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That social media platforms have been used to fo-
ment discord, hate speech, false narratives, etc. is 
beyond dispute at this point, and has been recog-
nized by traditional media outlets, such as Time 

Magazine,1 the academic community,2 and the American 
Bar Association (ABA).3 The ABA report is noteworthy for 
its condensed overview of key aspects of such social me-
dia abuse (for more information, see “ABA Key Features of  
Extremist Social Media”).

Even the U.S. Department of 
Justice and the U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) have 
weighed in on the complex inter-
relationship between social me-
dia and online extremism.4,5 One 
interesting observation made by 
the GAO was that the U.S. Federal 
Bureau of Investigation Uniform 
Reporting Program revealed that 
while bias motivations and race 
of offenders were consistent be-
tween online and offline crimes, 
a vast disparity in the nature of 
offenses appeared. For example, 

where intimidation offenses represented 25% of the to-
tal of non-Internet-related crimes, they represented 89% 
of the Internet-related crimes. So, it appears clear that 
Internet resources (including social media) are the pre-
ferred venue of choice for intimidation, bullying, hate 
speech, and the like. This is understandable given the 
ease of access and relative anonymity provided by online 
platforms versus. tagging, defacement, vandalism, and 
other less subtle venues.

A useful survey of recent studies regarding the de-
tection of extremism and ideological orientation is pro-
vided by Ravi and Yuan,6 and two recent studies that 
address the question of why people engage in violence 
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or join violent groups is provided by 
Gomez et al.7 and Hafez.8

RATIONALES FOR 
EXTREMISM
Several factors contribute to the cur-
rent wave of social media-inspired 
extremism. Central to the mix would 
be politics driven by emotions like 
anger,9 resentment,10 and hatred.11 
William Galston refers to these emo-
tions, along with humiliation, fear 
and the drive for domination as “dark 
passions.”12 As Steven Webster has 
observed, since such emotions lead to 
voter loyalty, they are natural bedfel-
lows of authoritarians, demagogs, and 
tyrants.9 Further, when it comes to pol-
itics, there is an observed tendency for 
people to find negative emotions far 
more compelling motivators than the 
ideologies themselves. To paraphrase 
political theorist William Galston, 
while the dark forces in politics like 
extreme partisanship, anger, resent-
ment, hatred, and bigotry are not elim-
inable, maintaining a fully-functional 
democracy requires—at a very mini-
mum—a public understanding of their 
effects.12 Any effective post-truth-era 
Realpolitik will have to recognize the 
influence of such tribal realities.

Social scientists have also come to 
understand more about the pathways 
that lead to violent extremism. These 
include such motivational drivers as 
fairness and justice (as extremists 
interpret them), the desire to solve 
pressing social problems, and sundry 
strains of fanaticism (religious, ethnic, 
racist, economic, etc.).13 But since the 
“universal values” of extremism tend 
toward the shallow, immature, and 
myopic, they tend to reinforce divisive-
ness rather than inclusiveness. 

Studies that focus on other psycho-
logical drivers of extremism, such as 
need, narrative, and networking, may 
also be found in the literature.7 Nota-
bly, one important driver, the need to 
feel valued and be respected, is a strong 
motivator, as is the desire to abandon a 
dissatisfying life narrative and adopt 
a new one with shared values and ca-
maraderie—even if the new narrative 
legitimizes violence and antisocial be-
havior. There is no shortage of social 
science research dedicated to the topic 
of the pathways and motivations that 
lead to the support of, or participation 
in, extremist behavior. Just one case, the 
6 January 2021 attack on the U.S. Cap-
itol, led to over 1,500 federal prosecu-
tions, of which 1,126 were sentenced and 

64 received prison time.14 In any of its 
myriad manifestations, the motivations 
behind extremism all have their roots in 
the self-aggrandizement or, in the words 
of Saint Augustine, the principle of li-
bido domandi (lust for domination).

New to the 21st century are two 
technical innovations: social media 
and generative artificial intelligence 
(AI). These technologies combine to 
reduce the friction on the pathways to 
extremism and significantly amplify 
the attendant social distress. We frame 
the remaining discussion around two 
contributors: trolls and edgelords.

TROLLS AND EDGELORDS
In Scandinavian mythology, trolls are 
mischievous and sometimes danger-
ous creatures that live underground. 
In cyber mythology, trolls disrupt 
normal, customary, and polite infor-
mation exchange in order to provoke a 
response. These two mythologies have 
closely connected objectives: interfer-
ence with normal human interaction. 

In its simplest form, the phrase 
“online trolling” denotes the prac-
tice of anonymous interruption of 
normal and customary information 
exchange in order to lure the recip-
ient into reacting to a message.15 

ABA KEY FEATURES OF EXTREMIST USE OF  
SOCIAL MEDIA3

TARGETS
	» People of color

	» Immigrants

	» Jewish people

	» LGBTQ people 

	» Religious institutions

	» Government buildings

	» Abortion clinics

NATURE OF MESSAGING
	» Publishing their plans

	» Engaging social media users in online conversation

	» Using messaging that attracts a young audience

	» Showing acts of violence

	» Taking responsibility for terrorist acts

	» Redirecting social media users to websites about their 

groups

	» Seeking financing

OUTCOMES
	» Mistrust of institutions

	» Rejection of facts

	» Erosion of traditional norms

	» Dysfunction among lawmakers

	» Increase in violence

	» Risk of cybercrime
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This activity can range from simple 
interference to a psychopathological 
expression that reflects personality 
disorders on the part of the creator 
(for example, online bullying, sadism, 
schadenfreude, sociopathy, hate fol-
lowing, acting as agent provocateur, 
etc.).16,17,18,19 In our view, any discus-
sion of trolling that fails to take into 
account trolling pathology is neces-
sarily incomplete. The dark side of 
trolling is a significant factor in the 
Internet’s negative space and must be 
recognized as such.20

Trolling is a many-faceted social 
phenomenon. It can be used to describe 
a range of behavior from that done “for 
the lulz” to that involving dangerous 
speech21 as well as pathological, an-
tisocial behavior. Edgelords, on the 
other hand, occupy a special space in 
the broader trolling expanse. While 
edgelord behavior may also qualify as 
inflammatory and distracting, the pur-
pose is far more extreme. Edgelords are 
more aggressive in their advocacy of 
extreme, antisocial views. Their goal is 
to shock and offend rather than embar-
rass or ridicule. Whereas trolls might 
seek to make fun of “normies,” edge-
lords attack the very essence of norm-
ie-dom. The Cambridge dictionary of-
fers this definition:

“edgelord: someone who inten-
tionally expresses opinions that 
are likely to shock or offend 
people, especially on the inter-
net, as a way of making others 
notice or admire them (https://
dictionary.cambridge.org/us/
dictionary/english/edgelord).”a

Rosenblat and Barnes elaborate:

“In the online realm, where 
speakers are often anonymous 
and audiences diffuse, contex-
tual knowledge of threat actors, 
their rhetorical tendencies, 
and usage patterns, is key to 

a https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/
english/edgelord

discerning intent and estimat-
ing likelihood of harm. This 
is particularly challenging in 
closed platforms, where “in-
group” language often leans 
on irony and memes, creating 

ambiguity about whether a post 
is an actionable command or an 
example of “edgelording”— 
deliberately using controversial, 
shocking, or taboo language 
to garner digital attention.”22

As such, edgelords pick up where 
pathological trolls leave off and are 
much more likely to fall under the 
rubric of “threat actor” than nudnik. 
While we admit that there is no clear 
dichotomy between pathological 
trolls and edgelords, we emphasize 
that the absence of dichotomy does 
not imply a lack of distinction. The 
degree of antisocial behavior asso-
ciated with edgelording, and the po-
tential to encourage violence, is both 
significant and noteworthy. There is 
no shortage of examples of such ag-
gressive, antisocial edgelord behav-
ior (cf., https://www.reddit.com/r/
explainlikeimfive/comments/5lr2tu/
eli5_what_exactly_is_an_edgelord/).b

Particularly alarming is that edge-
lording is increasing at a time when 
there is increasing public antipathy 
to regulation of false, antisocial, or 
hostile online content—even when 
it seems to encourage violence.23 
Absent dissenting social pressure, 
this lack of regulation amounts to 
enabling behavior. While foment-
ing hatred and violence is nothing 

b https://www.reddit.com/r/explainlikeimfive/com-
ments/5lr2tu/eli5_what_exactly_is_an_edgelord/

new, the effectiveness of edgelording 
clearly exacerbates the problem. This 
may be illustrated by comparison of 
the effects of extremist messaging 
before and after the advent of social 
media. One may get a sense of this 

difference by comparing reports of 
the pro-Nazi Columbians in 194724 
with the Groypers in 2025.25 Social 
media in no small way amplifies the 
effects of the messaging, as it is an 
ideal ecosystem for galvanizing so-
cial outliers.26

The Democracy-Taskforce.org web-
site summarizes the relationship be-
tween threat actors and social media 
succinctly:

“Domestic and foreign terror-
ists and other “threat actors” 
routinely use social media to 
publish their plans, engage 
users in conversation, attract 
young and impressionable us-
ers, draw users to their websites, 
seek financing, publicize violent 
acts, and take responsibility 
for terror attacks. For example, 
social media was used to coordi-
nate and publicize the Janu-
ary 6, 2021 attack on the U.S. 
Capitol, the 2021 Patriot Front 
march, the 2018 Pittsburgh 
synagogue shooting, several 
anti-police protests in 2020, and 
the 2019 New Zealand mosque 
attack, among other incidents.”3

Trol l i ng a nd edgelord i ng a re 
symptoms of the detachment of the 
public information infrastructure 
from reality, caused in no small part 
by computing and network technol-
ogy, which in turn is in no small part 

Since the “universal values” of extremism tend 
toward the shallow, immature, and myopic, 

they tend to reinforce divisiveness rather than 
inclusiveness.
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due to the influence of social media 
and generative AI.

REMEDIATION
Global democracy is well past the 
point of “peak truth,” leading to the 
tipping point at which the detachment 
of the public information infrastruc-
ture from reality is so complete that 
people become information-averse 
and more sympathetic to authori-
tarianism. Alexei Yurchak calls this 

phenomenon hypernormalization.27 
Deficient epistemological grounding, 
Yurchak argues, creates a level of con-
fusion and uncertainty that inevitably 
embraces authoritarianism: if no in-
formation sources are reliable, the ad-
vice of the controlling elite is as good 
as anything else, so take it. Recent 
studies have shown that 75% of the 
world now lives under some form of 
authoritarianism.28,29,30 This mission 
slip from electoral democracy to elec-
toral authoritarianism (what political 
scientists call illiberal democracy or 
competitive authoritarianism) is both 
noteworthy and alarming31,32 and fig-
ured prominently in the 2021 Nobel 
Peace Prize (https://www.nobelprize.
org/prizes/peace/2021/summary/).c

Given the close interplay between 
social media platforms and extremist 
groups, and the resulting acceleration 
of hate-speech and violence, it is in-
cumbent on society to seek some sort of 
remediation. The proposals suggested 
by the ABA referenced previously pro-
vide a useful starting point.3

1.	 Improve coordination between 
law enforcement, social media 

c https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/peace/2021/
summary/

platforms, and individual 
citizens to reduce political 
extremism online.

2.	 Scrutinize niche social media 
platforms, where extremism 
can be more common.

3.	 Promote media literacy and 
critical thinking education.

4.	 Maintain the new Homeland 
Security branch dedicated to 
domestic terrorism and support 
its social media tracking.

5.	 Protect social media users’ 
rights. Focus oversight on curb-
ing violence and dangerous 
activities without repressing 
mere political dissent.

6.	 Support news distribution and 
consumption outside of social 
media platforms.

While all are worthy of consider-
ation, I suggest that only number 3 
has any chance of long-term success. 
Law enforcement and government 
agencies have historically had little 
immediate effect in changing social 
awareness and influencing social 
norms. Further, high-tech corpora-
tions derive enormous revenue from 
the use of social media platforms and 
have been proven to be unwilling to 
do anything that might interfere with 
that success. To paraphrase Upton 
Sinclair, it is difficult to get a man to 
understand something when his sal-
ary, power, and influence depends 
upon his not understanding it. The 
same principle applies to high-tech 
corporations. I suggest that effective 
disincentives to the continued use 
of social media to promote antiso-
cial and extremist behavior are un-
likely to be produced by governments 
and corporations: governments are 

singularly ineffective in producing 
enduring social change in the short 
term, and corporations have no eco-
nomic or political reason to do so.

That leaves us with media liter-
acy and critical thinking, which 
in turn leads us to the twin no-

tions of a diversified, well-rounded 
education, combined with acceptance 
of the principle that general educa-
tion, including critical thinking, is a 
public good—precisely those educa-
tional principles that are currently un-
der attack. I am completely confident 
in predicting that a continuation of 
the current trend toward educational 
models based on indoctrination, and 
the mission slip in higher education 
toward emphasis on specialty occupa-
tions and job training will prove to be 
wrong-headed. The message above the 
chalkboard in K-12 classrooms should 
include: “Don’t feed the trolls and ig-
nore the edgelords,” and this message 
should be reinforced in classroom 
discussions. Until this message takes 
hold, trolling and edgelording will re-
main pervasive. 
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