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Using social identity theory, this research investigated how the general public
perceived demonstrations of white nationalism during the “Unite the Right” rally of
August 12, 2017. Examining publicly available comments posted to news articles about
the Charlottesville attack, this research investigated how the general public rationalized
the rally as an overt expression of white nationalist sentiments in the United States.
First, results suggested a high level of deflection of the responsibility for the
violent confrontation, either side blaming the other for the violence. Second, many rightleaning commenters felt left out by society and victimized by the media. Further, this
study provides empirical and theoretical evidence connecting the delineation of
subordinate statuses to how the rally was perceived by the general public.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Decades after the passing of the Civil Rights Act in the United States, public
displays of white supremacy have drawn increased attention among media outlets and
civil society. On August of 2017, approximately 500 white nationalists from all around
the United States travelled to Charlottesville, a college town of 46,000 people in
Virginia, to attend the Unite the Right rally (Rankin 2017). Carrying Confederate and
Nazi flags, burning torches and clubs, chanting anti-Semitic and racist slogans, and
doing Nazi salutes, white supremacists flocked to the Emancipation Park to oppose the
removal of a statue of Robert E. Lee and to unify the far-right American white
nationalists. Rally-goers were met by about 1,000 anti-racist Counterprotesters just
hours before the event was scheduled to start (Rankin 2017). As the groups clashed and
chaos ensued, 34 people were wounded, 3 were arrested, and 3 died – 32-year-old
counterprotester Heather Heyer was killed when a car driven by a white supremacist
slammed into the crowd of counter protesters, and Lt. H. Jay Cullen and Trooper Berke
M. M. Bates were killed when the helicopter they were travelling in crashed (Astor,
Caron, and Victor 2017; Rankin 2017).
PROBLEM STATEMENT
The Unite the Right rally marked a significant shift in recent American society
that had previously established white nationalism and white supremacy as extremist
ideologies, as mainstream once more (“Alt Right: A Primer about the New White
Supremacy” N.D.). As the number of Americans who identify with the Alt-Right
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movement grows (Bonilla-Silva 2017), the type of white nationalism seen today is built
on white power; it is a reflection of undemocratic public policies that favor whites
(Anderson 2017) and maintained through day to day interactions of the general public
(Feagin 2014).
Using social identity theory, this research aims to investigate how the general
public perceived and framed expressions of white nationalism in the aftermath of
Charlottesville attack of August 12, 2017. This study focuses on arguments on the base
of social categories (e.g., Jews or immigrants as the “other,” and as part of the outgroup)
and how people may dissociate themselves from the negative connotation of whitenationalism to protect their social status.
PURPOSE
The purpose of this study was to explore how the general public framed overt
expressions of white nationalism in the aftermath of the Unite the Right Rally that took
place on August 12, 2017. This study addresses how white nationalism is used as way to
defending whiteness and “true” American-ness by explicitly excluding non-whites and
other minorities from national membership (Bloemraad, Silva, and Voss 2016), thus
strengthening a “Us vs. Them” dynamic. Using social identity theory, this research aims
to investigate how the general public made sense of demonstrations of white nationalism
during the Charlottesville attack of August 12, 2017. In an effort to understand people’s
reactions, this study will examine comments posted to online news articles about the
aftermath of the attack to explore how people use group membership to define their
racial in-group from out-groups.
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research examines the stated message versus its implicit meaning in public
comments posted in online forums in response to Charlottesville. Were people generally
sympathetic to or critic of demonstrations of white nationalism? How did they frame
racial tension, explicitly or implicitly? Did online comments follow a racial code of
color-blind racism? In sum, this study addresses how people framed racial tension
immediately following the Unite the Right rally.
SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY
Movements such as the Alt-Right have emerged rapidly when feelings of white
superiority clash with whites’ perceptions of loss of status (Giroux 2017). The Alt-Right,
an umbrella term for a number of extremist far-right groups and organizations in the
United States, employs heavy online content to disseminate white-supremacist
ideologies among a younger population (Giroux 2017). Such ideologies include
eugenics, separation of races, and Christian values (“Alt Right: A Primer about the New
White Supremacy” N.D.). Websites like Stormfront, an online forum created by a former
Klan leader (“Alt-Right” N.D.) that showcases overtly racist propaganda, and Breitbart
News, that camouflages itself as a news organization, are largely responsible for the
rapid spread of white supremacist framing and neo-Nazi ideology in the United States
(Feagin 2014; Feagin 2017; Giroux 2017). On the context of white nationalism, this
paper explores the way the general public made sense of displays of white nationalism in
the context of Charlottesville’s march.
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DELIMITATIONS
The study included only news organizations and comments that that met the
selection criteria established for the study, as follows: only articles with the word
“Charlottesville” in their title published from August 12, 2017 through September 11,
2017 were included in this study. Only comments with public comments were used, for
a total of 2,752 public comments linked to 5 news articles. The sources of the comments
were articles from news organizations based in California, Illinois, Pennsylvania, and
Washington, DC.
ASSUMPTIONS
This study assumes that the content of the comments accurately reflects the
opinions of the author of the comment (commenter). This study also assumes that the
United States is a racially stratified society in which whites occupy a superordinate
position and blacks occupy a subordinate position.
DEFINITIONS OF TERMS
Given that this research is time-bound, certain terms used throughout this study
may become less popular as times passes, thus requiring clear definition.
White Nationalists. Far-right individuals linked to white supremacist hate groups “who
want to preserve the white majority in the U.S., claiming that whites losing their
majority status is equivalent to ‘white genocide’” (“Alt Right: a Primer about the New
White Supremacy” N.D.; Feagin 2017) make up the current understanding of White
Nationalists.
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Marchers and Protesters. Right-wing attendees of the Unite the Right rally are the
marchers or protesters, and they encompassed racist, militia-like groups such as “NeoNazis, skinheads, Ku Klux Klan members other white supremacists” (Rankin 2017).
They gathered in Charlottesville, VA, to unify the far-right and to protest the removal of
the confederate monument of Robert E. Lee.
Counterprotesters. A myriad of anti-racist organizations showed up to oppose the farright rally, and the counter protesters outnumbered the white nationalist marchers
(Rankin 2017). Among the counter protester groups were Antifa and Black Lives Matter.
Antifa. The term Antifa is “shorthand for anti-fascist organisations, [and it] refers to a
loose coalition of militant, decentralised, grassroots groups which are opposed to the farright” (Oppenheim 2017).
BLM. Another anti-racist group present at the rally was Black Lives Matter (BLM)
(Rankin 2017). BLM is a decentralized “movement committed to ending disparities in
policing of people of color, to protesting the killing of black people by police officers,
and to championing broader criminal justice reforms” (Fernandez 2018).
Alt-Right. The term Alt-Right was coined by Richard Spencer, head of the white
supremacist think-tank National Policy Institute, in an effort to describe the far-rightleaning ideas about white superiority (“Alt Right: a Primer about the New White
Supremacy” N.D.). It refers to loosely organized groups of “people on the extreme right
who reject mainstream conservatism in favor of forms of conservatism that embrace
implicit or explicit racism or white supremacy” (“Alt-Right” N.D.).
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ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY
In order to better understand how racial relations in the United States reached
today’s high level of political and racial polarization, it is necessary to understand this
country’s historical and social contexts. The remainder of the study is organized into
five chapters, a references section, and appendixes as follows. Chapter 2 outlines a
review of the literature pertaining to online forums, race relations, and intergroup
tension. Chapter 3 describes the research design and methodology of the study. Chapter
4 presents the findings of the research. Chapter 5 contains the summary, discussion of
the findings, and recommendations for future research. The study concludes with works
cited and appendixes.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
To contextualize the aftermath of the Unite the Right rally historically, I started
with a discussion on how online forums in the United States are framed as egalitarian
spaces divested of hierarchy. Next, I examined how racial stratification is related to
nationalism in a way that excludes minorities from gaining access to power and status.
Finally, I provided a theoretical framework that seeks to demonstrate how group
identities replicate power structures.

PUBLIC COMMENTS AS DEMOCRATIC SPEECH
Speech found in comment forums is a representation of online democratic spaces
given that said spaces are open to the public, any individual with access to the internet
can make his or her views known with no fear of reprisal (Blom et al. 2014), and the
space is associated with increased political participation (Calfano 2015; Hoffman 2015).
Hoffman (2015), goes a step further and posits that “speech found in comment forums
represents one of the most democratic public spaces in our society, one that is not
filtered by the media or pollsters and where there is broad and relatively uncensored
access both for consuming and disseminating political information” (p. 11).
A content analysis of comments in newspaper articles provides both empirical
and theoretical evidence to this study: online political communication provides a sense
of freedom from desirability bias (Calfano 2015) as commenters are free to express their
points of view anonymously, thereby avoiding any possible retaliation in case the
comment goes against socially accepted mores. Analyzing these forums then can
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provide theoretical evidence for researchers to gain insight into the views of the public
that go beyond anecdotal evidence, and can thus be taken as a barometer for political
speech. Substantively, the responses to the news articles should reflect the main popular
views on political ideology, emotions, and morality as “comment forum speech is
similar to that found in mainstream political speech” (Hoffman 2015:11).
Even though democracy thrives in open debates and comment forums can be
perceived as positive tools in the deliberative process (Hofmann 2015), reader comments
are not free from bias. Despite obstacles, many websites have adopted Community
Guidelines that delineate acceptable behavior, as comment forums are prone to exhibit
offensive, hostile, and denigrating language (Blom et al. 2014; Calfano 2015). When
such attitude reaches extremes a news organization may choose to censor comment,
require sign in in order to allow comments, or to remove the comment section
altogether. On August 30, 2017, Al Jazeera English shut down its online comment forum
and explained that “the comments section was hijacked by users hiding behind
pseudonyms spewing vitriol, bigotry, racism and sectarianism. The possibility of having
any form of debate was virtually non-existent” (Al Jazeera English 2017). Due to claims
of hate speech and personal attacks, several other companies have suspended or
permanently removed their online comment forums, including Popular Science (LaBarre
2013), Facebook’s internal chat forum, FB Anon (Heath 2017), MSN’s online comments
(Smith 2017), and The Internet Movie Database — IMDb’s message forum (Johnston
2017).
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This type of vitriolic rhetoric that leads to comment forums to be shut down
serves a wider purpose. According to Calfano (2015), “offensive and hyperbolic content
[...] exacerbates group identity,” (p. 272) which may be in the form of asserting whites’
superiority by diminishing nonwhites, or by keeping in motion a political agenda.
Considering how online forums provide a venue for free speech while being a space for
explicit racial language, it is particularly useful to explore discussion forums to
understand the general public’s reactions to the events the ensued in Charlottesville.
FRAMING AND RACE
The value ascribed to race is an important part of social interactions, as it
legitimizes specific identities and often perpetuates prejudice, especially for non-white
persons. In this study, the term race is used not as biological characteristics, but as a
social product (Haney-López 1994; Kendi 2016; Omi and Winant 1994) created and
reinforced through daily interactions and structures. Racism is a contested term that has
changed over time. Many scholars (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Kendi 2017; Omi and Winant
1994) agree that racism refers to “a system of racial hostility [...] based on
institutionalized white power and privilege” (Feagin 2014:144). Similarly, DiAngelo
(2011) defines racism as a systemic issue that favors whites by “encompassing
economic, political, social, and cultural structures, actions, and beliefs that systematize
and perpetuate an unequal distribution of privileges, resources and power between white
people and people of color” (p. 56). However, scholars have argued that racism has
changed overtime from explicit to implicit (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Bush 2011; Katznelson
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2005). Racial Discrimination, on the other hand, is characterized as “a stressful life
event and a daily hassle among racial/ethnic minorities” (Mossakowski 2014:274).
Discriminatory practices can be carried out by individuals on daily interactions
or can be structural and state-sanctioned; this type of racism can be blatant, covert, or
subtle (Feagin 2014). According to a 2017 nationally representative survey conducted by
the National Public Radio (NPR), the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, and Harvard
T.H. Chan School of Public Health, 51 percent of African-Americans have experienced
racial slurs, a form of blatant discrimination; 50 percent reported race-based
discrimination while interacting with police officers, an overt form of racism; and 57
percent reported being rejected for job promotion because they are black, a subtle
discriminatory practice (National Public Radio 2017). Everyday discrimination is an
engine that runs a racist system.
Societal understanding of race does not occur in a vacuum. It is a long, sociohistorical process exemplified by the color line: a barrier of laws and customs that
separates whites from non-whites based on skin pigmentation (Karenga 2011).
Historically, racial demarcation has been used to exclude nonwhites from social gains
through legally sanctioned discriminatory practices (such as enslavement,
removals/genocide, forced labor, internment camps, bracero program), were barred from
entering the country (such as Exclusionary Acts), and had no legal rights as did white
males (disenfranchisement, segregation) (Feagin 1997; Feagin 2014; Haney-Lopez
1994; Katznelson 2005; Kendi 2016). This long history of tenuous race relations in the
United States is foundational to the country.
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Racist
acist practices in the United States can be trac
traced
ed back to hundreds of year ago.
In fact, racist ideas about inferiority of people of color, particularly that of black people,
predate slavery: they were present during the genocide
genocide/removal
/removal of Native Americans
when English settlers reached North America (Feagin 1997) and informed white
Europeans who traveled around the world in the Middle Ages exploiting and colonizing
peoples of color (Kendi 2016).
As illustrated in the design flow of Figure
re 1 below, racist ideas present today are
inherited from the past and shape social norms. Social N
Norms
orms are negative beliefs and
interpretations about black people’s abilities, values, and orientation. Racial Framing
comprises the inherited racism from the past and is constantly reiterated and reinforced
in the present via daily interactions. Anti-black
black attitudes, images and emotions are
shaped by anti-black
anti black stereotypes and result in actual discriminatio
discrimination,
n, the unfair treatment
of blacks based on their skin color (Feagin 2014
2014). The reproduction of racial inequality
is a project that has lasted centuries and that was heavily influenced by slavery in the
United States. Blacks were (and, arguably, still are) perceived as naturally inferior,
culturally limited, and
and morally corrupt (Bonilla-Silva
(Bonilla-Silva
Silva 2006; Feagin 2014; Perea 1997
1997;
Roediger 2007).
2007

Racial
Framing

Social
Norms

Anti-Black
Black
Attitudes

Actual
Discrimination

Figure 1. Process for Racial Practices Today
Today, adapted
dapted from Feagin (2014
(2014)
Almost a century after slavery was abolished in the United Sates, blacks were
still denied full citizenship and humanity (Anderson 2017; Kendi 2016)
2016).. Racism
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practiced during the Jim Crow era was overt and the disdain whites displayed towards
blacks was palpable. Not by accident, a violent treatment towards a race of people that
was “almost human” was acceptable: the Jim Crow era was a time of national terrorism
against blacks, when lynching, racial segregation, and disenfranchisement were visible
and rampant. With the advent of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act
of 1965, racial framing in the United States steadily moved from segregation now and
forever to a post-racial society. Even in journalism and academia, it was possible to find
literature that claimed that class - not race, mattered most to social mobility in the
United States (Goad 1997; Wilson 1978). With racial integration “forced” on whites in
the mid-1960s, racial resentment started to build among whites who though that “blacks
wanted too much too fast” (Anderson 2017:103). In contrast to overt Jim Crow racism,
today’s racism is covert, but just as far-reaching as its predecessor. Whereas it was
common to see signs for colored and white separating public water fountains, today’s
racism operates in a way that the water fountains do not have a sign because there is no
need to prevent blacks from drinking from them: figurative fountains are installed in
places blacks cannot access.
This shift towards covert racism maintained exclusionary practices that kept
people of color from attaining social mobility by curtailing their economic capabilities
through institutionalized means, such as reducing their access to housing, education, and
decent jobs (Feagin 2014; Katznelson 2005; Kendi 2016). By “isolating racism only to
its most virulent and visible form allowed respectable politicians and judges to push for
policies” that were racist not in language but in effect (Anderson 2017:100). As a result,
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actual discrimination takes shape in institutional levels such as housing, employment,
politics, public accommodations, and more (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Katznelson 2005).
By the turn of the 20th century in the United States, Blacks were disempowered
economically and disenfranchised as a group, while whites as a group enjoyed the
benefits of whiteness. Being white was a form of social and psychological wage for poor
whites (Roediger 2007) who accepted their newly-crafted social position as superior to
that of slaves and blacks. Hence, whiteness is not an ethnicity or culture, but a structure
of power and privilege.
STATUS AND POWER
The concept of white as race was constructed in the 1800s by the white elite as a
response to the abolishment of slavery (Feagin 1997) as a “tool to dominate and
subordinate” nonwhites (Bush 2011:8). The separation between low-class whites and
blacks was concocted in the aftermath of Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 when Nathaniel
Bacon gathered an army of 500 men against Governor Berkeley demanding freedom to
poor whites and blacks (Bush 2011; Kendi 2016). The rebellion eventually dwindled
with Bacon’s death and the white ruling class, fearing that poor whites would join free
blacks in union-like organizations, granted poor whites rights such as ownership of
property, liberty, and voting - while denying those rights to people of color (Feagin
1997). White rebels were pardoned, offered goods such as money and weapons (Bush
2011), and given power to control blacks as they wished, while blacks were flogged
(Kendi 2016). Rich white planters decided that poor whites should never be allowed to
join blacks. Hence, poor whites permanently occupied a higher status in society - that
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above of slaves - while keeping blacks at the very bottom of the social ladder.
Whiteness, as defined by Bush (2011), is “the compilation of institutional privileges and
ideological characteristics bestowed upon members of the dominant group in societies
organized by the idea and practice of pan-European supremacy” (p. 3).
Currently, many whites perceive this long-standing privilege to be threatened.
Losing the superordinate status has been the fear that, for centuries, moves the racial
machine in America. Perceived threats to the hegemony of whites in the United States
are:
1. Economic insecurity (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Bush 2011; Byars-Winston, Fouad,
and Yen 2015; Delgado 1997:318);
2. The darkening of the American population (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Feagin 1997;
Perea 1997); and
3. The rising mortality of middle-aged whites (Case and Deaton 2015).
One misrepresentation of the civil rights policies established in the 1960s was
that it benefitted blacks economically to the detriment of whites (Bush 2011). In the
mid-1970s and 1980s the United States experienced a prolonged recession working and
middle-class workers began to experience layoffs. This economic downturn affected all
different racial categories, but, for the first time in generations, its effects were sustained
and remain evident today (Bush 2011). This view of material loss among whites,
however, obscures the fact that the median household income of whites in 2015 was
$62,950 versus $36,898 for blacks and $45,148 for Hispanics (Proctor, Samega, and
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Kollar 2016). Nonetheless, whites feel left behind (Goad 1997) and this study explores
the rippling effect of this perceived economic loss.
Another “threat” to white hegemony is immigration. From the beginning of the
twentieth century whites feared that “immigrants would damage the U.S. economy and
political systems” (Feagin 1997:21), end the “American democracy” (Perea 1997:51),
and that immigrants are simply “incompatible with, and even harmful to, U.S. society
and culture” (Rodriguez 1997:232). The “rapid darkening of America” (Bonilla-Silva
2004:934) resulted from the influx of immigrants compounded with the Census
projection that by 2060 whites will comprise fewer than 50 percent of the U.S.
population (Colby and Ortman 2015), creating a seemingly menacing environment that
encourages whites to adopt an offensive attitude — white nationalism — in order to
maintain their social identity and high-status (“Alt Right: A Primer about the New White
Supremacy” N.D.; Tajfel and Turner 2014).
Finally, mortality rate in middle-aged whites has increased in the United States.
While the mortality rate for whites aged 45-54 decrease by 2 percent annually from 1978
to 1998 it began to rise by half percent per year between 1999 and 2013 largely due to
drugs and alcohol poisoning, and suicide (Case and Deaton 2015). The above scenario,
combined with the influx of immigrants of color and the economic downturns, depict
calamity and a country in imminent collapse. These factors create the proper terrain for
white supremacists to openly express their views, making white nationalism mainstream.
The re-emergence of openly supporting this racial ideology, consequently, denotes a
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fight for [perceived] limited resources (i.e., power) between groups (Tajfel and Turner
2014).
For centuries white supremacists have tapped into whites’ fear of being replaced
in the social hierarchy and used cunning recruiting mechanisms. In the early 1920s the
Ku Klux Klan (KKK) appealed “to men’s patriotism and idealism, as well as to their
fears, hates and frustrations” to rapidly grow in numbers (Miller 1958:137). Depicting
the country as being taken over or corrupted by people of color has been a way for white
leaders to mobilize its populace in order to grow a movement, which is not particularly
difficult since many whites resent people of color for losing the advantage and privilege
they have enjoyed for centuries. This paper explores the way people make references to
status and power as response to the Charlottesville protest and counter-protest.
NATIONALISM AND WHITE SUPREMACY
Nationalism is an “ideology based on the premise that the individual’s loyalty
and devotion to the nation-state surpass other individual or group interests” (Kohn
2017). It is an abstract term that defines citizenship and that serves to create a political
identity - just as citizenship serves to create political power (Arnold 2004). Much of
nationalism’s abstraction derives from the reified notion that “nation-state boundaries
are social constructions” (Rodriguez 1997:223). National borders are arbitrary
geographic demarcations to contain citizenry. Citizens are recipients of particular rights.
People who are born in the United States are considered citizens of this nation and
granted with certain rights that noncitizens do not possess (Arnold 2004), ranging from
voting rights to opening a bank account. The current idea of citizenship is based on the
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logic of jus solis (citizenship by place of birth) and on the idea of membership in a
sovereign nation (Arnold 2004).
Economy, race, and citizenship are closely related and this relationship traces
back many centuries. During a long period of the U.S. history, citizenship was solely
granted to white males, the only individuals allowed to own property (Feagin 1997)
when the first colonizers arrived to what is now known as the United States of America.
Native tribes who inhabited the land had their riches usurped by English Americans,
their population was decimated, and they were expelled from their land. Similarly to
what happened to blacks, Indigenous peoples were considered less human than whites
and, therefore, all barbaric actions perpetrated against First Nations were justified. As
Native Americans inhabited this land long before the arrival of Mayflower, a rationale
for white-only citizenship was necessary. According to T.H. Marshall (2009 [1950]),
“citizenship is a status bestowed on those who are full members of society” (p. 149) and
all citizens are equal under the law because citizenship is, theoretically, a system of
equality. The ideals of citizenship, however, have always collided with the ideas of class
and status - which are based on inequality. Consequently, the solution has been to align
citizenship in the U.S. with the already established racial order (Feagin 1997).
By default, this categorization creates a political other in a nation with a long
history of granting rights and status to its white population. The formation of an
essentialized national identity and the exclusion of non-citizens serves a form of “both
in-group favouritism and outgroup derogation [that] can be seen as ways of achieving
the same ultimate goal, corresponding to the ethnocentric view that the privileges and
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superiority of the in-group have to be maintained and protected” (Leyens et al.
2003:705). Sharp boundaries defining who is a member of a nation state and who is an
outsider are necessary to preserve economic and political hierarchy.
Nationalism is a form of group membership that can also be defined in racial
terms, an ethno-state (Giroux 2017). Clearly, there is no room for people of color in a
nation ruled and inhabited by whites only, and that is the ultimate goal of white
supremacists (“Alt Right: A Primer about the New White Supremacy” N.D.). This type
of racist speech, focused on the defining the nation as explicitly white, has become
blatant and gained popularity among white nationalists, garnering an increasing number
of neo-Nazis (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Feagin 2014; Giroux 2017). According to the
Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), there were 917 hate groups operating in the
United States in 2016. Hate groups are characterized by “vilify[ing] others because of
their race, religion, ethnicity, sexual orientation or gender identity” (“Hate Map” N.D.).
A common trend among hate groups is the belief of their own superiority and of the
inferiority of outgroups (Hughey 2017). Social categorization is central to the existence
of hate groups and white nationalism; by exalting an Aryan race, group members define
the boundaries of who belongs to their group and, by extension, who does not. This
intergroup comparison ultimately legitimizes status hierarchies and makes way for
patterns of individual and group prejudice and discrimination (Tajfel and Turner 2004).
Through this cognitive process the Other is firmly established and reified through daily
interactions of the general public.
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White Nationalism is a sociopolitical phenomenon found in a State that “may
reward, punish, and so structure outcomes as to protect and enhance racial interests”
(Walters 2003:2). Whites have controlled the government, the production of knowledge,
and the economy for centuries in the United States (Feagin 1995; Kendi 2016). By that
measure, this country has always been a white nationalist state being governed for and
by whites throughout the centuries. People of color, then, are an appendix that the US
begrudgingly deals with.
White nationalist groups profess “white supremacist or white separatist
ideologies, often focusing on the alleged inferiority of nonwhites” (“Alt-Right” N.D.),
including Muslims and immigrants. Such is the increase of hate-based speech and
crimes recently that the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP) issued two travel advisories within two months (“NAACP Issues National
Travel Advisory” 2017; “Travel Advisory for the State of Missouri” 2017). According
to the organization’s website, travel advisories are issued “when conditions on the
ground pose a substantial risk of harm to black Americans” (“NAACP Issues National
Travel Advisory” 2017) and such is the climate in which we live. Nationalism is not
only an isolationist sentiment, but also “a form of racism and an increasing number of
researchers believe that racism is above all a manner of protecting the in-group” (Leyens
et al. 2002:705). Xenophobic messages were clearly displayed during the Unite the
Right rally that showed clearly that non-whites and non-Christians do not belong in their
vision of the United States. This type of message appeals to ordinary whites who believe
they are experiencing economic pressures unique to whites (Bush 2011).
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SOCIAL IDENTITY THEORY
This study examines comments to news articles about the Charlottesville attack
of August 12, 2017 that followed the “Unite the Right” rally and seeks to understand the
mechanisms of increasing politically polarized discourse we face today. For example,
white nationalists were chanting about not being replaced (Bonilla-Silva 2017). Chants
included “Jews will not Replace Us,” “White Lives Matter,” “Blood and Soil,” and “One
People, One Nation, End Immigration” (Campbell 2017), and denoted a sense of
entitlement to and a fear of losing their status or rights. How does the general public
perceive and frame such acts and expressions of white nationalism? Are they
sympathetic to the white nationalists? Or, are they critical about their expressions of
hatred? The chant mentioning Jews is of particular interest because Jewish people were
a symbolic representation of the other: non-white, non-protestants threatening the rights
of the us, white nationalist Christians. When is race used explicitly and when is it not?
As mentioned previously, over the past few decades whites have experienced a
decline in their life chances and, as a motivational consequence, have blamed people of
color for their plight (Astor, Caron, and Victor 2017). As Hannah Arendt (1985)
summarizes it, “[p]ersecution of powerless or power-losing groups may not be a very
pleasant spectacle, but it does not spring from human meanness alone” (p. 5). Internal
conflicts, perceived loss of status, and declining life chances among whites are likely to
have fueled sentiments of white nationalism and, consequently, intergroup conflict. A
rally aiming to unite the right was the culmination of the current “functional relations
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between social groups” (Tajfel and Turner 2014:7). There is an underlying cause for
whites’ resentment that has manifested in the form of support for white nationalism.
Social Identity Theory is a perspective that originated in Britain in the 1950s and
1960s with social psychologists Henri Tajfel and John Turner (Hogg, Terry, and White
1997). Accordingly, an individual’s view and sense of self derives from the social group
to which that individual belongs (Hogg, Terry, and White 1997). The groups to which
we belong are called in-groups and the groups that we do not belong to are called outgroups (Cuddy, Rock, and Norton 2011). A social group is a collective of “individuals
who perceive themselves to be members of the same social category share the same
emotional involvement in this common definition of themselves” (Tajfel and Turner
2014:15).
Social identity is how the individual defines him or herself and can include traits
such as gender, race, profession, and more. It comprises “aspects of an individual’s selfimage that derive from the social categories to which he perceives himself as belonging”
(Tajfel and Turner 2014:16). Social identities are the basis of group membership and
provide the grounds of who we are based on the categories of which we are a part
(female, Asian, mechanic, etc.). Social identities are the core of the individual in a group
setting and they can be applied on micro levels (a parent or a teacher) and macro levels
(citizens of a nation, football fans). Social identities can be descriptive, prescriptive, and
evaluative (Hogg, Terry, and White 1997), meaning that they respectively explain and
shape how a member of a group should behave, and also assess the performance of a
social category in comparison to other social categories (self-esteem). An individual will
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evaluate his or her performance based on agreed upon prescription of the social identity.
Should the performance be satisfactory, the final result will be high self-esteem. Social
identities are units of distinction and power, and provide people with tools for locating
their places in society: they provide the basis for similarities and differences, in-group
and outgroup memberships, high and low statuses. Social identities are also perceived
hierarchically, and thus influence social behavior and societal structure. They lead to
“conformity, stereotyping, discrimination, [and] ethnocentrism,” (Hogg, Terry, and
White 1997:262) characteristics that were central to the white nationalist rally of
August, 2017 in Charlottesville.
Certain social identities are more noticeable than others depending on the social
context and are called salient social identities (Hogg, Terry, and White 1997). In social
identity theory the focus on salience is not on its distinction from other identities, but on
the conditions that make a salient social identity relevant to a specific situation:
“salience pertains to the activation of an identity at a particular level” (Stets and Burke
2000:231). The Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville and the violence that
accompanied it served as evidence of what happens when the dominant group (i.e.,
whites) “experience insecure social identity” (Tajfel and Turner 2014:22) related to a
[perceived or real] threat to their superiority. The result was a salient identity whitenationalism-prone-to-violence, and this salience arises from friction with outgroups
(counterprotesters). As a consequence of the characteristics of social identities, the
boundaries of outgroups are sharpened (so differences among different groups are
heightened) and bonds of intergroups are strengthened (leading to in-group solidarity).
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A byproduct of sharp group boundaries is a phenomenon called
infrahumanization - a belief that in-group members are more human than outgroup
members (Cuddy, Rock, and Norton 2011). Part of infrahumanization is also the
attribution of humanity (the capacity to feel secondary emotions such as admiration and
resentment) to in-group members while denying empathy to members of outgroups
(Cuddy, Rock, and Norton 2011). In other words, members of outgroup (i.e., “Jews,”
“immigrants,” “blacks”) are viewed as less human than members of in-group (“us,”
white nationalists).
Many U.S. citizens view American as synonym to white identity (Bush 2011), a
symbol of a high-status group. This conception of whiteness precludes nonwhites from
the benefits granted to [white] citizens. “Given that how people think underlies how they
act. It is critical to understand how beliefs and attitudes develop” (Bush 2011:7).
However, poor- and middle-class whites do not look up to the top tier of the economic
strata for personal distinction; they look down on people of color as a way of feeling
superior to someone else (Bush 2011). As such, material gains by people of color are
perceived as a threat to whites’ status. Whiteness, I posit, is not a category in and of
itself, but a denial of what “colored” is. Whiteness cannot be “superior” without an
“inferior” category. Whiteness, in essence, is a historical power relationship rooted in
colonialism, and secured by evolving and intersecting systems of oppression, in which
“in-between” groups to power (e.g., white, male workers) serve as buffers and protectors
to those at the top.
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As illustrated above, from Bacon’s Rebellion in 1676 to Unite the Right in 2017,
white supremacy has been used a tool used by ruling elites to create intergroup conflict,
drive a wedge between classes, and maintain the unequal status quo. As sociologist Dr.
Tressie McMillan Cottom summarizes, “whiteness defends itself. Against change,
against progress, against hope, against black dignity, against black lives, against reason,
against truth, against facts, against native claims, against its own laws and customs”
(Cottom 2017).
In an effort to understand how the general public reacted to white supremacists
in Charlottesville, this research examines comments posted to online news articles about
the aftermath of the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville and explores how the general
public defined group membership and allegiance.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
Content analysis was the method used to systematically evaluate individuals’
responses and, therefore, make valid and replicable inferences based on the analyzed
data (Hoffman 2015). In order to better understand the appropriateness of the research
design to the goal of the study, the chapter opens with an explanation for the rationale
and assumptions for the research design. Next, the researcher’s role is explained;
afterwards, there is a description of the data sources followed by data collection
techniques; the next sections cover managing and recording data, procedures for data
analysis, methods for verification of trustworthiness, and lastly, limitations of the study.
As stated in Chapter 1, this study examines the ways in which ordinary Americans make
sense of the violence and rhetoric of white nationalism.
RESEARCH DESIGN
The research is guided by a constructivist qualitative approach—i.e., content
analysis— to better understands the mechanisms that enable and maintain white
nationalism. The constructivist worldview, also known as social constructivism, seeks to
provide a better understanding of the world — of people’s life settings — through their
standpoint or “subjective meanings” (Creswell 2014:8). In this study, social
constructivism translates into public comments to demonstrations of white nationalism
and the way people make sense of and explain the protest and counter protest in the 30
days following the Unite the Right rally of August 12, 2017.

26
This research method provides both empirical and theoretical evidence to the
study. Substantively, the responses to the news articles reflect popular views on political
ideology, emotions, and morality. As Bonilla-Silva (2006) posits, an “ideology, racial or
not, is produced and reproduced in communicative interaction” (11). Although
employing in-depth interviews would allow the researcher the use of probing questions
and possibly lead to broader understanding of the issue, it is unreasonable to anticipate
that respondents with white nationalist leaning would communicate openly about racial
tension with a black interviewer. Conversely, research has shown that online forums are
propitious for diversity of opinions (see Blom et al 2014). Therefore, methodologically,
qualitative content analysis was used to understand what changes in our current norms
that engender allegiance to white nationalism.
Additionally, this method was selected because it allows the researcher to
enhance her understanding about an emergent phenomenon (Elo and Kyngas 2008). In
this study, the phenomenon involves the overt display the white nationalism in the
United States. By systematically and factually examining the discussions people engage
in in online forums, this research aims to attain sufficient evidence that will enhance
understanding on the intersection of white nationalism, racism, and group membership
and identities. Qualitative content analysis was used to identify race-related concepts
based on viewpoints shared in publicly available online comments about Unite the
Right.
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RESEARCHER’S ROLE
As mentioned above, one of the reasons why the researcher chose content
analysis rather than in-depth interviews for the present qualitative research is the
multiple subordinate statuses that she occupies. Specifically, the researcher is a darkskinned, biracial (black and white), immigrant woman with an accent that evidences her
otherness. As such, interviewing participants on topics related to white nationalism
would likely be unproductive due to social desirability biases. In other words,
individuals who espouse white nationalist sentiment would not be forthcoming with an
immigrant of color, which would put into question the credibility of the data.
SAMPLING PROCEDURE
The data came from 5 U.S. daily newspapers during a constructed month-long
period (August 12 to September 11, 2017) following the Unite the Right rally that took
place in Charlottesville, North Carolina, on August 12, 2017. All articles were selected
from the database NewsBank, Inc. in order to minimize bias in sampling. The unit of
analysis was each publicly available online comment to the news articles related to the
rally. The download of the data took place between September 26 and September 27,
20017.
Purposive sampling was used to identify online comments that met specific
criteria. All selected news articles met the criteria below:
1. Article was published between 8/12/17 – 9/11/17;
2. contained the word “Charlottesville” in the headline;
3. had comments;
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4. comments were visibly available without need for logging in to the news platform.
Comments to online newspapers that required log in to be viewed and comments
that were published after 30 days from the incident were excluded from selection.
The first criterion relied on the ability of the commenter to recall the incident in
greater details. The rationale for selecting the second criterion was twofold. Having the
word “Charlottesville” in the headline of the article ensured that the source covered the
white nationalist rally while narrowing down the number of articles. The third criterion
relates to the viability of the study. The last criterion, public comments, is about
facilitating the IRB process by avoiding the need to acquire consent forms from every
commenter.
DATA COLLECTION
The database NewsBank, Inc. was used to find articles in English about the
Charlottesville attack of August 12, 2017, published from 8/12/2017 through 9/11/2017.
The purpose of this short time-period is to gain a direct view into how the general public
processed information about the Unite the Right event and the violence associated with
it. The only sources used were news articles. The search was further filtered with the
keyword “Charlottesville” in the field “Headline,” which resulted in 106 articles from 11
newspaper outlets from 4 states: California (8), Illinois (1), Pennsylvania (1), and
Washington DC (1).
The list containing all results was saved in a spreadsheet and each article was
accessed to verify which ones contained publicly available comments (comments that do
not require login to the platform to be seen). Of the original 106 articles, 71 were
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excluded because either they did not have comments or sign in was required in order to
view the comments, leaving 35 articles that totaled 4,302 public comments.
To make the research more manageable, the top 5 articles from 5 unique news
outlets that contained the highest number of comments were selected. There were 2
news articles from California dailies, 1 article from Illinois, 1 from Pennsylvania, and 1
from a newspaper based in Washington, DC. As shown is Table 1 below, the final
sample for this qualitative content analysis study comprised 2,752 public comments that
were linked to 5 news articles about the Unite the Right rally that took place in
Charlottesville, VA, on August 12, 2017.
Table 1. Distribution of Sample
News Sources
N
Location
Article 001
237
California
Article 002
100
California
Article 003
528
Illinois
Article 004
285
Pennsylvania
Article 005
1602
Washington, DC
Total
2752
4

All states that had a news article listed on the NewsBank, Inc. data set were
represented in the final sample. This sampling procedure resulted in 2,752 comments.
The number of comments per news article ranged from 100 to 1,602. All comments
were downloaded into a word processing document, formatted to remove excess spacing
and repetitive words between comments, and then uploaded to the Software NVivo 11
PRO for Windows (“NVivo” henceforth) for coding and analysis. Each news article and
each comment were assigned unique numbers in order to anonymize the data.
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ANALYTICAL STRATEGY
Based on models proposed by Bengtsson (2016) and Elo and Kyngas (2007), the
analysis of the data followed a 5-step process: (1) initial reading of comments, (2) open
coding, (3) grouping, (4) categorization, and (5) compilation. After all comments were
formatted and uploaded, the researcher read the data two more times to capture the
context of the conversations and possible patterns. The open coding process happened
through semi-deductive and inductive techniques. Partly deductively, the data was
initially interpreted based on the theoretical assumption “colorblind racism” proposed by
Bonilla-Silva (2006). This process was not fully deductive as the researcher did not
create preconceived categories to code the data; the researcher used color-blind racism
as basis to identify possible subtle racist language. The framework, also referred to as
racism without racists, posits that “there is a sanitized, color-blind way of calling
minorities niggers, Spics, or Chinks” (Bonilla-Silva 2006:211). In case Bonilla-Silva
(2006) is correct in his analysis of color-blind racism, racist language used in the forums
would likely be void of vitriol and vulgarity, but racist nonetheless. As such, the purpose
of the theoretical assumption was twofold. It ensured that the phenomenon studied was
reflected on the results (Bengtsson 2016). In other words, the targeted coding would
eliminate themes that did not directly relate to the research question or that were not
relevant to the current study. Secondly, the color-blind racism framework helped the
researcher to stay tuned to the subtleness in rhetoric about racial relations.
After carefully reading all comments several times “to obtain a sense of the
whole, that is, to learn ‘what’s going on?”’(Bengtsson 2016:11), the researcher uploaded
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all comments to a qualitative software application, NVivo, went through each set of
comments once more and started making notes of first impressions and thoughts, and
coded comments based on units of meaning (emerging patterns). Units of meaning are
collections “of sentences or paragraphs containing aspects related to each other,
answering the question set out in the aim” (Bengtsson 2016:11). Each meaning unit is
coded in a way that will facilitate the analytical process and that will be grouped with
similar codes. Then, the researcher repeated the process with the remaining articles of
the top 5 articles initially selected. The researcher did not identify new meaning units in
the remaining articles and assumed the data had reached saturation. This final step
completed the open coding process.
During grouping, the researcher returned to the comments and, once again, reread the original text — which then contained highlighted meaning units and unmarked
text. The purpose of this action is to increase reliability (Bengtsson 2016) as all
comments are reviewed at each step of the analysis process. After that, the researcher
combined the sub-categories into categories based on how each comment related to each
other. That process yielded 10 meaningful categories, which were labeled according to
their similarities. Next, the researcher used NVivo to run a category analysis and
grouped sub-categories (referred to as “nodes” in NVivo) that were homogeneous or
very similar (Elo and Kyngas 2007). This categorization allowed the researcher to
combine the categories into 4 categories that were coded similarly.
In order to draw conclusions against the previously coded sub-categories and
find latent content, the researcher returned to the literature review. Bengtsson (2016)
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posits that “a latent analysis invites the researcher to immerse him/herself to some extent
in the data in order to identify hidden meanings in the text” (p. 12). The latent analysis
of the review of literature in conjunction with the coded data resulted in 2 central themes
(see Figure 2). After this compilation, the final code sheet contained 10 sub-categories, 4
categories, and 2 central themes (see Appendix A). In order to “identify hidden
meanings in the text” while performing a latent analysis, the researcher “immersed”
herself in the data (Bengtsson 2016:11). Following Elos and Kyngas (2007) proposed
approach to the analytical process, “the [sub]categories are derived from the data”
inductively, moving “from the specific to the general” so that small pieces of
information can be clustered together into a larger statement, called theme is this
research (p. 109). The researcher reviewed the data once more to ascertain that the subcategories, categories and main themes aligned with the data and explained the
phenomenon being studied.
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INDUCTIVE-DEDUCTIVE
INDUCTIVE DEDUCTIVE APPROACH
Latent Analysis
(Deep
Deep Meaning)

SEMI-DEDUCTIVE
SEMI DEDUCTIVE APPROACH
Colorblind Racism

Read through Data

Open Coding

Grouping

Categorization

Compilation
Figure 2. An Overview of the Qualitative Content Analysis Process
METHODS
METHODS FOR VERIFICATION OF TRUSTWORTHINESS
Throughout the analytical process,
process, the researcher employed 3 techniques to
assure that validity and reliability were maintained: a) the researcher created a coding
list that briefly described the sub-categories
categories in order to ensure reliability thro
throughout
ughout the
analytical process (Bengtsson
(Bengtsson 2016); b)) the researcher revie
reviewed
wed the coded meaning units
multiple times to assess whether the data would be analyzed in the same fashion; and c)
the researcher discussed the anonymized data and findings with a colleague who was not
a part of the study to verify whether the findings
findings were
ere plausible.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to investigate how expressions of white
nationalism were framed by the general public in the aftermath of the Unite the Right
rally of August, 2017. In an attempt to uncover their implicit meaning, this research used
concepts of social categories and racial ideologies when examining public comments
posted in online forums. In seeking to investigate and analyze how people reacted to
displays of white nationalism, this study aimed to understand current trends in the
resurgence of overt displays white supremacy in the United States and, possibly,
cognitive mechanisms that allow white supremacy to subsist and even flourish in a
society that labels itself post-racial.
The study is guided by research design and the analytical process. Because the
resurgence of overt displays of white supremacy and sympathy towards Nazism was a
new phenomenon, there was no existing contemporary theory to serve as framework for
this study. Thus, the researcher forewent using preconceived categories and, instead,
immersed in the data and allowed the categories to emerge. This qualitative,
conventional content analysis research reviewed 2,752 public comments posted to 5
articles of 5 unique nation-wide newspapers which were published between August 12,
2017 and September 11, 2017. The number of comments per news article ranged from
100 to 1,602. This research sought to answer the following questions: (1) Were people
generally sympathetic to or critic of demonstrations of white nationalism? (2) How did
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they frame racial tension
tension,, explicitly or implicitly? (3) Did online comments follow a
racial code of color-blind
color blind racism?
After reviewing all 10 sub-categories,
sub categories, the
the researcher identified four major
categories of themes:
themes (1) People
eople of color (PoC) are morally flawed
flawed, (2) People
eople of color
are violent liberals,
liberals (3) White
White Americans follow the rules
rules,, and (4) Blame
lame-shifting. The
four categories can be summarized in two major themes: (1)) Threat to social order, and
(2) Reactionary
eactionary attitudes.
attitudes An overview of the abstraction process from sub
sub-categories
categories to
a major theme is shown in Figures 3 and 4 below
below.
Threat to
Social
Order
PoC are
Morally
Flawed
Moral
Corruption
of PoC

Racism 2.0

PoC are
Violent
Liberals

Violent
PoC

Figure 3. An Overview of the Abstraction of Theme 1

Black
Lives
Matter

Stereotypical
Left
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Reactionary
Attitudes
White
Americans
Follow the
Rules
Denial of
White
Supremacy

Pity
Party/White
Lives Matter

Blame
BlameShifting

Softening of
Current White
Supremacists

Blame
Someone
Else

KKK is
Bad but...

Figure 4. An overview of the Abstraction of Theme 2
Categories and themes are described below
below;; all comments are direct quotes and
many include misspellings and grammatical errors
errors.
PEOPLE OF COLOR ARE MORALLY FLAWED
A recurring theme in the data set was the implication that people of color morally
flawed, make
make poor decisions, and
and are not as virtuous as white Americans. This type of
racial framing is in alignment with the anti-black
anti black attitudes described by Bonilla-Silva
Silva
(2006), Feagin (2014), Kendi (2016), and Perea (1997). Blacks (and, for the most part,
people of color in general) are perceived as biologically and culturally inferior to whites,
physically unattractive, and morally corrupt.
corrupt To probe the material conditions of African
Americans,
Americans, comment
comment 441 asks “So what prevents African Americans from succ
succeeding
eeding
now? Still the past? And what prevents Africans from succeeding in Africa?
Africa?” The
context for that comment was that “the Irish were treated worse than blacks in the 1840's
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here” (comment 445) and managed to succeed in the United States, while blacks awaited
government’s handouts (Roediger 2007).
Another example of the perceived inferiority of African Americans comes from
an exchange that puts into question the intellectual capacity of African Americans. It
started with comment 441 indicating that African Americans “just keep complaining.”
When comment 442 stated that, in spite of racism, “African Americans do succeed,” the
response by comment 443 was “Name one black winner of Nobel prize in science. They
only win in sports.” This comment both denotes blacks’ low intellectual capacity and
high physical ability.
Comment 450 expanded on the disdain for blacks and fell short from openly
advocating for a whites-only country when stating that “Contrary to what the psychotic
left believes diversity is a nation killer.” This comment both labeled leftists as mentally
ill as well as nodded towards white supremacy. Continuing the diatribe against
immigrants, comment 453 lamented that “100 years ago, the immigrants had a common
thread that made assimilation much easier - they were mostly European, not so
anymore.” Not at all subtly, but not yet fully overtly, this comment longed for times
when the United States was homogenously Caucasian, without acknowledging late 19th
Century and early 20th colonial settler violence: removals of indigenous people and
legal exclusion of minorities from membership to the nation (Ngai 2014; Zolberg
2008).A common sentiment among those who opposed immigration and diversity was
that there was a well-established “other” who was unlike law-abiding (i.e., white)
Americans (Perea 1997). Comment 463 explains this sentiment as “What I am for is the
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hard-working, tax paying, law abiding American citizen first, NOT the corporations and
least of all NOT for people who do not belong here.” It was clear in many comments
that Nazi apologists viewed the values European immigrants held as being identical to
(white) Americans’, and dissimilar to non-whites’.
In a rare instance of old-fashioned racism, comment 98 referred to someone as an
“ape.” That comment was immediately labeled racist by comment 99, which stated
“your racism is showing.” In subsequent comments, the commenter who made the ape
remark denied any wrongdoing and, instead, replied to comment 105 “It's your choice to
categorize it [the ‘ape’ remark] as racist. Your choice, but I know how I meant it.” In
accordance to Bonilla-Silva’s (2006) racism without racists framework, this exchange
showed that, even when tried and true forms of racism are evident, the offender rarely —
if ever— admits to having done or said anything racist.
While comment 442 explicitly mentioned ethnicity, comment 366 used coded
language to refer to people of color: “Anarchists want to tear down moral principles,
laws, and our Constitution. They are not clueless kids who have no idea what they are
really doing.” This comment elaborates further and refers to anarchists as “these people
in black,” which is a constant reference throughout the data to Black Lives Matter
(BLM) anti-protesters. This type of framing was generally coupled with notions of
violence, danger, and disorder, and serves as transition to the next category – the
conflation of people of color with liberalism and violence.
PEOPLE OF COLOR ARE VIOLENT LIBERALS
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Words such anarchist, thugs, leftist, BLM, Dems, blacks, antifa, alt-left, and
illegals were often used interchangeably to describe disruption and violence perpetrated
by “liberals” and people of color. This type of coded speech was present in all articles
and it aligns with Bonilla-Silva’s (2006) assertion that racial tension is framed in nonracial terms and follows an ideology of color-blind racism. The aforementioned liberal,
black, and brown groups were frequently depicted as hate groups by many comments
that appeared to me sympathetic towards demonstrations of white nationalism.
Comment 1571 encapsulates the conflation of leftists with people of color and
violence, “Democrats don't seem to notice BLM asking for more dead cops and Resist
saying the cops and the KKK go hand in hand. Antifa is promising much more violence
to respond to speech they dislike. Liberals everywhere applaud the violence.” When the
killing of Ms. Heyer was brought up (assassination which was perpetrated by a
Caucasian white nationalist), comment 296 dismissed the crime by saying that “Not to
diminish the tragedy.. but the young people who are killed by the gangs are typically
black or Latino ... so that is not news worthy.” Here, in face of unchallenged news that a
homicide was committed in a far-right rally, some comments chose to disregard the
incident and, instead, shifted focus to people of color. In that remark, comment 296 not
only portrayed immigrants and people of color in general as immoral, but also as violent
criminals. Comment 516, celebrated the current administration’s “deportation drives”
(Young 2017) by stating that “And murderous, drug dealing, child molesting illegal
alien scum are being kept out of OUR country!” Again, comments make clear that the
United States is a nation for principled, hard-working white citizens. Clearly, regardless
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of the violence brought by white nationalists, many comments were sympathetic towards
neo-Nazis.
Several comments also defended the Ku Klux Klan as being a lesser of two evils.
Comment 401 further stated that “If filthy, violent Antifa and a feral rainbow herd of
assorted lefties had had enough self-control not to rise to the bait of these KKK
pinheads, guess what? Nobody would be dead.” Here, not only were counter protesters
portrayed as violent, but they were also dehumanized. As Rodriguez (1997) posits, a
sense of social chaos and disarray is a vital component of the racial divide in the United
States and it has been used for decades by the Ku Klux Klan to instill fear in whites
(Miller 1958). To pity “us” against “them” is a powerful weapon that was amply
observed in the comments.
Comment 418 exemplifies the above racial friction by stating that “Scum like
this [a commenter who stated that ‘neo-Nazi racists’ are un-American] believe it is a
constitutional right for BLM to riot kill law enforcement officers, but not for the
opposite extreme to actually peacefully demonstrate.” The opposite extreme was white
supremacists. There was an overrepresentation of comments about Black Lives Matter,
almost all of them revolving around topics of violence and chaos. The theme of
comment 469 illustrates this point: “All the Alt-Left demonstrated BY THEIR
ACTIONS, is that they are against free speech (regardless of how misguided or
ignorant) and have little capacity to reason, analyze and employ the round thing on top
of their shoulders.” This is comment is a combination of various nodes: the moral flaw
of the left (represented by the alleged disregard for free speech), the mitigation of white
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supremacy (by referring to white nationalists as “misguided or ignorant”), intellectual
impairment of leftists (“little capacity to reason”), and the conflation of leftists as violent
people of color who probably riot with Black Lives Matter. In order to excuse white
supremacists who marched in Charlottesville, comment 306 inquired “When BLM burns
down the towns or blocks the freeways do you mention their racism?” This comment
was particularly striking given that many Unite the Right marchers were wearing
military gear and carrying lit torches in resemblance of decades-old cross-burning KKK
events (Bonilla-Silva 2017).
Comment 237 furthered the imagery of violent people of color by stating that “I
have watched for decades as massive protests by blacks and latinos caused loss of life,
property damage, etc. frequently for perceived rather than actual injustices. In many of
these riots the participants used the chaos to loot stores. These riots are equally racist
and hateful (kill whites and police) to the Virginia riot, actually more so.” Even though
Ms. Heyer was killed and 2 officers lost their lives while covering the rally, many
commenters seemed charitable towards white supremacists. Comment 389 flatly
diminished the killing of Heather Heyer by contrasting her murder against homicide
victims in Chicago, Illinois: “1 crazy white guy kills one counter protestor. How many
black men were killed by black men in Chicago so far this year - 339 of the 396
murdered this year in Chicago.” Simply put, comment 389 condones a murderous white
supremacist.
This differentiation in the treatment of neo-Nazi protesters and in that of antifascist counterprotesters posts a parallel that traces back to the aftermath of Bacon’s
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rebellion. As mentioned under “Status and Power” of the Literature Review, the white
race is a centuries-old social construction intended to maintain status and power in a
society at the hands of who controlled capital and the state (Kendi 2016). After Bacon’s
Rebellion, white rebels were pardoned and given a higher status than that of blacks.
Similarly to the 17th century rebellion, whites and people of color experience opposite
rewards to similar behavior. For example, commenters who defended white nationalists’
rights to free speech and protest did not defend the rights of counterprotesters to free
speech and assembly. On contrary, counterprotesters were often depicted as rioters who
caused violence and assassinated law enforcement officers. Comment 326 “The left
violently attacks anyone they dont agree with.” Comment 315 states that “the alt-right
are bunch of loud Ron Paul types who make some troubles at rallies, they have not come
close to threatening civil society as some left wing radicals have.” Despite the
documented violence and criminal activity caused by the far-right, comment 237 still
painted people of color as evil and excuses white supremacists as meek individuals in
need of help “Groups like Black Lives Matter and others who call for violence against
whites are far more dangerous than a few misguided people on the ultra right.” The
overall pattern found in comments that sympathized to Nazis was the protesters were
exercising their first amendment right and had to defend themselves against violent
disorderly people of color.
WHITE AMERICANS FOLLOW THE RULES
This category comprises comments that portrayed white Americans as being
neglected, depicted white supremacists as law-abiding citizens, and denied that Nazism
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is on the rise. Almost all comments in this category showed some degree of sympathy
towards white nationalist protesters, while framing racial tension in nonracial terms.
For example, many argued that it was acceptable for a permit issued for the Unite the
Right rally. Several comments showed sympathy towards white nationalists on the basis
of the legality of their protest and of their unstable mindset. Conversely, many
commenters condemned counterprotesters for lack of proper permit to counter-act at the
Emancipation Park. Comment 299 sums up the process by explaining “How the game is
played: 1) Group of knuckleheads organize a stupid but lawful assembly; 2) violent
leftists arrive to attack them and initiate the violence; 3) the knuckleheads join the fight
and mayhem ensues.”
The comment above also alludes to two other characteristics of the sample:
attenuation of white supremacy (they are “knuckleheads”) while highlighting a
dangerous left (“violent leftists”). In other words, white individuals are portrayed as
good and people of color are portrayed as evil. Comment 327 sums up the
aforementioned dichotomy by stating that “Conservatives [white Americans] are
typically relatively quiet, ingest the bitter pills thrown at them without protest” while
being threatened by “insufferable loons who stirred up tension with dangerous culture
wars — like threatening white faculty to leave, railing against ‘cultural appropriation’,
rallying around women who lied about rape on campus, etc.” (comment 313).
Consider comment 435: “I have fought against reverse racism, affirmative
action, and other programs that sideline my hard work for my ethnic background, which
by the way is Irish.” These feelings of frustration and unfairness foment racial
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resentment towards outgroups while strengthening in-group membership. Such factors
facilitate an environment that allows white supremacy to flourish. Again, the reemergence of open demonstrations of Nazism denotes a fight for perceived limited
resources (i.e., power and status) between racial groups (Tajfel and Turner 2014).
BLAME-SHIFTING
The culminating category in this analysis is the strategy of shifting the blame of
the chaos that took place on Emancipation Park. Many comments stated that the white
supremacists marching in Charlottesville were not responsible for the mayhem that
followed the scheduled rally, but were victims of violence caused by others. As an
example, comment 505 pondered “How about they were prepared to protect themselves
knowing the crooks in city hall wanted to instigate a fight!” as a response to a comment
that noted that neo-Nazis arrived armed and ready to fight at the rally.
This shift-blaming framework makes logical sense to Nazi sympathizers who
believe that while white Americans follow the rules, people of color do not and make
poor choices. As a result, law-abiding whites have to get ready to defend themselves for
the certain upcoming violence liberal people of color will bring. Comment 369 explains
that there is no use to argue with the left because, invariably, people will “Blame the
white man for all of their shortcomings.”
This thesis examines how framing of displays of white nationalism is represented
in online forums through content analysis. Therefore, the data used extensively focus on
comments that appeared to be favorable or lenient towards Unite the Right rally-goers.
The tone of comments that were unfavorable towards white nationalists was (1)
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dismissive and rebuffed favorable comments – as opposed to directing the comment at
the article. As an example, “A supporter of trust-fund Donny and a N.zi, killed an
American. Gosh, is all contrary information made up to you right-wing cultists?
(Spoiler: the answer is ‘yes’)” (comment 1769); another example of this dismissive
attitude lies with comment 2089: “Making excuses to be a Nazi is deplorable. You fit
right in with them.”
The second pattern in unfavorable comments was generally stating commonly
accepted truths. For instance, in response to a lengthy comment that blamed the media
and Democrats for economic disadvantages experience “by the average person,”
comment 334 explains that “Unemployment among black youth is related to jobs
leaving the cities, combined with a history of discrimination, lack of opportunities in
housing, and a lot of black youth having criminal records which makes it difficult to get
a job.” Unfavorable comments also reiterated that Nazis showed up at the Emancipation
Park geared up and ready to fight, and that type of commented was frequently countered
by the “self-defense” argument.
THREAT TO SOCIAL ORDER & REACTIONARY ATTITUDES
This chapter identified four major categories in the data: (1) People of color are
morally flawed, (2) People of color are violent liberals, (3) White Americans follow the
rules, and (4) Blame-shifting. Those four categories can be summarized in two major
themes: (1) Threat to social order, and (2) Reactionary attitudes. These two themes
revolve around class conflict: some white individuals believe that they are losing ground
to people of color (while people of color fight for equality) and the reaction to that
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perceived loss is a new white backlash in the form of embracing white supremacy. As
Tajfel and Turner (2014) succinctly posited, “intergroup competition enhances
intragroup morale, cohesiveness, and cooperation” (p. 8). Thus, white backlash and the
rise of white nationalism –including the KKK- are ways employed by whites to regain
absolute power over the social and racial orders.
As many comments established that people of color pose a threat to social order,
racism was often employed as a reactionary argument under the guise of national
security. Comment 435 disregarded the fact that it was a white nationalist who murdered
a counterprotester and encapsulated the aforementioned sentiment, “the leftist liberal
cancer has caused such a state of fascism across America that people feel the need to
join groups that are defensive in nature.” Comment 805, in justifying racial profiling by
claiming that the practice keeps American citizens safe, explained that “Racial profiling
is not a crime, it is a job requirement. When you are looking for Mexicans who have
entered the country illegally, you don’t go to a resort in [Very Fancy 89-percent-White
Midwest Town] or a retirement home in [Fancy 98-percent-White Midwest Town].You
go where Mexicans hide out.” In this comment, words resort and retirement home are
proxies for white, while hide out (a place used for criminal to hide from authorities) is a
proxy for brown immigrants. Ironically a largely indigenous people to the continent
become the “aliens”.
As posited by Bush (2011) in Chapter 2, societal gains made by people in
subordinate status tend to be followed by a wave of white backlash and these findings
seem to point towards a new wave of white backlash that gained momentum with Unite
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the Right. Comments such as the above show a degree of racial resentment derived from
social gains made by minorities, and the social changes it brings to the United States:
students of color demanding diversity in universities, people of color protecting their
cultural values from commodification, and (mostly white) women who spoke up against
sexual assault during the #MeToo movement seem to pose a threat to white male
hegemony.
As comment 10 succinctly summarizes this topic, “Wonder why they aren't
identifying and shaming that terrorist with the flames shooting at people? Oh that's right,
white lives don't matter.” The terrorist in question was a black male counterprotester
who was defending another counterprotester being attacked by a white supremacist.
Comment 326 shares that sentiment denoted in comment 10: “They [white supremacists
in Charlottesville] have seen how the left operates. The left violently attacks anyone they
dont agree with. Why wouldnt they be prepared to defend themselves?” When it was
pointed out that white supremacists carried lit up torches and guns to the rally, defenders
of white nationalists argued that it was an action of self-preservation as violence from
the left was to be expected. It is important to note as well how this comment not only
associated counterprotesters with violent, politically liberals, but also associated white
nationalists with politically conservatives. In fact, comment 457 completely dismissed
any semblance to the KKK’s cross-burning ceremonies and shifted the blame back to
counterprotesters: “Tiki torch bearers pose no threat to people who are not there.”
Comment435 stated that “I as a white male feel backed against the wall by a
systematic discrimination against myself.” As many whites in America feel frustrated
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and left behind, it is understandable that they would coalesce with white supremacists,
who then become the unlikely heroes of the working class. There seems to be a certain
level of commiseration between those who believed that white America is losing ground
with those who support white nationalists. Comment 525 complains that “Right now the
white nationalists are demonized while the warped, misfit loser freaks on the left are
considered heroes by most.” This argument is not far-fetched in light of comment 412:
“White blue collar America is now being blamed for all sorts of things and they're
getting tired of it.” Hence, the rise of white nationalism can be seen as a form of white
backlash and with the aim of regaining power and social status by recalibrating the old
racial orders.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The purpose of this study was to explore how the general public framed overt
expressions of white nationalism in the aftermath of the Unite the Right Rally that took
place on August 12, 2017. The organizers of the rally intended to unite far-right groups
across the country and to protest the removal of a confederate statue from the
Emancipation Park in Charlottesville, Virginia.
To contextualize the aftermath of the Unite the Right rally historically, this study
begun with a discussion on how online forums in the United States are framed as
egalitarian spaces divested of hierarchy. Subsequently, it examined how the United
States has operated within a racial framework historically, guaranteeing a certain racial
structure that maintains whites at the top and people of color, particularly blacks, at the
bottom. Next, this research described how whites perceive this privilege to be threatened
by three major factors: 1) the Darkening of America, mostly through immigration of
people of color; 2) Material Loss as a result of multiple recessions and decline of
workers’ rights; 3) the higher Mortality Rate among middle aged whites.
Finally this study discussed how white nationalism and white supremacy, which
are built on the idea of a collapsing state, re-emerged. The framework racism without
racists proposed by Bonilla-Silva (2006) posed an interesting challenge to the
researcher: it was a model based on the use of subtle racist language being used to
analyze reactions to overt displays of racism. Still, the model proved useful as multiple
references to racial groups were imbued in seemingly nonracial terms.
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This research employed qualitative content analysis to examine 2,752 public
comments posted online in 5 news organizations during the 30 days following the rally.
This study aimed to probe (1) whether people were sympathetic to or critic of
demonstrations of white nationalism; (2) how they framed racial tension, if explicitly or
implicitly; and (3) whether online comments followed a racial code of color-blind
racism.
The 2,752 comments resulted in 10 sub-categories, which the researcher
synthesized into four major categories of themes as follows: (1) People of color are
morally flawed, (2) People of color are violent liberals, (3) White Americans follow the
rules, and (4) Blame-shifting. Two major themes were abstracted from the 4 categories:
(1) Threat to social order, and (2) Reactionary attitudes. The themes boil down to a
fight for maintaining racial order, which established that whites would stay and the top
of the hierarchy and blacks, at the bottom.
Even though the above-mentioned class conflict may seem simplistic, this study
argues that it is not. Racist ideas do not appear out of nowhere (or no one), but are
conceived of and propagated by individuals in power who have, historically, benefitted
from such ideas. The inferiority of certain groups is a subterfuge for justifying settler
colonialism, slavery, for exclusionary acts, for disenfranchisement, for mass
incarceration, for family separations at the border, for police brutality, for building wall,
and the list goes on. It is necessary to both accept that those “others” are not like us, and
to believe that they deserve their lot in life. Blaming someone else for inequality, while
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benefitting from such unequal system, is not a systemic issue, but an individual choice
some make to dehumanize others.
This study explored at length how people framed Nazism and white supremacy
in a positive light because
because it was convenient, mutually beneficial, and served a purpose.
As such, this study framed racism and white supremacy as a system of beliefs that is
carried out by individual actors in daily interactions and, thus, perpetuated by social
actors. This study proposes a revision of Feagin’s
Feagin’s (2014) model. As mentioned in
Chapter 2, current racist ideas shape social norms, even though such ideas are centuries
centuriesold. Racial Social Norms are negative understandings of people of color (prejudice).
This study argues
argues that the reason why blacks still are perceived by many as naturally
inferior is that social actors perform discriminatory and racists acts as well as shape the
Racial Framing. As seen on Figure 5 below, the cycle of prejudice operates in multiple
directions
direc
simultaneously.
simultaneously
Socially
Shared
Systems of
Beliefs
Social
Actors

Actual
Discrimination

Social
Norms
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Figure 5. The Social Context of Racial Practices
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dapted from Feagin (2014)
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and Turner (2004).
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As “whiteness defends itself” (Cottom 2017), a racist system must be dynamic
and adjust itself according to the social context. Thus, this study contends that racism is
not simply an automatic system of oppression and individuals are nor mere clogs in a
machine that operates without them. This is a contention against major researchers such
as Bonilla-Silva (2006) and Feagin (2014), who maintain that racism is a system of
oppression. This study further argues that the system of oppression does exist, but it is
created by social actors. Politicians, for instance, enact laws that have racist intent and/or
outcome. Many comments in the data used in this research actively rebuffed counterarguments that posited that the KKK is a hate group and that so are Nazis. It is widely
known that the KKK carried out public lynching for decades in the United States and
millions of innocent lives perished in the hands of German Nazis. Thus, this study
contributes to existing body of knowledge in racism by providing another perspective in
the study of racial relations mainly in the United States.
LIMITATIONS
This research increases empirical knowledge about a little-studied phenomenon,
the Unite the Right rally and current displays of white nationalism in the United States,
and provides an opposing view on racism. A limitation of the study is the relatively
small sample size. Using 5 news sources may not provide a complete overview of white
nationalism in the United States, which may compromise the study’s generalizability to
the entire country. Lastly, future research can increase understanding of white
nationalism by controlling for political leaning of news sources. Another limitation of
this study is that, due to its research design, there is no space for probing questions.
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS
If there is in fact class struggle amongst some white individuals and their goal is
to regain status, conduction in-depth interviews or participant observation may promote
expanded understandings for the data. Taking the promotion of ideas a step further,
future research may benefit from analyzing the data through Foucauldian lens. By using
Foucault’s (1982) “The Subject and Power,” future research may frame the locus of
power and the role of the state differently, which may provide new interesting results by
referring to the state not as a monolithic abstraction, but as a mechanism of power that is
shaped by individuals.
The present research suggests that ingroup support is associated with viewing
outgroups as humans like “us” and, conversely, outgroup antagonism is fomented by
infrahumanizing “others.” With that in mind, government officials can use this research
to (1) promote racial equality, (2) to unequivocally condemn hate groups, and (3) to
actively protect the population by ensuring that no-violence is a priority in any protest. If
these three steps are followed, state officials’ quick response may ensure that lives will
not be lost in future protests.
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APPENDIX A
CODE SHEET
Subcategory

Category

Blame
someone
else

Antifa, BLM, leftists,
Obama,
Charlottesville's
Mayor, CNN are the
actual culprits of the
chaos that ensued at
the rally.

Blame-shifting Threat to
Social Order
(Anderson
2017; Bonilla- (Anderson
Silva 2006)
2017;
Katznelson
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)

KKK is bad
but...

Comments concede
that the KKK is not a
positive group (not
necessarily a hate
group, in some
instances), but find
ways to minimize the
KKK by juxta
positioning it against
what is perceived to be
a bigger threat.

Blame-shifting Reactionary
11
attitude
(Anderson
2017; Bonilla- (Bush 2011;
Silva 2006)
Cottom 2017;
Feagin 2014;
Roediger 2007)

Pity PartyWLM

White Americans feel
left behind or
neglected.

White
Americans
follow the
rules
(Anderson
2017; BonillaSilva 2006;
DiAngelo
2011)

Denial of
white

Nazism is not on the
rise in America, the

White
Americans

Theme

No. of
References

Description

Reactionary
attitude

18

10

(Bush 2011;
Cottom 2017;
Feagin 2014;
Roediger 2007)

Reactionary

7
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Subcategory
supremacy

Description

Category

Theme

marchers were lawabiding folks.

follow the
rules

attitude

(Anderson
2017; BonillaSilva 2006;
DiAngelo
2011;
Roediger
2007)
Softening
current
white
supremacists

Racism 2.0

Moral
Corruption
of PoC

White supremacists are
depicted as a fringe
group, small in
numbers, mentally ill,
or people who had
permits to peacefully
carry on the march.

White
Americans
follow the
rules

Throwing shade on
diversity, immigration,
and people of color in
general. No namecalling or explicit racebased denunciation.

People of
color are
morally
flawed

People of color
(generally monolithic
blacks or Mexicans or
immigrants) are
perceived as morally
corrupt: people who
don't work as hard as
white America does,
don't respect the

People of
color are
morally
flawed

(Anderson
2017; BonillaSilva 2006)

(Feagin 2014;
Kendi 2016)

(Feagin 2014;
Kendi 2016)

No. of
References

(Bush 2011;
Cottom 2017;
Feagin 2014;
Roediger 2007)

Reactionary
attitude

31

(Bush 2011;
Cottom 2017;
Feagin 2014;
Roediger 2007)

Threat to
Social Order

18

(Anderson
2017;
Katznelson
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)
Threat to
Social Order
(Anderson
2017;
Katznelson
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)

10

56

Subcategory

Description

Category

Theme

No. of
References

constitution, and who
tend to have lots of
abortions.
BLM

BLM, antifa, alt-left
riot, kill cops, and
cause mayhem.

People of
Threat to
color are
Social Order
violent liberals
(Anderson
2017;
(Anderson
2017)
Katznelson
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)

27

Stereotypical Antifa, Alt-left, leftists,
left
Democrats,
communists are violent
monolithic hate groups
that bring chaos to the
nation.

People of
Threat to
color are
Social Order
violent liberals
(Anderson
(Anderson
2017;
Katznelson
2017)
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)

29

Violent PoC

People of
Threat to
color are
Social Order
violent liberals
(Anderson
(Anderson
2017;
2017)
Katznelson
2005; Kendi
2016; Roediger
2007)

24

Blacks, latinos, BLM,
antifa re often
conflated as one
violent group that loots
and riots around the
country bringing
mayhem to peaceful
protesters.
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APPENDIX B
EXAMPLE OF ANALYSIS SCHEDULE
Comment

Sub-category

Category

Theme

Anarchists want to tear down

Moral Corruption

PoC Make

Threat to Social

moral principles, laws, and

of PoC

Poor Choices

Order

Violent PoC

PoC are

Threat to Social

more violence to respond to

Violent

Order

speech they dislike.

Liberals

our Constitution.
Antifa is promising much

Racism does exist, and still

Blame Someone

Blame-

Reactionary

exists in the democratic party,

Else

shifting

Attitudes

the party of the KKK.
We sweat about what? 200

KKK is bad but… Blame-

Nazi’s and ignore about

Reactionary

shifting

Attitudes

PoC are

Threat to Social

Too busy applauding hate

Violent

Order

filled left-wing groups take

Liberals

20,000,000 useful iditot’s
who cannot figure out their
leaders are jack boot
censorship violent
Communists right HERE in
the mold of Pol Pot or Mao or
Castro .
Democrats were not listening.

bats to the Nazi’s.

BLM
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