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Digitalization and the Musical Mediation of Anti-Democratic 
Ideologies in Alt-Right Forums
Sam de Boise

School of Music, Theatre and Art, Örebro University, Örebro, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Popular music research has explored digital technologies’ potential 
for democratizing music consumption, distribution, and produc-
tion. This article, however, focuses on the anti-democratic implica-
tions of digitalization for popular music by exploring discussions of 
music in 1,173 posts in 6 Alt-Right forums, from 2010–2018. It 
demonstrates that, first, owing to algorithmic architecture, inter-
pretations of musical politics are mutually reinforcing in these 
spaces. Second, a large degree of musical “omnivorousness” in 
these forums is both a feature of contemporary far-right strategy 
and a consequence of digitalization. Third, by articulating “reac-
tionary democratic” principles through music criticism, these move-
ments more easily evade regulation.

Keywords 
Alt-Right; democratization; 
extreme-right; extremism; 
far-right; music

Digitalization, it is argued, has facilitated the democratization of popular music produc-
tion, dissemination, and consumption (see, for instance, Leyshon; Collins and Young; 
Carter and Rogers; Aguiar). Democratization, here, is expressed largely in terms of the 
demos, characteristic of a liberal understanding of participatory democracy, in which the 
engagement of more people in decision-making processes is paramount (see Mondon 
and Winter 164). Digital technologies, according to this view, are treated as conduits of 
public expression whereby the quantitative proliferation of voices is qualitatively demo-
cratic, because a greater plurality of individuals and groups are able to consume, produce, 
and disseminate music. Critical voices within popular music research, however, have 
increasingly focused instead on the kratos aspect; how power is exercised and by whom. 
These approaches have shown that digitalization often strengthens traditionally top- 
down, exclusionary power structures within virtual music communities (Bogdanovic; 
Kruse), as well as in dissemination (Kaitajärvi-Tiesko; Hesmondhalgh et al.; Jones and 
Rauh) and production (Strachan) processes. Here, the exploitation of the majority to the 
benefit of the minority is instead seen as the fundamental issue hindering real democratic 
gains.

These more critical approaches have problematized the question of who really has 
power over production, consumption, and dissemination. Nevertheless, they retain an 
implicit sense of digital technologies’ positive role in music cultures, one which starts out 
promisingly but is subsequently co-opted by corporate forces. Since 2015, the 
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weaponization of social media, mass data collection, and the manipulation of algorithms 
in the service of far-right movements, has shown how digital technologies may in fact 
have built-in features, which marginalize, restrict, and exclude rather than empower 
(Noble; Feezell; Shepherd). Coupled with recent research which has shown the increasing 
musical “omnivorousness” of the contemporary far-right (see Teitelbaum), this suggests 
digitalization potentially shapes music’s relation to larger anti-democratic tendencies in 
ways that are both esthetically pluralistic and politically illiberal.

Taking digitalization’s potentially negative (in the philosophical and evaluative sense 
of the word) implications as a starting point, this article will show how digitalization 
mediates particular anti-democratic ways of engaging with and understanding music. It 
does so by exploring 1,173 posts on music in 6 “Alt-Right” forums, from 2010–2018. The 
article first details what the Alt-Right is before noting how digital technologies aided in its 
rise. It then looks at the implications for music in this process before outlining the 
method. It argues that online discussions around music promote, and are shaped by, far- 
right agendas in three ways: first, narratives around “conversion” and music taste help to 
affirm a sense of community and reinforce particular anti-democratic, esthetic interpre-
tations. Secondly, users’ engagement with a wider variety of well-known artists indicate 
a greater “musical omnivorousness” within the movement (see Chan), strategically 
aligning the Alt-Right with “the mainstream” and thus the (quantitative) majority. This 
trend is itself a consequence of digitalization’s impact on music consumption more 
broadly (Aguiar). Thirdly, it uses Mondon and Winter’s distinction between illiberal 
and liberal racisms to show how racism is mainstreamed through judgments of musical 
distaste. By couching esthetic critique in liberal democratic language around culture 
rather than race (see Bonilla-Silva), music is, here, used in digital spaces as a vehicle to 
invoke the notion of a plurality of the demos against marginalized groups; what Mondon 
and Winter label “reactionary democracy” (4–5).

The Alt-Right as a Digital Movement

The term “Alt-Right” was popularized by white-nationalist Richard Spencer in 2008 in an 
attempt to rebrand white nationalism using more “democratically palatable” language 
(Mondon and Winter 30). The adoption of the prefix “Alt,” as a shorthand for “alter-
native,” invokes notions of “alternative culture” and distance from the old extreme-right1 

at the same time as repackaging their arguments. As Horta Ribeiro et al. note, there is 
some consensus that the Alt-Right represents: “a loose segment of the white supremacist 
movement consisting of individuals who reject mainstream conservatism in favor of 
politics that embrace racist, anti-Semitic and white supremacist ideology” (“Auditing” 2). 
Yet, whilst some have insisted on a strictly “originalist” definition of the term (Hawley 
128–33), its fluidity, elusiveness and the inability to concretely define the movement in 
terms of its ideological boundaries have been key to its effectiveness (Winter; Winter and 
Mondon; 150). Indeed, whilst in its initial incarnation it represented a more obviously 
white nationalist movement, the Alt-Right developed into a “collection of lots of separate 
tendencies that grew semi-independently but which were joined under the banner of 
a bursting forth of anti-PC cultural politics” (Nagle 19) with an overlapping stress on 
anti-feminist, libertarian, and white nationalist arguments.
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The Alt-Right developed through the infrastructure of Web 2.0 and its associated 
ecology. The facilitation of user-generated content, through widely used social media 
sites likes Reddit, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter, have supported more established 
fringe far-right media hubs,2 which more actively try to shape political narratives, 
through influencing the “organic” spread of ideas. The movement is essentially leaderless 
even if it has ideologues, operating without a central nodal point in ways that are directly 
indebted to networked forms of interaction and communication facilitated by digitaliza-
tion (Hawley; Winter). As such, in contrast to optimistic notions that the networked- 
society would pave the way for radical democratic action against autocratic and neolib-
eral-capitalist states alike (see Nagle 3, 10), increased access and expression has instead 
aided a renewed appeal in anti-democratic forms of extremism largely in support of 
statist and corporatist interests.

The speed of digital communication, the possibilities offered by anonymity and the 
ability to organize collectively with minimal effort on the aforementioned social media 
sites supported tactics of trolling and doxing attacks on left-wing individuals, as well as 
community formation (Nagle). In addition, the utilization of user-driven metrics as 
a fundamental driver of sorting algorithms has increased engagement with the Alt- 
Right and increased exposure to its arguments. Rather than simply neutrally reflecting 
a plurality of attitudes, algorithms actively work to amplify heterosexist, misogynistic, 
and racist discourses through the choices they make available to users based on previous 
preferences (Noble). Sorting algorithms can be “gamed” to increase exposure to far-right 
narratives because they prioritize interaction (Shepherd 9), meaning that polarizing 
content is more likely to be shared by both supporters and detractors, increasing its 
reach and visibility. There is also evidence of a “radicalization pipeline” on major 
streaming platforms such as YouTube whereby recommendation algorithms route 
engagement from more obliquely extremist “Alt-Lite” to overtly extremist “Alt-Right” 
content (Horta Ribeiro et al. “Auditing”). As such digitalization has actively constructed, 
rather than simply reflecting, the Alt-Right's appeal and aims through processes of “social 
filtering” (Feezell), recommendation, and sorting.

What’s Music Got to Do with It?

Music has long been a recruitment tool for and a means of supporting the goals of far- 
right movements; whether through underscoring speeches in propaganda films or rallies, 
financing Nazi networks through gigs (see Dyck) or articulating specific extreme-right 
ideologies. Whilst a good deal of research on music’s relation to politics, generally, has 
been focused on its role as influencing or reflecting attitudes on the broadly political left, 
as Eyerman and Jamison note, there is nothing inherently leftwing about music in 
political movements and the politics of movements “are not necessarily progressive nor 
need they always be commendable” (10).

There is a small but notable literature detailing the use of music as a direct recruiting 
tool for far-right organizations (Shekhovtsov; Olson; Dyck) as well as music’s potential 
for furthering racist and anti-egalitarian ideologies (Adorno; Levi; Johnson and 
Cloonan). Importantly, Teitelbaum has recently demonstrated how the “new” Swedish 
far-right actually uses a wide variety of “softer” musical esthetics in order to convey its 
messages. Folk music particularly, instead of hard-rock or punk, is used to create a kind 
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of sonically “authentic” vision of Sweden that recalls historical nostalgia for an (ethnically 
white) Swedishness in ways that are antithetical to the pro-egalitarian, anti-imperialist 
folk revivals, and prog movements of the ’60s (see also Kaminsky). Teitelbaum even 
identifies the emergence of “ethnonationalist” hip-hop and reggae, going on to suggest 
that organized far-right political movements have deliberately and actively attempted to 
support a wider variety of musical cultures and musicians who do not represent an 
overtly Nazi and/or white-nationalist esthetic. Indeed, this tactic of interlinking moral 
and political arguments around cultural symbols, a concept known as “metapolitics,” is 
derived originally from the Gramscian notion of building political consensus through 
culture (hegemony), something espoused by Alt-Right ideologues (Mondon and 
Winter 145).

The Alt-Right’s focus on “culture” as a fertile ground for engaging people in politics 
online, however, implicates music in a variety of different ways which have not been 
considered in previous research. Digital media afford clear uses of music over others 
whilst digitalization mediates shifting relationships amongst the far-right with music. 
First, within Alt-Right video content on video streaming platforms, orchestral music 
helps to frame content, marking a clear division between “heroes” and “enemies.” For 
instance, in his YouTube channel introduction section, Alt-Right, YouTube-influencer, 
The Golden One, parodies epic videogame trailers where he stares wistfully out across 
different Nordic landscapes accompanied by an “epic” instrumental film score consisting 
of sweeping strings, war drums and men’s choral vocals, reminiscent of Wagnerian 
opera. The trope itself ironically references fantasy video games such as Skyrim, which 
enables players to cast themselves as epic heroes through explicitly drawing on “crusader” 
and “Aryan Viking” archetypes.

Second, YouTube’s recommendation algorithm has also been demonstrated to 
actively promote increasingly more extreme content via seemingly less harmful sources 
(Horta Ribeiro et al. “Auditing”). This extends to music recommendations. For instance, 
a YouTube search for the Swedish prog-rock band Hällas’ “Tears of a Traitor,” which 
evokes medieval imagery in the video, also returns results for prog-rock band Black 
Magick SS’ album Rainbow Nights, which, as of 8 July 2020 had garnered 173,000 views. 
The band’s esthetic is largely middle-of-the-road psychedelic rock, yet the clear appear-
ance of a Swastika on the album art (pink triangles and Totenkopf on other releases) in 
addition to the “SS” written in its infamous font, as well as positive treatment on extreme- 
right websites, clearly belie extreme-right sympathies which violates YouTube’s own 
terms of use. While the example given above cannot demonstrably prove that these 
views all came from the YouTube recommendation algorithm, it indicates how such 
systems can be gamed by bands utilizing Nazi imagery, as new avenues for monetizing 
far- and extreme-right content and the problems in using automatic detection systems to 
review user-added content.

Third, the use of liberal-democratic ideas of freedom of speech and artistic expression, 
as rhetorical devices, have been integral to the business model of music streaming and 
sharing services. As noted above, the co-optation of liberal discourses to promote illiberal 
ideologies, has been used successful by far-right groups in order to deliberately obfuscate 
the lines between free- and hate-speech (Mondon and Winter). The shift to online 
streaming and the political mainstreaming of extreme-right agendas has in fact led to 
diminished revenues for extreme-right music networks, such as the Nazi, pan-European 
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Blood & Honor, which funneled money from gigs to explicitly Nazi groups (Dyck 53). 
The difference is that whilst physical record shops refused to stock Blood & Honor 
releases, (neo)liberal democratic tech companies advocating “freedom of speech” have 
actively aided in the promotion of artists whose music is anti-democratic (see 
MustardMan1). As such, it offers a means for monetizing content whose aim is to 
increase far- and extreme-right activism.

Finally, as this article subsequently explores, online discussions around music’s rela-
tionship to contemporary society, as an extension of the Alt-Right’s focus on culture, 
become a way of articulating and reinforcing discourses within the movement. These 
forums are subject to the same processes detailed above within online spaces more 
broadly in that they can be gamed and manipulated. Yet a focus on music, rather than 
Politics (with a capital “P”), gives them a veneer of respectability, harmlessness, and 
wider appeal. Threads discussing music are also less likely to be subject to usual scrutiny 
of external governance as explicitly political online forums if they avoid hate-speech. 
These forums, as with other virtual music communities, become arbiters of taste in 
themselves (see Kruse) in that the internal dynamics and hierarchies of these spaces 
shape, reinforce, and amplify readings of which music are connected to the movement’s 
overarching philosophies both in line with and in contrast to others’ tastes. However, 
these communities are concerned not only with discussing the relative value of music-as- 
music, but also with discussing music’s value in terms of what social tendencies the music 
is thought to represent. In effect, as demonstrated below, these forums become a means 
of affectively reinforcing political narratives through engagement with music, but this 
reinforcement is shaped by external conditions inherent to digitalization.

Method

In order to understand what musics are engaged with amongst those using Alt-Right spaces 
and how these musics are interpreted within a particular Alt-Right worldview I undertook 
a covert “netnographic” (Kozinets) study of discussions of music in 6 forums linked to the 
Alt-Right. These were first identified through an academic literature search as well as those 
identified by prominent media agencies as spreading Alt-Right views (Nagle; Ging; Horta 
Ribeiro et al. “Auditing “). Whilst I personally was not a member of these communities, no 
deception was involved to access the material. I did not interact with forum users and all 
posts were publicly available at the time. It is also important to note that these forums 
represent Alt-Right spaces within “the Manosphere,”3 which are more actively antifeminist 
(see Ging; Van Valkenburgh). In this respect, data may be limited in terms of how much it 
can say about the more explicitly white-nationalist elements. Nevertheless, as detailed 
below, these discussions were not completely absent and previous research has indicated 
the existence of user-overlap between Manosphere sites (Horta Ribeiro et al. “Evolution “).

There are three advantages of using covert observation in web-forums here. First, 
because of the anonymity offered by these forums, people are more likely to express 
themselves more freely than when they are identifiable. Secondly, looking at discussions in 
these forums mean that there is less chance of self-censorship regarding these topics 
because they are not built for research purposes; there is no “halo effect” in that 
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participants are not altering their language for the benefit of the researcher. Thirdly, 
because these movements have sprung up online, these forums represent a wealth of 
already-existing data, which should be understood in the digital context in which they 
originate.

The generic search term “music” was used to find threads or forum discussions 
tagged with music rather than genre specific labels, which may have skewed the data 
toward particular genres or artists. However, this way, all potentially different types 
of music had the possibility of being included. Threads about picking up women at 
gigs or discussions of sexual assault at music festivals, for instance, were discounted 
from analysis given that they did not focus on value judgments about specific artists 
but more on music policies, or activities, which were secondary to musical contexts. 
In total, this search generated 55 threads with a total of 1,173 posts. Whilst content 
analysis was first conducted in order to illustrate the framing of judgments quantita-
tively, the below is based on a thematic analysis of latent content underlying these 
judgments (see Braun and Clarke). Quantitative coding using text query functions in 
Nvivo also ensured a more systematic approach in identifying the most commonly 
used words, which were subsequently grouped into larger thematic categories. 
Looking for the generic keyword “music” means that discussions of specific artists 
or genres where the term “music” is not mentioned or tagged (even if this is 
unlikely) may not be included here. As such, the data may provide a smaller fraction 
of the total number of posts about music in these forums.

In the interests of preserving anonymity, following guidelines on online research 
ethics (Sugiura, Wiles, and Pope), I have simply labeled these forums numbers 1–6. 
Users may not have understood when posting that their participation is publicly visible 
and informed consent would not have been possible given that posts and their 
comments go back at least 10 years. As demonstrated in Table 1, Forum 1 was the 
most popular and had the largest number of posts whereas forums 4–6 had far fewer 
posts specifically discussing music. This is partly due to Forum 1’s comparatively 
greater emphasis on “cultural issues,” and its relatively larger engagement compared 
to the other forums.

To further preserve users’ anonymity, where I have illustrated specific themes with 
quotations, the wording of citations has been synonymized to prevent linking direct 
quotations to web-handles, whilst retaining the overall meaning of the citation. This is 
strongly recommended when conducting social media research as direct quotations can 
be linked to web-handles, which in turn can be linked to IP addresses, and thus to 

Table 1. Total number of 
posts about music by forum 
(% of total sample).

Forum Frequency (%)

1 720 (61.4%)
2 320 (27.3%)
3 60 (5.1%)
4 27 (2.3%)
5 26 (2.2%)
6 20 (1.7%)
Total 1,173 (100%)
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individuals (Quinton and Reynolds 75). I have retained a record of the original quota-
tions and forum postings in order to verify synonymization. In this respect, the process 
pursued, here, is similar to conducting interviews whereby transcripts are not published 
in full and uniquely identifying details are removed.

Consciousness-Raising: RP/BP

Within the analysis, the most noticeable feature of these forums is how often the terms “red 
pill” (RP) or “blue pill” (BP) and “alpha” and “beta” appear. Overall, 170 posts in this 
corpus referenced RP and 65 to BP music with 53 references to “alpha” music and 66 to 
“beta” music. The terms alpha and beta, are also frequently used within Manosphere 
parlance (Ging), using evolutionary-inspired terminology to signal a belief in essential 
hierarchies between men who support masculinist ideologies (alphas) and men who 
support feminist causes or are seen to be physically or morally “deficient” in some way 
due to their politics (betas). The etymology of “red/blue pill” can be traced to the 1999 film, 
The Matrix (see Nagle), popular in the late 1990s and early 2000s, which resonated 
(particularly with young men) from across the political spectrum for very different reasons. 
On the left, due to its obvious roots in Marxist notions of ideology, the film has come to 
symbolize notions of overcoming false consciousness. Within the Alt-Right, however, it has 
come to signal a political awakening in what they see as the fight against a hegemony of 
“leftists,” “social justice warriors” (SJWs), “political correctness,” “multiculturalism,” and 
feminism (used often interchangeably or together). Despite opposition to “cultural 
Marxism” or leftwing politics generally, this rhetorical overlap is also not surprising given 
that figureheads within Alt-Right groups have been educated in, and actively advocate, 
theories associated with left-wing cultural movements (Nagle; Winter; Teitelbaum).

Quantitatively, the strongest reactions were against music which was deemed to be 
encouraging a “beta male” or “bluepill mentality” (103 posts), with a smaller number 
focusing on music’s role in “societal decline” more generally (26 posts). The most 
commonly identified “beta” tendencies focused on songs emphasizing themes of hetero-
sexual love (primarily indie, emo, rock, and pop) rather than songs, which have explicitly 
feminist, egalitarian or anti-capitalist lyrics:

I can’t stand female-supporting Beta dudes. Any guy who listens to shit gynocentric pop and 
believes that girls are goddesses won’t like good music.

The beta is way worse when love songs are written by men.

Metal bands don’t fuck whores and do drugs all day like they did in the eighties– Part of the 
problem is that the people who write about women and relationships with so much hatred 
and aggression belong to a generation of marginalized masculinity.

Most music is total beta bullshit. You look at songs like “Holy Grail” or “Grenade”. It’s all 
about how the guy is all too happy just to have a girl walk all over him.

This fear of the “effeminizing” effects of music is reflective of broader discourses within 
the Manosphere, which are circulated, amplified and supported by websites associated 
with far-right movements. For instance, the renowned Alt-Right website Return of Kings 
has frequently run articles with headlines such as “How Popular Music Turns Men into 
Beta Males” (Sebastian), “The Shocking Decline of American Music” (Luthra), and “4 
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Rock Bands that understand the True Nature of Women” (Adams), emphasizing a series 
of tropes about how some musics promote alpha themes, whilst warning against the 
dangers of others which promote beta ones. All of these links were shared in at least one 
of these forums indicating how digitalization facilitates the spread of ideas across plat-
forms within specific online communities.

In these forums, “rejecting beta” entails a sincere, underlying assumption that music 
has very real, negative effects on behavior and, in a direct mirror of feminist and Marxist 
notions on consciousness-raising, the same arguments about the relationship of music to 
structural inequalities are thus invoked for far-right ends:

. . . some genres are fucking dangerous. They just promote a beta, loser mentality. Total 
cringe relationship themes and some idiot crying over his onetis. Don’t ever listen to that 
kind of shit.

The effect of this music is exactly my philosophy about why BP songs are best avoided 
altogether.

Along a similar logic to that of consciousness raising, 44 posts detailed how an interest in 
these forums encouraged users to seek out new forms of music which they perceived to 
have “alpha,” RP, or masculinist themes, despite having listened to music described as BP 
before engaging with these sites:

I used to love Breaking Benjamin, Seether or Young Guns, but since my epiphany I realised 
it’s a bunch of Beta shit. The music’s still great but it’s totally cringeworthy musically. I kind 
miss not getting to sing along to it but I just can’t because I don’t believe in what their saying 
anymore.

Yeah as soon as I got pilled it ruined my favorite songs. I just pretend singers are ironic when 
they’re droning on about how great some basic girl is.

As the red pill starts to slowly filter into my system I admit I’ve started listening differently. 
Some stuff I enjoyed a while back I now think is almost repulsive.

These “conversion stories” suggest that forum-use actually altered the type of music that 
some forum users listened to, indicating a kind of political awakening (i.e. “taking the red 
pill”). This implies a certain effectiveness of Alt-Right strategy in the intertwining of 
music with politics in that engagement with these forums actually had a marked effect on 
political attitudes, which, in turn, shifted users’ interpretations of music. The adoption of 
community-specific lexicons, to express particular ideological positions about music, 
especially, speaks to the way in which particular anti-democratic worldviews are both 
constructed and amplified through interactions within the forums themselves. Indeed, 
large scale research has shown significant cross-forum user migration within the 
Manosphere and a corresponding similarity in language use across sites (Horta Ribeiro 
et al. “Evolution”), owing to both “social filtering” mechanisms and sorting algorithms 
(Shepherd). Thus, politics feeds into readings of the music, which, in turn, is fed back 
into a discussion of politics.

There were also numerous examples of individuals not only offering opinions on artists 
and bands but also asking for recommendations. Here, it is important to observe that the 
vast majority of posts (68%) expressed affirmative messages about what music other users 
should listen to. Arguments and disputes around authenticity and taste still occurred but 
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there was a marked emphasis on confirming similar experiences as well as generally 
supportive recommendations. In this way, the forums helped to both construct and 
reinforce particular far-right worldviews as well as encouraging an affective sense of 
belonging, specifically through discussions of personal journeys of conversion in relation 
to music and affirmative suggestions. Indeed, the affective pleasure of being validated by 
members in the community is key to its success. The support offered by other forum users 
means that readings of music as confirming something about discrimination against white 
men in wider society relate to mechanisms of social filtering (Feezell). Through these, 
users are exposed to viewpoints, which confirm their initial assumptions, which are 
subsequently formed and hardened by their involvement in these communities.

Embracing Omnivorousness

Noticeably, forum users engaged with a wide variety of different artists and genres, 
often providing links to YouTube videos or Spotify playlists to support their 
recommendations, indicating a large degree of cross-platform integration utilizing 
major social media hubs, which is more generally an affordance of digitalization for 
music distribution (Collins and Young). Yet, in contrast to previous research which 
has shown the active promotion of “ethnonationalist” artists by far-right political 
movements (Teitelbaum; Kaminsky), rather than focusing on explicitly racist lyrics 
or bands with far-right political affiliations, recommendations and discussions often 
centered on “decoding” a wide range of major-label artists and songs. To this end, 
there was a good deal of discussion around which popular music artists promoted 
appropriately alpha/RP messages, which were not limited to a single genre.

Amongst Alt-Right participants and ideologues, attempts to build a broader appeal 
than previous far- and extreme-right movements, have also meant a focus on “main-
stream” culture and specifically a repurposing of cultural symbols – most famously as 
with the example of the existing cartoon character Pepe the Frog – in order to generate 
a simultaneously playfully ironic, yet easily identifiable, esthetic, predominantly by and 
amongst young men online (Nagle; DeCook). This has been pursued as a deliberate 
strategy to create ambiguity and plausible deniability, amongst the non-initiated, around 
symbols, which are representative of the movement but not obviously linked to existing 
extreme- or far-right organizations. Importantly, building a culture around such symbols 
is strategic in that it works affectively as well as cognitively, whilst also building on 
effective fascist principles in aestheticizing far-right politics (Benjamin 241–42).

To this end, most discussions focused on musicians and major-label artists who do not 
actually espouse overtly white nationalist messages. For instance, a particularly popular 
Alt-Right theory that was floated on social media for years was whether Taylor Swift 
secretly supports anti-feminist and white nationalist movements (see Sunderland); some-
thing perpetuated through a re-reading of her videos and lyrics – particularly “Look 
What You Made Me Do” – which was exacerbated by her unwillingness (prior to 2018) to 
discuss her own party-political preference. Regardless of the veracity of these claims, this 
obfuscation (partly ironic, partly serious) generated several Reddit threads on the issue, 
such as r/aryangodess and Facebook pages like Praise the Empress, which largely entailed 
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meme-based Nazi slogans over her pictures, creating deliberate confusion and seeming to 
imply broader support for extreme-right ideas. This fits with the broader tactics of the 
Alt-Right more generally in a deliberate obfuscation of artists’ original intentions as the 
movement expresses its identity in an appropriation of a wide variety of musical styles.

In a similar vein, in these forums, despite quantitatively more frequent negative 
evaluations of pop music (71% of those who mentioned pop made negative asser-
tions about it) and women musicians especially, there were sustained discussions of 
which women-identifying pop artists actively promoted a particularly masculinist 
view of the world and were therefore acceptable to listen to:

I heard two songs and really thought that they summed up how women’s mindset about AF/ 
BB.4 If you want AF, listen to Ellie Goulding’s “Love Me Like You Do.”

A great AF tune is “Hey Mama.” The lyrics are “Yes I do the cooking. Yes I do the cleaning. 
Yes I keep the nana real sweet for your eating.”

Lana Del Rey makes great music and she’s sexy as fuck. But as someone who goes on [forum 
name] all the time I definitely notice how brutally honest she is about the female mind. She 
doesn’t hold anything back when singing about what they like and what they do.

More generally, there were discussions around a wide range of artists who were perceived 
to embody the movement’s anti-feminist element, but which were not specifically far- 
right or extremist in nature:

I could do with a more mainstream stuff with RP lyrics. Take Hallelujah from Jeff Buckley 
for example

Carly Rae Jepsen is fucking fabulous. She doesn’t buy into all that girl power bullshit. “Boy 
Problems” is totally about how she’s the problem.

This engagement with a variety of popular musics and asking for tips on “main-
stream” artists, is important in that it suggests that far from being fringe commu-
nities, these are individuals who participate in mainstream culture and individuals 
who want to maintain the respectability of participating in discussions about music 
with which other users will be familiar. In this respect, forum users implicitly 
embrace the trend amongst far-right populists as speaking for and to “the people” 
(Mondon and Winter; Winter and Mondon) which simultaneously advocates 
a deliberately “anti-elitist” stance in terms of music tastes. This might be explained 
more generally by the formulation of an Alt-Right esthetic, which is unashamedly 
gauche in its embrace of “popular culture” (DeCook). Here, as with poor Pepe, there 
is a clear repurposing of accessible musical symbols to suit a particular worldview 
and to create deliberate confusion and debate, which only serve to amplify the reach 
of far and extreme-right ideas. Though embracing popular musicians is essential in 
that it comes to signify a clearly identifiable non-elitist conception of those involved 
with majority culture.

The emphasis on musical omnivorousness and esthetic plurality may also go 
some way to explaining the visibility of rap and hip-hop in these forums. 
Something, which may, at first glance, be somewhat strange in forums linked to 
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white nationalist ideologies. For instance, users commented most often that hip-hop 
was the single best embodiment of alpha music or had begun listening after 
“converting” because it supports the general worldview of these movements:

I hated rap when I was still plugged in. I still think some of it is shit but Eminem, D12 and 
Dr. Dre are great and very redpilled.

Rap gave me confidence when I was really young (about 10). I was little, timid, nervous, a lot 
of anxiety, all that. It gave me some real ideas about alpha ways of seeing the world.

I’ve got a lot of respect for hip-hop which is underground because those guys totally get it.

However, many of the positive interpretations focused on hip-hop’s supposedly “alpha 
mentality” through its perceived degradation of women as well as its emphasis on 
speaking “the truth”:

I listen to rap, so it’s freaky to hear all the truths they spit. Any of it. These dudes don’t lie. If 
you’ve got what bitches want they will grovel. If you’re one of a kind, it’s a different world out 
there.

Hip-hop gets shit for hating on women but I reckon that’s because of the shit we get for 
trying to better ourselves and for getting real. Some people just can’t take the truth.

West Coast hip-hop had female behavior down to a T. That’s why Common’s white knight 
ass stepped in and wrote some song calling out WC hip-hop for being misogynistic. That’s 
the only shit you’ll ever need. It’s the most true shit ever.

Eminem is RP as fuck. He’s the greatest. He never says sorry for offending females. Just says 
what’s on his mind.

Most importantly, however, hip-hop is, at present, the English-speaking world’s most 
commercially lucrative music genre in terms of recorded music sales (Leight). As such, it 
represents one of the largest potential music forms that the majority of contributors and 
browsers will already be familiar with when accessing these forums. In this way, not only 
do discussions of hip-hop represent forum users’ collectively mediated interests, but also 
they actively work to promote greater engagement with wider publics whilst also obscur-
ing links to white nationalist interpretations (discussed below). This may also explain 
why discussions of hip-hop genres or artists in these forums were unanimously “main-
stream” (Eminem, Kanye West, 50 Cent, Tupac, Biggie Smalls), rather than less well- 
known or underground artists. As such, not only does championing mainstream rap and 
hip-hop reflect its mass appeal amongst majority publics but, as in Teitelbaum’s work on 
“ethnonationalist” hip-hop, it also reflects a way to potentially maximize engagement 
with newer forum users who might otherwise be alienated through explicitly racist 
judgments. Even Steve Bannon, the architect of Trump’s 2016 victory, once wrote his 
own rap musical, in the style of Broadway show Hamilton, about the life of William 
Shakespeare (Blistein).

Such esthetic eclecticism is occurring in a climate in which digitalization has impacted 
on public identification with single genres in the Global North especially. The shift to 
single-pay streaming services has made it both easier to consume music and less costly, 
and there is some evidence to suggest, therefore, that streaming has had an impact on 
music consumers in that identification with single-genres are less important than they 
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were when physical formats were dominant (Aguiar). This relates more generally to 
evidence that digitalization, in tandem with a reorganization of labor to capital, has 
encouraged greater “omnivorousness” in music tastes (Chan). Thus, the repurposing of 
famous artists, as well as embracing omnivorousness can be explained in two ways: first, 
it is a means of gaining support through adopting a pluralistic approach to mainstream 
culture. This is broadly in line with the way in which the Alt-Right has deliberately sought 
to sow confusion and disinformation as well as an emphasis on esthetic pluralism. 
Second, it simultaneously reflects Alt-Right members’ omnivorous relationship to 
music consumption, which is directly related to the breaking down of genre’s significance 
as a marker of identity due to digital streaming’s affordances.

Illiberal and Liberal Racisms

The architecture of these forums meant that certain posters were accorded more 
status and visibility dependent on the level of engagement with their posts from 
other users and forum moderators had the power to both censor and incite. Threads 
could also be up-voted meaning that they were more likely to appear in the main 
forum lobby depending on sorting algorithms within the sites more broadly (see 
Shepherd). Visibility depended on who was posting, their status within the forums 
and engagement from other forum users. Here, too, as in other online music 
communities (see Kruse), digitalization reinforces community listening habits and 
validates particular artists through “the authority of experts and numbers” (Davis 
79), which helps to sift through the sheer volume of information. This takes the 
form of peer-recommended links, quantitative approval through up-voting, and 
approval from figureheads within virtual music communities. Discussions of politics 
through music, started by those who have higher status within far-right commu-
nities, potentially also “locks in” a wider array of viewers and commenters than if 
the discussions were explicitly about politics. This becomes self-reinforcing in that 
because the forums themselves prioritize interaction, wider engagement makes them 
more likely to appear within main forum lobbies thus increasing visibility and 
increasing engagement further.

Overtly racist discourses within these forums were clearly visible. For instance, 
a handful of posts used explicitly racist terms and a small number also mentioned 
national socialist black metal (NSBM) bands, who have been linked to the active 
promotion of Nazism in Nordic and Western European nations (see Dyck; Olson):

That’s some NSBM there. Only in black metal could Nokturnal Mortum, with everything 
they sing about, do what they do. SJWs wouldn’t survive five minutes in that environment.

Dudes like Varg Vikernes get labelled racist. I think he’s just the kind of thing that Europe 
needs, what with everything going on with that migrant crisis.

From what I’ve experienced, metal is totally anti-sjw. Yeah sure, Black metal often attracts 
Nazis and white supremacists, which is extreme, but you just focus on the music and not the 
lyrics. I think the entire philosophy of metal runs counter to leftism.
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Racist conspiracy theories, dating back to Nazi musicology (see Levi 70, 122), around 
Jewish people owning record labels and actively promoting “Black music” to spread 
social decline were also mentioned in varying degrees of explication:

I’m not going to stick my neck out for every black musician out there but I think it’s a bit 
much calling all of them degenerate. It’s the record labels that spread degeneracy. I’m not 
going to say who owns them because I try to avoid talking about race nowadays but I mean, 
c’mon fellas.

You gotta remember that most mainstream rappers are on contracts with Jew labels.

Degenerate black music is promoted by white and Jewish people.

[name of user] just referenced the elephant in the room. The one pulling the strings.

However, importantly, whilst misogynistic comments were almost always directly articu-
lated, racist narratives were often couched in veiled rather than explicit terms, and there 
was significant pushback from moderators and other users when racist terms and explicit 
conspiracy theories were brought up. This relates undoubtedly to the amorphous char-
acter of the contemporary Alt-Right as comprised of different interest groups. Yet it also 
relates more generally to a strategic choice within the contemporary far-right more 
broadly in how encouraging comments in terms of “culture,” rather than race, fits with 
a particular liberal-democratic framing which allows these forums to operate more freely.

The quantitative emphasis on more discrete forms of racism link to what Mondon and 
Winter highlight as differences in “liberal” and “illiberal” racisms, as a means of main-
streaming extreme-right narratives in political discourse. Illiberal racisms, which are 
apparent in the use of racial slurs, dehumanization or threats against particular ethnic 
groups or more obvious tropes around Jewish people controlling the media, are much 
easier to link to identify as racist in these forums and therefore easier to regulate. To this 
end, experienced forum users and moderators were quick to shut down such discussions 
as they clearly marked the forums as extremist and in risk of closure for violating hate- 
speech guidelines. Instead, as Mondon and Winter note, a “liberal” framing of “other” 
cultures’ supposed “regression” is often positioned in contrast to a fantastically open and 
tolerant liberal one as a means of supporting illiberal narratives in more palatable 
language.

In these forums, rather than explicitly racist theories, much more common were 
comments around “moral deficiency,” directed at African-American communities spe-
cifically, with users framing their comments in “cultural” rather than biologically essen-
tialist terms; something Bonilla-Silva has termed “color-blind racism” which differs in 
rhetoric but not effect. For instance, appeals were made as to the “decline” of Black music, 
through sexualization or violence, as representing some kind of moral failing within 
“Black culture.” In addition to comments of “degeneracy,” invoking the history of 
eugenics, notions of “depravity” and “infection” were implicitly or explicitly articulated 
several times:

. . . white liberals enable blacks to make idiots out of themselves by allowing them to have 
different standards. They talk about equality but support the music and behavior that brings 
down their whole culture.
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What’s good about gangsta rap? I’ve listened to it but at the bottom of it all, it’s depraved. It 
celebrates violence. People should want to get out of the ghetto not sing about it.

Kids are mimicking this criminal lifestyle. It’s infected Western civilization coming from 
America, going to England and even New Zealand.

Crime amongst young African Americans is disproportionately high and it’s probably 
influenced by gangsta rappers. That and the fact that they don’t have dads at home, young 
boys idolize them and their fake lifestyles as role models.

This kind of reasoning is also actively promoted by far-right linked websites. For 
example, a particularly insidious post from Return of Kings ran the headline “Black 
Music has Desolved into Absolute Degeneracy” (Luthra, “Black Music”) – which, 
again, was shared as a discussion starter in one of the forums – implying notions of 
cultural superiority of so-called “white culture” through white-nationalist notions of 
eugenics and “hygiene.” Here, hip-hop, as well as Michael Jackson and Prince, were 
used as rhetorical counterpoints to the asserted sophistication of jazz, blues and soul and 
(ironically) demonized for what is judged to be a “hypermasculinist” glorification of sex 
and violence in the music. It is therefore unsurprising that the same themes appear across 
different forums given the intertextual links between these Manosphere forums and 
established far-right media sites, which promote similar ideas. Again, however, it 
demonstrates the effectiveness of the focus on politics via culture through a “liberally” 
framed racism (Bonilla-Silva), which migrates from established sites to these forums 
(Horta Ribeiro et al. “Auditing”).

Much like the French “new”-right (see Teitelbaum 43–44), from which it derives its 
ideas, the Alt-Right effectively takes the rhetoric of liberal democracy and inverts it in the 
promotion of illiberal ideologies (Winter). Ideologues use fundamental liberal- 
democratic principles of right to free-speech and plurality of expression to build support 
from those who regard liberal democratic rights as inalienable. For instance, a prominent 
talking-point amongst the Alt-Right blogosphere, is the white nationalist notion of 
“white genocide” (synonymously known as “the great replacement theory”). Here, 
appeals are made to a non-existent threat in the name of respecting “white culture” 
rather than the more obviously white-nationalist reverse framing of advocating the 
forcible deportation of people of color (Mondon and Winter 23).

Importantly, discussions of music in these forums (383 in total) peaked in 2016; the year 
of Trump’s election when many of these spaces were receiving mainstream-liberal, con-
servative and far-right media coverage. These data cannot conclusively prove that the influx 
of traffic to these sites was driven by this increased media coverage. However, Horta Ribeiro 
et al. have indicated similar results for online forums and YouTube channels linked to the 
Alt-Right (“Auditing,” “Evolution”). It is not simply that discussions of music suddenly 
became more popular but that a combination of heightened media coverage and gaming of 
algorithms (Shepherd) influenced traffic to these forums. Foregrounding discussions of 
music, as preceding discussions of politics, have undoubtedly attracted attention from 
a wider audience than a conventional framing of political discussions around political 
parties. This owes a good deal to the way in which sorting and recommendation algorithms, 
as well as virtual peer networks, work online in addition to the vested interests of forum 
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moderators who promote and shape such discussions. Yet specific hate speech terms are 
actively avoided and racist discussions use liberal-democratic language to avoid detection 
and increase the perceived respectability and appeal of the forums.

In contrast to the liberal-democratic principle of plurality of expression as democratic, 
the in-built features of recommendation and sorting systems endear them to anti- 
democratic precisely because engagement increases exposure. This echoes Benjamin’s 
comments on the anti-democratic tendencies of mass technology when he states, 
“Fascism sees its salvation in giving these masses not their right [to property], but instead 
a chance to express themselves” (241). In contrast to Benjamin’s vague notions of 
submission to the will of a universal, abstract “mass,” however, digitalization instead 
means that political expression becomes stuck in a kind of self-perpetuating loop, 
mediated by the aggregate of like-minded expressions.

Conclusion

This article has argued that the circulation and amplification of anti-democratic inter-
pretations of music within Alt-Right forums are mediated by digitalization. As such, 
this article extends to music, critiques against a kind of libertarian utopianism that has 
often been associated with digitalization as a force for democratic openness or the 
progressive decentralization associated with ideas of the “networked society” (see Nagle 
3, 10). As demonstrated, discussions of “conversion” and “consciousness-raising” in 
relation to music taste and distaste were articulated using a parlance specifically 
associated with these spaces (red pill, blue pill, alpha beta). This indicates the very 
real role that these communities play in shaping political ideas about and through 
music. The reinforcement of these discourses are indebted to the “social filtering” 
(Feezell) mechanisms built into the forums themselves, which increase exposure to 
threads due to active gaming and manipulation to increase interaction (Shepherd; 
Horta Ribeiro et al. “Auditing”).

These particular anti-democratic communities have developed their own way of 
relating to music whereby it becomes a central point for group interaction in ways 
that are supported by cross-platform integration. The ease with which forum users 
were able to share, recommend and discuss musical examples, as well as narratives 
about their relation to music, anonymously, is something happening within societies 
at large. Discussions of, and sharing tips about, music allow for a greater affective 
sense of community engagement and this has been facilitated by the widespread 
ubiquity of digital technologies and by digital intermediaries such as YouTube.

In contrast to contemporary literature on music in far-right movements (see 
Teitelbaum), this article instead indicates engagement with a wide variety of established 
musical figures rather than music which include explicitly far-right lyrics or esthetics 
linked to white nationalist punk, folk, or metal scenes (see Kaminsky; Dyck; Olson). This 
tendency is undoubtedly related to the characteristics of the Alt-Right movement today as 
comprised of a disparate group of white nationalists, contrarians, antifeminists, libertar-
ians, trolls, and gamers held together by a loose disdain for “political correctness” (Nagle). 
Yet, with respect to promoting a wide variety of tastes, whilst the increasing diversity of 
esthetics and voices fits with a liberal notion of democracy as increasing plurality, this 
tendency is inverted against liberal-democratic ideologies to push a politics which actually 
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advocates against social justice perspectives. Furthermore, greater musical omnivorousness 
is both a strategy and a consequence of a direct result of online streaming as publics and 
participants themselves become able to access and share music (Aguiar).

Finally, this article has shown that white nationalist discourses are more commonly 
articulated in liberal-democratic terms, in relation to music tastes and distastes, making 
them more palatable to wider audiences. When discussing music, and specifically main-
stream hip- hop artists’ music, discussions of “culture” are protected under liberal notions of 
free-speech and thus can be used to push anti-democratic aims with broad appeal (Mondon 
and Winter). Such expressions are harder to detect online and even harder to enforce 
because whilst they articulate far-right ideologies, they do so in a language, which draws on 
liberal notions of respect for diversity of culture to articulate their criticisms. The principle 
of free speech, especially, is integral to the business models of digital giants who have 
allowed these discourses to flourish under the guise of protecting liberal democratic free-
doms (Noble 172). In fact, an insistence of the inalienability of freedom of expression and 
speech opens up the potential for music to be easily used in the service of far-right ends.

Notes

1. Mondon and Winter distinguish between extreme- and far-right in that the extreme-right 
often engage in violent political upheaval and formulate their ideas in overtly racist 
language. The far-right by contrast are more coded in their articulation of similar ideas 
and emphasize change from within established political systems (19).

2. Such as Breitbart, Blaze, Drudge Report or Daily Caller.
3. The term first appeared in 2009 to describe online communities which focused largely on 

“men’s issues” (Ging 2), though, today, it is most commonly associated with sites and 
platforms which encompass “a loosely connected group of anti-feminist Internet commu-
nities . . . as diverse as #gamergate, the alt-right, men’s rights activism, and pickup artist 
forums” (Van Valkenburgh 1).

4. This stands for “alpha fucks” and “beta bucks.” Again, this uses socio-biological, evolu-
tionary-inspired terminology to designate sexual hierarchies between men “Alpha fucks” are 
men who have intercourse with as many women as possible without forming romantic 
attachment.
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