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ABSTRACT 

“AGAINST THE DYING OF THE LIGHT”: AN EXAMINATION OF 

CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN RIGHT-WING POLITICS 

Levi Mitzen, M.A. 

George Mason University, 2021 

Thesis Director: Dr. Mark Jacobs 

 

The gains made by the political right have come to characterize the political 

landscape of the 2010s. This rise of the political right is, in a way, a response to the 

various crises of the 21st century. These include but are certainly not limited to the social 

and economic disruption caused by global neoliberalism, the current immigration crises 

spurred by neocolonialism, the threat of ecological collapse, and what seems to be in 

many cases a political status quo unable or unwilling to deal with these crises they often 

had a hand in causing. However, their proposed solutions are rarely radically counter to 

the prevailing status quo of capitalism and Euro/“Western” hegemony. Examples of 

discourse/rhetoric that represent this call to defend tradition and order include Trump’s 

2017 Warsaw speech, Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto, and, as we will be looking at here, the 

content produced and shared by organizations like Prager University and the Proud Boys. 

Here, I argue that this both reveals the historic placement of these actors in relation to 
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similar right-wing politics and elucidates how right-wing politics operate during times of 

widespread systemic crisis. By conducting a qualitative content analysis of the 

discourse/rhetoric produced by prominent actors like Prager University or the Proud 

Boys, I can make claims about the relation of this communication to political action.  
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INTRODUCTION 

“That aspect of the modern crisis which is bemoaned as a “wave of materialism” is 

related to what is called the “crisis of authority”. If the ruling class has lost its consensus, 

i.e. is no longer “leading” but only “dominant”, exercising coercive force alone, this 

means precisely that the great masses have become detached from their traditional 

ideologies, and no longer believe what they used to believe previously, etc. The crisis 

consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born; in this 

interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appear.” Antonio Gramsci (1971:556). 

 

 “They will not replace us!” “Blood and soil!” Haunting chants barked by the 

procession that descended on Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017 during the “Unite the 

Right” rally. These words would soon prove to not be idle threats. The following day a 

demonstrator rammed his car into a crowd of counter-protestors, killing one and injuring 

numerous others. Admittedly, the Charlottesville attack is not unique, as right-wing 

terrorist attacks had occurred before and have since. However, Charlottesville is a useful 

example for introducing the problems discussed here. First, the attack occurred at an 

event meant to “unite the right”; Charlottesville was the outcome of an effort to form a 

broad coalition representative of the American right as it exists then/now. Second, the 

event demonstrates not just the significance of both political discourse/rhetoric and 

political action, but that there is a connection between the two; political slogans were 

recited with intent to act, and actions witnessed were influenced by this 

discourse/rhetoric. Third, Charlottesville highlights my own personal connection to this 

issue as I have friends who were injured in the attack. I have had to hear them speak of 
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their trauma and then, leaving the meeting on campus, see stickers for a local Patriot 

Front chapter echoing those chants: “Reclaim America!” next to a red, white, and blue 

fasces. The sociological significance of this work is not an abstract intellectual pursuit but 

a lived reality. 

The gains made by the political right have come to characterize the political 

landscape of the 2010s. This rise of the political right is, in a way, a response to the 

various crises of the 21st century. These include but are certainly not limited to the social 

and economic disruption caused by global neoliberalism, the current immigration crises 

spurred by neocolonialism, the threat of ecological collapse, and what seems to be in 

many cases a political status quo unable or unwilling to deal with these crises they often 

had a hand in causing. The right then came from a nominally oppositional position as an 

alternative (i.e. the “alt” aspect of alt-right, the rise of the BJP being a marked shift away 

from the status quo of the Indian Congress Party, etc.). However, their proposed solutions 

are rarely radically counter to the prevailing status quo of capitalism and Euro/“Western” 

hegemony. Examples of discourse/rhetoric that represent this call to defend tradition and 

order include Trump’s 2017 Warsaw speech, Brenton Tarrant’s manifesto, and, as we 

will be looking at here, the content produced and shared by organizations like Prager 

University and the Proud Boys. The current social position of the political right results in 

curiosities like the ideals of the status quo being vehemently defended against those 

identified as the status quo. While one could write this off as just a contradiction rooted 

in ignorance, I instead argue that this both reveals the historic placement of these actors 

in relation to similar right-wing politics and elucidates how right-wing politics operate 
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during times of widespread systemic crisis. By conducting a qualitative content analysis 

of the discourse/rhetoric produced by prominent actors like Prager University or the 

Proud Boys, I can make claims about the relation of this communication to political 

action. 

 To further emphasize the significance of this, it is not difficult to note similarities 

between the right of the 2010s and that of the 1920s and 1930s. For example, national 

socialism, despite presenting itself as a third way that incorporated elements of both its 

namesakes, more often resembled right-wing nationalism than left-wing socialism. 

Likewise, despite the advocates of national socialism stating they opposed an 

international cabal of the super-powerful, this more often manifested in attacks on the 

racially/ethnically marginalized and left-wing political groups rather than against 

capitalists, industrialists, or remitments of the aristocracy (many of whom gravitated to 

fascism during its time in power). The comparison of the political right of the 2010s to 

Nazis of the 1930s is not done arbitrarily, but because noted similarities between the two 

indicate that an understanding of fascism may prove useful for analyzing current political 

conditions. The analysis of fascistic discourse/rhetoric has proven itself remarkably 

useful in understanding how fascism manifested (Adorno 1951; Adorno 2000; Arendt 

1951; Benjamin 1935). Likewise, analyzing the discourse/rhetoric of the contemporary 

American right may prove useful in understanding its rise.  

The problem presented by the current rise of the political right, then, is twofold. 

The first, and more obvious, is that these politics are harmful. Open antagonism to 

democratic values and ideals of social justice will manifest in oppression and 
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exploitation. This should not need much more of an explication as the noted similarities 

to historic political movements should, at the very least, form the basis for this claim of a 

problem. The second problem, however, is less obvious. Because the current rise of the 

political right is arguably a response to the crises of the 21st century and the inability of 

liberal democracy to adequately address them, the popularization of right-wing politics 

indicates a movement towards them as a prospective solution. However, the right is also 

unable to offer a tangible solution to the problems at hand as they are unable to part with 

the systemic causes (i.e. neocolonial resource extraction, global market economy, etc.). 

The result is a diversion of political struggle towards the defense of the status quo; a 

hinderance to those attempting with great strain to address these crises. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The Political Right 

To speak about right-wing discourse/rhetoric, one must first define it. A common-

knowledge definition of “right-wing” is the reactionary or conservative end of the 

political spectrum. Yet, this definition does not represent the complexity of the concept 

nor the debate surrounding its deeper meaning. Blee and Creasap (2010) provide a good 

overview of why there is a lack of consensus. Namely, the definition of right-wing often 

reflects the purposes of the researcher. If the researcher is interested in the intersection of 

religion and politics, their definition emphasizes the religious fundamentalist aspect of 

the political right (Marty and Appleby 1991; Joseph and Sharma 2003); if they are 

interested in politics of race, they emphasize the relation to issues of white supremacy 

(Blee 2002; Zeskind 2009). Others have taken to offering a list of criteria, a common 

tactic used to distinguish “right-wing” from the “far-” or “extreme-” right (Durham 2007; 

Eatwell 2004; Goodwin 2006; Vertigans 2007). This approach is often used for analyzing 

fascism, including what distinguishes it from other right-wing politics (Eco 1995; Paxton 

2004). It is also found in work looking at specific political movements, such as defining 

the essence of Trumpism (Culkin 2018). However, there are critiques of this approach as 

too simplistic, reducing the complexities of social reality to “mere shopping lists of 

criteria” (Minkenberg 2003:171).  
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Additionally, self-ascription or, rather, the rejection of an ascribed label plays a 

role, with individuals and groups attempting to distance themselves from the negative 

connotations of “right-wing” or “far-right” (DeWitte 2006). However, Blee and Creasap 

also note how racist political actors have used this tactic, apparently somewhat 

successfully, to rebrand themselves “white nationalists or white separatists” to appear 

more appealing. Portions of the alt-right who are more focused on the racial elements of 

their politics have also used this tactic, with figures like Richard Spencer and Jarod 

Taylor popularizing “white identitarian” (Nieli 2019:138; Bar-On 2019:226). I refuse to 

accept culpability in such dishonest and harmful tactics that aim to make racism more 

palatable and, thus, approach labels like these with extreme caution and skepticism. As 

will be discussed, the use of double-speak and purposely misleading or obfuscating 

language is an aspect of right-wing discourse/rhetoric that has a documented history.  

 Blee and Creasap finish their overview of approaches to defining “right-wing” by 

offering their own: “We use conservative for movements that support patriotism, free 

enterprise capitalism, and/or a traditional moral order and for which violence is not a 

frequent tactic or goal. We use right-wing for movements that focus specifically on 

race/ethnicity and/or that promote violence as a primary tactic or goal. We use rightist as 

a generic category.” They add that to define movements as either is difficult as 

movements rarely exhibit traits of one or the other, but often demonstrate complex 

hybridizations.  

Drawing from the work reviewed thus far, we can reassert the common-

knowledge definition of right wing as referring to the politically conservative or 
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reactionary (capitalist, patriotic, traditionalism, etc.); it may, depending on context, 

emphasize certain issues such as race or religion in relation to these sorts of politics; and 

it may attempt to tactically distance itself from certain issues or labels if this allows for 

greater public appeal. Yet what is missing from this definition is an acknowledgement of 

the dynamism of social reality. The definition offered by an academic will always amount 

to less than the social reality they set to define. No matter how I define “right-wing” , it 

remains that the political right exists independent of scholastic conceptualization (and 

there is value in recognizing this).When one sets out to study right-wing 

discourse/rhetoric they should not only look at what fits their preconstructed definitions 

but also what can be observed to have meaningful existence as “right-wing” within 

society. In other words, the research should allow the subject being studied to speak for 

itself and to restrain their role to that of an interpreter. As such, the sampling procedure is 

intimately tied with the task of defining “right-wing”. 

The selection of Prager University (PragerU) and the Proud Boys was purposeful, 

with the intent being to allow for the data to help express what “right-wing” is. Both 

organizations openly declare themselves right-wing, explicitly position themselves as 

counter to left-wing politics, and are characterized as “right-wing” in popular discourse 

(Kelley 2018; Bowles 2020; MacFarquhar et al. 2020; Shannon 2020). Thus, their use 

here as examples of right-wing discourse/rhetoric should not be too controversial. The 

influence of both organizations is also worth acknowledging, as this supports their use 

here as representing significant themes within grander American right-wing politics. 

PragerU has achieved notoriety for their short “educational” videos gaining viral-like 
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shareability. PragerU’s website boasts that their videos have 2.5 billion lifetime views 

and rival organization the Gravel Institute alleges that some one-in-three internet-using 

Americans have been exposed to PragerU videos with around 70% of viewers reporting 

that their views have been changed by said videos (2020). While it is easy to assert that 

PragerU has a meaningful impact on the American right, it is a bit more complicated to 

do the same with the Proud Boys.  

 This is not because the group does not hold notable influence. The 2020 Protests 

often saw counter protests organized by Proud Boy chapters, demonstrating the 

organization to be effective at political action on a national scale. The complication is 

that the organization has gained a reputation for being far-right and neo-fascist (HoSang 

2019; Kutner 2020). This may be pointed to as evidence that this organization represents 

only a fringe section of the American right. The Proud Boys themselves deny these 

accusations, noting that the organization holds to classical liberal values, denounces 

racism, and their chairperson, Enrique Tarrio, identifies as Afro-Cuban. Nevertheless, 

even if the Proud Boys are accepted to hold definitive far right/fascist characteristics, this 

does not necessarily mean they are not representative of the right. The organization has 

seen success in integrating itself with mainstream right-wing politics, demonstrated by 

their providing security work for numerous conservative politicians (Herron 2018; Para 

and Horn 2020) and the support voiced by President Trump during the 2020 presidential 

debate. Indeed, critiques of the Proud Boys more often come from liberal or left-wing 

sources, rather than other figures/groups within the American right.  
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So that I am not misinterpreted here, this is not an argument against classification 

of the organization as “far-right”/“fascist”, as there is compelling evidence for this. This 

is to instead say that said classification does not exclude the organization from being 

taken as representative of right-wing politics, as can be seen through its clear connections 

to other forms of right-wing politics that are less often characterized as “far-right”. 

Furthermore, the inclusion of a source of discourse/rhetoric that is clearly mainstream 

with one that is more questionable is analytically useful here. If similarities between the 

two are found to be represented in the discourse/rhetoric analyzed (i.e. similarities in the 

emergent themes), this may serve as evidence supporting the claim that hard distinctions 

of right-wing from the far right are problematic. Hence, again, why the sampling 

procedure used here is understood as tied to the definition of “right-wing”. 

Defining Discourse and Rhetoric 

“Discourse” and “rhetoric”, while no less complex than “right-wing”, are less 

controversial in how they are defined and applied. This may be attributed to differences 

in the optics involved as neither term carries the same connotational weight as “right-

wing” or “far right”. Both may be understood to denote forms of communication, that is 

where one actor conveys meaning-laden information to another actor; the distinction 

between the two being rooted in how said communication functions socially. 

Foucault’s definition of discourse is arguably the most influential within the 

social sciences. While Foucault does not give a concise definition of discourse, he does 

use it to refer to processes of claims making linked to the concept of knowledge within 

modern bourgeois society (that is the systematic cataloging of elements of an object or 
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phenomenon so that it may be intellectually conceptualized). It may be understood as the 

“ways of constituting knowledge, together with the social practices, forms of subjectivity 

and power relations which inhere in such knowledges and relations between them. 

Discourses are more than ways of thinking and producing meaning. They constitute the 

'nature' of the body, unconscious and conscious mind and emotional life of the subjects 

they seek to govern” (Weedon 1987:108). From this, making sense of what is meant by 

“right-wing discourse” is rather simple (insofar as the connection between the two terms 

as used here is simple, when Foucault is involved the concepts themselves are rarely 

simple): it is the means by which knowledge, tied to social practice (i.e. political action, 

right-wing mobilization and organization), not only gives meaning to phenomena but 

also constitutes the “nature” of said phenomena. Right-wing discourse, then, is not just 

the expression of a right-wing worldview but its genesis; the act of engaging in discourse 

is not simply constative but performative, as it is itself the act by which said worldview 

comes into being. The theoretical implications of this will be discussed further but what 

should be clear now is how the term “discourse” is used.  

 The definition of rhetoric provided by Edmondson (1984) as “arguing which lays 

stress on what arises from suasiveness to the hearer” couples nicely with the definition of 

discourse to provide an outline for what communication is relevant to 

mobilization/organization. As persuasiveness is quintessential to rhetoric, it represents a 

form of communication that is directly (though not solely) responsible for moving people 

to mobilize and organize. In other words, it is the means of communication that persuades 

individuals to act in accordance with a political agenda. While either definition can surely 
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be critiqued (a prospect I welcome as it is through critiquing definitions that I arrived at 

the arguments I am making here), I will have succeeded if the definitions I have offered 

thus far show syncretism that facilitates a holistic view of the phenomenon in question 

that may then be paired with the method/methodology presented in this proposal. 

 As this project aims to use the analysis of discourse/rhetoric to make claims about 

political mobilization/organization processes, it would be appropriate to define more 

clearly what specifically is meant by these terms. The definitions used here come from 

the work of Kwame Ture (1988:16; n.d.) who used them to differentiate the political 

actions of civil rights leaders. At its core, the distinction can be understood as follows. 

Mobilization here refers to political behavior strictly oriented around action itself, people 

being motivated en masse to spontaneously exert political power; organization refers to 

political behavior oriented towards building structures, people being motivated to create 

institutions to facilitate the exertion of political power. These two terms should not be 

thought of as totally separated from one another, but rather two aspects of political work. 

For one to be a good organizer, one must mobilize people to exert political power in the 

form of fostering political organizations. However, being good at political mobilization 

does not mean one is necessarily good at political organization (Ture describes Martin 

Luther King jr. as a very good mobilizer but a poor organizer, while Malcolm X was both 

a strong mobilizer and organizer). This distinction is used here to illustrate how political 

behavior may differ while still being connected; further, differences in political action 

will be important to note when considering the nuances of the connection of 

communication to action. 
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Discourse Theory – Power and Hegemony 

Next, a consideration of theory is offered here to demonstrate the framework 

guiding this study. Said theoretical framework comes primarily in two forms: 

Foucauldian and Marxian theory. The former has already briefly been touched upon 

when defining “discourse”. What had not been touched upon yet is the connection of 

power to discourse found within this definition (although those familiar with Foucauldian 

thought may have already picked up on this). One thing key to understanding this 

definition of discourse is the social role of knowledge. Knowledge, counter to its 

conceptualization within bourgeois society, is neither abstract nor objective but rather is 

itself socially contingent. What is particular to knowledge is that its connection to its 

social context is perhaps the strongest example of how social phenomena are both formed 

by and help create social reality. As seen in Foucault’s work on sexuality (1978), the 

discursive explosion that accompanied the emergence of bourgeois society not only 

produced concepts like “sexuality”, but bourgeois society itself. Discursive concepts are 

both products of historic social systems and forces that shape these systems. The word 

“conceptualization” itself betrays this hidden reification process through the Latin root 

concipiō: “to grasp” or “to conceive”. The conceptualization process involved in 

discourse production does both. Through “grasping” the phenomenon in question by 

making it socially intelligible (i.e. “knowledge”), that which is “conceived” is both the 

phenomenon refracted through a social lens and the social lens itself via its interaction 

with the phenomenon in question. The power of knowledge, rooted in this process, is the 

power to influence the perception of phenomena through shaping society itself. In the 
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example of sexuality, the product of this process is not only the concept of “sexuality” 

(i.e. the socially contingent knowledge of human sexual practices) but also the social 

world influenced and reproduced through said concept.  

 Thus, examining right-wing discourse under a Foucauldian framework means 

emphasizing the role of power. By discussing discourse, one discusses the systems of 

power it is embedded in. In more concrete terms, the analysis of right-wing discourse 

here may benefit by considering the ways it engages with systems of power (political as 

well as cultural) as both a potential affirmation and challenge to said systems (to what 

extent of each will require the actual analysis of data, however the literature reviewed 

thus far does seem to indicate that it can do either or even both simultaneously). Concepts 

like “the nation”, “patriotism”, “security”, or “western civilization” are understood as 

both products of their social context as well as factors shaping said context; “the nation” 

as a concept is both a product of discourse and a socially productive force via the 

normative value inherent to discourse on “the nation”. This underscores the relation of 

discourse to processes of political mobilization and organization. 

Examining the work of certain key theorists may assist the consideration of a 

Marxian analytic framework. Gramsci asserts the significance of cultural (i.e. 

ideological) factors in the maintenance of social systems. Hegemony (or cultural 

hegemony), in Marxian terms, refers to the ideological rationalization of the material 

mode of existence (i.e. socioeconomic status quo) via a dominant and ubiquitous set of 

norms and values. This rationalization enforces social structures through a sort of 

naturalization process, whereas the material mode of existence is conceptualized as 
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inherent due to its direct ties to established ideological/cultural paradigms. Being a 

Marxist, Gramsci argues that one’s interactions with hegemonic paradigms reproduce 

their material interests by either supporting or challenging the hegemonic status quo. 

While this is generally understood in terms of class interests, the analysis of race, gender, 

or the colonial facilitates a more holistic and critical understanding of “class”. Those 

individuals that interact with the hegemonic status quo according to their material 

interests are referred to as “organic intellectuals” (Gramsci 1971; Ramos 1982). Building 

on the work of Gramsci, Louis Althusser (1971) posits that there are social institutions 

that use ideology rather than physical violence to enforce the status quo, what he terms 

ideological state apparatuses (ISAs). ISAs are social institutions that take part in 

hegemonic discourse through affecting paradigms set by those that hold positions of 

authority, such as: religious leaders, policymakers, and intellectuals. In relation to the 

societal “infrastructure” that is the material socioeconomic mode of existence, ISAs 

produce the “superstructure” social reality that is hegemony.  

 Here, in discussing right-wing discourse, much like in the case of Foucault, 

Marxian theory acknowledges the relation of discourse/rhetoric to structures of power. 

However, a Marxian framework drawing from the likes of Gramsci and Althusser may be 

better able to underscore how discourse is used within specific systems of power. While 

Foucauldian theory notes the relation of discourse to power, Foucault’s work abstracts 

this idea of power from its specific manifestations. Federici’s (2004) work examining the 

relation of the emergence of bourgeois society and the corresponding discursive 

explosion to the emergence of modern patriarchy and colonialism is both a sound critique 
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and advancement of Foucault’s theory (i.e. connecting discursive power to class, gender, 

and race). The example of Federici demonstrates the value of a Marxian theory to this 

project. Marxism’s emphasis that power is connected to the structure of society helps to 

justify why the analysis of discourse/rhetoric is useful for making claims about the 

material manifestations of politics. Federici’s simultaneous use and critique of Foucault is 

a wonderful demonstration of what this would look like. The discourse/rhetoric analyzed 

here is understood as both a product and producer of the social world, thus, a source of 

power (like in Foucault). Through a Marxian perspective, this social power can then be 

tied to specific examples of social structures via the relation of hegemonic superstructure 

to material infrastructure.  

Interestingly, this connection has been acknowledged and used by the political 

right. The alt-right is heavily inspired by the French New Right movement (Nouvelle 

Droite). A response to the 1960s New Left, the French New Right attempted to enact 

political change via culture, a tactic explicitly taken from Gramsci. These “Gramscians of 

the right” attempted to use traditionalism and cultural conservatism to counter 

movements for multiculturalism, egalitarianism, and social progressivism. It has been 

argued (Nagle 2017) that that this political culture war is at the heart of the alt-right/alt-

lite. One of the most striking similarities is the critique of mainstream media and the 

presentation of members of these right-wing movements as counterculture renegades. 

This is observable in the existence of an intricate internet-based alternative media 

network composed of forums, social media accounts, websites, and news sites. It is 
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argued that this alternative media network was partially responsible for the popularization 

of meme culture and its strong ties to right-wing politics. 

This is significant for this study for several reasons. First, it identifies a key aspect 

of certain contemporary American right-wing discourse, that being the adoption of anti-

establishment rhetoric, and points to the historical conditions from which it developed. 

Second, this anti-establishment standpoint has been facilitated by the creation of 

alternative media networks, often grassroots/decentralized in nature and largely based on 

the internet. Third, this indicates that there has been a shift in portions of right-wing 

discourse/rhetoric towards emphasizing the political nature of culture, thus, turning 

culture into a site of communication and action. Fourth, this standpoint is observable in a 

wide range of political actors, from internet trolls to the President of the United States, 

which may support the assertion that the internet has facilitated a breaking down of the 

separation of mainstream from fringe. Thus, taking up a Marxian theoretical framework 

here not only strengthens the analytic approach taken by this study, but also helps to 

understand the tactics used by the right in creating discourse/rhetoric.  

Example of Right-wing Communication 

Lastly, an examination of prior work on right-wing politics is offered here to 

better illustrate how my research is in conversation with established scholastic work. The 

2010s saw what could be considered a discursive explosion on the subject, as this decade 

saw the rise of numerous right-wing movements, organizations, and figures. In their 

examination of this, researchers are quick to direct their attention to the significance of 

communication. 
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For example, by extracting the “basic components” that defined the Trumpist 

political project, the role of communication is made apparent (Culkin 2018). While the 

role of racism/ xenophobia must not be underplayed, it was the “populist fervor” of 

Trumpian rhetoric that enabled its massive success. By exploiting feelings of frustration 

with an elitist and indifferent political establishment, Trump’s rhetoric was able to go 

beyond xenophobic nationalism and appear as anti-establishmentarian. This example 

demonstrates how the rise of Trumpism was largely facilitated by its communication 

tactics. This approach is also visible in work studying right-wing populist movements in 

Europe. Such organizations have been found to use discourse/rhetoric that posits that 

Europe is undergoing a major social crisis caused by an influx of refugees resulting in an 

increase in violent crime rates. It has been argued that it is through this fear of a minority 

population that a populist call for exclusionary nationalistic politics becomes legitimized 

(Wodak 2015).  

 Furthermore, it is apparent the ways in which the American political right has 

emulated characteristics of historic far-right (namely fascist) movements and regimes. 

Hannah Arendt (1951), in analyzing totalitarian regimes of the 20th century noted that one 

of the central aspects of totalitarianism is the construction of a mass. Defined as “people 

who either because of sheer numbers, or indifference… cannot be integrated into any 

organization based on common interest… Potentially, they exist in every country and 

form the majority of those large numbers of neutral, politically indifferent people who 

never join a party and hardly ever go to the polls” (311), Arendt notes that the 

construction of a mass requires various compounding phenomena such as an abundant 
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populace and the disruption of traditional class relations. Through the mobilization of the 

masses a totalitarian movement like the NSDAP may come to power. While from a 

different theoretical orientation, the work of members of the Frankfurt School share 

Arendt’s astute observation of the connection of the rise of fascism to underlying socio-

political unrest. Adorno has multiple critiques of fascist propaganda (1951; 1975), such 

as analyzing how fascist “agitators” communicate in a way that move the masses away 

from class-based politics to act in line with the dogma of a demagogue (2000). 

Benjamin’s work (1935) is similar in that it focuses on the distinctive ontology of 

“aestheticized” politics, a phenomenon that emerged with the rise of new forms of 

communication technology (i.e. mechanical reproduction of images via print or film). 

While both differ from Arendt in that they emphasize the relation of fascism to the 

underlying and inherent contradictions of bourgeois society, there remains the 

methodological assertion that to understand fascism one must understand its 

communication tactics. Relating this back to the contemporary American right, the 

disruptions and anxieties caused by 21st century neoliberal capitalism may have 

facilitated the rise of far-right movements with mainstream appeal. This informs how 

discourse/rhetoric examined here is coded: with the specific treatment and presentation of 

social crises by right-wing discourse being a potential theme (potential as it is contingent 

on the data itself).  

 An aspect of right-wing discourse/rhetoric worth considering is the role of 

linguistic obfuscation. Scholars of fascism, such as Umberto Eco (1995) and Robert 

Paxton (2004), have noted that fascist communication places a great deal of emphasis on 
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“newspeak”: a form of doublespeak that is purposely ambiguous and euphemistic so that 

it can be better manipulated for the purposes of the user. The use of doublespeak is also 

documented within mainstream conservative politics. Lee Atwater’s description of 

campaigning strategies used by conservatives like Reagan to secure the Southern white 

vote holds remarkable similarities to the concept of political doublespeak. In Atwater’s 

own words, “You start out in 1954 by saying, “N****r, n****r, n*****r.” By 1968 you 

can’t say “n****r”—that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, 

states’ rights, and all that stuff, and you’re getting so abstract. Now, you’re talking about 

cutting taxes, and all these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a 

byproduct of them is, blacks get hurt worse than whites.… “We want to cut this,” is much 

more abstract than even the busing thing, uh, and a hell of a lot more abstract than 

“N****r, n****r.”” (Lamis 1984; Perlstein 2012). Here, the use of doublespeak is done 

to distance the policies of American conservative politicians from overt white supremacy 

while still taking advantage of the appeal white supremacy has with a section of the 

voting populace. Additionally, the fact that this tactic is found in both cases of the far 

right and mainstream conservatism further supports investigating the connections of these 

two right-wing tendencies. 

 A more contemporary example of right-wing doublespeak is the use of irony and 

humor. Examining the literature on the subject demonstrated that there was a bit of a 

prejudice against the serious analysis of humor. In the words of famed author E. B. 

White, “Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the 

innards are discouraging to any but the purely scientific mind” (1941). Yet this prejudice 
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against taking humor seriously is partially why it has proven to be a useful tool in 

political discourse. If the “dissection” of a joke is prejudiced against, it proves to be an 

effective vehicle for transgressive ideas (misogyny, racism, etc.). Freud’s (1905) analysis 

of humor and his concept of “tendentious jokes” are useful here. Freud posited that it is 

through humor that we find greater freedom to discuss the socially repressed or taboo 

and, by doing so, may derive pleasure from this act. In this, humor holds a good deal of 

social power as a means of “sanctioned disrespect”, venting social frustration while 

concealing its aggression, reminiscent of the complex position held by the court 

jester/fool (Freud 1905:75; Duncan 1962:384-387; Wright 1978:524). The connection of 

humor to the rise of far-right politics in the mainstream, then, seems more than mere 

coincidence. Consideration of this helps inform data analysis, with humor being 

recognized as not incidental. Instead, signs of doublespeak are noted as informing how to 

read, interpret, and then analyze discourse/rhetoric. 

 Finally, work examining the relation of right-wing politics to new means of 

communication was reviewed. Much of this work looked at the role of internet-based 

communication, such as video sharing via websites like YouTube. This work has 

investigated topics such as radicalization pipelines facilitated by content recommendation 

algorithms (Ribiero et al. 2019), the role of user engagement and the intensification of 

discourse/rhetoric over time (Kleinberg, van der Vegt, and Gill 2020), and discourse 

networks that span over multiple websites (Hine et al. 2017). What is to be taken from 

this is not necessarily how right-wing discourse/rhetoric is conceptualized and treated 

within these studies, but rather the methodological implications of the internet’s 
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prominence as exhibited by these studies. This is to say that the previously discussed 

research demonstrates that the impact of the internet on politics, like previous 

technological innovations, is deeper than simply being a new means of disseminating 

political discourse/rhetoric that adheres to the same communicative conventions. Instead, 

the internet is shown to alter said discourse/rhetoric as it is adapted to the new 

technological paradigm. What I am trying to express here is that using the internet as a 

means of collecting data is a purposeful methodological choice informed by established 

literature that aims to acknowledge this connection. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

This study uses a qualitative content analysis of discourse/rhetoric. As outlined by 

Jorge Ruiz (2009), discourse analysis may be understood to have three mutually informed 

tiers of analysis. The first tier is that of textual analysis, that is analysis of discourse as an 

object. At this level, analysis involves assessing what is being said via the discourse (i.e. 

content, both explicit and implicit), as well as how this content may be characterized. 

This, Ruiz argues, is the most removed step from what is commonly thought of as 

sociological work, as it examines discourse in relative isolation from other social 

phenomena. The next level of analysis is that of the contextual: what is being done by the 

discourse. This examines discourse as an event set within a specific time and place. 

Contextual analysis of discourse may be situational or intertextual. In the case of the 

former, how the discourse in question is produced in relation to the specific situation it 

resides within is examined (e.g. is it produced by strangers or friends, is it done in private 

or publicly, etc.); in the case of the latter, the way said discourse interacts with other 

discourse is considered (e.g. Foucault’s analysis of the evolution of discourse on 

sexuality). Lastly, discourse analysis takes place on a sociological level whereas the 

discourse is understood to be part of larger social processes. Ruiz divides the sociological 

analysis of discourse into three subcategories: discourse as information, situated within 

the process of knowledge production; discourse as ideological, representing certain social 
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groups’ interests; and discourse as a social product, a reflection of the social position of 

its producers, consumers, and context. In this model, all three tiers are used to ensure a 

holistic and nuanced examination of discourse.  

 Using this outline as the basis for the design of this study, the contours of the 

project’s method should be visible. This study analyzed sampled right-wing 

discourse/rhetoric at the textual, contextual, and sociological level. This facilitates 

analysis that accounts for the content and medium of the discourse/rhetoric, how 

discourse/rhetoric is being used, and how examples of discourse/rhetoric may interact 

with one another. This information can then be used to analyze the sociological 

significance of the discourse/rhetoric in question by making connections to processes of 

knowledge production, the vying of competing interests in the public sphere, and the 

social positions of the producers and consumers of said discourse/rhetoric. This 

information, guided by theory, is then used to draw conclusions about its relevance to 

processes of political mobilization and organization.  

Sampling 

This study uses a purposeful sampling method to produce a collection of data that 

provides useful insight into right-wing communication. As this study is on 

discourse/rhetoric, this sampling does not aim to understand a population per se but rather 

a phenomenon (the totality of contemporary American discourse/rhetoric); the sample is 

then tasked with being representative of this phenomenon so that claims made here hold 

some relevance to discussions of the grander phenomenon in question (Becker 1998:96; 

Luker 2008:103). The discourse/rhetoric produced by PragerU and the Proud Boys, then, 



24 

 

must be demonstrated to 1) constitute examples of right-wing discourse/rhetoric and 2) 

hold enough influence to remain relevant to discussion of rhetoric/discourse of other 

concurrent political actors. Hence why the definition of “right-wing” is key to sampling: 

without clear support for classifying PragerU and Proud Boys as meaningfully right-wing 

(that is, to have significant impact on what the American political right is), this study is 

largely limited in the claims it can make using the data it has access to. In many ways, the 

selection of PragerU and the Proud Boys is akin to the selection of a research site, as their 

networks for content sharing serve as the location for data collection, dictating what 

information is made available (Luker 2008:142). Like an ethnographer would have to 

battle gatekeeping of information (e.g. knowledge and practices informants do not want 

to let the researcher in on) I too am limited by a threshold of public availability. This 

should not be taken as a self-admission of the diminished significance of my work, but 

rather an indication that sampling has been given due care and that limitations are 

honestly considered.  

The spatial and temporal specifications of “contemporary American” is also worth 

considering. Coming from a historical materialist perspective, political phenomena is 

understood to hold tangible ties to its social and historical context. The criteria of 

“contemporary” and “American” are not just meant to set a manageable scope for this 

project, but to emphasize the significance of context. For example, while “contemporary 

American” may seem like a straightforward criterion, globalized, transnational 

communication problematizes the demarcations of national borders. Despite this, 

“American” is still useful as it prioritizes discourse/rhetoric relevant to American 
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political phenomenon without assuming it to be more relevant to discussions of the 

political right in general. The criterion set here of “American”, then, refers to its 

relevance to the political conditions of the U.S.; for discourse/rhetoric to be “American” 

it must be primarily located in the U.S. While, for example, PragerU may have non-

American speakers or have an international viewership, their influence within the U.S. 

has been clearly established. This is easier to assert with the Proud Boys as their activities 

have remained localized to the U.S. “Contemporary” is likewise meant to set the scope of 

the project. PragerU and the Proud Boys can both be considered “contemporary” as they 

currently exist and are active at the time of conducting this research (2020-2021). 

 An overview of the sampling process is as follows. The PragerU website and the 

Proud Boys’ social media accounts were surveyed to help inform data collection. In the 

case of PragerU, data came from the video series titled 5-Minute Videos, as this allowed 

for a wide range of topics to be covered and contains some of their most infamous videos 

(i.e. the ones that reach viral status). The first round of collecting data was based on 

viewership, with 45 video transcripts collected (the 15 most, least, and middle watched 

videos, based on reported viewership). Analysis of these transcripts was done to offer 

some initial insight into potentially significant themes. This then informed an iterative 

processes of data collection, where themes found in initial review of the data informed 

what data was collected next. This was done for practicality, as to review all the themes 

present in PragerU videos would necessitate a dissertation-length report (or, as one of my 

mentors put it, a potential lifelong project). Of the 402 videos present on the site at the 

time of final data collection (March 1) 52 were included in the final sample.  
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Data collection for the Proud Boys was a bit more complicated. Due to the 

January 6th storming of the U.S. capitol, the Proud Boys lost many social media accounts 

and had their website hacked (which remains down as of July 23, 2021). This meant that 

data collection faced some challenges. Data was collected primarily from what remained 

available: their Telegram accounts (both the official account of the Proud Boys and the 

official account of their chairperson Enrique Tarrio). Data collection started at the then 

current date and proceeded inversed-chronologically for a period of about a year (January 

21, 2021-December 14, 2019). Data collection ended when a point of saturation was hit, 

where new notable themes stopped appearing. Because of the uncertainty of how long 

these posts would remain available, they were first collected en masse. This resulted in an 

initial data pool of over 1500 social media posts. Like the PragerU data, initial themes 

found in the data were used to focus the sample and the final sampling was narrowed 

down to 256 posts. This process was done for the two data sets simultaneously to allow 

for the emergent themes in one to inform the reviews of the other. The emergent themes 

analyzed here, then, reflect similarities between the two organizations as this was 

incidentally part of the sampling process.  

Measurement Strategy 

Once collected, data was reviewed and thematically coded. As this study is 

exploratory in nature, analyzing emergent themes as they occur, a priori approaches to 

operationalization are not appropriate (Becker 1998:155; Luker 2008:32). Instead, I will 

outline how the data was analyzed, what in the data informed operationalization of 

concepts, and establish the validity of this study while acknowledging its limitations.  
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First, there is the matter of content: what the discourse/rhetoric is saying, what it 

depicts, what is the apparent audience, what is the tone, etc. Second, the format of the 

discourse is of interest: what medium is used for the discourse/rhetoric, where is it being 

shared, how is it being produced and shared, are there adjacent networks, are the 

networks shaping and/or being shaped by the discourse/rhetoric, etc. Additionally, using 

previous work as a guide, certain prospective concepts have been noted. These include 

issues of immigration, race, demography, the use of new media such as the internet, irony 

and doublespeak, and the maintenance of law and order. Concepts emerged/developed 

via thematic coding by detecting the repetition of words, phrases, names, statistics, etc. 

within the discourse/rhetoric analyzed. My task is then to find the reasons behind said 

repetition through referencing the established literature on the subject and the political 

context the discourse/rhetoric exists within and in relation to. 

Issues of validity have already been touched upon in the literature review section, 

where citation of established work on relevant subjects strengthens the validity of how 

concepts are “measured”. Additionally, the handling and presentation of data also works 

to assert validity and reliability. For example, the use of irony as a form of political 

doublespeak is a central aspect of contemporary political discourse (i.e. the use of memes 

in political discourse). However, irony/doublespeak, by its very nature, is vague, 

ambiguous, and euphemistic. Thus, analysis, which thrives when allowed to work with 

the objective and concrete, is put at a disadvantage when taking jokes seriously.  

To adequately deal with this, “thick description” (Geertz 1973) is used as a means 

of both data analysis and data presentation. Designed to reveal the deeper nuances of 
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social action via detailed recording of context, thick description seems ideal for situations 

where setting, delivery, and word choice can produce dramatically different 

interpretations of remarkably similar phenomena. Extended to the analysis of all forms of 

right-wing discourse, thick descriptions strengthen the assertion that the analysis 

conducted here is as thorough as could reasonably be expected. This paper also strives for 

some level of transparency in the presentation of data/analysis. While some data needs to 

be made confidential, which involves a process of transcription and the removal of 

identifiers, data is included in the presentation of findings in as raw a form as 

permissible. Thus, it is entirely possible for those who may have concerns about the 

validity/reliability of the measurements used here to look over the data themselves. 
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FINDINGS 

The Right or the Anti-Left? 

It is perhaps best to begin with examining how both organizations heavily 

emphasize their position counter to “the left”, arguably the principle on which both 

organizations are founded. PragerU presents itself as an educational alternative to a 

supposed left-wing bias in American universities and many of their videos attempt to 

deconstruct “the left” and how it negatively impacts society. In the case of the Proud 

Boys, the organization is predicated on the idea that America has undergone a leftist 

takeover that must be reversed if it is to survive. In 

both cases, “the left” is a vague category that 

encompasses everything from American social 

liberalism to Chinese socialism. Figure 1, a post shared 

by the Proud Boys from January 18th, is a good 

demonstration of what constitutes this strange 

amalgamation. This includes symbols representing 

communism, LGBTQ+, the American Democratic 

Party, companies like CNN and Google, the US federal 

government, the International Monetary Fund, and the 

Rockefeller family. PragerU occasionally breaks from 

Figure 1: A post shared from January 

18th that depicts the amalgamate “left” 

that stands contra to the Proud Boys/ 

the political right. “MRART” stands for 

“Mass Report And Re-Tweet”, a doxing 

tactic used to get “leftist” social media 

accounts banned. 



30 

 

this homogenized notion of “the left” like, for example, in their video titled “Liberal or 

Left?”. In it, Dennis Prager himself makes the valid case that “liberal” and “leftist” mean 

two different things. The intent here is to demonstrate that “liberals” have more in 

common with “conservatives” to promote collaboration against “the left”. However, even 

here, this difference is based on “the left” amounting to “identity politics and racial 

resentment”. As such “the left” is again inflated to include everyone from those who 

believe in mass nationalization of American industries to those who support Affirmative 

Action.  

 This is surprisingly revealing about how “the left” is treated by the contemporary 

American right. Namely, “the left” is a sort of political hydra representing the various 

axes relevant to right-wing mobilization; hence why we see communism next to Google 

and the IMF, all three are central components of the contemporary American right (i.e. 

explicit anti-communism, the intersection of the on-going culture war and 

media/technology, and anxieties surrounding globalization). The concept of “the left”, 

then, helps the right define its own political program and legitimize the significance of 

their work. While the complexities of this relationship will be given due attention, this 

dichotomy facilitates calls to action via the presentation of a unified antagonistic force 

that is counter to the very fabric of our society. Additionally, when “the left” is 

referenced here, it should be understood that this perhaps does not reflect what the 

political left is, at least as typically defined or as used by those who identify as “leftists”.  

Looking at specific examples of criticism, “the left” is often presented at the root 

of some social problem. In the video “Control the Words, Control the Culture”, political 
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commentator and entertainer Michael Knowles posits that there is a supposed leftist 

attempt to subvert and destroy American traditions.  

The left has a special gift for euphemisms—soft words selected to sugarcoat harsh realities so as to 

make those harsh realities easier for us to swallow. But these soft words are insidious. Their sole 

purpose is to deceive... In the name of “diversity,” the left enforces intellectual conformity. It 

censors opposing views in the name of “tolerance.” And it labels all non-left views “hate 

speech.”... Or, is it more likely because so much of the left’s cultural agenda is about blurring—

even denying—the natural distinctions between men and women? ... The culture war is largely a 

war of words. Right now, the left is winning. You can see the consequences everywhere: in 

politics, in education, in media. It’s time to fight back. 

As seen in this passage, Knowles (and PragerU) presents a worldview where “the left” is 

currently vying for total authority. This is achieved through a supposed on-going culture 

war (something that will come up quite often when reviewing the findings of this study), 

where “the left” purposefully manipulates language to initiate shifts in social 

norms/values. This, as indicated here and found throughout many PragerU videos, is 

achieved via the infiltration of American institutions by leftists (“Right now, the left is 

winning. You can see the consequences everywhere: in politics, in education, in media.”), 

with the most common institution to be accused of this by PragerU being higher 

education. These institutions are then used to spread and enforce a leftist worldview to 

the detriment of society, like some strange political virus using universities to replicate its 

social mRNA.  

This is reminiscent of bolder claims about “cultural Marxism” and plots to 

implement socialism via cultural institutions (i.e. universities and the media). While 

PragerU shies away from such claims (avoiding its anti-Semitic/fascistic history), the 
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Proud Boys are comfortable overtly 

pushing this idea (Figure 2). A post 

from June 20, 2020, contains a 

recorded lecture delivered by Edward 

Griffin. In it he talks about a smear 

tactic supposedly used by 

communists, claiming communists 

were instructed that “when certain obstructionists become too irritating, label them, after 

suitable buildups, as fascist or Nazi or anti-Semitic, and use the prestige of anti-fascist 

and tolerance organizations to discredit them. In the public mind constantly associate 

those who oppose us with those names which already have a bad smell. The association 

will after enough repetition become fact in the public mind.” This is captioned with a 

declaration by the Proud Boys that labels like “Nazi” are no longer legitimate because of 

their politically motivated use by “the left” to defame organizations like the Proud Boys. 

Thus, the act of political critique itself is viewed with suspicion as a potential leftist 

trojan horse.  

Occasionally this opposition to “the left” is more implicit, such as in Dennis 

Prager’s fantasizing about what his school regiment would look like, where discussions 

of “racism”, “gender identity”, and “Islamophobia” will not be tolerated. This is also seen 

in the previously mentioned Nikki Hailey’s video when discussing the state of American 

academia,  

Figure 2: Post shared by the Proud Boys on June 10th, 2020, 

where some states they became involve with right-wing 

politics specifically to fight “cultural Marxism” 
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I’ve spoken at a lot of colleges. I’m convinced that most of the students still have a strong, 

intuitive love of our country. That’s why I’m optimistic about America’s future. But I know that 

it’s hard to speak out. I know the academic establishment is against you. I didn’t say this was 

going to be easy. It is, however, going to be necessary. So, what is it that I’m asking you to do? Be 

brave. Defend your right to speak out. Defend America. To your friends. In class. Around campus. 

Wherever you go. 

Here the critique of “the left” is made via a critique of academia as stifling free thought 

by enforcing anti-Americanism. This implicit critique of “the left” is often in videos on 

current events or debates occurring, such as those relevant to gender. In a video titled 

“Why Girls Become Boys” delivered by author Abigail Shrier, Shrier argues that 

educators are pushing “gender confusion” under the guise of “gender ideology”. While 

this alone is not a critique of “the left”, once contextualized in the PragerU catalog of 

videos on the influence of “the left” in academia and topics like gender, the connection is 

made apparent albeit latent. Thus, other videos such as the “Feminism 2.0”, delivered by 

Tammy Bruce, and “Are Men and Women Different?”, delivered by Sean McDowell, in 

critiquing feminist academics or “gender studies PhD” are still critiquing “the left” 

insofar as it is understood as the source for these symptomatic elements (i.e. as Knowles 

states “You can see the consequences [of the left] everywhere: in politics, in education, in 

media.”). The content of these videos will be discussed in more detail in the section 

specifically looking at the role of gender, what is important to note now is how the thread 

of anti-“leftism” is found throughout various videos and that this ought to be understood 

as central to understanding the discourse/rhetoric in question. 
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With both PragerU and the Proud Boys, “the left” is not just identified as a threat, 

but one that is currently “winning” in their attempt to establish hegemonic dominance. 

The rise of “the left” came not with a violent uprising but through the supposed long 

march through the institutions. The PragerU excerpt posits that the threat is so grave that 

it may usurp the order of nature itself. If allowed to continue, “the left” will establish a 

totalitarian despotic regime. The ultimate result of this leftist takeover is found in a video 

delivered by Paul Kengor, Professor of Political Science at Grove City College, titled 

“Who is Karl Marx?”: “death, suffering, and destruction”. In “Why Are So Many Good 

Things Being Destroyed?”, Prager himself explains that the singular cause of this is “the 

left”. “If what I am about to tell you is true, almost everything we most treasure – 

freedom, beauty, reason, the family, economic well-being, and even goodness – is in 

jeopardy. Who or what poses this threat? The answer is the most powerful ideology of the 

last hundred years: leftism. Not liberalism; leftism – or, if you prefer, ‘progressivism.’ 

Leftism destroys everything it touches.” Beyond the identification of “the left” as this 

ultimate threat, I also want to note that the evidence used for this claim is “the left’s” 

supposed totalizing attack on, well, all “good things”, namely the values, norms, 

institutions, and relationships that make up the normative nature of the societal status 

quo. This will be key when later discussing the topic of the “west”. 
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This sentiment is shared by the 

Proud Boys. Figure 3 makes the claim 

that most major US institutions (e.g. 

“mainstream media, academia, 

administrative government, 

Hollywood, big tech”) are under the 

control of “the left”. Figure 4 reveals 

the complexities of this position, 

containing both lamentations about 

government authoritarianism and the 

inability of the government to keep order. 

The position of the right contra to “the 

left”, at least as seen here, at its core is the 

position of the oppressed subordinate to 

the oppressor superordinate. Despite 

being the politics of patriotism, security 

and order, tradition, patriarchy, 

capitalism, cishet normativity, etc., despite 

in most capacities representing the current status quo, appeals to rebellious sentiments 

were prominent.  

In critiquing “the left”, both organizations make use of calls to action that 

encourage their audiences’ to assist in their crusade against “the left”. The ending to the 

Figure 4: June 25th, 2020. Here, the presentation of “the left” 

as a totalizing, omnipresent entity is used as evidence for its 

culpability in social problems like institutional racism. 

However, quotations around the term and the context of the 

sentence reveals the awkward relationship of systemic 

critiques and conservative/reactionary perspectives.   

Figure 3: August 31st, 2020. A post critiquing the 

government as both overly authoritarian and unable to 

ensure security. This results in the Proud Boys 

appearing both populistic and against mob anarchy. 
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Paul Kengor video declares that “it’s time to fight back”. What is meant by “fight back” 

remains vague, as this could be anything from creating watchlists of supposed leftist 

professors to militant direction action (both are steps taken by the right in recent years to 

counter “the left’s” “war of words”). However, “the left” is again associated with tangible 

roles and institutions: politicians, educators, and the media. In the video “Be Brave” 

delivered by Nikki Hailey, former Governor of South Carolina and ambassador to the UN 

under President Trump (2017-2018), Hailey concludes by cautioning the viewer that 

“Many have died to preserve America and liberty. No one is asking you to risk your life. 

But it is now your generation’s turn to step up. Or you will lose both your country and 

your freedom.” Again, the action itself remains vague, but two things are clear: “the left” 

must be opposed and failure to do so will mean the loss of “your country and your 

freedom”. This video was uploaded on January 4th, 2021, just two days before the Capital 

Uprising, where thousands of right-wing demonstrators voiced similar anxieties about a 

loss of country and freedom to “the left”. In the three months following its upload, this 

particular video has been viewed some three million times.  

The Proud Boys, in contrast to PragerU, had more communication directly 

focused on organizational tasks such as recruitment, maintaining morale, and updates on 

current campaigns. One reason for this difference is likely the differences in the medium 

of communication, that is a series of short educational videos has different purposes and 

functions from a social media account. However, this does reflect a real difference in how 

the organizations conceptualize their purposes; one being to offer an educational 

alternative to real universities and the other to save “western civilization” by fighting “the 
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left”. Figure 1 features a caption that was 

commonly found on other posts: “They 

thought they could stop us… Help us take 

down the left”, encouraging people to “join” 

i.e. the equivalence of subscribing to an 

account on this platform. However, the 

organization is also keen on encouraging men 

who agree with the organizations to find a 

local chapter to join, noting that this is the 

best way one could help their cause. While 

the organization takes to presenting itself as a 

fraternity of like-minded “men of the west”, 

their communication betrays the severity of 

the organization.  

Numerous posts, such as this one from July 

23 (Figure 5), allege that America is in the midst of 

a war and that one has a moral duty to “stand with 

your brothers”. Talk of “war” reveals a violent 

attitude towards “the left” that can range from 

jokes about “killing commies” to videos of 

“leftists” being assaulted at protest. Here (Figure 6) 

Figure 5: July 23rd, 2020. A graphic promoting 

recruitment for the Proud Boys. Notable features 

include talk of “war”, fraternal appeals, and anti-

“feelings” rhetoric common in right-wing circles. 

Figure 6: September 4th, 2020. An image 

depicting Michael Reinoehl fatally wounded 

by police with the caption “finally a good 

COMMUNIST”. The wishing of death upon 

communists was repeatedly found in Proud 

Boys posts.  
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is one of the posts celebrating the 

death of Michael Reinoehl at the 

hands of police, a picture of 

Reinoehl’s body that reads “finally a 

good COMMUNIST”. A post from 

September 23rd features a political 

cartoon by the infamous Ben Garrison 

(Figure 7). The cartoon, inspired by 

the Thomas Jefferson quote featured 

at the bottom, depicts a literal thirsty “tree of liberty” beset by the various elements of 

“the left” (communism, the illuminati, globalists, 

democrats, and large media companies like Google). 

The quote reveals the moral of this comic: the need to 

spill blood to preserve “liberty” (i.e. America, 

symbolized by the centered American flag).  

A post from November 18th (Figure 8) 

contains both this tendency towards political violence 

and an explicitly stated justification. In it, “the left” is 

accused of being the antithesis of America, that 

“They HATE our country… They have committed 

treason against America and for that they have 

become the enemy. The punishment for treason? 

Figure 7: September 23rd, 2020. A comic by famed right-wing 

cartoonist Ben Garrison featuring a very literal interpretation 

of a Thomas Jefferson quote. Included are various 

representations of “the left” (communists, globalists, the 

illuminati/ financial capital, Google, etc.).  

Figure 8: November 18th, 2020. A 

strongly worded condemnation of “the 

left” as anti-American. The severity of 

how “the left” is perceived is made clear 

by the strongly emotion-laden language 

and call to action.  
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Death.” Here, the fight against “the left” is justified because their innate 

“destructiveness” threatens “everything America is, what it stands for and what her 

values are.” This connection of anti-“left” politics to traditionalism is prominent in much 

of the Proud Boys’ communication. 

One post from June 21st (Figure 

9) is a quote from anti-communist 

novelist Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn stating 

“To destroy a people, you must first 

sever their roots” followed by a post 

reading “Get off the couch… They’re 

taking EVERYTHING from you.” This 

reflects the continuity of the discourse/rhetoric of PragerU and the Proud Boys, with both 

identifying “the left” as engaging in a politicized culture war to undermine core 

American values. This, serving as the basis for their calls to action, means that their 

politics are largely centered on ideas of societal preservation. While this will be discussed 

more in the following section on the “west”, what can be gained from this for now is that 

“the left” then serves as the primary motivator for this politics of preservation, and, thus, 

is a totalizing representation of social decay or, borrowing from the discourse, 

“degeneracy”.  

 The Proud Boys, more prone to organized street confrontations, unsurprisingly 

focuses more of their critiques specifically at “antifa”. The use of the term “antifa” 

requires some clarification due to its now frequent use. “Antifa” as it has existed 

Figure 9: June 21st, 2020. Two posts showing how topics 

like culture and tradition are politicized and used for 

agitation by organizations like the Proud Boys. 
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historically and as defined by those who would most identify with the label “antifascist” 

is a collection of political movements founded on the principle of opposing fascism by 

any means necessary. However, for the Proud Boys, “antifa” generally referred to leftists 

that use a nominal opposition to fascism to covertly enforce a leftist agenda (think back 

to the Griffin lecture). “Antifas”, then, are often members of “the left” that engage in 

some tangible form of direct action, such as attending protests or forms of virtual 

activism (hacking, doxing, etc.). This means that much of the discourse/rhetoric on 

“antifa” focuses on the protest movements of 2020. Examples of this include videos taken 

from demonstrations of “antifa members” 

being harmed, generally by right-wing 

counterdemonstrators or police.  

 Here (Figure 10), “antifa” is 

presented alongside COVID-19 as George 

Soros’ pawns in what is surely a very 

confusing game of chess. More serious 

rhetoric alleges that “antifa” will unleash 

mass violence on domestic suburbanites, 

going as far as claiming that this is “antifa’s” 

primary goal (a post from June 2nd, 2020, reads “Antifa wants to murder people. They put 

on masks so they cant be identified which gives them anonymity to commit murder 

without penalty”). Keeping to the worldview of what “the left” includes, they believe that 

this ability to dole out murder is facilitated by “Left politicians” who have “given [antifa] 

Figure 10: November 23rd, 2020. An image depicting 

the common conspiracy theory that investor George 

Soros secretly funds “the left’s”. Here, black-clade 

antifa members and the Covid-19 virus are depicted 

as Soros’ pawns. This further demonstrates how 

“the left” is used as a catch all for crisis, ranging 

from political unrest to a global pandemic. 
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cover and let them free without punishment when given the chance” and “evil rich 

people” who “pay their bail, their court costs, and work on judges to let them free”. 

This power of “the left” is seen not only in allegedly enabling mass violence but 

also in repressing protective measures, with the Proud Boys positing that their legal 

troubles are the direct result of a biased leftwing criminal justice system. A post from 

September 21st, 2020, reads: “Heed the warnings… You have NO right to defend 

yourself from violent mobs. If you do, you will be prosecuted and deemed a ‘white 

supremacists’ and a ‘racist’ to ruin your character. All while the mob is set free to 

continue their destruction”. Gavin McInnes, the organization’s founder and co-founder of 

Vice, acknowledges backlash against “antifa” as driving men to join the organization, 

citing “They see, who has instigated the violence and want to be part of the solution 

rather than sitting at home watching antifa terrorize their community”.  

This sentiment is featured heavily in organizational material, such as these fliers 

(Figures 11 and 12) encouraging membership and coordinating demonstrations/ 

counterdemonstrations to “end domestic terrorism”. The use of a word like “terror” is not 

incidental. Kyle Chapman, a then member better known as “Based Stickman” who would 

go on to form the overtly white nationalist splinter group “Proud Goys”, claimed that 

Trump’s declaring “antifa” a terrorist organization was his main personal goal. One 

member wrote “We've been trying to get this done for years. It is part of the reason why 

the Proud Boys even exist. The stand up against domestic terrorism advocates like 

Antifa”. While not nearly as bold, PragerU’s critique of “antifa” affirms the same general 

sentiment as the Proud Boys’: “antifa” is a threat that must be neutralized for the sake of 
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“America”. In a post from June 3rd, 2020, titled “Antifa Declared a Terrorist Group” 

(something that while true holds no legal meaning), PragerU stated “Antifa gave 

themselves a noble-sounding name. Their violent actions against innocent Americans, 

however, reveal their fascist nature.” Again, the notion that “antifa” poses a very direct 

threat to the safety of “innocent Americans” is present.  

 

 

 

  

   

 

While similarities in the communication of these two organizations are important 

to note, observed differences are equally noteworthy. One such difference is the tone 

Figure 11: August 18th, 2020. A flier condemning  

local antifascists in Kalamazoo, Michigan. This 

was part of a campaign against “antifa” during 

the 2020 racial justice protests. 

Figure 12: September 25th, 2020. An example 

of a flier made by the Proud Boys to 

coordinate demonstrates against “antifa”, 

referred to here as domestic terrorists. 

Included is a statement of support for Kyle 

Rittenhouse, who fatally shot two Kenosha 

racial justice demonstrators in August 2020. 



43 

 

taken; while PragerU strives for a level of respectability and class (a la Bourdieu) akin to 

an academic lecture, the Proud Boys revel in vulgarity. As will be seen, while PragerU 

attempts to cover its anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric in a layer of pseudo-scientific lexicon or 

appeals to wholesome folksy common knowledge, as seen in Figure 1, the Proud Boys 

are content using a rainbow dildo to symbolize identifying as LGBTQ+. This difference 

seems to highlight what many may consider to be the defining line between different 

wings of the right: the right and the alt-right, conservative and radical, etc. While this 

tonal difference is certainly significant, indicating differences in communication tactics, 

what this amounts to also deserves consideration. Undoubtedly, a rainbow dildo is a 

cruder critique of the LGBTQ+ rights movement than attempts to rationalize it under the 

guise of protecting children/women/etc. However, the critique remains that said 

movement is simply being used by “the left” to exert social control. This is not to 

diminish this tonal difference, but instead to critically understand what exactly it means. 

Namely, that it reflects the complexities of the American public, even solely within the 

base of right-wing supporters, whereas appeals must contend with lack of cultural 

homogeneity. The result being the need to appeal to different sects of the population, 

even within political spheres, by a variety of means. As will be seen in the following 

section, flexible discourse/rhetoric such as double-talk that can differ in meaning based 

on context holds certain advantages.  

Lastly, the totalizing construct that is “the left” is found to be key in the self-

definition of “the right” (here PragerU and the Proud Boys). “The left”, representing less 

a coherent collection of ideologies and instead a scapegoat for social anxieties, serves as 
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the prima facie immoral that legitimates the right’s claim to be the best, last hope for 

humanity. This is predicated on the basis that the status quo of bourgeois society 

(America, the west, etc.) not only represents but enables the realization of certain values 

within society (freedom, security, etc.). What is emphasized here is not necessarily what 

these values mean, that is what is true “freedom”, but instead are understood as products 

of the status quo, thus dictated by it. Any 

force of social change is then labeled “the 

left”, placed as contrary to bourgeois 

society, and consequently is the eternal 

opponent of the right. Hence why the 

discourse/rhetoric reviewed here has such 

puzzle contradictions as alleging a CNN-

BLM alliance while also acknowledging 

that BLM protestors stormed CNN’s Atlanta 

headquarters (Figure 13) or the irony of 

promoting building a global network of Proud 

Boy chapters to help fight globalization 

(Figure 14). The most bizarre case of this 

being a post originally written by darling of 

the alt-right Milo Yiannopoulos that claims an 

alliance of “patriots, Proud Boys and Black 

Figure 13: May 29th, 2020. A video shared depicting 

the occupation of CNN’s Atlanta headquarters by 

BLM protestors. This appears to counter the Proud 

Boys’ classification of CNN as part of “the left”. 
 

Figure 14: June 24th, 2020. A post advertising the 

global reach of the Proud Boys. This being rather 

ironic given the organization’s strong anti-

globalist stance. 
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Figure 15: July 19th, 2020. A post shared originally 

written by Milo Yiannopoulos that demonstrates how the 

framing of the right results in nonsensical statements like 

that the Proud Boys have allied with Black Panthers to 

defend American patriotism and traditionalism.  

Panthers” is standing against “Black Lives Matter, Antifa, and Boogaloo boys” (Figure 

15).  

I argue that the contradictions 

found here are not simply due to 

ignorance, willful or otherwise, but are 

instead rooted in mechanisms used to 

conceptualize and confront social crisis. 

The political right, defined by its 

conservativism and reactionary politics, 

is averse to radical social change and this 

is supported by the data reviewed here. 

However, the right also demonstrates a willingness to confront social crisis, if said 

confrontation does not implicate the status quo. “The left” then serves as a means of 

divorcing crisis from the social model of the status quo. By constructing this oppositional 

category, actors on the right can critique systemic failures without identifying them as 

such, instead positing that they are the result of “the left’s” attack on the status quo (that 

is, the result of social critique itself). This, I believe, can be attributed to the framing of 

the American right.  

Using the work of Benford and Snow (2000:613), frames, in the simplest and 

roughest sense, are how individuals interpret the world; framing is the social negotiation 

of how to conceptualize and understand shared reality. The use of “the left” by both 

organizations helps to illustrate their framing. Namely, by constructing this totalizing 
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oppositional category that stands as the nemesis to the status quo of American society, 

both organizations reveal a highly metathesiophobic framing preoccupied with the idea of 

societal degradation and preservation (with the identification of an enemy). While this 

may be expected of a conservative perspective, the perceived severity of the threat of “the 

left” must not be overlooked, as this was revealed to be the justification for more militant 

rhetoric/action. Indeed, the natural adjacency of this framing to conservatism makes it 

only more troubling. Thus, the concept of societal preservation and how this may inform 

our understanding of right-wing framing is worth consideration.  

The Crisis of Western Civilization 

 The idea that the right is defending social order against the destructive forces of 

“the left” is based on a half-truth. The externalization of systemic crisis onto “the left” 

presumes “the left” causes social disarray via their refutation of the status quo (including 

its values) and ongoing social crises are evidence of this. Leftist politics can certainly be 

said to hold some relation to social crisis, as various historic leftist movements arise from 

social crisis (“antifascism” implies “fascism”, etc.). The logical jump occurs when this 

correlation is taken to be causal and is expressed via the concern for social 

decline/degeneracy. 

  For the Proud Boys, this is expressed through their fanatical concern for 

protecting “western civilization”. The “west”, a contrivance falsely predicated on the 

homogeneity and uniqueness of European cultures (reified via its imposition in the form 

of imperialism, orientalism, etc.), is understood by the Proud Boys to represent the 

pinnacle of human social development. The organization is principally founded on this 
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ideal of “western chauvinism”, as seen in 

their initiation ritual where new 

members declare themselves “a Western 

chauvinist who refuses to apologize for 

creating the modern world” (Figure 16). 

This stance of western chauvinism is 

epitomized in the organization’s slogan 

that “The West is Best!”. However, this 

supremacy necessitates maintenance (i.e. 

the reason to “refuse to apologize”). 

Opposition, especially from within, is 

believed to be a serious threat that 

jeopardizes the longevity of western 

civilization. Hence, the anti-“left” and 

pro-“west” politics of the right are inherently connected as mutually informed acts; an 

attack on “the left” is an affirmation of “the west” and vice versa. A post (Figure 17) 

from January 12th, 2021, reads “the Proud Boys represent Western Values… we are the 

average bloke who have had enough of leftist ‘Cancel Culture’ this is literally how the 

Proud Boys came to be!” This, coupled with talks of “war”, places the right’s idea of a 

“culture war” into a new perspective. This may help explain why ideas like a “culture 

war” or “cancel culture” resonates specifically with right’s base. The traditionalism of the 

right understands deviation from selective norms/values as a metric for measuring social 

Figure 16: July 22nd, 2020. A graphic listing the core 

tenets of the Proud Boys as well as the statement recited 

by initiating members. Also featured is a photo of 

members at a demonstration, including Enrique Tarrio. 
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decay and unapologetic affirmation of these 

cultural values as politically necessary. If 

“the left” is understood as a culturally 

destructive force, their “culture” would 

logically stem from acts of negating 

tradition (or cancelling it). The result is an 

inherent connection to societal decay 

understood in cultural terms. 

 The perceived severity of this threat 

should not be understated nor 

underestimated. While the Proud Boys are generally confident, boisterous, and irreverent, 

their frequent referencing of an impending war seems to be in earnest. A post made on 

November 17th reads  

I’m so sick to my stomach. We are at the precipice of great and violent change boys. The night is 

always darkest before the dawn… We know ourselves, our motivations and our goals. We are on 

the side of righteousness and patriotism. We want to see our country thrive and be whole again… 

We know the enemy, they have PROVEN themselves to be the enemy. They want the destruction 

of our Republic and replace with true fascism. With communism. They call for the death of our 

country, openly. [the Proud Boys] are the only ones standing [face to face] with the enemy to stop 

them. Stand with us or against us… 

A member affiliated with the Michigan chapter of the Proud Boys who goes by “Rob” 

(also “Rob the anti-narrative”, “capcityrob”, and “GrandDragon_Gov Z2_Steel_Legion”) 

has a series of videos that, among other things, cover current events from a Proud Boy’s 

Figure 17: January 12th, 2021. A post from the 

perspective of a Proud Boys member detailing why 

they believe the organization is appealing and how 

this has contributed to recruitment efforts. 
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perspective. In one video, posted August 8th, 2020, he bluntly begins by saying “It’s 

getting worse, and we all can see that”. He then goes on to ask rhetorical questions about 

how and when one should fight back. He answers that the time to fight is decided by the 

American people (“by you all”) and that the way to fight is to either join/support 

organizations like the Proud Boys or to individually standup to “the left”. This second 

option is discussed via an anecdote about a woman standing up to a mob of “leftists” who 

was then insulted and covered in paint (the moral is to be willing to stand up to “the 

left”). In a video posted August 25th, 2020, after quoting from Isaiah 11:6, Rob says that 

“they”/ “the left”  

“They don’t care about history, they don’t care about our monuments, they don’t care anything 

about American exceptionalism. All they want to do is watch it burn… you see waves of 

destruction everywhere. Its time people. It’s time to get right on many levels because it’s not 

going away, you all see that now. Even Michelle Obama says it: ‘if Trump’s elected it will get 

much worse. And it will, it will because they are going to make it that way’”.  

He finishes this video by positing that Isaiah 3:12 (“As for my people, children are their 

oppressors, and women rule over them. O my people, they which lead thee cause thee to 

err, and destroy the way of thy paths.”) is a clear reference to the current political 

landscape, with “children as oppressors” referencing radicalized college-aged protestors 

(i.e. “antifas” or “BLMs”), “women to rule over them” being a condemnation of 

feminism, and the “destroying of thy paths” to mean the destruction of American 

traditions, culture, and identity. Again, the gravity of the situation is conveyed, with 

Rob’s stoic presentations and the absence of humor. When Rob does interject a short and 



50 

 

subtle chuckle, it is generally due to exasperation because of the perceived absurdity of 

the world (e.g. how obvious the signs of social decline are).  

 As a brief aside, a secondary finding of these videos is that they serve as an 

excellent modern example of what Adorno specifically discusses in his work on Martin 

Luther Thomas. Of the 34 tactics covered by Adorno, Rob’s videos have at least 19 that I 

detected (Rob, being less personable than Thomas, has less chances to demonstrate some 

of the “self-characterization” tactics). Admittedly, the resemblance varies in strength. On 

the weaker end, the wearing of a “MAGA” hat could be taken as a “follow your leader” 

technique via its appeals to Trumpism (contextualized within the Proud Boys’ history of 

reciprocated support for Trump). Stronger similarities are found in the centrality of anti-

communist rhetoric, the “lone wolf device” of appearing as a political underdog, or the 

religiously sanctioned and preordained victory in the fight to preserve civilization.  

 The centrality of anti-communism is so present in Rob’s videos that in a good 

deal of them he is wearing a shirt bearing a crossed-out hammer and sickle, the 

importance of anti-communism requires its physical embodiment. The “lone wolf device” 

is seen repeatedly in assertions that the Proud Boys were the first to see the danger of 

“antifa” and the left-wing takeover of America. Finally, in a video from August 25, 2020, 

Rob instructs supporters to not lose hope and “take the Black pill” (a symbol of a fatalist 

outlook based on the Matrix film series where taking a certain pill represents becoming 

socially/political conscious), but to instead comfort one another and “keep the faith” that 

while it is a “rough road getting there”, “the victory is already pre-ordained” (Figure 18 

depicting the Proud Boys as a literal alternative pill). This seems to be a clear example of 
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the “fait accompli” technique that “consists of presenting an issue as one that previously 

has been decided. The foregoing decision is attributed either to the masses who back the 

speaker’s stand, or to the personal and institutional authority on whose prestige he draws, 

or at least to a clear-cut superiority in the realm of ideas which has simply to be translated 

into practical, technical terms.” (43). In other words, victory is preordained due to the 

inherent superiority of the fascistic masses (either due to race or the social model itself). 

Not wanting to clutter this section with 

theoretical postulation, I will end this brief 

aside by affirming the relevance of 

Adorno’s work to understanding American 

right-wing politics as well as showing 

support for classification of the Proud Boys 

as fascistic.  

 Before moving on to PragerU’s 

discussion of societal decline and the “west”, the last point I would like to bring up in 

reference specifically to the Proud Boys data is the relevance of race in the discussion of 

the “west”. Now, as has been said, despite commonly being characterized as a white 

nationalist group, the Proud Boys vehemently deny this and instead affirm opposition to 

racism. Uniting behind the concept of the west is a supposed demonstration of this 

because anyone can be “western” if they accept the norms and values of “the west” and 

learn to appreciate how/why it is superior; whereas “race” is strictly ascribed, this quasi-

ethnic category of “westerner” is more permeable. Hence, why they claim to have 

Figure 18: September 17th, 2020. This piece of 

recruitment propaganda includes a twist on the 

Matrix-based pill meme (i.e. ‘Red Pill’/‘Black Pill’ 

metaphor). Pop culture references and internet-based 

humor abounds in the Proud Boys’ posts. 
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“members of every race and I cannot think 

of a religion that is not represented (besides 

Islam). … There are Proud Boys from the 

US to Vietnam to Uganda(do you realize 

how difficult it would be to have a chapter 

of a white supremacy group in Uganda?)!” 

This being said, to think that this means 

race has nothing to do with the 

organization, or the concern about the 

decline of the west, is naïve. Posts such as 

Figure 19 demonstrate that white nationalist politics are very easily integrated with the 

concerns for the decline of the west. Here a Black man seemingly in a rural village 

holding a minigun is “humorously” taken to be exemplar of Sweden, poking fun at 

suppose shifts in demographics caused by immigration from MENA countries; the Arabic 

most likely appealing to fears surrounding a supposed plot by Muslims to overtake “the 

west” via violence (the gun) and said demographic shifts. For those unaware, this exists 

within the context of right-wing Scandinavian political discourse that erroneously 

believes immigration is responsible for a rise in violent crime and that changes in 

demographics project the extinction of white people. The most notable and more horrific 

manifestation of this being the 2011 Norway attacks committed by Anders Behring 

Breivik (which was also an attack on “the left”, just further demonstrating the continuity 

of the connections I have made here).  

Figure 19: May 20th, 2020. An image shared by the 

Proud Boys that makes the implicit racial dimension of 

western chauvinism explicit. Specifically, this image 

repeats the “white genocide”/“great replacement” 

myth that refugees from MENA countries are 

displacing white Europeans. 
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In posts like this, implicit connections between fears of societal decline and white 

supremacy are made explicit. While the west can certainly function as a deracialized 

unifier within right-wing circles, and it is clearly shown to do so here, this cannot be 

taken as totally embodying what “the west” means here. Like Atwater or the ironic 

fascists of the alt-right, discourse on “the west” can function as temporally contingent 

double-talk, where context can dictate what two essentially valid, but different meanings 

are received. It is not enough to simply say that this is a sneaky way of covertly appealing 

to racists, where the racial message is constantly at play. A message of societal decline 

will resonate with a section of the population experiencing social crisis even if the 

message implies politics counter to their interests. Indeed, work discussing this has 

already been covered, they just tended towards class rather than race. However, this 

nuance cuts both ways: in acknowledging that the “west” is not always strictly racial, one 

is then acknowledging this latent potential that can then be taped into. Thus, even in the 

case of PragerU where the decline of “the west” is not as explicitly racialized (though 

orientalist tropes mean it is not totally absent either), it remains that this line of 

discourse/rhetoric can convey this meaning without changing. This characteristic of “the 

west” as a rhetorical and discursive tool is necessary to understand as it helps to support 

characterizations of the Proud Boys as white nationalist despite the organization openly 

denouncing racism, containing non-white members, having Black men in leadership and 

propagandist roles, and using African languages such as Swahili. Representatives of the 

organization who try to reject the label of white supremacist based on this contradiction 
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are not wrong in acknowledging it as a contradiction, they simply fail to acknowledge 

how the dynamic nature of discourse/rhetoric facilitates this contradiction.  

 While softer in their approach, insofar as their defense of the west does not 

contain declarations of war or videos of street brawls, the position of PragerU is no less 

pro-west nor does it shy away from propagandizing fears surrounding threats to western 

civilization. In fact, the softness of PragerU’s pro-west discourse/rhetoric in relation to 

the Proud Boys’ helps to demonstrate how tonally different instances of communication 

can be linked by common political ideals and worldviews. In other words, as has been 

stated many times by now, the differences in radicalism/extremism/etc. of the Proud Boys 

from PragerU may help exemplify how these factors do not prevent unity in political 

interests, worldviews, and actions on the part of their respective audiences. Although 

PragerU does not encourage its viewers to literally fight “antifa” or prepare for civil war, 

they nevertheless treat the west with the same reverence as the Proud Boys and 

encourages its audience to “fight back”. This is to say that the threat of the end of western 

civilization is as significant in the case of PragerU communication if not in quantity, then 

in ontological continuity. 

 As the anti-“left” and pro-“west” politics are highly related, the affirmation of 

western civilization by PragerU has already been observed. In the previously reviewed 

video “Be Brave”, Hailey claims that most American universities reflect a global anti-

American and “morally backwards” point of view that they then attempt to force onto 

students. Hailey hypothesizes that this is counter to students “strong, intuitive love of our 

country”, placing students at odds with academia and in a position where they are 
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encouraged to rebel in the name of preserving patriotism (“If you do that, I have every 

confidence you’ll find yourself loving this country as much as I do”). While this does not 

talk about “the west” specifically, both can be understood as praising the status quo of 

bourgeois society. However, there are videos that directly discuss “the west”. “Why the 

West Won” delivered by historian Niall Ferguson and “Why Has the West Been So 

Successful?” by political commentator Ben Shapiro praise the history of “western 

civilization”, lament anti-west biases indulged by “the left”, and encourage a return to 

upholding western identity. The video by Shapiro posits that the only other options to 

“western civilizations” are forms of “social tyranny” like the USSR/China or the Islamic 

far right. Concluding the video, Shapiro states “Ironically, they want to take us 

backwards, to a time when man was governed neither by reason nor faith, but by feeling, 

and therefore back to a time of moral chaos and disorder, of feeling over fact.” To show 

continuity, this is near identical to sentiments expressed by the Proud Boys, found in 

Figure 5 (i.e. presenting “feelings” as in the way of civilization surviving) and this 

passage from Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged posted on June 9th, 2020: 

Do you think they are taking you back to dark ages? They are taking you back to darker ages than 

any your history has known. Their goal is not the era of pre-science, but the era of pre-language. 

Their purpose is to deprive you of the concept on which man’s mind, his life and his culture 

depend: the concept of an objective reality. Identify the development of a human consciousness—

and you will know the purpose of their creed. 

The concern for social preservation against “the left” and the conflation of social values 

to social structures is clearly present in the discourse/rhetoric of PragerU. 
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 The pro-“west” rhetoric of PragerU is also very much observable when the 

organization takes to discussing Islam, US foreign policy in the Middle East, or the 

preservation of American values such as “freedom”. In a video titled “Is Islam a Religion 

of Peace?”, activist and politician Ayaan Hirsi Ali, discusses the relation of Islam to “the 

west”. In this video, Ali makes her case for why Islam needs reforming to better fit with 

the norms/values of “the west” and how it is only Muslims who can do this; this, keeping 

with the anti-“left” slant found in almost all PragerU videos, is compared to Soviet 

dissenters (of course the US involvement in neutralizing secular Muslim movements due 

to their alignments against the US during the Cold War is not discussed). She concludes 

this video with an ominous message, “We need to say to Muslims living in the West: If 

you want to live in our societies, to share in their material benefits, then you need to 

accept that our freedoms are not optional.” Beyond the irony of forcing “freedom” on 

another person, this clearly states how Islamophobia, situated within a longer tradition of 

orientalism, functions within this “west in decline” worldview.  

 As was said, this pro-“west” position in the PragerU videos is seen to align with 

the anti-“the left” stance quite well, often producing a feedback loop where one informs 

the other that, in turn, informs the other and so on. In the video “Why America's Military 

Must Be Strong” delivered by historian Andrew Roberts, Roberts uses both anti-

communism and fears about the spread of “Islamic fascism” to argue why a militarily 

strong America is imperative. “With China rearming massively and posing a growing 

threat to Western interests and values around the world, and the threat of Islamist fascism 

still upon us, it is well to learn the central lesson of the past half-century of human 
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experience, which is that for her own sake and that of those who love freedom 

everywhere, the United States must be militarily pre-eminent.” Again, the threat of 

societal collapse is used as a justification of political violence in the form of military 

operations. While for PragerU this is on the scale of national defense within the current 

US Federal Government, there is logical continuity in the preoccupation with societal 

collapse and the solution arrived at being violent enforcement of the status quo. What 

else is of interest here is that this statement keeps with the theory that the destruction of 

“the west” is received with such anxiety because the social status quo of “the west” is 

made synonymous with the norms/values it allegedly represents: if America/ “the west” 

were to end, freedom itself would be in jeopardy.  

Finally, this video specifically gives a glimpse into a right-wing understanding of 

“fascism” from a nominally oppositional view. In the words of Roberts, defining 

characteristics of fascism are “hatred of democracy and Christianity, a fanatical anti-

Americanism and anti-Semitism, and a desire for utter uniformity”. I bring this up not to 

poke fun at how ahistorical this definition of fascism is (e.g. that clerical fascist 

tendencies like Falangism are somehow anti-Christian), although that is enjoyable, but to 

again bring attention to the significance of contrived political categories within the 

communication analyzed here. While some of these characteristics like anti-Semitism and 

conformity are indeed grounded descriptors of fascism, that is descriptors with some 

basis in valid literature, what I instead interpret as the driving factor for this definition of 

fascism is that it is not what the right/America represents. That is, just as “the left” 

functions as a category only given coherent meaning within a right-wing worldview that 
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proposes this anti-American/west conspiracy, it appears that the term “fascism” is treated 

much the same way. This may help explain a tendency by some on the right, such as 

frequent PragerU contributor Dinesh D'Souza, to classify “fascism” as a “left-wing” 

ideology. This is seen in the video “Is Fascism Right or Left?” where D’Souza attempts 

to portray Italian fascist Giovanni Gentile as a 

leftist (“Gentile was a man of the left. He was 

a committed socialist.”) despite lacking any 

strong basis for this claim and not bothering 

to address the vast amount of evidence for the 

conservative, reactionary, right-wing nature 

of fascism. 

The Proud Boys also demonstrate this 

tendency, with posts arguing that “antifa” are 

“the real fascists” (Figure 20). Figure 17, the 

post from January 12th, likewise attempts to 

distinguish the Proud Boys from “Nazism or 

Fascism” on the basis that they support 

“Western Values”. This post does not contend 

how appealing to petite bourgeois elements of 

society, saying you stand for “tradition”/ “family values”, calling for the cultural unity of 

the atomized masses, promising political representation through cultural assertion, and 

blaming “the left” for societal decline is somehow non-fascistic. In fact, theorists such as 

Figure 20: June 1st, 2020. This post demonstrates 

the tendency by some on the right to classify fascism 

as a left-wing ideology. This is based on a selective 

application of the politically repressive dimension of 

fascism without acknowledging specific aspects of 

historic fascism like its staunch traditionalism or 

anti-communism. 
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Arendt or Eco would likely view these qualities as not just amenable to fascism but rather 

essential to its operation. This, like prior examples of acknowledged crisis, is divorced 

from its systemic qualities through a framing that externalizes it onto a constructed 

enemy. 

If fascism is acknowledged as constituting a social crisis, it cannot hold any 

connection to systemic factors like “western values” (or the desire to preserve them), as 

this would implicate the status quo and require a critical disposition. The logical 

justification for this is to highlight how fascism conflicts with “western” or bourgeois 

values (e.g. freedom of speech, consent of the governed, etc.). However, this presumes 

that “western civilization” or bourgeois society itself functions upon these values. The 

error of this presumption is made apparent when comparing the brutality of Euro-

imperialism with the that of Nazi fascism (as Aimé Césaire did): “western”/bourgeois 

values can be nominally upheld while still absent from the lived reality of people in these 

societies. Yet the refusal to critique aspects of the status quo runs so deep that even the 

brutality of imperialism remains disputed, with both organizations refuting this in favor 

of praising “western civilization” for spreading “freedom” globally (e.g. PragerU’s video 

“If You Live in Freedom, Thank the British Empire”, a nauseating title). 

From this, it is apparent that both organizations are especially poor at 

conceptualizing fascism. The presumption that the traditionalism of the American right is 

incompatible with fascism because the former champions “western values” prevents a 

thorough analysis of how the traditionalist dimension informs the particularities of 

American fascism. The use of the “west” as a discursive device demonstrates this; 
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through keeping in the proximity of “enlightened” “western civilization”, neo-fascist 

organizations like the Proud Boys can denounce fascism while retaining fascistic 

qualities.  

However, I do not believe that this is entirely a conscious process of either 

bettering one’s optics or mitigating contradictions. Rather, I believe it results from 

operating under a framing that conflates certain values with the existence of the societal 

model of the current status quo. By subsuming the values of bourgeois society under the 

existence of bourgeois society materially, the societal model is taken to be as infallible as 

its values. The framing of “western values” as a priori aspects of “western” lived reality 

informs the emotional and rational attachment to this model; departure from the status 

quo is taken to mean the abandonment of these values. This helps to illustrate the 

metathesiophobic nature of the conservative/reactionary worldview held by the two 

organizations: the conflation of social values with existing social models resulting in the 

preoccupation with maintaining these models. This holds major implications for 

understanding the relationship of right-wing organizations like PragerU and the Proud 

Boys to bourgeois society. 

Gender in Crisis? 

 Like the “west”, gender plays a prominent role in the discourse/rhetoric of 

PragerU and the Proud Boys. Examples include discourse/rhetoric about cis women or 

trans people, often connecting back to critiques of “the left” in the form of feminism and 

“gender ideology”. The Proud Boys also demonstrated a strong concern about 

masculinity, specifically refuting critiques of “toxic” masculinity. While this, to a lesser 
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extent, was present in the PragerU data, the Proud Boys demonstrate what I find to be 

interesting developments in contemporary concepts of masculinity (at least within the 

American context). “The left” is implicated via the accusation that it is using the guise of 

humanitarian concern to covertly destroy traditional values and quell any dissent. This, 

unsurprisingly, is often expressed as concern for societal decline or, more harshly, 

“degeneracy”. It may already be apparent that the themes discussed here, following the 

last two sections, are showing more than tangential ties to descriptions of fascism 

discussed in the literature review. This is partially why out of the near innumerous 

avenues I could have gone with this paper, I decided to reflect the fact that the iconic 

Nazi book burnings were not just of Moses or Marx but also of Hirschfeld. This is to say 

that I believe the gender dynamic of fascism warrants consideration here.  

Discourse/rhetoric on gender, like that on “the left” and “the west”, reflects the 

conservative/reactionary framing discussed. While gendered social crises are 

acknowledged, their critiques ignore systemic factors of the status quo. Contradictions 

like the impracticality of pursuing the Fordist familial model of a single-earner, 

patriarchal, nuclear family under post-industrial neoliberalism, and what this means 

social reproduction, are instead conceptualized as issues of globalization or government 

overreach. One of the more bizarre but popular examples of this framing resembles 

something present in Federici’s analysis of bourgeois bio-politics and social 

reproduction; “the left” via feminism and “gender ideology” is accused of normalizing 

pedophilia and the literal ritualistic cannibalization of children (yes, really). As will be 

apparent, this framing retains it metathesiophobic quality, with the norms/values of the 
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status quo being used as the metric to measure societal decline. A perceived shift away 

from traditionalist interpretations of gender norms/values/roles, then, is taken as 

justification for political action. What will be important to note is how the 

discourse/rhetoric, while still exhibiting staunch traditionalism, contains distinctively 

bourgeois qualities. This, I argue, demonstrates further how the politics of organizations 

like PragerU and the Proud Boys reifies the relations and ontology of the status quo. 

 “Gender ideology”, as used here, can be roughly defined as the acknowledgement 

of gender as distinct from sex and not confined to a masculine/feminine binary assigned 

at birth. When “gender ideology” is discussed, this is what is being refenced, not simply 

the conceptualization of gender within ideologies. The first remarkable finding about 

“gender ideology” is that it is being used here at all. Despite the term originating in the 

US and having a history spanning decades, it has only recently seen reintroduction into 

American politics. Documentation of this still finds it restricted primarily to members of 

the Catholic church elite and “to have little connection to populist movements in the 

United States, even populist movements that are in fact opposed to LGBT rights, 

reproductive rights, and feminism... Efforts to popularize it, such as the USCCB’s 

website or even CitizenGo’s Free Speech Bus, have had limited visibility. And when it 

spreads beyond Catholic circles to broader conservative ones, it is not to the grass roots 

but to organizations such as the anti-LGBT American College of Pediatrician” (Case 

2019:656). Yet even this limited reach is recognized as have a massively disproportionate 

impact because of its appeal with those in positions of power. The term’s appearance here 

suggests its expansion beyond Catholic conservatives to the American right in general. Its 
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use by the likes of Dennis Prager or Abigail Shrier, both Jewish, demonstrates that the 

term has reached some level of trans-religious relevance (even extending outside of 

Christianity).  

 Left-wing actors, generally academics, in their deconstruction of gender norms 

and the significance of socialization, are argued to be enforcing a “gender ideology” that 

goes against natural, inherent, discrete and eternally assigned categories of gender.  

Have you ever pushed a beach ball underwater? What happens? It pops right back up! Because of 

its nature, a beach ball will not stay submerged. The same is true for men and women. Each has a 

distinct nature that will always rise to the surface… if you told that to your great-grandmother who 

never went to college, never used an iPhone, never used social media, she would have asked, 

"Why are you telling me something so obvious?" But if you said the same thing to a graduate 

student in sociology or anthropology, let alone gender studies, they'd say you were wrong. "Men 

and women are basically the same," the grad student would say. "Sexuality exists on a spectrum. 

It's determined by people's internal feelings." ... To believe that men and women are basically the 

same is to believe a delusion. A delusion is a belief that contradicts reality. 

In this passage from the video “Are Men and Women Really Different?”, 

delivered by author and professor Sean McDowell, much of this is plainly present via 

McDowell’s beach ball theory: gender is conflated with sex, where sex is the determining 

factor; sex is understood as a strict binary of male/female; this binary corresponds to 

natural differences between the two; this correlates to social positions, meaning sex 

differences are both natural and normative (as seen in the understanding of “common 

knowledge”); and the root cause of this social problem are academics in the social 

sciences. Here we see not only the reification of traditional gender norms but the 

identification of an enemy: them with their agenda. “Anyone who tells you that men and 
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women are basically the same and that sex means as little to women as it can to many 

men is not telling you the truth. They're making stuff up. They're pushing an agenda--

theirs, not yours.” In this video it is revealed that “they” are college sociology, 

anthropology, and gender studies faculty.  

As one of these college sociologists, this intrigues me. Partially because public 

animosity or, when less hostile, dismissiveness towards sociologists has been 

documented, specifically how it problematizes endeavors like “public sociology” (Best 

2003). A shift within the social sciences to not overtly deter non-cishet male scholarship 

resulted in the formal introduction of feminist and queer perspectives. These, 

unsurprisingly, were quick to identify and critique contradictions within the status quo 

gender paradigms, such as the numerous ways it reveals a highly inequal and unfree 

society. The broken record once again chimes: “externalization of systemic crisis!” Yet 

something further is revealed here which had only been hinted at prior. The right-wing 

critique of sociologists is not simply that they wish to push a political agenda, nor that 

this agenda is culturally harmful. PragerU is saying that sociologists are imposing the 

denial of nature and reality. Ignoring that this is a woeful misrepresentation of the 

discipline (which has many competing understandings of gender, might I add), the 

justification for this position is not solely common knowledge (“Between great-granny 

and the gender studies PhD, I'm going with granny and her common sense.”) nor appeals 

to religious cosmology but rather to science. “Simply put, men and women are different. 

They look different. They have different body parts. Different biology. Different 

hormones.” This sentiment is remarkably common in videos on gender-centric issues. In 
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one titled “Gender Identity: Why All The Confusion?”, conservative writer Ashley 

McGuire states, 

Ironically, this quest for sameness is occurring at a time when science is telling us, more 

emphatically than ever, that we are different. So, what your grandmother took for granted – men 

and women are different – science now confirms. But there is no room for science in, say, stores 

like Target or Toys R Us, where toys are no longer divided into the boy section and the girl 

section. Or in a North Carolina school district, where students can no longer be called “boys and 

girls” but only “students.” Or in college dorms, where co-ed bathrooms and even co-ed bedrooms 

are increasingly common. For the tiny percentage of people who experience gender dysphoria, we 

should have nothing but compassion… but we don’t need to overturn biologically defined sex 

differences to do so. 

In “Preferred Pronouns or Prison”, Abigail Shrier argues that this will result in the 

imposition of laws the defy scientific reality, common knowledge, and religious freedom 

(all three!).  

Under guidelines issued in 2015 by New York City's Commission on Human Rights, employers, 

landlords and business owners who intentionally use the wrong pronoun with transgender workers 

and tenants face potential fines of as much as $250,000. That's a steep price for saying "he" 

instead of "she" or "she" instead of "he," or even "he" or "she" instead of "they." What about the 

vast majority of citizens who hold the biology-based view that chromosomes determine your sex--

male or female? Or those who have a deep-seated religious conviction that sex is both biological 

and binary – God's purposeful creation? 

Why I bring this up is because I believe this further supports my 

conceptualization of the relation between the political right and bourgeois society. 

Namely, that bourgeois fascination with rationalism and knowledge (something noted in 

the work of Marcuse, Federici, Benjamin, and even arguably Foucault and Weber), 
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results in self-conceptualization conforming to these ontological models. In other words, 

an internal social logic that champions efficiency, rationality, growth, etc. will come to 

understand itself in these same terms and, thus, work to manifest their realization. This is 

not to say that the status quo accurately reflects, 

say, rationality, as Marcuse points out in the 

irrationality of luxury nuclear fallout shelters, 

but that it, nevertheless, conceives of itself to 

be. This is to say that because scientific 

rationality is a cornerstone of bourgeois society, 

deviations from the social order are perceived 

as deviating from rationality itself. The 

examination of discourse/rhetoric on gender 

helps to demonstrate this. Its norms, the product 

of centuries of knowledge production/ 

discourse, if deviated from, naturally represent 

an irrational rebuke of known reality; ergo, 

deviating from gender norms is necessarily 

unscientific and irrational. The circular logic of 

this means that if this deviation is not only tolerated but encouraged insofar as critical 

reflection of norms is encouraged, both the status quo and rationality itself are 

jeopardized.  

Figure 21: February 14th, 2020. This post 

contains many elements characteristic of the 

Proud Boy’s perspective on gender and sexuality. 

Most notable is the supposed attack on 

traditional gender roles, conspiracies to instate 

compulsory queerness, and the persecution of 

Christians as racist. Again, this post ends with a 

call to action in the form of joining . 
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The Proud Boys, self-

proclaimed champions of the west, 

exhibit very similar themes. Figure 

21, a post from February 14th, 2020, 

expresses the same anxiety that 

“Gender dysphoric and gay special 

interest groups are to be celebrated 

loudly, but monogamous relationships 

and good Christian values are openly 

mocked and sneered at. It’s considered 

proper to teach children about the 

LGBT in schools and have drag queens 

read them stories, but to teach them the 

bible is indoctrination into the white 

supremacist patriarchal power 

structure.” Here, the religious 

justification shifts back to Christianity. 

This Christian right critique of “gender 

ideology” (or the equivalent) can be 

shown connecting back to the concern 

about societal decline in posts such as this one from January 20th, 2021 (Figure 22) where 

a rainbow and BLM flag are contrasted with a fallen cross, captioned “PrOgReSs” 

Figure 22: January 20th, 2021. A post depicting a LGBTQ+ 

and BLM symbolism next to a photo of a fallen cross. This is 

an attempt to contrast the protection of marginalized groups 

with the permitted persecution of Christians, an indication of 

the moral decline of society.  

Figure 23: May 28th, 2020. One of numerous posts 

containing gross transmisogyny. Further, this post shows 

the interworking of gendered politics with the other themes 

reviewed, such as animosity towards politicians of “the 

left” and the concern for a declining America. 
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stylized to convey a mocking tone. The meaning here being clear: societal decline is 

evident by shifting moral norms away from cishet-normativity and the lack of a strong 

Christian presence politically. Like PragerU, those who reject cishet-normativity are said 

to be rejecting reality, biology, science, etc. The tonal difference is still present, as posts 

like Figure 23 show harsh mocking of trans individuals, with the use of transphobic and 

homophobic slurs very common. 

Post like this one from August 2nd, 

2020, (Figure 24) demonstrate the logical 

connections back to the “anti-left” stance of 

the right. “The Leftists and the Marxists are 

working real hard to destroy the fundamental 

foundations of this great country”, here “the 

left” is connected to the destruction of 

country which is understood to extend to the 

destruction of the “west” and, thus, the 

entirety of civilized life. Continuing, they 

then list the goals of these “Leftists and Marxists”, including, “1. Destroy the Nuclear 

Family”, “3. Demonize and change the actual culture and foundation of this great 

country.”, and “5. Shame and destroy the lives of everyone who stands up against this”. 

Here, “the left’s” attempts to destroy the country are revealed to include those aspects of 

the “culture war” relevant to this discussion of gender, indicating that “the left’s” critique 

of gender introduces a competing understanding of it (seemingly revealing the pure 

Figure 24: August 12th, 2020. A post listing the 

alleged agenda of “the left”, showing how the anti-

“left” and gendered politics of organization like the 

Proud Boys are integrated within a united framing. 
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Figure 25: October 26th, 2020. This post uses an uncited 

statistic about gendered consumer habits to make the 

absurd claim that women are responsible for the bulk 

of global pollution. Due to the double meaning involved 

in irony, it is difficult to tell if the absurdity was 

intended or if there is a degree of earnestness.  

destructive nature of “the left” to only be true if one is to accept any deviation from the 

status quo as inherent regression culturally, socially, politically, etc.).  

The right’s discourse/rhetoric 

about gender as it relates to societal 

decline reflects certain 

conceptualizations of feminine 

biopolitics. Namely, via the critique of 

feminism as a political tool of “the left”, 

the right relates an understanding of 

femininity and corresponding social 

roles. The Proud Boys, while engaging 

in overt displays of misogyny, ranging from jokes about repealing the 19th Amendment to 

claims that women are a major cause of pollution (Figures 25 and 26), still attempts to 

present itself as serving the interests of women. In posts from May 25th, 2020, the 

organization states: “We venerate the housewife. Many people read this as us being 

misogynists, especially when they don’t bother to look up the word chauvinist, but what 

we mean by this is that women who chose to be housewives and mothers should be 

celebrated for that choice. We do not claim that is the only valid choice and many of our 

wives are very successful career women.” Here, the critique of “the left” and feminism is 

justified on the basis that these restrict women in discouraging adherence to traditional 

gender roles as wives and mothers. This line of logic is likewise used by PragerU. In 

“Feminism 2.0”, Tammy Bruce argues that feminism no longer serves the dignity of 
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women because of its restrictiveness. 

“Dignity means that a woman should be 

able to freely choose her own path in 

life. That’s what feminism once held. 

But does it still? Ask almost any female 

college student today what she aspires to 

be and she’ll list any number of career 

choices. The one she won’t list is wife 

and mother.”  

Both the Proud Boys and 

PragerU also contend that the feminist 

push for sexual liberation is misguided, ignores the essential nature of women, and causes 

more harm than it helps. Posts critiquing “thots” (i.e. women not satisfying standards of 

modesty), like Figure 27, will occasionally legitimize this “anti-thot” position by 

critiquing feminist “sexual liberation” as facilitating the sexual degradation and 

commodification of women by normalizing sex work. Bruce states “feminist belief that in 

the sexual arena, women are like, and therefore ought to act like, men. Is this what the 

truly liberated woman wants?... So, let’s add this up: Feminism has downplayed the 

desire for women to have a family while at the same time hyping the rewards of career 

and casual sex. Not exactly a recipe for success or happiness.” This also shows how the 

critique of feminist sexual liberation is tied to the critique of the supposed devaluing of 

wives and mothers.  

Figure 26: October 20th, 2020. Using a meme format 

popular in 2020, this comic jokes about having the 

opportunity to prevent the women’s suffrage. While 

humorous intent is apparent, the prevalence of 

communication like this betrays its earnest misogyny.   
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 Yet, when women voiced a desire to create 

the “Proud Girls” as a means of supporting the 

Proud Boys, the idea was rejected and mocked. 

This image (Figure 28) shows the reply of the 

organization, stating that if women want to 

support the organization they should “get married, 

have babies, and take care of your family.” The 

rationale for this is that “the west” is in need of 

“repopulation”. Figure 29 shows a post 

encouraging people to “repopulate the west” as 

well as saying that because the organization has 

“been asked by many women to start a Proud 

Boys dating site” that they have put up a form 

for women to fill-out with their information and 

submit. While admittedly absurd, the fact that 

the organization makes multiple posts 

concerning the “repopulation of the west” 

reveals a level of seriousness beyond the attempt 

to manipulate women over the internet into 

giving out their personal information. The connection of gender to fears of societal 

decline expressed via the conceptualization of social reproduction bears a striking 

Figure 27: August 23, 2020. A comic that 

illustrates the Proud Boys’ critique of 

feminism as leading women away from the 

happiness found in living a “traditional” 

lifestyle (i.e. one based in a specific normative 

understanding of gender). 

Figure 28: December 18th, 2020. The dismissal 

of women wanting to create support 

organizations for the Proud Boys demonstrates 

the reification of bourgeois gender norms/roles 

resembling the Fordist model of the nuclear 

family. 
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resemblance to the bourgeois logic of 

biopolitics discussed by Federici (this a 

being a Marxian feminist progression of 

Foucault).  

 This is how the Proud Boys 

reconcile statements like “we do not claim 

that [being a wife/mother] is the only 

valid choice” with only encouraging 

women to support the organization by 

being wives and mothers. The need to 

defend the west outweighs feminine 

liberation because feminine liberation, 

based on the ontological logic of 

bourgeois society, can only logically come 

about under bourgeois society because it is the realization of individual freedom within 

society. This is not unlike the state of exception described by Carl Schmitt or Giorgio 

Agamben, where the rule of law is overridden by the sovereign for the sake of 

establishing and/or maintaining stability (presented as for the common good). Yet here 

the gendered aspect arises from a conceptualization of biopolitics in terms of ensuring the 

existence of the status quo via exerting control over the bodies of women. While this is 

not stated quite as strongly in PragerU, the connections are not totally absent. Back to 

Bruce’s point on dignity, “Moreover, the sexes need each other. For example, women 

Figure 29: June 16th, 2020. One of many posts that 

encourages childrearing as a political act. This 

highlights the gendered biopolitics taken up by 

organizations like the Proud Boys, most notably how it 

intersects with their western chauvinist perspective and 

underlying assumptions embedded in bourgeois society. 
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civilize men. It’s what we are supposed to do. But in order to accomplish this critical 

task, we must preserve our dignity.” The fear of far-right Islam usurping western global 

supremacy is also found to work in relation to gender. Here, ironically, the argument is 

that leftist feminists are not critical enough on social conservatism restricting the bodily 

autonomy of women. In “Why Don’t Feminist Fight for Muslim Women?”, Ayaan Hirsi 

Ali argues that cultural differences between the “west” and “non-west” warrant 

consideration of how these may “clash” regarding gender. Ali here contrasts the “west” 

(i.e. the US and Europe) with Islamic-influence cultures of the MENA region that have 

seen a recent influx in migration to “the west” (despite countries like Germany being to 

the East of parts of North Africa). Ali argues that the unwillingness of “western feminist” 

to condemn elements of Islam facilitates violence against women, using the 2015–16 

New Year's Eve sexual assaults in Germany as evidence of this. Thus, the right’s call to 

“unapologetically defend [western] values” is presented as in the interest of women.  

 Yet, this fixation on biopolitics of gender in relation to social reproduction, 

specifically the push to protect the nuclear familial unit, was found to manifest in ways 

that I honestly can only call very, very bizarre. Yet, this phenomenon, surprisingly, does 

have precedence in the literature reviewed for this paper. In fact, to speak on this will 

require the revisiting of some theory outlined in the literature review. Usually I would do 

this in the Discussion section, where I take the analysis conducted here and compare it to 

the theoretical framework guiding my research. Yet, the ritualistic cannibalism of 

children by satanic socialist elites in the Democratic Party (Figures 30 and 31) does not 

provide an obvious connection to gendered biopolitics. That is, unless you are familiar 
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with Federici’s critique of the emergence of bourgeois society as coinciding with 

increasing restrictions placed on women’s bodily autonomy. Federici discusses this via 

examples like the subordination of midwives to male medical professionals to ensure 

male authority over reproduction. Another example is the labeling of women who 

provided reproductive medical services, specifically contraceptives and the termination of 

pregnancies, as “witches”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30: July 22nd, 2020. A post that 

exemplifies how child abuse, often 

specifically pedophilia, is used within the 

rhetoric of organizations like the Proud 

boys for agitation. 

Figure 31: July 24th, 2020. A graphic that provides a succinct 

example of right-wing agitation using the concern for the wellbeing 

of children. Notable is that the “eating babies” motif has been 

noted as significant by feminist theorists like Silvia Federici 
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Witches, as all of us very rational people know, eat babies. This is a fact, and one 

that was integral not to medieval “dark” society but to the emergence of “enlightened” 

bourgeois society. If my facetiousness may be excused, what I am referring to here is 

Federici’s analysis of key elements in bourgeois society (advent of demographics, 

connection of labor to a nation’s wealth, etc.) that resulted in a social push for population 

growth. Contraceptives and the termination of pregnancies, obviously not conducive to 

population growth, were persecuted. Remarkably, the scientific rationality of bourgeois 

society meant that labeling women “witches” was not primarily a religious/metaphysical 

condemnation, but one rooted in rationality triumphing over the superstition of folk 

magic. Federici supports this by arguing that the majority of witch trials happened in 

secular courts (rather than churches), were localized to areas undergoing the transition 

from feudal to bourgeois social relations (as indicated via factors such as where the 

privatization of common land was occurring), and were supported even by those within 

the emerging bourgeoisie who did not believe in the existence of witches because they 

believed witch hunts promoted rationalism by persecuting superstition (e.g. Jean Bodin, 

Isaac Barrow, Thomas Hobbes). This is the very long-winded explanation for how the 

right’s concern for pedophilia and the cannibalization of infants fits within the context of 

bourgeois society’s authoritative position over women (Federici noting that this 

enforcement amounted to the level of genocide and would inform the next stage in 

bourgeois primitive accumulation: colonial imperialism).  
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The right’s concern for the 

wellbeing of children seems to have 

arisen from rhetoric surround the 

issue of human trafficking as used by 

the Trump administration. 

Militarization of the US-Mexico 

border and increased anti-

immigration policies were often 

justified as a means of curbing the 

trafficking of people, especially minors, over the 

board with the intent of forcing them into 

prostitution. Posts like this (Figure 32) praise 

Trump for supposed increases in arrests related to 

human trafficking (this specific infographic saw 

social media virality before being shown to be 

misleading). The social media movement 

“#SaveOurChildren”, originating from a 

legitimate concern for the sexualization and 

trafficking of minors, has been coopted and 

integrated with right-wing conspiracy theories 

about pedophilia rings tied to “leftist” politicians 

and celebrities. The most famous of these 

Figure 32: January 15, 2021. A graphic that hit a level of 

virality in right-wing social media circles. The chart 

incorrectly depicts an increase in arrests related to human 

trafficking under the Trump presidency. 

Figure 33: August 23rd, 2020. A flyer 

encouraging attendance at a demonstration 

nominally against human trafficking and 

pedophilia. This exemplifies how these causes 

have been coopted by right-wing organizations 

like the Proud Boys. 
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conspiracies was “Pizza Gate”, where a DC pizza restaurant was falsely accused of being 

a front for a child trafficking ring; however, the rise of “Qanon” (or just “Q”) has come to 

overshadow this as the most known example. The Proud Boys have used this as a focal 

point for organizing and mobilizing, both promoting their organization as a means of 

helping end the trafficking of minors as well as 

holding demonstrations (Figures 33). This is 

revealed to be rather selective however, as despite 

having many posts discussing Jeffrey Epstein and 

even posts about his lawyer Alan Dershowitz, 

Dershowitz’s connections to Trump are not 

rationale for conspiracy. The one post 

acknowledging this connection leaves it at “very 

disappointing”. It should also be noted that this 

post voicing disappointment was not originally 

posted by the Proud Boys but was shared from the 

account of Vincent James, far right and white 

nationalist political commentator and content 

creator, as part of a series of posts espousing anti-

Semitic conspiracies (Figure 34). 

As one can gather, the Proud Boys discourse/rhetoric on the wellbeing of children 

is thoroughly integrated within their wider right-wing project discussed here. Elements 

like their anti-trans bigotry take on the moralizing of being a matter of public wellbeing 

Figure 34: December 24th, 2019. While 

conspiracy theories about Jeffery Epstein 

abound, Trump’s connection to Epstein are 

left at “disappointing”, indicating some level 

of cognitive dissonance. Also featured here are 

relevant anti-Semitic conspiracy theories.  
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(not unique to them, as the on-going bathroom 

debates show). Political comics like Figure 35 

use hyperbolic misrepresentation of what gender 

affirmation means to present their hostility 

towards trans people as a rational concern for 

children. The Proud Boys are so bold in 

proclaiming their dedication to this cause that 

they are willing to say “all [their] enemies are 

pedophiles” (Figure 36). A post from February 

2, 2020, claims that “There have been 

various instances around the country of 

pedophiles showing up to Bernie rallies 

under the guise of anti-fascism to force 

their pedophilic ideology on normal 

Bernie Sanders supporters. Please be on 

the lookout for the Sea-Tac "anti-fascist" 

Pro-pedo community… make sure they 

aren't forcing their sick ideology on 

anyone. Let's keep our communities safe 

from these people.” While this alone does not solidify the inherent connection of “the 

left” to pedophilia, a post from January 12th, 2021, does. It states, “The Left: The 

sexualization Of Children. The Normalization Of Pedophilia. The Demonization Of 

Figure 35: October 17th, 2020. An example of a 

hyperbolic representation of “the left” (here 

President Joe Biden) as pushing for child genital 

mutilation. Again, agitation material emphasizes 

the idea that organizations like the Proud Boys 

are fighting to protect the wellbeing of children.  

Figure 36: November 11th, 2020. A photo taken at a 

demonstration in Modesto, California with the caption 

“ALL OUR ENEMIES ARE PEDOPHILES”. This 

exemplifies how opposition to pedophilia has been 

coopted to push for nationalistic (e.g. “patriots”) and 

traditionalist (e.g. “Luke 17:2”) causes.   
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Conservatives. Encouraging The Break-Down Of The Family Unit. Pushing Socialism, 

Open Borders, And Globalization. But We Are Supposed To Believe Conservatives Are 

The Problem...” The continuity of the anti-“left”, pro-“west”, and gendered biopolitics of 

the right should be adequately demonstrated, in that the logical coherence of the three 

within the right-wing worldview is shown to have supportive evidence.  

 Finally, the last point relevant to gender I would like to discuss is the issue of 

masculinity. While present in the communication of both organizations, the Proud Boys, 

indicative of their name, take the stance of masculine solidarity as a more essential factor 

to their organization. Aside from the vow to “defend the west” and “not apologize for 

making the modern world”, the only other requirement to join the Proud Boys is to be a 

(cis) man. The affirmation of masculinity is perceived to be in response to an attack upon 

it, largely attributed to “leftist” feminists. The logic is that critiques of “toxic” 

masculinity are veiled attempts to discourage displays of masculinity via shaming men 

for acting masculine (much like how feminism is covert misandry). This sentiment is also 

found in PragerU videos like “War on Boys” by Christina Hoff Sommer. In this video, 

Sommer argues that “Being a normal boy is a serious liability in today’s classroom.” This 

claim is based on the idea that schools are not just inhibiting but punishing behavior that 

is innate to boys. Evidence used for this is that lower academic performance of boys is 

due to a lack of masculine-centric reading materials, that teachers are over-punishing 

boys for referencing violence, (citing the now infamous story of seven-year-old Josh 

Welch being suspended for “nibbling off the corners of a strawberry Pop-Tart into shape 

it into a gun.”), and that competition via activities like playing are discouraged (arguing 
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that games like tag have “vanished from school yards… too damaging to self-esteem or 

too “violent” being the usual excuse.”). Ignoring the normative assumptions made here of 

what activities or behavior are/are not masculine (or even assumptions of what 

masculinity is), this helps further demonstrate PragerU’s understanding of gender. 

Namely, that masculinity is being attacked under the guise of feminism and this is 

resulting in the marginalization of men. Understanding the context of the 

discourse/rhetoric analyzed thus far, one could also argue this reveals further the 

destructive nature of “the left” in its crusade against masculinity. What I am interested in 

here is not the accuracy of these claims; questionable as they are, there are plenty who 

can, will, and have done far better jobs at critiquing the empirical basis for these claims 

(Stephen Whitehead’s 2002 book Men and Masculinities being a good place to start for 

those interested). Instead, I wish to interrogate the significance of this element of right-

wing gender politics to the other themes discussed in this paper.  

The Proud Boys, then, provide not only self-affirmation of masculinity but the 

basis for a community of (cis) men. In a post written by McInnes from May 25th, 2020, 

an unnamed member of the organization reported that the desire to have a sense of 

community among men was a factor that influence him to seek out the organization,  

I joined the Proud Boys because I felt a need for male social connection that is no longer valued 

by society. A group of men where it was ok to be men. A place where our voices could be loud, 

we could revel in our accomplishments, debate, get physical with each other, and drive each other 

to improve without having to excuse our “toxic masculinity”. That is the Proud Boys… After each 

event, more and more men join our fraternity... We have all found common values of equality, 

charity, brotherly kindness, and hope with the Proud Boys. There is no hate, there are only men 
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who live as men unapologetically… I found the brotherhood I was looking for… We have nothing 

to be ashamed of, and nothing to apologize for. UHURU. 

Here, this member seems to be expressing feelings of atomization and alienation from 

their gender. I do not want to postulate on intentions or the mindset of this individual as 

this would, at best, only be an educated guess based on my data. However, statements 

like “I found the brotherhood I was looking for” indicate a need to find “brotherhood”, 

that is relationships of mutual masculine-affirmation, in a society where this is “no longer 

valued”. This element of “unapologetic” 

“brotherhood” is seen in posts like Figure 

37, featuring a group photo of members 

captioned “Band of Brothers. Brotherhood 

of the Banned”. Posts like Figure 38 

express what seems to be frustration at the 

concurrence of critiques of “toxic” 

masculinity with critiques of men not living 

up to ideals of masculinity.  

This reflects what I will call here a “crisis of masculinity”. Now, because I am not 

the first person to use this term, I will need to do a bit of leg work 1) differentiating my 

use of the term from other uses of the term and 2) justify what I am using this term 

despite its use by others being fraught with faults. When the “crisis of masculinity” is 

referred to here, I am talking about how the gendered category of masculinity is at a 

critical point of meaning reassessment. The advancement of feminist critiques into 

mainstream discourse, efforts to deconstruct “toxic” masculinity, and gendered socio-

Figure 37: July 7th, 2020. A posted demonstrating the 

coupling of fraternal appeals to a sense of alienation. 

This is largely the basis for the Proud Boys’ sense of 

masculine solidarity.  
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economic pressures of post-industrial 

neoliberalism have complicated the assumed 

essence and social role of masculinity. This crisis 

of masculinity I believe to be supported by my 

data as existing in a socially meaningful way and 

worth consideration. However, and I want to be 

clear here, what I am not referring to is the idea 

that the growing acceptance of feminism and 

critiques of toxic masculinity represents the 

breaking down of masculinity itself, amounting 

to an attack on men for being men. This 

differentiation is important because this latter use 

of the term aligns more with the worldview 

espoused by the Proud Boys and I am in no way 

attempting to lend credence to said position.  

 The need to discuss what is meant by “crisis” here is also due to a lively ongoing 

debate on the topic, with the existence of said crisis being called into question. While I 

am unable to adequately represent the entirety of the debate here, I would still like to 

consider a few key points. First, approaches to the analysis of the crisis of masculinity 

tend to divide how to gauge the presence of crisis. Examples of this include Edward’s 

(2006) concept of a crisis from without, where crisis is gauged empirically by the social 

position of men, and a crisis from within, where crisis is gauged by self-conceptualization 

Figure 38: May 25th, 2020. A post showing how 

the deconstruction of toxic masculinity is 

received by organizations like the Proud Boys. 

What is noteworthy is the critique that the 

deconstruction of toxic masculinity has yet to 

provide meaningful alternative forms of gender 

identity/expression, reflecting a sort of 

masculine identity crisis. 
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of masculinity. Edward contends that the former holds little proof, as support for such a 

position is predicated on a false homogeneity of men, where manifestations of said 

“crisis” are experienced differently by men based on location, class, race, etc.; thus, to 

propose a singular “crisis” of the totality of masculinity would ignore the complexities of 

social reality. The crisis from within, while more supported, fails to provide the same 

empirical metrics to measure its existence. "In sum, what we are left with here is limited 

evidence for the perceived crisis of men and far more -yet entirely theoretical and purely 

conceptual- support for the notion of a crisis of masculinity" (2006). Morgan (2002), 

likewise contrasts the idea of a crisis in masculinity from a crisis of masculinity or a crisis 

involving the social existence of men as men versus a crisis involving the concept of 

masculinity. Morgan’s concludes along similar lines that the crisis in masculinity shows 

little support and that while the crisis of masculinity holds more probability, the empirical 

evidence for it is still lacking. Finally, there is a noted tendency, especially among 

sociologists, to reject the idea of the crisis of masculinity on the basis that said concept, a 

social phenomenon in its own right, constitutes a reactive backlash against feminism, “a 

rhetorical device and as evidence of a political "backlash" against the advances of 

feminism” (Harriman 2013). 

 My response to this is tricky. On one hand, I agree with much of what is said here, 

believe that I have re-affirmed critiques of the political motivated use of the terminology, 

and find such approaches of critically engaging with this concept very valuable. 

Nevertheless, I concur with Herriman that an approach to the study of said crisis would 

benefit from “revealing its ontology, that it has real effects that constitute a wider field of 
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study into the way men are perceived and perceive themselves without descending into 

empiricist particularism or psychological universalism.” Harriman, using Deleuze, seeks 

to understand the crisis of masculinity in terms of how it is experienced “rather than 

asking the moral question, "is the crisis of masculinity real or true?" Yet, Harriman still 

fails to contend with lack of empirical evidence. That is, if one wishes to speak on the 

crisis of masculinity as experience by men, one needs to have access to this information. 

While my data does not do this completely, and, clearly, further work is warranted 

specially looking at the crisis of masculinity in reference to the Proud Boys, I do believe 

it reveals the nature of this lived crisis. Namely, the Proud Boys are an attempt at 

rebuilding masculinity at a time where it is routinely critiqued and harder to embody in 

terms of traditional gendered roles (i.e. the decline of single-income households). 

However, the conservative/reactionary framing of the organization means this 

“rebuilding” manifests as a “reassertion”, situated within the political program of societal 

preservation against “the left”. The results are the connections analyzed here between the 

three emergent themes (“the left”, the “west”, and gender).  
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DISCUSSION 

The presentation of my findings has hopefully provided an in-depth illustration of 

the discourse/rhetoric produced by these two organizations, highlighting themes essential 

to their social existence. Because these organizations are demonstrated to hold significant 

relations to the contemporary American right, either through being a medium for the 

content of right-wing ideologues (PragerU) or being a notable manifestation of a rising 

trend of right-wing populism (the Proud Boys), this discourse/rhetoric could be argued to 

have some level of generalizability to the right. Just as communication may reflect an 

organization’s motives, ideologies, presumptions, etc., so too may it be said to reflect 

larger trends within American right-wing politics. Thus, themes like anti-“left” politics or 

western chauvinism could be examined as indicators of social trends grander than just 

these two organizations. While what this deeper significance is remains up for debate, 

and likely cannot be fully answered in this paper, it is possible to offer some speculation.  

To begin, there is how my research may prove useful for work specifically 

looking at fascistic politics. Looking particularly at Umberto Eco’s “Ur-Fascism”, the 

fourteen features of the Ur- or “Eternal” Fascist shares many similarities with the themes 

discussed here. For example, the first two features highlight what Eco calls the “syncretic 

traditionalism” of the Ur-Fascist. As the name implies, this is a form of traditionalism 

rather specific to fascism that blends motifs and histories from numerous traditions into a 
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one that the Ur-Fascist may then exploit to garner support. This bares a remarkable 

resemblance to the traditionalism espoused by both organizations in a couple of ways. 

The staunch traditionalism of both organizations is overt, as all three themes are shown to 

have a direct relation to the championing of tradition (i.e. the anti-“left” stance being due 

to the threat “the left” poses to tradition, etc.). This traditionalism demonstrates signs of 

syncretism in that it draws from various, disparate origins. The affirmation of traditional 

gender norms can be seen as simultaneously drawing from both Christian moralism (i.e. 

“God’s purposeful creation”) as well as appeals to scientific rationality (“biology-based 

view that chromosomes determine your sex”). “Western civilization” itself is a hybrid 

beast that contains Judeo-Christian morality, ancient Greco philosophy, cultural elements 

from Northern Europe, Arabic mathematics, all of which is often framed through a highly 

Euro-American-centric viewpoint.  

This tradition is not simply presented as supreme to all others, but that this 

supremacy necessitates its forceful protection in the face of the “modern”. Fears of a 

leftist takeover of American institutions, the destruction of civilization, and the loss of 

culture all operate under the presumption that modernity represents a time of growing 

crisis. The elements that define this political Kali Yuga of modernity are then made 

synonymous with social forces the Ur-Fascist opposes (this being similar to the way “the 

left” acts as an oppositional category). Hence, why “the left” acts a catch-all oppositional 

category (to the point of containing extreme contradictions) or why Rob states in his 

video that the world is in a state of obvious societal degradation that only organizations 

like the Proud Boys can (and inevitably will) fix.  
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Just from the first two features of the Ur-Fascist, the relevance of Eco’s work to 

my own is already obvious. This line of inquiry that I initiated could then be extended to 

examine how the anti-intellectualism of the Ur-Fascist strongly resembles PragerU’s and 

the Proud Boy’s critique of universities and certain social science disciplines, or how the 

Ur-Fascist obsession with plots could help to explain the recent rise in far-right 

conspiracy theories like the Qanon movement; conspiracy theories that have, as seen in 

my data, had an undoubtable influence on organizations like the Proud Boys. However, 

for the sake of focus and brevity, I do not want to get bogged down in a full review of 

Eco. Further analysis using Eco’s work on the Ur-Fascist to discuss the contemporary 

American right appears warranted, even with the more moderate elements of the right 

like PragerU.  

Yet from just this beginning, deeper, more nuanced questions begin to bubble to 

the surface. One of these questions is to critically ask what the Ur-Fascist’s relationship 

to modernity is. The first hint of the significance of this relationship is in the supposed 

rejection of it. If the rejection of modernity is essential to the Ur-Fascist, then the 

conditions of modernity hold an inherent relation to the Ur-Fascist worldview. Through 

empirical work like my own, the nature of this relationship may be understood. The 

themes present in the discourse/rhetoric of these two organizations may prove to be 

potential evidence to argue for a continuity of the fascism to the status quo of 

bourgeois/capitalist society it emerges from. 

This line of reflection may prove productive on two fronts. First, there is room to 

critique Eco’s work in order to further his project of understanding the Ur-Fascist. 
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Namely, Eco argues that the Ur-Fascist’s anti-modernity stance is actually the rejection 

of what he calls the “Spirit of 1789”/“1776”, that is the supposed ethos of rationalism 

ushered in by the European “Age of Reason” or “Enlightenment”. Eco believes this to 

represent how deeply ingrained the enforcement of irrationalism is to fascism. While I 

accept the centrality of irrationalism to fascism and believe my research may attest to 

this, I am skeptical that the Spirit of 1789/1776 is the prima facie enemy of the Ur-

Fascist. As is seen in my work, the “Spirit of 1776” is very much upheld by neo-fascist 

organizations like the Proud Boys. I would argue that statements like “facts don’t care 

about your feelings” and their appeals to science/biology (e.g. via trans-misogyny) 

provide solid evidence for the reification of many Enlightenment ideals that were 

particularly important within the American context. Indeed, it is the fanatical adherence 

to this spirit, and the fear of its apparent decline, that justifies the extreme political 

rhetoric, discourse, and actions of the organization (i.e. the talk of war, acceptance of 

political violence, etc.). 

As this spirit is quickly approaching its 250th anniversary and it holds 

demonstrable ties to the traditionalism of the American right, I believe a reexamination of 

Eco’s work may be warranted to better understand the relation of the Ur-Fascist to 

“modernity”. Further, this may help to inform lines of inquiry found in the work of 

theorists, like Adorno (2000:50), that examines how the American context alters fascisms 

due to, among other things, its quintessential bourgeois nature and history.  

Second, I believe that this conversation on the Ur-Fascist and modernity enables 

further conversations on the relation of the political right to the current status quo of 
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bourgeois society. Namely that the critical reexamination of the relation of the Ur-Fascist 

to modernity implies the reexamination of what this modernity is (i.e. bourgeois/capitalist 

society). If the Ur-Fascist is accepted to adhere to irrationalism while still demonstrating 

the potential to embrace the “Spirit of 1776” via its ties to American traditionalism, then 

the supposed rationalism of this spirit is subject to scrutiny. This means both critiquing 

the irrationality found within bourgeois reason (i.e. the contradictions of the “Age of 

Reason”) as well as asking what this reason signifies: what principles of the status quo 

are covered by this “reason” and what does this mean for the status quo.  

It is here that I admit my focus breaks a bit, as I attempt to pursue multiple lines 

of thought simultaneously under a singular, unifying intellectual model. To spare you 

from reading this, I will instead leave these pursuits as simple suggestions for where one 

may start their search for answers (or likely more questions). This will be further 

developed when I have the time and resources to undertake this project fully.  

The first suggestion I offer is to consider how the work of someone like Marcuse 

and Federici is relevant to my own. Their analysis of bourgeois/capitalist society, 

particularly its ontology, proves useful for thinking through this idea of the American 

Fascist’s embrace of the Spirit of 1776. First, there is the fact that Marcuse and Federici 

prove beyond a reasonable doubt the irrationalities of a society that went to extreme 

lengths to present itself as the realization of reason. The Spirit of 1789/1776, an 

undeniably bourgeois phenomenon, is shown to be in no ways at odds with irrationalism 

but instead represents a particular form of it. Second, this would mean that the Ur-

Fascist’s irrationalism and anti-modernity beliefs would need to be reconceptualized to 
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allow for the particularities of American neo-Fascism. This is especially warranted as the 

very phrase “Spirit of 1776” would almost certainly resonate greatly with most American 

fascists. Third, this understanding of the Spirit of 1776 may help to explain some of the 

particularities of American fascistic traditionalism. If the status quo of bourgeois society 

or “western civilization” is accepted to be the realization of rationality via the so-called 

Age of Reason, the rejection of anything potentially deviating from this would be the 

most “rational” course of action. I would argue that this could then be extended further to 

include Ur-Fascism, especially when considering the work of those like Aimé Césaire, 

who explicitly make this point that “at the end of capitalism, which is eager to outlive its 

day, there is Hitler” (2000:37). Work that critiques the connections of bourgeois society 

via media and aesthetics to fascism, like that of Adorno (1951; 1975) or Benjamin 

(1935), may also validate the existence of this connection while also potentially guiding 

future research on how to analyze it.  

Fourth and finally, this holds fairly major implications for my own project. 

Traditionalism preoccupied with societal preservation, something espoused by both 

organizations, could be seen as reflecting ontological presumptions and accompanying 

anxieties built into the very foundation of bourgeois society. This being present in my 

data may suggest ways of understanding how right-wing movements develop fascistic 

qualities, especially when comparing obviously neo-fascistic and mainstream 

conservative organizations. That is to say that the role of social preservation, the forced 

maintenance of the status quo, may be a key point to begin future projects. This is 

especially clear when considering that work like Giorgio Agamben’s State of Exception 
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(2005) contains not only similar lines of thought, but intellectual lineages interwoven into 

the history of fascism. Work such as Adorno’s (1951; 1975; 2000) that critique both 

fascist propaganda and bourgeois media often note the overlaps between the two (this 

clearly having implications for understanding this relation via my data looking at 

communication). Work like Benjamin’s (1935) that examines ways in which fascism 

reifies the status quo via its refusal to allow for social change may also prove useful in 

analyzing themes of traditionalism and the preservation of society. However, I have 

digressed greatly. I have allowed myself this leeway so that I may demonstrate how much 

has remained unsaid and what value there is in taking the time to properly say it. 
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CONCLUSION 

The success of this paper to elicit a better understanding of how political 

discourse/rhetoric is tied to processes of organizing and mobilizing is debatable. On one 

hand, this paper has demonstrated how themes found within right-wing discourse/rhetoric 

reflect the worldview, actions, and interests of two prominent right-wing organizations. 

This was then used to discuss an underscoring societal ontology to help understand why 

far-right/fascistic movements and organizations arise as well as how they are related to 

more mainstream conservative organizations. This deeper analysis of fascism and 

bourgeois society could then be used as a point to reflect on certain events such as the 

January 6th storming of the capital. Through applying concepts such as Benjamin’s 

aestheticized politics, potentially revolutionary anxieties about lack of popular autonomy 

are instead diverted towards displays of support for the status quo; by keeping in mind 

the three themes reviewed here, a better understanding of what this aestheticized politics 

looks like within the American context is possible (i.e. the role of representation 

Benjamin discusses to ideas like the left-right culture war). It would then be possible to 

open any number of new avenues for investigation, such as attempting to take Benjamin’s 

ideas on image reproduction and bring them into conversation with the technology of the 

21st century. 
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Yet, conjecture on how my research could be advanced further betrays the fact 

that this paper has left much unsaid. This is not even including the plethora of literature 

on social movements, organizations, language, etc., that has largely been excluded in 

favor of pursuing other lines of thought. There is then a bit of flexibility in how one could 

use this research to begin other projects. One could attempt to flesh-out the more 

theoretical postulations on how to make Adorno and Federici talk through research like 

this. However, one may find more value in exploring more grounded options, where the 

research design better integrates the research processes with the phenomenon in question. 

Such a project may also prove to support the intended goal of this project better, with a 

research design better equipped to explore the intricacies of organizing/mobilizing 

processes. 

 To speak on the shortcomings of this study is not to even begin the conversation 

of what is not included under the parameters of the research question/topic (i.e. totally 

ignoring the notable rise of right-wing movements/organizations in India, Brazil, UK, 

etc.). Nevertheless, while these limitations qualify my paper and perhaps even call into 

question its level of success (at least based on the metric of its original stated goal), the 

spontaneity of intellectual creation inclines me not to dwell on this too much. Hence, why 

I have not here tried to go back and edit my paper to give the impression that my original 

stated goal was ultimately met. Failures and all, I have attempted to provide an honest 

(albeit still somewhat polished) representation of my project.  

Reflecting on what was accomplished, I believe that my research provides a 

thorough examination of the data sampled and that this illustrates characteristics key to 



94 

 

understanding these two organizations. Because I believe these organizations exemplify 

wider trends within the right, backed by their noted influence, I would argue that these 

characteristics have some level of generalizability. At the bare minimum, because these 

two organizations are part of the American right (and notable parts at that), to better 

understand them helps to inform an understanding of the whole American right.  

Beyond this, analyzing the framing of PragerU and the Proud Boys illustrated 

how conservative and reactionary politics reproduce aspects of the status quo in their 

communication. Examining potential causes for this proved useful for analyzing the 

ideological underpinning of bourgeois society, especially when taking advantage of 

established scholarly/theoretical work. This provides an excellent starting point to begin 

to make claims about the political ramifications of this social model, including troubling 

implications for what drives fascism. While connecting bourgeois society to fascism is 

not unique to my work, this study has shown the value of empirical evidence to those 

furthering this intellectual project.  

I was originally going to end the paper at that, but upon further reflection I instead 

wish to state the imperativeness of not believing “rigorous analysis” to be the ultimate 

goal of a “public”, “political”, or “socially aware” sociologist. Benjamin ends his work 

not on a half-hearted note praising what good may potentially be done via scholastic 

analysis, but on an explicit call for communism. This is not to say that all scholars of 

social phenomena must end their papers with an acknowledgment of the party line, but it 

does seem to support an argument for scholars to be more politically daring in their work. 

“Speaking truth to power” is a slogan that many contemporary scholars seem rather fond 
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of. In the discipline of sociology, at least in my experience, this phrase is particularly 

popular with “public” or “critical” sociologists. Yet, this phrase in the abstract ignores 

how much many gave to uphold the ideals it signifies. I am not talking about activist 

students and professors in some far-off foreign country that Americans only concern 

themselves with when it is beneficial to resource extraction or arguing for American 

exceptionalism, but of those within the U.S. who stand in front of police and Klansmen 

alike; those who understand the fight for social justice to be just that, a fight. They did 

not take up arms, metaphorical or literal, because it was the intellectually proper thing to 

do but for the sake of the most basic forms of preservation.  

This paper began with the acknowledgement that the current world (2021) is 

defined in part by widespread crises and that the right represents a sort of response to 

this. Beyond critiquing the harm caused by the xenophobic, queerphobic, or misogynistic 

politics of these two organizations, the inability or unwillingness to confront crisis is 

itself a problem. The traditionalism found via this research indicates a politics 

diametrically opposed to social change. If any of the current ongoing social crises are 

systemic in nature, these political tendencies must be countered to allow for movement 

away from these systems. For this to happen, these tendencies must be understood and 

actively opposed. If sociologists wish to make a turn towards publicness, they must be 

willing to reckon with what this means in concrete terms and accept the consequences of 

affirming their resolve to do so.  
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