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Abstract
The far-right encultures an expansive online network and content milieu that aims to cater for its
participants’ diverse needs. However, the counter-cultural activities and narratives connected to
the movement triggered large tech corporations (Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and
Microsoft) to act, deplatforming their content, systems, and userbase off their ‘Big Tech’ platforms.
In reaction, an alternative ecosystem of websites (Alt-Tech) was developed to maintain sociality
and to continue peddling an alternative ontology. And while millions of users flock to these spaces
as bastions for far-right ideologies and communications, academic attention is sparce and fixated
on one-dimensional extremist patterns of the phenomena. To bring research on Alt-Tech up to the
level of other extreme platforms and communities, I aim to unpack the essential social drivers —
community, collectives, narratives, and ontologies — which proliferate and maintain the success of
one of these platforms, Gab Social. Through an experiential and holistic investigation into the
behavioural dynamics of the platform’s participants, the thesis unpacks the numerous processes
mobilising, connecting, recruiting, and perpetuating these far-right environments. Told as a multi-
encompassing storyline, through five published articles, capturing the different elements of the Gab
Social’s success, each chapter contributes an elaborate piece to the puzzle, from (1) the rise of far-
right extremism to (2) the connection making means of Neo-Nazis, (3) the utilisation of insecurity
to mobilise support, (4) the construction of identity and a unified community, and (5) the emotional
connection to Gab Social as a new home. These findings culminate towards an overarching
theoretical contribution, decentralised sociality. The research employs a qualitative mixed-methods
approach — with netnography as the baseline — to examine these phenomena thoroughly,

thematically, and interpretively.

Keywords: Far-Right, Social Media, Alt-Tech, Netnography, Online Extremism, Group Identity



Table of Contents

CRAPTLET L.uuuueeiiiiiinnriiiiisnnricssssnnrecssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassssssss 1
An Introduction to the Far-Right and their Online Activities ........cccoccevveeereisseccseecssnecsaensenenne 1
The Far-Right & The Online ECOSYSteM .......cccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiciiiecieece et 5
Gab and Alternative Technology Platforms ............ccceeeiiieiiiiiiiinieiiicecceeee e 16
RESCAICh QUESTIONS.....ccuviiiiiiieciiee ettt ettt et e e et e e et e e eabeeeeaaeeeeaseeesaseeesaseeeesseeensseeans 21
L0 0101 (o 0@ 1111 533 1< SRS 26
L@ 1 T2 1] 1) N 37
A Comparative Analysis on the Rise of Far-Right EXtremism ........ccoeeeneensnecsenssncnsncssnecsanes 37
Rapoport’s Modern Waves of Terrorism Theory .........ccveeiieriieriieiiieeieeieecie e 40
Research Design: Evaluating the NeXt Wave .........cccieviieiiiiiieiiieiieeeeeicecee et 42
AANALYSTS <.ttt et ettt et e e h e e e bt et e et e e h et e bt e ente e bt e sateebeeaneeeneen 46
International NALUTE ........cc.eeiiiiiiiieieeee ettt ettt 46
AMOUNT O ACHIVIEY 1nvtieiiiieiiietieeie ettt ettt et st e e te e st e e beeetaeesbeessaeesseessseenseessseenseesssesnsaens 47
Prompting CaUSE........coouieiiiiiniiiieiieetete ettt ettt ettt ettt 53
Common Predominant ENEIZY ........c.cccviiiiiiiiiiiieiieeie ettt ettt et e e senesnnaeas 61
CRAPLET 3.auueeireiiiiniinnnnicsnnissssnssssnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 70
Netnography’s Role in Studying Online Extremist Movements ..........ccceeeeecssenccssneccssneccsnneens 70
Netnography’s application in the field and beyond............ccccoeviiieeiiiiniiiie e, 72
“Safe” Ethnography: Immersion, deepening, and experiential ...........c.ccoceeveviriiniincnncnnene. 74
Methodological GUIAEIINES..........coeiiiieiieeiieeeieeee et e et eeaaeesareeens 75
Reconstructing Social Media Research & Multidisciplinary Integration...........cccccceevvveeennennne 78
Thick Data and Different Content TYPES .......cocvevuervieriiniiiiiniiieiereee et 80
Methodological Mixing Within the Thesis & Hermeneutic Research Process..........c..cccc....... 81
Positionality Statement & Scholarly EvOlution............cceeeiiiiiiiiiiiiineeeeeee e 82
Issues of Researcher Safety, Sensitivity, and Ethical Concerns...........cccocceeviieiieniiencenieeieen. 84
EmPpirical Case StUAY....ccoeiinvviinisienisnicnssnicsssncssnicsssnicsssnesssssesssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssses 87
Tracing The Networking of Neo-Nazis on Gab Social..........ccceevviiiciienciiieniecee e, 87
Chapter 4.......cevevvueecrvnrccsnnnes ... 105
Analysing the UK’s Far-Right Online Content During the Pandemic ..105
The Far-Right, The United Kingdom, Insecurities, and COVID-19 ..........ccccceoeviriinincnnns 109
Michael Hogg’s Uncertainty-Identity Theory .........ccccocvveiiiiiriiiieieeceeee e 114
Methodology, Case Selection, & the UK .........cccooooiiiiiiiiiiiieecece e 118
The Far-Right’s Use of Insecurity: Inductive & Deductive Findings ..........ccccccveeeienireneenen. 122

EXISTENTIAL TIICAL ..ottt e et e e e e e e e e e eaaeeeeeeeeeaaaaaeeeeas



Confirmation BIaS.......c..ooiiiiiiiiiieie ettt st 124
ENEEATIVITY .. eeiieeiie ettt ettt ettt ettt e et e st e eabeesteeesbeessaeensaesaaeenbeensneenseensneenseensnas 126
PrOtOTYPICALIEY ... vieeiieeeiee ettt et e et e et e e e ta e e estaeessseeesaseeessseeensseeesseeennes 127
The Patterns of Toxic Communication: A Discussion on Far-Right Mobilisation.................. 128
What Next? Policy Implications & CONCIUSION .......ccueeevieriiiiieiieeiierie ettt 134
Chapter S......ceeevvvveeccscvnnnecnens ..146
A Netnographic Examination of the Community Building Mechanisms 146
A Literature Review on Identity, Online Communications, & Community ............c.ccceeenneee. 149
Online Member Attachment TREOTY ........cccvieiiiieiiiecieeee e e e 153
IMIETROM ...ttt sttt et et b et ettt et eae e 157
AANALYSTS <.ttt ettt e b et e b e e e te e bt e e n bt e bt e et e e hteeabeenneeente e neeeane 162
Deductive, Inductive, and Interconnected Findings.............cooceeviiiiiiniiiiiieiiiiieieeeeee, 162
Unifying Factors of BElONZING .......cc.cooiiiiiiiiiiiicieeieee ettt 165
Establishing the WOrldvIeW ..........ccoooiiiiiiiiiiiie e 168
Who We Are and Are NOL?......ooiiiiieeieee ettt ettt e 170
Discussion & In-Group Superiority Model ..........ccoevieriiiniiiiieieeieeee e 172
Chapter 6.......ceeeeeueeerneecnnnees . 187
Examining Emotional Belonging in Far-Right Social Media Space..........coceeeveeesuricuensnenne 187
LIterature REVIEW ......eiiuiiiiiiiiieiie ettt ettt et ettt et e e ebeesaeeenne 189
IMEETROM ...ttt ettt ettt sb et 193
F N 1 F:1 £ TSRS 198
A New Home: The Platform’s Emotional Connections..............cccceeveeriiienieeniieneeesieeneene 199
Friends and family, free speech, and like-minded: the benefits of Gab Social.................... 205
Identity and religiosity: how the community CONNECES .........cccvveeriieeeiiieeniieeiie e 208
A 100k at total SENtIMENtT SCOTE ....cc.eiiitiiiiieiieiie ettt ettt 210
intergroup dynamics, competition, and community (self-)moderation..............cccccocverennen. 214
[ O] 1F:11] 1) i w225
Concluding Remarks: Re-theorising Far-Right Fringe Media.......ccocceeveensneessnecsuenssnessaneanes 225
Decentralised Sociality: A new framework for researchers ..........cceevvveerciieenceeenieciee e, 226
Consequences and DAnGETS .........cccuvieiiieeiiieeiiee et ere et e et e e et e e sreeesaeeessseeesseesneeeens 236

Future Directions & Limitations




