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Social media has emerged as a dominant mode of communication in con-
temporary society, eliciting concerns regarding its influence on political 
life. Social media platforms appear to encourage a more radical, conflict-
ual, and hateful form of politics and discourse, as fringe online spaces 
become home to cesspools of hateful discourses and extremist movements. 
Although there is mounting evidence that links social media with these 
polarized forms of politics, the underlying causal mechanisms remain elu-
sive. Specifically, how does social media fuel political extremism and the 
rise of online hate?

For years, a leading explanation has centered on the “echo chamber” the-
ory, positing a feedback loop between isolation with like-minded individuals 
and more extreme politics. Captured in their echo chamber, individuals do 
not encounter opposing views, causing them to diverge toward more extreme 
opinions – they fall into online “rabbit-holes” and emerge as “lone-wolf” 
terrorists. Through its emphasis on deliberation, the echo chamber notion 
implicitly builds on an assumption of politics as existing primarily in the 
realm of individual consumption of arguments and opinions, while leaving 
its more social dimensions to the side.

In this chapter, we propose a new perspective on how fringe online spaces 
contribute to the rise of political extremism and online hate. Using our find-
ings from previous empirical and interpretive research, we draw on Émile 
Durkheim’s work, which sought to identify the social mechanisms that 
bind communities together. We see online interactions in these spaces not 
as rational deliberation but as a form of “rituals” that bind a community 
together around the opposition to an out-group. We thus propose a shift 
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from understanding online extremism and hate through the lens of rational 
and critical discussions, to emphasizing underlying social and emotional 
processes.

As a case, we focus on what has been described as the most extreme space 
of online hate, Stormfront.org. Established in the mid-1990s, Stormfront is 
a White Supremacist and neo-Nazi online community and forum. It stands 
out as one of the earliest and most significant websites promoting far-right 
ideologies, racial supremacy, and hate speech on the Internet.

The community is built around participatory technology, with members 
engaging in user-generated message postings organized into numerous topics, 
or “subforums.” Overall, the forum is teeming with hate-related posts, pri-
marily concerning race and ethnicity, often using derogatory speech, describ-
ing Jews as “parasites” and Black people as “inferior life forms.” Holocaust 
denial, misogynistic remarks, and various antisemitic conspiracy theories – 
claiming Jews control the world’s financial system and the media – are preva-
lent. Some users openly glorify, endorse, or promote violence against the 
groups they target.

In contrast to mainstream sites like X (previously Twitter) or Facebook, 
Stormfront is explicitly dedicated to White Nationalists. Consequently, the 
messages expressing hatred toward different races, religions, and immigrants 
are not framed as if they are intended for the targeted groups to see; rather, 
they are composed about those groups, meant for consumption by fellow 
White Nationalists (see Walther, this volume).

We have acquired a longitudinal database of Stormfront comments con-
taining 10,172,069 posts by 354,574 users, spanning over 20 years of discus-
sions. This unique dataset enables us to examine the intricate social processes 
that shape the emergence and propagation of online hate.

Building on the Durkheimian perspective, we argue for understanding iso-
lated online hate communities such as Stormfront as constituting a type of 
“digital campfires.” Within these spaces, participating members engage in 
discussions, drawing on shared experiences and interests to cultivate a sense 
of community and shared identity. Through recurrent interaction rituals, they 
elaborate a collective worldview, while simultaneously fostering a hyperper-
sonal sense of intimacy within an unseen collective. These are grassroots, 
collective processes, often rife with conflict and fragility, and they materialize 
through interaction and discussion.

This chapter draws on three empirical research papers by the authors, 
focusing on three interrelated dimensions of online community formation – 
identity, worldview, and affect – to elaborate a new theoretical framework 
for the mechanisms through which far-right extremism emerges on online 
media. By synthesizing these previous studies and complementing them with 
additional primary sources, the chapter provides a more social theoretical 
foundation for understanding online hate.

http://Stormfront.org
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Social Media and the Rise of the Politics of Hate

The rise of social media has transformed political life. Recent years have seen 
the rise and mainstreaming of forms of politics that center around opposition 
to out-groups, such as the other political party or minorities (Chua, 2019; 
Mason, 2018). The literature on affective polarization suggests that this form 
of polarization should not be understood as merely diverging opinions but 
rather as a reinforcement of a sense of in-group based on political affiliation 
(Iyengar et al., 2019; Törnberg, 2022). While a vast body of literature has 
established a link between social media and political polarization, emerg-
ing findings increasingly indicate that this polarization is asymmetrical: It is 
primarily driven by the radicalization of the far right (e.g., González-Bailón 
et al., 2023; Soares et al., 2019). Social media appears to have transformed 
the far right, catapulting a previously fringe form of hate-driven politics into 
the political mainstream.

In this context, online hate can be viewed as a manifestation of out-group 
derogation, fueled by a desire for social validation and affirmation from 
like-minded peers (Walther, 2022). Such behaviors thus aim to foster a sense 
of belonging and to solidify friendships online, with the detriment to vic-
tims emerging as a secondary consequence of this approval-seeking behav-
ior. Far-right groups focus on building and nurturing their group identity, in 
part through attacking others. Hate messaging is pivotal in this process as 
it bolsters feelings and in-group cohesion through negative expressions and 
feelings toward an out-group. In this sense, group identity appears as the 
underlying bond of the nexus between racism, hate, and political worldviews.

Online hate movements cannot be understood as a strictly discursive phe-
nomenon, however. Research has identified a close relationship between 
online hate and offline violence. Offline trigger events, such as protests and 
elections, are often followed by spikes in types of online hate activity that bear 
seemingly little connections to the underlying event itself (Lupu et al., 2023). 
Similarly, online activity can fuel offline violence, such as the January 6th 
attack on the U.S. Capitol. Both experimental evidence and observational 
studies have furthermore demonstrated that passive and, particularly, active 
exposure to radical content online increases both willingness to use radical 
violence in the name of a cause or ideology and actual involvement in such 
violence (Hassan et al., 2018; Wolfowicz et al., 2022). For example, Müller 
and Schwarz (2021) have established a causal relationship between social 
media usage and hate crimes in their study on violent crimes against refugees 
in Germany, with anti-refugee sentiments on Facebook serving as predictors 
of crimes against refugees. Similar patterns have been observed in a study on 
Twitter, showing that a one standard deviation – higher exposure to Twit-
ter – is associated with a 32% larger increase in hate crimes within the 2016 
presidential campaign period (Müller & Schwarz, 2023).
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In sum, this suggests understanding the role of social media at the nexus 
of political polarization, online hate, and violent extremism (see also Karell 
et al., 2023). Extremism has been transformed by the growing role of social 
media, leading to a shift from formal organizations to informal, networked 
bottom-up activities. We can point to two ways in which extremism has been 
transformed by social media.

First, digitalization has led to more porous and ill-defined boundaries of 
movements, as the previous importance of face-to-face encounters, physical 
gatherings such as street protests and white power concerts, and certain sub-
cultural attire and artifacts symbolizing belonging is now diminishing. The 
most critical means of distinguishing insiders from outsiders now resides in 
the discursive realm: Specific words, themes, stories, ideas, or images func-
tion as emblems and evidence of group membership (see e.g., Burston, this 
volume).

Second, digitalization has driven the decentralization of extremist move-
ments, resulting in a lack of explicit and clear leadership. In formal move-
ments, ideology and framing processes were primarily driven by movement 
leadership, who defined and diagnosed the problem, provided potential solu-
tions, and suggested courses of action (Benford, 1997; Benford  & Snow, 
2000). Frames and ideologies were typically constructed and disseminated in 
a top-down process. However, we now see the emergence of a more fragmen-
tary and decentralized type of radicalization, driven by social media users 
themselves. Traditional frames tended to be relatively consistent and inte-
grated packages, polished to avoid contradictions, and strategically designed 
both to garner the support of politicians and to attract sympathizers. In 
stark contrast, the construction of ideology and movement framing are now 
fragmented processes by and for movement actors. A typical example is the 
right-wing QAnon conspiracy that emerged mainly from discussions on 
4chan and later spread to mainstream media platforms and even into the 
U.S. Congress (Amarasingam & Argentino, 2020).

One effect of this decentralization of extremist organization is, in part, 
that the far right has become more unpredictable and, in many ways, more 
dangerous. Scholars have described the emergence of what has been referred 
“stochastic terrorism” in which the timing and specific targets of these 
attacks are probable but unpredictable (Hamm & Spaaij, 2017; Miller-Idriss, 
2022; Rae et al., this volume; Tsesis, 2017). The absence of formal organiza-
tions means that radical actors may be inspired to commit violent actions 
rather than channel their energy into more long-term strategic work, such as 
organization-building or collective manifestations. Data on far-right attacks 
in Europe from 1990 to 2021 supports this notion, showing that the majority 
of fatal attacks during this period were carried out by lone actors. In contrast, 
nonfatal attacks were predominantly executed by autonomous cells, informal 
groups, organized groups, and affiliated members (Ravndal, 2016, 2018).
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Mechanisms of Radicalization: Echo Chambers

While it is now broadly agreed among scholars that social media is associated 
with the rise of a new hate-driven form of politics, the reason for the link 
between social media and political extremism remains poorly understood. 
Within media and communication studies, notions such as “echo chambers” 
and “filter bubbles” have become dominant explanations for online radicali-
zation (Pariser, 2011; Sunstein, 2002, 2007). The most influential version of 
the echo chamber hypothesis suggests that these spaces isolate individuals 
from opposing viewpoints, resulting in a divergence of issue positions. Since 
the work of Habermas (1989), public sphere theorists have long argued that 
the coming together of individuals with diverse ideas and perspectives is cen-
tral to democracy, as it enables the formation of a public through rational 
deliberation. However, when such deliberation takes place in ideologically 
homogeneous spaces, the result is divergence toward political extrem-
ism (McPherson et al., 2001), as individuals are “self-radicalized” through 
repeated exposure to one-sided content, resulting in extreme political views 
that potentially lead them to even greater polarization (Sunstein, 2007). 
The related notion of “filter bubbles” suggest that these effects are further 
reinforced by algorithmic personalization that automatically selects content 
based on viewers’ preferences, while hiding opposing views and perspectives.

The concept of echo chambers builds on two main assumptions. The first 
is the notion that opinions and political views stem from rational under-
standing and interpretation of information and knowledge, presented in 
arguments. Accordingly, radicalization is thus cast as chiefly a question of 
opinions and issue positions and social media as chiefly a space for debate 
and the consumption of a curated subset of arguments and (mis)information. 
Although the processes occurring inside echo chambers may appear anything 
but “rational,” this perspective treats politics to be intrinsic to individuals. 
The echo chambers approach is thus receiver-oriented, that is, its activation 
depends only on reading what others post. It is passive in the sense that it is 
not about posting nor about interacting – that is, not a social process. Sec-
ond, social media are presumed to further spur radicalization and polariza-
tion by facilitating and accelerating isolation and keeping ideological groups 
separate from each other.

However, accumulating empirical evidence suggests that neither of these 
assumptions holds. First, substantial empirical evidence demonstrates that 
while political information often circulates within specific channels and 
groups, groups also communicate with each other, allowing arguments and 
worldviews to permeate various environments (Bail, 2022; Dubois & Blank, 
2018; Jungherr et  al., 2020). For instance, Brundidge (2010) found that 
Internet usage actually contributes to an increased heterogeneity of political 
discussion networks through inadvertent exposure. This increased exposure 
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originates from the Internet’s capacity to facilitate access to political differ-
ences, even when the individuals do not actively seek them. Wojcieszak and 
Mutz (2009) also found that an exposure to diverse networks and political 
views frequently occurs unintentionally in spaces where political and nonpo-
litical discussions coexist.

This is also true for online extremist groups. Our previous studies have 
shown that far-right groups extensively link to mainstream media platforms 
and news sites, as well as to sites belonging to opposing groups (Törnberg & 
Nissen, 2022; see also Phadke  & Mitra, this volume). Examining Twitter 
debates, our previous work has also found that user network clusters are 
characterized not by isolation, but by substantial negative interaction across 
the political divide (Keuchenius et al., 2021). Similarly, Bright et al. (2022) 
demonstrate in their study of Stormfront that engaging with oppositional 
views is in fact a core practice among its users. In fact, these posts tend to 
stimulate discussion within and encourage users to remain active on the site. 
We have observed similar results in far-right Facebook groups, where users 
extensively engage with both confirming and contradicting arguments: They 
distort, decontextualize, reinterpret, and ridicule these arguments in a process 
that might be more aptly described as “trench warfare” rather than “echo 
chamber” (Karlsen et al., 2017; Törnberg & Wahlström, 2018). This sug-
gests that these environments are not isolated, and that social media, in many 
cases, actually reinforce interaction, but not agreement, between groups and 
individuals. Thus, many “echoes” within these echo chambers are not core 
beliefs being restated but, rather, the sound of opposing viewpoints being 
undermined and marginalized.

However, there is limited evidence to support the claim that exposing 
individuals to opposing viewpoints results in more moderate and informed 
citizens. On the contrary, it may even reinforce their preexisting views (Bail 
et al., 2018; Hemmingsen & Castro, 2017; Schmitt et al., 2018). Empirical 
studies on counter-radicalization reveal that strategies based on increasing 
interaction between opposing groups can actually fuel conflicts and inten-
sify radicalization among those who already harbor extreme views (Bélanger 
et al., 2020; Lewandowsky et al., 2012). For instance, in a study on Twitter 
users, Bail and colleagues (2018) exposed 1,200 users to content from the 
opposite political spectrum over a one-month period. The results showed 
that Republicans who followed a Democratic bot for this period expressed 
markedly more conservative views than before. In fact, the more attention 
they paid to the content, the stronger the effect. Many participants in the 
study described the experience of stepping outside their echo chamber and 
encountering opposing ideas and arguments as an attack upon their identity. 
Similar results have been observed in other de-radicalization strategies such 
as “debunking” or “counter-messaging,” which aim to correct factual inac-
curacies. For example, studies have shown that attempting to refute or quash 
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rumors that vaccines cause autism may make those who believe in these 
rumors even more opposed to inoculating their children (Berinsky, 2017; 
Nyhan et al., 2014). Overall, stepping outside one’s echo chamber seems not 
to contribute to a better competition of ideas but rather a vicious competition 
of identities, sharpening the contrast between “us” and “them” (Törnberg, 
2022).

If it is not the echo chamber mechanism of a feedback loop between isola-
tion and diverging opinions, which drives polarization and radicalization, 
then what is? Why do social media – and fringe digital spaces in particular – 
seem to fuel a hate-driven form of politics?

The Case of Stormfront: White Pride, Worldwide

To examine the role of fringe digital spaces in online radicalization, we center 
our discussion on the case of Stormfront. Stormfront emerged as a commu-
nity for White Nationalists in the mid-1990s. By the early 2000s, the forum 
was described in an article in USA Today as “the most visited white suprema-
cist site on the net” (McKelvey, 2001). Among these users were prominent 
White Supremacists, such as Thom Robb; the founder of National States 
Rights Party, Ed Fields; and former KKK leader, David Duke. The commu-
nity is distinguished by its remarkable longevity: While the Internet went 
through waves of transformation – the Dot-Com boom of the early 2000, 
Web 2.0, Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok – Stormfront persisted.

Stormfront has been described as a bastion and breeding ground for vio-
lent extremism and racially motivated hate. Over the years, members of 
the site have been linked to over 100 terrorist attacks, including the 2011 
Norway attacks and the 2015 Charleston church shootings (Beirich, 2014). 
Stormfront members themselves describe the forum as an “online refuge” 
(de Koster  & Houtman, 2008), a place where they connect and actively 
engage with others who share their racist and White Supremacist beliefs 
(Bowman-Grieve, 2009; Hartzell, 2020). The forum is marked by both radi-
cal views and relative opinion homogeneity. Levin (2002) sees the website as 
the earliest “web-based hate entity” that inspired many similar forums on the 
far right. About 14% of posts on the forum can be classified as explicit hate 
posts (Berglind et al., 2019), and recent longitudinal studies on Stormfront 
have also revealed patterns suggesting that, over time, members increasingly 
adopt more radical stances in their anti-Black and antisemitic narratives 
(Scrivens et al., 2020; Törnberg & Törnberg, 2022). While anyone can read 
the Stormfront message boards, one must apply for and be granted member-
ship in order to post in most sub-forums. The architecture of the site itself 
not only presents listings of conversational threads within topics, but it also 
displays the linked, hierarchically threaded replies within those threads, indi-
cating the dialogic nature of Stormfront participation.
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This chapter will elaborate a new perspective to explain how online media 
are linked to extremist radicalization. This perspective draws on Durkheim’s 
research on the development of community through ritual activity and on 
previous empirical studies of our own that examine in detail the Stormfront 
community (Törnberg & Törnberg, 2021, 2022, 2023). For these studies, we 
developed custom-made web crawlers in order to create a dataset comprising 
10,172,069 posts and 354,574 members, spanning 20 years of discussions 
on Stormfront. This dataset offers a powerful view into the political lives 
of individual members and a way to explore empirically what takes place 
within these fringe communities. We used a combination of computational 
and interpretive methods to examine how individuals are affected by partici-
pating in the community.

Durkheim and the Social Function of Campfires

As discussed above, the existing literature on echo chambers has implicitly 
treated online communities as spaces of rational debate and the deliberation 
over arguments  – becoming poisoned by the fact that the arguments pre-
sented stem from a narrow band of the political spectrum. Our work on 
Stormfront, over time, however, brought us to seek a different theoretical 
foundation, building on Émile Durkheim’s study of communities, through 
which he sought to understand the social activities that bind communities 
and societies together.

In his work examining aboriginal communities in Australia, Durkheim 
(1912/1915) observed that most of the community’s time was dedicated to 
routine activities involving a small group, such as food gathering and child-
care. However, the rare occasions where the entire tribe assembled for shared 
rituals were considered sacred. These rituals, characterized by synchronized 
movements and chanting, induced trance-like states of collective efferves-
cence, imbuing participants with emotional energy and a sense of intersubjec-
tivity. The community’s focus on common objects, such as religious symbols 
and artifacts, flags and banners, or tribal artifacts, fostered shared feelings, 
unifying the group as a whole, a community, rather than just an aggregation 
of individuals. In our work with Stormfront, we began seeing online spaces 
such as Stormfront as the digital manifestations of the campfires around 
which aboriginals congregated, as described in Durkheim’s research over a 
century ago.

While the exchange of messages online may seem somewhat more mun-
dane, the notion of a ritual in many ways captures the role and effects of 
these online interactions. For the users on Stormfront, the content of the 
messages seems to carry less relevance than the act of interacting. The threads 
of discussion appear like drawn-out collective moments of shared energy 
and emotion. Such a broadening of the notion of ritual is consistent with 
other scholars who have built on the work of Durkheim. Collins (2004), 
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for instance, expanded and reinterpreted Durkheim’s findings to apply to 
our understanding of contemporary society. Linking together Durkheim with 
the micro-sociology of Erving Goffman, Collins used the notion of rituals 
to examine how groups today establish social membership and intersub-
jectivity – that is, a shared sense of “we.” The expanded notion of rituals 
pointed to the centrality of moments of shared attention and emotion that 
come to imbue objects with a sense of group belonging. Recent work has 
extended Collins’s theoretical framework, arguing that these rituals can also 
occur in mediated environments (DiMaggio et al., 2018; Johannessen, 2023; 
Wahlström & Törnberg, 2021; Wästerfors et al., 2023). According to these 
studies, Collins’ basic criterion of an interaction ritual is present online – a 
gathering with shared focus under a dominant definition of the situation and 
a tendency to defend boundaries. As seen in other research, while mediated 
interaction rituals lack full bodily presence, they arguably make up for it 
through increased frequency (Walther & Burgoon, 1992), especially in our 
age of “deep mediatization” (Couldry & Hepp, 2018), where mediated inter-
action is ubiquitous.

The Durkheimian perspective on online communities suggests that the 
exchange of arguments in these online discussions should not be primar-
ily viewed as the rational exchange that it may superficially appear, but as 
content that serves the role of symbolic markers of identity and belonging. 
They aim not to rationally persuade but aim instead to highlight similarities 
and differences, to distinguish an “us,” separated from a “them.” What takes 
place on social media is as much or more in the realm of identity, ritual, 
symbolisms, and belonging as it is in the realm of argumentation, opinion, 
and rationality.

In examining Stormfront through this Durkheimian lens, the community’s 
discourse appears as a continuous chain of interaction rituals, which gradu-
ally weaves a web of symbolically imbued narratives that link the individuals 
together in a community. This narrative web is more than told – they are 
viscerally felt, as part of the collective identity and self-understanding of the 
participants.

The Durkheimian notion of a ritual thus links together three dimensions 
of community life – identity, narratives, and emotions – in a single process. 
In our empirical work, we came to structure the research according to these 
three dimensions, in order to support this theoretical foundation for under-
standing online extremist communities. We will therefore structure the sub-
sequent discussion according to these dimensions.

Identity: Language as Process and Product

The Durkheimian perspective puts identity at center stage: Rituals create a 
sense of group solidarity, strengthening the collective identity by the gradual 
articulation of a common cultural system. As individual participants develop 
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a stronger sense of solidarity and intersubjectivity, they come to also assume 
the thoughts, morals, and behaviors internal to their group, viewing them-
selves less as individuals and more as part of the community. The ritual, 
embodied in reciprocal and complementary messaging, transforms a group 
of individuals into a community, a shared sense of “we.” The construction 
of a social and collective identity in digital spaces is thus entangled with 
the construction of an internal discourse and culture: A community is made 
up of stories, and these stories intertwine its members with the community 
(Schwartz et al., 2011).

This linkage between social identity and community speaks to a long 
tradition within psychology and sociology, according to which identity is 
constructed precisely through discursive activities  – it is negotiated among 
speaking subjects (Polkinghorne, 1988; Sarbin, 1986). These and other schol-
ars place language in a central role in structuring our identities and our rela-
tionship to our social groups. Central to socialization is the acquisition of 
a shared system of discourse, which provides the illusion of coherent and 
bounded identity by situating the individual in the social. Language contains 
the social, and its structure is the structure of the social. This suggests a broad 
notion of stories, as the cultural web that situates people in their social worlds.

Measuring Identity Formation on Stormfront

The suggestion of a link between discourse and identity raises the possibil-
ity that we can study the formation of collective identities through the flow 
and shifts in linguistic patterns. The terms and words used by members on 
a community provide a link to examining how they are affected by engag-
ing in the interaction rituals, and how their understanding of themselves is 
transformed.

To study community formation through language, we examined how mem-
bers’ terminology changed as they engaged with the community (Törnberg & 
Törnberg, 2022). We organized each member’s messages, with the earliest 
message labeled as “Message 1” and subsequent messages numbered in 
order. This allowed us to observe how their word choices shifted over time, 
reflecting the influence of engaging in continuous online interaction rituals on 
individual participants.

We first examined the overall similarity between the language used by new 
members and the community overall. To do so, we constructed a language 
model that represents the forum’s overall language, based on a random sam-
ple of 20,000 messages. To measure the distance between two corpora, we 
used “bag-of-words” representations, that is, we captured the frequency of 
each word used in each corpus and used cosine similarity to measure the 
distance in terms of word frequency (Joachims, 2002). In essence, this math-
ematical method helps us understand how related or distinct two collections 
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of text are from each other by measuring the “distance” in terms of the 
words they use.

Figure 5.1 shows the cosine distance between the words used by new mem-
bers and those written by the community as a whole, as a function of how 
many posts they have contributed. As we wanted to follow the same mem-
bers over a longer time to see how their language use evolved, we focused on 
members who had sent at least 50 posts, since this selection effectively cap-
tures active long-term members. The results are striking. The new members 
began far from the language of the forum as a whole, but new members rela-
tively quickly converged as they engaged with the community. After about 
20 posts, almost complete convergence had taken place. This suggests that 
members quickly absorb the defining discourse of the community.

FIGURE 5.1 � Convergence of Forum Posters’ Language over Time

Note: This figure shows the cosine distance between members’ posts, in posting order, with the 
overall community language, over time. As the figure shows, new members quickly converge on 
the forum discourse.
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We then turned more closely to the content of these linguistic shifts by 
using inductive computational methods to compare the language of new ver-
sus long-term members. These analyses point to two concurrent changes.

First, the members picked up different slangs and vernacular that are par-
ticular to the community. For instance, while new members may speak of 
“the government,” insiders instead use “zog” – short for “Zionist Occupied 
Government” – a reference to a common White Supremacist belief that the 
U.S. government is controlled by Jews. The language of this acronym reflects 
the ideology and beliefs of the community. The use of these internal terms 
in their postings served to demarcate insiders from outsiders. The language 
changed from mainstream terms to community-specific vernacular and 
themes, which functioned as markers of community belonging, embracing 
the White Supremacist ideology of the forums.

Second, the language of the members also shifted in more subtle ways, 
revealing a change in self-understanding in relation to the community. There 
was a shift toward the use of pronouns and “indexical” statements – such as 
“you,” “me,” “here,” and “this” – which both scholars of discourse analysis 
and ethnomethodologists point to as being important means through which 
identity and interpersonal relations are expressed (Fairclough, 1989), reflect-
ing how the posters view themselves and their relationship with their audi-
ence. The word “I,” for instance, suggests a sense of individuality, whereas 
the use of “we” suggests that writers view themselves as representing some-
thing larger than individuals or mere aggregations. A clear example of this is 
that new users wrote of “I,” but, over time, they often used “wn” – short for 
“white nationalists” – instead.

Making of an Imagined Community of Hate

The example above reveals how engaging with online communities trans-
forms the self-understanding of the participants. Their discussions matter less 
for their content than for their role in defining a shared identity – the content 
acts not as rational arguments but as symbols for community becoming. Nar-
ratives, internal jargon, and discussion topics are cultural capital that help 
define the boundaries of the community. Individuals acquire the language 
of a community and absorb its symbols, in ways that also transform their 
political identities.

Interaction rituals both use and produce discursive symbols: an inter-
nal culture that defines the community. These symbols simultaneously 
form the linguistic capital and emblems of group membership (Collins, 
2004). The language that is shared and understood within the commu-
nity provides barriers to outsiders; although anyone can read Stormfront 
postings, only those who are “in the know” can participate meaningfully. 
This function can be seen in how meme culture tends to exhibit complex 
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layers of intertextual references and abstract and ironic styles, constantly 
in flux and innovation, requiring both literacy and dedication to decode 
and stay up-to-date with the latest trends (Knobel  & Lankshear, 2007; 
Shifman, 2013; see also Walther, this volume). This challenge is precisely 
the point (Phillips & Milner, 2017): Language functions to create a subcul-
tural definition of cultural capital that stands in opposition to mainstream 
culture. The subcultures thus define forms of distinction through a linguis-
tic market, conferring cultural capital and authority on those who master 
the language (Bourdieu, 1991). Subcultural literacy separates insiders from 
outsiders through deliberate semantic disorientation of those who are unfa-
miliar with the subcultural logic and the values of the community that are 
reified through secret linguistic codes.

The turn to a Durkheimian perspective on online communities therefore 
highlights the role of identity in online extremism, in distinction to the more 
automatic and mechanical view assumed by the echo chamber approach. 
The discussions on Stormfront seek not to convey rational arguments but to 
activate and trigger markers of social identities – denigrating the out-group 
and rallying the in-group. They seek not to convince but rather to highlight 
similarities and differences: To identify an “us” and to separate out a “them.” 
They operate in the realm of identity, not of rationality.

Worldviews: Spaces for Interpreting Reality

The discussions on Stormfront are not only important as expressions of com-
munity belonging and shared identity: They are also important in themselves, 
as ways of understanding the world. The stories they share define how the 
members of the community identify problems and suggest solutions. Reality 
itself is always filtered through the narratives that they share. This means 
that participants do not respond to “objective” threats or advocate realis-
tic solutions; rather, threats and advocacies pass through a process of social 
construction and attribution (Snow, 2004). Reality does constrain these 
inventions, and the stories must be explained with some degree of internal 
consistency. Ultimately, however, people do not seek accurate stories but sto-
ries that work for them in the social world. No one wants to be the villain of 
their own story. People seek stories in which they play the hero – or if that is 
not available, at least the victim.

Measuring how Stormfront Makes Sense of the World

To study these processes of sense and meaning-making on Stormfront, we 
examined the processes through which the community came to build a nar-
rative around two events that were especially important for the community: 
The U.S. presidential elections of Barack Obama in 2008, and of Donald 
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Trump in 2016. We used close readings of Stormfront forum postings to gen-
erate qualitatively based identification of narrative themes within the corpus. 
We also subjected the text to computer-based natural language processing 
and analyzed changes in the numbers of members in the platform as well as 
related search engine records. These methods, together, showed how Storm-
front members created a collective understanding of these events and how 
they responded to them intellectually and emotionally.

The 2008 election of Obama was a decisive moment for Stormfront, spur-
ring an unprecedented increase in user activity on the forum. The day after 
the election alone saw the single highest number of new members in the his-
tory of the forum (2,581 new users on November 5, 2008). In line with this, 
Google Trends shows a dramatic increase in Google searches for “Storm-
front forum” in November 2008, for which the most activity occurred on 
the day of the election. Similarly, the number of postings within Stormfront 
skyrocketed in the days around the election.

When investigating the content of the posts in the immediate aftermath 
of the election, a dominant narrative emerged framing Obama as a threat 
to the country, a national disaster that would lead to chaos. Many users 
expressed frustration, desperation, and hopelessness. As one member con-
cisely put it, “This country is finished. This empire, this civilization, this cul-
ture. . . . I don’t honestly believe there are nearly enough people who are, or 
ever will be willing to fight for its survival.” Many members seemed to fear 
that chaos would ensue, and that “negro rule” would drive American cities 
to become “crime-ridden, bankrupt slums.” Along these lines, the election 
was described as a catalyst that would embolden the Black population in the 
United States, representing the start of “white slavery” that would ultimately 
lead to the end of the white race. (For instance, word frequency analysis 
showed that the usage of the terms “slave” and “slavery” increased by 50% 
during the days surrounding the election, compared to the average during the 
two prior weeks.)

However, only a few days after the election, a competing narrative emerged 
in the Stormfront community, reconstructing Obama’s election as a unique 
opportunity for the white people. The underlying idea in this narrative was 
that “worse-is-better”– that the threat of Obama’s presidency would serve as 
a wake-up call or an eye-opener for white people, increasing racial awareness 
and contributing to racial polarization, thereby serving as a potential catalyst 
for radical change. As one user expressed this,

I think we should see this as more of an opportunity to change the world 
in which we live for the better. Maybe this is a new chance to recruit and 
spread our message faster and further than ever before. Remember, things 
will get much worse before they begin to get better and Obama might 
speed this process for us.
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This discursive shift in the community sparked a self-critical discussion 
among members to reconsider support for established strategies and meth-
ods within White Supremacist movements. Many subsequent discussions 
thus circulated around whether people should “fight within the system” or 
“fight the system” in which most users expressed skepticism toward the idea 
and feasibility of achieving radical political change through the system. One 
user summarized, “We cannot win by the ballot box.” While few members 
believed that a political revolution would be realistic at the time, it was more 
common to advocate for creating autonomous, model, separatist communi-
ties, a “Stormfront on the streets.”

In contrast, the 2016 election of Trump sparked significantly less dramatic 
changes in users’ activity on Stormfront, with few newly registered users and 
only minor increases in posting activity. The discussions during the first days 
after the election were characterized by optimism and anticipation, with 
many triumphant and celebratory posts, typically framing the election as a 
victory for the white race. For instance:

It will be a major deterrent and a symbol that they [immigrants] are not 
as welcome as they thought they once were. The illegals will roam streets 
and be reported and arrested. The wall will inspire patriotism in several 
Whites. This election has been a turnaround for us.

Some members remained more skeptical about Trump, emphasizing that he 
could not be trusted. More generally, however, we observed a general discur-
sive shift in the community, moving from the worse-is-better narrative that 
dominated discourse after Obama’s election to a better-is-better narrative, 
one that framed Trump’s election as a positive opportunity and source of 
momentum. Simultaneously, we observed a related shift in political advo-
cacy, from promoting extra-parliamentary methods that dominated discus-
sions after Obama to an increasing belief in the possibilities of achieving 
radical change through the established political system. A majority of the 
members now argued that Trump’s presidency served to legitimize White 
Supremacist movements and to open (discursive) space within the established 
political system to air ideas that were previously banned and stigmatized. As 
one member expressed this: “We should be peaceful and solve our problems 
through the ‘system,’ abiding by all the laws, and setting examples such that 
we become role models for everyone to emulate.”

This shift in perspective was accompanied with decreasing skepticism 
toward the government and other established political institutions. Our 
word-embedding analysis of the representation of out-groups on Stormfront 
illustrated that “Blacks,” “minorities,” and “Jews” were consistently the 
most frequently recurring oppositional categories on the forum. However, 
“Illegals” and “invaders” became more salient as an out-group following 
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the election of Trump, and, more intriguing, terms such as “government,” 
“zog,” and “police” decreased in significance as out-groups, indicating that 
members may have become less skeptical toward the government and estab-
lished political institutions. Trump was seen as an entrance for people like 
them to political power, and members started to reformulate the optimal 
goals in relation to the government by defining their roles and functions as 
to “influence Trump,” to “push him to the right,” and – commonly – to be 
“fire to his feet.”

A Tribal Epistemology

The analysis above illustrates how communities collectively construct an 
understanding of political events. It is evident that the discursive creation of 
opportunity was a consistent driver of the framing process, aimed at iden-
tifying an optimistic interpretation. Participants thus bend, reformulate, 
recontextualize, and narrativize events to make them appear beneficial. This 
can be referred to as a type of “tribal epistemology.” Contrary to the echo 
chamber thesis, political communities do not primarily develop their world-
views through rational deliberation and critical reasoning (Roberts, 2017). 
Instead, their perception of the world is influenced by their specific interests 
and wishes – what they want to be true. Communities do not choose their 
positions based on rational evaluation of evidence, arguments, and counter-
arguments; rather, they choose positions that support their tribe’s values and 
goals. Their reasoning and comprehension of the world are inseparable from 
their identity and sense of community (Funkhouser, 2022).

This perspective also provides an explanation for the observed link 
between online communities and the rise of misinformation. These spaces 
allow for the growth of conspiracies that are detached from reality, as mem-
bers strongly desire something to be true in order to maintain their connec-
tion with their community. Truth is only perceived through the white-tinted 
lens of identity, as information is assessed not based on common standards 
of evidence applied to commonly accepted facts but on its alignment with the 
requirements of ones’ community (see also, e.g., Kahan, 2013). The ways of 
knowing become defined by ones’ identity and belonging, reducing what they 
know to merely another expression of who they are. “Good for our side” and 
“true” begin to blur into one.

Spaces for Verbalizing and Transforming Emotions

Exchanging messages in Stormfront thus socially facilitates the construc-
tion of a shared worldview among members. Since these messages are tightly 
entangled with the identities and self-understanding of the members, they are 
not merely descriptions of the world but are also deeply emotionally charged. 
Their stories are not only narrated but – as reflected in their language – are 
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also viscerally felt. As Durkheim emphasizes, rituals are highly emotional 
experiences. Participants in rituals perceive them as pleasurable, filling them 
with what Durkheim refers to as collective effervescence: A positive feeling of 
emotional energy that encourages participants to remain in the community, 
often manifested as confidence, warmth, and enthusiasm.

Capturing Emotional Processes among White Supremacists

In exploring these emotional dimensions of online rituals, we revisited the 
Stormfront postings that followed the 2008 election of Barack Obama, using 
sentiment analysis and close reading (Törnberg & Törnberg, 2023). As previ-
ously noted, the election sparked an unprecedented surge in the entry of new 
members to Stormfront. For many of these members, the election was experi-
enced as deeply unsettling – a threat against something unspoken at the very 
core of who they understood themselves as white Americans. When compar-
ing the reactions to the election by these newly registered members to those 
of long-term members of Stormfront, we discovered a surprising pattern.

Long-term members reflected a relatively well-established sense of col-
lective identity. This sub-corpus was distinguished by the extensive use of 
“we,” often found in word collocations such as “We whites,” “We national-
ists,” “We fighting,” “We act,” and “We want.” Moreover, this group has a 
narrative in place in which Jews were portrayed as the master enemy, with 
top-ranked word pairs such as “Jews their,” “Jewish media,” “Jewish influ-
ence,” “Jews us,” and “Jews control.” Consistent with this narrative, these 
members perceived the election as a regrettable yet anticipated event, a fore-
seeable consequence of the “prevailing Jewish order.” As one user expressed,

Are we losing sight of the fact that Obama is just a figurehead puppet? 
Do you really think that Obama controls anything? International jewry 
is the greatest threat, hands down. Obama is an impotent house negro, 
nothing more.

These members’ messages presented long-established grievances, and the 
election did not challenge their identities or compel them to reevaluate fun-
damental beliefs. If anything, Obama’s election enabled long-term members 
to (re-)enforce their worldviews, solidify their solidarity, and intensify their 
sense of “we-ness.” This narrative focusing on Jews, along with the mem-
bers’ social and discursive integration within the community, seems to have 
functioned as a shock-absorber, shielding them from the adverse effects of 
the traumatic event. It provided meaning and coherence, narrating a story of 
what happened, who is culpable, and what needs to be done.

The postings by newly registered members, in contrast, suggest that they 
were severely affected by the election. These individuals lacked the means 
to cope with the election’s outcome; more specifically, their established 
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worldview, which relied on viewing Blacks as belonging to a subordinated 
race, was upended when a Black man was elected president, resulting in 
trauma. When examining keywords characterizing their sub-corpus, the sin-
gle most frequent word collocation is “I White,” followed by “I American,” 
“I People,” “I nationalist,” “I race,” and “I country.” The absence of “we” 
suggests that they are less inclined to identify themselves as part of a clearly 
defined in-group; instead, they describe themselves as individuals belonging 
to broader and more abstract categories or ethnic groups.

Comparative sentiment analysis showed that these new members expressed 
significantly more intense negative emotions, compared to the long-term 
members. Words indicating shame, disgust, and nausea were particularly 
prevalent in this sub-corpus, with expressions like: “Last night made me sick 
to my stomach,” “I’m heartsick and saddened,” “I vomit in my mouth a 
bit,” and “I want to puke.” Many of these reports of strong visceral, bodily 
reactions were related to the members’ observations that a person from an 
allegedly “inferior” race won the election and the possibility of white people 
being “subordinated to Blacks.”

The national disgrace! To elect a representative of a sub-human black race 
that is so hostile and hateful to the white people; that is the ENEMY of 
the white people; that is despicable and disgusting; that is so inferior to 
the white people; that is so destructive to the society; that never belonged 
among the white people. Shame on you!

Many new members thus grappled with the contradiction that a person from 
an alleged “inferior” race could hold the same position of power as a series 
of “dignified” white presidents before him, framing the election result as a 
threat to the white race and expressing fears of becoming a minority and 
being discriminated against. As we have seen, while long-term members 
resolved this apparent contradiction by focusing on Jews as the primary tar-
get and out-group (thus viewing Obama as merely a “Jewish puppet”), new 
members identified Black people as the main concern and the most promi-
nent out-group. In fact, there are no highly ranked words or word pairs 
relating to Jews in the sub-corpus of new members’ postings. Consequently, 
the election posed a fundamental challenge to these new members who based 
their identity and self-value on social comparison with other races and the 
devaluation of Black people.

The election was repeatedly and explicitly described as a turning point for 
new forum members, influencing their decision to register and actively post 
messages for one another within the Stormfront community. Many expressed 
a need to “take action” and “do something” in response to the event, while 
also seeking comfort, moral support, and a means of making sense of their 
distress. For instance: “I have been reading for some time, but this was the 
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final tipping point, I felt compelled to register and post” and “over the years 
my concerns has grown this was a tipping point.” The election thus served as 
a trigger or a “moral shock” (Snow & Soule, 2010; Warren, 2010) that pro-
pelled these individuals to join Stormfront in order to process their trauma, 
as well as to seek moral and social support and belonging.

Upon joining the community, new members engaged in developing new 
narratives to provide coherence and meaning to the situation. They achieved 
this by sharing personalized stories of past injustices, alleged offenses, 
assaults, and violence purportedly committed by Black people against white 
people, which served to ignite a sense of moral outrage. These stories often 
featured an idealized victim, such as a young woman or daughter, who had 
allegedly been assaulted. For instance:

Last night made me so sick to my stomach. One of my female friends was 
robbed of all her things. I saw black teens harassing white cops, saying 
they aren’t **** [sic] and don’t matter. I think I vomited in my mouth.

By sharing these stories, the new members of the community collectively cul-
tivated anger and outrage toward outsiders. In their discussions, they iden-
tified concrete and specific adversaries, shifting attention from the specific 
“disaster” of the election and the resulting feelings of grief and despair to 
focus instead on the corruption and dangerous nature of their enemies. In 
this way, the indignities of daily life are transformed into a shared grievance 
with a focused target of collective action.

Importantly, the social and interactive processes of formulating these new 
narratives, in which members come together and synchronize their thoughts 
and actions, can itself be a powerful tool for healing and strengthening col-
lective identity and in-group solidarity. These collective gatherings – or com-
munity rituals – involve both shared and reciprocal emotions (Jasper, 2008).

Shared emotions refer to the collective emotional experiences that arise 
from a common cause or event, such as a shared trauma or a victory. These 
emotions reflect how the group collectively nurtures anger toward outsid-
ers, such as outrage over government policies. This process is particularly 
evident in some of these narratives: While the stories depict concrete and 
actual events that involve Black people, they simultaneously emphasize that 
violence and immoral acts are inherent in the very nature of Black people. 
In this manner, members connect broader sociocultural forces with human 
agents who are appropriate targets of collective action. Through this type 
of cognitive reframing, the members thus transform passive emotions, such 
as dread, hopelessness, fear, resignation, shame, and disgust, into active 
emotions, such as moral indignation and outrage, which provide better 
foundations both for their demands of as well as for their collective iden-
tity. While resignation can dampen the perceived opportunity for change, 
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emotions like anger, indignation, and pride are commonly associated with 
political agency (Jasper, 2011). In contrast, the established, long-term 
members do not need this: Their grievances are firmly established – they 
are already angry.

Reciprocal emotions include emotions individuals experience in response 
to others’ emotions within a group or social context. When one person 
expresses anger or sadness about an issue, others may reciprocate these emo-
tions, leading to a shared emotional experience that bolsters social bonds 
and strengthens group cohesion. On Stormfront, this can be seen in the 
expressions of social bonding and support among members. Members have 
thanked each other for receiving support and being welcomed to the forum. 
Many claimed that their reason for joining the forum was to find moral and 
social support and a protected space to discuss with like-minded people. As 
one user put it: “I came here to converse and find solidarity with fellow 
White Nationalists.” Through these posts and the ensuing discussions, mem-
bers forged personal bonds of friendship and loyalty, and enhanced feelings 
of trust and solidarity, as expressed in these two posts: “I’d just like to thank 
everyone for responding to my posts and for the most part being respect-
ful”; “Very happy to have joined SF, glad to have joined this site, the election 
has fired up my desire to reach out to other whites.” Participating in these 
positively toned interactions reinforces a common identity and bolsters per-
sonal and collective self-esteem – similar to De Koster and Houtman’s (2008) 
emphasis on Stormfront messages as sources of sociability, resulting in com-
munal solidarity among members. Both the notions of shared and recipro-
cal emotions underscore the significance of emotional exchanges in shaping 
social interactions and collective action.

Online Therapy for White Supremacists

Our analysis reveals that Stormfront serves not only as a refuge for the 
far-right to express conventionally distasteful opinions and ideas (de Koster & 
Houtman, 2008) but also as an “emotional refuge” (Reddy, 2001), providing 
space and legitimacy to their emotional experiences. This speaks to Ganesh's 
(2018, pp. 33–34) suggestion that, for the far right, what unites communities 
online are “forms of intimacy, sense, and feeling that are maligned or consid-
ered unacceptable in mainstream society.”

The 2008 election of Obama drove a large number of individuals to join 
the community, driven by an unarticulated sense of confusion, discomfort, 
and anxiety. A Black president seemed to question not only something at the 
very core of their identity as white Americans but also something to which 
they had never put words – a feeling that felt forbidden to utter in main-
stream society. Stormfront offered a space to meet others who had the same 
experience and offered a new narrative – White Supremacy – to explain why 
it felt wrong and to legitimize their experience. The White Supremacy that is 
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part of American history and culture – and still rooted in its collective uncon-
scious – was thus put proudly forth, not as a shameful legacy of slavery, but 
as a proud badge of honor. Thus, while one may believe that communities 
such as Stormfront merely draw a collection of already radicalized extrem-
ists, our analysis shows that it does not merely gather them but also trans-
forms them as it brings them into an extremist community.

Both the trauma narratives themselves and the participation in the collec-
tive processes that generate them impart meaning and coherence to feelings of 
pain, fear, and confusion. By supporting and encouraging each other (recip-
rocal emotions) and collectively diagnosing and describing shared injustices 
and grievances (shared emotions), members on Stormfront created a sense of 
unity and solidarity, reinforcing their collective identity and commitment to 
a common goal. Through social rituals of online interaction, their feelings of 
shame, despair, depression, and disgust are thus transformed into solidarity 
in the community. They felt one with the community. The vague sense of dif-
ference was replaced by an articulated belief in the superiority of the white 
race. They were the heroes of their stories once again. In this experience of 
emotional communion, individuals forged a sense of social belonging and 
shared beliefs. Pain turned into anger, thence hatred.

Stormfront functioned as a form of online therapy group for White Suprem-
acists, where members vented, articulated, and collectively made sense of 
their emotional reactions, thereby shaping an emotionally energized collec-
tive with a focused target of collective action. Spaces like Stormfront can thus 
enable counterreactions and backlashes to events perceived as threatening to 
their community or identity, leading to emotionally charged mobilizations. 
These rituals of narrative construction are collective, bottom-up processes 
involving many members, rather than being strategically shaped by indi-
vidual leaders, as is often described in social movement literature (see e.g. 
Oliver & Johnston, 2000).

Conclusion: From Echo Chambers to Digital Campfires

The concept of the echo chamber emerged as a response to the suggestion 
that social media would usher in a new era of democratization by serving as 
new critical-rational public sphere. While the echo chamber thesis posited 
that the Internet might enable us to avoid engaging with political opponents, 
it never interrogated the underlying assumption that political life ultimately 
is constituted solely in rational debate. Throughout the many characteriza-
tions of the nature of digital media participation, this rationalist assumption 
has been a widely accepted presupposition: Whether delivered by algorithms, 
sociometric choices, or both, politics primarily concerns opinions, and these 
opinions are in turn the product of rational arguments and information. 
These tenets have been the unchallenged foundations of analyses, focusing 
on the potential existence of online echo chambers.
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In this chapter, we have laid the groundwork for an alternative paradigm 
for understanding online extremism and hate messages. Politics is not merely 
about opinions, we have argued, but exists in the social realm, encompassing 
identity, emotion, and discourse. Similarly, online interaction is not exclu-
sively focused on the rational and individual consumption of information; 
it is a social process of mutual influence and co-creation. As an alternative 
to the rationalist paradigm, this chapter has proposed a Durkheimian inter-
pretation of digital media, viewing online interaction as a form of ritual. 
This casts online communities like Stormfront as a tribe gathered around a 
campfire, creating a shared narrative of belonging and identity through their 
stories and emotional exchanges. The content of the messages functions as 
a symbolic marker of identity rather than rational facts. As in Aboriginal 
chanting, the words are no more important than the rhythm, the feeling, and 
the sense of shared activity that the words convey.

While the echo chamber hypothesis of radicalization emphasizes the 
impact of reading and consuming others’ posts, the perspective introduced 
in this chapter underscores participation – actively conversing, posting, and 
sharing experiences – as the primary driver of radicalization. Simply consum-
ing content related to a subject, whether through newspapers, television, or 
social media, can cultivate interest and shape opinions on it, but it does not 
foster a sense of community. On the other hand, active participation and dia-
logue online resonate at a deeper, emotional level, nurturing the emergence of 
shared identity through the articulation of a view of the world.

On Stormfront, the community is centered around a shared activity and 
mood defined by the unified hatred of Jews – a totem that unites the com-
munity. On this foundation, an entire worldview is erected, simultaneously 
representing the shared identity of the members and distinguishing insiders 
from outsiders. Blacks are subhuman. Jews are engaged in a conspiracy to 
enslave and replace white people. To the extent that such views are linked to 
ostensibly rational arguments, the latter are expressions, not causes, of the 
community belonging.

By considering the interactions within fringe extremist spaces as rituals 
rather than rational deliberations, we can better understand the emotional 
dynamics that drive individuals to participate in extremist communities 
and the social processes through which these communities maintain their 
cohesion and vitality. This approach also allows us to identify the ways in 
which online spaces can amplify and reinforce the narratives and symbols 
that underpin extremist ideologies, thus promoting their dissemination and 
persistence.
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