to bring about 
an apocalyptic societal collapse and subsequent rebirth into a new 
world order. These sacred spaces are easily called upon as part of the 
“imagined geographies of white demise” referenced in the kinds of fears, 
uncertainty, and sense of threat embedded in language about a “great 
replacement” or white genocide.48 In this way, national myths and ge-
ographies work to mediate not only the imagined past but also white 
fears and hopes about uncertain futures whose end results are either 
apocalyptic demise or aspirational future glory.49 In more ordinary 
terms, political and media rhetoric referencing the notion of replace-
ment, or using the language of invasion, incursion, and being overrun, 
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grounds these fantasy expressions in very real political dynamics of im-
migration and demographic change. Racialized territory—or idealized 
white geography—is used to simultaneously activate a sense of belong-
ing and of imminent threat.

The emergence of eco-fascism as a motivating force for far-right vio
lence has to be understood in this context.50 Both the Christchurch and 
the El Paso terrorists cited environmental motivations as part of their 
broader ideologies. This is the “greening of hate”—justifying immigra-
tion restrictions by pointing out that ongoing climate change and envi-
ronmental degradation require preserving and protecting national space 
for national citizens and reducing migration.51 Eco-fascism, along with 
far-right affinities with paganism and deep ecology, is linked to ideals 
about racialized territory and sacred national space. The idea of white 
ethno-states thus helps “consecrate the relationship between European 
man and nature,” connecting nature-loving worship of the land with 
preservation efforts that present immigration and overpopulation as a 
threat not only to white people but also to their homelands.52 But this 
very sense of threat could exist only in a context in which whites con-
sciously or unconsciously hold a sense of “possessive geography” over 
the land.53 This is the mystical bond that connects “blood” with “soil” 
in the Nazi imaginary, making ownership and entitlement to national 
space an assumed racial inheritance, regardless of what citizenship laws 
say on paper.

Exerting control over the physical territory of the United States—
including its borders as well as spaces and places within it—is thus 
foundational to the “exclusionary visions and practices” of the far 
right.54 These visions are enacted through far-right rhetoric and market-
ing campaigns that use the language of defense and employ words like 
“invasion,” “incursion,” “flood,” “overrun,” “fortress,” or “ruin,” along 
with calls to defend, protect, or fight back against those threats. Such 
language can inspire fringe actors to enact violence in the name of their 
people and their national space. “I can’t sit by and watch my people get 
slaughtered,” the Pittsburgh synagogue shooter declared, based on con-
spirational thinking about the purported invasion of his national space. 
“Screw your optics, I’m going in.”55 The shooter clearly saw his action as 
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heroic, directing his words not only to the general public but also to the 
faction of the far right that advocates for nonviolent solutions and ar-
gues that the optics of violence are bad for the movement overall. These 
kinds of terrorist actions rely on a territorial fantasy about particular 
racial groups belonging to specific and separate geographic spaces, even 
when, such as in the case of the United States, some of those groups 
arrived in that space only through immigration.56

Geographic territory is important to the far right in spaces smaller 
than entire nations, too. The white-supremacist obsession with estab-
lishing a separate white ethno-state or white enclave along with separate 
geographic territories for Blacks, Latinos, and other ethnic minorities is 
perhaps the clearest example.57

The Fantasy of a White Ethno-state

The desire to establish a separate white territory or to restore a white 
homeland is at the root of far-right and white-supremacist extremists’ 
calls to end immigration, re-migrate ethnic minorities, and accelerate a 
race war in order to achieve rebirth and restoration of white civilization. 
Far-right extremists and racist groups have a clear “geography of racial 
activism,” as the scholar Kathleen Blee describes, based on a shared 
“commitment to territorial and social separation between the races.”58 
This vision is at the heart of groups within the broader far-right spec-
trum who claim they are white separatists rather than white suprema-
cists. White separatists argue that whites should stick to white enclaves, 
as the neo-Nazi Matthew Heimbach explained in a documentary in 
VICE, while the “black community” should have “their own home-
lands” in the South or in urban areas like Detroit.59 Far-right groups use 
this logic to claim that they are the “true multiculturalists,” because they 
are the ones who will protect and preserve racial groups as unique and 
separate. In contrast, they argue, “global elites” aim to eradicate the 
white race by increasing immigration and migration and “replacing” 
whites through demographic change, with the goal of creating blended, 
multicultural societies. Separate ethno-states thus become “hallowed 
destination[s]” that promise to “protect and fortify whiteness.” 60 Using 
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this logic, far-right groups who espouse white separatism argue that 
they are not establishing hierarchies of racial groups and do not espouse 
white supremacy—instead, their interest is in separating and preserving 
racial uniqueness and promoting white civil rights.

But it is critical to be clear that white separatism—especially when 
followed all the way to its end goal of separate racial ethno-states—is 
necessarily white supremacist. The imagined ideal of the white ethno-
state necessitates violent ethnic cleansing and separation practices like 
forced deportations, along with policies that would revoke birthright 
citizenship and annul naturalization for selected groups and individuals.61 
Policies like re-migration of ethnic minorities could be enacted only 
with force and violence, including forced removal from homes, seizure 
of private property, and separation of individuals from lands where their 
families have lived for generations. The founder of the far-right Counter-
Currents website, Greg Johnson, argues that “all races and ethnicities, 
including various white ethnicities, should have their own homelands.” 62 
But his description of the strategies and policies that would be required 
in order to achieve that goal illustrates exactly why white separatism 
cannot be distinguished from white supremacy. Johnson advocates for 
giving African American citizens in the United States a homeland of 
their own in the South and “decoloniz[ing]” the rest of the country 
through a “well-planned, orderly, and humane process of ethnic cleans-
ing,” which he admits may entail “morally justified” violence.63 The eth-
nic homelands that would result from such a plan, of course, would also 
be necessarily inegalitarian. Existing proposals for white homelands, for 
example, establish hierarchies of rights that allow some nonwhites to 
live in white ethno-states, but with only “partial or minimal citizenship” 
that prohibits leadership positions or rights like owning firearms and 
requires higher tax rates.64

White ethno-states are not mere fantasies of fringe groups—they 
represent real policy aims and proposals that groups have tried and con-
tinue to try to enact. In the 1990s, the white-supremacist group Aryan 
Nations tried to build a white-separatist enclave in Idaho, followed by 
broader efforts to create a five-state white homeland through the 
“Northwest Imperative.” 65 These efforts built upon historical 
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white-supremacist legacies in the Pacific Northwest that date to the 
nineteenth century, when the region’s “foundational laws criminalized 
African-American residency in the newly established region.” 66 The 
idea of a separate white territory or ethno-state remains a key mobiliz-
ing narrative for white separatists across the United States. And, of 
course, the virtual space of the internet now facilitates and underpins 
efforts to create or restore such physical homelands.67

White enclaves and separate spaces are not limited to homelands and 
ethno-states, and American far-right groups aren’t the only ones linking 
geographic territory to white-supremacist political goals. The German 
far-right effort to create “national liberated zones”—independent political 
and economic territories outside of the state’s control—is a case in point.

National Liberated Zones

Far-right extremists’ efforts to build far-right “national liberated zones” 
(national befreite Zonen) in Germany in the 1990s and 2000s received so 
much attention from state authorities and the media alike that a group 
of German linguists declared the term the “unword” of the year in 
2000.68 National liberated zones referred to the creation of econom
ically independent far-right areas within a local state or region where 
the state would lose its monopoly on power, essentially ceding control 
to far-right authority.69 The tactic called for establishing a network of 
independent printing presses, travel agents, advertising agents, book-
shops, pubs, restaurants, craftspeople, cooperatives, agricultural com-
munities, and media distributors that would create an alternative, sepa-
rate society and counterculture, coexisting with the mainstream.70 The 
concept first appeared as a strategy discussed among far-right groups in 
the early 1990s.71 Space was foundational to the idea, both in geographic 
and symbolic terms. National liberated zones were imagined as places 
where far-right extremists would have physical control of the streets and 
the ability to gather and move about in undisturbed ways, but would 
also achieve the cultural, intellectual, and cognitive liberation that was 
seen as a necessary precursor to economically liberated zones and 
self-governance.72
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The strategy was never realized, but it still served important goals 
that shaped how far-right groups engaged with one another and with 
local communities in Germany. For example, although national liber-
ated zones were designed as spaces of exclusion, the strategy also called 
for specific outreach to local communities through everyday acts of 
kindness. National liberated zones would be anchored in local com-
munities, according to the proposals, if far-right extremists acted as 
helpful, courageous alternatives to the “anonymous system”—helping 
the elderly with shopping, babysitting children, cleaning up neighbor-
hoods and playgrounds, or singing national hymns in retirement 
homes.73 In so doing, far-right extremists would gain the support, soli-
darity, and loyalty of the local people within their broader geographic 
regions. This would not only build broader acceptance of far-right po
litical goals, but also undermine the state’s ability to suppress the far 
right, and would therefore weaken the state itself.74 The plan also called 
for regular outreach to “gray zones” of organizations on the periphery 
of the far-right core, including fraternities, military reserves, sport clubs, 
volunteer firefighters, and unions.75

The idea of national liberated zones wasn’t unique to Germany. Simi-
lar efforts to build economically and politically independent territories 
for the far right took place in Italy, Spain, Portugal, and France. In Italy, 
for example, the group Terza Posizione (TP) succeeded in creating in
dependent shops and schools, radio programs, printing presses, and 
more in the 1970s and 1980s.76 The German far right was also clearly 
influenced by far-left approaches to creating autonomous communities 
with networks of bookstores and cultural or social institutions.77 A 2000 
article in a far-right political publication praised leftist efforts in this 
regard and pointed to the need for similar far-right infrastructure.78 
Wherever they appeared, national liberated zones shared a goal of not 
only establishing independent geographic territory for the far right but 
also cultivating alternative economic and cultural systems that would 
grow far-right movements so they could ultimately undermine the au-
thority and legitimacy of the state.79

National liberated zones were linked to two related spatial concepts 
that emerged in Europe around the same time, called “zones of fear” 
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(Angstzonen) or “no-go areas.” These were places purportedly domi-
nated by right-wing extremists, where outsiders were not safe.80 The 
concept referred to whole neighborhoods or regions as well as to public 
or semipublic spaces in neighborhoods, parks, youth centers, clubs, and 
train stations. While the economic and political aspects of national lib-
erated zones were never fully realized, “zones of fear”—places domi-
nated by right-wing extremists—did meet with some success in parts 
of Germany, creating places where foreigners, leftists, or people of color 
were not welcome or were met with violence. These were generally tem-
porary spaces, where the far right was dominant for a summer or a sea-
son or on specific days of the week, in places like discos or youth clubs 
or a town square. These kinds of physically controlled spaces play 
important roles in building far-right youth identity and establishing 
boundaries that exclude others in threatening or violent ways. They help 
the far right demarcate “us” from “them” and establish who is allowed 
to be present in particular physical places and who is not. Far-right-
dominated spaces also act as important gathering places to exchange 
and share information and build integration and belonging within the 
group.81

There are plenty of other examples of white-supremacist spaces and 
their importance for shaping extremist movements. White supremacists 
have established summer camps for children in Germany and Ukraine 
(echoing similar US camps from the early twentieth century).82 An an-
nual summer camp for far-right Identitarians in France aims to “train 
future militants,” focusing on those twenty to twenty-five years old and 
combining physical-fitness training with history classes and simulated 
street riots.83 Pete Simi and Robert Futrell’s work on the white-power 
movement’s “hidden spaces of hate” details a variety of “Aryan free 
spaces” where white supremacists meet, including house parties and 
backyard barbeques, Bible study meetings, and camping excursions.84 
And, of course, there is a long history of paramilitary training camps for 
the far right, dating to the end of the Vietnam War and including recent 
reports about camps operating in Washington State and in Virginia. But 
the concept of white homelands—separate, sacred geographic com-
munities for whites only—underpins it all.
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Space, Place, and Extremist  
Radicalization

National homelands and white ethno-states aren’t the only ways that 
space and place matter to the far right. The targeting of college campuses 
for propaganda campaigns, the use of MMA and music festivals to re-
cruit and radicalize, the creation of dedicated far-right-clothing online 
shops and physical stores to sell commercial products, and the wide 
variety of online spaces used by the far right are all key to its growth. In 
new and changing ways, people are having encounters in mainstream 
spaces with far-right ideological messages about immigrants, globaliza-
tion, and elites, as well as conspiracies about Jewish orchestration or 
Muslim efforts to turn Europe into Eurabia. It’s not only that encounters 
with such messages are more frequent. The very appearance of extrem-
ist messages in otherwise mainstream spaces and places can help nor-
malize them, as extremism moves from the periphery to the core.85 In 
chapter 2, I turn to three examples that illustrate how extremist ideolo-
gies and narratives are becoming normalized in mainstream spaces and 
places: through the mainstreaming of extremist political rhetoric, con-
spiracy theories, and aesthetics and communication styles.
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Chapter 2

Mainstreaming  
the Message

When a conservative think-tank executive named Joseph Overton cre-
ated a brochure in the mid-1990s with a sliding cardboard feature to 
show potential donors how policy solutions could be moved from the 
fringes into what he called the “window of political possibility,” he had 
no way of knowing he had created a metaphor that would become 
widely used, a quarter of a century later, to explain the mainstreaming 
of extremism in American politics.1 The “Overton window” describes 
the range of political ideas and policy solutions considered acceptable 
by the public at any given time. It is rare for politicians to act on ideas 
outside the window because they are beholden to the constituents 
who elected them and are therefore reluctant to support policies or 
legislation that fall outside the range of what most voters deem accept-
able.2 Movement into the window of politically possible ideas is typi-
cally gradual, occurring through the slow evolution of mainstream 
norms, values, and beliefs over time. This can happen either organically 
or as a result of the strategic efforts of think tanks, lobbyists, and grass-
roots activists who work to intentionally shift the Overton window, 
moving ideas out of the fringes and into mainstream acceptability.3 But 
sometimes, shifts in the Overton window happen quickly, reflecting a 
more rapid mainstreaming and normalization of political ideas and 
policy solutions that most people would have once considered too ex-
treme.4 This can happen from both sides of the political spectrum, al-
lowing politicians to take advantage of rapid shifts in the Overton win
dow to implement public policy from previously fringe ideas that 
became possibilities as they became more widely accepted by the main-
stream public.
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The normalization of far-right and white-supremacist ideas is one 
such example. Ideological beliefs once thought of as extreme have—
with relative speed—become more widely accepted by the general public. 
This is what people refer to as the mainstreaming of extremism—the 
process through which previously extreme ideas become normalized as 
part of the acceptable spectrum of beliefs within democratic societies. 
Extreme ideas have been mainstreamed in contexts as varied as political 
speeches, the media, and a variety of online and youth-culture settings, 
such as memes, T-shirts, and video games. Mainstreaming is critical to 
the growth of far-right movements globally, because it helps them re-
cruit, radicalize, and mobilize individuals toward violence, while reduc-
ing the likelihood that the public will raise the alarm about their efforts. 
The normalization of extreme ideas reduces barriers to entry to far-right 
extremist groups and broadens the base of sympathizers as extremist 
beliefs become less shocking and seem more acceptable to a broader 
range of people. Mainstreaming extreme ideas also helps the far right 
achieve political goals related to border closures, restrictions on immi-
gration, and deportations by smuggling previously extreme ideas and 
views into mainstream political parties’ platforms—effectively shifting 
the Overton window of what is considered acceptable public policy or 
political discourse.

One consequence of the mainstreaming and normalization of far-
right extremism is that ordinary people more frequently encounter ex-
treme ideas in their everyday lives, making engagements with the far 
right more fluid and frequent. Mainstreamed extremism moves far-right 
ideas out of the domain of backwoods militias and prison gangs. These 
ideas are no longer found only in destinations that must be intentionally 
sought out. Instead, people might simply encounter white-supremacist 
ideology while shopping online, listening to a podcast, turning on the 
evening news, or walking past a bulletin board on their college campus. 
Space and place are central parts of this process. People don’t just stum-
ble across hate in abstract ways—they encounter it in particular physical 
and virtual places. Geography is therefore a part of the story of how 
ideas make their way from the far right into the mainstream.5
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Mainstreaming helps expose new people to hate and recruit them to 
extremist ideologies, but it also softens extremist beliefs through coded 
terms that obscure their violent underpinnings. In this way, mainstream-
ing and normalization help further radicalize individuals who are drawn 
to far-right-extremist ideas. Thus, relabeling concepts like the forced 
deportation and ethnic cleansing of immigrants as “re-migration” can 
make hateful expressions seem more acceptable to a broader range of 
ordinary individuals. Racist expressions may appear more acceptable 
when they come from elected officials in mainstream political parties, 
helping legitimize and spread ideas that used to be considered fringe. 
For example, a sitting president tells four congresswomen of color—
three of whom were born in the United States—to go back to the coun-
tries they came from, and crowds of people start chanting “send them 
back” at his political rallies.6

But how does mainstreaming happen? What are the mechanisms that 
help previously extreme ideas move into the realm of acceptable dis-
course, or that bring about shifts in the Overton window? I suggest 
there are at least three simultaneous developments that have helped 
move extremist ideas and content into the mainstream. The rise of pop-
ulist parties has helped mainstream extreme ideas through campaign 
rhetoric and political speech. The spread of disinformation and con-
spiracy theories introduces and reinforces extreme ideas while simulta
neously undermining the idea of truth. And finally, the weaponization 
of youth culture—especially the use of humor and memes, along with 
a new, mainstream far-right aesthetic—makes extreme ideas seem less 
dangerous than they really are.

Each of these three areas—political speech, conspiracy theories, and 
the mainstreaming of extremist aesthetics and communication styles—
helps to introduce and elaborate on extreme ideas in new ways. They 
are essential components of the changing nature of far-right content 
that people encounter today in a radically altered set of mainstream 
spaces and places that are far beyond the traditional domains of the far 
right. The modern far right relies on these strategies to mainstream and 
normalize extreme ideas.
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Extreme Ideas in Political Speech

Extremist ideas are normalized when they are explicitly adopted or im-
plicitly suggested in the speeches or communication of mainstream 
politicians. I focus here on two specific and related ways in which this 
happens. First, we see the embedding of anti-immigrant language in 
antiglobalization frames, and second, support for white-supremacist 
framings of demographic change. In both examples, far-right ideological 
positions and philosophies have been deliberately “seeded” by far-right 
and white-supremacist intellectuals who have intentionally worked to 
disseminate far-right “metapolitical”—or pre-political—ideas in ways 
that can help inform the political positions of electable politicians. 
Chapter 5 explains this strategy in greater detail, but I mention it here 
because it is critical to understand the long-term intentionality that un-
derpins the mainstreaming of extremist ideas.

In both topical areas—anti-immigrant sentiments and the notion of 
an existential threat from demographic change—the far right relies on 
broader frames copied from successful populist political strategies po-
sitioning the pure, ordinary people against a nefarious elite.7 I will ex-
plain this populist framing first, and then elaborate on how extremist 
ideologies are embedded in this framing by mainstream politicians as 
they use dehumanizing language to talk about immigrants and hint at a 
future white genocide.

Valorizing the Pure People

Populism is a rhetorical strategy used across the political spectrum by 
politicians who argue that their own party or platform is a better and 
more authentic channel for the voice of the people, in contrast to cur-
rent political leaders, who are deemed elite, out of touch, untrustworthy, 
and unethical.8 Populist strategies have been used not only in the Trump 
campaign’s promise to “drain the swamp” but also in the anti-elite lan-
guage of campaign speeches from Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren. 
In its extreme iterations, those who oppose the proposed platform are 
positioned as enemies of the people or traitors to the nation.9
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Populist parties have used this strategy to great effect across the 
globe, as the well-documented rise of such parties across Europe, in 
Brazil and India, and in the United States shows clearly. These successes 
have helped anti-elite discourse become much more mainstream.10 But 
nationalist and far-right parties have been especially successful with the 
“pure people–corrupt elite” frame, meaning that frame has also helped 
carry far-right-extreme ideas into the mainstream. In other words, the 
broad success of populism as a rhetorical strategy helps mainstream the 
political ideologies of the far right.

This happens in part by broadening both the understanding of the 
“pure people” and the nature of the threat facing them. Far-right popu-
lists try to mobilize voters by arguing that the nation’s people are threat-
ened by demographic change, immigration, ethnic-minority birthrates, 
or religious changes, and that those changes are happening because cur-
rent political elites are out of touch with what the ordinary people need. 
In these cases, the people are deemed pure not only in contrast to “cor-
rupt” elites, but also to impure or threatening migrants or ethnic and 
religious others. In such iterations, populist rhetoric is not only pro-
people but also xenophobic and exclusionary. Restoring the purity of 
the people requires or relies on policies like ethnic re-migration and 
restricted immigration.

This is what the scholar Jan Kubik calls a “thick” form of populism, 
elaborating on Cas Mudde’s seminal 2004 definition of populism as hav-
ing a thin ideology. In thick populism, the pure people are not only 
positioned against the bad elite but also against bad others.11 Such 
boundaries divide not only elites and ordinary people but also those 
people and others, resulting in what we see as rising polarization across 
groups.12 And because populist parties and candidates work to channel 
citizens’ real or imagined grievances related to social and demographic 
changes into resentment toward both elites and ethnic and racial mi-
norities, populist polarization contributes to rising hate and white su-
premacy as well.13

Importantly, populist nationalists do not only pit local interests 
against national policies—they also position national interests against 
the global, arguing for restricted trade, refusing to participate in 
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international treaties or climate accords, and lobbying for reduced 
power for transnational groups and policies like the North American 
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) or the North Atlantic Treaty Organ
ization (NATO). But these antiglobalization frames also embed anti-
immigrant language in ways that help normalize extremist ideas about 
migration and threat. In this way, globalization itself becomes a catch-
word for threats to national citizens’ cultural identity, democratic prac-
tices, and economic security, primarily due to immigration. Antiglobal-
ization language becomes a kind of Trojan horse, carrying 
anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic, and anti-Muslim ideologies into the main-
stream and normalizing them—along with calls to defend the pure, 
ordinary, national people against these threats. The following sections 
elaborate.

Embedding Anti-immigrant Messages  
in Antiglobalization Frames

Far-right-extreme ideologies become mainstreamed in political dis-
course when antiglobalization framing normalizes far-right positions on 
immigrants and migration. The far right’s opposition to globalization is 
oriented around both economic and cultural impacts, brought about by 
loss of local power and increasing immigration.14 The primary target—
especially for the far right—is elites, who are blamed for orchestrating 
both threats. And antiglobalization acts as an ideal channel for both 
anti-elite and anti-immigrant sentiment.

Antiglobalization language pits ordinary people who feel econom
ically marginal or precarious or who experience relative deprivation 
against “global” forces they can blame. Those forces are then defined as 
national or cosmopolitan elites who “sell out” their country, facilitate 
power transfer to global entities, and let jobs go to foreign countries.15 
This tension—not only between the global and the local/national but 
also, by extension, between urban elites and nonurban, ordinary citizens—
creates an opportunity for the far right to link globalization and elites. 
A common frame is to point to globalization as the source of local and 
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national woes, and simultaneously blame elites for globalization’s 
growth and for being out of touch with the common people.

In the ordinary lingo of the extreme far right, this is most commonly 
expressed with a simple frame: “they” are out to get us. “They are killing 
us, literally killing us,” the neo-Nazi Matthew Heimbach told journalist 
Vegas Tenold on the morning of the 2016 US presidential election, refer-
ring to Washington elites and especially the Democrats.16 This trope is 
as useful for political fodder as it is for conspiracy thinking, as “they” 
are responsible not only for labeling white people racist and ignoring 
the needs of poor white communities but also for putting chemicals in 
meat to make “men more feminine,” as the white nationalist Tom Pierce 
stated at a 2015 rally in support of the Confederate flag. “I heard that 
too,” another man confirmed. “They put some kind of stuff in there.” 
They, it turns out, can be blamed for quite a lot.17

In this way, global financial and political elites became a bogeyman 
for the far right, who argue that elites are working against the interests 
of the common, national people and their natural, pure condition. Anti-
elite discourse acts as a channel, laying the blame for the pure, national 
people’s suffering at the feet of liberal migration policies forged by cos-
mopolitan and progressive elites. This allows the far right to frame anti
globalization and antimigration sentiments as logically pro-nation and 
anti-elite at one and the same time.18 Global, multiculturalist elites are 
faulted not only for embracing diversity and welcoming immigration, 
but also for making those issues “litmus tests” for moral responsibility 
and respectability, passing judgment, and “labeling” those who don’t 
adhere to these cosmopolitan values as racist.19

This is where populist and anti-elite rhetoric opens the door to ex-
treme anti-immigration positions. The argument goes like this: supra-
national trade deals result in an unnatural pace of development in the 
global South, driving millions of economic refugees and migrants north 
in ways said to threaten Western civilization.20 Nations will be forced to 
adopt more liberal immigration policies and privilege multiculturalism 
over nationalism.21 Immigration itself is a threat to jobs and the welfare 
state, bringing crime and terrorism and eradicating local and national 
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cultural identities. But multiculturalism itself is bad for all pure peoples, 
not just the nationalists at home, because it strips immigrants and host 
countries of their own distinct cultures and identities in favor of blended 
worlds where no one is distinct.22 This frame allows the far right to pre
sent its ideas as protectionist rather than exclusionary.

National citizens can thus blame liberal elites and their lenient im-
migration laws for a wide variety of ills brought about by globalization—
economic precarity, the loss of local identity, and the downfall of West-
ern culture itself.23 Only a stronger state can counteract these trends, 
the argument goes, promising stronger trade barriers and more domes-
tic protection from global markets so that the organic civil society and 
economy can thrive nationally. Far-right movements and parties thus 
promise to protect the “everyday” and “ordinary” citizen and the pure 
people from the destructive forces of globalization and economic liber-
alization.24 This logic has underpinned much of the rhetorical framing 
of the Brexit vote and widespread Euroscepticism among populist na-
tionalist parties across Europe, as well as anti-immigrant rhetoric from 
the Trump administration.25

This approach strategically intertwines anti-elite, pro-nationalist, and 
anti-immigrant discourse all at once. This means that antiglobal lan-
guage has carried far-right ideas into the mainstream, by using antiglo-
balization discourse to introduce and strengthen anti-immigration 
sentiments. Immigration itself—and cultural or racial diversity more 
broadly—is posed as a threat to the nation and its pure people. This 
threat is even posed in existential terms, through metaphors about the 
nation’s healthy body and the threat posed by the “degenerate” left, dis-
eased immigrants, criminal rapists, or pests like rats and cockroaches who 
threaten the vitality of the nation and its pure people.26 When mainstream 
politicians use terms like “vermin” and “infestation,” they help channel the 
far right’s dehumanizing and hierarchical ways of thinking into the main-
stream—as President Trump did in July 2019 when he described the city 
of Baltimore as a “rat and rodent-infested mess” where “no human being” 
would want to live.27 This is where the second way that far-right ideolo-
gies are normalized through mainstream political discourse becomes 
particularly evident, by framing immigration as an existential threat.
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Immigration as Existential  
Threat: Normalizing the  

Rhetoric of White Genocide

The far right has long suggested that a white genocide is under way, 
based both on demographic change and the paranoid belief in an or-
chestrated invasion of immigrants, Muslims, or Jews who will eradicate 
or replace whites. But in recent years this conspiracy theory has made 
its way from the far-right fringes into the mainstream spotlight, helped 
both by political speeches and media commentators, who regularly use 
the language of replacement, invasion, infestation, and a flood of illegals. 
Fox News’s Tucker Carlson has warned that Democrats want “demo-
graphic replacement” through a “flood of illegals” in order to increase 
their voter base, while Laura Ingraham has warned viewers that “the 
Democrats want to replace many of you,” suggesting there is an “inva-
sion of the country” and referring to Texas as a state that is “completely 
overrun” by an illegal invasion.28

Political discourse and campaign advertisements, rally speeches, and 
election rhetoric that dehumanize immigrants and suggest an existential 
threat to the nation help normalize extreme ideas about immigration. 
Consider the examples we have heard just in the past few years from 
politicians who depict Mexicans as rapists or use language that implies 
that people of color, migrants, refugees, Jews, or Muslims are not human 
or live in places where “no human being” would want to live. The media 
plays a role too, publishing cartoons that replace human beings with rats 
or other animals, or articles that use metaphors about disease and infes-
tation. Such dehumanization stokes fears and identifies immigrants as 
the source of “threats” to the healthy nation and its pure people.29 In 
Poland, for example, the far right has used metaphors about Ebola, 
along with language of contagion, viruses, and disease, to suggest that 
the European Union’s policies threaten the healthy Polish nation in po-
tentially fatal ways.30 Language that positions white women or children 
as especially in need of protection or defense has proven to be highly 
effective at mobilizing far-right violence and action, as illustrated by the 
2017 case of a gunman storming a Washington, DC, pizza shop to save 
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children he believed were being held in a basement by a pedophile ring 
run by Democratic operatives.31 Similar calls urge whites to defend 
white territory and fight against “criminal migrants.”

Sometimes this existential threat is linked to broader conspiracies 
about Jews in ways that help introduce, reinforce, and mainstream anti-
Semitism. For example, references to “globalists”—a term that acts as 
coded speech for Jews—as responsible for the economic precariousness 
of local populations simultaneously communicate anti-elite and anti-
Semitic ideas. This can help mainstream and normalize exclusionary 
and anti-Semitic ideas to broader populations. The neo-Nazi Matthew 
Heimbach did this explicitly in efforts to promote white-supremacist 
solutions to local problems, as the journalist Vegas Tenold has docu-
mented. Heimbach framed local struggles to secure jobs, health care, 
and clean water in Appalachia in “the context of an international fight 
against globalism and its perceived task masters: the Jews.”32 The only 
solution, for extremists like Heimbach, is to emphasize the importance 
of racial and ethnic bonds, which they argue are stronger than national 
ties and will therefore be more effective at interrupting globalists’ ef-
forts. The logical outcome is thus to split the country into autonomous 
ethno-states.33

A related way that extreme ideas are mainstreamed in political rhe
toric is when far-right ideology is blended with ideas and stances that 
have traditionally belonged to the left. For example, far-right groups 
have linked the notion of freedom fighters to far-right causes. Some 
groups appropriate the language of diversity by claiming that white su-
premacists are the true multiculturalists, because they seek to separate 
and preserve all cultures, as opposed to those who would promote “race 
mixing,” which reduces heterogeneity across cultures and ethnic groups. 
Others have promoted progressive stances on gender and sexuality in-
stead of the far right’s traditional stance on women’s roles as wives, 
mothers, and homemakers.34 In this approach, far-right groups explic
itly position women’s or LGBTQ+ rights as “Western” rights in order to 
make arguments against Islam and Muslim immigration and suggest 
that these “Western” rights are threatened by Islamic rule or Sharia law. 
Examples like these illustrate how the far right co-opts some of the left’s 
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language around feminism or minority rights in order to make argu-
ments about the supposed threat to the West or to Western women and 
sexual minorities from immigration. These strategies have helped the 
far right successfully mainstream ideas that previously would have been 
regarded as extreme or fringe.

Finally, as other scholars have documented in greater depth, the 
media play a critical role in communicating extreme political rhetoric 
in mainstream outlets—both in traditional formats and in rapidly evolv-
ing social-media channels. Various media outlets, from the New York 
Times to NBC’s Today Show, have been critiqued for being too sympa-
thetic, or for hosting far-right provocateurs and white supremacists on 
radio and television programs. And the rapid evolution of online com-
munication and news sharing on social media has changed people’s abil-
ity to evaluate and sort reliable sources of information from fake news 
or ideological propaganda.35 This is where it becomes especially clear 
that political rhetoric that hints at a white genocide is only part of a 
much broader challenge. New and old conspiracy theories, along with 
systematic disinformation campaigns, are also helping mainstream ex-
tremist ideologies and violence.

Disinformation and Conspiracy Theories

New ecosystems of online communication allow the far right to create 
and quickly spread conspiracies, which are powerful tools for destabiliz-
ing people’s sense of truth. Conspiracy theories introduce new ideologi-
cal frames that seem to explain people’s social worlds. Such theories 
position a clear line between “us” and “them” and allow a wide variety 
of grievances to be explained by the orchestrated efforts of an elite few, 
offering a way of making sense of perceived injustice and making uncer-
tain times feel clearer and more stable.36 And perhaps most notably in 
terms of the recent spate of white-supremacist violence globally, con-
spiracy theories help to mobilize action by creating moral claims about 
right and wrong that make it seem immoral not to act. Several recent 
violent far-right and white-supremacist extremists have engaged in ter-
rorist or violent acts out of a sense of moral obligation, trying to save 
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children from a supposed pedophile ring or white populations from an 
immigrant invasion.37 “Once you see the truth,” journalist Anna Merlan 
explains, “once the light has penetrated the life you previously led and 
the lies you previously believed—who could do otherwise?” Conspira-
cism, she argues, creates a “legible moral map of the universe” that can 
spur the extreme fringe to violent action.38

Conspiracy theories are an effective tool for mainstreaming far-right 
ideas because even when the conspiracy itself is not adopted by large 
parts of the mainstream, certain far-right elements of it do take hold—
through, for example, the language of invasion, disease, and the idea of 
Jewish global funding. Individuals may not believe that there is a global 
“cabal” of Jews orchestrating migration and demographic change. But 
they can still absorb anti-Semitic messages or be left with a sense of 
suspicion or bias in ways they may not be fully aware of. Even when 
well-intentioned individuals are trying to refute them, the repetition of 
conspiracy theories in the act of refutation can “embed them in recep-
tive minds”—making for very challenging territory for journalists and 
scholars who speak to the public about them.39 And because conspira-
tional thinking allows even established facts to be interpreted as “further 
evidence of the conspiracy and its efforts to hide the ‘truth,’ ” logical or 
fact-based arguments don’t work to refute conspiracies.40 This is most 
evident in the case of the “migrant caravan” conspiracy theory, which I 
examine in depth below—but there are numerous other recent exam-
ples illustrating how conspiracy theories affect the mainstream, particu-
larly when fringe actors are motivated by the theory to engage in real-life 
violence.41

From Pizzagate to the Migrant Caravan:  
Conspiracy Theories and the Far Right

Americans love a good conspiracy theory. From the earliest postrevo-
lutionary warnings about the “Illuminati’s plans to destroy the republic,” 
to beliefs about the orchestrated assassinations of John F. Kennedy and 
Martin Luther King Jr., and Trump’s claims that President Obama was not 
born in the United States, conspiracies have long been part and parcel 
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of Americans’ belief systems.42 But there has been a shift in recent years, 
enabled by social media, the easy spread of fake news, and the adoption 
of conspiracy theorizing by mainstream politicians. As Merlan explains, 
“while conspiracy theories are as old as the country itself, there is some-
thing new at work: people who peddle lies and half-truths have come 
to prominence, fame and power as never before.” 43 And the new con-
spiracies are different in nature from the ones that came before. They 
are a “new conspiracism,” as the scholars Russell Muirhead and Nancy 
Rosenblum describe it: conspiracy without the theory.

Classic conspiracism helps ordinary people make sense of a “disor-
derly and complicated world” by taking events that seem to defy expla-
nation (like the 9/11 attacks or John F. Kennedy’s assassination) and 
framing them as the organized work of a group of powerful people.44 
But the new conspiracism “dispenses with the burden of explanation,” 
relying on innuendo, suggestion, and repetition—with legitimation of 
conspiracies and accusations built through retweets, forwards, repost-
ing, and social validation.45 Language is also key to the mainstreaming 
of conspiracy theories. Using words like “skeptic” or “dissident” instead 
of “denier” in relation to climate change, human immunodeficiency 
virus, or vaccinations can make conspiracists’ positions seem more 
positive.46 This combination of more-positive terms and frequent rep-
etition is a key driver of the normalization of extreme ideologies. Famil-
iarity reinforces messaging around themes like surveillance or elite 
control, while softer terminology conveys a positive stance rather than 
a negative one, potentially making people more receptive to the ideas.47

Over half of Americans endorse at least one conspirational narrative 
about a current political phenomenon or event.48 Half of self-identified 
Republicans in the United States believe American elections are “mas-
sively rigged.” 49 Even when mainstream politicians do not actively cir-
culate conspiracy theories, they can help validate them by failing to 
denounce them. Politicians also actively legitimize conspiracies by al-
leging that they might be true. Regarding the claim that Democrats had 
deliberately manufactured the Charlottesville violence, Idaho Republi-
can state representative Bryan Zollinger said, “I am not saying it is true, 
but I am suggesting that it is completely plausible.”50 By alleging that the 
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claim is “true enough” or that there is “something there” or that “every
body is saying” something happened, mainstream politicians and mem-
bers of the general public have helped legitimize conspiracy theories 
through innuendo—helping contribute to delegitimation, political 
disorientation, and weakened democratic institutions.51

Conspiracy theories aren’t limited to the far right, of course. But the 
use of conspiracy theories is especially appealing among hate groups 
globally. The far right’s “terrified, wild conjectures” about Jews, Sharia 
law, the government, and even attempts to emasculate them with soy 
products, are well documented.52 There are even conspiracies about 
whether white supremacism exists at all, as evidenced when Fox News 
host Tucker Carlson claimed on air after the El Paso shooting that white 
supremacy was a “hoax” and a conspiracy theory deliberately intro-
duced to help those in power retain it.53 When I gave an interview to 
the Washington Post’s Jennifer Rubin a few weeks later, the comments 
section of the newspaper’s social-media share of the article drew plenty 
of conspirational comments. One reader wrote that “white supremacy 
is a political slogan invented for the purpose of dividing, confusing,” 
while another commenter noted that “The only ones keeping White 
Supremacy alive is the left.” The media were also blamed, as another 
reader noted, complaining that “it’s just another lie by the media, who 
has nothing on Trump so they play the race card.”54

The uptick in far-right conspiracy theories online wasn’t an organic 
development. They were promoted through content producers—like 
Alex Jones of Infowars—who used podcasts, viral memes, and publicity 
stunts to take ideas and propel them “from the fringes of the internet 
into the mainstream.”55 The lack of significant efforts by social-media 
companies to regulate, remove, or counter conspirational content—
along with a lack of government regulation of those companies—means 
there are few options available for interrupting its spread.56 These de-
velopments are consequential. In May 2019, the FBI’s Phoenix field of-
fice issued an intelligence bulletin noting that conspiracy theories are 
very likely inspiring domestic terrorists, suggesting that “certain con-
spiracy theory narratives tacitly support or legitimize violent action.” 
It also notes that it anticipates this phenomenon to evolve and grow 
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owing to the ease of communications on internet platforms and as the 
2020 election cycle ramps up.57

To illustrate the way that conspiracy theories underpin the modern 
far right and help far-right ideas enter the mainstream, consider the far-
right conspiracy that liberal financier and philanthropist George Soros 
is a funder of migrant caravans to the southern US border. Soros has 
long been vilified by organized far-right extremists, who use anti-
Semitic rhetoric casting him as a left-wing radical financier and master-
mind of a group of elite globalists working to dismantle white, Christian 
nations through immigration.58 The goal, so the conspiracy goes, is to 
create multiethnic, multicultural communities that all look the same 
everywhere. Importantly, while Soros is painted as the lead architect, 
the conspiracy theory has grown well beyond wealthy and powerful 
individuals like Soros. The increasing circulation of these kinds of con-
spiracy theories has also taken place alongside rising everyday anti-
Semitism across the United States.59

The Trump administration has repeatedly drawn attention to migrant 
caravans—groups of thousands of migrants who make their way to the 
southern border together. But in the fall of 2018, the conspiracy theory 
that George Soros was funding a migrant caravan gained steam. At a 
Montana campaign rally in October 2018, Trump told the crowd that “A 
lot of money has been passing to people to come up and try to get to the 
border. . . . ​there are those that say that caravan didn’t just happen. It 
didn’t just happen. A lot of reasons that caravan, 4,000 people.” The day 
before, Republican representative Matt Gaetz had tweeted supposed 
footage of a migrant caravan and wrote, “Soros? US-backed NGOs? 
Time to investigate the source!” Three Fox News hosts had also sug-
gested that a group of migrants was being funded by Soros or other 
groups.60 Less than two weeks after that October Montana rally, a 
shooter killed eleven people at a Pittsburgh synagogue because he be-
lieved they were funding migrant invaders.61

Once a fringe conspiracy, the Soros-migrant-caravan theory made its 
way into mainstream populist nationalist discourse in two ways. First, 
it became intertwined with a larger far-right narrative pitting “globalists” 
(meaning Jews, in far-right code) against nationalists. Thus, when the 
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French far-right leader Marine Le Pen noted that “the division is no 
longer right-left (but) patriot-globalist,” such rhetoric not only signals 
that the nation stands against global forces, but also sends anti-Semitic, 
racist, and exclusionary dog whistles, harkening the nation back to a fan-
tasy period of purity and homogeneity, now threatened by some nefari-
ous, elite, global force.62 Whether or not intentional, politicians who use 
the term “globalist” send signals that reinforce this conspiracy theory.

The other way the Soros caravan conspiracy was mainstreamed is 
when it moved from fringe right-wing news and social-media sites like 
Gab and Breitbart into major media platforms like Fox News and the 
statements of mainstream politicians, including President Trump and 
Congressman Gaetz.63 Frequent mention of the “migrant caravan” in 
these spaces, along with language like “invasion” and “flood” and refer-
ence to Soros funding, reinforced and helped legitimize the conspiracy. 
Importantly, Trump’s legitimation of the Soros conspiracy relied on the 
same innuendo-laden strategies that Muirhead and Rosenblum articu-
late in their book. When asked by a reporter, Trump said he “wouldn’t 
be surprised” if someone was funding the caravan, and when the re-
porter then prompted with, “George Soros?” Trump replied, “I don’t 
know who, but I wouldn’t be surprised. A lot of people say yes.” 64

The Soros-migrant-caravan case illustrates how conspiracy theories 
themselves have become powerful tools for the far right. I suggest there 
are at least four impacts of far-right conspiracy theories on the main-
stream: undermining democratic institutions and expertise, identifying 
key enemies, linking racialized territory to national security, and mobi-
lizing violence by fringe actors.

First, conspiracy theories undermine democratic institutions and the 
sources of knowledge that have historically supported them. Accusa-
tions of fake news, Democratic-organized violence, and manufactured 
activism undermine the public’s understanding of the line between fact 
and fiction. Calling the gun-control activism of David Hogg and other 
high school survivors of a Florida school shooting—or the parents of 
murdered Sandy Hook schoolchildren—“crisis actors” working on be-
half of adult anti-gun advocacy groups is just one horrific example. 
Conspiracy theories from the far right have the effect of reducing trust 
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and creating uncertainty within the mainstream. What is real and what 
is not? In a world already unsettled by knowledge of foreign governments’ 
election meddling—or bots manufacturing Twitter outrage to polarize 
whole societies—it is easy to see how the mainstream might be affected 
by accusations, innuendo, and conspiracism that challenges the very 
notion of observed reality.

Second, conspiracy theories help the far right identify key enemies 
(such as liberals, the media, Jews, academic experts, or multicultural-
ists) in ways that help polarize and create a sense of threat. These pur-
ported enemies are deemed to be undermining white geographies by 
promoting multiculturalism, liberal immigration policies, and refugee 
assistance. Part of what makes a theory a conspiracy theory is the notion 
of orchestration—such as the idea that there is an organized, coordi-
nated effort on the part of national and global elites to manipulate popu-
lations in ways that will strengthen and maintain their own control. This 
reinforces ideas that disenfranchised or economically insecure working-
class white communities may already have about elite bureaucrats and 
technocrats ignoring or undermining them. “They” are working against 
“us,” so the logic goes, in order to solidify their own power, ensure a 
stream of new voters for the Democratic party, or manipulate financial 
markets.

Third, conspiracy theories tap into fantastical ideas about imagined 
territories, sacred spaces, and heroic action and layer those ideas into 
deep and abiding far-right ideological beliefs, such as anti-Semitism. 
The Soros-migrant-caravan conspiracy shows how conspiracy theories 
that situate an external threat to the nation or to white communities 
through immigration rely on the centrality of racialized territory as key 
to national security. Such framings rely on ideas, fantasies, and myths 
about sacred national space and white geographies to help mainstream 
extremist ideologies and violence. They require a receptivity rooted in 
assumptions both about who can call particular places home and who 
should be excluded from any claims to belonging there. They simulta
neously act as a call to action for those who would defend that space, 
preventing imminent threats to the nation and working to restore a fan-
tasy way of life.
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Fourth and finally, conspiracy theories clearly inspire violence by 
fringe actors who believe the conspiracy is Truth and move from fantasy 
to direct action and real-life violence. This happens in at least two ways—
by mobilizing individuals who believe it is their moral imperative to act 
and by reducing their empathy for others. “If you have found a genuine 
foe,” Anna Merlan explains, “you are free to loathe him or her as expan-
sively as necessary.” 65 For far too many individuals, that loathing has al-
ready—or will in the future—take the form of deadly violence.

Extreme ideas, in sum, have been mainstreamed through political 
and campaign rhetoric and through the spread of disinformation and 
conspiracy theories. But they have also been mainstreamed through 
strategic efforts to change the presentation and packaging of far-right-
extremist ideas. This is most obvious in the change in the external ap-
pearance of far-right individuals and groups, whose shift to mainstream 
clothing and style has been widely noted. But it is also illustrated in a 
transformation in how far-right ideologies are communicated, espe-
cially through the use of humor, wit, and satire online. Both phenomena 
reflect a new weaponization of youth culture.

Weaponizing Youth Culture:  
Mainstreamed Aesthetics

For a generation of adults who grew up with images of far-right extrem-
ists as racist Nazi skinheads, far-right aesthetics had clear signals: a uni-
form style of shaved heads, high black combat boots, and leather 
bomber jackets. You would be hard-pressed to find a bomber jacket in 
far-right youth scenes today. The past few years have seen a dramatic 
shift in the aesthetics of far-right extremism, as the far right has all but 
abandoned the shaved heads and combat boots of the racist skinhead 
in favor of a hip, youth-oriented style that blends in with the main-
stream.66 This shift started in Germany in the early 2000s and rapidly 
spread across Europe, and eventually to US youth scenes as well. The 
new aesthetic is wide-ranging and diverse, including both the kinds of 
high-quality T-shirts and sporty hoodies laced with coded far-right 
symbols sold by for-profit brands who market directly to far-right 
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consumers, and the polished suits, skinny jeans, and fashy haircuts pop
ularized by the American “alt right.” 67 This shifting aesthetic has been a 
key factor in the mainstreaming of far-right ideas. Indeed, the normal-
ization of extremist ideas through the kinds of political rhetoric and 
conspiracy theories discussed above is significantly aided by the simul-
taneous mainstreaming of the aesthetics of hate. It is simply much 
harder to recognize ideas as hateful when they come in an aesthetic 
package that doesn’t fit the image people hold in their heads about what 
white supremacists look like or how they communicate their ideas.

There are dedicated commercial spaces facilitating this aesthetic shift 
in ways that are discussed in greater depth in chapter 3. But it isn’t just 
shirts with intentional far-right messaging that have helped mainstream 
extreme ideas. The broader shifting aesthetic of the global far right is 
mainstreamed today in ways broader than dedicated brands. Main-
streamed aesthetics are part of the broader set of trends supporting the 
normalization of extreme ideas.

Cleaning Up Extreme Ideas

Smartness has long been a smokescreen for the far right: Hugo Boss, 
after all, manufactured the Nazi party’s brown shirts and uniforms, 
bringing a tailored, pristine style to military dress that marked a stark 
departure from the combat fatigues and drab colors typically favored 
by national militaries.68 For the Nazis, black leather jackets and long 
trench coats, along with high black military boots, showed how fashion 
could be used to communicate military strength and aggression.69 The 
shaved heads, bomber jackets, and high black combat boots that post-
war neo-Nazis co-opted from British working-class youth in the 1980s 
aimed for the same impression of aggressive strength, creating a uni-
form aesthetic that would come to dominate the far-right youth scene.70 
The racist skinhead look became virtually synonymous with white su-
premacism and neo-Nazis for the next three decades.

You can’t blame observers, then, for being surprised by the pressed 
khakis and white polo shirts worn by dozens of young men bearing 
flaming tiki torches and chanting “Jews will not replace us” as they 
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marched across the University of Virginia campus in 2017. But the clean-
cut look wasn’t coincidental. Far-right leaders knew all too well that the 
public would struggle to connect hate with a style of dress that looked 
more like the kid next door than the neo-Nazi of their imagination. So, 
in the days leading up to the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, a 
prominent neo-Nazi blogger instructed marchers to dress respectably, 
noting that their appearance was more important than their ideas in 
getting people to listen.71

There are plenty of ways that the transformation in far-right aesthet-
ics and style is organically driven from within youth scenes. But Char-
lottesville illustrated clearly that it is also part of a top–down tactic on 
the part of the far right to appear more mainstream in order to make the 
public more receptive to its ideas. Charlottesville, in other words, was a 
self-conscious and deliberate aesthetic performance—an attempt to 
normalize and disrupt Americans’ (and the world’s) ideas about what 
far-right extremists look like. This aimed to make it harder to interpret 
and recognize the ideas as extreme, since they do not fit the aesthetic 
package that people were used to associating with neo-Nazis, Ku Klux 
Klan (KKK) members, or white supremacists. Fashion and style be-
come part of strategies to miscommunicate and hide racist intentions.72

The strategy wouldn’t have worked if it weren’t so appealing to a gen-
eration of youth drawn to the far right but eager to shed the stigma of 
the skinhead look and blend into the mainstream. Having come of age 
in the social-media and image-board era, today’s youth are hypercon-
scious of their own appearance and personal brand. Mainstreaming the 
aesthetic not only helps soften the far right’s message to outsiders, but 
also changes the conception of outsider and insider, enabling youth to 
move in and out of the far right in ways that would have been impossible 
in the past. Today’s far-right youth can be mainstream in their appear-
ance, but extreme in their ideas. This is a radical change from the racist 
skinhead era, when the far right’s “uniform” aesthetic made extreme 
ideological views transparent to teachers, employers, parents, and peers. 
This change makes being a part of far-right scenes more palatable for a 
broader range of youth.
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It isn’t just the clean-cut look of mainstream clothing styles that nor-
malizes far-right extremist ideas. Dedicated brands selling clothing with 
coded messaging helps socialize and desensitize consumers to far-right 
narratives, with ideological messaging and calls to resist, rebel, fight 
back, or re-migrate immigrants. But the clothing also acts as a carrier of 
extremist ideas into mainstream society by exposing others to the same 
messaging. In my previous research in Germany, for example, I found 
that youth learned about brands marketing to the far right from friends, 
classmates, older relatives, neighbors, and work colleagues. In some 
cases, expensive brands become status symbols, popularized by older 
siblings, neighbors, and friends who help establish what is “cool” and 
thus broaden the far-right’s ideological reach. These kinds of dynamics 
mean that consumer preferences and youth desires can act as a kind of 
Trojan horse, introducing extremist ideas in unexpected ways. More-
over, the growing use of social media and digital platforms for extremist 
communication and recruitment has meant that the kinds of emotional 
appeals that underpin far-right-extremist communication are carefully 
stylized and curated for their visual and cultural appeal to vulnerable 
youth. Aesthetics and style communicate emotional traits and qualities 
that appeal to recruits’ expressions of desire, longing, anger, resistance, 
and rebellion and become a “gateway” into extremist scenes and 
subcultures.

Weaponizing Youth Culture:  
Humor and New Communication Styles

Part of the mainstreaming of extreme style includes a shift from aes-
thetic signals that communicate emotions like anger to ones that use 
humor, wit, and clever codes that convey exclusionary and dehuman-
izing messages.73 For example, where the extreme far right might have 
previously embraced bold tattoos or posters of swastikas or racist 
phrases, today’s far-right youth are more likely to display ambiguous 
messages, embedding racist or anti-immigrant sentiment in brightly 
colored iconography that often uses smart, historical codes. Part of this 
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shift in communication styles is due to the wider use of humor, jokes, 
and irony in internet culture more broadly, especially through the cre-
ation and circulation of memes.

Memes are typically visual cultural elements that use jokes to apply 
witty text, labels, symbols, or alterations to images, words, photographs, 
cartoons, short videos, facial expressions, or other cultural bits in ways 
that are then shared and altered repeatedly by other users online, usually 
in anonymous ways.74 The widespread creation and circulation of racist, 
misogynistic, anti-Semitic, or Islamophobic memes on social media—
in which far-right ideological sentiments are conveyed through jokes, 
irony, satire, double entendres, and suggestion—have effectively weap-
onized humor to help carry extremist ideas into the mainstream. The 
use of irony and satire has helped the “alt right” open the Overton win
dow of acceptable political ideas, as funny memes and other styles of 
communication in online spaces carry racist humor and white-
supremacist ideas from underground, fringe places into the main-
stream.75 Jokes and funny memes create collective laughter and a sense 
of community among those who feel like insiders for getting the joke.76 
They create plausible deniability and depict anyone who is offended as 
a triggered, liberal snowflake who doesn’t get the joke. In this way, 
humor and satire shift the far right from a defensive to an offensive cul-
tural position and help far-right youth come across as countercultural 
and edgy, while simultaneously shifting public conversation to include 
more extreme ideologies.77

In some cases, memes or T-shirt messages deliberately troll the left 
or other groups and individuals designated as opponents. In one Ger-
man T-shirt, for example, a stick figure hangs from gallows alongside 
the words “Dancing in the Air”—which was co-opted from an antiracist 
music concert by the same name. You want to dance in the air? the 
T-shirt seems to mock. We’ll show you what “dancing in the air” looks 
like—the twitching of a dying man being lynched. Of all the clothing 
images I showed to youth in interviews for my previous book, disturb-
ingly it was this T-shirt that produced the most laughter.

Humor can carry extremist ideas into the mainstream, helping edu-
cate and radicalize viewers to far-right ideas in a softer way. This is 
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especially true for youth culture, where the online sharing of visual 
jokes and memes is already widespread. Coded references, symbols, and 
memes that use humor and playfully represent historical references to 
atrocities against Jews, Muslims, and others deemed not to belong can 
help socialize consumers and their peers, denigrate victims, and inform 
youth about far-right ideological positions. They can help youth build 
or strengthen racist and nationalist identification. Memes and humor-
ous iconography desensitize youth to violence, dehumanize ethnic and 
religious minorities, and make light of past atrocities and contemporary 
expressions of hatred. Memes that compare pizza baking to putting “an-
other Jew in the oven,” T-shirts that poke fun at murders of döner shop 
owners by neo-Nazi terrorists, codes that valorize Nazi history, and ico-
nography that celebrates the violence enacted through the Crusades are 
just a few recent examples. Even when jokingly embedded in witty 
memes and T-shirts, such iconography vilifies migrants and trivializes 
historical pogroms in ways that can normalize anti-immigrant, anti-
Semitic, Islamophobic, and racist attitudes and beliefs. Combined with 
symbols that overtly and covertly express resistance and rebellion, such 
messages position far-right beliefs and attitudes as antiauthority and 
antimainstream and simultaneously help carry them into broader con-
sumer groups. These messages don’t exist in a vacuum, of course. These 
aesthetic shifts thrive within a broader sociopolitical context saturated 
with populist nationalist rhetoric, a declining trust in governments, and 
a loss of faith in democracy more generally. But by using humor and 
modern, clever, witty iconography, the new aesthetic offers broader ap-
peal and has helped normalize and mainstream extremist ideas.

Integrated Mainstreaming

Together, these three domains where the mainstreaming of extremism 
is most prevalent—in political rhetoric, conspiracy theories, and aes-
thetics and communication styles—help establish the kinds of content 
that people engage with in the spaces and places where mainstreaming 
and radicalization are happening today. In each area, extreme ideas are 
being introduced to mainstream populations in new ways. But they do 
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not act in fully isolated ways. Far-right ideologies are reinforced when 
similar kinds of messaging appear in other domains. A conspiracy the-
ory may seem more plausible if it is echoed in a mainstream political 
campaign speech. Anti-immigration rhetoric may be more appealing to 
a younger generation if it is packaged in a witty meme or an expensive, 
well-made T-shirt. The normalization of extremist ideas is significantly 
aided by their simultaneous mainstreaming in multiple spheres of ev-
eryday life. In the chapters to come, I shift to a discussion of new spaces 
and places where these extremist ideas are encountered, focusing on 
commercial markets and cultural spaces, combat sports and physical 
spaces, educational spaces, and the online world that underpins them all.
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Chapter 3

Selling Extremism
Food, Fashion, and Far-Right Markets

We were right-wing before it was cool.

—t-shirt te xt at europe a n neo-na zi festi va l, 
a pr il 2018

The market for hate is thriving.1 The days when individuals distributed 
self-produced music cassettes and CDs or homemade, screen-printed 
T-shirts out of the backs of cars and on folding tables at white-
supremacist festivals are long gone. Today’s far-right consumers can 
choose from a wide array of high-quality products that touch nearly 
every aspect of their lives, from the way they cook to the clothes they 
wear. There are dedicated YouTube talk shows and vlogs (video blogs), 
clothing brands, music streaming services, and a neo-Nazi coffee com
pany owned by a white-supremacist podcaster.2 Publishing houses pro-
duce novels and magazines laced with far-right cultural references and 
ideological messages attuned to modern audiences. One such German 
environmental magazine linked to the far right describes itself as the 
“magazine for holistic thinking. Environmental protection—animal 
protection—homeland protection.”3 Foodies can watch a German 
right-wing vegan cooking show or tune in to YouTube vlogs and see 
millennial far-right women share organic recipes while detailing their 
experiences growing vegetables, practicing white European paganism, 
being a housewife, and homeschooling children. These shows sing the 
virtues of joining the “white baby challenge,” helping the white race 
reproduce.4 In Ukraine and Germany, far-right groups run neo-Nazi 
summer camps for children. New genres of racist music—such as 



70  C h a p t e r   3

“fashwave” (fascism wave, a variant of electronic music) and white-
power country and pop—have broadened far-right music scenes far 
beyond the hard rock style typically associated with white-power 
music.5 Across the globe, the commercial and cultural spaces the far 
right uses to reach new audiences and communicate its ideologies have 
expanded rapidly—aided in no small part by social media and “brand 
fan” image-sharing sites that help promote and circulate new 
products.

This chapter takes a deep dive into new commercial and cultural 
spaces where far-right extremism and white supremacy are packaged 
and sold. Analyzing the role of these new spaces, I look here at how 
markets for white-supremacist products might be supporting far-right 
movements financially and culturally, and how the broader array of new 
extremist spaces may be affecting the growth of far-right extremism 
more generally. I rely on two extended examples to illustrate: food and 
fashion.

Edible Extremism: Prepping in the  
Kitchen, Prepping for the End Times

At first glance, the emergence in 2014 of a far-right vegan cooking show 
on YouTube may have seemed like a bizarre, fringe development. The 
show is hosted by German balaclava-wearing extremists who infuse dis-
cussions of ingredients and the virtues of a meatless diet with far-right 
ideology. The show was at the forefront of a transformation in the kinds 
of physical and virtual places and spaces where the far right engages the 
mainstream, as well as in the aesthetics of far-right scenes more broadly. 
But food turns out to be a particularly rich domain to embed messages 
about identity, tradition, culture, and obligations to families, households, 
and the homeland, as well as narratives of rebellion against an unjust 
state or liberal elites. Food and food-related rituals have long been un-
derstood as essential to collective belonging, emotion, memory, and 
national identity. This is especially obvious in a country with as many 
varied immigrant communities as the United States. In my Pennsylvania 
hometown, for example, thousands of people have shown up in a 
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downtown church parking lot each summer for over forty years to cel-
ebrate Lebanese Heritage Day, with overloaded plates of hummus, tab-
bouleh, and shish kabob. Indeed, on nearly any weekend day across the 
United States, from church parking lots to city stadiums, the wafting 
smells of Greek whole-roasted lamb on a spit, Jamaican jerk grills, and 
Mexican street taco trucks accompany the thousands of ethnic heritage 
food festivals that are part and parcel of every American community 
today. Scores of research studies have documented the meaning-making 
role played by food and its preparation, presentation, and associated 
traditions, festivals, and ceremonies. From Japanese tea ceremonies to 
the politics of foie gras in the United States and France, food consump-
tion is key to the conceptualization of home, nation, and homeland.6

Less is known about whether and how food plays a role in extremist 
identities. Food is neglected more generally in studies of youth subcul-
tures in favor of a focus on dress, music, language and slang, and style. 
And it is almost never invoked in discussions of extremism, despite its 
clear connection to nationalism, nativism, and belonging. In my inter-
views for two separate book projects with German young people in and 
around far-right scenes, food often came up as a marker of belonging, 
through discussions of what young people deemed strange or foreign 
smells in ethnic neighborhoods, traditional German foods, and the 
issue of Muslim immigrants not eating pork. As Markus, a twenty-one-
year-old construction apprentice, explained in 2013, “a Nazi would think 
a Döner (kebab) is shit, it’s from the Turks. . . . ​I think they really 
only . . . ​want to eat German things.” More than a decade earlier, I had 
spoken with Jan, an eighteen-year-old construction apprentice, who 
told me that dual citizenship was an absurd notion because “if you put 
a Hungarian salami in a refrigerator and then look at it after six years, it’s 
still a Hungarian salami and not a little German sausage.” It is impossible 
for a Turk to become a German, he explained, because “one is born into 
a community of fate [Schicksalgemeinschaft] and one has to accept that, 
you can’t just write ‘sheep’ on a pig and have it then be a pig.”7 Food, for 
Jan, is the perfect metaphor for national(ist) belonging. In fieldwork 
with far-right German youth in Berlin, the anthropologist Nitzan 
Shoshan had similar experiences, finding that food—and the 
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strangeness of foreign foods’ smells, as young people walk through the 
city—is key to understandings of Germanness and otherness. An oc-
casional kebab stand might be all right, but too many ethnic food op-
tions in a city or a neighborhood posed a sense of threat, harboring 
“unforeseen risks to the German body” and to German landscapes.8

The hosts of the neo-Nazi cooking show clearly recognize the power
ful connection between food and identity. But they also realize that food 
can be a channel to connect with broader publics. Cooking shows are 
widely popular in the mainstream. They are, of course, places to pick up 
cooking tips and try out new recipes. But such shows are also lifestyle 
brands that convey messages about wellness, identity, and social image. 
Members of the group Balaclava Küche, which hosts the vegan far-right 
cooking show, talk about food and eating as something that enables “a 
healthy body” and as a “moral choice” that helps them stay “true to the 
National Socialist ideology.”9 In addition to sharing ideas about food 
and vegan lifestyles, the hosts interweave far-right references and ideo-
logical messages throughout the show, including racist and anti-Semitic 
comments along with antiglobalization, anti-American, and anticapital-
ist sentiments. They also use humor, wit, sarcasm, inside jokes, and 
coded messages to share and reinforce far-right-extreme ideologies in a 
playful, amusing way that reflects a youth-oriented style. By taking a fun 
activity like cooking and integrating far-right ideas in an entertaining 
way, the hosts both regale their audience with banter and stories that 
show they are having fun while simultaneously educating and guiding 
debate on far-right topics.10 In this way, the Balaclava Küche hosts blend 
youth-oriented, hip cultural trends with far-right ideological messaging. 
“They fit nicely in their new IKEA kitchen,” the journalist Gerda Mat-
thies notes wryly, describing their stylish hoodies and jogging pants and 
noting the show is “only one of many attempts of the [far-right] scene 
to give itself a new image.” The group has an off-line presence as well, 
having provided vegan catering for a large far-right music concert in 
2015 and cross-promoting an extreme-right singer-songwriter by raffling 
off an audio CD on one of their shows. Their episodes have been viewed 
tens of thousands of times.11
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Despite the show’s popularity, it’s hard to imagine that veganism will 
catch on within the broader far right anytime soon. In fact, meat con-
sumption has recently been championed by the right as a celebration of 
manliness and a way of rejecting liberal calls for vegetarianism as a strat-
egy to reduce greenhouse gases. In summer 2018, the Canadian psychol
ogy professor Jordan Peterson—whose attacks on “political correct-
ness,” snowflakes, and gendered pronouns have won him favor among 
the far right—publicly extoled the benefits of “carnivorism” for health 
reasons.12 The trend quickly gained favor among youth who saw the diet 
as an easy way to thumb their noses at liberals, along with celebrating 
the use of plastic straws and boycotting tofu, which the far right presents 
as dangerous because of the potential for soy-based estrogen to emas-
culate young men. The all-meat diet signaled a kind of hypermasculinity 
and manly ideals related to primitive strength and prowess, drawing 
comparisons to hunters, cavemen, predators, and wolves.13 Meat eating 
is used to evoke pro-American and antigovernment sentiments all at 
once, as Infowars founder Alex Jones did in August 2016 when he 
tweeted a photo of himself with a platter of raw sausages, steaks, and 
meat patties with the phrase “Celebrating Americana with some Red 
Meat, f-you Obama!” Jones’s message is that Obama and other elites 
want “to take away America’s meat, just like they were coming for guns 
and Confederate flags” and any of a variety of other cherished 
symbols.14

Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez added fuel to the fire in 
February 2019 when she cosponsored the Green New Deal, a plan to 
address climate change that raised questions about whether beef pro-
duction needed to be regulated. In an interview on Showtime, Ocasio-
Cortez tried to reassure viewers that the plan was not to “force every
body to go vegan or anything crazy like that.” But, she suggested, “Maybe 
we shouldn’t be eating a hamburger for breakfast, lunch and dinner.”15 
The backlash was swift. “They want to take away your hamburgers,” the 
far-right-linked former Trump administration advisor Sebastian Gorka 
warned in a speech at the Conservative Political Action Conference, 
“This is what Stalin dreamt about but never achieved.”16 Veggie burgers 
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are also a perceived threat. In October 2019, the neo-Nazi podcasters 
Joseph Jordan and Mike Peinovich took on the “impossible burger”—a 
soy-based, vegetarian product from the Impossible Foods company, 
which now supplies products to fast-food outlets like Burger King and 
Red Robin. In their October 1, 2019, episode, Jordan and Peinovich ar-
gued that the soy burgers are part of a Jewish capitalist plot against 
white people and industrialized society, with the aim of reducing the 
United States “to the level of the Third World,” where there will be a 
“mass of undifferentiated laborers that are eating soy burgers and riding 
around in little putt-putt cars.”17

Hamburgers’ time in the far-right spotlight isn’t limited to the issue 
of climate change or threats from soy-based alternatives. Two years be-
fore the Ocasio-Cortez beef-production controversy, after the fast food 
chain Wendy’s tweeted a meme of Pepe the Frog as their red-haired, 
pigtailed mascot—ostensibly without realizing Pepe had been co-opted 
by the “alt right”—the neo-Nazi blogger Andrew Anglin declared Wen-
dy’s the “official burger of the Neo-Nazi Alt-Right movement.” In short 
order, Anglin also laid claim to Papa John’s pizza as the official pizza of 
the “alt right,” sharing a photo of a pizza pie with a sliced-pepperoni 
swastika. Besides Anglin’s efforts, foods and food brands have been in-
creasingly politicized in the United States over the past few years, as 
both the left and the right have launched boycotts of restaurant chains 
and food brands deemed supportive of the other side.18

Food is central to the far right in many other ways, including within 
crossover communities like extreme preppers and survivalists who are 
preparing for apocalyptic end times. Online guides to homesteading, 
techniques for growing and catching food, and ways to “transition from 
living in society to real off-the-grid living” are readily available.19 Off-
grid living appeals to a wide range of people across the ideological spec-
trum, including religious homeschoolers, doomsday preppers, environ-
mentalists, anarchists, and anticapitalists. It represents the extreme 
fringe of the burgeoning popularity of organic food preparation, vege-
tarianism, and backyard gardening—trends that are often attributed to 
the liberal left even though there is ample evidence that pesticide-free 
food, organic farming, and healthy cooking appeal to growing numbers 
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of individuals across the political spectrum who reject the conventional 
food system and large-scale corporate agriculture.20

The extreme end of this trend, off-grid living, is specifically appealing 
to a range of right-wing survivalists and groups like the Oath Keepers, 
a group that is “fixated on apocalyptic scenarios,”21 whose desire to be 
prepared for the end times leads them down a rabbit hole of food stor-
age, seed vaults, and solar generators.22 Another off-grid scene is the 
Anastasia, or “Ringing Cedars,” movement, a reactionary eco-nationalist 
movement that started in Russia but has grown to several overseas af-
filiates, including locations in Romania, Canada, Ireland, and the United 
States.23 Anastasia communities are self-sustaining ecovillages that em-
phasize kinship networks and a retreat to nature, good nutrition, sus-
tainable living, and paganism. Their extreme, separatist form of off-grid 
homesteading blends love of the land, disenchantment with the state, 
and protectionist nationalism that relies on a conception of humans’ 
natural ties to homelands.24

Eco-nationalists aren’t the only group integrating food and far-right 
ideologies. Extreme preppers are another key example. At this very in-
tersection, in fact, Infowars founder Alex Jones seems to have found a 
market niche. “At the dark confluence of hippie and Hitler,” the New 
York Times journalist Timothy Egan recently wrote, “you can buy a 
year’s supply of earth-friendly quinoa.”25 Indeed, in addition to products 
with patriotic messaging sold in the Infowars store, consumers can pick 
up a wide array of items to squirrel away for the coming end times. 
Consumers who peruse the marketing text for a $17.95 bag of “Wake Up 
America: Patriot Blend” organic coffee are told that “The spirit of the 
1776 revolution is truly alive with this exceptional Wake Up America: 
Patriot Blend. Our founders forged this nation with guts and determina-
tion, and it is with that same spirit that Infowars battles for the liberty, 
honor and freedoms of patriots like you everywhere.”26 Shoppers can 
then move quickly into other categories of products, marketed to ex-
treme preppers awaiting the apocalypse, with categories like “emer-
gency survival foods” and “outdoor survival gear.” Consumers can buy 
water filtration devices, freeze dryers, emergency radios and lanterns, 
gun holsters, tech security devices, air filtration masks, and potassium 
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iodine tablets, which the website describes as “an essential part of any 
nuclear preparedness plan.” Texts for sale include guides to nuclear sur-
vival, first aid, disaster preparedness, and living off the grid. An entire 
“seed center” sells an organic survival seed vault, a homestead pack of 
forty types of organic seeds, and a wide variety of other vegetable, medici-
nal, and culinary herb seeds, while several books offer guidance on edible 
wild plants, “backyard medicine,” emergency pantries, and building a “re-
silient farm and homestead.” Customers can also purchase supplements 
like “Super Male Vitality,” “Survival Shield X,” and “Carnivore 90.”27

Supplements may promise male vitality, but it is traditionally women 
who bear the brunt of far-right narratives about food, which are often 
linked to traditional ideals about families and women’s roles as wives 
and mothers. Research on women’s roles in far-right movements has 
illustrated how ideals about food, cooking, and nurturing white families 
have long intersected with gendered understandings of proper roles as 
wives and mothers within the far right. Often this is communicated 
through cues about women’s role in producing life. Lana Lokteff, the 
so-called “most prominent woman” of the “alt right,” refers to women 
as “life givers” for the future of the white race.28 Other times the con-
nection is more explicit, such as guidance to far-right women on their 
household chores, which involve cooking and maintaining their family’s 
health. Far-right women have organized bake sales to fund white-
supremacist groups and offer guidance to one another about food, 
cooking, and natural living. In an analysis of one white-separatist group’s 
discourses on gender and motherhood, healthy food and a holistic life-
style were found to be key to a “racially pure home.” This guidance is 
shared through newsletters or websites with names like “Women’s Fron-
tier.” Organic, raw fruits and vegetables are particularly encouraged, 
contrasted with the “billion dollar jew food industry” that threatens the 
“health and vitality” of white people.29 Hate is honed, in these cases, 
through nutritious food and white women’s role in preparing it for their 
families.

In the new mediascape, these messages are packaged in channels like 
the one run by YouTube’s the Blonde Butter Maker, whose vlogs blend 
messaging about white European paganism with video instruction on 
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how to make nut milk, dehydrate herbs, or preserve berries. “Compla-
cency is poison, traditionalism is the antidote,” a recent video asserts, 
while the channel’s logo includes the tagline “Tradition-Heritage-
Nutrition.” The three-dozen videos have over 45,000 views.30 Such “alt-
right pioneers” package traditional notions of motherhood and femi-
ninity as a form of resistance to the mainstream.31 “You are your own 
authority, and you choose which direction your life goes,” the Blonde 
Butter Maker tells her viewers in a September 2019 video.32

The far right’s fixation on food is not entirely new. It is part of a 
broader discourse linking food, national heritage, and conceptions of 
tradition, culture, and homeland. Food has been part of far-right mobi-
lization in other settings globally, such as Greece’s neo-Nazi Golden 
Dawn, whose “Greeks only” food handout program was labeled a “soup 
kitchen of hatred” by the mayor of Athens.33 The German right-wing 
extremist party The Third Way (Der Dritte Weg) holds regular food and 
clothing distribution events for Germans. In its website description of 
a January 2018 event, the party noted that from late morning until late 
afternoon, German compatriots (deutsche Landsleute) were able to eat 
homemade lentil soup and pick up plenty of informational materials 
from their loyal-to-the-people (Volkstreue) party.34 Far-right soup kitch-
ens in France and Greece have also deliberately used pork as a way of 
excluding Muslims. Muslims and Jews do not eat pork, and bacon is 
also a frequent choice for vandals who target mosques with strips of 
bacon inside buildings or wrapped around door handles.35 Soup kitchen 
and food outreach programs thus aim to draw in new members and 
build loyalty among (ethnic) national citizens by showing they can pro-
vide resources that the state cannot. But they also use food to exclude 
Muslims, Jews, or immigrants who do not eat pork, creating real and 
symbolic boundaries around who belongs in the country and who does 
not.36 Pork has also been a focal point for other debates about belonging 
and inclusion, as illustrated by periodic controversies about whether 
local schools should remove pork from menus in order to be more re-
sponsive to Muslim students. In Leipzig, Germany, for example, two 
kindergartens received death and arson threats in 2018 after they an-
nounced their menus would be pork-free.37



78  C h a p t e r   3

But today’s far-right fixation on food extends these traditional na-
tionalist approaches to food and Volk in new ways, many of which over-
lap with a broad range of mainstream concerns about pesticides, healthy 
living, climate change, and food waste. The modern far right’s focus on 
food is wide-ranging and aligned with a spectrum of views, from pro-
moting organic food and backyard homesteading to linking red meat 
with American male identity. Specific product lines and brands do exist, 
such as those selling extreme-prepper products along with ideological 
hints about the coming end times, but these trends are nascent, and the 
targeted markets remain relatively niche. This is quite a contrast from 
the sophisticated and comprehensive development of commercial mar-
kets for far-right clothing—which I turn to in the remainder of this 
chapter.

Wearable Hate: Extremist Clothing

In the years since white-supremacist blogger Andrew Anglin urged his 
followers to dress in “hip” and “cool” ways at the Unite the Right rally 
in Charlottesville, far-right fashion has rapidly evolved.38 The clean-cut 
aesthetic of the white polo shirts and khakis that drew national attention 
in 2017 has been supplanted by new brands marketing the far right, with 
messages and symbols embedded in clothing to convey white-
supremacist ideology.39 The idea that the humble cotton T-shirt—long 
deployed as a walking billboard to advertise anything from the local 
auto shop to children’s summer camps—could be used to market ex-
tremism may seem absurd. But it turns out the T-shirt is an ideal chan-
nel for racist and nationalist messaging. Fashion has increasingly be-
come part and parcel of the far right’s outreach.

In spring 2018, an Arizona woman was indicted for burglary and other 
crimes at a mosque—activities undertaken while coaching her children 
to use anti-Muslim slurs and wearing a T-shirt with the phrase “you 
can’t coexist with people who want to kill you” written across the 
chest.40 In Northwest Washington, DC, I glanced out of my office win
dow and saw a young man with an imperial eagle emblazoned across his 
jacket—part of a British fashion brand’s controversial logo, which has 
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been likened to the Nazi eagle symbol.41 Later that year, I shared a cam-
pus elevator with a man wearing a “patriotic” brand T-shirt whose ad-
vertising tagline is “forcing hipsters into their safe space, one shirt at a 
time.” Symbols and messaging on otherwise ordinary clothing help 
signal connections to far-right ideology and organized movements—
like the torch-bearing Charlottesville marcher, for example, whose polo 
shirt bore a logo from the white-supremacist group Identity Evropa.42

The phenomenon of contemporary far-right fashion is an outgrowth 
of the mainstreaming of extremism discussed in chapter 2. Starting in 
the early to mid-2000s, expensive, high-quality commercial brands mar-
keting clothing to far-right consumers literally transformed the face of 
far-right youth across Europe and North America.43 Sometimes called 
“nationalist streetwear,” the clothing uses coded symbols and messages 
to market extremist politics, turning $35 T-shirts and $80 hoodies into 
walking billboards to communicate with insiders and outsiders alike. 
The media would eventually dub the German youth who first embraced 
this style “Nipsters”—Nazi hipsters. The brands target broad markets of 
mainstream youth as well as niche subcultures like MMA aficionados. 
The phenomenon rapidly expanded across Europe, the former Eastern 
bloc countries, and Russia. Distributors and websites in the United 
Kingdom and the United States expanded sales into English-speaking 
markets,44 and before too long, dedicated platforms like the Rise Above 
Movement–affiliated “Right Brand Clothing” started pushing the Eu
ropean products to American consumers, promoting and selling cloth-
ing through social-media sites like Instagram.45 New brands like “Certi-
fied White Boy Clothing” showed up in the United States to sell their 
own T-shirts and products.

Across Europe and North America, well over a dozen brands now sell 
high-quality, well-made, expensive clothing with embedded far-right 
symbols and messages—most of which appear across the chests and 
backs of T-shirts and sweatshirts. Websites are often complete with 
translation and currency converters to help broaden markets beyond 
national consumers. Through symbols, coded messaging, and clever 
iconography, some may perceive the clothing to promote white-
supremacist ideology; espouse violence against immigrants, Muslims, 
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and Jews; and encourage consumers to rise up in revolution against 
liberal ideals.46 One T-shirt tells consumers to “celebrate the real diver-
sity” and displays nine different kinds of headgear—including a World 
War II gas mask and a Christian Crusader helmet. Others send straight-
forward messages like “zero white guilt” or simply pair a Confederate 
flag with a semiautomatic handgun.

Hate clothing celebrates violence in the name of a cause—often 
using patriotic images and phrases and calls to act like an American, 
along with Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, and white-supremacist mes-
sages. In this way, far-right clothing links patriotism with violence and 
xenophobia. On one T-shirt, a saluting, grimacing emoji wielding a 
semiautomatic gun replaces the stars in the American flag, overlaid with 
the words “locked-n-loaded;” on the back of the T-shirt, the text reads 
“White American/Hated by Many/Zero F#cks Given.” In the “about” 
section of the website, the company explains it was “not founded on 
prejudice, seperatism (sic) or racism, but simply out of pride.” 47

The dedicated brands may have created the market for far-right-
extremist products, but others quickly joined the fray. Merchandise sec-
tions of websites like Alex Jones’s Infowars and Breitbart news sell po
litical T-shirts and other products. On the Infowars Store website, 
consumers can buy T-shirts with political messaging like “I Stand With 
Trump,” anti-antifa messages like “Not Today Antifa,” pro–Second 
Amendment messages, and anti-immigrant messages like “Build the 
Wall, Protect Texas” alongside stickers with conspiracy messaging like 
“9/11 was an inside job.” A baseball cap with the “OK” symbol appears 
alongside marketing text that refers to the “thought police at ADL and 
the Southern Poverty Law Center” designating the OK symbol as a hate 
symbol. “The new ‘It’s OK to be OK’ Politically Incorrect Designer 
Snapback Hat is now available!” the website declares, “We can win the 
Information War by not allowing globalist drones to warp an age-old 
symbol of good vibes.” 48

The Breitbart store sells T-shirts with similar political messages, in-
cluding “fight for freedom,” “border wall construction,” and “deplorable 
university.” Like other commercial websites selling clothing, the mar-
keting text is often even more targeted than the T-shirt iconography or 
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words themselves. A Breitbart T-shirt with flame iconography and the 
words “walk toward the fire” is sold with marketing text that explains: 
“When the left tries to bully you . . . ​Walk Toward the Fire. . . . ​When 
they harass and intimidate and turn up the heat in an attempt to distract 
from the truth and get you to be quiet . . . ​Walk Toward the Fire.” 49 For 
an Infowars T-shirt featuring the words of the Second Amendment in 
the shape of a gun alongside the phrase “Come and Take It,” the market-
ing text tells customers to “Wear this t-shirt and connect with fellow 
gun enthusiasts. By standing together we can defeat this globalist gun 
grab.”50

Other brands focus on mainstream niche markets—like veterans and 
the pro-gun community—infusing those communities’ products with 
references that may be perceived as valorizing or linking patriotism with 
violence. The US brand Grunt Style, for example, appears to have the 
aim of promoting a particular kind of patriotism, based on the language 
and stylistic designs on its retail products. On one T-shirt, the stripes in 
the American flag are turned into iconography of various gun barrels, 
while its website explains it sells more than apparel—it “instill[s] pride,” 
noting that “you don’t have to be a veteran to wear Grunt Style, but you 
do have to love Freedom, Bacon and Whiskey.”51 Meanwhile, on other 
websites, T-shirts with messages like “Feminists don’t suck enough,” or 
that celebrate being an “infidel,” appear alongside pro-veteran T-shirts, 
communicating Islamophobic and misogynistic positions alongside 
pro-military messaging. Messaging on the websites themselves often 
reinforces or valorizes ideological messages or violence itself, such as a 
website instruction on a US clothing distributor telling potential con-
sumers to let T-shirts and hoodies express ideology in a “non-verbal” 
way, or a T-shirt referencing a “summer boogaloo.” The term “boogaloo” 
is a coded reference that signals civil war.52 Shirts and bumper stickers 
with Arabic text noting people must “stay back 100 feet or you will be 
shot” (a phrase used by military convoys in Iraq and Afghanistan) are 
also available. Such clothing products may directly or indirectly market 
hatred, sometimes couched within iconography that appeals to 
broader markets for its pro-veteran, pro-military, or pro-gun rights 
messaging.
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The nationalist messaging also clearly connects local claims and con-
cerns within a global far-right discourse. A Polish nationalist streetwear 
brand sells a T-shirt depicting the US Confederate flag. Other Eastern 
European and Russian brands widely adopt runic and Viking symbols, 
which appeal to German far-right groups who believe Germanic tribes 
descended from Nordic tribes whose origins were supposedly Aryan. 
References to Nazi history are common internationally, along with text 
celebrating or evoking violence, in phrases like “White Power,” “Hate 
Crew,” “Pure Blood,” “Zero Tolerance,” and “Hunting Season.” All of these 
kinds of messages can strengthen far-right ideologies and help the far 
right see itself as part of a broader, global movement.

Across the board, these brands share a reliance on mainstream-style, 
expensive clothing and the use of coded symbols that evoke, connote, 
or directly reference far-right ideological viewpoints or mythic ideals. 
While young men are the primary target, some of the brands have de-
veloped women’s lines in which the iconography and messaging are less 
ideological, less violent, and more sexualized. A few even sell children’s 
clothing. Some brands use profits to support far-right movements and 
groups, through sponsorship of far-right musicians or concerts, offset-
ting legal fees for “patriots” who get themselves in trouble with the law, 
or funding combat-sports gym memberships. Other companies, mean-
while, are merely making money from what they have discovered is a 
niche, but profitable, market.

Packaging Extremist Messaging

Decades of research on far-right youth culture has shown how particular 
facets of subcultures and youth scenes—like hate music—can spread 
intolerance and prejudice against minorities, not only in expected 
genres like right-wing hard rock and black metal, but also in more main-
stream genres like country and pop music.53 In the same way, hate cloth-
ing can expose consumers to extremist opinions, nudging ideological 
views on immigration, religion, violence, and gun control toward the 
extremist fringe while opening the door to further engagement and 
more dangerous actions. Brands marketing hate offer legitimacy, signal 
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membership, and promote ideology to far-right insiders. Far-right cloth-
ing also acts as an icebreaker for youth to strike up conversations in 
school, at stadiums, in bars, and at parties, when they recognize some-
one across the room wearing an “insider” brand. It can even act as an 
entry ticket to concerts and underground events where dressing nor-
mally would raise a red flag.

Clothing messages also call consumers to action in ways that have 
been shown to be effective in recruiting followers, whether in populist 
campaign promises to make a nation great “again” or in extremist calls 
to restore a caliphate. Across the brands, calls to action in clothing ico-
nography include messages that express antigovernment sentiments, 
valorize violence, describe a “new revolution,” refer to “victory or death,” 
and call on consumers to defend the US Second Amendment. T-shirts 
on the same websites, meanwhile, convey messages like “White Lives 
Matter” or reference key white-supremacist symbols, codes, and leg-
ends like Odin, a Nordic god who evokes the fantasy of Aryan origins 
in the Nordic tribes. This means that as consumers scroll through the 
websites, messages about the need for revolutionary defense and vio
lence are interspersed with products and marketing text clarifying just 
why violence is necessary or suggesting what the “new revolution” is 
fighting for: the defense of white civilization.

There are several ways that commercial markets for hate help build 
support for and engagement with the far right. I discuss three here: re-
cruitment, radicalization, and mobilization to violent action. While I 
focus here primarily on the example of clothing, I draw some parallels 
to other examples of commercial markets, including well-developed 
ones like the music scene and more niche ones like prepper food prod-
ucts and survival gear.

Broadening the Base:  
Recruitment to the Far Right

Mainstreaming the aesthetic not only makes the far right’s message 
more palatable to outsiders, it also blurs the line between outsiders and 
insiders in ways that help far-right recruitment. The new aesthetics and 



84  C h a p t e r   3

their associated commercial products enable young people to be more 
than one thing at the same time—mainstream in their appearance, for 
example, but extreme in their ideas and positions. A mainstream aes-
thetic allows groups and spaces to be more porous, creating easier ac-
cess and reducing barriers or stigmas that might stop youth from enter-
ing. This makes for a softer, less committed, and more experimental 
entry—a literal trying-on of extremism that also enables plausible deni-
ability with jokes that often carry dual meanings.

Distributors and brands selling far-right products aim for wide, prof-
itable markets. Broadening the appeal to mainstream audiences through 
shared views about organic food or similar tastes in styles of dress may 
help win new customers and enhance profits at the same time as it em-
beds far-right ideology in new thematic packages. And because some 
far-right T-shirts are sold in general online T-shirt shops in “political” 
sections that also sell T-shirts promoting other ideological views, far-
right views can come across to consumers as just as valid as other kinds 
of political views. This helps normalize and mainstream far-right ideolo-
gies, which end up seemingly “just one opinion” among many.

These trends have been under way for at least two decades in the 
multimillion-dollar far-right music scene, which the Southern Poverty 
Law Center (SPLC) describes as a “primary conduit of money and 
young recruits” to the far right.54 The far-right music scene dates to the 
1980s and was originally limited to hard rock, but today is present across 
the music spectrum, including country, pop, rap, and folk ballads. This 
strategy was both top–down and bottom–up, as hate-music executives 
worked to broaden their markets and promote bands with crossover 
appeal at the same time as younger generations of youth in and around 
far-right scenes expressed a desire for a broader range of music genres.55 
Thus the far-right music scene grew to include groups like Prussian 
Blue—comprising two blond, teenage sisters whose singer-songwriter 
folk style in the mid-2000s captivated the far right (they later renounced 
far-right ideology). The scene also saw new kinds of hybrid partner-
ships, such as a German neo-Nazi band that launched a national rap 
project when it saw the music appealed to a younger generation.56 There 
were also music scene initiatives like Project Schoolyard, which 
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distributed a hundred thousand copies of a pro-white sampler CD to 
white youth across the United States, using a network of volunteers.57 
In clear and deliberate ways, the far right adopted music early and often 
as a way to reach youth and inculcate far-right ideology in an youth-
oriented, appealing way.

Hate clothing does much the same thing for a new generation of 
young people. But unlike far-right-extremist music—which was typi-
cally full of angry, violent lyrics—hate clothing also integrates humor-
ous iconography, jokes, and insider codes that lend a sense of secrecy 
and amusement to the consumption process. It created a hipper, more 
modern way of communicating hate that ended up being a precursor to 
the much more widespread use of memes in online spaces. The game-
playing nature of the coded messages is also fun, as youth effectively 
troll adults who either can’t decode the messages embedded in codes 
and iconography, or can’t enforce bans because of clever manipulation 
of illegal or banned symbols. Sometimes, alphanumeric sequences of 
numbers and letters stand in for racist or nationalist phrases, so that 
“2YT4U,” for example, means “too white for you.” Other coding delib-
erately plays on what youth call the “gray zone,” offering plausible deni-
ability in the face of scrutiny from law enforcement, teachers, parents, 
and other authorities. Thus, a purple T-shirt that says, in big, white 
block letters, “MY FAVORITE COLOR IS WHITE,” could be read as 
a white-supremacist message or as a humorous play on the color of the 
shirt. Clever coding amuses insiders, but also helps consumers avoid 
the legal ramifications of displaying banned symbols.

Embodying Extremism: How Commercial  
Markets and Products Can Radicalize

Hate clothing radicalizes by channeling emotions and grievances toward 
extremist solutions. Through written messages, symbols, and iconogra-
phy, consumer products marketed to the far right direct consumers to 
extreme political positions and help them identify perceived enemies. 
They suggest border closures and promote violent expulsions of Mus-
lims. Some lash out against the left, “snowflakes,” the state, or mainstream 
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society, occasionally in violent ways. Product iconography, messaging, 
and website marketing language call for revolution, resistance, and de-
fense, alongside images of skulls and weapons like brass knuckles, axes, 
knives, and guns. In this way, the clothing literally embodies violence 
and combat in the name of a cause that will be embarked upon together 
with other like-minded revolutionaries.

Violent references are paired with positive messaging about brother-
hood, patriotism, belonging, and noble quests, making far-right posi-
tions seem heroic. They help communicate a narrative that situates far-
right political positions as part of a larger cause in an epic battle against 
the left, the mainstream, immigrants, religious minorities, or “global-
ists.” Hate clothing helps cement far-right activists’ “us-versus-them” 
thinking, contrasting those whose bodies belong in the polity with 
those whose purportedly do not. The messaging carried through cloth-
ing iconography, symbols, and text taps into consumers’ needs for be-
longing and (male) comradeship as well as a desire to provoke main-
stream society and rebel against authority. This combination of coming 
together and lashing out, expressed in both coded and overt symbols 
and messaging across the clothing brands, is a key part of hate clothing’s 
appeal, but also is a powerful way of making hate something that not 
only divides groups but also bonds people within them.58

Relatedly, the clothing and other products communicate normative 
expectations for masculinity and hypermasculinity. Catalog models 
sport hypermuscular bodies, with bulging biceps and shoulders stretch-
ing T-shirts to their limits. Sexualized images of women and references 
to brotherhood and belonging convey clear messages about manhood 
and its idealized qualities, signaled with language about heroism, loy-
alty, honor, defense, resistance, and being a warrior. While women are 
also attracted to the far right, it is still overwhelmingly a movement of 
men, particularly on the violent fringes, and the clothing is heavily pro-
duced for and marketed to men. And yet, hypermasculinity and mascu-
linity are also constructs that appeal not only to men, but to some women 
in movements that express a desire for “traditional” gender roles.59

Hate clothing is also important for its potential to act as a gateway to 
more extreme content. Consumers can be exposed to far-right content 
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when they visit websites that sell both far-right and non-far-right prod-
ucts. Brands targeting veterans and military communities, or focused 
on Second Amendment rights, for example, may primarily sell military-
themed T-shirts, but also some products that are Islamophobic, mi-
sogynistic, or make fun of “fragile” snowflakes.60 Through algorithms 
that recommend content based on other consumers’ viewing or pur-
chase histories, customers may encounter ever-more extreme content 
once they have begun to browse extremist-themed products.

Hate clothing is not the sole driver of radicalization, of course. But 
along with far-right music lyrics, internet forums, YouTube videos, and 
political rhetoric from far-right leaders, clothing can intensify exposure 
to ideological claims. These brands encourage consumers to accept an 
ideology that positions “us against them” in a war to the end, valorizing 
violence as the moral solution and calling on individuals to join the 
righteous fight to restore the nation or white heritage. They use iconog-
raphy and messaging that dehumanizes migrants and minorities, legiti-
mizes and celebrates violent revolution, identifies the “evil other,” and 
calls on the righteous to take action. And because the act of purchasing 
clothing with such messages—and then wearing it—is itself a type of 
commitment to a cause, consumption itself may help radicalize or 
deepen extreme views. By wearing the clothing out and about in their 
everyday lives, consumers help to further market the message. Bodies 
become places to display clothing like a walking billboard, promoting 
and valorizing violence against “others” and in the name of a cause.

Mobilization: Access and Action

Clothing and merchandise sold for far-right markets is far from just a 
reflection of youth identity. It also helps mobilize the far right. Some-
times this happens through messaging that directly or indirectly calls 
consumers to action—through symbols and messaging about valiant 
quests, heroic engagement, restoration of the nation, sacred land and 
heritage, and legends about Aryan origins. Historical references abound, 
along with strong valorization of violence in the name of a cause. Refer-
ences to specific kinds of nationalist myths and violent historical events, 
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like the Crusades or Reconquista (a Spanish pogrom against Muslims 
in the Middle Ages), are sometimes paired with mentions of con
temporary regional tensions that hint at or call for violent expulsion of 
Muslims today. One Russian brand’s “crusader card” T-shirt depicts a 
Christian Crusader stabbing a Muslim victim, with the accompanying 
text: “Just like back in 1099 a Teutonic Crusaders kicking in mercilessly 
and straight in the throats of our enemies” (sic).

Calls to action in clothing iconography and messages are just one way 
of mobilizing youth. Clothing, tattoos, and other aesthetic signals can 
also help open access to far-right scenes. One interviewee from my pre-
vious research in Germany explained that clothing can act as a ticket to 
underground concerts and events where youth aren’t already known. 
The coded messages of their dress send signals to insiders. Far from 
being mere “subcultural style,” clothing can be a gateway to radicaliza-
tion and violence. Far-right clothing helps build connections with youth 
who hold similar ideological views, signaling political affiliation and 
attitudes toward others, allowing like-minded youth to find one another 
and strike up conversations in school, at stadiums, in bars, and at parties. 
“Maybe I’m not so alone after all,” one of my interviewees explained 
about what it’s like to see someone else wearing a T-shirt from a brand 
known to market to the far right, “or I’m not the only one who can’t 
exactly identify with mainstream society.”

Whether they are sold online or in physical storefronts, commercial 
products also facilitate extremist engagement through the creation of 
“brand fan” communities. People who purchase products from brands 
marketing to the far right may share photos of themselves wearing or 
displaying the products on dedicated sites set up for this purpose. This 
draws consumers into broader communities of “brand fans,” where they 
can strengthen their identity and learn about brand-sponsored events 
like music concerts or combat-sports tournaments, where they can 
meet other brand fans in real life.61 In this way, brand-fan websites can 
build community off-line. On one such fan group, a fellow consumer 
advertised a camping trip to the region said to be home to the mythical 
Hyperborea and Aryans.

In this sense, hate clothing and nationalist streetwear act as gateways 
to extremism. They socialize youth toward extremist values and ideals 
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while offering a noble quest and sense of purpose and identity, all the 
while softening racist and xenophobic expression through humor and 
clever, coded references. T-shirts are more than just T-shirts. As part of 
a broader youth subculture, they can strengthen racist and nationalist 
identification and mobilize extremist action and violence.

Funding and Supporting Extremism

Fashion, consumption, and style deserve renewed attention for how 
they might not only reflect but also potentially constitute and main-
stream extremism. The broad ecosystem of hate products online sug-
gests that at least some individuals are partly earning a living by selling 
hate and far-right ideologies. YouTube channels and product sales help 
individuals in and across far-right scenes make a living, for example. But 
these products also create revenue streams that help support far-right 
activities beyond individual entrepreneurship. The music scene’s well-
established multimillion-dollar revenue is perhaps the clearest example. 
But there are more recent clues that commercial products sold to the 
far right are also helping support far-right movements with income 
flows and financial resources, even though in general, there is a signifi-
cant gap in knowledge of the financial operations of far-right groups, 
including those on the terrorist fringe, especially in comparison to what 
is known about Islamist extremist milieus.62 In addition to private dona-
tions, merchandising and event fees are the primary source for far-right-
extremist groups’ financial resources, according to a recent report from 
the UK-based think tank the Royal United Services Institute.63 In some 
cases, far-right individuals’ personal wealth is used to augment or fi-
nance group activities that then bring in event fees and merchandise 
sales profits.64

Other global brands and cultural festivals are also contributing to 
far-right financial webs. An Eastern European antifascist watchdog 
group reported in 2015, for example, that the brand White Rex offers 
financial support to imprisoned neo-Nazis—referred to by the brand as 
“prisoners of conscience.” 65 In a section of its now-defunct website 
called “Where the Money Goes,” the US company Right Brand Cloth-
ing explains that the brand not only sponsors athletes and helps fund 
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political activism, but also offers legal support to “patriots” who “get 
singled out for noble actions by fake news or legal persecution,” promis-
ing to “make sure those patriots are not alone and undefended.” 66 Far-
right products sold online, from T-shirts to bumper stickers and other 
items, often use far-right codes for pricing or product numbers, so that 
music CDs are priced at $14.88, for example, in reference to the pan-Aryan 
code of “fourteen words” and the Nazi code “88,” for the eighth letter of 
the alphabet twice—HH—as a stand in for the phrase “Heil Hitler.” Simi-
lar codes show up in the financial transactions of far-right groups as well.67

Product sales may support far-right ideologies in other ways, too. By 
selling a wide range of extreme-prepper products on a website where 
conspiracies about 9/11 and other topics are also referenced, for exam-
ple, commercial markets help link ideas with action, with not-so-subtle 
hints about the need to prepare for an apocalypse by purchasing a seed 
vault and protective gear to ward off nuclear fallout and learning about 
preventing data and security incursions. Merchandise shops and associ-
ated products help build the brand of conspiracy theorists and far-right 
ideologues alike, turning consumers into advertisements that commu-
nicate ideological messages to the public in everyday ways as they are 
walking their dogs, going to the gym, or shopping for groceries. Con-
sumer products that amplify conspiracy theories in multiple places may 
also add some degree of legitimacy by lending apparent support to false 
claims made elsewhere. For example, Glenn Beck, a former Fox News 
commentator who now runs the network TheBlaze, regularly promotes 
conspiracy theories while warning of “God’s impending judgment and 
global chaos.” 68 His store, which sells “Apparel for people who love 
America,” includes a $30 T-shirt, available in ten colors, with Pepe-the-
Frog-like iconography and the text “Stop Turning the Friggin Frogs 
Gay.” 69 This phrase references a conspiracy theory promoted by Alex 
Jones that the government is using a “gay bomb” designed by the Pen-
tagon to turn people gay with chemicals. The conspiracy became a 
meme—and made it onto T-shirts—when Jones later said that the gov-
ernment was “putting chemicals in the water that turn the friggin’ frogs 
gay.”70 There are other, more subtle ways that commercial products can 
promote far-right ideologies, too. Products sold on websites marketing 
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clothing to the German far right often carry the names of Nordic gods 
and goddesses, while catalog photos evoke Nordic scenes and geogra-
phies, thereby evoking the ideal of the Nordic region as sacred space for 
far-right consumers who see themselves as descended from Nordic 
tribes whose origins were Aryan.

To Ban or Not to Ban

The new aesthetics of far-right groups and the transnational growth of 
high-quality, expensive commercial brands marketing clothing to and 
for far-right youth—along with the coded nature of messaging com-
municated through the clothing and style—poses challenges for educa-
tors, policy makers, law enforcement, and the public, who may have 
difficulty recognizing ideas as extreme when the messaging comes in a 
mainstream aesthetic package. Mainstream-style brands, along with 
skinny pants and suits, are one of the ways that far-right groups use 
aesthetics to shape the public’s receptivity to extreme ideas.

What can be done to interrupt this dynamic? In some countries, like 
Germany, local governments, schools, stadiums, and clubs have pursued 
legal bans, formal dress-code requirements that exclude particular 
brands, or censorship of particular brands and their logos. These strate-
gies are less desirable or even possible in the United States because of 
First Amendment protections. They are also risky for the ways in which 
they can backfire. In the German case, banning policies have led to more 
game playing and coded symbols. Symbols and messaging have become 
ever-more coded in order to subvert bans in ways that are playful, hu-
morous, and fun for designers and consumers. Meanwhile, the fact that 
the bans exist at all feeds far-right antigovernment narratives about sup-
pression and surveillance, and the ways “they” are repressing “us.”

But in the face of ever-more retail that traffics in far-right ideology, 
there are steps that can be taken. For decades, journalists, civil society, 
and watchdog groups have monitored white-power and hate music in 
the United States and Europe, documenting the music’s production, 
sale, and distribution and its impact on recruitment to white-
supremacist scenes.71 The same groups can put pressure on clothing 
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manufacturers and distributors not to produce or sell these items. This 
strategy worked after Charlottesville, when Spotify removed white-
power music from its platform, and other tech companies—including 
YouTube, GoDaddy, and Twitter—pledged to monitor and remove ac-
counts linked to white supremacists.72

More media literacy about how online algorithms work and how to 
recognize extreme content is also critical. Schools and parents have 
made progress in educating young people about their internet footprint, 
helping them understand issues of online safety, privacy, and cyberbul-
lying. The younger generation is much better equipped than previous 
generations to recognize sexual predators and phishing scams, and to 
take steps to protect their personal information. Much less is being done 
to help young people recognize extremist content when they see it or 
understand how media manipulation and disinformation work, or how 
advertising algorithms may be shaping their consumer preferences or 
behavior. Adults need this kind of media literacy training just as much 
as younger people. Even casual browsing on websites selling far-right 
products or visits to social-media “brand fan” sites may lead consumers 
into a rabbit hole of additional far-right content.73 We need broad 
public-education efforts that focus on educating communities about 
how extremist ideology is carried into the mainstream—including 
through high-quality, mainstream-style clothing brands and products 
laced with encrypted far-right messages.

No one can blame far-right violence on a cooking show or a T-shirt’s 
message. And there are plenty of other cultural and commercial do-
mains worthy of extensive study, of course. Entire books and special 
issues of journals have been dedicated to the study of hate music alone, 
for example, including its recent expansion into new genres, like coun-
try hate music and far-right German hip hop.74 But like other gateways 
to far-right extremism—secret Facebook groups, racist music lyrics, 
“alt-right” conferences, and campus speaker confrontations—
commercial products and markets should be taken seriously as an entry 
point. If we are going to find ways to disrupt radicalization toward hate, 
we need to identify—and intervene in—as many of these gateways as 
we can.
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Chapter 4

Defending the Homeland
Fight Clubs and the Mixed Martial Arts

Boxing and jujitsu always seemed to me to be more important than 
some mediocre training in shooting. You’d give the German nation 
six million impeccably trained bodies, all of whom are aglow with 
fanatical love of the fatherland and imbued with the most aggressive 
spirit . . . ​and in less than two years you’d have an army.

—a dolf hitler, m ei n k a m pf

In mid-2017, a mixed martial arts sports bar called Reconquista Club 
opened in Kiev, Ukraine. Owned and operated by the Azov Battalion—a 
Ukrainian volunteer militia known for its ties to the far right—the 
club’s name refers to the fifteenth-century pogrom that expelled Muslims 
from Spain.1 Shortly before Reconquista Club opened, Generation 
Identity launched a nationalist MMA and boxing gym in Lyon, France, 
named L’Agogé—a term for training Spartan warriors in the art of war.2 
Within the year, news broke that the Canadian far-right group Atalante 
Quebec had opened a secret boxing gym in Montreal called La 
Phalange—the “phalanx”—a term with dual connotations: Phalanx is 
the name of a historical fascist Spanish political party as well as an an-
cient Greek type of military battalion.3 Three private gyms, in three 
countries: all named for historical legends and terms that symbolize 
brutal combat and nativist defense, and all focused on training far-right 
nationalists and extremists in hand-to-hand combat and street-fighting 
techniques.

MMA is regularly described as the fastest-growing sport in the world, 
its popularity evident in the rapid expansion of suburban after-school 
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classes as well as regional, national, and international tournaments com-
plete with VIP lounges, celebrity fans, and lucrative commercial en-
dorsements.4 The sport has its origins in ancient Greece, when a hybrid 
sport that combined wrestling, boxing, and freestyle fighting—called 
“pankration”—was a part of the thirty-third Olympiad.5 In modern 
times, MMA was introduced to great controversy in the early 1990s, 
with policy makers and the medical community describing it as inher-
ently violent, unethical, barbaric, and dangerous to broader society. 
Arizona senator John McCain tried to ban the sport, calling it “human 
cockfighting” that was “so brutal it nauseates people.” 6

The sport operated underground for several years, unlicensed by 
state athletic commissions and eschewed by mainstream arenas, until 
the Ultimate Fighting Championship (UFC) gradually began to de-
velop rules for the sport that reduced some of the violence, including 
outlawing “butting, eye-gouging and striking the throat, groin, spine or 
back of the head.”7 Donald Trump is credited with having rescued the 
UFC from likely bankruptcy by hosting two MMA tournaments at his 
Atlantic City hotel in 2000.8 The next year, the Nevada State Athletic 
Commission sanctioned MMA.9 Since then, the sport has grown and 
professionalized rapidly, with national and international federations, 
transnational tournaments, merchandise brands, and broad mainstream 
acceptance. Today, the UFC broadcasts in over 150 countries to more 
than a billion households.10 Smaller tournaments pepper local regions, 
with names like Bare Knuckle and Cage Fury Fighting Champion-
ships.11 An entire video game line of MMA and boxing games has de-
veloped into an industry and subculture of its own, and there are several 
clothing brands dedicated to MMA consumers. Importantly, although 
MMA remains an inherently violent sport—with fighters-in-training 
“introduced to giving and taking uncommon amounts of physical pain 
and exertion,” the public face of MMA has shifted away from its early 
raw barbarity.12 Instead, MMA’s violent culture has been repackaged for 
broader audiences today by weaving in the language of solidarity, hero-
ism, and brotherhood, albeit in the context of bloody mats, fighting 
bodies, and calls to be warriors.13
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In retrospect, it isn’t surprising that the far right homed in on MMA 
and other combat sports like jujitsu and boxing as a perfect way to chan-
nel ideologies and narratives about national defense, military-style dis-
cipline, masculinity, and physical fitness to mainstream markets. Hitler 
himself had advocated for the importance of combat sports for training 
Nazi soldiers. The National Socialist Sturmabteilung (storm division, 
or storm troopers) incorporated not only calisthenics but also boxing 
and jujitsu as a core part of training for street fights.14 In more recent 
Germany history, extreme-right-wing martial arts gyms in Germany 
have long sought to integrate physical fitness, militancy, and extreme 
nationalist ideologies. The Hak Pao (Black panther) gym in Solingen, 
founded in the late 1980s, combined martial-arts training with plans to 
build a militant, nationalist, antigovernment commando unit, the Na-
tionale Einsatzkommandos. Three of four youths charged with the mur-
ders of five women and girls in the 1993 firebombing of a Turkish family’s 
home in Solingen were members of Hak Pao.15

There are plenty of other historical examples from a variety of global 
contexts that demonstrate the importance to far-right groups of a na-
tional citizenry that literally embodies and displays the national self as 
the far right imagines it. The desire for perfectly sculpted male bodies 
situates physical fitness and muscular manhood as expressions of both 
individual moral virtues like willpower, decisiveness, and courage, and 
desired collective traits like national strength, virility, and manliness.16 
The Ku Klux Klan adopted the practice of wearing stilts under their 
robes to make them appear taller. In interwar France, public attention to 
male toned physique and muscular power was part of “public anxieties 
about French national strength,” while similar anxieties link nationalism, 
masculinity, physical and sexual prowess, and violence among Hindu 
nationalists.17 In sum, extreme attention to the body has long been part 
and parcel of the historical legacy of nationalist, white-supremacist, and 
far-right movements.18 It is equally important today as a foundational 
principle in far-right-extremist self-conception and subcultures.

As MMA began to grow in popularity globally, the far-right MMA 
world grew along with it. It became significantly more professionalized 
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and commercially oriented, launching lifestyle brands, merchandise, 
social-media presence, and youth-oriented tournaments. A decade be-
fore the opening of the dedicated far-right gyms described at the begin-
ning of this chapter, the Russian MMA aficionado and white suprema-
cist Denis Kapustin, who goes by the name Denis Nikitin, founded 
White Rex, a lifestyle and streetwear brand that sponsors MMA tour-
naments and far-right training camps across Europe.19 The brand’s 
messaging and iconography promote violence and a “warrior spirit” as 
part of a broader defense of white European civilizations from what 
Nikitin views as “inferior immigrant cultures and the degenerate values 
of the Left.”20 A patch advertising the brand depicts a Christian Cru-
sader against a backdrop evocative of the “black sun” symbol used by 
the Nazis, surrounded by the words “White Rex” and “violent 
athletics.”21

After he founded White Rex in Russia, Nikitin turned to broader 
combat-sports markets. He personally groomed a kickboxing and 
MMA organization in Germany called Battle of the Nibelung (Kampf 
der Nibelungen), which started organizing combat-sports tournaments 
in 2013, coupled with an online merchandise store selling clothing with 
iconography and messages about healthy bodies, straight-edge (drug-
free) lifestyles, and the importance of discipline. The tournaments’ 
popularity grew rapidly, and they now regularly draw hundreds of 
people—the fall 2018 Battle of the Nibelungen tournament in Ostritz, 
in the German state of Saxony, for example, had 850 national and inter-
national attendees.22 Like the dedicated far-right MMA gyms in Can-
ada, France, and Ukraine, the organization’s name simultaneously 
evokes historical legends and the contemporary far right, by referencing 
the Nibelungen saga from Norse mythology that became, in the form 
of Richard Wagner’s Ring cycle, a beloved Nazi performance.23 The 
organization’s website describes MMA as a fundamental part of devel-
oping and spreading an alternative to mainstream society and the “de-
caying political system.” It encourages fighters to recruit others to the 
cause so that more youth will “turn their backs on the system of losers, 
hypocrites, and weaklings.”24 Previously, the website described MMA 
fighters as key to the defense of “their clan, their tribe, their homeland.”25 
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Nikitin also fought in the German tournaments himself, helping 
strengthen MMA networks between Germany and Russia.26

By the mid-2000s, MMA gyms across the European continent had 
developed a reputation as places where far-right youth were recruited 
and radicalized. This was a significant shift for violent far-right youth 
scenes, which had previously been oriented around soccer hooliganism 
and stadium brawls, but were now gravitating toward the MMA world.27 
Journalists, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), think tanks, and 
watchdog groups have documented connections between the MMA 
world and white supremacists across Europe and North America. The 
journalist Karim Zidan has written a wide range of stories documenting 
connections between the MMA and the far right in Germany, France, 
Russia, Ukraine, Canada, and the United States. Cross-national annual 
tournaments with names like “Day of Glory” and “Force & Honour,” 
for example, draw sponsorship from across the music and commercial-
brand scenes in multiple countries.28 Other far-right MMA or fitness-
oriented groups periodically come to light as well, such as Wargus Christi, 
a Christian body-building group known for promoting far-right ideologies, 
which made the news in December 2019 when one of its members—a 
soldier—was taken into military custody in New Zealand for reasons not 
yet disclosed to the public.29 In mid-2017 in East Nashville, Tennessee, a 
local group called “Showing up for Racial Justice” protested the opening 
of the Vengeance Strength Kvlt gym, telling a journalist that the gym’s 
messaging “in their hashtags and website is a white supremacist mes-
sage.”30 Vengeance, which uses the taglines “no truce” and “no surrender,” 
along with the phrase “subversive fitness,” reportedly was founded by a 
supporter of Operation Werewolf, a group that describes itself as “equal 
parts fight club, strength regimen, motorcycle club and esoteric order.”31 
The gym embeds physical fitness in a broader ideology about eradicating 
weakness, which the gym’s website describes as “a sickness which rapidly 
degenerates the quality of body and mind,” noting that “proper training” 
requires purging weak people from your life and the “burning away of 
everything and everyone which does not benefit you.”32

European governments are paying close attention to the phenome-
non. The 2018 annual report of the German intelligence services 
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(Verfassungsschutzbericht) called out the “growing interest from right-
wing extremists in combat sport” as a “development that vividly under-
pins the violence-orientation of the right-wing extremist scene.” The 
report specifically referred to the Battle of the Nibelungen tournament 
as the “largest and most important combat sport tournament of the 
[right-wing extremist] scene,” describing the growing professionaliza-
tion and steady triple-digit attendance numbers at combat-sports events 
as evidence for the “increased meaning of combat sports for right-wing 
extremists.”33 Also in 2018, the German intelligence services specifically 
pointed out the interest in combat sports by the small right-wing ex-
tremist party “The Third Way” (Der Dritte Weg). The report notes that 
The Third Way’s public information describes combat sports as an “in-
dispensable ‘part of right-wing metapolitics,’ ” which will use “martial 
arts-identity and loyalty to the people” to help attract many other young 
Germans to the party. Members of the party, the intelligence services 
note, “show a growing interest in the practice of combat sports.”34

A 2019 Europol strategic report on rising right-wing extremism also 
pointed to the “important role” of MMA and combat-sports events used 
by right-wing extremist scenes.35 And in September 2019, Denis Nikitin 
was banned from twenty-six European Union countries “because of the 
threat he posed to the liberal democratic order”—a clear acknowledge-
ment that Nikitin is “considered the most influential figure in an increas-
ingly dangerous network that links neo-Nazi football hooligans and 
MMA fighters across Europe.”36 In response to this growing awareness, 
a series of collaborative efforts between governments, national sports 
associations, and local gyms in places like Germany, Poland, and the 
United Kingdom have introduced intervention and prevention pro-
grams. These are aimed at educating trainers and young people about 
racism and how to recognize signs of radicalization and far-right 
propaganda.

Serious attention to the phenomenon has been nearly absent from 
the North American context, however. While there has been substantial 
scholarship over the past decade on the ways that MMA celebrates and 
reinforces a kind of toxic masculinity, academic scholars and policy 
makers have been slower to document and analyze the rise of fight clubs 
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and the MMA scene as places that may foment and foster white su-
premacy and the far right in the United States. There has been little 
sustained scholarship on the phenomena and no analysis that I know of 
exploring how fight clubs, MMA gyms, and related fight-style gyms have 
become significant spaces for far-right recruitment and radicalization.37

In part this is due to an overall failure in the American context to at-
tend to the dangers of the far right in general, especially compared with 
those of Islamist extremism. But it is also because experts have been 
slow to recognize the changing aesthetics, styles, and engagements of 
the modern far right and the ways that spaces like MMA tournaments 
and gyms help communicate far-right ideologies and reinforce fascina-
tion with violence and national defense. US observers were largely 
unprepared when, in August 2017, members of the California-based 
Rise Above Movement (RAM)—self-described as the “premier MMA 
(mixed martial arts) club of the Alt-Right”—showed up at the Unite 
the Right rally in Charlottesville and incited violence that would later 
get several of them arrested.38 The group explicitly aims to combine 
fashion, fight-club culture, and physical fitness regimes. RAM’s 
founder, Robert Rundo, has described combat sports as a means to 
build the extreme right’s “greater movement,” noting that “in a time of 
weak men it only takes some effort to rise above all. Combat sports is 
that way up.”39

Less than a year later, in April 2018, members of that same group 
joined a thousand neo-Nazis and white supremacists in Ostritz, Ger-
many, for the Shield and Sword festival—an event rich with music con-
certs, product sales, speeches, and an MMA tournament, followed by a 
trip to Kiev to meet Denis Nikitin himself.40 This isn’t the only transna-
tional connection in the combat-sports world. US-based militants from 
RAM, along with members of the terrorist group Atomwaffen Division, 
have been cultivated by the Ukraine’s Azov Battalion—the volunteer 
militia that owns the Reconquista Club.41 The Azov Battalion has re-
cruited fighters from Germany, the United Kingdom, Brazil, Sweden, 
the United States, and Australia, and in addition to its fight club, has 
established “youth camps, recreation centers, lecture halls, and indoc-
trination programs” that teach children as young as nine years old 
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“military tactics and white supremacist ideology.” 42 Efforts contributing 
to the growth of a global far-right MMA and fight-club scene are evident 
in other countries as well. RAM members posted videos from the 
French boxing club L’Agogé and a Ukrainian nationalist MMA event, 
along with a Swiss far-right-extremist group’s video invitation to Niki-
tin, asking him to create an MMA training workshop so they could be 
better prepared to defend their country from asylum-seekers.43

RAM’s violence in Charlottesville is part of a broader far-right trend, 
in which extremists are increasingly moving out of the world of fantasy 
and utopian thinking and into the world of direct action and violent 
engagement. Far-right MMA aficionados are in the thick of it. Less than 
a year after Charlottesville, a group of masked men from the far-right 
group Atalante Quebec—founders of the secret boxing club La 
Phalange—stormed into the Montreal offices of the VICE digital media 
company, tossing leaflets and clown noses on the floor and shouting at 
journalists in an effort to intimidate them, in reaction to what they ar-
gued had been a biased article about the group.44 Meanwhile, groups 
like the Proud Boys and the Fraternal Order of Alt-Knights began en-
gaging in street fighting and brawls with antifascists at protests and pub-
lic events, and small groups of fight clubs across the United States orga
nized into a “Confederation of Volkisch Fight Clubs.” 45 This fascination 
with MMA and street-fighting subcultures extends to more indirect 
cultural cues, codes, and signals popular today within the modern far 
right. Constant references to two key films rife with MMA and street-
fighting scenes—The Matrix and Fight Club—are peppered throughout 
alt-tech spaces, chatrooms, and platforms, such as through the concept 
of being “red-pilled,” which comes directly from The Matrix.46

MMA is a perfect incubator for the far right. It helps recruit new 
youth to the movement from adjacent subcultures, introducing key far-
right messages about discipline, resistance to the mainstream, and apoc-
alyptic battles. The combat-sports scene helps the far right motivate 
youth around ideals related to physical fitness, strength, combat, and 
violence. This mobilization calls on youth to train physically to defend 
the nation and white European civilization against the dual threats 
posed by immigrants and the degenerate left. At the same time, MMA 
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and combat sports reinforce dominant ideals about masculinity and 
being a man—related not only to violence, risk, and danger but also to 
solidarity, brotherhood, and bonding.47 The MMA world also helps 
radicalize and mobilize youth by intensifying far-right ideals about mas-
culinity and violence and the range of exclusionary and dehumanizing 
ideologies that relate to the supposed incursion of immigrants, the com-
ing of “Eurabia,” “white genocide,” or the “great replacement.” These 
ideals and beliefs position offensive combat and defense of the nation 
as both obligations and a kind of heroic engagement to save one’s people 
and sacred homelands from being overrun. Finally, the MMA provide 
ready-made, physical spaces for young people to come together in per-
son and enact these ideals and physical engagements. Local gyms, along 
with tournaments, festivals, and the wide range of merchandise that 
accompanies them, help incubate and forge local, national, and global 
alliances across the MMA–far-right scenes. Video clips and live-
streamed tournaments and fights, along with sophisticated MMA and 
combat-sport video games, meanwhile, broaden the audience well be-
yond these physical spaces. All told, MMA and fight-club scenes are 
ideal spaces for far-right recruitment and radicalization. They combine 
an entertainment culture that valorizes violence and hypermasculinity 
with a natural set of physical spaces and places where ideological mes-
sages can be intensified and experimented with.

Mixed Martial Arts as  
Recruitment and Regulation

MMA and other combat sports reach well beyond traditional far-right 
youth subcultures, helping the far right broaden its reach to new popula-
tions of youth. This is a strategic tactic, of course. In an interview with 
a Ukrainian website, Denis Nikitin was clear that MMA tournaments 
are a strategy to draw athletes into the “world of our ideas” and intro-
duce them to new communities: “People get involved with ideas and 
move on to another level of development.” 48 A 2019 report from the 
European Commission’s Radicalisation Awareness Network (RAN) 
notes that “Far-right groups across Europe and North America use 
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martial arts clubs to swell their numbers and boost their ideology . . . to 
fight their perceived enemies,” describing MMA gyms and clubs as hav-
ing particular “qualities that make them interesting for extremist recruit-
ers,” including an affinity for violence and a masculine culture.49

Modern far-right groups, both within and outside the MMA world, 
promote “straight-edge” living—no drugs, no alcohol, and healthy eat-
ing. Some groups eschew tattoos and body piercings and extol the vir-
tues of physical fitness and a polished public image. White, male bodies 
are subject to particular kinds of regulation by the far right, as part of a 
strategy to produce and represent national moral and physical strength 
as they define it. Some modern far-right groups, like the owners of the 
Rise Above Movement–affiliated clothing distributor Right Brand 
Clothing, directly contrast the “mental and physical capacities” of far-
right youth with the “left’s onslaught of degeneracy and drug culture,”50 
while others, like the white-supremacist group Identity Evropa (now 
rebranded as the American Identity Movement, or AIM), provide for-
mative guidance on appearance to potential members, explaining in 
their website’s “frequently asked questions” that members are “required 
to keep themselves in good physical shape and generally present them-
selves in a professional and positive manner when in public.”51

Messaging about the importance of physical appearance is consistent 
across a variety of modern far-right groups. The neo-Nazi blogger An-
drew Anglin’s advice to his followers to show up for the Charlottesville 
rally looking presentable is a clear example. As VICE journalist Allie 
Conti reported, Anglin argued that physical appearance is more impor
tant than ideology, noting that self-presentation “matters more than our 
ideas,” while urging radical right activists to “go to the gym” and stay 
physically fit. “Fat people,” he argues, “should be allowed to join groups 
and be involved in rallies,” but only if they commit to losing weight: 
“continued obesity should not be tolerated.”52

Physical fitness was thus depicted by a leader of the “alt-right” as re-
flective of a commitment to the movement, and to representing it in 
self-consciously aesthetic ways. This is why the clothing distributor as-
sociated with the Rise Above Movement, Right Brand Clothing, offered 
to sponsor followers’ combat-sports gym memberships on their 
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now-defunct website. Sponsorship is a way, they explained, of ensuring 
the movement has youth who are equipped not only with the mental 
but also the physical capacity for future leadership.53 Similar messaging 
is communicated elsewhere online, such as through the popular body-
builder and white-nationalist YouTuber known as the Golden One 
(Marcus Follin), whose channel shares exercises and workout regimes 
against Nordic backdrops, calling on men to commit to a “regimented 
lifestyle” and keep their bodies healthy.54 In a summer 2019 video, Follin 
challenged the idea that he is spreading a hateful message, arguing that 
his goal is to encourage his subscribers to love themselves and commit 
to self-improvement. Political violence, he argued, is ineffective. He 
contrasts this with the “excruciatingly effective” efforts of leftist 
“metapolitical crusaders,” who he argues have achieved dominance over 
institutions through cultural and intellectual control, not violence.55

MMA and combat-sports culture’s hypermasculine, muscular aes-
thetic, “straight edge” philosophy, and emphasis on an alternative life-
style align well with far-right messaging about the need to resist main-
stream society, the decadent left, and combat training for a coming civil 
war. Far-right obsessions with the body are critical here too, as cult-like 
obsessions with healthy living, with no drugs or alcohol and a regi-
mented physical fitness regime, strengthen the military-like qualities of 
far-right ideals and evoke racialized notions of pure bodies. This ap-
proach fits well with the overall rebranding of the far right, in terms of 
aesthetics and style, which has reshaped its image away from the shaven 
headed, heavily tattooed, and alcohol-fueled racist skinhead and toward 
a more clean-cut, mainstream appearance. Physical fitness, healthy bod-
ies, and clean living are a big part of that. By recruiting heavily from 
soccer’s violent hooligan world, the far right can use the MMA scene to 
transform what had long been an alcohol-laden, street-brawl subculture 
into a more coherent, disciplined, and regulated scene. In so doing, the 
movement is “turning racist hooligans into hardened fighters inculcated 
in a kind of race war ideology.”56 This matters, because the kinds of con-
flicts that the far right anticipates in the apocalyptic end phase of the 
“great replacement” require discipline, strength, and the ability to fight 
in defense of the homeland.
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MMA also has the advantage of a built-in structure to reach out to 
groups of young men through local gyms’ efforts to increase profitabil-
ity and broaden their client base. Local MMA gyms in the United States, 
for example, regularly host live sparring demonstrations for broader 
communities—at open houses, martial-arts facilities, fraternity houses, 
and university and community centers—to promote their gyms. Fight-
ers at such demonstrations are instructed to put on a show at much 
lower levels of violence and fighting in order to recruit new members 
and “turn the audience into customers.”57 Meanwhile, the MMA world 
has also developed a rich subculture outside of actual fights, with cloth-
ing lines, commercial sponsors, and a unique style to help fighters and 
fans build identity with the scene. This includes dedicated larger brands 
as well as hundreds of smaller or local vendors. At tournaments, “sexily 
clad” young women known as “merch girls” staff vendors’ booths and act 
as brand ambassadors for the clothing, engaging with attendees and pos-
ing for photographs.58 Through this broader combat-sports scene, even 
commercial gyms and markets not directly related to the far right can help 
to broaden the base of young men who are attracted to MMA and the 
MMA world, thus expanding the pool of potential far-right recruits.

It is important to point out that MMA is not only a channel for ideals 
related to discipline, violence, and fighting. Much like the new kinds of 
humor and game playing evident in online and commercial spaces, 
MMA also has the advantage of being fun. “Coupled with extremist 
rock music and alcohol-laden events,” the journalist Karim Zidan ex-
plains, “the MMA subculture has become one of the primary forms of 
entertainment used to entice a younger crowd.”59 And importantly—
along with its emphasis on physical strength and violence—the MMA 
world cultivates a set of positive emotions that appeals to youth search-
ing for a sense of meaning and belonging, such as brotherhood, solidar-
ity, loyalty, and community. For far-right leaders in the MMA world, 
this is an intentional tactic designed to draw youth in and convey far-
right ideologies. Denis Nikitin, for example, described his efforts to 
make White Rex into a far-right MMA lifestyle brand as including a 
philosophy of “camaraderie, respect, strength, solidarity, honor, hero-
ism” in order to help “bring people closer to our ideas.” 60
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MMA–far-right intersections are important on their own merits. But 
the development of these kinds of combat-sports lifestyle brands is also 
key to understanding how the modern far right has evolved, and what 
kinds of new tactics may be helping recruitment and radicalization. 
These kinds of MMA lifestyle brands combine emotional cues about 
brotherhood and community with strategic ideological messaging 
about defense of homelands, physical preparation for the coming race 
war, and the need for disciplined warriors to engage in it. The brands 
help connect and normalize far-right scenes for broader publics, often 
by selling nonextremist merchandise in a “health-conscious lifestyle 
brand” package.61

Fight Like a Man: Violent  
Masculinities and Radicalization

Virtually all mass shooters and violent extremists have one thing in 
common: they are overwhelmingly men. Many of the messages youth 
encounter within far-right scenes emphasize specific ideas about what 
it means to be a man. Specifically, the far right’s vision of manhood is 
typically positioned against the perceived softness, femininity, or de-
generacy of the liberal left. “Be a man, not a [snowflake symbol],” com-
mands one US T-shirt marketed to far-right consumers. “Snowflake” 
has a long history as an insult, and was notably used in the movie Fight 
Club, a film popular with far-right youth that glorified combat street 
fighting.62 For today’s “alt right,” the term “snowflake” is used pejora-
tively, lobbed against liberals who are deemed overly soft, sensitive, 
fragile, or easily triggered. This kind of coaching, direct instruction, and 
peer pressure about manhood and physical or moral ideals is reflected 
in far-right movements’ obsession with appearance and discipline, es-
pecially through a focus on toned physique and muscular power.

Scholars have thoroughly interrogated these questions as they relate 
to nationalism and the body, especially through work on modern mas-
culinity and its intersections with nationalism and the far right.63 We 
also know that physical bodies not only are reflections of nationalist 
ideals, but also help to shape what idealized national qualities look like. 
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One of the best examples is in Kristin Surak’s extended ethnography of 
Japanese tea ceremonies, where she finds that the physical embodi-
ments of Japanese nationhood are not only performative but also have 
a cultivating quality—aimed at transforming people into “better or ide-
alized members of the nation.” 64

This is, of course, MMA’s sweet spot. Scores of scholarly analyses 
have outlined the links between masculinity and sports, both in general 
and in the MMA world more specifically. Competitive sports’ hierarchi-
cal culture and emphasis on strength, toughness, and winning reinforce 
ideals about masculinity.65 These same kinds of themes are present in 
the combat-sports world. MMA fighters consistently work to perform 
“convincing manhood”—showcasing traits like domination and confi-
dence; suppressing pain, empathy, fear, and shame; and aiming to be 
physically intimidating and instill fear in other fighters.66 Successful 
fighters gain the respect of others through displays of control, skill, and 
competence, while showcasing idealized masculine traits related to dan-
ger and risk taking.67 The emphasis on domination, muscularity, and 
physical intimidation means the MMA provides ideal sites for the con-
struction of what scholars call “hegemonic masculinity,” a concept that 
explains how particular views about manhood and masculinity become 
culturally ideal, or “hegemonic,” during any given historical moment.68 
Importantly, different kinds of masculinities can coexist and interact—
meaning that young men grapple with competing ideas about what it 
means to be a man in any given context, as they engage in communities 
in their schools, workplaces, homes, or other settings.69 The cultur-
ally ideal construction of manhood that young men encounter in 
MMA gyms is one that suggests “real manhood” is achieved through 
violent, physical fights whose losers are emasculated.70 Warriors, in 
contrast, exude strength, toughness, risk taking, competitiveness, 
and domination—a kind of a “masculine archetype” embraced in 
MMA culture more broadly.71

MMA becomes a powerful incubator for the far right when these 
ideas about masculinity—the notion that being a man is achieved 
through violent confrontation, domination, and physical intimidation 
of opponents—are layered onto far-right ideology about immigrant 
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invasions and defense of the nation. Manhood itself is then linked to the 
idea of engaging heroically to save one’s people. For example, White 
Rex’s official “doctrine” asserts the importance of a fighting and warrior 
“spirit” to European values, which they suggest have been degraded by 
the “propaganda of alien values.” In contrast, White Rex expresses a 
need for “WARRIORS—people who are strong morally and physi-
cally.”72 Across the board, the intersection of the far right and the MMA 
world helps promote intense physical fitness regimens and the resulting 
display of toned, muscular, masculine physiques in ways linked to white-
supremacist goals. Physical health and fitness, in this sense, now repre-
sent discipline, training, and commitment to the broader far-right cause.

Meanwhile, the use of historical legends and fantastical myths from 
the past as gym and tournament names evokes a kind of nostalgia for a 
violent past. This helps romanticize the far right and encourages youth 
to imagine a utopian future based on the same ideals as that romantic 
past, positioning the far right as heroic warriors and champions for a 
cause, protecting and defending sacred space and restoring national 
homelands. In the Kiev MMA Reconquista Club, for example, the jour-
nalist Michael Colborne sat down to a table placemat with an explana-
tion of the club’s name: “Reconquista is a call for the reconquest of the 
World—the world to come. Reconquista will make Europe great 
again. . . . ​The future belongs to us!”73 By referencing a Spanish pogrom 
that violently expelled religious minorities from Europe, the name Re-
conquista links the use of violence with aspirational racial, religious, and 
national purity, along with defense of the nation or of Europe more 
broadly.

Off the Laptop, into the Boxing  
Ring: MMA’s Physical Spaces

Like the cultural spaces explored in chapter 3, the MMA and fight-club 
worlds have organizational and financial implications for the growth of 
far-right extremism. The sponsorship of tournaments, merchandise 
stores, dedicated brands and clothing lines, and training camps create sig-
nificant networks of monetary and human resources. The fight-club world 
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not only reflects and strengthens far-right ideology and messaging—it 
also supports them materially. The brand White Rex, for example, is 
sold in some thirty locations across Russia, including several stores in 
Moscow alone, and through international distributors like the French 
website 2yt4u​.com. White Rex also promotes white-power music bands 
and concerts and organizes MMA tournaments in Russia and Europe 
as well as MMA training sessions for neo-Nazis cross-nationally.74 The 
brand’s now-defunct Tumblr page was rife with images of the brand’s 
fans gathering in gyms, in competitive fights, or showing off their bod-
ies, accompanied by phrases telling visitors to “train hard—look good” 
or that they could achieve to have “strength through beauty.”75

These regular tournaments and training camps lend themselves well 
to building capacity for street fights, the apocalyptic end times, and race 
war. A far-right group in Britain ran a training camp in Wales, for ex-
ample, that included training in self-defense, martial arts, and survival 
techniques.76 Across the United States, there are plenty of backwoods 
militias, armed patriot groups, paramilitaries, and mercenary groups.77 
In the post-Vietnam era, the white supremacist Louis Beam created several 
paramilitary training facilities and boot camps that were intended to create 
a white-separatist army to assume control of national and regional space 
and expel nonwhites, creating a white homeland.78 Beam’s camps offered 
training in methods of decapitation, strangulation, airplane hijacking tech-
niques, and the use of military-style firearms.79 In the United States, how-
ever, these kinds of spaces have historically been limited to geographically 
separate camps in remote areas that would attract only individuals already 
interested in the far-right and white-power movements.80

These kinds of militias and paramilitaries still exist within the far 
right. The militant US neo-Nazi group “The Base” reportedly trains 
members in paramilitary insurgency techniques, including weapons and 
explosives training and skills for guerrilla warfare, such as ambushes.81 
But the far right has also discovered that training for combat does not 
require a dedicated destination or training camp: it can be done through 
the mainstream MMA and fight-club world. MMA’s combat-style train-
ing appeals to far-right youth for the same reasons that backwoods 
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militias and paramilitaries appealed to a generation of returning Viet-
nam veterans—but with a modern twist. The combat-sports and MMA 
worlds are connected to broader lifestyle brands, savvy social-media 
“brand fan” sites, and “in-real-life” festivals that integrate music con-
certs, product and clothing sales, and MMA tournaments. And unlike 
the paramilitary camps of the post-Vietnam era, MMA has the broad 
advantage of being in the public sphere. This allows for more explor-
atory or experimental engagement, allowing youth to try out new po
litical and lifestyle identities with less commitment. The rapid growth 
of the MMA world both in the United States and abroad creates a steady 
stream of potential recruits and a built-in system to network nationally 
and globally through large tournaments and festivals.

Breaking Up the Fight

For those of us working to find better pathways to reach at-risk youth, 
understanding the ways that far-right groups recruit and socialize 
youth—in ways that go well beyond rhetoric and ideas—is crucial. 
Having strict guidelines for physical appearance, for example, might 
offer youth a sense of predictability and structure, clarity, concrete steps 
for betterment, and a pathway to belonging. This may have particular 
appeal for individuals who feel unmoored or disenfranchised, or lack a 
sense of clear purpose. Further research into whether and how a fixation 
on physical fitness and the body might intersect with other issues that 
can make youth vulnerable to the far right is essential for developing 
interventions that meet youth where they are.

Attempts to intervene in the combat-sports world to prevent radical-
ization are nascent. In Germany, the German Institute for Radicaliza-
tion and Deradicalization Studies (GIRDS) has formed a network of 
martial arts schools in German-speaking countries that are committed 
to combatting violent radicalization across the ideological spectrum, 
called the German Association of Martial Arts Schools against Violent 
Extremism (DVKE). The website explains that “martial arts experts and 
coaches are uniquely positioned to recognize a violent radicalization 
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process and intervene as mentors and respected attachment figures for 
teenagers and adolescents.” But in order to do that effectively, coaches 
need training to recognize warning signs of violent radicalization and 
understand the psychology behind it. DVKE offers specialized work-
shops and training courses along with a quality seal for member gyms 
that can certify they have at least one trained mentor available at all times.82

Such efforts are few and far between, however. Robert Claus, a lead-
ing German scholarly expert on the relationship between sport and vio
lence, has studied the relationship between MMA and violent radical-
ization extensively, and recently expressed concern about the lack of 
preparedness to address it. In a 2019 study, he found that there are not 
even initial approaches, much less standards, available for the preven-
tion of violent extremism in the combat-sports world and the “trend of 
neo-Nazis’ instrumentalization of combat sports.”83 Other countries are 
not much further ahead at combatting the trend, but there are some 
recent attempts. In the United Kingdom, the competitive Google-
funded “innovation fund” grants administered through the Institute for 
Strategic Dialogue in 2019 included one grant to a boxing project housed 
at the Limehouse Boxing Academy in partnership with England Boxing 
KO Racism, in which young people are brought together for boxing 
workshops that include “open discussion about racism and prejudice.”84 
Other small-scale efforts are reported to be under way in Poland and 
through a German activist group called “Down from the Mat,” which 
formed “in response to the growing influence of neo-Nazis in the 
sport.”85 But, overall, the far-right trend of engaging, recruiting, and 
mobilizing through combat sports and MMA is far ahead of interven-
tion efforts to address it.
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Chapter 5

Grooming and Recruiting
Cultivating Intellectual Leadership

In April 2019, a group of white supremacists burst into a Washington, 
DC, bookstore, disrupting Professor Jonathan Metzl’s talk on his new 
book, Dying of Whiteness, by shouting propaganda into a megaphone 
and chanting “This land is our land!”1 The video was circulated widely 
on social media and the incident is listed on AIM’s website under its 
“Activism Highlights” tab. The interruption of Metzl’s talk came on the 
heels of an arson attack that destroyed a building at the iconic High-
lander Education and Research Center in Tennessee—which houses 
decades of archives on the civil rights movement and hosts educational 
training and workshops that once drew leaders like the Reverend Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., Eleanor Roosevelt, and Rosa Parks.2 A white-
supremacist symbol—the same one that had been displayed by the 
Christchurch shooter two weeks earlier—was found spray painted in 
the parking lot next to the burned-out remains.3 Similar attacks, such as 
repeated assaults on leftist bookstores in Berkeley and San Diego, have 
included vandalism like tipped-over bookshelves and shattered store-
fronts, attempted arson, and intimidation of bookstore employees.4

These kinds of far-right assaults on knowledge, which are compara-
tively rare in the United States, have long been common in Europe not 
only in the book burnings of the Nazi era, but also in more recent direct 
action against knowledge deemed threatening to far-right ideological 
and political goals. As the journalist Elizabeth King explains, “Attacking 
bookstores where authors of color or Jewish, queer, or leftist authors 
discuss their work, or because of the kinds of books they sell, has been 
a common fascist tactic since fascism rose to prominence in the 1920s, 
and clearly, it is still with us today.”5 After Heinz Ostermann, a 
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bookstore owner in Berlin, joined an initiative of local bookstores 
against right-wing populism and racism in 2016, stones were thrown into 
his bookstore windows and his car was set on fire. Since his home ad-
dress is unlisted, he believes he was followed home as part of a pre-
planned arson attack.6

Bookstores and historical archives may be easy targets, but they are 
not the only places where knowledge is under attack. In May 2018, 
I found myself in the audience of an Oslo “culture café,” marveling at 
the size of the standing-room-only crowd listening to three prominent 
social-science experts talking about the far right. But when the question-
and-answer period ensued, it quickly became clear that the burgeoning 
audience was heavily populated by far-right activists from a variety of 
groups, whose apparently coordinated appearance at the event enabled 
them to hijack the discussion with hostile queries about academic bias.

Cultivating future far-right nationalists goes beyond equipping youth 
to fight in boxing rings or turning their chests into walking billboards 
for far-right messaging. It also requires developing the far right’s future 
intellectual leadership. While the previous chapters have traced the 
places and spaces where the far right is mobilizing physical, cultural, and 
financial capacity, this chapter turns to efforts to disrupt and discredit 
mainstream intellectual spaces deemed threatening to the far right’s 
worldview and create new ones dedicated to far-right ideologies. This 
combination—attacking educational spaces deemed to belong to the 
left and building educational spaces explicitly for the far right—has 
proven extraordinarily effective not only at building and disseminating 
far-right ideology, but also at working those ideological views into the 
mainstream. The following sections trace two major categories: efforts 
directed at physical places and individuals—including campuses, stu-
dents, and scholars—and efforts directed at challenging, appropriating, 
and creating knowledge itself.

Hate Comes to Campus

In November 2019, Syracuse University found itself in the throes of a 
wave of hate incidents, ultimately totaling sixteen events over a two-
week period, including racist graffiti and epithets against African 
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Americans, Asians, and Native Americans; a swastika stamped in the 
snow; and threatening emails.7 Amid cancelled classes, student pro-
tests, and sit-ins to demand more serious responses from the univer-
sity administration, a seventy-four-page white-supremacist manifesto 
linked to the Christchurch shooter was posted on a Greek discussion 
board and another university online forum.8 Campus police, local law 
enforcement, and the FBI investigated the range of incidents, result-
ing in one student arrest and several suspensions, while New York 
governor Andrew Cuomo weighed in with sharp criticism of the uni-
versity’s chancellor, calling for an independent monitor to investi-
gate.9 In the midst of the Syracuse hate incidents, a first-year student 
at Georgia Southern University made a class presentation about “re-
placement theory” and encouraged followers to join the white-
supremacist group AIM. The university defended the presentation as 
protected free speech.10 The presentation was noteworthy not only 
because it used a mainstream college classroom to promote a white-
supremacist conspiracy theory, but also for its reach outside of the 
campus gates. The day after the class presentation, the student up-
loaded a recording to YouTube, where it was viewed over 100,000 
times before mid-December, garnering 8,500 “likes” and over 3,500 
comments.

The Syracuse and Georgia Southern University examples illustrate 
how colleges and universities are struggling with rising extremism, po-
larization, and hate from members of their own campus communities. 
But campuses have also been the intentional target of organized far-
right groups, as the choice of the torch-bearing white supremacists in 
Charlottesville to march across a university campus makes abundantly 
clear. College campuses are key places for the far right for both strategic 
and symbolic reasons. Symbolically, attacks on campuses are a part of a 
broader assault on knowledge, truth claims, and arguments about the 
liberal bias of higher education. Strategically, they are sites to challenge 
the limits of free speech, spread propaganda, recruit youth, and polarize 
campus communities in ways that contribute to overall far-right goals 
and create societal discord. Hateful incidents and propaganda contrib-
ute to increasingly contentious campus climates. Targeting campuses 
makes the public pay attention to far-right and white-supremacist ideas. 
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And campuses are ideal sites for the far right to recruit and cultivate 
young people with potential for future power and influence, who may 
help the far right integrate its ideas into the public domain and political 
spheres at some future date.

Physical attacks on campus communities by the extreme far right fall 
into three categories. First, far-right groups have targeted campuses with 
outside speakers who aim to challenge the limits of free speech or spur 
violence and counterprotests. Second, the extreme far right uses cam-
puses as a site to distribute white-supremacist propaganda, primarily 
through paper fliers that attempt to spread hateful ideas, intimidate 
vulnerable communities, and recruit students directly to far-right 
groups and movements. And third, members of the far right or indi-
viduals motivated by far-right ideologies have initiated increasing 
numbers of hate crimes, hate incidents, and direct attacks on scholars 
and students that aim to threaten, injure, create fear, and reduce feel-
ings of safety.

Free Speech and Far-Right Provocateurs

Over the past four years, college campuses in the United States have 
become central to the modern far right’s efforts to foment polarization, 
spread disinformation, and challenge knowledge. This strategy dates at 
least to 2016, when Milo Yiannopoulos, a prominent provocateur and 
former Breitbart editor known for openly racist, anti-Muslim, and mi-
sogynist statements, launched his “Dangerous Faggot Tour” of college 
campuses, including planned speeches with titles like “Ten Things I 
Hate about Mexico.”11

In some ways, this strategy is nothing new. After all, universities have 
long hosted controversial speakers, including from the far right; a 1966 
talk by the founder of the American Nazi party, George Lincoln Rock-
well, generated tremendous protest.12 Far-right groups and individuals 
often deliberately push the boundaries of US free-speech laws, which 
have been central to far-right-extremist scenes for decades—relying on 
the fact that the US Constitution protects hateful speech and symbols 
in ways that go well beyond other democracies’ more restrictive policies 
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and practices on racist speech and symbols.13 But when Yiannopoulos, 
who was later banned from entering Australia after he referred to Islam 
as a “barbaric” and “alien” religion in the wake of the Christchurch 
shootings, showed up for these speeches, some campuses erupted in 
violence. At Berkeley, violent protesters threw Molotov cocktails and 
commercial-grade fireworks, breaking windows and starting fires, while 
a Yiannopoulos supporter shot a protester outside a speaking event at 
the University of Washington.14 White supremacist and “alt-right” 
founder Richard Spencer, who heads the far-right National Policy Insti-
tute (NPI) think tank and advocates for a separate white ethno-state 
and re-migration for ethnic minorities, began his “Danger Zone Tour” 
of major US universities during the same period as Yiannopoulos’s tour. 
Spencer, who has been banned for five years from the United Kingdom 
and twenty-six European countries for his white-supremacist views, 
intended for the speaking events to help recruit followers, challenge 
university free-speech practices, and provoke campus communities 
through arguments about white oppression and the need to protect 
white people, among other topics.15 These efforts are consistent with 
Spencer’s overall focus on college-student recruitment at his annual 
events and NPI conference—an effort that has been successful, accord-
ing to the ADL.16

The issue of provocative speakers has put university campuses in the 
center of increasing national political polarization and contentious de-
bate about the tension between free speech and hate speech.17 Contro-
versial speakers are often invited by mainstream-conservative or right-
wing student groups, while violent protests have been driven at least in 
part by groups coming from off-campus. Berkeley, for example, de-
scribed the violent protesters at Yiannopoulos’s February 2017 talk as 
masked outside agitators who arrived on campus and disrupted peace-
ful protests—likely members of antifa, an anti-fascist movement.18 The 
cancellations of some of these events—often over security concerns19—
have helped fuel arguments made by far-right individuals and groups 
about suppression of free speech, with President Trump weighing in by 
tweet to suggest that if Berkeley can’t protect free speech, it should lose 
federal funding.20
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In November 2019, the far right’s engagement with campus speakers 
took a new turn when a group calling itself the “groyper army” began to 
show up at campus speaking events featuring mainstream-conservative 
speakers. The groypers, a part of the far right self-named in reference to 
the Pepe the Frog meme, are led by YouTuber Nick Fuentes, who has 
urged his followers to show up to conservative speakers and events on 
college campuses and commandeer the question-and-answer period to 
push far-right ideological views. Groypers have made up as much as a 
third of the audience at some events.21 The focus has primarily been on 
events organized by Turning Point USA (TPUSA)—a conservative 
group active on over 1,500 college campuses across the United States 
that aims to promote ideas about free markets, individual liberty, and 
limited government.22 Targets have included TPUSA founder Charlie 
Kirk as well as congressional representatives, pundits, and writers. Don-
ald Trump Jr. was heckled at a California speaking event.

Their goal is to show that these conservative speakers—and the Trump 
administration more generally—have become too moderate and are out 
of line with “true” conservative thought.23 By tripping up Republican 
speakers with leading questions about immigration, Israel, and 
LGBTQ+ issues, groypers try to show that mainstream Republicans, or 
what they call “Conservative, Inc.,” are “insufficiently homophobic, 
anti-Semitic, or racist.”24 This turn of events shows clearly the kinds of 
tensions between conservative and mainstream politics and the far 
right, and makes clear that protests and tensions on campuses around 
provocative speakers are not only emerging from traditional leftist–far-
right conflicts, but also from fragmentation, dissent, and tension within 
the broader conservative and right-wing spectrum itself, including be-
tween conservatives and the far right.

The higher education sector has scrambled to come up with effective 
responses to provocative and extreme speakers, often struggling to bal-
ance issues of free speech and academic freedom with condemnation 
of hate speech and support for vulnerable campus community mem-
bers.25 Hate incidents, attacks, and white-supremacist propaganda have 
an immediate and negative effect on campus climate issues in ways that 
challenge universities’ ongoing efforts to improve racial equity.26 In 
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addition, the financial burden of providing adequate security for con-
troversial outside speakers is substantial. The University of Florida 
spent half a million dollars and brought security personnel in from 
forty-five agencies to patrol an event where Richard Spencer was sched-
uled to speak—but was eventually heckled off the stage. After the event, 
a man in a car fired gunshots at a group of protesters and was later ar-
rested.27 Some universities have tried to use financial costs and security 
concerns to prevent controversial speakers from coming to campus, but 
these attempts have not always been successful, particularly if university 
policies allow the renting of campus space to outside groups. After Au-
burn University tried to ban Spencer from speaking at a campus event 
that was organized and paid for by a nonstudent, it was sued by Spen-
cer’s representatives and forced to allow the talk. Afterward, it changed 
its space rental policy to require current student organizations or faculty 
to sponsor any outside group, with the aim of reducing the likelihood 
of outside provocateurs using the campus for their own purposes.28

There is no question that American college campuses have become 
a focal point for the far right. Soliciting invitations that bring far-right 
provocateurs and speakers to campuses builds on a long history of con-
troversial and far-right speakers in higher education. But in-person visits 
to colleges and universities are not the only strategy to physically bring 
far-right ideas to college campuses. Another prominent tactic is the tar-
geting of campuses for white-supremacist and far-right propaganda, 
through paper fliers, stickers, and posters with white-supremacist mes-
saging, along with efforts to recruit students to join far-right movements 
and organizations.

Far-Right Paper Fliers and  
Campus Recruiting

“You have [college] classes wanting white people to apologize for being 
white,” Lance told me on the phone, arguing that the political left has 
undertaken a “strategy of marginalization” against “the white male.” It 
was shortly after the 2017 Charlottesville Unite the Right rally, and I was 
taking listener calls on a Wisconsin public radio show. Lance sounded 
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irritated and a little bewildered as he described political and campus 
climates that leave white men feeling as though they have done some-
thing wrong. Far-right groups capitalized on this sentiment, plastering 
fliers with the phrase “It’s OK to be White” on college campuses across 
the country. As Richard Baker, assistant vice chancellor and vice presi-
dent for equal opportunity services at the University of Houston told 
Inside Higher Ed in late 2018, the fliers’ intent is to imply that “whites are 
a marginalized group and are being made to feel ‘not OK’ in their white-
ness,” noting that the aim is to recruit people who may be “sympathetic 
to that position but may not respond to a swastika or other traditional 
symbols of white nationalism or direct recruitment.”29

With all that is known about the importance of online radicalization, 
one curious development has been the surge in old-school paper fliers 
posted by white-supremacist groups across the country, with college 
campuses a particular target.30 The “It’s OK to be White” fliers are just 
one of many examples. The fall 2019 semester saw more than double the 
number of extremist propaganda incidents (410) on US college cam-
puses compared with any prior semester, as documented by the ADL. 
Overall, 2019 saw a record-high number of white-supremacist propa-
ganda incidents nationally, a quarter of which took place on college 
campuses: there were approximately 630 incidents of fliers, stickers, and 
posters on 433 different campuses in forty-three states and the District 
of Columbia.31 This is part of an unprecedented rise in far-right propa-
ganda on college campuses—with nearly 300 incidents in the 2017–18 
academic year alone, representing a 77 percent increase from the previ-
ous year. Increases continued in the 2018–19 academic year, although at 
a slower pace, reflecting a 7 percent jump from the previous year.32 A 
variety of groups use the strategy, including neo-Nazi groups like Amer-
ican Vanguard, white-supremacist groups like Patriot Front, and Iden-
titarian groups like Identity Evropa (now AIM). Fliers typically include 
a URL to drive potential recruits to places where they can get more 
information about membership, activities, and the group’s ideology.

Distributing paper fliers is just one part of a broader higher-education 
marketing and recruitment plan for far-right groups. In summer 2018, 
NBC News reported that the white-supremacist and Identitarian group 
Identity Evropa’s efforts to spread recruiting fliers on college campuses 
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was part of a broader strategy to “seed college Republican groups with 
Identity Evropa members as a stepping stone to careers in politics.” This 
is a long-term plan, explained the group’s executive director, Patrick 
Casey, who (in journalist Anna Schechter’s words), views “politics 
rather than protests as the prime vehicle to carry his brand of white 
identity politics into the mainstream.” The plan involves group mem-
bers running for office as Republicans “without broadcasting their po-
larizing views on immigrants and nonwhites.” Casey described the 
plan as intending to “take over the GOP as much as possible.” The strat-
egy is known as “entryism”—the use of mainstream political parties 
and systems by radical individuals outside the system for their own 
purposes—originating in communists’ attempts to infiltrate socialist 
parties to bring them further toward communism.33 The far right’s ef-
forts to mainstream extreme ideas by carrying them in on elected Re-
publican platforms is the latest example of entryism.34 For example, 
restrictions on immigration is an area where the far right finds agreement 
with Republicans and conservatives, so the far right pushes proposals 
more moderate than its own ideology calls for as a “stepping stone to 
reframing the national discussion around race and immigration and 
gaining access to a larger base of White conservatives.”35 College cam-
puses are a key part of this strategy. The “alt right” in particular has seen 
conservative campus groups as a “vehicle to influence broader politics 
and cultures.”36 As Richard Spencer explained to Mother Jones, college 
students are especially “open to alternative perspectives, for better and 
for worse. I do think you need to get them while they are young.”37 In 
the NBC Today Show segment referenced earlier, Identity Evropa leader 
Patrick Casey explained that the group’s ideas are controversial “at this 
point, but that doesn’t negate their validity. Quite often, controversial 
ideas start off as being very taboo and people have to be very careful 
with them, but they can skillfully insert them into the mainstream.”38

One such effort stumbled, however, when Identity Evropa member 
James Allsup—who had been the leader of the College Republicans at 
Washington State University—was too open about his white-
supremacist views. Although Allsup won a local election on the Repub-
lican ticket, he was subsequently condemned by local Republican lead-
ers; the county’s Republican Party chairwoman resigned after she was 
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criticized for defending him. Recalling the experience, Casey noted, 
“Allsup is a capable and intelligent man, but ideally our members inter-
ested in getting involved in politics will do so covertly—that is, without 
openly identifying as identitarians, at least not upfront.”39 Notably, All-
sup had been quite open about his strategy of entryism, using student 
Republican clubs to help gain legitimacy and recruit more students. On 
a 2017 episode of a white-nationalist radio program, Allsup explained 
that by taking over a college Republicans group and moving it “essen-
tially to being an alt-right club,” you gain access to resources and “politi
cal credibility. It gives you all of these things that come along with the 
name of being a Republican.” 40

Propaganda, white-supremacist fliers, racist graffiti, and provocative 
speaking tours have brought hate to campuses across the country in new 
ways, exposing hundreds of thousands of students to far-right ideolo-
gies. This kind of hate intimidates and threatens members of vulnerable 
groups, unsettles campus climates, and creates significant anxiety 
around student safety and well-being. Students at Syracuse University 
who staged a sit-in in November 2019 following more than a dozen hate 
incidents at the university told journalists that they didn’t feel safe on 
campus. “I absolutely do not feel safe here, and I think a large number 
of students also don’t feel safe here,” one student told Anderson Cooper 
on CNN, noting, “I personally, and I know I speak for a lot of people 
when I say I don’t even feel safe walking back to my own residence 
hall.” 41 The safety of students of color and members of other vulnerable 
groups is a major concern across the country on college campuses, 
where in some cases hate has moved beyond graffiti, propaganda, and 
paper fliering to direct attacks on individual students and scholars, 
sometimes in violent and even deadly ways.

Hate Incidents Directed at  
Students and Scholars

Classes had just ended in spring 2017 and Taylor Dumpson was in the 
first day of her new role as the first Black female student-government 
president, when nooses holding bananas were hung in three different 
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places at American University’s campus in Northwest Washington. The 
bananas had messages written on them: “Harambe bait” (a reference to 
the Cleveland zoo gorilla who had been shot and later became the sub-
ject of racist memes), and the letters AKA—for Alpha Kappa Alpha, an 
African American sorority. The FBI investigated the incident as a hate 
crime—unsuccessfully—but the damage quickly spread beyond the 
original event: prominent far-right blogger Andrew Anglin directed 
his followers on social media to unleash a troll storm of harassment 
that caused Dumpson and her family to be placed under police 
protection.42

The fall semester was no sooner under way when a second major hate 
crime took place on American’s campus. While Professor Ibram X. 
Kendi was speaking to share the vision for his new Anti-Racist Research 
and Policy Center, someone hung Confederate flag fliers affixed with 
stalks of cotton on bulletin boards in four campus buildings. This time, 
clear video evidence caught the suspected perpetrator, who was a 
middle-age white man not identifiable as a member of faculty or staff. 
He was never found. Other hateful incidents on campus in the two years 
prior—including swastikas on classroom whiteboards, bananas thrown 
at Black students, and anti-immigrant and misogynistic fliers posted on 
campus—made it clear that the incidents targeting Dumpson and 
Kendi were part of a broader rise in hate on campus.43 And American 
University is not atypical. The same month that Taylor Dumpson was 
targeted, just a few miles away from AU’s campus, an African American 
Bowie State University student, Richard Collins III, was fatally stabbed 
by a white college student near the University of Maryland’s campus, 
only a few days before Collins was scheduled to graduate. The alleged 
murderer was a member of a Facebook group called “Alt-Reich Nation” 
and had racist memes on his phone.44

College campuses have endured hundreds of hate crimes and hate 
incidents across the country over the past three years, from swastikas 
stamped in the snow and spray painted on buildings to racial slurs and 
physical assaults on students, staff, and visitors. “It’s unsettling at best, 
it’s terrorizing at worst,” said Lecia Brooks of the SPLC in response to 
two hate incidents at Duke University in fall 2018.45 National data on 
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campus hate are inexact, in part because they are officially tracked in at 
least three places: through reports compiled by nonprofit watchdog 
groups like the SPLC and the ADL, through mandated disclosure to the 
US Department of Education (DOE) under the Clery Act, and through 
campus-police-department reports to the FBI. There is variation in the 
numbers across these data sets, but all show increases over the past 
three years. In addition to the rise in white-supremacist propaganda 
documented earlier, DOE data track a 25 percent increase from 2016 to 
2017 in campus hate crimes. FBI data—which constitute the most con-
servative account—show a steady rise in hate crimes on campuses, up 
9 percent from 2016 to 2017 and 44 percent since 2015, with nearly 280 
hate-crime reports from campus police departments in 2017, including 
31 assaults, as well as over 75 incidents of intimidation. Over half of the 
incidents involved vandalism or destruction of property.46

Online attacks are particularly common. Over the past few years, aca-
demics have increasingly faced violent threats for their scholarship and 
public engagement. The typical trajectory starts, according to a report 
by Inside Higher Ed journalist Colleen Flaherty, with a professor’s com-
ments on a politicized topic appearing “on a right-wing website such as 
Campus Reform,” which is followed by further appearances on “other, 
similar websites and news outlets and, finally, Fox News.” After that, she 
reports, scholars receive “death threats, the threats of sexual violence, 
calls for them to be fired and lose their jobs.” 47 There have also been 
attacks on individual faculty members’ teaching and research, and an 
expansion of faculty surveillance websites like Campus Watch and Pro-
fessor Watchlist.48 City University of New York professor Jessie Daniels 
described a “tsunami of sustained chaos” when she was attacked online 
by the far right. She received hundreds of daily messages including rape 
and death threats. In her essay reflecting on the deluge of hate, she warns 
college faculty members that if a far-right attack against some member 
of their campus hasn’t happened yet, “chances are it will.” 49

Higher education is not only a physical place that is valuable to far-
right groups and individuals for its potential role in recruitment, polar-
ization, and attacks on individual scholars and students. Universities are 
also key to the far right because they play a critical role in creating 
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knowledge and claims to truth. The far right’s attacks on expertise and 
knowledge, while more refined and intellectual than vulgar paper fliers 
and violent hate crimes, are nefarious in different ways.

“Cultural Marxism” and  
Attacks on Knowledge

Far-right attacks on higher education expertise are rooted in both ideol-
ogy and conspiracy. Ideologically, the far right depicts universities as 
bastions of liberal brainwashing, where professors with leftist agendas 
churn out generations of students hostile to capitalism and critical of 
the government (despite evidence showing that liberal professors do 
not produce more liberal students).50 But ideology alone doesn’t ex-
plain the far right’s virulent hostility to mainstream expertise and 
higher-educational institutions. Far-right attacks on expertise are em-
bedded in global conspiracy theories suggesting that communists and 
progressives are engaged in secret efforts to undermine capitalism and 
control mass opinion through thought control. Higher education, in 
this frame, is said to regulate and restrict how people think in order to 
reproduce an intellectual elite that will perpetuate progressive control 
and promote multicultural societies to the detriment of whites.51

It is not only that universities are undermining Western values, ac-
cording to far-right groups and individuals—they are doing so as part 
of an orchestrated effort by global communists to overthrow capitalist 
and Western societies from the inside. This is cultural Marxism—a 
coded catchword that has already made it from the far-right fringes into 
the mainstream. In a traditional Marxist revolution, communists would 
overthrow capitalism by a revolt of the laboring classes—the factory 
workers whose labor the system depends on. But since those revolu-
tions were unsuccessful, the idea of cultural Marxism suggests that a 
new plan is afoot to disrupt and dismantle Western and capitalist values 
from within. The far right invokes the phrase “cultural Marxism” in 
spaces like Breitbart or Infowars as a way of arguing that the left is trying 
to destroy Western society. Feminism, a disrupted gender binary, mul-
ticulturalism, Muslim immigration, and gay rights are all invoked as part 
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of a “plot to finish the job” that communist labor organizers couldn’t 
pull off, ultimately undermining the West, the nation, capitalism, and 
traditional Christian values.52

Universities, of course, are seen as ground zero for this plot. In fact, 
if there’s one thing that the American far right can agree on, it’s this: 
higher education is the predominant site of the culture wars that are 
undermining far-right ideological values and Western, Christian civili-
zation more broadly. And they are doing so at the direct expense of 
white men. The Proud Boys’ founder Gavin McInnes calls college “to-
tally and utterly useless,” while far-right favorite Jordan Peterson tells 
people to “abandon universities (which have been hopelessly corrupted 
by their adoption of ‘women’s studies’) in favor of trade schools.”53 Far-
right provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos created a post-secondary-
education “Privilege Grant,” for which white men were exclusively eli-
gible, so that they could be “on equal footing with their female, queer 
and ethnic minority classmates.”54

Higher education is not the only target, of course. It is merely at the 
center of a broad assault on specialized knowledge more generally. Tom 
Nichols’s The Death of Expertise traces a decline in respect for expertise 
through what he calls a “campaign against established knowledge.”55 
Some of this decline happens through conspiracism, because the new 
conspiracists target the institutions that produce knowledge—including 
the media, higher education, research institutions, and government 
experts—in order to undermine the credibility of people, facts, and 
arguments. Specialized experts are regarded as suspect, accused of par-
tisan bias, or disregarded entirely, including expertise from scientists, 
social scientists, public health and education professionals, and the free 
press.56 The overall effect is to weaken “the legitimacy of sources of 
knowledge” and undermine shared ways of understanding and 
explanation.57

These far-right attacks on higher education do not exist in a vacuum, 
of course—rather, they have grown in the context of broader conserva-
tive critiques of the academy, as painstakingly documented by histori-
ans of higher education.58 From Joseph McCarthy’s hunt for commu-
nist academics in the 1950s through critiques on social science under 
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the 1980s Ronald Reagan administration, the mainstream political right 
in the United States has long raised concerns about liberal political bias 
in US universities.59 But unlike conservative criticisms of higher educa-
tion, the extreme right wing links its attacks on mainstream expertise to 
far-right conspiracy theories framing higher education as part of a ne-
farious global plot by Marxists or communists to exert thought control 
over the public and thereby secure future power. This is consistent with 
fascist attacks on knowledge and expertise, which are a critical step in 
undermining the public’s source of factual information and creating 
broader receptivity to propaganda and extreme ideologies.60

The broader phenomenon of declining public trust and confidence 
in American higher education provides important context for these on-
going far-right assaults on expertise. Republicans have particularly poor 
views of higher education, with 59 percent (compared to 18 percent of 
Democrats) reporting in 2019 that colleges have a negative impact on 
the way things are going in the country.61 A climate of declining public 
trust, anti-intellectualism, and attacks on expertise has created fertile 
ground for more-extreme attacks on higher education to thrive among 
far-right groups and individuals. But in the midst of so many attacks on 
knowledge, facts, and claims to truth itself, the far right figured out 
something very important. Even as it works to discredit scientific 
knowledge, it could also appropriate that knowledge for its own ends.

Appropriation of Knowledge

“Discover what your professors never taught you in school,” the website 
of the American white-supremacist group Identity Evropa once de-
clared. Many of the “education” links on that site, predictably, led to 
white supremacist or far-right publications. But tucked in between de-
scriptions of books with titles like White Identity and The Perils of Diver-
sity was a link to Robert Putnam’s mainstream scholarly treatise Bowling 
Alone—a book that traces the steady decline in Americans’ civic and 
community engagement over the last half of the twentieth century.62 
Social science, it turns out, can be used to support far-right-extremist 
ideas—in ways that most scholars have probably never considered.



126  C h a p t e r   5

The far right is not only attacking academia—it is also deploying its 
scholarship for its own ends, using scholarly analyses of demographics, 
race, immigration, crime, and identity to make arguments in support of 
white-supremacist ideologies and platforms.63 Herein lies the appeal of 
Bowling Alone: when interpreted through a far-right, anti-immigrant 
lens, Putnam’s arguments about Americans’ increasing disconnection 
from civil society and local communities may be viewed as helping the 
far right make claims about the supposed consequences of increasing 
diversity and immigration on community cohesion and identity.

The social sciences aren’t the only scholarly domain that appeals to 
the far right. The past few years have also seen significant appropriation 
of art, antiquities, and history for far-right ideological ends. In a 
May 2019 advertising campaign, the German far-right political party 
Af D used the nineteenth-century French painter Jean-Léon Gérôme’s 
The Slave Market painting, which depicts a naked white women having 
her teeth and mouth probed by a turban-clad man. In billboard-size 
posters, The Slave Market image was accompanied by text urging voters 
to learn from history and vote for the AfD to prevent Europe from turning 
into Eurabia—a reference to a conspiracy theory about the orchestration 
of future Islamic rule in Europe.64 Elsewhere, far-right groups have em-
braced an ancient Spartan symbol, the lambda, as an emblem representing 
heritage, ancestry, roots, land, blood, and identity.65 Symbols referencing 
the Spanish Reconquista are so frequent that the pogrom itself has become 
largely divorced from its historical context. Instead, Reconquista has be-
come a tool for political mobilization by comparing modern Europe to 
resistance against Muslim conquerors in the Iberian Peninsula.66

Greek and Roman statues, temples, and ruins are also popular. The 
neo-Nazi website Stormfront uses images of the Parthenon.67 The post-
ers that Identity Evropa put up on college campuses included images of 
classical white marble statues.68 Richard Spencer called for a North 
American white ethno-state that would be a “reconstitution of the 
Roman Empire.” 69 In an essay that unleashed significant harassment 
against her from the far right, the classicist Sarah Bond argued that the 
public has falsely associated Greek and Roman peoples with whiteness, 
helped along by museums and scholars who have failed to communicate 
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the ways that white marble was used during ancient times, not as the 
final sculptural product, but rather as a canvas that was then painted 
with a variety of colors.70 Today’s antiquities have lost their original 
paint, she explained, so their creamy white appearance became associ-
ated with classical beauty and left generations of modern observers with 
the false impression that ancient Greek and Rome were racially homo-
geneous, perpetuating “ideas of whiteness that never existed in the an-
cient world.”71 As a result, white-supremacist groups adopted classical 
statuary as symbols of white male superiority.72

This appropriation hasn’t gone unnoticed by mainstream scholars. 
Classicists and historians have decried the use of Greek and Roman 
antiquities and medieval history by white-supremacist groups,73 with 
one group of scholars even setting up an entire website, called “Pharos: 
Doing Justice to the Classics,” devoted to documenting and challenging 
hate groups’ appropriations of Greco-Roman culture. The Pharos web-
site aims to challenge distortions and errors in hate groups’ interpreta-
tions of historical time periods and ancient material.74 But the use of 
classical antiquities, along with Greek and Roman history and symbols, 
continues to be popular among the far right.

Mainstream academic scholarship and historical narratives are useful 
to the far right because they can help legitimize and justify white-
supremacist and antidemocratic goals. Almost anything can be inter-
preted through this lens with the right kinds of massaging. Data on 
declining civic engagement or rising crime are used to frame those is-
sues as products of immigration. Research on the environment has been 
used to justify violent acts of terror with the argument that, in the face 
of climate change, national space must be preserved for citizens. “For 
those with a political ideology to sell,” Angela Saini writes, “the science 
(such as it is) becomes a prop. The data itself doesn’t matter so much as 
how it can be spun.”75 Many readers will be skeptical of authors whose 
extremist leanings are easily detectable through publishers or titles with 
obviously racist goals. But arguments that draw on reputable scholars 
or sources are harder to dismiss outright. The use of mainstream schol-
arship also helps far-right groups have better “optics,” which is part of 
broader strategies to blend into the mainstream.
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Far-right groups and individuals may well detest higher education 
and show themselves to be anti-intellectual, but they have also shown 
that they can use social scientific and historical research to present 
themselves as more mainstream. But political change won’t come about 
only by delegitimizing existing expertise and using mainstream scholar-
ship to support far-right policies. To effectively lay the groundwork for 
the political changes that will stop immigration, re-migrate ethnic mi-
norities, and create a white ethno-state, the far right needs its own in
dependent intellectual base and the means to shape public opinion. The 
creation of dedicated institutions to cultivate expertise and knowledge 
by and for the far right has been a decades-long project that has recently 
started to bear fruit.

Knowledge for and by the Far Right

Although far-right intellectuals have existed for centuries—dating at 
least to the French Revolution—following World War II, writers and 
scholars on the far right were largely discredited and disappeared from 
the mainstream.76 But around the turn of the twenty-first century, far-
right intellectual movements began to gain renewed strength, helping 
shape the ideas and policies of far-right political parties and election 
campaigns across the globe. These ideas have been honed and dissemi-
nated through an ever-expanding intellectual ecosystem of dedicated 
think tanks, publishing houses, research grants, magazines, conferences, 
and more.

The roots of modern far-right intellectualism date at least to the late 
1960s and the Nouvelle Droite (new right), a group of far-right intel-
lectual thinkers in France who promoted the idea that political change 
could come about only as a result of cultural change.77 They were some-
times called the “Gramscians of the right” because of how they adopted 
the Marxist Italian scholar Antonio Gramsci’s notion of hegemony, 
which suggested that revolutions would not come as a result of violence 
or physical overthrow but only through gaining control over ideas and 
education in order to transform how people think.78 These ideas remain 
popular today, with one far-right group in the United Kingdom even 
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referencing Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks on its website to signal the im-
portance of cultural change as a precursor to political revolution.79 The 
modern far right has acknowledged, as Andrew Breitbart put it, that 
politics is downstream from culture.80

Enter metapolitics—the term far-right groups and individuals use to 
refer to a prepolitical cultural and intellectual project to shape main-
stream ideas in ways that will lead to social transformation and political 
change.81 Metapolitics is a long game, focused not on immediate politi
cal power but on the slower incubation of ideas that will, as the far-right 
group Generation Identity UK describes, “shape public debate, promot-
ing ethno-nationalist ideas, and their goal the ethnic cleansing of Eu
rope.”82 Metapolitics aims to seed the cultural changes and ideological 
foundation required for the public to accept the establishment of a 
white ethno-state.83

Metapolitics is more than just ideology. Big cultural ideas, as far-right 
leaders well know, can disseminate only if they have intellectuals to de-
velop them and spaces where they can be disseminated.84 Public educa-
tion is essential to the project of political change. Greg Johnson, founder 
of the widely read far-right Counter-Currents website that views “meta-
politics as pivotal to dislodging the Left’s control of culture,”85 once 
wrote that “today’s White Nationalist movement might work best on 
the model of a Montessori school, not a Hitler Youth rally.”86 For John-
son, knowledge is key to the kinds of value shifts that will help accelerate 
the passage of the current Dark Age into the “Golden Age to come,” in 
which separate homelands will exist for every race and ethnicity.87

Far-right intellectuals have been chipping away at the problem for 
decades, but their ideas are being received differently now. Jared Taylor, 
who runs the white-supremacist publication the American Renaissance 
(AmRen) and describes himself as a “white advocate” who “understands 
that the races are not identical and equivalent,” recently told National 
Public Radio (NPR) reporter Joel Rose that after decades of work, he 
felt his ideas were finally starting to gain traction. “I’ve been injecting 
my ideas into the general conversation patiently and diligently for the 
last 30 years,” he explained, “and I can assure you that more and more 
people agree with me.” Indeed, the context of Taylor’s media appearance 
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was the recent revelation that White House advisor Stephen Miller had 
recommended articles from AmRen, along with other white-supremacist 
sources.88

The dissemination of far-right ideas was undoubtedly helped by the 
creation of new kinds of spaces online to communicate with broader 
publics. Blogs like Unqualified Reservations, launched in 2007 by Men-
cius Moldbug (pen name for Curtis Yarvin), who appropriated the 
phrase “taking the red pill” from the film The Matrix as a metaphor for 
an awakening to far-right ideas, quickly showed that online spaces were 
an ideal platform to reach new audiences and popularize far-right ideas 
among a broader public.89 Before long, blogs were supplanted by a wide 
range of social-media platforms, which even parts of the far right not 
typically viewed as intellectual or academically focused quickly em-
braced as a means to recruit and persuade. In a 2018 interview with the 
Guardian, the white nationalist and founder of MMA brand White Rex 
Denis Nikitin laid out his virulent anti-immigrant views, explaining that 
killing “one immigrant every day” would never be enough because “tens 
of thousands more will come anyway. I realized we were fighting the 
consequence, but not the underlying reason. So now we fight for minds, 
not on the street, but on social media.”90 Younger generations are paying 
attention. In 2019, PragerU—an online video portal that shares short, 
five-minute videos promoting a mix of conservative and right-wing 
content—counted over one billion views.91

Online spaces were only part of the strategy. In short order, far-right 
intellectuals have worked to establish dedicated think tanks, research 
institutes, publishing houses, and training academies. Think tanks like 
the NPI—established in 2005 and led today by Richard Spencer—
engaged in public speaking events and political lobbying to promote 
pan-Aryan and white-nationalist ideas.92 The Swedish scholar Daniel 
Friberg established the far-right publishing house Arktos Media, now 
widely considered to be the “foremost producer of English-language 
Traditionalist and New Right literature.”93 In 2017, Friberg and Spencer 
combined their efforts, forming the “Alt Right Corporation” under the 
website AltRight​.com, merging content from European and American 
writers.94 Steve Bannon was thwarted by a local Italian town when he 
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tried to turn an old monastery into a right-wing training academy, mod-
eled as a counterpoint to George Soros’s Open Society Foundation. 
“Soros has done an amazing job,” Bannon told the New Yorker in a spring 
2019 interview about the initiative, describing Soros as a “role model” 
for how he has seeded liberal political thought in NGOs, government, 
and the media in ways that have created “immense political power.”95 
Bannon’s vision was to finance young professionals to spend time in 
residence in his academy in Italy as a similar strategy for bringing more 
right-wing views into media and government.

These mostly American far-right intellectuals have an outsized influ-
ence on global far-right knowledge and expertise, in large part because 
English-language text can be readily consumed across many different 
countries. But similar developments are afoot across Europe. Although 
Bannon’s academy failed to get off the ground, there are other models 
already in existence. A political training school in Lyon, France, called 
the Institute for Social Sciences, Economics and Politics (ISSEP), is run 
by far-right political activist Marion Maréchal. The school offers master’s 
degree courses in subjects like “the art of disinformation” and “Islam 
and Islamic civilizations: analysis of a new global trend.”96 Several far-
right European political parties have organized summer schools, which 
include physical activities as well as lectures from far-right speakers.97 
A new Ukrainian “Education Assembly,” founded by two members of a 
group identified as neo-Nazi, runs lectures and seminars focused on 
youth development and partnered with a mainstream think tank in Es-
tonia, which was apparently unaware of the group’s far-right connec-
tions.98 In Germany, a network of think tanks, publishing houses, writ-
ers, and scholars is working to create the intellectual base for the new 
German right and an “alternative civil society network” to legitimize 
and normalize far-right-extremist ideas.99

A decades-long far-right intellectual project to seed extreme ideas in 
mainstream culture has been under way, with the eventual goal of shift-
ing the “Overton window” of acceptable public policy solutions. This is 
where the fragmentation across the broader far right becomes especially 
clear, of course. Unlike the violent far right, for whom political change 
will come about through apocalyptic race war, the intellectual far right 
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sees cultural revolution as imperative to political change. It is this kind 
of internal division and ambiguity that can make discussions of the “far 
right” particularly challenging. On the violent and accelerationist fringe, 
working within the mainstream political system is anathema to extrem-
ist goals to collapse current governments and societies and rise anew as 
a restored white civilization. But for much of the far-right spectrum, 
metapolitical change and the shifting of mainstream culture are the pri-
mary goals. Generation Identity’s Europe/UK website sums up the far 
right’s view of the importance of developing a far-right intellectual base 
when it says that this is a fight of “words, ideas and politics.”100 There is 
perhaps no better example of how this works in practice than in the 
gradual return of eugenics and race science into the mainstream.

The Return of Race Science

Most people are probably aware that national socialism and its policies, 
including the eventual murder of millions of Jews and others deemed 
biologically inferior to ethnic Germans, were underpinned by racist 
scientists—biologists and geneticists who manipulated interpretations 
of data to create eugenicist claims about the physical and intellectual 
superiority of whites. In the United States, too, scientific racism was 
produced and reproduced through miscegenation laws, for example, 
which criminalized interracial marriage.101 Less well known, however, is 
that racist scientists did not completely disappear after World War II—
on the contrary, a small group of white-supremacist scientists worked 
under the radar in the postwar era to create an international network to 
fund, review, publish, and comment on one another’s work. Dedicated 
journals like Mankind Quarterly, an international association, and even 
a private foundation all supported the cause. Taken together, the science 
journalist Angela Saini recently explained, these activities worked to 
keep “scientific racism alive” in the postwar era.102

For the first few decades after the war, race science was largely rele-
gated to the fringe of mainstream scholarship and social science. There 
were periodic surges of scientific publications arguing for a genetic basis 
to intelligence, but they were typically met with a swift backlash and 
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protest. Arthur Jensen’s 1969 Harvard Educational Review article on race, 
IQ , and scholastic achievement, for example, led to international pro-
test, death threats, and even students burning him in effigy.103 Such re-
search still had an impact, though. Despite the protests, Jensen’s article 
opened the door to a renewal of race science, allowing “other racist psy-
chologists to crawl out of the woodwork.”104 In the years that followed, 
Jensen continued to produce research with “increasingly overt racist con-
tent,” receiving over a million dollars for his work from the Pioneer Fund, 
an endowed fund that supports studies of race, intelligence, eugenics, and 
race science more broadly.105 In the 1990s, the Los Angeles Times reported 
that the Pioneer Fund was by then distributing approximately a million 
dollars of scientific grants per year, primarily to academics “looking for 
genetic differences between races.”106 Indeed, the Pioneer Fund’s financ-
ing over the past eighty years shows “an enduring thread from the eugen-
ics movement of the previous century to the alt-right today.”107

Saini’s account of these postwar developments tells the story of an 
insular, closed circle of committed race scientists who were largely 
shunned by mainstream academia. But over the course of the 1980s and 
1990s, she documents, these scientists gradually began making inroads 
into the world of public policy. An Iowa professor, Ralph Scott, who was 
a Pioneer Fund recipient and organizer of an anti-busing campaign, was 
appointed by the Reagan administration to chair the Iowa Advisory 
Commission on Civil Rights, even as he continued to write articles ar-
guing that “integrated schools were holding back white students.” Fol-
lowing an exposé in the Nation, Scott resigned.108 But his was not an 
isolated case.

Over time, science that has sometimes been relied upon by white 
supremacists began having an influence on public policy, occasionally 
through other social scientists’ work. The case of Richard Herrnstein 
and Charles Murray’s 1994 book The Bell Curve is perhaps the best-
known example. The Bell Curve argued that IQ is primarily genetic and 
is unevenly distributed across racial groups because of genetic differ-
ences that result in lower cognitive ability, or intelligence, on average, 
among Blacks. The book became a bestseller, widely discussed in the 
mainstream media and in scholarly and public-policy circles, even 
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though it was critiqued and largely discredited for “spinning” data, exag-
gerating findings, drawing faulty conclusions, and relying heavily on a 
small group of race scientists as sources.109 Indeed, as Saini and Evans 
both point out, The Bell Curve cited seventeen researchers who had con-
tributed to the white-supremacist journal Mankind Quarterly, including 
ten who had served as the journal’s advisory board members, along with 
five articles from the journal itself.110 One of the scholars cited liberally 
in The Bell Curve was J. Phillipe Rushton, who had also written for the 
white-supremacist newsletter American Renaissance and had spoken 
publicly of the “genetic problem” of Islam and the “innately aggressive 
Muslim personality.”111 Rushton died in 2012, having published to the 
end of his life with well over a million dollars in financial support from 
the Pioneer Fund, which he also headed as president from 2002 to 2012.112

Herrnstein died before The Bell Curve was published, leaving his co-
author Murray to field widespread critiques that the book’s argument 
was “intellectually shoddy, racist, and dangerous,”113 even as it contin-
ued to influence far-right policy makers.114 In the wake of the critiques, 
Murray was more or less out of the public spotlight for nearly a quarter 
of a century (although he wrote another bestselling book in the in-
terim). But in 2017 he was back in the news when a conservative student 
group at Middlebury College invited him to speak on campus on his 
new book, alongside a left-leaning Middlebury professor, Allison 
Stanger. The talk was immediately interrupted by chanting protesters 
and forced to move to—and then broadcast from—an undisclosed lo-
cation, after which Murray and Stanger were physically attacked. Stanger 
ended up with whiplash and a concussion as a result of the alterca-
tion.115 The protests made international news and were roundly cri-
tiqued across the political spectrum. But the attention launched Murray 
into the “alt-right” world as a “hero and martyr to the cause of free 
speech.”116 In short order, a 2015 interview between Murray and YouTu-
ber Stefan Molyneux was recirculated, ultimately receiving over three 
hundred thousand views.117 The popular podcaster and author Sam 
Harris invited Murray to join him on an episode he called “Forbidden 
Knowledge,” whose four hundred thousand listeners heard Murray por-
trayed as a “valiant truth-seeker and his critics as cowardly, dishonest, 
hypocritical witch-burners.”118 In the episode, Harris frames critiques 
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of Murray as attributable not to weak science or faulty data conclusions, 
but to “dishonesty and hypocrisy and moral cowardice,” even suggesting 
that “there is virtually no scientific controversy” about Murray’s 
claims.119 This, in turn, launched a flurry of back-and-forth publications 
and responses with academic scientists, who argued that “Murray was 
peddling pseudoscience and Harris had been irresponsible in represent-
ing it as the scientific consensus.”120

The “alt-right” celebration of Murray and his work as valiant truth 
telling is just one example of the revival of race science. Despite strong 
scientific evidence that race has little biological basis at all—such as the 
finding that 99.9  percent of the human genome is identical across 
races121—race science has continued to surge in popularity among the 
far right. Claims about genetic predispositions to crime or lower intel-
ligence among nonwhites pepper far-right discussion boards and com-
ment threads, underpinning a “proliferation of race science on social 
media” that has paralleled the rise of the far right across the United 
States, Europe, and elsewhere.122 Such race science is often presented 
in ways that cherry pick data or draw on “pseudo-social-scientific the-
ory” to support racist claims.123 These efforts are helped along by far-
right narratives that position racist opinions as legitimate facts that are 
being censored by the liberal media, politically correct culture, univer-
sity “snowflakes,” and Democratic elites—sometimes with conspira-
tional frames that link the suppression of race science to supposed or-
chestrated efforts by global elites to eradicate white societies and replace 
them with multicultural ones.124

Long before the 2017 events at Middlebury College, though, race sci-
ence had been steadily marching toward the mainstream, underwritten 
in part by the Pioneer Fund’s financing of basic research linked to ex-
treme far-right ideologies and platforms, including funding to two anti-
immigration groups designated by the SPLC as hate groups.125 Addi-
tional funding went to the Foundation for Human Understanding 
(FHU) and the Testing Research Fund (TRF), which, according to 
some scholars, helped publicize research on race, heredity, and intelli-
gence, along with a range of other “efforts to prove the superiority of the 
original white ‘stock.’ ”126 More recently, the Pioneer Fund has sup-
ported the white supremacist Jared Taylor’s newsletter, American 
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Renaissance, as well as the Ulster Institute for Social Research, whose 
publications include a book on racial difference in sporting ability.127 In 
2018, a student newspaper exposed a secret conference on eugenics and 
racially inherited IQ , which had been held on the campus of University 
College London (UCL) without permission, called the “London Confer-
ence on Intelligence.” Topics included discussions of racial mixing and 
population quality. The program included speeches by the editor-in-chief 
of Mankind Quarterly.128 In the wake of the ensuing scandal, UCL issued 
a statement pledging an investigation and condemning eugenics.129

In the first two decades of the twenty-first century, in sum, scientific 
racism continued its steady march into the mainstream, so brazen today 
that it can only be described as a “revival.”130 This development surprises 
even those who had tracked it. As the anthropologist Jonathan Marks 
told Saini: “I was working on the assumption that these guys were a lu-
natic fringe. If you had told me twenty years later that they would be part 
of a political mainstream wave, I would have said you are absolutely 
crazy . . . ​they are clearly ideologues for whom empirical evidence isn’t 
important. But I think they were a lot cleverer than us professors.”131

Scientific racism appeals to the far right for many reasons. At the 
most basic level, of course, scientific racism reinforces and validates 
white supremacy. By extension, though, scientific racism supports calls 
for white protection, separation, and segregation. Preserving the 
uniqueness of racial and cultural diversity thus becomes a justification 
for the white ethno-state. If each racial group is unique, it must be pro-
tected from endangerment through race mixing.132 Keeping racial 
groups separate, of course, requires that each has a homeland of its own.

Responses to Rising Hate  
in Higher Education

Clearly, there are a variety of factors being deployed by far-right indi-
viduals and groups as part of a broad effort to confront higher education 
and academic expertise. These tactics range from physical and symbolic 
hate attacks to propaganda directed toward students and scholars, as 
well as efforts to delegitimize knowledge-producing institutions and 
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develop an alternative ecosystem to train a new generation of far-right 
intellectuals. The response of university communities to these develop-
ments has been mixed and is worthy of much greater discussion than 
space allows here. Mainstream scholars have been actively focused on 
how to respond to far-right attacks on individual scholars, providing 
guidance on how individuals, universities, and disciplinary associations 
can take steps to protect themselves and respond to threats in the event 
of harassment or abuse.133 But universities are also working across a 
range of other domains to address the rise of far-right and white-
supremacist engagement on their campuses. Some have also worked to 
acknowledge their own historical roles in eugenics research, ownership 
of slaves, and naming of buildings after racists and white supremacists.

Within individual campuses, universities have run training work-
shops for faculty to better prepare for contentious classroom conversa-
tions that might include far-right statements or political views that fall 
outside of the mainstream, and have ramped up orientation programs 
designed to help students engage in civil dialogue across differences. 
Disciplinary groups have run special sessions at conferences on re-
sponding to attacks, and launched scholarly campaigns to counter mis-
information and misuse of scholarship. National higher-education as-
sociations have also tackled campus polarization and attacks on higher 
education as key parts of their work. Senior leaders have worked to 
develop new guidelines for responding appropriately to controversial 
speakers’ events and campus hate. Overall, however, these efforts have 
been largely reactive, as campuses scramble to respond to rapidly chang-
ing campus political climates and to all-too-frequent attacks, hate 
speech, and propaganda.

These efforts to dismantle knowledge deemed to come from the left 
and build intellectual capacity for the far right are critical aspects of the 
overall transformations in far-right extremism. They have taken place 
alongside the development of new markets and financial capacity and 
efforts to train youth physically for future battles. But all of these do-
mains rely on new media ecosystems to communicate. The transforma-
tions in online spaces, in other words, underpin all of these other 
changes in important ways that I analyze in the next chapter.
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Chapter 6

Weaponizing Online 
Spaces

For all the lack of attention I’ve suggested that spaces and places have 
gotten in the quest to better understand youth radicalization, there is 
one exception. Online spaces are constantly invoked in discussions 
about pathways to extremism, in policy discussions, and in media head-
lines that warn parents and educators of the dangers of online exposure 
to extremist propaganda and persuasive recruiters. Indeed, the public 
could not be faulted for thinking that radicalization happens primarily 
to isolated, lone teenagers who stumble into nefarious parts of the dark 
web from a gloomy corner of their bedroom lit only by the glow from 
their screen. And like many stereotypes, there is some kernel of truth to 
this. More than ever, exposure to extremism requires no physical desti-
nation at all—its virtual spaces beam right into our homes and schools 
in social-media memes, imageboards, chatrooms, and online games. But 
stereotypes are also debunked for good reasons. And if ever there was a 
fantasy in need of demystifying, it is the idea that radicalization happens 
only or primarily in fully isolated, online domains. The story of how the 
far right has created, cultivated, and weaponized the internet is much 
more complex, relying on a strategic combination of online and off-line 
activities that enables the far right to maximize the circulation, com-
munication, and effectiveness of far-right ideologies.1

As the previous chapters have shown, the modern far right is working 
to build muscular warriors equipped with the physical capacity to fight, 
along with “alt-right” thinkers with the intellectual capacity to lead and 
the commercial ecosystems that help market, brand, and financially 
support these actions. Underpinning all of these activities, though, is 
the modern far right’s rapid adoption—and creation—of a broad new 
tech and media ecosystem for communication, dissemination, and 



W e a p o n i z i n g  O n l i n e  S pa c e s   139

mobilization. Groups and individuals across the far right were early 
users of the internet and have quickly capitalized on new media’s ability 
to broaden recruitment and exposure to political ideologies beyond the 
physical spaces of MMA tournaments, music concerts, and rallies.

This chapter aims to unpack the complex set of factors that have 
made online spaces so central to the growth of the far right. It’s impor
tant to note that any discussion of online phenomena—especially in a 
print publication—is made more difficult by the rapid evolution of far-
right landscapes both online and off-line, particularly the constant 
changes in how far-right leaders and influencers communicate and the 
degree to which they are regularly “outmaneuvering” traditional chan-
nels and platforms for communication.2 There will always be new 
spaces, channels, and platforms enabling online communication and 
mobilization. Moreover, much of the ecology of hate online is self-
organized rather than engineered from the top down. Clusters of indi-
viduals constantly migrate across different platforms in response to ban-
ning and “de-platforming”—a term that refers to individuals or groups 
being denied access to a particular site, or to a forum like 8chan losing 
technical support from the website company that had been supporting it.3 
This chapter focuses on the strategies and modes of communication 
enabled by online spaces, using examples of channels and platforms to 
illustrate. The reader should bear in mind, however, that even by the 
time these words are in print, the specific ecosystem enabling these 
modes and strategies will have evolved. New and emerging platforms, 
however, are likely to only extend and deepen the new modes of com-
munication that online spaces have made possible.

Going Online: How the Internet  
Fuels Far-Right Extremism

By the time the media revealed that the Pittsburgh synagogue shooter 
had been partially radicalized on a fringe social-media website (Gab) 
with a reputation for extreme-far-right content, it was already clear that 
the growth of far-right extremism was directly linked to online spaces, 
including social media and digital platforms for extremist engagement. 
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Indeed, online spaces are foundational to the growth of the far-right 
movement; the spaces and places talked about in the rest of this book 
all rely on digital communication and online technology to thrive. 
Brands sell commercial merchandise laced with far-right codes on dedi-
cated websites and online distributers; MMA and combat tournaments 
are advertised, ticketed, and live-streamed online; attacks on scholars 
and the creation of new knowledge rely heavily on internet platforms 
for communication and distribution. The ecosystem of tech platforms 
where the far right is engaged is vast and ever-evolving.

Like any other ordinary citizen, far-right individuals connect and 
communicate through mainstream social media and imageboard sites 
like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Pinterest. There are Tumblr 
blogs dedicated to far-right merchandise and brand communities, and 
far-right influencers building collaborations on YouTube.4 Such sites 
and channels have proven strategically useful not only for recruitment 
and radicalization of young people, but also for their mobilization. After 
a German man died in a street-fight stabbing and a Syrian and an Iraqi 
asylum seeker were arrested for the crime in September 2018, a sponta-
neous crowd protesting “criminal migrants” grew overnight—largely 
through social-media recruiting—to six thousand protesters.5 But as 
hate speech, vile rhetoric, dehumanizing language, and threats against 
individuals and their families began to escalate on mainstream plat-
forms, tech companies started to revise their terms of service and ban 
users who violated them. Spotify and Apple removed white-
supremacist hate music from their platforms, while website-hosting 
platforms like GoDaddy kicked white-supremacist sites like The Daily 
Stormer off their sites.6 Other tech companies—including YouTube 
and Twitter—pledged to monitor and remove accounts linked to white 
supremacists.7

Enforcing terms of service made these mainstream platforms safer 
and more pleasant for the mainstream and helped companies draw a 
line that clearly conveys what they stand for, sending an unequivocal 
message that hate groups’ beliefs, statements, and actions are so incom-
patible with mainstream values that their members and organizations 
are unwelcome as consumers, guests, speakers, or visitors. But the bans 
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also turned out to have an unintended consequence: they backfired, 
further fueling extremism by driving it underground and reinforcing the 
far right’s narrative of suppression, censorship, unfairness, and injustice. 
As mainstream platforms cracked down on users who violate their 
terms of use, those users migrated to unregulated, alternative platforms 
that more deeply incubate a hate-filled, dehumanizing culture; celebrate 
violence; circulate conspiracy theories; and help translate resentment, 
shame, or frustration into anger and calls to action. The concentration 
of extreme views on unregulated sites (combined with a lack of moder-
ate ones), along with the kind of heightened polarization brought on by 
the relative anonymity of social media and the lack of oversight, makes 
fringe platforms especially ideal places to incubate and radicalize indi-
viduals.8 Even in off-line spaces, when individuals spend time in groups 
of only other like-minded individuals, their opinions and views become 
more extreme and they are less open to opposing views.9 The effect is 
similar online. Alternative platforms thus become what scholars refer 
to as “echo chambers” of extreme content and hate—places that inten-
sify extremist ideology and further radicalize new members. Research 
evidence supports this. In an analysis of over a hundred million com-
ments and ten million images posted to Gab and the “politically incor-
rect” (/pol/) 8chan message board between July 2016 and January 2019, 
the Network Contagion Research Institute found that anti-Semitic slurs 
and content doubled after the 2016 election, along with a surge in racist 
expressions and the n-word slur.10

De-platforming and banning are processes more complex than many 
observers realize. Migration between platforms, for example, is more 
complicated than a simple one-way move. In some cases, bans on main-
stream platforms drive users to more extreme options, as data on the 
relationship between Twitter de-platforming and increased engagement 
on Gab has shown.11 Banned individuals and groups not only move 
between platforms, but sometimes also circle back to the places from 
which they were originally banned, after they discover ways to circum-
vent the bans. For example, the KKK, which had been banned from 
Facebook, was able to thrive in nearly sixty separate clusters on the Rus
sian social-networking site VKontakte.12 But when the Ukrainian 
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government banned VKontakte, some KKK groups migrated from that 
platform back to Facebook, but with “KuKluxKlan” written in Cyrillic 
in order to circumvent English-language detection algorithms.13

Banning policies also fuel an entrepreneurial spirit within the far 
right. When fundraising and crowdsourcing platforms like Paypal, Pa-
treon, GoFundMe, and Kickstarter proved too restrictive (by banning 
racist or sexist campaigns, for example), the far right moved to Hatreon, 
GoyFundMe, MakerSupport, and Wesearchr—which either had fewer 
restrictions on who could raise money or were designed as dedicated 
platforms for the far right.14 Wesearchr, for example, recently hosted a 
fundraising campaign for Andrew Anglin’s legal expenses against the 
SPLC, raising over $155,000 in less than two months. As Wesearchr’s 
cofounder, Charles Johnson, described, de-platforming policies created 
an opportunity for the company, which takes a 15 percent cut of funds 
raised, explaining that they are “basically the monopoly for people on 
the right,” since there is “literally nowhere else for them to go.”15 At its 
peak in 2017, Hatreon was reportedly collecting approximately $25,000 
per month.16 However, subsequent efforts by mainstream companies 
that support online payment processes—including Paypal, Stripe, 
Apple Pay, Google Pay, and Visa—have increasingly restricted, sus-
pended, or banned card payments in ways that have reduced the ability 
of the far right to fundraise on websites.17 One consequence of this 
development is the far right’s increasing use of peer-to-peer transac-
tions, both through personal checks and bank transfers as well as 
through cryptocurrency donations, which allow for more anonymity or 
discretion in donations.18

As sites are de-platformed, others quickly spring up in their place. 
Endchan welcomed “8chan refugees” after 8chan was shut down in the 
wake of the 2019 El Paso shooting (after the El Paso and Christchurch 
shooters posted their manifestos there). Almost immediately, a Norwe-
gian extremist posted a manifesto on endchan and attacked a mosque 
outside of Oslo, where mass tragedy was prevented by security mea
sures that had been put in place after Christchurch.19 Meanwhile, the 
far right broadened the online spaces where recruiters and sympathizers 
could communicate, using gaming platforms like Steam or Discord, 
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which feature text, audio, and video communication options between 
players, and encrypted free-speech platforms like Telegram, which had 
been created for prodemocracy activists but was then adopted by far-
right influencers who had been suspended from other platforms. Proud 
Boys founder Gavin McInnes, who was banned from mainstream plat-
forms like Twitter, Instagram, and Facebook, has a Telegram channel 
with nearly seven thousand subscribers, while Milo Yiannopoulos’s 
channel boasts over eighteen thousand followers.20 Growth in these 
platforms is rapid and recent. Vice journalist Tess Owens recently ana-
lyzed a sample of 150 “alt-right” and neo-Nazi Telegram channels and 
found that 94 of them had been created in the first eight months of 2019, 
with a clear spike in the month after the Christchurch shooting. The 
newer channels, Owens found, are heavily accelerationist and terror 
focused, including 19 that talk openly of a coming “boogaloo,” a term 
used to refer to “an impending civil war or government overthrow.” 
Owens also found that images and memes from Ukraine, where the 
far-right Azov Battalion is active, were especially popular.21

The widespread sharing of memes, video clips, propaganda, planning 
tips, and more across borders is part of the global nature of the modern 
far right. The global interconnectedness of hate is used to help build 
“intertwined narratives that cross languages and causes,” resulting in 
groups and clusters with membership from multiple countries and ideo-
logical rationales that are not always consistent. This means that the 
global online ecology of hate “acts like a global fly-trap that can quickly 
capture new recruits from any platform, country, and language, particu-
larly if they do not yet have a clear focus for their hate.”22 Meanwhile, 
new software, platforms, and channels emerge constantly, so that virtu-
ally every mainstream platform has an alternative counterpart catering 
to users who want less regulation, more security, or more privacy. Thus, 
banned Twitter users, for example, migrate to Gab or the new “free-
speech” alternative Parler.23 Alternative search engines, encrypted email 
platforms, streaming services, and imageboard sites help round out a 
broad alternative ecosystem with particular appeal to the far right. Al-
ternative online modes of financing, such as cryptocurrencies, often 
align well with far-right ideological views, such as a “historical mistrust 
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of global financial systems” and conspirational thinking about Jewish 
“globalist” architects of financial institutions and global markets.24

Even on mainstream platforms, the ever-expanding numbers of 
social-media, gaming-platform, and imageboard sites struggle with 
trolls, racists, and far-right users in ways that shed light on how young 
people might encounter hate content and white-supremacist messaging 
as they engage in ordinary activities online. The popular Russian-owned 
meme-sharing site iFunny, for example, includes accounts called “Race-
War” and “Traditional_Nationalist,” which share neo-Nazi and white-
supremacist propaganda—the latter has nearly twenty thousand sub-
scribers.25 The online game Roblox, which has over a hundred million 
global users, is a popular children’s game but also includes users who 
valorize the Holocaust and spread white-supremacist propaganda.26 
The gaming problem is particularly substantial: in one recent national 
survey by the ADL, 23 percent of online gamers reported encountering 
white-supremacist propaganda while gaming.27 Even children’s games 
are a target for extremists, who take advantage of user-generated-
content features to insert racial slur words, swastikas, and extremist 
symbols and expressions into geometry games and online games like 
Roblox, where an August 2019 investigation found over a hundred ac-
counts with racist and extremist content.28

Taken together, the broad range of mainstream gaming and social-
media platforms, alongside alternative imageboard sites and communi-
cation channels, makes up a broad tech ecosystem that underpins far-
right growth. So-called alt-tech spaces garner a lot of attention from the 
media and the general public for how they have enabled reactionary 
online discourse and harassment,29 including in prior forms of online 
trolling that played a key role in the modern far right’s online engage-
ment, like the Gamergate saga. Gamergate’s 2014 torrent of misogynistic 
hate, online threats, and abuse against women in the gaming industry 
was readily incorporated into the “alt right” and broader attacks on PC 
(politically correct) culture, feminism, social justice warriors, and the 
liberal left’s supposed efforts to indoctrinate youth.30

Despite the key role such alt-tech spaces have played, it is important 
to remember that these platforms and channels themselves are just the 
most visible feature of what is essentially an entirely new mode of 
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engagement, communication, and mobilization enabled by the internet 
and social media. These new modes of communication have fueled far-
right growth in at least two ways. First, online spaces broaden exposure 
to and amplify extreme content and far-right ideas. Second, they help 
those on the far right communicate with one another, broadening net-
works; building resources that support activism, violence, and move-
ment growth; and bridging online connections with off-line engage-
ments and networks.

Exposure and Amplification

There were many horrific aspects to the murder of fifty-one Muslim 
worshippers in Christchurch, New Zealand, in March 2019, but among 
the most shocking was the fact that the seventeen-minute attack was 
live-streamed on Facebook Live and then rapidly circulated globally, 
downloaded, and reposted on other sites, including YouTube, Twitter, 
Reddit, and Instagram.31 This turned an already-terrible terrorist attack 
into a global performance, exponentially increasing the ways in which 
terrorism is a “type of bloody political theatre.”32 In the twenty-four 
hours following the attack, Facebook alone removed 1.5 million in-
stances of the videos.33 Similar patterns hold true for less violent local 
activism as well, which far-right groups deliberately design as, or rapidly 
convert to, marketing stunts. After a group of AIM activists disrupted 
author Jonathan Metzl’s book talk in spring 2019 at a Washington, DC, 
bookshop, chanting “This land is our land!” and shouting far-right pro-
paganda, the group circulated the video and posted about it on the AIM 
website under examples of activism, where it remains as of this writing.

For decades, white-supremacist and far-right movement leaders have 
created reams of propaganda and marketing materials—in pamphlets, 
newsletters, videotapes, radio programs, and even cable-access shows, 
but, as extremism expert J. M. Berger describes, “virtually no one saw 
it.”34 Such materials were produced for and circulated to small audiences 
and shared with known lists and groups of individuals, making for a 
limited reach. The internet opened new modes of communication, and 
white supremacists jumped on the bandwagon early, running dial-up 
forums in the 1980s and creating more sophisticated white-supremacist 
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message boards like Stormfront as early as 1995. But while these new 
online modes of communication facilitated conversation among white 
supremacists, they were not “engines of growth.”35 This all changed with 
the advent of social-media platforms and the sudden ease with which 
propaganda and marketing materials could be distributed, circulated, 
retweeted, shared, and connected with the mainstream.36

The vegan far-right cooking show discussed in chapter 3 is a good 
example. In the past, “such amateur videos would have never been avail-
able to a global audience (including the ability to network within their 
movement).”37 Traditional media outlets such as radio and television 
were limited to mainstream content by design. The limited number of 
channels and the lack of openness to user-generated content meant that 
all entertainment and news media were necessarily centralized and me-
diated through professional journalists aiming for broad, mainstream 
viewership. But today, the barriers to entry are low: all it takes is a decent 
smartphone camera and a strong internet connection to broadcast al-
most any content a given individual desires. This creates “previously 
unimaginable opportunities for the promotion of extreme right mes-
sages” along with more direct ways of engaging audiences. The vegan 
cooking show, for example, enables viewer engagement through a chat 
function, creating direct contact to hosts that would have been impos-
sible in traditional media formats of the past.38

The internet in general and the broad ecosystem of new media plat-
forms it has enabled—social-media sites, gaming platforms, encrypted 
communication channels, crowdfunding and money transfer sites, and 
content-sharing and streaming sites—have rapidly and radically trans-
formed the spread of extremist propaganda and opportunities to com-
municate online. The broad range of online spaces is used to expose new 
audiences to extremist content, through live-streaming or sharing vid-
eos, posting manifestos, circulating memes, and sharing other content. 
YouTube has proven an especially useful platform, both because of its 
broad popularity—it rivals traditional television in viewership—and 
because the medium allows far-right “e-celebrities” to engage with 
popular influencers by appearing as guests on other pundits’ channels. 
This, in turn, lends legitimacy and validation to sexist and racist 
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rhetoric, which they frame as merely attempts to “ ‘trigger’ liberals and 
fight for ‘free speech.’ ”39 It is not only dedicated far-right videos, vlogs, 
podcasts, and talk shows with names like “White Genocide Explained” 
that have radicalized audiences, but also guest appearances on shows in 
adjacent and overlapping communities, such as the shows of YouTube 
stars in the gaming, men’s rights, conspiracist, and trad wife (traditional 
wife) worlds. These audiences are diverse, including not only dedicated 
far-right activists but also groups who are on the margins of the far right. 
Online spaces thus bring together antifeminist misogynists, trolls, hack-
ers, online gamers, the anime-sharing users of 2chan, and the meme 
makers of 4chan.40

The broad variety of online platforms has helped the far right weap-
onize the internet for the intentional purpose of recruiting, radicalizing, 
communicating with, and mobilizing followers, as well as raising or 
crowdsourcing the funds to support its efforts. Critically, surges in on-
line hate are associated with more violence off-line, meaning that hate-
ful communication and spikes in hate in online spaces correlate with 
spikes in violence in the real world—“more violence occurs where a 
large amount of hatred is disseminated on social media.” 41 But online 
spaces have also helped the far right in ways that are much less inten-
tional, related to the nature of social media itself and how individuals 
engage with it. One of the more unexpected developments in the inter-
net age is how the structure of social-media and online communication 
platforms have amplified and intensified exposure to extreme content 
through filter bubbles, echo chambers, recommender systems, search 
algorithms, and social-media personalization algorithms.

Two Clicks from Extremism:  
Algorithmic Radicalization

The public’s first inkling that algorithms might play a role in extremist 
radicalization came about in the wake of Dylann Roof ’s 2015 murder of 
nine African American parishioners in a Charleston church. As the 
flurry of information from law enforcement and media investigations 
about Roof ’s background made its way to the public domain, the news 
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broke that Roof ’s radicalization pathway started with a Google search 
about “black on white crime,” when the results took him to a white-
supremacist website. Roof had typed that phrase into the search engine 
after becoming curious during the trial of George Zimmerman, a Flor-
ida neighborhood-watch captain who had shot and killed seventeen-year-
old Trayvon Martin while he was walking on a neighborhood street. Roof 
was curious about whether Zimmerman was justified in feeling a sense of 
threat from Martin, and wanted to know more about crime statistics and 
racial groups. But his Google search directed him to the Council of Con-
servative Citizens, which like other white-supremacist groups uses a tactic 
of framing an “epidemic of black-on-white crime,” sometimes described 
in shorthand as “black crime.” Such frames use language that depicts 
crime as including mobs of unprovoked attackers, typically arguing that 
the media and government are censoring crimes committed by Blacks 
against whites by describing them as isolated events and not classifying 
them as hate crimes.42 In the manifesto Roof posted online as well as in 
FBI interviews, he singled out the importance of that Google search, not-
ing that “I have never been the same since that day.” 43

Google has made efforts to change its search algorithm, such as re-
moving the auto-fill options in the search bar after researchers like 
Safiya Umoja Noble pointed out the racist and misogynistic bias that 
led searches using the keywords “black girls,” for example, to prioritize 
pornography sites. Noble labels these kinds of data failures “algorithmic 
oppression,” showing how Google searches and page-ranking search 
protocols reinforce stereotypes that marginalize women and people of 
color.44 But there are some aspects of online searches that tech compa-
nies can’t control. After I gave a talk on youth radicalization recently, an 
audience member approached me to explain how she had searched on-
line for tips on prepping food in Tupperware containers and was di-
rected to a site for “extreme preppers,” whose doomsday, apocalyptic 
fantasies have created a subculture of stockpiling survivalists, some of 
whom believe in accelerationist strategies to hurry the coming apoca-
lypse. It’s hard to imagine how tweaks to an algorithm could prevent 
that from happening.
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The problem is far bigger than search engines alone. Social-media 
and commercial shopping platforms, for example, use recommender 
systems that guide users to other content, products, or people. When 
consumers purchase a book on a distributor’s website, for example, an 
algorithm shows them what other people who bought that book have 
also looked at or bought. In theory, this can be a useful (and profitable) 
feature—if I’m searching for gluten-free cookbooks, shopping sites’ al-
gorithms will almost always direct me to products similar to the one I 
viewed or purchased, sometimes describing these as items that others 
also viewed. Similar algorithms recommend people to follow on Twit-
ter, videos to watch on YouTube, and friends to connect with on Face-
book. But left unregulated, the same algorithms can guide casual or 
coincidental viewers to extreme content that they might otherwise not 
have encountered.

While personalized recommender systems significantly increase the 
“possibility of system-driven promotion” of extreme content, the effect 
is uneven across platforms.45 In an investigation of YouTube, Reddit, 
and Gab, researchers found that only YouTube “prioritizes extreme 
right-wing material after interaction with similar content,” increasing 
the likelihood that an individual who interacts with extreme content on 
YouTube will subsequently encounter further extreme content as a re-
sult of being on that platform. This reinforces previous research that 
showed users who follow YouTube’s recommendation system “can be 
propelled into an immersive ideological bubble within a few clicks.” 46 
An in-depth New York Times analysis of former “alt-righter” Caleb Cain’s 
YouTube history showed how recommendations created a spiral of ever-
more extremist content.47 YouTube isn’t the only problematic platform, 
though. Researchers have found that Twitter’s “who to follow” recom-
mendation system and Facebook’s “recommended friends” feature have 
helped connect violent extremist accounts or terrorist sympathizers 
with one another.48

YouTube made changes to its algorithm in 2019 that were aimed at 
reducing viewers’ exposure to “conspiracy theories and partisan con-
tent,” although it is too early to know much about the impact of those 
changes.49 What is important to know is that for several years during 
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the rise of the new far right, personalization algorithms helped shape 
the choices that people make, influencing their actual behavior by rec-
ommending other accounts, products, videos, or people to follow, 
watch, and connect with. And algorithms filter content in ways that sig-
nificantly reduce the likelihood that youth who engage with extreme 
content will also encounter views, information, or news sources that 
challenge those views. Personalization algorithms curate news, time-
lines, feeds, and information for every user, acting as gatekeepers in 
ways that create “filter bubbles”—“personal, unique universe[s] of in-
formation that you live in online” that an algorithm edits for you based 
on what it already knows about your preferences.50 While intended to 
create results that better reflect what people want, the end results are 
unbalanced, limiting the breadth of perspectives individuals are ex-
posed to, tailoring search results and information in ways that limit what 
people see and read in their feeds, reinforcing their worldviews, and 
restricting opposing viewpoints. Personalization algorithms box users 
who engage with extremist content into echo chambers that reinforce 
their emerging worldview—and reduce the chance that they will en-
counter information to challenge those views.51 Algorithms alone are 
not responsible for radicalization, of course. Algorithmic recommenda-
tions interact with viewers’ and users’ behavior, helping shape the uni-
verse of choices people have—and the ones they actually make—as 
they continue to engage online. Recommendation systems and person-
alization algorithms interact with human preferences and behavior in 
ways we do not yet fully understand—shaping what information indi-
viduals search for, how they receive it, and their behavior afterward. The 
consequences of this development are vast—for dialogue, for civic educa-
tion, and for democracy itself—but are only starting to be understood.

What I refer to as “algorithmic radicalization,” then, refers to changes 
in human attitudes, beliefs, or behavior as individuals are directed to 
extremist content, networks, groups, or other individuals as a result of 
guided searches, filtered news feeds, recommended videos, and connec-
tions from extremist adjacent sites. But individuals can engage with 
extreme content even when algorithms do not drive them to do so. 
People encounter extreme content and an extreme culture on a site like 
Gab, for example, simply because there are a lot of extreme individuals 
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there.52 Encounters with extremist content on fringe and unregulated 
social-media platforms, imageboard sites, and YouTube channels are 
more likely because of the high volume of extremist accounts and indi-
viduals sharing that content, not (only) because of algorithmic recom-
mendations. Crossover content also helps the situation by linking indi-
viduals motivated by a single issue—like gun control or abortion—with 
broader far-right-extremist content. This is true in commercial spaces 
too, such as on the website gunbroker​.com, where customers can pick 
up swastika Christmas ornaments, Hitler youth belt buckles, and other 
Nazi paraphernalia along with their military-grade weapons.53 Plat-
forms that lack regulation or moderation are especially problematic, but 
platforms that do regulate or ban often push individuals into more 
underground or egregiously extreme platforms and discussions. And 
even regulated sites may host videos that do not violate any terms of 
service, but act as gateways to more extreme content by offering links 
or URLs that take users to encrypted channels for more information.

Finally, while exposure to and filtering of information, content, and 
connections to extreme individuals are key to the earliest phases of radi-
calization, online spaces also play a critical role in intensifying and deep-
ening extreme views. Online spaces can connect users, visitors, and 
observers to one another in online and off-line spaces. Consumer goods, 
brands, and musicians marketing to the far right often maintain Twitter 
feeds, Facebook and Tumblr pages, and Instagram accounts. Those 
pages then become a constantly updating feed of posts from “friends” 
and others who share information, update followers on new products, 
and issue announcements about political actions, events, rallies, and 
festivals that take place in off-line spaces—even, in one case, advertising 
a “study tour” trip to a region of Scandinavia sacred to the far right for 
its Norse mythological ties to supposed Aryan origins.54

Weaponizing Humor: Memes and Emoji

One reason the new ecosystem of online spaces has been so effective in 
spurring growth in the far right has to do with the entertainment value 
of social media and the ways that humor has been weaponized, espe-
cially through the creation and circulation of memes, jokes, and emoji. 
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The far right has figured out that young people are motivated not only 
by serious, planned action but also by spontaneous and humorous en-
gagements. Humor, memes, and jokes thus become tactics for engaging 
youth.55 Rapidly evolving emoji become signals for insiders and provo-
cations for outsiders. “Alt-right” Twitter users began adopting a red X 
in their handles, for example, to signal their belief that they were being 
“shadow banned” (oppressed by an orchestrated group of political 
elites); they also used a glass of milk emoji, reflecting milk’s brief popu-
larity as an “alt-right” symbol, based on the belief that white people can 
digest milk better than other ethnic and racial groups and to celebrate 
dairy milk over soy milk, which is viewed by the far right as emasculat-
ing.56 The Syrian flag became a popular emoji in social-media handles 
in support of a Trump-ordered air strike in Syria, followed by the “OK” 
hand gesture, which was officially named a hate symbol by the ADL in 
2019.57 It is worth noting that all of these symbols can be understood 
only in the context of their usage; there is nothing inherently far right 
about the “OK” symbol or a milk icon. These kinds of ordinary symbols 
only become “far-right symbols” when they are deployed with specific 
white-supremacist intent. And the meanings of any given symbol or 
emoji are constantly in flux, driven by an online youth culture oriented 
around provocation and visual engagement.

One of the clearest illustrations of how unpredictable this use of 
humor can be is the story of how Pepe the Frog—a cartoon character 
with no relationship whatsoever to the far right—became co-opted by 
the far right. Originally created by cartoonist Matt Furie for the comic 
Boy’s Life, Pepe’s original character was an affable if crass frog whose 
antics revolved around life with his three roommates and the pranks 
that characterized their everyday interactions.58 Sometime in 2015, the 
nascent “alt right” decided to “remake Pepe” as a “white nationalist 
icon.”59 Memes began to circulate on sites like 4chan and Reddit that 
adapted Pepe the Frog in varied right-wing-extremist ways—wearing a 
Nazi uniform and a KKK hood and robe, among other caricatures.60 By 
the time the election campaign was well under way, the connection be-
tween Pepe the Frog and the US far right was so strong that Hillary 
Clinton denounced Pepe publicly, and the ADL added the cartoon 
character to its hate-symbols database.61
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Pepe’s popularity with the far right was not only due to the icono-
graphic representation of the frog with Nazi and far-right symbols but 
also because of the way it symbolized a kind of superior nonchalance 
toward others, helping to normalize hostile attitudes toward minorities 
and political opponents.62 Part of the growing use of memes as “em-
blematic representations of words and images” that act as “short-hand 
tools for political communication online,” the Pepe meme communi-
cated both far-right ideological positions and kind of anti-elite arro-
gance and condescension.63 By the time a meme of Pepe as Donald 
Trump was retweeted by the Trump campaign during the 2016 election, 
Pepe the Frog had become a clear symbol of the “alt right,” not only 
through online memes but also through the use of the cartoon character 
in emoji, pins, patches, and more.64 But around the time Pepe became 
an official hate symbol in fall 2016, things got even stranger.65 Someone 
discovered that there is an Egyptian god who is depicted as a frog-
headed man—named Kek. (The letters KEK had already evolved as a 
popular stand-in for LOL to indicate online laughter.) Soon, the far 
right created an imaginary country called Kekistan, complete with flags 
that began to show up at off-line gatherings, including at the Charlot-
tesville Unite the Right rally.66 A civilian contractor working in Afghan
istan with the US armed forces was fired after a video alleging he was 
wearing the Kekistan flag on his helmet was circulated online.67

Pepe is an extraordinary case, but there are other examples where 
elements from the off-line world are co-opted, infused with new mean-
ing, and circulated online for and by the far right. The appropriation of 
the tiny Swedish industrial town of Finspång into a fantasy far-right 
“execution meme” is one such case. Sometime in mid-2017, as Andreas 
Önnerfors explains, a far-right website posted a meme of two people 
dressed in protective clothing and gas masks entering a doorway leading 
to a “white reservation” named Finspång, described as a place estab-
lished to protect the “biological exceptionalism” of white Swedes.68 
Subsequent images and text depicted a polluted, collapsed “multi-
cultural Sweden” outside the walls of Finspång, in contrast to the “clean” 
and “free” white reservation. In this future fantastical world, tribunals 
in Finspång will lead to executions of “traitors of the people” in street-
lamp hangings lining the roadways. The real town of Finspång was thus 
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appropriated into a meme of a fictional place where national traitors 
would be executed under a future fascist regime. This evolved into a 
broader Finspång meme used to convey various far-right ideological 
positions and threats against groups and individuals through the phrase 
“See you in Finspång,” alongside images of hangings, echoing German 
far-right extremists who use the phrase “See you in Walhalla,” the hall 
of the dead in Norse mythology. The meme moved out of niche far-right 
subcultures into more mainstream usage, as Önnerfors describes in 
greater depth, when it was deployed by the leaders of a right-wing alter-
native news site that reaches 8 percent of Swedish news readership.69 In 
this way, a real place rooted in the off-line world became a fantastical 
place in online spaces and was infused with far-right meanings.

The Pepe and Finspång memes show how a particular kind of dark 
humor, relying on insider jokes or fantasies of mythological spaces, is 
part of a shift toward playful, creative modes of offensive provocation 
in far-right communication styles. An entire series of memes and jokes 
compares Jews to pizzas (with images of stone pizza ovens, and phrases 
like “another Jew in the oven”) or uses wordplay to communicate anti-
Semitic messaging, like “Jewnited States” or “Jewpreme Court.”70 But 
it is not just that the far right uses irony, satire, jokes, and innuendo to 
carry extremist, racist, and hateful ideas and images into the main-
stream. Just as important is how it frames this as countercultural push-
back.71 The far right’s success online is at least partly attributable to the 
ways it has managed to make racist, misogynist content come across as 
“edgy rebellion.”72 This has had particular appeal to disaffected young 
white men, for whom participation in racist “counterculture” offers a 
sense of power and supremacy that they may find lacking elsewhere.73

Online spaces have turned out to be a perfect incubator for far-right-
extremist ideas. They have helped introduce and intensify racist and 
white-supremacist beliefs and created a far-right youth counterculture 
that weaponizes humor, valorizes provocation and trolling, and dele-
gitimizes critiques by framing them as coming from oversensitive liberal 
snowflakes and “social justice warriors” who are triggered by jokes.74 
But online spaces turned out to be useful to the far right in ways that 
move far beyond recruitment and radicalization: they also helped build 
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national and transnational networks, share tactics and strategies, and 
build financial resources that help support far-right influencers, finance 
activism, and cover legal expenses.

Building Resources, Training,  
and Global Networks

Online spaces, as this chapter has documented, can expose new audi-
ences to far-right ideologies, deepen and intensify far-right ideas, and 
help channel unfocused hate toward political goals. They facilitate the 
spread of conspiracy theories, racist memes, and hateful attacks on 
scholars, journalists, and political opponents. And they intensify and 
amplify hateful rhetoric from the mainstream, as political hate speech 
and polarizing mainstream news speech lead to a flurry of social-media 
hate that then inspires fringe actors to engage in violence.75

But online spaces also provide critical domains through which far-
right groups meet one another, build resources, and share lessons 
learned across movements and countries. They are places where far-
right leaders, influencers, and organizers communicate, fundraise, and 
build networks transnationally.76 Mainstream, moderated platforms like 
Twitter and Facebook have been especially key here, offering an initial 
place where the far right delivers information, coordinates activity, cir-
culates reports of actions, attacks opponents, and disrupts public dis-
course.77 Online spaces offer guidance and training in how to carry out 
acts of violence, share terrorist manifestos, celebrate violent acts, and 
spur on new ones.78

Early engagement on mainstream platforms proved useful to the far 
right, as it saw rapid growth in follower counts and an expansion of 
networks. But as mainstream, regulated platforms began to block con-
tent and remove extremists from their sites, the new ecosystem of 
smaller, unregulated platforms that sprung up in their place brought 
together previously disparate groups from across the far-right spectrum. 
In this way, on the “alt-right Twitter equivalent” Gab, for example, “pop-
ulist political candidates, Identitarians, neo-Nazis and alt-right trolls 
mingle, allowing for the transfer of ideas which leads to a more cohesive 
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ideology.”79 Online spaces help share visible successes, amplifying local 
operations and demonstrating tangible results that help recruit new fol-
lowers to what they perceive as effective activism.80

Groups and individuals share manuals and “how-to” guides for ac-
quiring weapons, making bombs, and planning attacks. They coordinate 
efforts ideologically, aiming to shape prepolitical ideas among the gen-
eral public in ways that will eventually make inroads into public policy 
and bring previously fringe ideas like ethnic re-migration or border clo-
sures into the mainstream.81 Supporters of far-right parties in the Neth-
erlands and France have “borrowed tactics employed by the alt-right in 
the US elections,” including “the organized use of trolling armies, fake 
accounts and social media bots to spread memes, disinformation, and 
engage in a range of psychological operations.” These efforts are known 
among extremism experts as examples of “tactical convergence,” show-
ing how far-right networks use “common tactical playbooks with which 
to manipulate the public and disrupt democratic processes.”82 The 
global networks and rapid evolution of online spaces and ecosystems of 
hate make them ideal places to disrupt and undermine democracy. As 
the technology enabling realistic “deep fake” videos becomes better and 
it becomes increasingly difficult to separate fact from fiction, such dis-
information campaigns and fake news accounts will become all the 
more dangerous. Fake news is not only an online problem, of course—
mainstream news outlets certainly also play a role.83 But the online eco-
system allows for the rapid creation and circulation of fake news in ways 
that deserve particular attention.

Online spaces have also created significant means through which the 
far right can raise funds and resources. An online store selling clothing 
for the “alt right” in the United States notes on its website that a portion 
of the profits will be used to fund the legal expenses of “patriots” who 
find themselves in trouble with the law. The May 2017 Defend Europe 
mission—in which members of Génération Identitaire in France char-
tered a ship intended to interrupt migrant boats crossing to Europe 
from Libya—raised over $200,000 over Paypal, Patreon, and Wesearchr 
through small donations from over three thousand individuals from 
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eight European countries and the United States. Key far-right leaders in 
the United States, including David Duke, Grand Wizard of the KKK, 
urged their social-media followers to support the mission.84 Andrew 
Anglin crowdsourced a legal defense fund for a lawsuit brought by the 
SPLC, raising over $150,000.85 A crowdfunding campaign raised about 
$100,000 Canadian dollars to fund a YouTube video series produced by 
The Rebel Media—which then launched a pay service of $8/month for 
access to the YouTube shows—now seen by more than eight hundred 
thousand people per day.86 Lauren Southern, a Canadian far-right activ-
ist who was previously a contributor to The Rebel Media, is reported to 
have made a large share of her income through crowdfunding on Pa-
treon, where she earned over $5,000 per month.87 Similar revenue 
streams have been reported for other YouTubers as well.88 Hosts of You-
Tube shows can earn significant amounts of money through advertising 
and other features that allow video creators to keep some of the revenue 
they create, while viewers can pay for their comments to appear more 
prominently in the “live chat” next to videos.89 This Super Chat feature 
is now the top revenue stream for YouTube, which takes a cut of the 
earnings.90 Allowing video creators to earn profits from their content 
has created a significant financial incentive to churn out material.91 And 
because salacious content gets more clicks, being provocative, edgy, or 
offensive quite literally pays off for hosts.92

Finally, online spaces facilitate communication and mobilization to 
violence and protest. While previous social movements mobilized 
through tedious telephone chains, today the far right can rapidly mobi-
lize over encrypted and unencrypted channels, as the protests in Chem-
nitz, Germany, in 2018 illustrated clearly.93 By posting manifestos, 
livestreaming attacks, and circulating videos of protest or activist en-
gagements, far-right groups and individuals help inspire “disciples” to 
launch similar attacks or actions of their own. In this way, the Christ-
church shooter noted he was inspired by the Oslo attacker, while the El 
Paso and Poway shooters and Norway mosque attacker said they were 
inspired by the Christchurch shooter. Such inspiration is clearly facili-
tated by online spaces.
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Online Spaces as a Battleground

The internet is useful at building and amplifying far-right ideologies and 
growing the movement, but it also offers a wide range of opportunities 
to attack the mainstream or the left, as well as spaces for counterengage-
ment, intervention, and prevention work. The use of social media and 
online spaces has proven especially useful for quickly mobilizing troll 
armies who harass, dox (make private addresses and information pub-
lic), and otherwise abuse individuals. In Germany, recent law-
enforcement raids on far-right groups have turned up lists of tens of 
thousands of names of politicians, journalists, and activists deemed 
“enemies” to the cause, which include some of the targets’ home ad-
dresses and phone numbers along with titles like “We will get you all.” 
In June 2019, a German politician who had been named on one of the 
“enemy” lists was assassinated by a far-right extremist, leading a group 
of journalists to write an open letter to the interior minister asking for 
more measures to protect the safety of journalists.94 In addition to 
scholars, political opponents, journalists, or antifascist activists, other 
targets have included those who were already victims of hate crimes 
who the far right decides should be even bigger targets.

Online spaces are not the domain of only the far right, of course. 
They have also proven key to de-radicalization and intervention initia-
tives and to efforts to increase media literacy, for example. And the pub-
lic also uses online spaces in its reaction to the far right. The same viral 
nature of online spaces that led to Pepe the Frog’s rapid adaptation into 
a far-right icon also provides the means for the rapid development of 
public outrage and protest. Viral tweets of offensive products and sym-
bols generate anger as consumers and observers share photos and vid-
eos on social media, often tagging brand representatives and CEOs in 
ways that force a more rapid response from companies than might have 
been the case through traditional media reporting. Both the fast-food 
hamburger chain Wendy’s and the Spanish clothing chain Zara have 
issued public apologies after customers shared social-media images link-
ing their logos or products to Pepe the Frog, for example.95 There also 
have been some viral efforts to combat the use of coded and co-opted 



W e a p o n i z i n g  O n l i n e  S pa c e s   159

symbols by the far right. For example, in 2016 the “alt right” began using 
triple-parentheses “echo” symbols around Jewish names online. Both 
Jews and non-Jews aiming to show solidarity quickly began to claim the 
echo symbol directly, placing ((( ))) around their names on Twitter and 
other social-media sites, effectively removing the anti-Semitic purpose 
of the symbol.96

Impact and Interventions  
in Online Spaces

The nature of engagement in online spaces changes how we can under-
stand the boundaries of far-right movements, as well as efforts to inter-
vene in them. The nature of far-right engagement online is often de-
scribed more like a “swarm” or “loose coalition of like-minded people” 
than as a traditional social movement.97 Online spaces have opened up 
entirely new modes of communication that ease entry into far-right 
scenes and change the way individuals engage within them. It is hard to 
imagine neo-Nazis raising a flag representing the fantasy nation of 
Kekistan—or embedding frogs on those flags—a decade ago. The rapid 
creation, evolution, appropriation, and circulation of far-right memes, 
even when they later appear in off-line spaces, is a product of online 
worlds.

At the same time, “online radicalization” is a misnomer. Like com-
munities in real life, online spaces play a key role in exposing individuals 
to ideas that inspire them, desensitizing them to violence, engendering 
a sense of urgency, and spurring them to take what they see as vengeful 
or heroic action. There is always an interaction between online and off-
line worlds, however, just as there is between algorithms and human 
behavior. Recommender systems may direct users to extreme content, 
but individuals’ preferences, beliefs, and behavior also change as they 
absorb that content, leading them to make choices that may well be dif
ferent from the ones they would have made earlier. Significant research 
is needed to disentangle the complex web of interactions that character-
izes the mix of online and off-line influences in radicalization toward 
violence.
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Discussions about how to intervene effectively in online spaces are 
nascent. We need more policies and programs that address some of the 
root issues that underpin radicalization, including improved media lit-
eracy on issues like disinformation and manipulation and conspiracy 
theories. We need better measures of impact and effectiveness to gauge 
whether and how individuals change their behavior, beliefs, or choices 
as a result of these interventions. The rapidly evolving nature of online 
modes of communication and new platform creation make it especially 
difficult for policies and programs to keep up. If we accomplish little else 
over the next several years, at the very least we clearly need a more nu-
anced picture of radicalization in virtual and real-life contexts.
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 Conclusion

Whose Homeland?  
Inoculating against Hate

During a recent citywide debate on a new ethics and diversity curricu-
lum for Berlin schools, a local Green Party politician of Turkish-German 
background criticized the prevailing approach to teaching about diver-
sity. An inclusive curriculum is typically presented in instrumental 
terms, as something that will either help native citizens better navigate 
diverse future career environments or help immigrant children better 
integrate into their new countries. What if, instead, he suggested, we 
simply approached diversity education with one question in mind: 
What would it take to ensure that everyone feels at home in the country 
where they live?1

This is such a simple question. And yet, to acknowledge how far we 
are from achieving that goal requires looking deeply at a number of as-
sumptions in any given society. Who gets to claim membership in, or 
ownership of, imagined and real territories? Whose homeland is the 
homeland of this book’s title? Why do national spaces and places en-
gender such defensive and racialized protectionism from so many 
people? Can homelands—or the spaces and places that foster them—
help us better understand the rise of the far right and its move from the 
fringes to the mainstream? In this book, I have tried to show that any 
efforts to understand the growth of far-right extremism, in the United 
States or elsewhere, must include a focus on real and symbolic geogra-
phies, and the local, national, virtual, and youth cultural spaces and 
places that create and sustain them.

What this means is that the global growth of the far right can’t be 
explained by focusing only on the how and why of extremism. Most 
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research and policy efforts have attempted to explain rising white-
supremacist and far-right-extremist movements by developing better 
understandings of cognitive radicalization within those individuals 
(bottom–up approaches) or improved knowledge of the strategies and 
tactics of extreme-far-right organizations and groups (top–down ap-
proaches). In short, we tend to approach the puzzle of rising extremism 
by asking why young people are radicalizing and how far-right groups 
are organized and mobilized. Shifting our gaze to a new set of questions 
focused on the where and when of far-right extremism, I argue here, of-
fers a fresh way of understanding pathways in and out of extremism for a 
generation of youth not bound by traditional or fixed understandings of 
identity and social-movement engagement. Looking at questions of where 
and when also trains our eyes on geographic claims and everyday engage-
ments in ordinary spaces and places. Extremist narratives are not only a 
destination to be arrived at through deliberate and targeted searches and 
travel to particular places. They are also encountered in ordinary interac-
tions in the mainstream spaces and places of the everyday.

There has been some previous attention to space and place as they 
relate to white supremacy over the years, especially in work discussing 
white-supremacist geographies, the proposed re-migration or deporta-
tion of immigrants and ethnic minorities, the obsession with border 
walls, and the imagined separation of races into regional, racial 
ethno-states. A range of historical and ethnographic research studies, 
as discussed earlier in this book, have traced the impact of specific 
far-right-extremist physical domains, like paramilitary training camps, 
white-supremacist prison gangs, and right-wing music festivals. But 
over the past several years, a new range of cultural spaces and places 
cultivating far-right and white-supremacist ideology—not only in the 
fringes but also within the mainstream—has gradually changed the cul-
tural landscape of the far right. In order to truly understand the rapid 
growth of the modern far right, we need to look beyond the study of 
traditional spaces and places known to foment far-right extremism. 
Faster and more innovative exposure and recruitment are happening 
in a broader range of mainstream spaces, from clothing companies 
marketing to veterans to fight clubs, MMA gyms, and college 
campuses.
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An approach that focuses on these kinds of places as a means to bet-
ter understanding far-right radicalization requires de-centering our 
fixed understandings of far-right youth. It means paying attention to 
youth at the peripheries of far-right movements. This is the crux of my 
argument: youth on the margins of the far right are mobilized through 
quotidian, flexible engagements in mainstream-style physical and vir-
tual spaces that the far right has actively targeted for this purpose. In this 
book, I have shown how the far right has become a market in its own 
right, producing and selling merchandise and products from clothing 
to coffee in ways that deserve closer attention. I’ve documented how 
far-right groups globally are leaning on the burgeoning popularity of 
combat sports and MMA as spaces to recruit and radicalize young men 
in particular toward violent combat and ideologies about a coming race 
war. I have traced how the far right is attacking higher-education spaces 
and knowledge at the same time as it is appropriating and creating new 
knowledge institutions, publishing houses, think tanks, and summer 
schools to train the next generation of intellectuals to lead the move-
ment. And I’ve examined how online spaces help foster the growth of 
the modern far right by introducing an entire ecosystem of alt tech that 
makes use of new modes of communication to weaponize youth cul-
ture, creating and circulating memes, propaganda, and misinformation, 
crowdsourcing funds, and trading cryptocurrencies. In each of these 
cases, I’ve argued, new spaces and places for far-right engagement show 
how the far right is not only a destination for isolated individuals on the 
fringe, but is also a set of narratives and ideas that mainstream youth and 
adults increasingly encounter in their everyday lives. Extremist mes-
sages are not limited to violent manifestos but are also carried in banal 
and everyday ways, from the dog-walker’s T-shirt in the neighborhood 
park to the paper fliers hanging on a campus bulletin board.

What New Spaces and Places Mean for 
the Growth of Far-Right Extremism

There are four key takeaways from this book about these new spaces and 
places of far-right extremism. First, by putting space and place at the 
center of our analysis, I call on scholars and policy makers to focus on 
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hate groups and far-right extremism not only as bounded, formal social-
movement groups and terrorist organizations, but also as flows of indi-
viduals who move from the margins into the core of extremist scenes 
and back again. People may share a far-right meme online or forward an 
anti-Semitic conspiracy theory while taking a break from a class assign-
ment or work project. They could don a T-shirt with coded anti-
immigrant messaging, but pull a sweater on top, obscuring the message 
until they decide to reveal it. Competitors may spend a weekend at a 
far-right MMA tournament, but return home to ordinary lives that 
show no signs of extremist engagement.

Understanding the hard-core, violent center of extremist movements 
is critical, of course. But so too is developing a better comprehension of 
where and when early encounters with extreme ideas take place. For 
many—perhaps even most—modern far-right youth, I argue, extremist 
engagement happens through spiraling engagement in and out of far-
right scenes over time, across their adolescence and early adulthood. 
Such an approach requires broadening our understanding of far-right 
youth beyond members of terrorist cells or formal extremist groups at 
the hard core of violent white supremacism. Radicalization pathways 
begin at the peripheries, and finding the spaces where youth first en-
counter far-right-extremist messaging may shed light on flows in and 
out of extremism during initial and sometimes casual encounters with 
white-supremacist extremist narratives and propaganda. We need bet-
ter ways of understanding how youth on the margins of far-right move-
ments are drawn into far-right ideologies and movements, especially 
through encounters in mainstream physical and virtual spaces. Under-
standing how those mainstream spaces work, I’ve suggested, also re-
quires moving beyond the prevailing tendency to separate the study of 
physical from virtual places. Instead, we need to look more carefully at 
how online and off-line spaces work in tandem and together have con-
stitutive power for shaping far-right youth engagement and identity.

Second, a focus on space and place opens up pathways to better un-
derstand the normalization and mainstreaming of far-right-extremist 
narratives that help shift the Overton window of acceptable political 
discourse and public policy. Looking at mainstream spaces and places 
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where far-right ideologies intersect is one way to do this. In those spaces 
and places, everyday encounters with extremist messaging happen in 
many different ways. I’ve traced three that have been particularly suc-
cessful: the mainstreaming of extremist political discourse, the main-
streaming of conspiracy theories, and transformations in far-right aes-
thetics and communication styles. In each of these areas, the increasing 
prevalence of extremist messages—about border closures, immigrant 
invasions, the threat of demographic replacement, and the role of global 
elites in orchestrating it all—has broadened the kinds of repeated expo-
sure to far-right ideology that youth and adults encounter in ordinary 
spaces and places.

Third, by looking at ordinary and everyday encounters with extremist 
messaging, we raise new possibilities for intervention and prevention 
work. Most work countering violent extremism has focused on improv-
ing law enforcement or surveillance and monitoring efforts, or on de-
radicalization programs—all of which target youth at the hard core of 
movements rather than at their periphery. De-radicalization programs 
are known to be widely variable in their effectiveness, in part because 
they are unlikely to reach individuals before they are ready to come out 
of extremist milieus.2 And law-enforcement approaches will always be 
a Band-Aid solution, intervening at a moment when extremist activity 
has already moved far along the pathway toward criminal violence. 
Shifting our gaze to the physical and virtual spaces where ordinary in-
dividuals engage with the far right in more flexible, everyday ways on 
the peripheries of extremism may help us find at-risk youth and better 
meet them where they are. Youth within mainstream spaces and places 
may be more reachable with educational interventions than youth al-
ready in the harder core of organized groups. Thinking about interven-
tions as specifically existing in particular places and spaces from the 
beginning, moreover, raises a new set of questions. Who is most likely 
to be able to reach youth in these places? What kinds of training might 
they need in order to recognize signs of radicalization and know how to 
respond? Focusing on space and place helps open up the possibilities 
of preventative educational work, as a precursor to law enforcement and 
surveillance and monitoring initiatives.
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Fourth and finally, a focus on space and place forces us to look more 
carefully at the importance of territory and geography and their inter-
sections with identity, a sense of belonging, and the appeal of calls to 
defend, guard, or fight back against incursions and invasions. Even 
though national homelands and their defense are at the very heart of 
conspirational thinking about a “great replacement,” there is little re-
search and even less policy discussion about territory and identity and 
its intersections with masculine ideals around heroism, warriorhood, 
and defense as playing a central role in the appeal of far-right rhetoric 
and propaganda. We need more attention to the deeply emotional roots 
of ideas and ideals related to national homelands, regional heartlands, 
and a range of racialized geographies that evoke an organic connection 
to “motherland,” “fatherland,” “roots,” and “soil.” Attention to space and 
place can help illuminate these emotional connections and raise ques-
tions about whether it is possible to shift national narratives in ways that 
are not only more inclusive, but also oriented toward that question of 
what it would take, in the end, for everyone to feel at home.

How to Reach Youth in  
Particular Spaces and Places

The far right’s successful weaponization of humor, irony, and youth cul-
ture more broadly over the past few years has made one thing abun-
dantly clear: if we are going to address the problem of rising far-right 
violence, we need innovative, flexible, and youth-driven ideas. One 
place to start is by meeting youth where they already are—in their 
schools, college campuses, fitness clubs, social-media sites, gaming plat-
forms, or consumer goods stores. Targeting more mainstream places 
logically raises a new set of questions for interventions. Who already 
spends time in those spaces and places—like coaches, trainers, school 
counselors, clothing designers, merchandisers, or online content 
developers—in ways that might create new preventative pathways or 
intervention partners? Who should be involved and what are the kinds 
of places where they can be reached—professional associations, com-
petitions, fashion shows, or trade schools? How can we potentially 
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engage youth in these new spaces and places or find youth who are on 
the peripheries of extremism more generally? What would interven-
tions look like that engaged coaches, combat-sports trainers, clothing 
manufacturers and retailers, high-school teachers and counselors, or 
college faculty and advisors? What might parenting interventions look 
like that helped parents and guardians recognize the signs of online radi-
calization? The repeated and regular appearance of the far right in the 
new places and spaces I analyze in this book disturbs many, of course, 
because it is easier to think of extremist messaging as happening in 
fringe subcultures rather than in a middle-school classroom or an MMA 
gym. But these new spaces and places are also an opportunity to reach 
youth before and during the radicalization process, instead of 
afterward.

Acknowledging the mainstream nature of these places and spaces 
highlights the need to take a “herd immunity” approach to prevention 
against extremist messages and radicalization pathways. A range of new 
prevention and intervention approaches are doing just this. These initia-
tives take a public-health approach to hate, focusing on early immuniza-
tion and inoculation against hate in order to reduce overall vulnerabili-
ties to extremist radicalization and change the trajectory of rising hate 
and extremist violence. This approach focuses on early and ongoing 
education, combining awareness and knowledge of the dangers of ex-
tremist rhetoric with focused efforts to reduce vulnerabilities. It starts 
with a holistic understanding about youth, including ways to address 
rising alienation, anxiety, isolation, and the lack of belonging that can 
create susceptibilities to extremist promises, along with the need for 
mental-health resources to help young people process and heal from 
prior trauma or exposure to violence. Such preventative work takes seri-
ously the need to create pathways for all young people to enact meaning 
and make a difference in the world. In order to build resilience to ex-
tremist narratives that try to convert individual grievances into a sense 
of anger and blame vis-à-vis the government, elites, or ethnic minorities 
and immigrants, youth need a sense of purpose and a way to imagine a 
future for themselves that includes economic stability and physical and 
mental wellness. Research and evaluation are critical here, too. 
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Acknowledging the importance of emotional needs and young people’s 
deep desire for human connection and belonging, for example, raises 
important questions about how to engage youth on the peripheries of 
extremism in ways that don’t just dismantle existing relationships to 
extreme groups, but also help build new bonds. Interventions also need 
to take seriously the emotional lives of young men, including desires to 
be a part of something bigger and better than themselves or to engage 
heroically. There are programs that offer positive channels for these 
emotions, for example, such as a German pilot project pairing at-risk 
youth with firefighters to enact heroic action in a different way, but little 
is known about their scalability or transferability to other national and 
local contexts.

The “herd immunity” approach to hate prevention means working 
to improve empathy, cross-cultural openness, understanding, and a 
sense of human connection with peers and others. There are some exist-
ing efforts in these areas, such as the $20 million investment of Daniel 
Lubetsky, founder of snack-bar company KIND, in an educational ini-
tiative to teach empathy, and broader global efforts to build socio-
emotional learning into educational reforms.3 But most of this work has 
been disconnected from specific issues of radicalization and de-
radicalization and needs to better align with the experience of local 
experts who know youth best, including social workers, educators, 
mental-health counselors, and youth development specialists, and not 
just counterterrorism experts. Improving empathy and meaning among 
young people is important for preventative work, but there is also evi-
dence that empathy is key to radicalization and disengagement of indi-
viduals already involved in extremist movements.4

Working with youth on the peripheries, or even in the hard core, of 
extremist groups has to start with our viewing them with some 
empathy—which is not a simple proposition in an era when social-
media memes like “it’s OK to punch a Nazi” are common. We need to 
acknowledge that some of the moral decisions made by far-right actors 
are driven not only by simple emotional desires like anger or resent-
ment, but also by complex yearnings such as feelings of nostalgia or a 
desire for order.5 Intervention efforts ought to therefore locate common 
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ideals—like the desire to make a difference—and find ways to reorient 
those ideals away from exclusionary solutions.

Youth (and adults) also need more awareness and knowledge about 
extremist propaganda and disinformation campaigns that work to de-
stabilize the public’s trust in government by claiming elections were 
illegitimate, news is fake, or all politicians are corrupt. On the one hand, 
this includes serious media literacy and internet safety education for 
youth and adults to help people understand what they are encountering 
when they run across extremist content online. While adults have made 
great strides in educating young people about internet predators and 
privacy concerns, youth get virtually no information about what to do 
when they encounter extremist content online. Parents and educators 
need training to help youth recognize and respond to extremist 
content.

More awareness about extremist narratives and recruitment tech-
niques won’t make a difference, however, if young people do not have a 
basic understanding of the national histories around racism and white 
supremacy. In the United States, this requires an understanding of the 
legacy that white-supremacist policies and practices have had on struc-
tural inequality, racism, and injustice.6 Youth learn far too little about 
the policies and practices of the pre-civil-rights era that disenfranchised 
and disadvantaged generations of Blacks and other ethnic minorities 
relative to whites in the United States in ways that still affect communi-
ties today. Students need better understandings of residential and 
school segregation, the history of discriminatory mortgage and lending 
policies (redlining), the impact of congressional district gerrymander-
ing on voter disenfranchisement, and how those policies and practices 
affected everyday life in areas like school quality, neighborhood crime, 
home ownership, and inherited wealth. Young people—and their 
teachers—also need better global understandings of the impact of his-
torical and contemporary geopolitics and colonialism on immigration 
patterns from the global South to the United States and Europe. Teach-
ing about global white-supremacist atrocities like the Holocaust, more-
over, is also crucial to helping young people understand the anti-Semitic 
intent behind memes like “another Jew in the oven” (with an image of 
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a pizza being put in the oven), which so many youth retweet and share, 
often without fully understanding the violent and horrific content being 
conveyed.

Policy Solutions

The kinds of preventative work described above are critical to long-term 
reduction of white-supremacist and far-right violence. But there are also 
more immediate steps that local, state, federal, and global actors can 
take to stem the rise of extremist violence from the far right. Local en-
gagement with law enforcement and advocacy groups, educators, par-
ents, social workers, and mental-health experts can start with education 
to improve knowledge and understanding of white-supremacist groups 
and messages, including the kinds of symbols and codes used to com-
municate and the social-media channels and platforms used to recruit 
and radicalize. We also need improved channels for collaboration, and 
ways for experts and the federal government to work with governors, 
mayors, local law enforcement, local educators, parents, and religious 
leaders. Engagement with NGOs and watchdog groups as well as the 
private sector is critical. Innovative, creative approaches need invest-
ment and encouragement, along with public attention. For example, 
when the British clothing company Lonsdale was co-opted by German 
far-right youth (who discovered that a half-zipped bomber jacket over 
the logo would reveal the first four letters, NSDA, of the Nazi party, 
NSDAP), Lonsdale struck back. The company refused to deliver cloth-
ing to shops associated with the far-right scene, funded counter-far-
right programs, and launched a pro-tolerance campaign, “Lonsdale 
loves all colors.”7 In turn, mainstream and antiracist supporters decided 
they should support Lonsdale and started wearing the brand. This ef-
fectively disrupted the significance of the logo, making it impossible to 
identify only with the far right.

We need a rethinking of the division between international and do-
mestic terrorism, and paths for cross-national collaboration with ex-
perts overseas. Federal and local law enforcement need resources and 
direction. The US government’s recent inclusion of white-supremacist 
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extremism as part of the DHS’s counterterrorism strategy is a starting 
point, but we need broad action, including considering options to work 
with allies overseas to monitor and sanction foreign terror organ
izations, if far-right extremists meet that threshold; pressure social-
media companies to do more to prevent hate speech, harassment, and 
incitement to violence; and improve communication and interagency 
collaboration to share knowledge and information. We also need struc-
tured strategies to share what has been learned about Islamist radical-
ization that might apply to white-supremacist extremism and terror-
ism. There are strong similarities in what draws youth to both 
movements—a desire to belong, to contribute to something bigger 
than themselves, a need for purpose and to enact meaning, and also 
expressions of anger, a sense of betrayal, resentment, and the desire to 
resist and rebel against adults and mainstream society. Far-right and 
Islamist extremists share a belief in an apocalyptic end phase, idealized 
sacred territory, and the fantasy of a phase of rebirth, whether expressed 
through the restoration of white homelands or the Caliphate. Might 
there also be shared strategies around prevention and de-radicalization 
approaches that could better interrupt radicalization pathways before 
they turn violent?

Across all of these efforts, we need a sustained focus on improved 
national research capacity and expertise. In the wake of 9/11, millions of 
dollars were spent on building capacity in the United States on Islamist 
extremism—funding research centers, university departments, think-
tank divisions, and staff teams in government agencies. The Norwegian 
government committed millions to create the Center for Research on 
Extremism (C-REX) in the wake of the 2011 terror attacks that killed 
seventy-seven people in Oslo, which has resulted in what is now widely 
recognized as the most comprehensive center for scholarly and public-
policy expertise on far-right extremism globally. Hundreds of NGOs, 
research centers, private and political foundation initiatives, and inter-
vention projects exist in Germany, while the United Kingdom has im-
plemented broad, national preventative surveillance and intervention 
programs like Prevent and Channel. The United States is comparatively 
far behind virtually all of its peers in addressing and building capacity 
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for understanding white-supremacist and far-right extremism and 
terrorism.

Across the board, we need a sustained commitment to long-term 
capacity building for expertise about global issues that affect national 
security. We need expertise not only on the strategies and tactics of fi-
nancing, planning, and enacting mass terror attacks and violence, but 
also in-depth knowledge of local places and dynamics overseas. The 
recent rise of white-supremacist terror attacks has made these global 
connections all too clear, as violent far-right actors around the world are 
inspired by one another, cite one another’s manifestos, and draw on 
similar conspiracy theories around the great replacement, the idea of an 
organized group of global ( Jewish) elites orchestrating multicultural 
societies, and the need to accelerate violence toward the end times. 
There can be no question that white-supremacist extremism and far-
right movements are decidedly global in nature. Addressing the evolv-
ing nature of hate and terror requires a steady pipeline of future experts 
who are well versed in global issues, not only local ones.

This requires investments in undergraduate and graduate training, 
but also partnerships with funding agencies overseas to incentivize 
comparative and global research on terrorism and white-supremacist 
extremism. We need research in a wide variety of other areas, too. We 
need evidence demonstrating what kinds of early interventions are ef-
fective at building resilience to extremist narratives, building empathy, 
and improving cross-cultural understanding. We need to know more 
about the modern places and spaces where young people encounter 
extremist messaging, and ways to intervene in those places. We need 
more systematic, national-level data on the far right, so that scholars 
are not left piecing together a picture of the threat from a variety of 
sources, including federal agencies, watchdog groups, and research 
centers. We need collaborations with the private sector to help combat 
“algorithmic radicalization,” by tweaking or gaming the algorithms in 
ways that might prevent youth from entering the rabbit hole of far-right 
radicalization. And we need more research to help disentangle how al-
gorithms and human choices interact and mutually influence behavior 
and beliefs.
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Focusing on the new kinds of spaces and places I analyze in this book 
is not an easy task. The mainstreaming and normalization of far-right 
ideologies into more ordinary spaces pose a challenge for traditional 
interventions as well as for law enforcement and surveillance, raising 
important questions related to First Amendment and free-speech rights 
as well as issues of privacy. It is arguably more straightforward to surveil, 
shut down, and de-platform dedicated far-right spaces and identifiable 
white supremacists than it is to address the far right within the main-
stream. The success that federal government authorities and the SPLC 
had decades ago in forcing the Aryan Nations to give up their Idaho 
compound following a personal injury lawsuit, for example, would be 
much harder to achieve for mainstream spaces.8 The good news, how-
ever, is that we do not need to fully reinvent the wheel. There are ex-
traordinary examples of how prevention and intervention work can be 
done on a broader scale. Germany is one such place.

Lessons from Elsewhere

Decades of work to rebuild democracy in Germany after the Nazi era—
along with the need to respond to a wave of right-wing-extremist youth 
engagement in the 1980s and 1990s—has led to what is now unquestion-
ably the broadest and most comprehensive approach to combatting 
right-wing extremism globally. What the German approach makes clear 
is that a national strategy focusing predominantly on surveillance and 
monitoring of extremists will never be enough. Successfully countering 
right-wing extremism requires deep integration of that work into the 
strengthening and protection of democracy itself.

Framing extremism prevention as part of broader democratic prac-
tice directly integrates it into the mandates of a broad range of federal, 
state, and local actors. Domestic German intelligence agencies are liter-
ally called offices for the protection of the constitution (Verfassungs
schutz), which situates security work within a charge to protect democ-
racy.9 German police are trained to assess crimes for right-wing-extremist 
motivation. Teachers have a mandate to prevent right-wing extremism 
as part of their broader obligation to reinforce democratic values, which 
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often manifests through direct engagement and counterargumentation 
with right-wing extremist youth in classrooms.

This approach naturally leads to a greater focus on space and place. 
But it also requires serious investment in professional training, espe-
cially for educators.10 Classroom teachers and educators in Germany 
receive significant guidance to improve knowledge of extremist youth 
culture and learn new strategies to engage those at risk. A recent three-
year pilot project in Dresden, for example, offered intensive coaching 
for vocational school teachers to improve their knowledge of right-wing 
extremist youth culture and to collaboratively develop pedagogical 
strategies for engaging right-wing youth in classrooms.11 Similar train-
ing, seminars, and workshops are widespread and consistently frame 
schools’ engagement with right-wing extremism as part of the broader 
promotion of democratic values and practices.12

The approach goes beyond the classroom and operates across all lev-
els of society, embedding counterextremism education into a variety of 
mainstream places, from local theater and arts programs to football 
teams, concerts, work with religious groups, and more. Making intelli-
gence, prevention, criminal enforcement, and de-radicalization work 
part of shared regional and national strategies to strengthen democracy 
clearly communicates that prevention of extremism is not just a niche 
approach to combat a fringe group, but is rather part of the entire na-
tion’s obligation to the greater good. This approach makes it easier to 
situate counterextremism work within comprehensive public education 
about the dangers right-wing extremism poses to a healthy democracy. 
It makes ensuring an informed citizenry a community responsibility, 
rather than relegating it to narrower groups, such as history and social 
studies teachers. In Germany, federal and state agencies for civic educa-
tion, along with local organizations, provide a constant stream of public 
education about extremism, radicalization, and violence prevention, 
offering regular events, workshops, subsidized books, and materials to 
the public as well as specific training for teachers, social workers, par-
ents, and others.

In this way, counterextremism work is integrated into every region 
and small town. There are hundreds of federally funded NGOs, state 
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agencies, local organizations, initiatives, and projects nationwide work-
ing with schools, youth centers, and communities to provide outreach, 
counseling, and rehabilitation support to at-risk youth and drop-outs 
from far-right scenes. There are local “mobile advisors” for right-wing 
extremism across the country, offering training, consultations and on-
the-ground advice based on local, regional, and state needs. This in-
cludes free and confidential counsel for anyone concerned about right-
wing extremism in the local area and advice on addressing immediate 
crises, as well as long-term prevention strategies.13 One local mobile 
advisor’s website, for example, offers support for situations such as 
right-wing-extremist youth trying to take over a local youth club, trying 
to organize a right-wing concert, or when right-wing or hateful inci-
dents happen in workplaces or schools.14 Thematic diversity is present 
too. Public and private funding supports research, arts- and theater-
based programs, and public debates to increase awareness and critical 
engagement among the general public. A national network of churches 
and religious associations pursues right-wing-extremism prevention as 
part of broader missions to promote respect for human rights and an 
inclusive society, and to be places for “everyday democratic culture” 
(demokratische Alltagskultur).15

Importantly, the German approach recognizes that effective inter-
ventions require meeting at-risk youth where they are. Scores of preven-
tative programs are situated in the places where at-risk youth are most 
likely to encounter extremist messaging. At least a dozen of these initia-
tives target online radicalization alone. There are antiracist programs for 
soccer clubs, including initiatives to organize soccer tournaments 
against racism and violence and efforts to advise sport halls against rent-
ing space to right-wing extremist groups.16 There are programs for 
teachers in vocational schools, and a network of MMA gyms that com-
mit to counter-radicalization work in a variety of ways, such as promis-
ing to have an on-site, trained mentor who can recognize signs of radi-
calization and intervene. Federal and state agencies maintain searchable 
databases to enable easy access to programs and expertise.17

This principle—of meeting people where they are—applies even to 
Holocaust memorial work, which is a part of everyday practice in 
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Germany. Spaces to remember victims of right-wing violence are inte-
grated into ordinary life, in the names of streets and in the simple 
Stolperstein—cobblestone—memorials placed outside residences from 
which Holocaust victims were deported. Through such everyday con-
frontations with lived history, the consequences of right-wing extrem-
ism become integrated reminders in daily German life.

Most of the rest of the world treats counterextremism as a law-
enforcement problem. This work is critical, of course. And indeed, Ger-
many is also leading the charge on investing in law-enforcement ap-
proaches to countering violent far-right extremism, announcing a major 
overhaul of domestic intelligence approaches in 2020, including the 
addition of six hundred new federal intelligence and criminal-law-
enforcement positions dedicated to combatting far-right extremism.18 
But countries that rely primarily on intelligence efforts to counter vio-
lent extremism will always be playing catch-up, because even the best 
monitoring systems are at best a Band-Aid solution—leaving plenty of 
openings for violent individuals to slip through. The United States and 
other countries would do far better to model counterextremism efforts 
on the German approach—by acknowledging that preventing extrem-
ism is not just a law-enforcement mandate. We all contribute to environ-
ments in which extreme views flourish or are expunged. Situating de-
radicalization and prevention strategies within broader democracy- and 
civil-society-building efforts helps ensure extremism remains marginal-
ized and makes clear that we all have a role to play.

The German approach isn’t perfect, and it hasn’t solved right-wing 
extremism, which is rising in Germany, just as it is across Europe.19 It 
requires resources, and there is duplication and competition across local 
initiatives, which could be better coordinated. Moreover, the emphasis 
on preventing right-wing extremism has arguably overshadowed the 
need to promote diversity and inclusion as part and parcel of democ-
racy, too. But as imperfect as the German approach may be, attacks like 
the ones in New Zealand or El Paso are made less likely by integrating 
counterextremism into broader democracy-building efforts.

We can start by recognizing that prevention of extremism and the 
protection of democracy go hand in hand. This means finding ways to 
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integrate the values of democratic culture into everyday life such that 
every individual feels an obligation to promote inclusivity, protect mi-
nority rights, and fight racism wherever it exists, in the spaces and places 
of their ordinary lives. New Zealand’s prime minister Jacinda Ardern 
already knows this. In a speech to a Christchurch high school just days 
after the shooting, she told students that preventing future extremist 
violence will require “every single one of us” to commit to combatting 
racism, which “breeds extremism.”20 Preventing another white-
supremacist attack, in other words, is more than the work of a specialist 
few. It is part of everyone’s obligation to a thriving democracy.

———

The approach to far-right extremism and radicalization I take in this 
book significantly broadens what we know about the far right, and how 
and when people engage with it. Asking why we are seeing so much 
rising extremism and violence and how organized far-right-extremist 
groups recruit and mobilize followers is important, of course. But, as I 
have argued here, we also need to ask questions about where and when 
young people encounter far-right-extremist ideologies, especially in 
mainstream and everyday spaces and places. We need to better under-
stand how defensive ideas about territory and belonging shape people’s 
sense of ownership over nation and homeland, and their ideas about 
who is eligible to belong there. And we need to better understand the 
impact of these new spaces and places on how youth communicate and 
engage with the far right. The spaces and places I have analyzed here 
have introduced or capitalized on entirely different modes of commu-
nication (such as meme sharing) or reinforced messages that are aligned 
with far-right narratives (such as the warrior mindset and physical-
fitness regimen of the MMA and fight-club scenes). Each of these new 
spaces and places has figured out ways to weaponize youth culture, 
using humor, irony, satire, wit, innuendo, and jokes to shape the far right 
into a counterculture that is not only provocative and rebellious, but 
also fun for people who engage in it. This is a radical shift from previous 
kinds of spaces and places known to foment and foster white-supremacist 
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and far-right extremism, including backwoods militias, prison gangs, 
and hard-rock white-power music concerts and festivals, where emotions 
like anger and rage were plentiful but irony and humor much less so.

There are, of course, other spaces worthy of sustained attention for 
their potential intersections with the contemporary far right—from 
evangelical churches to gun shows, nightclubs, soccer stadiums, and 
even the domestic sphere of private homes.21 The same could be said 
for public space, which has been a particular target of the far right in the 
past few years, including an increase in white-supremacist propaganda 
in parks, city centers, and commercial spaces.22 The examples I’ve given 
here only scratch the surface of the new spaces and places that are fo-
menting the far right. Over time, I hope such an agenda will challenge 
and change how scholars and the general public alike see the far right 
and the spaces and places where it is growing.
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