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Summary (English) 

 

This thesis is a cross-disciplinary inquiry into the phenomenon of public intellectualism in the 
digital age. It features in-depth theoretical discussions of public intellectuals and the digital media 
context in which they operate. Based on a methodologically innovative empirical investigation 
of the public intellectual arena on YouTube, the thesis presents new perspectives on how public 
intellectual authority is constructed and negotiated in a digital media culture. By integrating public 
intellectual studies and digital media studies, the goal is to improve the scholarly as well as public 
conversation about how public intellectuals contribute to public discourse; engage with issues of 
common concern; and represent and define cultural values in an increasingly digital society. 

In recent years, YouTube has become a hub of public intellectual discourse. Through medi-
ated performances, enabled and constrained by the digital media infrastructure, public intellec-
tuals, audiences, and a wide range of intermediaries partake in an ongoing positioning process by 
which they construct and negotiate authority. The thesis features an original analytical framework 
developed to study this process in the context of digital media and to explain the basic mecha-
nisms of contemporary public intellectualism. 

The framework is operationalized in a mixed-methods case study of “The Intellectual Dark 
Web” (IDW), a group of academics, media personalities, and opinionators who use YouTube to 
intervene in public debates and the American culture war. Around the highpoint of attention in 
2018, IDW members were touring sold-out stadiums; topping bestseller lists; and appearing in 
broadcast and print media across the Western world. All due to their YouTube videos, which 
continue to generate millions of views. This illustrates how the YouTube video has become one 
of the main vehicles for public intellectual interventions in the twenty-first century. By containing 
different media genres and modes of communication, YouTube enables a growing variation of 
public intellectual performances. And by enabling the participation of a diverse group of actors 
in debates over cultural values and social beliefs, YouTube constitutes a public discourse micro-
cosm. Consequently, public intellectual interventions circulate side by side with a seemingly un-
limited stream of content, including audience responses and interpretations, potentially blurring 
the line between intervention and interpretation. Simultaneously, the migration onto YouTube 
of traditional actors like broadcast media, universities, think tanks, publishers, and journalists 
demonstrates how fundamental mechanisms of mediated public intellectual communication are 
reproduced in the digital age. 

The thesis is an investigation and discussion of how the simultaneous proliferation of actors 
engaged and modes of communication available on YouTube affect the practice of public intel-
lectuals in terms of both continuity and change. On the one hand, the thesis concludes, YouTube 
communication amplifies the complexity and associative nature of the public intellectual posi-
tioning process. On the other hand, it accentuates the compound nature of public intellectual 
authority by calling attention to different sources of authority and ways of legitimation used in 
public intellectual communication. 
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Resumé (dansk) 

 

Denne afhandling er en tværdisciplinær undersøgelse af intellektuelle praksisser (eng. public intel-
lectualism) in en digital tidsalder. Undersøgelsen tager afsæt i en omfattende teoretisk diskussion 
af den intellektuelle position samt den digitale mediekontekst, som danner rammen for den in-
tellektuelle samtale. Afhandlingen anlægger et nyskabende perspektiv på tilblivelsen af intellek-
tuelles autoritet i en digital mediekultur, baseret på en metodisk innovativ analyse af den intellek-
tuelle arena på YouTube. Formålet er at tilføre videnskabelige studier af intellektuelles position i 
den digitale mediekultur nye analytiske værktøjer samt et opdateret begrebsapparat. Dermed bi-
drager afhandlingen til at kvalificere både den akademiske og offentlige samtale om de intellek-
tuelles position og engagement i et stadigt mere digitalt samfund. 

I de senere år er YouTube blevet et samlingssted for intellektuel debat. Den digitale infra-
struktur muliggør nye typer af medieoptræner for både intellektuelle, deres publikum samt en 
lang række formidlere og kritikere. Disse aktører deltager i en positioneringsprocess, hvorved 
autoritet både skabes og forhandles. I afhandlingen udvikles en original teoretisk og analytisk 
model med henblik på at undersøge denne proces samt forklare mekanismerne bag.  

Modellen operationaliseres gennem et mixed-methods casestudie af ”The Intellectual Dark 
Web” (IDW) – en gruppe bestående af akademikere, mediepersonligheder og meningsdannere, 
som anvender YouTube til at intervenere i offentlige debatter og i den amerikanske kulturkamp. 
I løbet af 2018, hvor IDW opnåede sit hidtidige højeste niveau af opmærksomhed, optrådte 
gruppens medlemmer i udsolgte arenaer, toppede bestsellerlister, deltog i diverse tv-programmer 
og modtog massiv dækning i etablerede medier verden over. Grundlaget for den store gennem-
slagskraft var først og fremmest IDW-medlemmernes YouTube-videoer, som til stadighed ge-
nererer millioner af views. Dette illustrerer YouTube-videoens indtog som et af det enogtyvende 
århundredes mest fortrukne og betydningsfulde medier for intellektuelles bidrag til den offentlige 
samtale. Idet YouTube-videoen indeholder adskillige mediegenrer og kommunikationsformer, 
som tidligere var adskilte, muliggøres en i stigende grad varieret intellektuel optræden. Derudover 
repræsenterer YouTube et mikrokosmos for den offentlige samtale, fordi platformen giver 
mange forskellige aktører øget adgang til og mulighed for at deltage i samfundsdebatter. Intel-
lektuelles budskaber cirkulerer således side om side med publikums reaktioner og fortolkninger 
i et tilsyneladende ubegrænset udbud af medieindhold. Det slører potentielt grænserne mellem 
budskab og fortolkning. Samtidig demonstrerer YouTube-migrationen af mere traditionelle in-
stitutioner og aktører, såsom broadcast-medier, universiteter, tænketanke, forlag og journalister, 
at en række grundlæggende dynamikker i intellektuelles medie- og kommunikationspraksis re-
produceres i den digitale tidsalder. 

Afhandlingen afdækker, hvordan udvidelsen af den intellektuelle kommunikationsform samt 
inddragelsen af nye aktører i forhandlingen af intellektuelles autoritet påvirker den intellektuelle 
praksis i en digital tidsalder. Ved hjælp af et analytisk perspektiv, som forholder sig til både kon-
tinuitet og forandring, konkluderes følgende: På den ene side forstærker YouTube den intellek-
tuelles praksis’ kompleksitet og associative beskaffenhed. Ved at tydeliggøre de forskelligartede 
autoritetskilder og legitimitetskrav, der kendetegner det intellektuelle domæne, betoner YouTube 
på den anden side den intellektuelle autoritets sammensatte karakter. 
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1  Introduction 
 

 

1.1 Public intellectualism in the digital age 

1.1.1 Context and aim 
During the past decade, a new communicative setting of public intellectualism has evolved 

online. On digital media platforms, a range of different voices engage in public discourse on 

political issues and debate social and cultural beliefs, values, ideas, and practices. Among 

these voices are public intellectuals. A well-established figure in Western debate cultures, the 

public intellectual has been a subject of discussion throughout the history of modern public 

spheres. Scholarly as well as public debates have often centered around questions of political 

engagement and responsibility, while the notion of publicness as a function of intellectuals’ 

media visibility has also received considerable attention in academic research. The increas-

ingly digital nature of mediated communication poses new questions as to what constitutes 

the publicness of public intellectuals. One might hypothesize that when the media context 

changes, so does public intellectualism. If this is true, how does this change materialize and 

by which mechanisms is it produced?  

The detection and interpretation of change, as well as continuity, entails a thorough un-

derstanding of the ontology of public intellectualism, including the constitution of public; the 

historical nature of intellectual; and the dynamics of mediated communication. Based on a com-

prehensive theoretical inquiry and an empirical investigation of the contemporary public in-

tellectual arena on YouTube, this project is an advancement of both public intellectual stud-

ies and media studies. By offering new knowledge and original perspectives on public intel-

lectual authority constructions in a digital media context, the aim is to improve the concep-

tual categories by which public intellectualism is understood. Informed by new analytical 

insights, scholars and public audiences can continue the important conversation about the 

current state of mediated public discourse and how public intellectuals contribute to culture 

and society.  

After a period of transition, in which the public intellectual position on numerous occa-

sions was declared dead, only to be revitalized time and again in scholarly discussions (Desch, 

2016; Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016b; Drezner, 2017; Thijssen, Weyns, Timmerman, et al., 2013; 

Young, 2014), a seemingly persistent public intellectual space has emerged on YouTube. 
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While public intellectuals still publish books, several other media genres used to intervene in 

public discourse come together on YouTube. Here, public intellectual conversations take 

place in digital formats like podcasts and vlogposts, while also television clips, live debates, 

and recorded lectures circulate in large numbers across a wide range of channels, adminis-

trated by different actors. By containing many different media genres and enabling a more 

varied performance of intellectuals, the YouTube video has become one of the main vehicles 

for public intellectual interventions in the twenty-first century. 

One of the most notable examples of contemporary public intellectualism on YouTube 

is the so-called Intellectual Dark Web (IDW). Formed in the late 2010s, the IDW is a group 

of academics, commentators, and media personalities who, by opposing established media 

and “the gated institutional narrative” (Kelsey, 2020, pp. 174–175), are positioned to repre-

sent “an alternative sense-making collective” off the mainstream media circuit (Parks, 2020). 

Members of the group have been labelled by the press as some of the “most influential” and 

“best-known” public intellectuals in the Western world (Anthony, 2019; D. Brooks, 2018).  

On YouTube, digital-native formats have enabled public intellectuals of the IDW to build 

a community of followers and regain control from broadcast gatekeepers over the produc-

tion of their interventions (Ha, 2018, p. 150; van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020). Simultane-

ously, those same formats are also available for audiences to repurpose intellectual content 

with the effect of “unsettling the careful curation and control over framing that characterized 

more traditional media” (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 335). Nonetheless, the popularity of mi-

grated content, including broadcast clips and mainstream talk shows uploaded to YouTube 

by well-known media brands, indicate that despite claims of alternativeness, outsiderdom, 

and regained control, the mainstream media circuit still plays an important role in public 

intellectual authority constructions. 

As a public discourse microcosm, YouTube represents a hybrid media space (Chadwick, 

2017) and illustrates the remixed nature of contemporary mediated communication (Lessig, 

2008). Public intellectual interventions circulate side by side with audiences’ and intermedi-

aries’ interpretations of them. Public intellectual messages are algorithmically curated along-

side news, entertainment, and other forms of content by YouTube’s ranking system (Rieder 

et al., 2018). At the same time, the boundaries between distinct types of content are blurred 

by an increased integration of public intellectual interventions into genres which are not 

commonly associated with intellectualism. While the immediate effect of the abundance and 

integration of content forms may appear to be a neutralization of communicative content 
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hierarchies (Rosa, 2013, p. 103), new questions arise in relation to the constitution of public 

intellectual authority. How do public intellectuals emerge out of this seemingly chaotic com-

municative environment to gain “the right to be listened to” (Höpfl, 1999, p. 219) as author-

itative voices in the public discourse? The hybrid nature of the mediated public space and 

the spreading of the public intellectual practice across different types of media call attention 

not only to the role of digital media logics and platformization (Poell et al., 2019; van Dijck 

& Poell, 2013), but also to the enduring influence of traditional media and broadcast logics 

(Chadwick, 2017). 

By uploading videos to their YouTube channels, public intellectuals deploy their authority 

to position themselves in the public discourse. IDW members intervene in the ongoing – 

predominantly American – culture war (Nagle, 2017). Other actors, including audiences, es-

tablished news outlets and online news media, interest organizations, and intermediaries also 

upload content featuring or responding to these interventions. Through different media for-

mats and genres, old and new, this diverse group of actors are engaged not only in a public 

intellectual conversation, but in the construction and negotiation of public intellectual au-

thority. 

Thus, the conditions of contemporary public intellectualism are changing (Baert & Mor-

gan, 2018; Brahimi et al., 2020). With increasing public access to intellectual debates 

(Dahlgren, 2013, p. 64) and the continuous proliferation and diversification of mediated 

communication and forms of cultural expression (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. x; Pa-

lumbo-Liu, 2016, p. 150), public intellectuals face new demands to differentiate themselves 

from the vast array of experts, commentators, celebrities, politicians, journalists, artists, and 

influencers as distinct authorities on matters of public concern (Habermas, 2009; Heynders, 

2016; Townsley, 2015). 

Scholars have often aimed to comprehend the spaces of public intellectualism “in their 

own terms” (Collini, 2006, p. 57). However, the terms of the contemporary public intellectual 

space are largely also the terms of mediated communication. Recent advances in the sociol-

ogy of intellectuals stress the historically contingent embeddedness of the public intellectual 

arena in the wider context of public discourse and communicative culture. This highlights 

the fact that the public intellectual space is by no means an autonomous domain (Baert, 2015, 

pp. 148–149; Mah, 2013). 

On YouTube, the inseparability of this space from the communicative context is accen-

tuated. Not only by the complex distribution of agency in the public intellectual positioning 
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process, but also by the communicative affordances of the platform. The integration of au-

diovisual and metatextual communication represented by the YouTube video opens the 

space of agency and thereby the potential efficiency of positioning efforts: Public intellectual 

narratives depend equally on what is said and what is left unsaid; on the argumentative con-

tent and the context of reception and associations through links and related videos (Baert, 

2015, p. 171). 

Although the public intellectual arena on YouTube represents a distinct communicative 

environment with specific affordances that require special scholarly attention, this project 

does neither promote a media-centric nor media-deterministic approach to studying public 

intellectualism. Instead, the point is to study the interplay and overlaps between the logics of 

intellectual production; the dynamics of public discourse; and the logics and practices of 

platform communication. 

Intellectuals who aim to be public intellectuals benefit from familiarizing themselves with 

the opportunities and constraints of media (Townsley, 2015, p. 60). Thus, this project is both 

an investigation of public and intellectual and, importantly, of the ambiguous space emerging 

at the intersection between the two. In such investigations, it is crucial to attend both to signs 

of continuity and change within the public intellectual phenomenon. Therefore, this project 

sets out to identify the social and technological mechanisms which produce continuity, while 

carefully analyzing and interpreting their relationship to empirical novelties and indications 

of change (Driessens, 2022, p. 2). 

 

1.1.2 Research questions and analytical approach 
Through case study analyses of four members of the IDW (Yin, 2018), Jordan B. Peterson, Sam 

Harris, Christina Hoff Sommers, and Coleman Hughes, I investigate how contemporary 

public intellectualism is configured on YouTube. I examine how public intellectual authority 

is constructed by and around these individuals. The investigation is guided by the following 

research questions: 

 

RQ1: What are the conditions of public intellectualism in the digital age, how does contempo-

rary public intellectual discourse take place: Who facilitates and participates? 

RQ2: What constitutes public intellectual authority, and how is it constructed and ne-

gotiated on YouTube? 
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To answer these questions, I develop a theoretico-methodological framework (Figure 1) 

around which the main line of argument is structured. The compound term “theoretico-

methodological” denotes the twofold purpose of the framework: On the one hand, it syn-

thesizes the theory of public intellectualism developed in Part One to explain the mecha-

nisms of contemporary public intellectualism and identify six analytical dimensions. On the 

other hand, it serves as a methodological structuring tool to direct the multilayered empirical 

analysis of Part Three. 

I adopt a mixed methods research design, operationalized in three phases: 1) Qualitative 

mapping and bounding; 2) quantitative metadata analysis; and 3) qualitative close readings. 

First, I conduct an exploratory mapping of IDW and its cultural context to form a nuanced 

understanding of the cultural and political climate of the case study. Using digital methods 

(Rogers, 2019) and approaches of digital ethnography (Goralska, 2020; Hine, 2017; Postill & 

Pink, 2012), I analyze the research literature and media-circulated narratives about the IDW. 

The point is to establish an overview of the various positions represented in the wider space 

of discourse in which the IDW is located, ultimately to better understand their positioning 

efforts (Baert, 2018, p. 233). I develop The Culture War Matrix (Figure 9) to illustrate the 

mapping of relevant positions in the discursive space analyzed. In turn, this helps to bound 

the study and direct the subsequent phases of analysis. 

Second, I conduct a metadata analysis of 1,057 YouTube videos. Through statistical illus-

trations, I both identify the range of actors engaged in the IDW conversation; create an 

overview of the topics addressed, and the different media and modes of communication 

used; and, lastly, map the presence and relative impact of different uploader categories. The 

purpose is to establish a solid empirical basis for discussing the communicative dynamics of 

the IDW circuit on YouTube and to answer the question of who facilitates and contributes 

to the conversation. 

Third, I conduct in-depth close readings of three videos per individual case. I analyze the 

different elements of the public intellectual performance (see Table 5) to elucidate how rhe-

torical positioning works in communicative practice. I analyze both the verbal and non-ver-

bal communication of the four cases, including their rhetorical appeals, demeanor, and argu-

mentation patterns (Baert & Morgan, 2018). I aim to explain public intellectual authority 

constructions as a relational practice, enabled and constrained by the specific media context 

in which it takes place. 
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Through these analytical stages, I aim to demonstrate how the process of constructing 

public intellectual authority occurs as an ongoing positioning practice where different actors 

negotiate the legitimacy of each other’s positions in the public discourse. I argue that the 

partial migration of public intellectuals onto YouTube illustrates how new media logics in-

fluence existing mechanisms of public intellectual authority constructions, both by providing 

new ways of connecting actors to each other, and by enabling them to participate in new 

ways. This ultimately emphasizes the relational nature of public intellectualism as a social and 

cultural phenomenon (Baert, 2015, p. 173). The project calls specific attention to issues re-

lated to audiences and digital media cultures, which are both relatively overlooked aspects in 

research on public intellectuals. The point is to recontextualize public intellectual studies in 

the digital age by re-anchoring the scholarly conversation in empirical studies of the contem-

porary digital culture. 

 

1.1.3 Media studies and cross-disciplinarity 
In recent years, the IDW has been subject to increased scholarly attention. The approaches 

and interests of these studies vary. While some focus on ideological entrepreneurship or 

radicalization pathways on YouTube (Finlayson, 2021; Ribeiro et al., 2019), others focus on 

archetypical narratives (Kelsey, 2020), intellectual rhetoric (Parks, 2020), and celebrity influ-

ence (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020). This indicates that the IDW is a multifaceted phe-

nomenon, which may not easily lend itself to scholarly classification nor clearly belong to a 

particular academic discipline. 

This is also mirrored by the cross-disciplinary nature of this project. In approaching the 

IDW as a case of public intellectualism, the project is situated in the field of public intellectual 

studies. More specifically, within the sociology of intellectuals (Baert, 2018). Moreover, the special 

focus on public intellectuals’ performative construction of authority situates the project within 

“the performative turn” in the sociology of intellectuals (Kola, 2018). Theoretically, this per-

formative turn was initiated in the work of Patrick Baert (Baert, 2012, 2015, 2018), who 

introduced into public intellectual studies positioning theory and the analytical focus on the 

positional effects of intellectual interventions. 

Much of the research on public intellectuals is rooted in disciplines which are traditionally 

not explicitly attentive to the media dimension and the significance of digital communication. 

Some of the major works on public intellectuals published in the last five decades take their 

point of departure in sociology (Baert, 2015; Bourdieu, 1992; Foucault, 2002), comparative 
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literature and intellectual history (Collini, 2006; Heynders, 2016; Small, 2002; Svendsen, 

2021), and political and economic theory (Drezner, 2017; Jennings & Kemp-Welch, 1997; 

Posner, 2001; Sowell, 2009), while others are formulated as philosophical essays (Chomsky, 

2017; Saïd, 1996; Sartre, 1979). These publications are important contributions to the study 

of intellectuals. Without them, public intellectual studies would not have developed into the 

sophisticated and nuanced conversation that it is today. 

Still, most of the works have in common the approach of treating the media dimension 

as secondary. Notwithstanding that most of the above titles, for obvious reasons, are unable 

to account for the recent developments in online communication, one might speculate that 

media would still be kept at an arm’s length given their disciplinary origins. Notedly, special 

attention has been given to the relationship between intellectuals and media, although cen-

tered around institutional news media, not digital media platforms (Jacobs & Townsley, 

2011). In recent years, however, several anthologies address “the digital” in more explicit 

terms (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016b; Keren & Hawkins, 2015; Thijssen, Weyns, Mels, et al., 

2013). 

Nonetheless, a systematic empirical analysis of public intellectualism is yet to be made in 

the context of specific online platforms by means of methodologically innovative and em-

pirically comprehensive digital research approaches. Thus, it is the goal of this project to 

provide some of what is missing. 

Bearing in mind the aim to avoid media-centricity, this project moves the study of public 

intellectuals into the domain of media studies. Although media studies may be described as 

a “post-discipline”, that is, a “fragmented, multi-disciplinary, and dispersed field that lacks a 

theoretical or analytical center” (Driessens, 2022, p. 3), this move essentially means increasing 

the attentiveness and sensitivity towards the role of media in enabling and constraining the 

public intellectual practice. 

As indicated, the point is by no means to shift the focus away from public intellectuals 

and their specific interventions. Based on the fundamental recognition that the publicness 

of public intellectuals depends on media, the point is instead to balance the analytical focus 

so that media is not merely a secondary analytical dimension. In other words, I stress the 

mediated nature of the public intellectual performance, highlighting not only the intellectual 

and cultural environment of the intellectuals in question, but also the media context, includ-

ing infrastructural elements, communicative affordances and genres, and forms of user 

agency. In this way, the project aims to utilize the multi-disciplinary nature of media studies 
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to address both philosophical issues of social ontology; the sociology of intellectuals; intel-

lectual history; and the digital nature of contemporary mediated communication. 

 

1.1.4 Key concepts: Authority revisited 
One of the central concepts discussed in this project is authority. Essential to the practice of 

public intellectuals is that they manage to obtain an unspoken license to address non-special-

ist public audiences beyond their initial expertise (Collini, 2006, p. 47). They gain this meta-

phorical license through mediated performances and the recognition by audiences – in the 

widest sense of the term – of the value of their input, credibility, and, ultimately, authority. 

Most theories of public intellectualism recognize the centrality of authority (Baert, 2015; Col-

lini, 2006), but fail to explain in-depth its mechanisms of emergence and specific character-

istics in relation to public intellectual media use. 

I situate the discussion of authority in the context of digital media, the emergence of 

which is often said to have altered or even neutralized the hierarchy between public intellec-

tuals and their publics (Heynders, 2016). The generalist, authoritative, and teacher-like type 

of public intellectual is claimed to have faded from public discourse (Baert, 2015; Deneen, 

2016). 

However, the upcoming analysis of the IDW calls this claim into question. Via discussion 

of the concepts of generality and authority – and its sources in the present-day public intel-

lectual space – I aim to clarify the unique, compound nature of public intellectual authority (see 

Johansen, 2021). I suggest conceptualizing the public intellectual position as a meta-position, 

which may be based on different claims of authority, qualifications, and institutional affilia-

tions. This enables a conceptual preservation of the public intellectual term, despite claims 

of fading authority and the replacement of public intellectuals by other voices (Habermas, 

2009, p. 54). 

By emphasizing the performative nature of authority, I establish a conceptual link to the 

notion of positioning (Figure 2). Understanding authority as both practice and effect (Lin-

coln, 1994) is crucial to develop a clearer conceptualization of the process by which it is 

constructed. The elements engaged in this process is visualized in the previously mentioned 

theoretico-methodological framework (Figure 1). To account for the media-driven prolifer-

ation of actors engaged in the process and the increased integration of context and content 

in public intellectual interventions, I develop the concept of associative positioning. 
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In sum, by expanding on the conceptual link between authority and positioning, the goal 

is to provide a novel approach to studying public intellectual authority constructions. 

 

1.2 Overview of the thesis 

The thesis consists of three main parts. In Part One: A Theory of Public Intellectualism, I 

first reflect on the philosophical underpinnings of the project, combining a perspective on 

social ontology and the relationship between structure and agency, inspired by critical real-

ism, with a pragmatist view on knowledge acquisition (Chapter 2). I then consider the con-

ceptual history of public intellectualism, including the key notions of mediated publicness, 

generality, and repetition (Chapter 3). This is followed by a discussion of public intellectual 

authority and the concept of positioning (Chapter 4). Next, I reflect on the nature of the 

public intellectual arena, addressing both the question of what constitutes a public; the basic 

dynamics of intellectual dissemination in relation to traditional and digital media genres and 

logics; and the economic as well as communicative platformization of public intellectualism 

(Chapter 5). Concluding Part One, I synthesize the theoretical chapters by elaborating the 

notion of the public intellectual meta-position. 

In Part Two, I present the methodological framework of the study. Through a brief over-

view of the methodological traditions of public intellectual studies, I sketch out the research 

context of the analyses. I then present the case study design; contextual sampling procedure; 

and the mixed-methods approach (Chapter 8). Following this, I reflect on the digital methods 

used and the nature of YouTube data to finally present the query design and data collection 

process (Chapter 9). Subsequently, I present the coding procedure, categorization of 

metadata, and sampling procedure for the close readings (Chapter 10). In the final methods 

chapter, I discuss the notion of performance to establish the analytical framework used in 

the video close readings (Chapter 11). 

Part Three is an multistage empirical analysis of the IDW on YouTube. First, I analyze 

circulating narratives of the IDW to map the discursive context of the group. Here, I develop 

The Culture War Matrix and end by detailed presentations of the four cases, their intellectual 

profiles, and trajectories (Chapter 12). Second, I present the findings of the metadata analysis 

of 1,057 IDW-related YouTube videos (Chapter 13). Third, I conduct video close readings 

of 12 public intellectual performances of the four cases in different media formats (Chapters 

14–17). Finally, I summarize and compare the analytical findings to engage in a concluding 
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discussion of public intellectualism in the digital age and the direction of future research in 

the field (Chapter 18).  
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2 Philosophical Underpinnings 
 

 

When defining public intellectualism as a scholarly subject, it is crucial first to establish a 

clear understanding of the relationship between theory, methodology, and empirical analysis. 

In this chapter, I discuss the philosophical underpinnings of the study. First, I reflect on the 

relationship between structure and agency, which is essential to understand the perspective 

and scope of the project. Second, I discuss the relational nature of public intellectualism, 

focusing particularly on the relationship between positions, agents, and institutions. Finally, 

I consider the different forms of knowledge acquisition underlying the project, situating its 

contribution to academic research at the intersection of representational and active 

knowledge. 

My definition of the relationship between structure and agency is inspired by Archer’s 

version of critical realism (1998; 1995). However, I do not conduct a critical realist study in 

all its comprehension. Instead, the critical realist perspective is limited to the ontology of 

structure and agency and combined with a pragmatic view on knowledge and methodology. 

There are two purposes of adopting this approach: First, it directs the analytical focus 

towards human interaction through social positions (Lawson, 2022). Positions, in line with in-

stitutions (including media), represent one of the main constituents of social structures (Ba-

ert, 2005, pp. 97–98; Silverblatt, 2004). The point is to construct a solid foundation for the 

introduction and application of the central theoretical concept of positioning, which I elaborate 

in the upcoming chapters. Second, the critical realist perspective on temporality enables a 

specific sensitivity towards the relationship between continuity and change when studying 

public intellectualism in the digital age. 

 

2.1 Reflections on structure and agency 

The overarching question of who acts under what conditions and circumstances in the ongoing pro-

cess of constructing public intellectual authority clearly suggests the need to address “the 

problem of structure and agency” (Archer, 1995, p. 65). Critical realism offers “[…] a theo-

retical approach which is capable of linking structure and agency rather than sinking one into 

the other” (Archer, 1995, p. 65). This enables an investigation of the interplay between 
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structure and agency with the specific aim of elucidating the relationship between positions, 

institutions, and actors in the public intellectual arena.  

While the two are closely intertwined, I maintain structure and agency as analytically dis-

tinct aspects of social life. The key to analytically separate structure and agency is to recognize 

the temporal element in the relationship between them (Archer, 1995, p. 89). Structure and 

agency work on different time intervals: “[S]tructure necessarily predates the actions which 

transform it and […] structural elaboration necessarily post-dates those actions” (Archer, 1998, 

p. 202, emphasis added). This three-level perspective of a) structure; b) agency; and c) struc-

tural elaboration constitutes what Archer (1998) calls “the morphogenetic cycle”. 

Structures exist before agents can maintain or transform them. The main point is that the 

evolution of structures take place on a larger temporal scale than what is immediately visible 

through empirical analyses of current interaction. In other words, there were structures be-

fore the interactions of current agents, and there are structures after these agents have gone. 

However, the specific interactions of current agents contribute to the evolution of structures, 

either by maintaining or transforming them. Thus, the structures that pre-exist agency are 

not the same as the ones that post-exist it. As a consequence of human interaction, some 

structural elements may be reproduced, while others might disappear or reappear in trans-

formed versions. Therefore, structures are fundamentally activity-dependent:  

 

[A] given structure was issued in by a particular generation/cohort of actors as an unintended 

yet emergent consequence of their activities, whilst it then necessarily pre-existed their succes-

sors. This is the human condition, to be born into a social context (of language, beliefs and 

organization) which was not of our making: agential power is always restricted to re-making, 

whether this be reproducing or transforming our social inheritance. (Archer, 1995, p. 72) 

 

In the case of public intellectualism, the communicative infrastructure of digital media plat-

forms and the various positions and their relations pre-exist the current agents who occupy 

the positions and engage with the platforms. Thus, the public intellectual position exists as a 

structural element in a network of relations independent of, for instance, Jordan Peterson, 

who currently occupies the position. In turn, Peterson’s actions as public intellectual might 

contribute to structural elaboration in that they may help to bring about new understandings 

of what the public intellectual position entails. In addition, this perspective underlines the 
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social embeddedness of public intellectuals: There is no position outside social structures 

(Mah, 2013). 

Similarly, YouTube exists as part of a platform infrastructure independent of the specific 

users who interact on and with the platform. However, since YouTube fundamentally de-

pends on user data, user agency and structural elaboration seemingly happen simultaneously 

in a perpetual feedback loop between technical structures affording interaction, and interac-

tion feeding the algorithms which, in turn, facilitate new forms of interaction. This illustrates 

the cyclic nature of the structure-agency relationship where temporal shifts are so minor that 

it appears everything happens at once. Accordingly, recognizing the temporal element does 

not entail a rigid separation of the three time intervals in practice. Although the structure and 

agency levels appear to coincide in certain moments, such as the case of YouTube, they do 

not collapse into an “ontology of praxis” (Archer, 1998, p. 200; Giddens, 1979, p. 4). 

Put differently, the production and reproduction of structures by human agents take place 

in separate yet overlapping periods. This implies that structures do not emerge ex nihilo. In-

stead, current structures depend on human agency in that they have arisen from the past 

activities of agents. The creation of structures therefore “[…] cannot be attributed to prac-

tices of current agents” (Archer, 1998, p. 201). Structures condition agency, which in turn main-

tains and transforms structures; these transformed structures then set up new conditions of 

future agency, et cetera. In Archer’s terms (1998, p. 201), positions are key structural elements, 

which “[…] predate the practices they engender: although activity is necessarily ceaseless for 

society to be, it is discontinuous in nature because changes in society’s structure then condi-

tion practices in distinctively different ways”. 

The public intellectual position can be said to have emerged as the result of human agency 

over hundreds of years (perhaps even longer depending on how the position is demarcated). 

Shifting individuals occupied proto-positions in different historical and communicative cir-

cumstances before the public intellectual term was coined and spread through cultural diffu-

sion – only to be developed further by new occupants. From the Oracle of Delphi over 

prophets and priests to artists, literates, academics, and online influencers (Jørgensen, 2002, 

pp. 31–32). The point is not to trace and pinpoint the exact historical establishment of the 

public intellectual position as a structural element in social life. On the contrary, the point is 

to illustrate the fact that social structures, such as positions and the relations between them, 

are stretched over a longer timespan than what is available in the relatively limited framework 

of an empirical analysis such as this one. 
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As noted by Archer (1995, p. 75), one might object that the above line of argumentation 

leads to infinite regress. How is it possible that structure pre-dates agency when structures 

are also the result of (historical) agency? In fact, this objection may even be granted. How-

ever, solving this issue philosophically might not be possible, let alone relevant at all: 

 

The issue is not about the chicken and the egg since even were ultimate regress possible, it 

would not prove very revealing about either structures or agents after millennia of morpho-

genesis: what critics of ‘analytical dualism’ have tried to convince us is problematic is how to 

tell a chicken and an egg apart!” (Archer, 1995, p. 75) 

 

Thus, I do not aim to solve the structure–agency problem once and for all. Instead, I aim to 

establish a pragmatic perspective on the critical realist assertion of the structure–agency de-

bate, although pragmatism and critical realism may be perceived as incompatible philoso-

phies of science. Baert (2005, p. 153) argues that critical realists’ claim that structure pre-

dates agency is the “purest expression” of foundationalism: the quest for uncovering “un-

changing foundations of an all-embracing framework […] of the social”. 

However, in my interpretation of Archer’s morphogenetic cycle in which structure con-

ditions agency, I do not perceive the foundationalism as definitive or essential. Instead, view-

ing structure as the pre-condition of agency is merely a recognition of the temporality of 

social life and an analytical tool, which makes it possible to identify and analyze the interplay 

between structure and agency (Archer, 1998, p. 202). 

Moreover, the foundationalist perspective does not necessarily entail, as indicated by Ba-

ert (2005, pp. 154–155), that the production of knowledge ceases to be conversational. Nei-

ther does it rule out the possibility of researchers to reflect on their own cultural presuppo-

sitions and interpretive positions. As the separation of structure and agency serves an ana-

lytical purpose, the pragmatism of my approach consists in the basic acknowledgment that 

my empirical analysis is merely a snapshot of a cultural phenomenon stretched across time 

and space. 

The objective of this project is to map, describe, and explain public intellectualism in a 

digital media context, not to make essential claims of how the public intellectual position was 

created nor suggest a natural teleology of the phenomenon. In turn, I perceive the mapping 

and description of institutions, positions, and actors of public intellectualism as contributions 

to the academic conversation about how the public intellectual position has changed or 
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remained the same. Ultimately, this conversation can provide new insights about the mech-

anisms of public intellectualism, while also identifying signs of structural elaboration. 

 

2.2 Positions, relations, and the capacity to act 

There are two levels of abstraction to the term position. On the deeper level, a position is a 

structural element, which enable and constrain action. The public intellectual is a position in 

this sense. On the surface level, a position is also a here and now issue of current occupants. 

Positions, in this sense, are situated in and negotiated through communication. For instance, 

in rhetorical practice, narratives often involve positions, including allies, adversaries, heroes, 

and villains. The negotiation over who or what occupies which positions in such narratives 

is termed positioning, which I elaborate in Chapter 4. 

The negotiable element illustrates how positions are connected to each other through 

occupant interaction (e.g., between public intellectuals and journalists) (Lawson, 2022, pp. 

5–9). Positions need not be occupied by individuals; collectives may also occupy them (e.g., 

audiences). Positions do not in and of themselves act; it is the occupants who hold the ca-

pacity to act (Archer, 1998, pp. 200–201). Individuals are not restricted to occupying one 

position only: The public intellectual might also be a professor or a member of an audience in specific 

contexts. Simultaneously, he or she may be a hero in one narrative and a villain in another. A 

position is therefore a cluster of ascriptions and achievements that represent multiple iden-

tities of its occupant (Kayı-Aydar, 2019, p. 5). 

This calls attention to the institutional framework in which positions are embedded. Po-

sitions are not only related to other positions, they are also conditioned and influenced by 

other aspects and mechanisms of social life, such as norms, values, rules, and resources 

(Turner, 1997, p. 6). The most enduring of these “structural principles” across time and space 

are termed social institutions (Giddens, 1986, pp. 17, 24). While some social institutions, 

such as the family, are relatively simple or well-defined in terms of the positions they encom-

pass (father, mother, son/daughter, husband/wife), others are more fluid. 

As such, the institutional framework of public intellectualism is constituted by a mix of 

different social institutions and the positions embedded, and, consequently, different com-

peting values, truth definitions, and types of authority (Jacobs & Townsley, 2011, p. 80). For 

instance, politics, academia, and journalism constitute three institutions which all constrain 

and enable the public intellectual position in various ways (Jacobs & Townsley, 2011, p. 85). 

Whether conceptualized as a position, institution, or simply as a force or capacity of 
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accumulated agency, audiences and publics also condition and influence the public intellec-

tual position in various ways. The point is that the public intellectual position is embedded 

in an institutional structure of relations between various positions and institutions. There-

fore, a study of public intellectualism is also a study of relations. In Chapter 4, I present a 

visualization of this relational structure (Figure 1). 

Both maintenance and transformation of positions are based on implicit or explicit 

acknowledgement of relations by the related agents who occupy the positions in any given 

situation. This happens through positioning. The most basic example is the relationship be-

tween the speaker and the listener. In practice, agents may speak simultaneously (e.g., during 

an argument or due to a poor connection in a video meeting) but the ideal conversation is 

based on mutual recognition of the two basic positions. In Lawson’s terms (2022, p. 10), “a 

position is constituted in terms of a unique package of rights and obligations”. In this way, 

positions both enable and constrain action because they involve certain expectations of the 

occupant in terms of competences and capabilities (Kayı-Aydar, 2019, pp. 9–11). 

On a larger scale, beyond the individual level, public conversations include numerous intri-

cately related positions. Here, the (communication of) the mutual recognition of positions is 

much more complex because it is conditioned and influenced by a manyfold of external 

factors. Who speaks in the public conversation depends on infrastructural elements, includ-

ing the availability of and access to relevant media (Collini, 2006, p. 52). In turn, access, as 

well as success, depends on qualifications – in the broadest sense of the term – which is then 

conditioned by particular forms of individual or collective embeddedness in a wide range of 

social institutions. The complexity seems unbounded: in public intellectualism, the relation-

ship between speaker and listener(s) is constituted by a multiplex of conditional and influ-

encing factors. 

Nevertheless, the basic principle remains: The key to examine the mechanisms and char-

acteristics of public intellectualism is to study the relations between the relevant positions 

(and the agents who occupy them) within the surrounding institutional context. 

The main medium for these relations is communicative infrastructures. Communication, 

understood as one of the main modes of human interaction, is also structured by institutions 

and positions. For example, YouTube enables a university professor to act as public intellec-

tual by providing a communication channel that connects him or her to a public audience. 

In turn, audiences – along with organizations and various intermediaries – can also engage 

in the conversation through corresponding channels. 
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Both the affordances of YouTube and the everyday practices of users (public intellectuals 

included) influence the way in which public intellectualism is practiced. On the one hand, 

YouTube content is mainly audiovisual. This both constrains and enables the type of com-

munication that media users can engage in. On the other hand, YouTube’s algorithms, which 

are based on user interaction, also influence the order and context in which communicative 

content is presented and recommended to audiences. Addressing this mutual relationship 

between media platforms and media users in shaping both communicative infrastructures 

and media content in the online media landscape is crucial to understanding the collective 

process of constructing public intellectual authority (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 8). 

Media platforms have dual roles in constructing public intellectual authority in that they 

constitute structural elements with a built-in capacity to act. On the one hand, they enable 

communication. On the other hand, media platforms also constrain communication by reg-

ulating content through gatekeeping practices, such as editing and moderating public debates 

(Gillespie, 2018a). The “hidden” agency of platform algorithms, which is based on both user 

data, economic incentives, and company values and policies, indicates the dynamic nature of 

the communicative infrastructures. Although structures are relatively enduring aspects of the 

social world, they are not altogether passive. 

However, to claim that media infrastructures have agency is stretching the argument too 

far because it potentially dilutes the analytical separation of structure and agency. To be clear, 

I basically understand agency as the capacity to act. When YouTube decides to ban specific 

users based on a hate speech policy or the general practice of filtering and curating content, 

the platform acts. However, it is not the media structure that acts, although it might be expe-

rienced that way by users. The perceived agency of media structures is instigated by human 

actors, even though a certain part of that agency is automated through algorithms. This is to 

say that it is not only clearly identifiable individual actors, such as public intellectuals, inter-

mediaries, and audiences that do something in the process of constructing public intellectual 

authority. Impersonal action, such as the kind carried out by organizations (universities, com-

panies, etc.); automated action carried out by algorithms; and collective action, are also con-

stituting forms of agency in the public intellectual practice. 

The primary goal of this study is to investigate how different actions carried out by a range 

of interrelated actors contribute to the construction of public intellectual authority. A key 

part of obtaining this goal is to map the positions and media infrastructure of the public 
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intellectual arena and the actors that upholds it. This work is presented in the upcoming parts 

of the dissertation. 

 

2.2.1 Public intellectualism as a relational practice 
I define the main analytical object of this study as public intellectualism. The -ism suffix indi-

cates a practice or a type of behavior1
. The benefit of phrasing the object of study in this way, 

as opposed to, for instance, “public intellectuals”, is that it implies an analytical focus on 

relations and not exclusively on individual agency, the biographical history, or personal tra-

jectories of the intellectuals in question. The term public intellectualism is meant to indicate 

a recognition of the phenomenon as dynamic and context dependent. In short, the phrase 

public intellectualism aims to capture the “relational logic” of the public intellectual position-

ing process (Baert, 2015, p. 173). 

Had the analytical object been phrased as public intellectuals, it might have indicated an 

analytical primacy of the individual public intellectual at the expense of the action carried out 

by organizations, media, intermediaries, and users, and the relations between these actors. 

Conversely, if the object of study had been phrased as “the public intellectual”, it might have 

indicated an implicit normativity and an analytical focus on the role of the public intellectual 

as an ideal. 

Needless to say, studies that define their analytical objects as public intellectuals or the 

public intellectual are not inherently ignorant to the other contributing dimensions men-

tioned above. A study of public intellectualism is of course also a study of public intellectuals. 

Without them, there would be no public intellectualism, hence the construction and mainte-

nance of individuality as public intellectual requires an explicit analytical focus. Studying pub-

lic intellectualism means focusing on more than one dimension and remaining open to con-

textual factors in the process of constructing authority. This accommodates Baert’s notion 

(2018, p. 233) that a thorough understanding of context “is key to a successful analysis” of 

the public intellectual practice. 

This open and multifaceted approach serves to avoid several pitfalls, including the “au-

thenticity bias” of assuming that what public intellectuals communicate about themselves 

(self-positioning) is authentic proof of how public intellectual positioning works (Baert, 2015, 

p. 162). According to Baert (2015, p. 162), “intellectuals have a tendency to depict their own 

 
1 “-ism” in the Cambridge Dictionary: https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/ism 
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intellectual trajectory as untainted by […] material, symbolic and institutional constraints”. 

Since public intellectuals are not entirely in control of all dimensions of the construction and 

maintenance of authority, empirical analyses are required to take into account structural re-

lations and the interrelated agency of other actors (Baert, 2015, p. 175). 

Conversely, it is equally important to avoid “the structural fallacy” of underplaying their 

individual agency by treating public intellectuals solely as a passive “recipient of social forces” 

(Baert, 2015, p. 161; Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 324). My analytical ambition is thus not to 

shift the focus away from public intellectual self-positioning and onto structural factors in-

stead. On the contrary, it is an attempt to balance the approach in a way that reflects the 

basic ontology of public intellectual action. As stated by Baert and Morgan (2018, p. 324): 

“intellectual activities do not take place in a social vacuum”; while it is equally important to 

scrutinize the “performative and strategic devices which intellectual employ to get their mes-

sage across”. 

The point is that public intellectual action is a mix of action, reaction, and interaction. 

Even in situations where a public intellectual appears to be passive, positioning actions take 

place, albeit not instantiated or controlled by the public intellectual him- or herself. In a way, 

non-action becomes action, because of other actors doing something in response to the pas-

sivity. Other actors may interpret and use the passivity to further position the public intel-

lectual in question. This perpetual positioning process is thus continuously maintained and 

(re-)configured by various actors and entities. 

 

2.3 Representational and active knowledge 

The integration of a critical realist perspective on structure and agency with a pragmatic ap-

proach to knowledge acquisition poses specific philosophical challenges (see Baert, 2005). 

The critical realist notion that structures pre-date the actions of (current) agents typically 

entails a view of science in which ontology determines methodology and, consequently, epis-

temology (Jespersen, 2012, p. 152). In this view, the “true nature” of public intellectualism – 

perceived to exist in reality independent of scholarly descriptions of it – determines the 

choice of methods that can be used to study it and the kind of knowledge that can be ob-

tained (Baert, 2005, p. 90; Jespersen, 2012, p. 146). This perspective is based on the assump-

tion that the researcher is capable of objectively describing the ontology as it truly is. 

Baert (2005, p. 154) defines this view as “the ontological fallacy”, which can be avoided 

by recognizing the fact that “[n]o reference to the ontology of the social can ever be sufficient 
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to settle matters of social methodology; there is nothing essential about the social that com-

pels the use of a particular method”. This reflects one of the key perspectives underlying this 

study: the public intellectual position has no inner essence (Dahlgren, 2013, p. 53). So, instead 

of being determined by my interpretation of ontology alone, the construction of research 

designs and choice of methods may also be guided by factors such as my cognitive interest and 

the aim of the study (Baert, 2005, pp. 154–155). 

The point is that objective, true, and essential knowledge might be unattainable, not be-

cause social systems are fundamentally open and subject to change, as critical realists claim 

(Archer, 1998, p. 190), but because “[…] culturally specific presuppositions are sine qua non 

to any act of interpretation […]” (Baert, 2005, p. 104). In line with Gadamer’s notion of 

understanding, Baert (2005, p. 155) claims that any description of the ontology of social 

phenomena is also interpretation, which, in turn, is based on the researcher’s presupposi-

tions. Researchers need to reflect on the nature of the presuppositions that influence their 

interpretations as well as contextual dynamics when assessing the ontology of the object of 

study. 

This study of public intellectualism concentrates on a Western anglophone cultural, social, 

and political context. The four individual cases are North American. It focuses on media 

infrastructures that are anchored in that same context and shaped by this political culture. At 

the same time, the scientific approach is rooted in the discipline of media studies, which is 

situated at the intersection between the humanities and social sciences. These (and other) 

elements constitute a natural limitation to the scope and explanatory power of the study. Had 

the study been conducted in another context at another time, it would have been different 

in nature. 

However, given the interdisciplinarity of the approach and the globalized nature of both 

contemporary communication and intellectualism, it makes little sense to make distinctions 

between disciplines and contexts too harsh. There are intersections and overlaps in which 

analytical generalizations may be used to point out differences and similarities between phe-

nomena across disciplines and cultures. The point is to recognize the fact that different re-

searchers in different contexts may provide different insights, while also recognizing the fact 

that conversation and mutual identification makes it possible to find common ground. For 

instance, this study may not be sensitive to cultural differences of public intellectualism in 

different geographical areas because it does not include explicit cross-national comparative 

perspectives. Similarly, I will not be able to compare public intellectual activities on Facebook 
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and YouTube since it is only the latter which is represented in the empirical data. Nonethe-

less, new insights on these matters might arise when the study is exposed to “the other” 

(Baert, 2005, p. 167); whether understood as critical perspectives of other scholars or empir-

ical examples from different contexts. 

On a reflexive note, researching an inherently political space like the public intellectual 

arena and the contemporary American culture wars calls attention to my role in the position-

ing of both the actors and concepts studied. Inevitably, I take part in the wider positioning 

process by describing and interpreting my cases in certain ways. However, I do so from an 

observational position, which aims for neutrality and objectivity. I do not promote any political 

or ideological agenda. In basic terms, I am a researcher trying to understand the workings of 

contemporary public intellectualism; I do not perceive it my task to prescribe. Instead, I 

describe, interpret, and reflect on the nature of my dissertation as contribution to a wider 

academic – as well as public – conversation. 

It may be objected that my insistence on neutrality will lead my analyses and interpreta-

tions to reproduce or implicitly legitimize the political ideas and opinions of my empirical 

subjects. The answer to this objection is no for the simple reason that this study is critical in 

nature: my approach as researcher is critical, and recipients of the study are certainly encour-

aged to be critical in their assessment. 

I do not believe my mappings, descriptions, and explanations to be essential nor perfectly 

objective. Instead, they need to be judged on the basis of their explanatory power in the 

context of a broader scientific conversation. This means that the explanations of public in-

tellectualism presented in this project are open to debate; they may be challenged by other 

researchers whose scientific positions and presuppositions are molded by other interests, 

aims, theories, and cultural contexts (Lawson, 2022, p. 2). 

However, the recognition of this subjective element of scientific research does not mean 

that the aim to make a neutral and objective representation of public intellectualism is irrel-

evant. On the contrary, ideals of neutrality and objectivity are useful tools to improve the 

explanatory power of the research because they can be used to curb and contextualize the 

inevitable subjectivity involved in researching the social. The acknowledgment of this fact is 

the first step towards more valid, reliable, and objective descriptions of the social world. 

While some forms of subjectivity and bias may be unavoidable, others can be eliminated. 

To expect researchers to be able to form a complete overview of their cultural and indi-

vidual presuppositions is no less unrealistic than to expect descriptions of the social to be 
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perfectly objective. I understand objectivity as the comprehensive application of scientific 

mechanisms aiming to protect the reasoning process against “undesirable forms of bias”, for 

instance, choosing appropriate methods and being transparent about the choices made on 

the different stages of research (Reiss & Sprenger, 2020). I discuss methodology in Part Two. 

In conclusion, I perceive the type of knowledge acquisition in this project to be both 

representational and active (cf. Baert, 2005, p. 104). Representational in that it aims to describe 

contemporary public intellectualism as truthfully as possible given the contextual circumstances 

of the culture. The active element is inspired by what Baert (2005, p. 167) describes as “self-

referential knowledge acquisition”, which is characterized by its capacity to reflect “upon the 

broader cultural settings to which researchers, and possibly readers, belong”, enabling them 

through conversation “to reassess and re-evaluate their own point of view”. Crucially, there 

can be no conversation without representation. I therefore perceive the scientific contribu-

tion of this project to be new representations of public intellectualism and its underlying 

mechanisms, including the relations, positions, and practices that constitute the phenome-

non. One of the main goals of such new representations is to cultivate an increased sensitivity 

of context and temporality, that is, signs of both continuity and change of public intellectual 

action conditioned by specific socio-cultural structures. The underlying aim of this scientific 

contribution is to renew the scholarly as well as public conversation of the phenomenon. 
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3  The Ontology of 
Public Intellectualism 

 

 

In this chapter, I clarify some of the key concepts of public intellectualism with an aim to 

establish a basic ontology of the phenomenon. First, I present a brief conceptual history to 

explain the positional development and use of the word (public) intellectual. I discuss both the 

notion of intellectual accountability and the ideals of engagement and independence. Second, 

I consider the central distinction between intellectuals and public intellectuals, elaborating 

on the notion of publicness, which is necessary to demarcate the object of study and situate 

it in contemporary media culture. Finally, I define public intellectualism as a generalist prac-

tice of repeated interventionist performances based on an ongoing construction and negoti-

ation of authority. 

 

3.1 Conceptual origins 

In the lexical definition, the noun intellectual refers to “a person possessing a highly developed 

intellect”
2
. Although this definition might be accurate in terms of the general usage of the 

word, it does not help to unveil the large complex of competing theoretical perspectives at 

play when discussing the intellectual as a position in the culture. Intellectual is far more than 

just a word used to describe clever persons. To lay a solid foundation for upcoming empirical 

analysis, it is important to establish a clear conceptual understanding of the term. 

The notion of intellect, which refers to the mental capacity of a person to reason and un-

derstand abstract matters, is a linguistic constituent of the word intellectual. What “highly 

developed” means is, however, much more subjective and in fact of lesser importance in the 

study of intellectuals. Not all who are intelligent are also intellectuals. Conversely, an intel-

lectual “[…] need not possess special knowledge of anything in particular, nor need he even 

be particularly intelligent […]” (Hayek, 1949, p. 418) – although intellectuals are arguably 

often above average in intelligence (Posner, 2001, p. 18). Sowell (2009, p. 4) uses the analogy, 

“a bad cop is still a cop” to stress the point that even the most shallow, confused, or 

 
2 Lexico (Oxford online dictionary): https://www.lexico.com/en/definition/intellectual. 
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dishonest intellectual is still an intellectual on equal terms with the epitome of that same 

category (I return to this epitome in the following). In this view, dismissive labels such as 

“pseudo-intellectual” are nonsensical, since the question of whether one agrees with the 

opinions and ideas of a particular intellectual is irrelevant in an analytical context. As pointed 

out by Collini (2006, p. 53) many prominent intellectuals have expressed fatuous or harmful 

ideas throughout history, but the intellectual label “may still properly be applied to them”. 

In other words, some intellectuals may produce ideas and predictions which later prove to 

be wrong or dangerous, but their status as intellectuals in the particular historical context of their 

operations does not necessarily wane as a consequence.  

In principle, intellectual accountability is confined to the realm of ideas which are put into 

words (Nozick, 1998, p. 1). Although most occupations deal with ideas in some form or 

another, it is a key characteristic of intellectuals that their work “begins and ends with ideas” 

(Sowell, 2009, p. 3). Ideally, intellectuals are judged on the quality of their ideas, not the 

application of them. They are not put to the test in the same way as an engineer, who is 

judged entirely on the basis of whether the bridge he or she built will hold (Sowell, 2009, p. 

8). The intellectual practice is by definition non-instrumental. 

In practice, however, ideas seldomly stand alone. They are always contextualized and in-

tertwined with the political interests, communicative practices, and institutional structures of 

the time (Baert, 2018, p. 233). As will become clear in the following, the notion of public 

engagement of intellectuals means that the success or cultural penetration of their ideas de-

pends on the many different elements that constitute the public intellectual arena. Intellec-

tuals and their ideas are always situated, both in an intellectual tradition, a certain socio-

political discourse, and in the media culture of the time. Once an idea has entered into the 

public discourse, it is no longer belongs to its originator alone because it becomes embedded 

in the culture with all its competing positions, logics, interests, and forms of authority and 

legitimation (see Jacobs & Townsley, 2011, p. 80). In other words, an idea is neither pure nor 

static. 

Therefore, intellectuals are of course not completely unaccountable; their reputation is 

always at stake. As political landscapes, cultural sensitivities, and intellectual practices change, 

certain intellectuals might lose authority, ultimately rendering their ideas less legitimate in the 

eyes of the public. As an example, intellectuals who showed support for or ambivalence 

regarding fascist regimes in the first half of the twentieth century significantly lost creditabil-

ity after the Second World War. Similarly, intellectuals who promoted philosophical systems 
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such as Marxism or failed to condemn totalitarianism in the Soviet Union lost credibility in 

the years after the Cold War, especially in Eastern Europe (Baert, 2012, p. 315; 2015, pp. 

177, 187). 

Changes in collective experience and public opinion thus play a significant part in estab-

lishing authority around intellectuals. Moreover, changes within the knowledge institutions 

of society often result in changing demands for knowledge in the public discourse and vice 

versa. As times and experiences change, different kinds of knowledge are made more or less 

salient by actors in the public discourse, including gatekeepers, politicians, activists, and in-

tellectuals. This is also a contributing factor in molding the characteristics of intellectuals in 

a given period. For instance, when the social sciences gained autonomy within academia in 

the 1950s, especially in France, it happened – to some extent – at the expense of philosophy. 

Thus, philosophers were no longer automatically the quintessential intellectuals, as sociolo-

gists and economists had become more influential in the intellectual realm (Baert, 2015, p. 

153). Today, the types of background (academic or not) of intellectuals appearing in the 

public discourse is even more diverse, as institutional structures around intellectuals continue 

to change (Habermas, 2009, p. 54). It is an inherent dynamic to the intellectual practice that 

changing circumstances leave “intellectual vacancies” to be filled by other intellectuals, who 

represent new ideas and types of engagement (Baert, 2015, p. 136). Therefore, intellectual 

should neither be understood as an honorific term nor as a demonizing label (Collini, 2006, 

p. 54). 

Nevertheless, the tension between using the term (self-)congratulatorily or as a sarcastic 

pejorative is a somewhat fundamental characteristic of the modern concept, which initially 

caught on following the Dreyfus Affair in 1890’s France. This incident is key to understand 

how the now-established notion of the intellectual came into being. It also partly explains 

why intellectualism is often discussed with reference to a certain French tradition (Dahlgren, 

2013, p. 52–53). When French-Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus was convicted of treason 1894, 

it sparked an intense public debate between Dreyfus supporters (“Dreyfusards”), who 

claimed his innocence and criticized the authorities for miscarriage of justice on the basis of 

antisemitism, and anti-Dreyfusards, who defended the sentence and accused the Dreyfusards 

of betraying French national interests (Baert, 2015, pp. 18-19). A group of prominent Drey-

fusards consisting of scholars, writers, and artists, including Émile Zola, Marcel Proust, An-

atole France, Claude Monet, and Émile Durkheim intervened in the public debate by writing 

open letters and signing petitions to revise Dreyfus’ sentence. These interventions were 
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published in the French press in 1898 (Whyte, 2008, p. 154). Georges Clemenceau, editor at 

the newspaper L’Aurore, used the phrase “Manifeste des intellectuels” to describe one of the 

petitions signed by a group of these interventionists. In doing so, Clemenceau gave name to 

a particular type of publicly engaged actor, one who steps out of his or her own field of 

expertise to intervene in public discourse; the intellectual soon became an established voice – 

first in France and other European contexts, and later in the United States (Townsley, 2006, 

pp. 39-40). 

During the Dreyfus Affair, anti-Dreyfusards used intellectual as a pejorative to mock the 

Dreyfusards, whom they perceived as outsiders, detached from reality, and preoccupied by 

abstract thinking. Later, as the Dreyfusards won the argument, the more positive or congrat-

ulatory notion of intellectual became dominant, inasmuch as both individuals on the left and 

right adopted it (Baert, 2015, p. 19). According to Baert (2015, pp. 19-20), the conceptual 

outcome of this short etymology is an ideal definition of the intellectual: The intellectual is 

actively engaged in the politics of the day; he or she defends progressive values based on 

abstract principles of truth and justice; he or she is an anti-conformist with a certain distrust 

of those in power. This position has often been tied to progressivism and the political left 

because of its oppositional and anti-conformist stances. However, in culture wars such as 

the one analyzed in Part Three, positions cannot always be reduced to the left-right dichot-

omy, while definitions of (non-)conformity is a matter of perspective. 

Jean-Paul Sartre is often highlighted as the intellectual epitome because he invoked the 

image of the committed and engaged intellectual, established during the Dreyfus Affair (Sar-

tre, 1979, p. 25). As Sartre personified this position, he is now remembered by many as “a 

symbol of a bygone era when charismatic, free-floating thinkers were able to put their stamp 

on the world” (Baert, 2015, p. 157). It is much debated in intellectual studies whether intel-

lectuals have in fact been restricted in their actions and abandoned the public sphere or if 

the intellectual mode of activity has simply changed due to the continuous reconfiguration 

of the public intellectual space. To expand on this, the notion of publicness needs further 

elaboration. 

 

3.2 The publicness of public intellectualism 

Although Clemeceau did not put public before intellectual to describe the Dreyfusards, public 

engagement was an implicit characteristic of the group in applying their intellectual authority 

outside their own specialized fields and intellectual circles (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 323). 
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Per definition, what sets intellectuals apart from scholars and other professionals is the fact 

that they address a broader public than that of peers and fellow professionals (Posner, 2001, 

p. 22). In Saïd’s words (1996, p. 12): “There is no such thing as a private intellectual, since 

the moment you set down words and then publish them you have entered the public world”. 

Thus, the term “public intellectual” is arguable redundant from the perspective of a French 

or European tradition (Baert, 2015, p. 19; Townsley, 2006, p. 39). However, in the United 

States, the conceptual history is slightly different. 

In American public discourse, the term “public intellectual” was coined in 1987 in a New 

York Times review of Russell Jacoby’s The Last Intellectuals (Townsley, 2006). In his book, 

Jacoby (1987) argued that the intellectuals of the 1960s New Left movement had abandoned 

their public responsibility and conformed to the “non-public, insular and non-engaged” sys-

tem of the university (Townsley, 2006, p. 44). In this context, public intellectual represents 

the Dreyfusard ideal of public engagement, whereas intellectual refers to the increasingly 

professionalized and narrowminded university-embedded intellectuals, who fail to engage 

with the public and only occasionally travel overseas for vacation and conferences, not to 

live in exile (Jacoby, 1987, p. ix). Exile, here representing a result of speaking truth to power, 

is an idealized condition of public intellectuals, suggesting the bravery of committing to the 

truth and importance of one’s ideas, despite potential marginalization (Saïd, 1996, p. 55). 

Whether a literal or metaphorical condition, exile represents the risk involved in the practice 

of intellectualism. The public intellectual is thus often portrayed as a dissident (Chomsky, 

2017, pp. 6–7). 

The point of Jacoby’s criticism is that peer review and the university tenure system, among 

other things, generates conformity at the expense of original and daring intellectual ideas 

(Townsley, 2006, p. 44). Jacoby is one of many scholars to criticize intellectuals in this way 

(see Chomsky, 2017; Etzioni & Bowditch, 2006; Furedi, 2006; Habermas, 2009; Joffe, 2003; 

Posner, 2001; Saïd, 1996). This narrative, “the declinist thesis” (Baert & Shipmann, 2013, p. 

29), has been around for as long as the public intellectual role has been discussed, both inside 

and outside academia (Collini, 2006, pp. 58–59). In fact, the state of decline of public intel-

lectuals has almost had axiomatic status in many academic studies, even the ones that attempt 

to revisit public intellectualism in light of various structural changes in the culture. As Collini 

(2006, p. 59) describes it, “the laments are formulaic”: In nearly every decade throughout the 

twentieth century, intellectuals have been said to have retreated into the academy. The ten-

sion between decline and increase in public intellectualism in changing historical contexts is 
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a central part of public intellectual studies, as it represents the fundamental discrepancy be-

tween ideal and empirical reality. Ideals, including the free-floating intellectual or the notion 

that intellectual accountability should strictly be based on the truth value or importance of 

ideas, are pure and normative. Reality, by contrast, is more complex. 

Although Jacoby’s general criticism was neither new nor unique in the broader context of 

the year-long debate over the responsibility of intellectuals, its reception in the public dis-

course essentially revealed the importance of conceptually distinguishing between intellectu-

als and public intellectuals. As stated by Baert and Morgan (2018, p. 323): 

 

[T]here is currency in holding on to the conceptual differentiation between ‘intellectual’ and 

‘public intellectual’, with ‘public’ referring to an engagement clearly beyond specialized circles 

and the academic realm. Without this distinction, it would be difficult to appreciate the unique-

ness of intellectual interventions in the public realm, especially in relation to the role of new 

media. 

 

This distinction between intellectual and public intellectual points to the different contexts 

in which the two figures operate: “the intra-intellectual arena” and “the public intellectual 

arena”, respectively (Baert, 2015, p. 14). These two contexts have fundamentally different 

modi operandi, as they are governed by different institutional and communicative logics and 

characterized by different conceptions of audiences and types of authority.  

The intra-intellectual arena is mainly governed by the intellectuals themselves, whether they 

are university scholars; writers who publish books for other literates; or artists whose work 

require highly specialized knowledge and have particularly narrow public followings (Baert, 

2015, p. 14). The acknowledgement of intellectuals in the intra-intellectual arena results from 

internal logics based on different types of insider knowledge. Here, the intellectuals’ produc-

tion and use of ideas are mainly “intramural” (Posner, 2001, p. 25). For instance, within the 

confines of the university, “[t]he intellectual status of [ideas] is established by academic peer 

review, not public accessibility, acceptance and popularity” (Baert, 2015, p. 14). Thus, a much 

cited and well-known intellectual within an intra-intellectual arena like the university may be 

considered an “academic celebrity” (Walsh & Lehmann, 2021, p. 38). However, a public 

intellectual is different. 

In the public intellectual arena, by contrast, the success of intellectual products depends sig-

nificantly on public accessibility and cultural diffusion through media infrastructures with 
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differing logics and affordances, and the reception (i.e. the popularity) within a broad, non-

specialist public. In principle, public intellectuals’ ideas are more likely to resonate with a 

general public, if they are conceived and formulated with a non-specialist audience in mind. 

They are also more likely to be successful if fitted to the media channels that most effectively 

reach a public audience (Collini, 2006, p. 52). Moreover, public intellectuals can sometimes 

use a public audience to circumvent potential skepticism of intellectual elites (Baert, 2015, p. 

14). Intellectuals aspiring to be public intellectuals must therefore develop an understanding 

of the constraints and opportunities provided by the media logics that organize the public 

sphere (Townsley, 2015, p. 60). 

This is not to suggest that the ideas of intellectuals who mainly address fellow intellectuals 

and small circles of people with shared interests have not had important impacts on general 

publics throughout history (Etzioni & Bowditch, 2006, p. 16). Thinkers like Karl Marx, 

Friederich Hayek, Sigmund Freud, or even Theodor Adorno, whom Saïd (1996, p. 55) called 

“the quintessential intellectual”, have had remarkable impacts on societies, even though their 

work is seldomly read and understood by a general public (Sowell, 2009, p. 4). 

As noted by Sowell (2009, p. 4), the public success of thinkers like these depends on the 

agency of other actors, such as media outlets and media users; politicians and their advisers; 

commentators and journalists; and other (public) intellectuals. These intermediaries make the 

ideas of intellectuals more accessible to the general public, either by reformulating and con-

textualizing them or translating them into policy. The term intermediaries is not an adoption 

of Bourdieu’s terminology of cultural intermediaries (see Maguire & Matthews, 2014). Inter-

mediary merely means a person acting as a link or mediator between the public intellectual 

and his or her audience. Thus, it is the collective contribution of both public intellectuals and 

various intermediating elements (actors as well as structures) in the production, circulation, 

and consumption of intellectual products that sets the public intellectual arena apart from 

the intra-intellectual arena. Intermediaries and media outlets are the cornerstones of the pub-

lic intellectual arena, while they are of minor significance in the intra-intellectual arena (Baert, 

2015, p. 14). 

It is important to note that the distinction between intellectuals and public intellectuals is 

not absolute. Although Posner (2001, p. 24) characterizes the intellectuals of the intra-intel-

lectual arena as “private intellectuals”, public intellectuals also invoke idiosyncrasies and ap-

ply a “personal inflection and […] private sensibility” to substantiate their ideas (Saïd, 1996, 

p. 12). Public intellectuals tend to draw on their own life experiences when expressing their 
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views and ideas; thus raising the potential of public identification (Heynders, 2016, p. 23). As 

will become clear in the upcoming analysis, studies of public intellectuals will therefore ben-

efit from investigating how public intellectuals construct their public individuality and per-

sona through various rhetorical devices and the use of media (Marshall, 2015). 

Moreover, many academics might have the intention of communicating to a general public 

but are simply not willing or able to make themselves understandable to a non-specialist 

audience (Posner, 2001, p. 23). However, it is difficult to empirically study the intend behind 

intellectual products, without succumbing to speculation. Instead, empirical studies, such as 

this one, will benefit from investigating “how [intellectuals] and their products might acquire 

institutional or symbolic (dis)advantages within the cultural and political arenas in which they 

find themselves or in which those texts or ideas are appropriated” (Baert, 2015, p. 160, em-

phasis added). 

Furthermore, clearly identifying the moment when an individual goes from intellectual to 

public intellectual is difficult in practice. As Collini (2006, p. 52) claims, being considered a 

public intellectual “is not governed by a simple on/off switch”: Even if an individual ceases 

to act as public intellectual and withdraws from the public eye, he or she might never cease 

to be associated with the position. To be clear, the public intellectual is not an essential entity; 

it is neither a job nor a universally defined function in society that can be measured to an 

objective list of criteria (Bauman, 1987, p. 2; Dahlgren, 2013, p. 53). Thus, it is difficult to 

demarcate exactly when an act of public intellectualism begins and ends. 

One of the key characteristics of public intellectuals is that they move fluently between 

intellectual domains and public domains (Young, 2014, pp. 143–145). Academics of the in-

tra-intellectual arena might occasionally appear in the public discourse as experts on certain 

topics. For instance, when the news media cover a new policy on climate change; pandemics; 

an ongoing national election; a prominent criminal case; or any other subject, they might 

interview scholars, who can provide the news story with background based on their expertise 

in the specific field. 

Although public intellectuals might also employ expert testimony as one of many genres 

of intellectual expression (Posner, 2001, p. 36), being perceived as a public intellectual often 

entails more than the occasional sharing of expert knowledge on specific cases. For two 

reasons, expert testimonies alone do not necessarily make scholars public intellectuals: 1) Pub-

lic intellectuals are generalists, and 2) the status as public intellectual stems from repeated 

performances (Collini, 2006). I expand on these two points in the following. 
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3.2.1 Generalists in the age of social media 
Balancing special expertise and universalism is an inherent tension of public intellectualism 

as a phenomenon (Baert & Booth, 2012, p. 122). Although public intellectuals often use their 

specialization as an initial platform, it is through the engagement with more general issues and 

values that they are most likely to reach a non-specialist audience and become public intellec-

tuals. Therefore, I define public intellectuals as first and foremost generalists. 

According to Collini (2006, p. 57), public intellectuals are commonly perceived by the 

public as the prime bearers of certain general values or capacities, which sets their kind of 

authority apart from “the mere possession of ‘expertise’”. Certainly, public intellectuals in-

terpret general values, such as truth, justice, rights, and freedom differently, depending on 

context and personal opinion. For example, some public intellectuals invoke their sense of 

justice to engage in specific causes and address specific parts of the public. A particular public 

intellectual might have gender equality as main focus and attract larger female than male 

audiences but he or she still acts as public intellectual because of the universality of the ar-

gumentation and framing of the issue: Gender equality is a matter of social justice. Similarly, 

some public intellectuals act as special-interest intellectuals. For instance, various writers as-

sociated with the civil rights movement, such as James Baldwin, primarily wrote about the 

experiences of black Americans but are read by a wider audience, who are interested in racial 

inequality in the United States (Posner, 2001, pp. 10–11). 

The point is that an increased focus on particular issues does not necessarily undermine 

an individual’s status as public intellectual. There is obviously a limit to the generality of 

intellectual products; in practice, it is unlikely that an intellectual message resonates with the 

whole of society (Collini, 2006, p. 55). This perspective can also be inferred from Foucault’s 

(2002) distinction between specific and universal intellectuals. Intellectuals, he claimed, “have 

become used to working not in the modality of the ‘universal’ […] but within specific sectors, 

at the precise points where their own conditions of life or work situate them […]” (Foucault, 

2002, pp. 126–127). 

In Foucault’s view, specialization represents a horizontalization of the relationship be-

tween public intellectuals and their publics. Specialization enables public intellectuals to en-

gage with specific, practical issues concerning the everyday life of their audiences. As a result, 

the connection between theory and practice is in fact strengthened. Foucault’s point essen-

tially represents the reverse of Jacoby’s (1987) argument that specialization is a sign of decline 
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of the public intellectual. Thus, another related tension is implied: one between hierarchy 

and equality of public intellectuals’ relationship with their audiences. I return to this in the 

next chapter on authority. 

The reason I emphasize a certain level of generality as a key characteristic of public intel-

lectuals is because it essentially reflects the logics that govern the public intellectual arena. 

Here, as opposed to the intra-intellectual arena, the topics or frames of intellectual products 

is more likely to resonate with a wider audience if formulated as general issues or matters of 

common concern. How this “common concern” materializes in reality, is obviously contest-

able. Scholars have argued that specialization and the associated fragmentation of the public 

sphere has led to a decline of a common culture. In this sense, it is not so much the role of 

public intellectual that has declined, but in fact the public as such (Deneen, 2016, p. 346). 

Due to a lack of commonality, public intellectuals are today “widely regarded as merely rep-

resentatives of ‘one side of the argument’” (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. x).  

Consequently, public intellectuals are often reduced to an overall political stance or ide-

ology, for instance: left-wing versus right-wing (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. xi). This 

might be augmented by the current polarization of the political culture, particularly in The 

United States (West, 2019), but it also echoes a broader discussion of what universality and 

commonality entails. Whether the issues raised by public intellectual are de facto of common 

concern is of lesser importance than the fact that public intellectuals frame them as such. 

Since the public intellectual arena depends on media logics, the values and mechanisms 

determining the success of public intellectual output is comparable to the criteria that news 

stories are typically measured against. Unlike strict academic argumentation, public intellec-

tual rhetoric often involves a touch of celebrity, surprise, and entertainment, in addition to 

the criteria of relevance, magnitude, and focus on power elites (Harcup & O’Neill, 2017, p. 

1482). Like news, public intellectual messages are increasingly subject to platform af-

fordances and social media logics, including popularity and shareability (van Dijck & Poell, 

2013). These dimensions of the social media logic, along with the above-mentioned criteria, 

are arguable associated with generality, as both popularity and shareability imply the existence 

of an audience of considerable size. In Part Two and Three, I discuss both the methodolog-

ical issues related to generality, popularity, and audience engagement and investigate, by 

metadata analysis, the relationship between the three dimensions through YouTube metadata 

analysis. 
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The notion of the public intellectual as bearer of general values thus continues to be rel-

evant, despite trends of specialization. Generality is contingent; no topic is per definition more 

general than another, although some frames (e.g. truth, justice, rights, and freedom) can be 

said to have had a relatively general status throughout history (Collini, 2006, p. 56). There-

fore, it will be the task of an empirical analysis to uncover what subjects seems to resonate 

with a relatively general public in the particular historical context of the study. As with ce-

lebrities, public intellectuals tend to define the zeitgeist (Marshall, 2010, p. 36). Or as Saïd 

(1996, p. 21) describes it, public intellectuals “are of their time, herded along by the mass 

politics of representations embodied by the information or media industry […]”. Whether 

contemporary public intellectuals are in fact “herded along” by the media is highly question-

able, as the current dominance of social media logic rather implies a reciprocity between 

media platforms and their users, including intellectuals, in the mutual shaping of online per-

formative environments (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 8)   

Furthermore, in times of cultural convergence, which is accelerated by digital media, it 

has become harder to separate high culture from low culture. With all sorts of content, in-

tellectual products, and various forms of “pure entertainment”, being published and shared 

on the same aggregator platforms (e.g., YouTube and social media), it has become more 

difficult to distinguish intellectual content from other forms. Contemporary public intellec-

tualism is thus a part of a hybrid remix culture (Chadwick, 2017; Lessig, 2008), where intel-

lectuals appear side by side with actors, artists, reality stars, journalists, experts, politicians, 

etc. (Habermas, 2009, p. 54), and where parts of the audience have become cultural omni-

vores (R. A. Peterson & Kern, 1996). 

This pluralism arguable increases the need for public intellectuals to manage the tension 

between specialism and generality. On the one hand, they need to be sufficiently general and 

popular to succeed in competition for attention with all the other figures, while on the other 

hand simultaneously differentiating themselves as something more: distinct cultural authori-

ties with important intellectual messages. It is thus a key challenge for public intellectuals to 

remain intellectual, while operating under the conditions of publicness, popularity, and media 

attention (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. x). 

In addition to pursuing and discovering ideas, which is the main mode of intellectuals in 

academia, public intellectuals must also publicly promote and sell their ideas. Of course, 

many academic scholars are also obliged to do public research dissemination, but it is mostly 

interpreted as a sideline activity, fulfilled by the occasional expert testimony. For public 
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intellectuals, selling ideas is as equally important as conceiving them. Today, there is an in-

creased possibility of doing just that, because the number of accessible channels of expres-

sion reaching a public audience has never been bigger (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, pp. x–

xiv). Put differently, there have never been as many stalls in the marketplace of ideas as 

presently. 

Moreover, social media also widens the potential for public intellectuals to continuously 

engage with a broad range of issues. In turn, this increases the generality of their practice. 

Not only audiences that have easier access to knowledge, information, and news to challenge 

the epistemic authority of intellectuals (Foster, 2015). Roughly speaking, the increased access 

applies to all media users, including intellectuals, who now can keep themselves updated on 

issues of common interest. Instead of focusing on one issue or staying exclusively in their 

own lane by publishing content on specialist topics on niche websites, public intellectuals on 

social media have the opportunity to repeatedly employ their authority and apply their views 

through real time commentary on current affairs (Baert & Booth, 2012, p. 121). This sort of 

micro-interventions is a central feature of contemporary public intellectualism. In addition 

to emphasizing the potential of public intellectuals to be generalists, social media also enables 

them to repeat their position in the public discourse. This leads to the second point of ex-

plaining why the mere expression of expertise is not a sufficient condition of public intellec-

tuals: Repetition. 

 

3.2.2 Repeating the position 
Public intellectualism is a pattern of behavior (Collini, 2006, p. 53). Whereas an academic 

might act as a one-off expert in a news article or an artist might step out of his or her usual 

artistic circle to intervene in one specific political debate, the role of the public intellectual 

“implies an element of continuity and recognition by the public” (Dahlgren, 2013, p. 53).
3
 

The need for public intellectuals to repeat their positioning introduces an element of predict-

ability. However, historically unpredictability has in fact been idealized by some scholars as 

a public intellectual characteristic (Habermas, 2009, pp. 51–52; Svendsen, 2021, p. 305). By 

contrast, other scholars define some level of predictability as an inevitable effect of repetition 

(Morris, 2010, p. 674). In the latter perspective, public intellectuals need to be predictable in 

 
3 It should be noted that the Dreyfus Affair did not reflect this exact image of the public intellectual: the re-
peated performance of a generalist addressing a public audience. The Dreyfus Affair mainly stands a repre-
sentation of the ideal of public engagement and the commitment to general values, such as truth, freedom, 
rights, and justice. 



 46 

their communication for intermediaries like journalists to help accelerate their diffusion. In 

the framing of news stories, journalists often cast an intellectual to represent a certain view, 

which, to some extent, is defined in advance and based on intellectual reputation. 

   Needless to say, representing certain views and appearing in the public discourse repeatedly 

is not an exceptional characteristic of public intellectuals. An increasing number of pundits 

may share this characteristic (Joffe, 2003). What is important here, however, is the different 

sources of recognition. However fluently a public intellectual might move between the intra-

intellectual arena and the public intellectual arena, he or she still depends on a certain level 

of recognition within both fields. This is what sets public intellectuals apart from pundits 

and experts, whose authority need not be rooted in intellectual achievements. For instance, 

political pundits may be recognized for their experience from parliament, while sports ex-

perts might draw on a professional career in sports. Thus, pundits and experts can be public 

intellectuals, but not necessarily (Young, 2014, p. 144). The pundit and expert categories are 

broader than the public intellectual category, as they encapsulate all who are recognized for 

their willingness to share in the media their specialized knowledge or experiences on a par-

ticular subject. 

Public intellectuals often have to repeat the same position several times in order for their 

messages to resonate with a public audience (Baert, 2015, p. 177). Here, again, social media 

provides a relatively stable platforms to do just that. The emergence of a multi-platform 

social media network has accelerated the expectation in the public of constant visibility and 

accessibility of public intellectuals and their output (Heynders, 2016, p. 10). As such, they 

have become “cross-media personas” (Kristensen & From, 2015). 

Also, by monitoring the number of views, followers, likes, and shares of their content on 

social media, public intellectuals can improve their knowledge about the behavior and pref-

erences of their audiences (Drezner, 2008). Knowing their audiences by the numbers enables 

public intellectuals to form an overview of how well-received or popular an idea is among 

media users (Baert & Booth, 2012, p. 120). Roughly speaking, the more likes a particular 

micro-intervention has, the more it can be said to resonate with a wider public. I expand on 

the logics of attention on YouTube in the following chapters. 

In the online media culture, all types of content, including micro-interventions of public 

intellectuals and associated user activities, are treated as data. In principle, this kind of data-

fication, which is a fundamental part of social media logic, allows media users, including 

public intellectuals, to predict user tastes and opinions (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 10). If a 
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certain kind of argument seems to attract large audiences, a public intellectual might have an 

interest in cultivating and repeating this particular argument.  

As indicated, there is a connection between popularity and generality. When an idea 

posted by a public intellectual on social media generate much popularity, it might even imply 

an equally high level of generality or universality of that particular idea. Here, however, it is 

appropriate to repeat the notion that no idea is per definition more general than others. But 

in a contemporary media culture, social media popularity might be the most precise indica-

tion that an intellectual’s idea is general enough to succeed in the public intellectual arena. Put 

differently, “[…] one cannot be a valued public intellectual without a public, and the greater 

the public, the greater the value that is ascribed to the public intellectuals” (Di Leo & Hitch-

cock, 2016a, p. xiv). 

However, one must be aware of the risk of mistaking controversy for generality.   Higher 

media visibility, popular attention, and increased demands for quick responses also increase 

the possibility of releasing dubious statements, as the time and space to formulate nuanced 

ideas is significantly reduced on some platforms. This is particularly the case on Twitter, 

where the character limit is 280 (see Dahlgren, 2013, p. 63). Compared to linear text and its 

associated mode of cognitive activity, social media micro-interventions are different. On the 

one hand, misunderstandings, mistakes, and polemical statements quickly turn into acute 

controversies with the potential of spinning out of control, due to the spreadability logic of 

social media content circulation (Burgess & Matamoros-Fernández, 2016; Jenkins et al., 

2013). In this perspective, the success and reputation of a public intellectual seems increas-

ingly volatile in a social media context. On the other hand, short updates on social media 

make for on-point slogans and catchphrases that might help to create a more recognizable 

public intellectual brand. Nevertheless, it is not all online platforms that reduce public intel-

lectual interventions to micro-interventions and punchlines. YouTube and podcasts do not 

limit content in the same way as Twitter. As will become clear in the upcoming empirical 

study, many YouTube videos and podcasts featuring public intellectuals last two to three 

hours, thus creating room for more nuanced discussions. 

To summarize the main points discussed above, it is appropriate to clearly state the fol-

lowing: I distinguish between intellectuals and public intellectuals. This distinction is useful 

in an investigation of how public intellectualism materializes in the context of the contem-

porary online media culture. This study also investigates a particular form of publicness that 
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characterizes the individual cases analyzed, that is, their position in the online media culture. 

In short, the study of public intellectuals is also a study of the public. 

I focus on generalist public intellectuals, keeping in mind that the notion of generality is 

in fact twofold. On the one hand, generality refers to the previously mentioned representa-

tion and application of general values. On the other hand, generality also refers to the public 

intellectual practice of addressing a non-specialist public audience (Posner, 2001, p. 23). In the 

upcoming empirical analyses, I perceive this non-specialist public audience to be anchored 

in the user base of YouTube – one of the main nodes in the online media culture. 

Finally, maintaining the focus on generalist public intellectuals serves to narrow the scope 

of the study, so that it principally excludes experts and various one-off public intellectual 

ventures. Therefore, the upcoming conceptualization of public intellectual authority as a 

compound of different forms of authority is informed by the generalist perspective, rather 

than the specialist.  
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4   Public Intellectual Authority 
 

 

4.1 Why authority? 

In this chapter, I focus on the logics underlying public intellectualism as a cultural phenome-

non. The concepts of authority and positioning are key to explain the actions of public intel-

lectuals and the effects of their interventions. The use of positioning theory in public intel-

lectual studies was introduced by Baert in his sociology of intellectuals (2012, 2015, 2018). 

Building on Baert’s theory, I also use the terminology of positioning to explain what public 

intellectuals do. I expand the positioning framework by linking it to the concept of authority. 

One of the main arguments of this chapter is that the relationship between authority and 

positioning is fundamentally an interplay: Public intellectuals use their authority to position 

themselves in the public intellectual arena. At the same time, public intellectuals construct 

authority through positioning. 

Public intellectual positioning is a complex process involving a variety of actors (Baert, 

2012, pp. 313–314). It is not only a question of particular public intellectuals’ self-positioning. 

Constructing public intellectual authority depends on the positioning of various entities ex-

ternal to the individual public intellectual, for instance, concepts, institutions, and intermedi-

aries (Baert, 2015, p. 167). Public intellectual authority is influenced by the way in which 

others position the public intellectual in question. This dynamic is illustrated in Figure 1, 

which I present in Section 4.5. 

The main reason for specifically highlighting the notion of authority as the conceptual 

point of departure is that it is at once simple and multifaceted. There is an intuitive quality 

to the term that points to the notion that public intellectuals have been permitted (or author-

ized) to speak, and that people listen. Intuitively, the ability to make people listen is linked to 

the concept of authority. At the same time, authority is complex in that it can contain other 

related concepts, such as expertise, legitimacy, capital, and knowledge. As I have already dis-

cussed expertise in some detail, I consider the benefits, drawbacks, and linkage between au-

thority and the remaining three concepts in turn below. 

Legitimacy is a profound part of authority. In Weber’s sense, any form of power has a need 

to justify itself (Weber quoted in Habermas, 1988, p. 97). When public intellectuals, perceived 

as authorities or powerholders, attempt to justify their ideas by stating the number of books 
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they have read on a given subject, it is an effort of legitimation. There are obviously more 

subtle examples of how public intellectual authority is legitimized than claims of being well-

read, but the point is that legitimation is inherently part of an analysis when focusing on 

authority. Public intellectual authority is not a form of formal or legal authority (Weber, 1978, 

pp. 215–216). Rather, it is a form of cultural authority, which means that processes of legiti-

mation are more abstract and ambiguous (Collini, 2006, p. 56). The integration of positioning 

theory into the study of authority aims to shed light on these complex legitimation processes. 

Capital, and the wider Bourdieuian terminology, has often been used as the main theoret-

ical frame in analyses of public intellectuals (Baert, 2015, p. 5; Bourdieu, 1992). Variations of 

Bourdieu’s terminology of capital can be very useful when describing the different forms of 

authority at play in public intellectualism, for instance institutional capital, celebrity capital, 

and cultural capital more broadly. However, I do not apply the concept of capital as the main 

terminology because it does not necessarily contribute with a more precise vocabulary for 

studying public intellectualism. On the contrary, it adds a conceptual layer which is essentially 

unnecessary. In short, capital lacks the intuitiveness of authority. Moreover, the use of the 

term capital might falsely lead the reader to expect the whole study to be informed by Bour-

dieu’s field theory or presume that I focus specifically on intellectual individuals’ habitus. To 

be clear, neither is the case; I apply Bourdieu’s terminology ad hoc (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 

984). 

Knowledge might be another conceptual alternative to authority. As exemplified above, stat-

ing how many books one might have read is a way of indicating a superior knowledge posi-

tion. In this sense, knowledge is a specific form of legitimation and a potential a source of 

authority. Being knowledgeable can provide an individual with the authority to speak and 

act. In fact, authority based on knowledge is commonly considered a type of authority in its 

own right (Lincoln, 1994, p. 3). However, knowledge is not the only type of authority at play 

in public intellectualism. Therefore, I perceive knowledge to be only part of the discussion, 

whereas authority represents the whole – or at least an aspiration of some form of holism. 

Having now considered some (although not all) alternative terminologies, I will expand on 

the notion of public intellectual authority. 

 

4.2 The state of public intellectual authority in the digital age  

A significant part of the declinist narrative, which premises that public intellectuals have 

generally vanished from the public discourse, focuses on professionalization and 
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specialization of knowledge (Jacoby, 1987; Posner, 2001). As knowledge becomes more spe-

cialized, there is no one to address general issues. Thus, the discussion of authority is closely 

related to the discussion of generality, presented in the previous chapter. 

As a means of specifying the nature of the proposed decline and the supposed conse-

quences of specialization, Baert (2015, pp. 189) stresses the erosion of a specific type of 

public intellectual, the “authoritative public intellectual”, not “a disappearance of the public 

intellectual altogether”. Sartre personified the authoritative generalist type, which thrived in 

a specific societal context. This context was French post-war society, where intellectual cap-

ital was concentrated within a relatively small elite; the academic environment had a low 

degree of specialization; and there was a relatively clear hierarchy between knowledge disci-

plines and forms of cultural expression. 

According to Baert (2015, p. 186), increased specialization and professionalization of sci-

entific knowledge combined with a rise in general education levels in many Western societies 

have resulted in an increased skepticism towards general epistemic and moral authority in 

the public. Consequently, this has weakened the position of universal, authoritative intellec-

tuals, as they are now perceived as partisan advocates (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. x).  

With the rise of the internet and the associated vision of collective intelligence, the role 

of the public intellectual as an individual knowledge authority faces new challenges (Foster, 

2015). Thus, in contemporary society, it is more difficult for public intellectuals to retain an 

authoritative knowledge position, speaking at and not with their audience (Baert, 2015, p. 

185). Audiences have generally become more knowledgeable, which means that there is no 

need for an intellectual authority to teach the public about general matters (Deneen, 2016). 

Consequently, intellectuals who might have been generalists in a previous period become 

specialists in contemporary society. Thus, knowledge has become both generalized and spe-

cialized at the same time, mirroring the previous discussion of generality. As described by 

Susen (Susen, 2017, p. 75), “the simultaneous universalization and particularization of 

knowledge generation in advanced societies […]” are intertwined trends. 

The supposed fall of the universalist public intellectual can therefore neither be explained 

exclusively by the public becoming more knowledgeable nor by intellectuals becoming more 

specialized. The interconnectedness of these two processes emphasizes the idea that public 

intellectual authority is in fact a multiplex construct that involves many other factors than 

the status of knowledge alone. As will become clear in Part Three, empirical evidence sup-

ports this claim and poses a serious challenge to the declinist narrative. 
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Furthermore, the emergence of social media represents an increased possibility of public 

intellectuals to engage in dialogue with the public and vice versa. This has set the stage for a 

new type of public intellectual, which Baert (2015, p. 188) calls “the dialogical intellectual”. 

Dialogue, in this sense, represents the notion that public intellectuals are now embedded in 

what has traditionally been perceived as a general public audience. In the online media cul-

ture, public intellectuals have become media users on equal terms with their audience. This 

is what I call the horizontalization of the public intellectual flow of communication. I expand on this in 

Chapter 5. 

This development has made new demands for public intellectuals in terms of differenti-

ating themselves from other types of media users. As stated by Heynders (2016, p. 4):  

 

The position from which the intellectual could present a general, independent, rational over-

view has definitely changed in our media society into a position from within the audience, which 

implies the managing of strategies of visibility, participation, critiquing and the bringing in of 

new ideas. 

 

The production and dissemination of public intellectual interventions has become an in-

creasingly collective endeavor in the contemporary public intellectual arena. Yet, being a 

distinct intellectual voice still entails authority. It is my claim that although the public 

conversation has become more dialogical, public intellectuals have not become less au-

thoritative. In fact, in my upcoming empirical analysis, nothing suggests that public intel-

lectuals have become less general or universal, either. 

Although the traditional authoritative public intellectual might in fact have lost domi-

nance, the notion of authority is still embedded at the very core of the concept of public 

intellectualism. What makes people listen to a particular intellectual in the public discourse 

is ultimately a question of authority. In other words, this study departs from the theoretical 

assumption that public intellectualism is still about authority, albeit the road to authority has 

changed with new media. Thus, the key question concerns how the process of constructing 

this authority is transformed or recontextualized in the contemporary media culture. 

 

4.3 The authority compound 

To clarify the compound nature of what I call public intellectual authority (see Johansen, 2021), 

it is helpful to begin with the basic distinction between executive and epistemic authority 
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(Lincoln, 1994, p. 3). The former is commonly associated with what Weber (1978, p. 217) 

calls “legal authority”, which is anchored in administrative or legal offices in any bureaucratic 

structure. By contrast, the latter is associated with scholars and experts alike, who gain au-

thority from expertise and knowledge. Intuitively, public intellectuals belong in the epistemic 

category, although public intellectualism is based on much more than the possession of ex-

pertise, as previously discussed. 

For public intellectuals, another type of authority discussed by Weber (1978, p. 241) is 

equally as important: charismatic authority. Charisma is the talent to inspire the devotion and 

belief of others
4
 through rhetoric and appearance. The reason audiences become subject to 

this kind of authority is because they believe in the charismatic leader. They believe in whatever 

proof
5
 that the charismatic leader bases his or her leadership upon. Weber (1978, p. 244) 

illustrates charismatic authority by the prophet. Interestingly, public intellectuals are often 

associated with the role of the modern prophet (see Posner, 2001, p. 39; Young, 2014; Eco 

quoted in Zanganeh, 2008, p. 104). This is also illustrated by the close readings. Thus, when 

a public intellectual is perceived to act as prophet, he or she deploys charismatic authority, 

since prophecies per definition lack evidence or facts. As Posner (2001, p. 35) claims, “[p]ub-

lic intellectuals are often careless with facts and rash in predictions”. Whereas legal authority 

and even epistemic authority ideally entails rationality, “charismatic authority is specifically 

irrational” (Weber, 1978, p. 244). Charisma and the prophetic function in society is thus 

associated with a kind of metaphysical power (Weber, 1978, p. 241). 

In the public intellectual arena, charisma translates well into media visibility. Thus, public 

intellectuals mix epistemic authority, on which the quality of their ideas relies, with charis-

matic authority, which serve the purpose of reaching a non-specialist audience. Charismatic 

authority signifies the ability to sell an idea by virtue of performance, not necessarily by the 

isolated quality of the idea sold. In this sense, the notion of performance encompasses both 

verbal and non-verbal communication. This is not to say that all public intellectuals are 

prophets who rely solely on charismatic authority, since this is certainly not the case. How-

ever, charismatic authority is just as important as epistemic authority, because the public 

intellectual arena operates equally according to the logics of rational argumentation and media 

 
4 https://www.lexico.com/definition/charisma 

5 In Weber’s (1978, p. 243) ideal type, proof was originally constituted by a miracle. In the context of contem-
porary public intellectualism, proof might be constituted by an opinion or a critique that articulates the hopes 
or despairs of a public audience. 
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attention and visibility management across platforms and publics (Heynders, 2016). I return 

to this in Chapter 5. 

Since the position of the public intellectual is embedded in the culture and rooted in rich 

tradition (from the Dreyfus affair through the wars over ideology in the twentieth century to 

the identity politics of contemporary times), it also contains an element of Weber’s third type 

of authority, “traditional authority” (Weber, 1978, pp. 226–227). Although the public intel-

lectual practice is more fluid than essential, the very label “public intellectual” bears a lot of 

weight. Once given the title “public intellectual”, there are certain expectations, either in the 

scholarly community or in the public, concerning social responsibility. 

For instance, public intellectuals are often expected to side with the weak and marginal-

ized and to “represent all those peoples and issues that are routinely forgotten or swept under 

the rug” (Saïd, 1996, p. 11). Although normative accounts like Saïd’s may often lack analytical 

depth and rest on pipe dreams of intellectual outsiderdom, they represent an ideal that none-

theless affects how public intellectuals themselves, parts of the audience, the press, and even 

some scholars perceive the public intellectual position (Collini, 2006, pp. 427–432). As stated 

earlier, intellectual when used as an analytical term neither indicates honor nor disgrace, but in 

the public discourse, it may not be used in such a way. On the contrary, it may be used in a 

very loaded manner because of its long and politicized tradition. In other words, public intel-

lectuals are often expected to act in a certain way. These normative expectations are based 

on an idealized precedent or simply tradition. In this way, tradition-bound expectations also 

represent a form of authority. 

All the different kinds of authority that come together as public intellectual authority fun-

damentally materializes through communicative performance. It is primarily through discur-

sive action that public intellectual authority is constructed and conveyed. It is also through 

language that public intellectual authority most clearly materializes as an effect that can be 

studied. In basic terms, authority is the “capacity to make consequential pronouncements” 

(Lincoln, 1994, p. 2). However, this is not limited to the substance of the public intellectual’s 

argument. Authority is just as much about non-verbal communication, aesthetic, tone of 

voice, humor (or lack thereof), and style. 

Thus, “the exercise of authority need not involve argumentation and may rest on the 

naked assertion that the identity of the speaker warrants acceptance of the speech” (Lincoln, 

1994, p. 5). In this sense, authority constructions are also based on the right staging. For 

instance, if a public intellectual is presented by his or her title (e.g., professor) or if he or she 
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is labelled an intellectual in the press, audiences may recognize his or her authority even 

before any words are uttered. As such, authority is context dependent. 

The very stage, or media platform, on which the public intellectual stands, can itself pro-

vide authority by functioning as a stamp of approval. I illustrate this point in the upcoming 

chapter. An element as mundane as the choice of clothes also sets the stage for certain kinds 

of intellectual authority constructions. Think of the tweed jacket and horn-rimmed glasses, 

which might be perceived by audiences as a stereotypical intellectual look. Bearing in mind 

that authority is just as much about audiences acting as if they have been persuaded by an 

argument, an intellectual look may not be unimportant (Lincoln, 1994, pp. 5–6). In sum, 

public intellectualism is an ongoing performance that produces and reproduces a certain kind 

of authority (Baert & Morgan, 2018). 

The notion of performativity is fundamental to understanding contemporary public intel-

lectualism because it essentially describes how public intellectual authority is in fact con-

structed as a result of an interaction between different actors, audiences, stages, props, and 

other concepts that usually belong in the semantics of theater. According to Baert (2012, p. 

304), the reception, survival, and diffusion of public intellectual interventions depends on a 

variety of factors beyond the “intrinsic quality of the arguments proposed or the strength of 

the evidence provided” by the public intellectual in question. 

As such, public intellectuals engage in a social or cultural drama involving a variety of 

elements beyond mere rational argumentation (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 325). This explains 

why satirists, such as John Stewart and Stephen Colbert may be regarded as public intellec-

tuals today (Parsi, 2011). It also provides the analytical tools for explaining exactly what it is 

figures like Slavoj Žižek do when they perform their public intellectualism (Bar-El & Baert, 

2021). For instance, when Žižek cloaks his ideas in the discursive mode of irony, he combines 

epistemic and charismatic authority. Irony, Baert and Morgan claim (2018, p. 336), has taken 

a more central role in contemporary public intellectual life, as illustrated by the many “funny 

moments” compilations of public intellectual messages circulating on YouTube (babbisp1, 

2015). In Part Two, I further elaborate on the public intellectual performance by addressing 

the methodological consequences of an analytical shift in focus “from what intellectuals are 

(e.g. a class, a normative ideal) towards what they do (e.g. their accomplished actions, the 

media they employ, the performances they act out)” (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 983). 

Another useful way to address the broad range of external elements that contribute to the 

construction of public intellectual authority, is to discuss the public intellectual performance 
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in terms of process and structure. In other words, what are the general social mechanisms 

behind public intellectual authority constructions? 

Collini (2006, p. 52) describes an underlying structure, which facilitates the process of 

constructing authority. For an individual to obtain status as public intellectual and gain “the 

right to be listened to” (Höpfl, 1999, p. 219) on matters of general concern, he or she must 

first be recognized for his or her initial achievement within a relatively specialized field, for 

instance as an academic, artist, or writer. Then he or she uses this recognition to reach a 

public audience outside this specialized field through the relevant media. In reaching this 

audience of non-specialists, he or she addresses general values and topics. Finally, he or she 

builds a reputation by repeating this performance. This process is meant to elucidate the 

cultural mechanisms underlying the public intellectual construction of authority. As Collini 

(2006, p. 57) claims: 

 

[T]he kind of cultural authority deployed by someone who successfully occupies the role of 

intellectual cannot, of course, be merely an individual matter. There has to be some pre-existing 

disposition in the culture to assign value or standing to the activities in which that figure is 

seen to be distinguished […] 

 

The strength of this interpretation is that it emphasizes the relational aspects of constructing 

authority: Authority is not simply a result of one individual public intellectual speaking out. 

On the contrary, constructing authority is an ongoing endeavor involving many factors ex-

ternal to the public intellectual in question, including audiences, institutions, and communi-

cative infrastructures (see Baert, 2015, p. 316). 

However, the particular agency of neither audiences, institutions, nor media platforms in 

the configuration of contemporary public intellectual authority is explicitly addressed in the 

interpretation above. It is still somewhat unclear what exactly these different actors do in the 

process of constructing the cultural authority. Positioning theory can provide terminology 

for this inadequately discussed dimension. 

While the processual interpretation may be characteristic of the public intellectual prac-

tice, it fails to explain how the cultural authority of public intellectuals differs from that of 

the various other voices that appear in the contemporary public discourse. The mere term 

“cultural authority” does not indicate that it is associated with public intellectualism per se. 

Intuitively, many artists, journalists, influencers, pundits, and commentators alike might 
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possess or deploy cultural authority, but they may not necessarily be perceived as public 

intellectuals. I am interested in investigating how authority is constructed specifically in relation 

to contemporary public intellectuals. As such, my definition of authority needs to be nar-

rower. 

Therefore, I use the term public intellectual authority instead of cultural authority.  This is not 

to say that public intellectual authority is something entirely different from cultural authority. 

In fact, public intellectual authority might be considered a subcategory of cultural authority. 

However, public intellectual authority represents a specific mode of cultural authority: one that 

is performed among other kinds of authority within a pluralistic public sphere. In theory, 

what sets public intellectual authority apart from the more general notion of cultural author-

ity, is the previously discussed characteristic combination of epistemic, charismatic, and tra-

ditional authority. What audiences expect from a public intellectual is different from what 

they might expect from other positions, essentially because their expectations speak to a 

different kind of authority. 

In basic terms, cultural authority becomes public intellectual authority when deployed by 

individuals, who are perceived as public intellectuals. Granted that this may sound like a 

tautology, it is merely meant to indicate that a definition of public intellectual authority needs 

to be informed by a thorough empirical analysis of public intellectual action. The discursive 

action taken by public intellectuals brings about broad range of effects, which are most ap-

propriately apprehended by the notion of positioning (Baert, 2015, p. 164). I will now elab-

orate on the relationship between authority and positioning. 

 

4.4 Positioning dimensions: An illustrative framework 

For public intellectuals to successfully operate as such, they employ a “range of rhetorical 

devices […] to locate themselves (and position others) within the intellectual and political 

field” (Baert, 2012, p. 304). This perspective mirrors the multidimensional process of con-

structing authority that I discussed in the previous section. In applying the concept of posi-

tioning, Baert (2018, p. 228) provides a useful terminology for the analysis of this perpetual 

process:  

 

Positioning refers to the process by which authors or speakers allocate specific features to 

themselves and to others, thereby locating themselves within the intellectual arena or within 

the broader sociopolitical or artistic context in which they operate. 
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Thus, the notion of positioning refers to the act of locating individuals, concepts, and insti-

tutions in a discursive space of disputing as well as concordant positions. Positioning theory 

is based on speech-act theory (Baert, 2018, pp. 227–228). Thus, the underlying assumption 

of positioning is inspired by Austin’s performative hypothesis: The idea that “people use 

language not just to say things, but to do things”  (Martínez-Flor & Usó-Juan, 2010, p. 7). In 

this sense, language, or communication more precisely – both verbal and non-verbal – is not 

only about making statements; it is about performing actions. The action performed is locat-

ing someone or something in a specific place, a specific position. According to Baert (2018, 

p. 227) this performative perspective focuses on “what intellectual interventions […] achieve. 

More concretely, the central idea is that intellectual interventions always involve positioning”. 

Thus, what public intellectuals, institutions, audiences, and intermediaries in fact do in the 

construction of authority is position various entities in relation to a particular public intellec-

tual, including the public intellectual him- or herself. Below is a visualization of the different 

elements engaged in the public intellectual positioning:  
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Figure 1: Theoretico-methodological framework for studying public intellectualism. 

 

 

Figure 1 is a “theoretico-methodological” framework (Gonzalez Hernando & Williams, 

2018, p. 199). This means it is both theoretical and methodological in nature. The theoretical 

dimension consists in its synthesizing character of bringing together the discussions pre-

sented thus far, while also aiming to explain the relational positioning process and the in-

volved actors and dimensions (see also Johansen, 2021). The methodological dimension con-

sists in the applicable and heuristic character of the framework in that it suggests several 

focal points that can in fact be analyzed empirically. I expand on applicability and method-

ology in Part Two. 

As mentioned, it is not only individuals, but also concepts and institutions that are posi-

tioned (Baert, 2015, p. 167). The fact that positioning is expressed and achieved through 

language means that when a public intellectual publishes a book or a YouTube video, he or 
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she locates him- or herself within the public intellectual arena, ideally in a way that recipients 

can clearly recognize and identify his or her position (Baert, 2015, p. 166). Such an activity is 

termed “self-positioning” because it is based on the agency of the particular public intellec-

tual him- or herself. This type of positioning often involves a juxtaposition or contrastation 

of “one’s own position with those of other individual(s) or a group” (Baert, 2015, p. 167). 

Thus, positioning both involves an agent, who does the positioning and a “positioned party” 

– the entity being positioned by the agent. In public intellectual self-positioning, the agent 

and the positioned party coincide (Baert, 2015, p. 167). 

Public intellectuals are “never entirely in control of their positioning as ultimately the 

wider circle of peers and critics help to attribute meaning to their intellectual interventions.” 

(Baert, 2018, p. 229). So, in addition to the self-positioning efforts and individuality con-

struction of a particular public intellectual, external factors also influence the positioning of 

that same public intellectual. In Figure 1, this is illustrated by the double arrows, which indi-

cate that positioning goes both ways: public intellectuals position the other dimensions, while 

these dimensions also engage in the positioning of the individual public intellectual, either 

rhetorically or abstractly as sources of credibility and legitimation. 

When a journalist describes a particular public intellectual by either theoretical or political 

labels, the public intellectual is also being positioned. Institutions and organizations also take 

part in this positioning process, either by passively lending their institutional authority to a 

given public intellectual (e.g., through titles); by actively engaging in the public intellectual 

discourse; or by acting as a collective. For instance, when The University of Cambridge de-

cided to rescind their offer of a visiting scholarship to Jordan Peterson, it contributed to his 

positioning, as well (Marsh, 2019). 

Bearing in mind that authority is context-dependent, the media staging of public intellec-

tual performances also influence the positioning process. For instance, it may matter whether 

a public intellectual intervention is uploaded to YouTube by Fox News or CNN, who are 

typically located on opposite ends of the political spectrum. I term the type of positioning 

related to staging associative positioning because it helps audiences, by association, to locate the 

public intellectual on either a political spectrum, within an intellectual tradition, or on a public 

discourse chart such as The Culture War Matrix, which I present in Chapter 12. 

Given my empirical focus on YouTube culture, it is important to stress that audiences 

also play a significant role in the attribution of meaning to public intellectual interventions. 

Thus, audiences constitute a key force of agency in the positioning process. For instance, 
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when an audience member publishes a meme on social media that decontexualizes or repur-

poses the original message of a public intellectual, that public intellectual is being (re-)posi-

tioned.  

In Baert’s terminology (2015, pp. 169–170), public intellectual positioning comes in two 

ideal-typical forms: “intellectual positioning” and “politico-ethical positioning”. The former 

is achieved through argumentation that links a particular public intellectual to other intellec-

tuals and concepts and situates him or her within a particular intellectual tradition. The latter 

refers to the specific stance or position that a particular public intellectual might take or be 

ascribed in relation to political or ethical issues that concern a general public. Balancing these 

two types of positioning reflects the previously discussed public intellectual challenge of 

maintaining a status as intellectual, while also managing to engage with a public. In intellec-

tual positioning, epistemic authority is the dominant form, while in politico-ethical position-

ing, which is characterized by a more opinionated rhetoric, charismatic authority becomes 

more significant. 

However, the two forms of positioning tend to merge within certain types of debates 

(Baert, 2015, pp. 169–170). This especially applies in the field of identity politics, where di-

agnosticating perceived pathologies or identifying issues is not merely perceived as a matter 

of epistemic authority, but also involves a significant political or ethical element. Although a 

public intellectual might attempt to frame an issue related to gender politics as a purely intel-

lectual discussion, he or she might ((un)intentionally) also position him- or herself politically 

by the mere choice of words, or simply by raising the question. 

Inspired by Gonzalez Hernando and Williams’ “phases of an intellectual intervention” 

(2018, p. 200), below is an example of how public intellectual interventions typically bring 

about positioning: 

 

A public intellectual presents an idea in a video uploaded to YouTube. In the video, he or she 

criticizes Twitter’s decision to exclude Donald Trump from their platform. In the video, the 

public intellectual draws on John Stuart Mill’s notions of free expression and criticizes political 

correctness and cancel culture, which is thought to be exemplified by the actions of Twitter.  

 

In this hypothetical intellectual intervention, many entities are being positioned. Firstly, the 

platform Twitter, a key node in the institutional structure of public discourse, is being posi-

tioned as an adversary of free speech and a proponent of cancel culture and political 
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correctness. Moreover, YouTube and legacy news media are also being positioned to the 

extent that the choice of YouTube as platform may be interpreted as a rejection of the edi-

torial power of an established newspaper or a TV station. Secondly, the concepts of free speech, 

cancel culture, and political correctness are also be positioned as either connected or juxta-

posed and adhering to a specific institution or individual. Thirdly, people are being positioned 

as well, both John Stuart Mill (albeit posthumously by recontextualizing his thoughts) and 

Donald Trump (as an individual fundamentally also protected by free speech). Fourthly, the 

speaker him- or herself is also being positioned, both intellectually by aligning him- or herself 

with (or appropriating) Mill, and politically or ethically by engaging with topical issues in the 

public discourse. 

The involvement of the manyfold of actors in the public intellectual positioning process 

suggests that positioning, like authority, rests on a relational logic. This means that “[a]n 

intellectual intervention in itself does not involve a particular positioning; positioning only 

takes effect because of the agents operating within a particular context” (Baert, 2015, p. 173). 

Thus, the above example of an intellectual intervention would not necessarily bring about 

the same positioning chain, had it been made by Jordan Peterson as it would if Noam Chom-

sky was the transmitter. These two public intellectuals share a critical position towards main-

stream media, while also being proponents of free speech. Nevertheless, their positions differ 

on a variety of other issues to an extent that they are rarely perceived to occupy the same 

overall position. 

One of the reasons for this is that the positioning of public intellectuals further depends 

on the reputation and authoritative status of the public intellectual, including the kind of 

recognition he or she might initially have established within a relatively specialized field. For 

instance, a public intellectual may emerge from an initial status of journalistic authority (Carl-

son, 2017), only to gain public intellectual authority through interventions that mark a tran-

scendence of the journalistic profession and into an intellectual domain. Examples of this 

include Walter Lippmann, Christopher Hitchens, Josef Joffe, and Rune Lykkeberg. Similarly, 

a comedian might be perceived as an authority within the domain of entertainment, but if he 

or she chooses to deploy this status to intervene in a political debate, he or she (and his or 

her surroundings) might begin to construct public intellectual authority. This transfer of au-

thority is exemplified by Stephen Fry and Russell Brand (Kristensen & From, 2015, p. 862). 

In other words, because public intellectual authority is not “pure”, but rather a compound 

of different types of authority in perpetual negotiation, public intellectuals always depart 
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from one kind of authority to position themselves (or be positioned) as another kind of 

authority, that is public intellectual authority. Because public intellectual positioning is a per-

petual process, there is not a clearly defined end by which the ultimate level of public intel-

lectual authority is achieved. A particular journalist or politician can have an element of pub-

lic intellectual authority, without necessarily fitting in to an essentialist definition of what it 

means to be a public intellectual. I shall return to this point in Chapter 6 on “The Public 

Intellectual as a Meta-Position”. 

Moreover, the process of constructing public intellectual authority through positioning 

also depends on the historical context (Baert & Morgan, 2018, pp. 324–325; Collini, 2006, p. 

52). Context, in this sense, covers political climate, public sentiments, topical discourses, the 

institutional order, and the communicative infrastructure at a given time (Baert, 2018, p. 233). 

I will concentrate specifically on the last of these contextual dimensions in the upcoming 

chapter, while I will dedicate a significant part of my empirical analysis to provide an over-

view of the contemporary discourse, in which my case studies are embedded. 

 

4.4.1 Positioning in groups 
Before I further address the media context in which the public intellectual positioning pro-

cess takes place, I will briefly discuss the notion of positioning as a collective endeavor. In 

this sense, collectivity refers to the previously mentioned notion that public intellectual au-

thority is constructed through the reciprocal positioning activities of a variety of actors. 

Whereas the broader network of public intellectuals, institutions, intermediaries, and audi-

ences may not necessarily intentionally corporate to position a given public intellectual, spe-

cific teams of intellectual collaborators may actively help to consolidate the position of a par-

ticular public intellectual (Baert, 2015, pp. 177–178). For example, public intellectuals are 

often perceived to belong to certain school or research program, as illustrated by The Frank-

furt School or The Existentialist Movement (Baert, 2015). Additionally, public intellectuals 

often gather in teams around the same channels of communication, as will become clear in 

the upcoming analysis of The Intellectual Dark Web. The association of members belonging 

to public intellectual teams may be based either on common theoretical or ideological tradi-

tion or a common media practice. Therefore, intellectual collectives differ in terms of formal 

organization and intellectual cohesiveness; some tightly knit, while others are only loosely 

associated (Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 1151). 
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Teamwork can often bring about a “coherent and coordinated positioning” (Baert, 2018, 

p. 229). This means that groups of likeminded intellectuals, and potentially also journalists, 

and other voices in the public discourse, can confirm each other’s positions. For instance, 

members of The Intellectual Dark Web often align themselves with each other, either by 

agreeing explicitly or more subtly by referring in affirmative terms to one another. Appearing 

side by side to identify and discuss issues of common interest, albeit potentially with different 

opinions, tend to work as a confirmation of the different positions of the team members. 

Members of the same team need not assume the same position. In fact, intellectual teamwork 

often entails helping each other construct a unique position. In this way, cooperation and 

individualization is not mutually exclusive (Baert, 2018, p. 179). The advantage of taking part 

in a team is that membership works as a kind of branding: Teams often use a label, such as 

Intellectual Dark Web, which “makes their work and agenda immediately recognizable” 

(Baert, 2015, p. 178). 

Conversely, embeddedness in public intellectual teams might also have the opposite effect 

of making it difficult to clearly position oneself as an individual, which is central to public 

intellectual authority construction (Figure 1) (Baert, 2015, p. 179). This is especially the case 

when disagreements within a group becomes too significant for a particular public intellectual 

to accept association with the group. As will become clear in the upcoming case studies, this 

dynamic is exemplified in the relationship between Sam Harris and the IDW community. 

When describing public intellectualism through the lens of positioning, the notion that 

one of the key activities of public intellectuals is “selling” their ideas to a public appears 

particularly relevant. As a branding activity, public intellectual positioning, especially through 

teamwork, emphasizes the commercial side of the public intellectual arena. Interestingly, as 

also noted by Baert (2015, p. 164), the concept of positioning has been used by marketing 

experts “to indicate how the right kind of representation of a product, company or brand 

can fill a previously untapped niche in the market”. Continuously being able to clearly and 

successfully position oneself in the marketplace of ideas through public intellectual interven-

tions ideally results in a corroboration and legitimation of one’s authority as public intellec-

tual. In turn, some level of initial authority, for instance provided through professional cre-

dentials and specialized knowledge, is needed for improving the likeliness of the positioning 

to be successful. This is fundamentally how the interplay between authority and positioning 

works. 
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4.4.2 The authority-positioning interplay 
The illustration below is an ideal type aiming to synthesize the previous discussions of both 

structural mechanisms, processual authority construction, and the vocabulary of positioning 

as way to explain what the actors involved in public intellectualism do. Because the illustra-

tion is a theoretical construct, the characteristics listed in it are not exhaustive. Neither is it 

essential in that all listed characteristics need not be in place simultaneously for the interplay 

to be complete. This flexibility emphasizes the notion that being a public intellectual is in 

fact “a matter of degree” characterized by various grey areas (Collini, 2006, p. 52; Dahlgren, 

2013, p. 55). 

It may be argued that authority and positioning are concepts existing on two different 

levels of abstraction: Authority has an essential ring to it, while positioning intuitively de-

nominates a practice. However, as I have already stated, both concepts are based on a rela-

tional logic. Authority is constructed in practice as a negotiation between speaker and listeners. 

Therefore, authority is dynamic, that is, continuously expressed through negotiation and 

competing attempts of legitimation made by various actors. This struggle of legitimation 

takes place through the practice of positioning. In short, authority and positioning are both 

practices, or more precisely interdependent practices. This interdependence is visualized in 

Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: The Authority–Positioning Interplay 

 

 

The point of this visualization is to show how the construction of public intellectual authority 

works in a feedback loop between an authority basis and the continuous legitimation and man-

agement of this basis, which happens through public positioning. To be clear, positioning also 

takes place in non-public forums. This means that the initial establishment of authority in a 

non-public context also includes positioning. However, I only focus on the type of position-

ing that takes place in a public forum. 

As previously stated, an initial level of authority functions as a form of qualification, which 

provides access to the public intellectual arena. The authority basis refers to the authority-

generating resources available to the intellectual in question, including specialized knowledge, 

expertise, professional credentials and experience, opinions, or institutional anchoring – or a 

combination of these. When an individual with an established authority basis enters the pub-

lic intellectual arena, he or she also enters the multifaceted positioning process that I have 

outlined in this chapter.
6
 In turn, this public positioning process functions to expand, 

 
6 My distinction between authority basis and public positioning resembles Bourdieu’s “space of positions” 
and “space of position-takings” as presented in The Field of Cultural Production (1993). However, my approach 
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diminish, or maintain the authority basis. It should be noted that there is no clearly defined 

minimum level of authority that needs to be established before entering into the public po-

sitioning process. Thus, different intellectuals might partake in public positioning on differ-

ent stages of building their authority basis
7
. 

 

4.5 Chapter summary  

To briefly summarize the discussion of this chapter, here are some of the main points pre-

sented so far: Public intellectualism is fundamentally based on authority. To describe the 

kind of authority that public intellectuals possess or deploy, I have used the term public intel-

lectual authority. Despite its immediate simplicity, the concept is far from self-explanatory be-

cause it designates a complex mix of authority types and sources of legitimation. The con-

struction and maintenance of public intellectual authority takes place through positioning. 

Positioning fundamentally materializes as an effect of public intellectual action. Position-

ing works as a kind of branding of the public intellectual in question. In this sense, position-

ing is both a tool for constructing, maintaining, and legitimating public intellectual authority, 

but also an effect of making public intellectual interventions. In the process of constructing 

public intellectual authority through positioning, many different entities are engaged both by 

doing the positioning and by being positioned. Therefore, public intellectual authority is per-

petually constituted by a mutual relationship between various actors and the structure 

through which this relationship is continuously negotiated and reproduced. As an example 

of this perpetuity, public intellectuals are often repositioned posthumously, as both media, 

other intellectuals, and audiences continue to construct narratives around public intellectuals 

and apply their ideas (Baert, 2015, p. 175). In the next chapter, I discuss the public intellectual 

arena, focusing on YouTube, and elaborate on the different actors and structural elements 

that contribute to the construction of public intellectual authority.  

 

differs from Bourdieu’s in that it is neither determined by the concept of habitus nor preoccupied with power 
struggles (Bourdieu, 1993, pp. 30–31, 63–64), focusing instead on the positional effects of public intellectual 
interventions (Baert, 2015, p. 162; Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, pp. 1147–1150). 
7 Neither specialization, expertise, nor experience need to be academic. As noted, the intra-intellectual arena 
is not confined to academia; it basically denominates a non-public circuit of peers operating in the realm of 
ideas. 
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5 The Public Intellectual Arena 
 

 

5.1 A mediated space 

In Chapter 3, I presented the notion of the public intellectual arena as defined by Baert (2015, 

p. 14), highlighting the central role of media logics in the cultural diffusion of public intel-

lectual content. It should be clear by now that studies of public intellectualism have often 

included perspectives on media, even when they have been rooted outside the discipline of 

media studies. Scholars generally agree that media constitutes one of the conditioning and 

enduring features of public intellectualism (see Collini, 2006, p. 52). 

As mentioned, public intellectual authority is constructed and performed through lan-

guage. The main mode of communication has traditionally been the written word, as indi-

cated by Nozick’s (1998) term “wordsmith intellectuals”. This explains the recurring use of 

the term “men of letters” to describe intellectuals (Heynders, 2016, pp. 21–22). Bearing in 

mind the development in communication technologies and “the iconic turn” of the public 

sphere (Habermas, 2009, pp. 53–54), it is arguable more fitting today to speak of communi-

cative representation more broadly and include the many forms – textual as well as audiovis-

ual – in which public intellectual interventions may come (Dahlgren, 2013, p. 63). 

Jacobs and Townsley (2011) highlight the importance of journalism and media in the 

institutional structure in which public intellectuals operate: “the space of opinion”. This 

space is defined as part of a “public communicative infrastructure in which elites of our huge, 

complex societies debates matters of common concern” (Townsley, 2015, p. 43). The notion 

that the space of opinion is distinctly elitist results from an explicit institutional perspective, 

which focuses on the established fields of politics, academia, and journalism. Granted that 

these fields are important dimensions of the public intellectual arena, the significance of the 

participatory online culture in shaping the public intellectual space remains largely un-

addressed. As pointed out by Baert (2015, p. 188): 

 

More recently, intellectuals who use the new social media to get their message across often 

position themselves in contrast to those who rely on ‘traditional’ media by emphasizing how 

the new technologies permit frequent and intense interaction with the audiences. 
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Although both the internet and online publishing are also featured as elements in Jacobs and 

Townsley’s space of opinion (2011, p. 85), their institutional perspective does not account 

for the public intellectual activities beyond the closed circuit of political, academic, and jour-

nalistic institutions. In short, journalistic media, and traditional media more broadly, is only 

one part of the media context of contemporary public intellectualism, while “alternative” 

online platforms, including YouTube, and the related agency of audiences constitute another. 

This perspective basically reflects the notion that the public intellectual arena is based on 

a hybrid or “remix” culture (see Lessig, 2008). The hybrid media system features both “compe-

tition and conflict between older and newer media logics, […] but also important pockets of 

interdependence among these logics” (Chadwick, 2017, “Conclusion”). I shall not go into a 

detailed discussion of media hybridity: it merely serves as a conceptual foundation for un-

derstanding the basic dynamics of the contemporary public intellectual arena. 

Thus, my use of terms such as the digital age, digital media culture, and online media 

culture is not meant to indicate a replacement of the traditional media system based on print 

and broadcast media. It is through an interplay between old and new media that public intel-

lectuals are most likely to establish themselves in the public discourse. 

This is the case both on an institutional level and a content level. On the one hand, bal-

ancing the establishment recognition achieved through institutionalized channels such as The 

New York Times with the bottom-up recognition achieved through the more direct DIY ap-

proach of YouTube interventions is a characteristic tension of contemporary public intellec-

tualism. On the other hand, balancing the ability to express ideas through different media 

formats and genres, old as well as new, is also characteristic of public intellectualism today. 

In the following, I present my understanding of the term public and discuss key points of 

public intellectual communication linked to traditional media and the ones emerging from 

the digital platforms, respectively. 

 

 

5.1.1 What is public? 
The definition of public inherent to the notion of the public intellectual arena corresponds to 

Warner’s (2002, pp. 65–66) concept of the text-based public. A public, in this sense, is “the 

social space created by the reflexive circulation of discourse”, which depends on the histor-

ically contingent composition of available media (Warner, 2002, pp. 89–90). Contrary to 

other conceptions of public, which may indicate a social totality (the public) or a concrete 
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audience (crowd), a text-based public fundamentally depends on the circulation of texts in 

the widest sense of the term, that is, books, websites, television, radio, podcasts, et cetera. 

The notion of circulation further implies circularity between the public as the imagined ad-

dressee and the de facto reception of address. Here, reflexive circulation indicates a public 

which is cross-citational and conversational, involving many people who are connected 

through texts, rather than psychical co-presence (Warner, 2002, p. 95). Circulation is per 

definition a social phenomenon. This means that neither a single text, a single voice, a single 

genre, nor a single medium can create a public (Warner, 2002, p. 90). Instead, publics emerge 

as a space of discourse between multiple texts, voices, genres, and media. On the one hand, 

this underlines the importance of studying the multiple actors involved in the circulation of 

public intellectual content, while also emphasizing the cross-mediated and relational nature 

of the public intellectual conversation. On the other hand, it stresses the position of 

YouTube as only one node among many in the public intellectual arena; strictly speaking, 

YouTube is not a public in and of itself. Nonetheless, there are nuances to this perspective, 

which I return to in the upcoming discussion of YouTube as a hybrid microcosm. 

Furthermore, temporality is crucial: publics emerge from the concentration and accumu-

lation of texts over time (Warner, 2002, p. 96). In the case of the public intellectual arena, 

this emphasizes its nature as both historical and conversational. As stated by Warner (2002, 

p. 90): “Only when a previously existing discourse can be supposed, and when a responding 

discourse can be postulated, can a text address a public”. Thus, the present version of the 

public intellectual arena is always in dialogue with previous versions and may point toward 

future manifestations, as well. 

In sum, I define the kind of public involved in the public intellectual arena as a social space 

dependent on the circulation of discourse. When defining the exact nature of this social space, two 

concepts traditionally dominate the literature: “field” and “market” (Brahimi et al., 2020). 

 

5.1.2 Mediating field and market 
The concept of “field”, developed by Bourdieu, has informed several studies of public intel-

lectualism, including Jacobs and Townsley’s (2011, pp. 78–81) previously mentioned “space 

of opinion”. One of the benefits of the field perspective is that it represents the advancement 

beyond the normativity and class-oriented focus of the early versions of the sociology of 

intellectuals and enabled studies to focus on the behavior of intellectuals in relation to other 

participants in a shared social space (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 990). 
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However, a full adaptation of the field perspective risks overemphasizing structure at the 

expense of agency when explaining the workings of public intellectualism (Baert, 2015, p. 

161). Events in the public intellectual arena are not ultimately determined by socialization; 

they cannot always be explained in terms of habitus and competition over scarce forms of 

capital (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 986). Instead, empirical analyses of public intellectualism must 

avoid sociological determinism by focusing on the performance of the involved actors and 

the positioning effects of their contributions to discourse. As implied by the performative 

notion of authority discussed in Chapter 4, this study is situated in continuation of the “per-

formative turn” (Kola, 2018) as advocated by Baert (Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 

1145). I consider the performative approach, which I elaborate further methodologically in 

Part Two, to mediate between the field approach and the market approach. 

On the one hand, it focuses on the interrelatedness of actors engaged in the public intel-

lectual discourse: it recognizes the structure of relations in which public intellectual are em-

bedded. On the other hand, by focusing on the agency of the actors as expressed through 

public intellectual interventions, or products, it also incorporates the marketplace analogy, 

which was notably promoted by Posner (2001). 

The supply and demand perspective on the circulation of intellectual products has proven 

relevant in the context of the online public intellectual space where economic logics of 

YouTube and crowdfunding sites play an integral part (see Munger & Phillips, 2022). Alt-

hough the funding of public intellectual interventions is already an established research sub-

ject (see Gonzalez Hernando & Williams, 2018), new issues of funding intellectual content 

production, including new forms of advertising; platform-specific monetization schemes; 

and the use of view metrics as currency need to be taken into account when studying the 

platform economy underlying the public intellectual arena. I expand on this point in the 

following sections. 

I have previously used the metaphor of the marketplace of ideas, which is commonly used in 

reference to John Stuart Mill’s notions of freedom of expression as presented in On Liberty 

(2015 [1859]) (Gordon, 1997). Inherent to this metaphor is often a normative teleology, 

which implies that market logics will eventually secure the triumph of the “best” or most 

“true” idea to the benefit of society. Interestingly, Mill himself did not promote this perspec-

tive, deeming it a much too repeated “falsehood” (Mill, 2015 [1859], p. 29). The reason, as 

claimed by Gordon (1997, p. 241) is that “[t]he market responds to forces of power whether 
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it be in terms of wealth, influence, or sheer numbers, and truth is not necessarily generated 

from these sources”. 

In line with this perspective, I reject the implied normativity of the marketplace of ideas 

metaphor since the consumption of public intellectual products, or ideas, depend on acces-

sibility, media logics, and several other factors discussed in the previous chapters. Thus, the 

success or popularity of public intellectual product is not necessarily indicative of their qual-

ity. Instead, I perceive the notion of the market to be a useful way to describe the circulation 

of discourse in the public intellectual arena because it basically involves funding, branding, 

selling, and profiting from intellectual products, whether in financial terms or with the effect 

of constructing a position of authority. 

Although the market perspective is clearly detectable in contemporary studies of intellec-

tuals, for instance in concepts like Drezner’s “Ideas Industry” (2017) and Finlayson’s notion 

of “ideological entrepreneurs” (2021), it may be subject to criticism and allegations of reduc-

tionism (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 991). The point here is that the supply and demand perspec-

tive on the circulation of intellectual products remains blind to the lasting cultural signifi-

cance of public intellectualism. 

However, the notion of public intellectual authority discussed in the previous chapters 

provides a vocabulary that transcends the economic terminology, ultimately enabling the 

contemplation of the more enduring features of public intellectual culture. In sum, my per-

spective on the public intellectual arena as a relational, circulation-based socio-cultural space 

recognizes its cultural significance (the notion that ideas have impact in the world), while also 

acknowledging the fact that it does not, consequently, cease to be a marketplace, as well. 

 

5.2 Traditional media and the intermediary link 

In the first part of the twentieth century, print media such as books, periodicals, newspapers, 

and magazines constituted the main media context of public intellectualism. Later, both radio 

and broadcast television became the most central communication channels (Baert, 2015, p. 

16). For instance, significant debates between public intellectuals in America were televised 

during the 1960s and 70s, including one between Gore Vidal and William Buckley Jr. and 

another between Vidal and Norman Mailer. Other influential public intellectuals like Noam 

Chomsky also appeared on TV in those years, while both economist public intellectuals John 

Kenneth Galbraith and Milton Friedman hosted their own TV shows in the 1970s and 80s 

(Jack, 2018). 
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Historically, these different kinds public intellectual engagement in legacy media have 

taken place in a variety of genres. I will not go into detail about print media genres since they 

will not be represented in the upcoming empirical analysis of YouTube. However, book 

publications still occupy a key role in contemporary public intellectualism. Most of the indi-

vidual cases that I study have published books, which have granted them access to other 

media platforms and thus the opportunity to position themselves further. This might indicate 

a tradition-based media hierarchy in the sense that public intellectuals are still expected to 

intervene through the “original” public intellectual genre of the book. 

The idea of the book as an access point to other media also indicates the media interplay 

captured by the term media hybridity (Chadwick, 2017). In other words, for public intellec-

tuals, a book publication rarely stands alone: it needs to be accompanied by promotional 

activities on various other platforms and genres, including interviews and debates. In addi-

tion, documentary films by or about public intellectuals also circulate as interventions in the 

public intellectual arena
8
. Again, the publicness of public intellectualism is constituted by 

cross-media presence. 

What interviews, debates, and documentaries have in common, apart from their origin in 

the pre-digital era, is that they are typically facilitated or moderated by an intermediary link. 

This intermediary link may be understood on two different levels: an individual level and on 

an institutional level. The former materializes, for example, as an interviewer, while the latter 

refers to the institution that facilitates the interview, possibly the interviewer’s employer. 

Together, individual and institutional intermediaries, such as journalists, editors, and produc-

ers of traditional media outlets have it in their power to control who enters the part of the 

public discourse that they facilitate; they are gatekeepers (Duffy, 2021). Moreover, when in-

terviews are managed by traditional broadcast media, they are also subject to broadcast af-

fordances and logics. For instance, news outlets may have more or less salient editorial guide-

lines, which the journalist is influenced by and expected to follow; and the interview may last 

only 10 minutes to fill out a slot in the broadcast schedule. In addition, the interview may 

generally have a journalistic, rather than intellectual (in the academic sense) character, if it is 

conducted by a journalist, meaning that the public intellectual in question is required to re-

spond in a way that fits the logics of TV. So, in addition to adapting to the visual affordances 

 
8 Public intellectuals like Naomi Klein, Slavoj Žižek, and Shelby Steele have all made interventionist docu-
mentaries. In addition, public intellectuals may serve as subjects to portrait documentaries, including Best of 
Enemies (2015) by Robert Gordon and Morgan Neville about the Vidal versus Buckley debates and Patricia 
Marcoccia’s The Rise of Jordan Peterson (2019). 
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of TV, public intellectuals are required to adapt to TV as practice (Baert, 2015, pp. 155–156), 

that is, the combination of technical affordances and the social practice of TV journalism 

and the maintenance of journalism as an institution of rules, resources, norms, values, and 

professional identities (Eide & Sjøvaag, 2016). 

Traditional media have relatively high entry costs for public intellectuals. As previously 

mentioned, the public intellectual will typically have made an intervention before an estab-

lished outlet invites him or her on TV or agrees to produce a documentary film. Traditionally, 

such an intervention is often the publication of a book, but more recently a YouTube video 

may be equally qualifying to enter the broadcast circuit. In turn, the appearance of a public 

intellectual on TV is likely to widen the public outreach of his or her message. 

For example, appearing on the HBO political talk show Real Time with Bill Maher (2003–) 

might function as a subtle recognition in that both Bill Maher and HBO lend their public 

brands and established authority to the public intellectual. When HBO, or any other well-

known media brand, invites a public intellectual on their platform, it indicates that he or she 

has something important to say. The point is that genres like the interview build on previous 

public intellectual activities: There needs to be a reason to interview someone. Additionally, 

it is not unimportant who conducts the interview and on what platform. 

For example, an initial intervention uploaded on an intellectual’s own YouTube channel 

might generate enough attention for Real Time with Bill Maher to pick up on it. When the 

public intellectual is invited to make an additional intervention on Real Time, this might gen-

erate an increase in attention around the initial YouTube intervention. 

Two key mechanisms are at play here: One is the hierarchy between media; HBO still 

occupies an advantageous position to the vast majority of individual YouTube channels in 

terms of public outreach and agenda-setting capabilities. This is clearly supported by the 

upcoming empirical analysis. Another is the interdependence between different media in the 

circulation of public intellectual content: One type of media enhances the impact of another 

in a snowball effect. Nonetheless, these mechanisms are not necessarily stable. The Real Time 

interview might best accomplish its potential for generating increased public reach if it is 

published on YouTube, as opposed to streaming-only on HBO Max. In this way, there might 

be no distinction between traditional media genres and alternative media genres in practice, 

as they may both be reduced to the status of YouTube video. This is the dual role of 

YouTube when discussing media hybridity: It both augments the manyfold of media types 
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competing for attention, while also harmonizing all kinds of different media content into the 

simple format of the YouTube video. I shall return to this point in the upcoming sections. 

Furthermore, in the YouTube circuit, some videos of the interview and debate genres do 

not include an intermediary in sense described so far. Many of the interviews and debates 

that circulate on YouTube are organized amongst public intellectuals themselves without the 

participation of established journalists or institutions. This elimination or assimilation of the 

traditional intermediary link is particularly characteristic of The Intellectual Dark Web. How-

ever, the question of what happens to the intermediary link when it is no longer occupied by 

journalists or traditional media remains unanswered: Is YouTube an intermediary as well or 

only a neutral facilitator? 

 

5.3 Digital media: Economic and communicative platformization 

To answer this question, Gillespie’s claim (2018, p. 24) that the idea of the neutral platform 

is a myth is key: All platforms moderate content based on policy. Therefore, the emergence 

of a still expanding online network of media platforms in the public intellectual arena repre-

sents an addition of both institutional values and new media logics to the infrastructure of 

the public discourse. This addition of new media logics, as opposed to a replacement of old 

ones, contributes to the complexity of the cultural diffusion of public intellectual content. In 

Chapter 3, I discussed how social media logics, such as spreadibility, influence the practice 

of public intellectuals in terms of generality and repetition. 

The increasing influence of social media logics in the public intellectual arena is part of a 

larger societal trend: platformization, that is, the process by which various sectors of society, 

including media infrastructures, economic processes, and cultural and social practices be-

come dependent on the logics and modi operandi of digital platforms. The platformization 

of cultural domains is defined as: “the reorganisation of cultural practices and imaginations 

around platforms” (Poell et al., 2019, pp. 5–6). 

The platformization of the public intellectual arena has been comprehensive and included a fun-

damental restructuring on two main infrastructural domains: The economic domain and the 

communicative domain. Consequently, the mechanisms by which public intellectual author-

ity is constructed have changed. In turn, I discuss the changes related to each domain below. 
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5.3.1 The public intellectual business 
So far, it has been an underlying assumption that public intellectuals generally fund their 

activities through earnings made from selling books, including fees and royalties, making 

presentations, and of course through the wages earned through their primary work. Empiri-

cally investigating the basis of income for public intellectuals prescribes an analytical ap-

proach and application of methods different to what is applied here. Nevertheless, it is im-

portant to note that the economic dimension, like the other dimensions concerning the con-

struction of public intellectual authority, is heavily influenced by the emergence of online 

platforms. Thus,  the establishment of a “platform society”, as described by van Dijck et al. 

(2018) also involves a platformization of the media economy, which in turn provides new 

opportunities of funding public intellectualism. 

As noted by Dahlgren (2013, p. 53), being a public intellectual is not a job. In theory, this 

is still true, but in practice, being a public intellectual can in fact provide a substantial income, 

even to the extent that it exceeds a professor’s salary. This is another kind of professionali-

zation than what Jacoby pointed out: intellectuals making their public endeavor into their 

primary activity instead of retreating into the academy. For example, Jordan Peterson funds 

large parts of his activities as public intellectual through crowdfunding (Hern, 2018; Lynskey, 

2018). In 2018, Peterson claimed to make $80,000 a month on crowdfunding alone (Weiss, 

2018). The central nodes in this new public intellectual economy are the membership crowd-

funding site Patreon and the YouTube monetization scheme for content creators, the 

YouTube Partner Program (Kopf, 2020; Regner, 2020). Patreon and YouTube represent dif-

ferent ways in which public intellectuals can monetize their content. Both are particularly 

relevant in this study because many IDW associates benefit from the funding models pro-

vided by the two platforms.  

Patreon enables public intellectuals to crowdfund a monthly income (Regner, 2020, p. 2). 

This model of monthly income constitutes a potential of establishing a stable economic basis 

– a public intellectual salary – instead of only occasionally campaigning for crowdfunding 

rewards. In the Patreon funding model, media users’ roles shift from audience member to 

patron. Patrons have it in their power to cancel their donations at any time. Therefore, public 

intellectuals who benefit from this kind of patronage become dependent on their audience 

in a very direct way: They have to deliver on the promises made in the fundraising campaign 

or face the repercussion of losing their income overnight (Regner, 2020, p. 7). In this sense, 

public intellectual interventions become a contractual matter between the public intellectual 
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and his or her public audience. In using the Patreon funding model, public intellectuals cir-

cumvent the commercial intermediary link of advertisers with the benefit of avoiding the 

uncertainty related to monetization through advertisements (Regner, 2020, p. 9). 

In contrast to the Patreon model, YouTube “rewards” popular content creators through 

earnings made by inserting advertisements into their videos or by allowing them to sell mer-

chandise through YouTube (Kopf, 2020, p. 4). For instance, when visiting Jordan Peterson’s 

videos on YouTube, posters, T-shirts, and socks with Peterson dictums and imagery are 

advertised below the video player (see Appendix I). In the YouTube model, intellectual prod-

ucts have no special status and are funded and traded on the market as any other cultural 

commodity. 

The effects of the economic platformization and new ways of monetizing and funding 

public intellectualism may be summarized into three points related to the key aspects ac-

countability, (in-)dependence, and marginalization. 

First, public intellectuals who fund their activities through advertising – on YouTube or 

social media platforms – become accountable to a third party. They depend on a sponsor, 

either in the form of a company whose products the public intellectual must endorse, or in 

the form of YouTube and its monetization policy. Therefore, the very production of public 

intellectual content might come to depend on the values and interests of a company or of 

the platform on which it is published. 

Conversely, using the Patreon model, public intellectuals arguably come closer to realizing 

the ideal of autonomy and freedom because they need not rely on advertising that might 

direct their way of thinking towards certain commercial interests. Instead, they can rely solely 

on the public’s willingness to support their flow of ideas. For example, Sam Harris explains 

why he does not run advertisements on his podcast by quoting the idea of avoiding incentives 

that might call the motive behind his utterings into question: 

 

[A]dvertising is not free because these companies want some of your time and attention, that’s 

what they’re paying for. And every podcast that relies on advertising contains five or ten 

minutes – or more – where the host reads ads. So, there’s this cost to the host’s honesty or 

perceived honesty. If I spent the first five minutes of every show trying to sell you a mattress, 

you could reasonably worry about whether my enthusiasm for it was sincere. What else might 

I exaggerate, if I’m willing to assure you, week after week, that memory foam will solve all your 

sleep problems? By self-funding this platform together, we’re creating one of the only forums 
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that is truly free from outside pressures that are conspiring to make honest conversation on 

hard topics so rare.
9
  

 

Harris clearly juxtaposes the notion of free intellectual discourse on the one hand and adver-

tising on the other, echoing the ideal of the free floating intellectuals (Habermas, 2009, pp. 

51–52). In this view, advertising is perceived to be a corrupting element in the public intel-

lectual arena. Nevertheless, advertising only represents a part of the internet attention econ-

omy that has colonized the public intellectual arena. Even though public intellectual content 

like Harris’ is free from advertising, it still circulates on an infrastructure based on logics of 

YouTube’s business model and the attention economy more broadly. However inde-

pendently produced public intellectual content might be, its mere circulation on YouTube 

generates revenue for YouTube as a business. This is the case even if the content is not 

uploaded by the public intellectual him or herself. The very nature of internet circulation 

enables content to appear in various remixed and recontextualized versions posted by a vast 

variety of unofficial sources. Thus, the public intellectual practice of originating ideas and 

criticism potentially becomes platform dependent on both levels of production, distribution, and 

circulation (Nieborg & Poell, 2018, p. 4277). 

It is worth recalling Baert’s critical claim (2015, p. 162) that public intellectuals tend to 

present themselves as free from material, symbolic, and institutional constraints. Although 

Harris might position himself as independent, other constraints apply in practice: for in-

stance, the communicative affordances and policies of online platforms, including hate 

speech regulations, which has been a much-debated topic in the IDW circuit. 

Moreover, logics of attention may also be expressed in ways beyond the immediate con-

trol of public intellectuals and without any direct relation to advertising issues. For instance, 

in the upcoming empirical analysis, I will discuss how polemical rhetoric may also serve as a 

form of currency in the attention economy – a currency used by both public intellectuals and 

audiences. 

Second, the increased audience dependence of public intellectuals who use crowdfunding 

might produce incentives to create content that fits with the sentiments held by the most 

loyal supporters or the most generous contributors. Because of the datafication logic, public 

 
9 The video has now been removed from YouTube but was downloaded during data collection: YouTube 
Sam Harris – Why I Don’t Run Ads (How content creation suffers from the ad model) [03:10–04:08]: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b5An_vnSxTQ 
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intellectuals can now monitor and identify patterns of audience behavior (van Dijck & Poell, 

2013). Hypothetically, a public intellectual might find that large parts of his or her audience 

have strong reactions to controversial statements. In addition to viewing, liking, and com-

menting on the content, audiences may even react by increasing their donations. This might 

incentivize public intellectuals to increase the number of controversial statements to satisfy 

crucial parts of their audience. Popularization, as indicated earlier, is a fundamental part of 

public intellectualism. However, if the incentives to do what is popular and make money 

supersedes the incentive of addressing issues of common interest from a generalist perspec-

tive, public intellectuals might risk losing credibility (Habermas, 2009, p. 54). This empha-

sizes the point that public intellectuals are never free from external influence, whether it is 

perceived as advertisers and sponsors; platform infrastructures; or audiences.  

Third, when crowdfunding platforms enable public intellectuals to raise sums as substan-

tial as Jordan Peterson and other IDW members, it challenges the notion of public intellec-

tuals as marginalized outsiders (Drezner, 2018). Public intellectuals, including the IDW, tend 

to position themselves as being outside established institutions or marginalized by an insti-

tutional consensus. However, nothing indicates marginalization in terms of attention and 

income when audiences generate millions of views on YouTube and thousands of dollars 

each month on Patreon. This is a reminder that both outsiderdom and marginalization is 

fundamentally a matter of perspective (Kelsey, 2020, p. 172). This is also the case with the 

location and identification of both power and truth when public intellectuals are perceived to 

fulfill the idealized function of “speaking truth to power” (Hawkins & Keren, 2015, p. 2). I 

return to this point in Chapter 12.  

 

5.3.2 YouTube communication and culture 
Having now discussed the platformization of the economic domain of the public intellectual 

arena, I will continue by focusing on the platformization of the communicative domain. I 

will not go into detailed descriptions of public intellectual modes of communication specific 

to YouTube because this is closely connected to methodological considerations, including 

my definition of the unit of analysis. The categorization of public intellectual content on 

YouTube is a key component of the upcoming metadata analysis and video close readings. 

These discussions are therefore reserved for Part Two and Three. Instead, I focus on the 

theoretical discussion of how platformization affects the public intellectual arena as a com-

municative relationship between public intellectuals and the other actors and dimensions of 
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the arena, particularly audiences. I concentrate on two main points: 1) the YouTube video as 

meta-genre and vehicle for public intellectual interventions and 2) the previously mentioned 

horizontalization of the public intellectual flow of communication. 

First, the simultaneous accentuation and neutralization of cross-medianess and media hy-

bridity, mentioned in Chapter 3, is key to understand how the cultural convergence of 

YouTube affects public intellectual authority constructions. The main point is that the 

YouTube video has become a form of public intellectual media meta-genre. This means that a 

broad range of media genres, both the migrated forms described above and numerous digital-

native (or even YouTube-native) genres like podcasts, vlogs, video memes, and compilation 

videos are all lumped together under the common denominator: YouTube video. Conse-

quently, the cross-media nature of public intellectualism is emphasized because broadcast 

TV clips circulate side by side with user-generated content, taped lectures, and vlogposts 

competing for the attention of audiences on the same platform. In this way, YouTube be-

comes a microcosm of media hybridity. How the different kinds of genres perform in terms 

of popularity is thoroughly measured and displayed on the platform, which ultimately calls 

analytical attention to the differences between the genres and types of public intellectual 

communication they afford. 

At the same time, this very fact – that different genres circulate in the same media space 

– also neutralizes the difference between them, provided that they are perceived by audiences 

simply as YouTube videos. The different media genres and sources may not matter to audi-

ences who wish to consume content featuring a specific intellectual. Thus, in theory, the 

differences between genres, including the hierarchies between them, may simultaneously be 

accentuated and neutralized when intellectual interventions viewed simply as a YouTube 

video. 

Second, another consequence of the platformization of the public intellectual arena is a 

horizontalization of the relationship between public intellectuals and audiences. In my dis-

cussion of public intellectual authority, I noted how public intellectuals have become media 

users, subjected to the same communicative affordances as their audiences. Whereas the 

meta-genre of the YouTube video poses new questions concerning media genres and the 

hierarchies among them, the horizontalization of the intellectual-audience relationship poses 

fundamental questions as to how the hierarchy inherent to the concept of authority is con-

structed in the digital public intellectual arena. 
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The horizontalization of the public intellectual flow of communication materializes as the 

embeddedness of public intellectuals in their audience: Access to public discourse has been 

democratized (Heynders, 2016, p. 4). However, inherent to the concept of public intellectual 

authority, there is still a hierarchy between the public intellectual as speaker and the audience 

as listeners. 

For the sake of clarity, I use the term audiences to refer to the groups of people that con-

sume content published by public intellectuals. These groups are also media users, meaning 

that their consumption of public intellectual content may not necessarily be as passive as the 

term “audience” might imply (see Rosen, 2012). In fact, there is no such thing as a passive 

audience. Giving attention to a circulating text is per definition an act  (Warner, 2002, p. 88). 

In this sense, listening to an argument, reading a book, or watching a video is an active con-

tribution to public discourse because public discourse fundamentally relies on attention and 

ceases to exist without it. In Warner’s terms (2002, p. 88): “The act of attention involved in 

showing up is enough to create an addressable public. Some kind of active uptake, however 

somnolent, is indispensable”. In this sense, there is little point in replacing audiences with 

users because it risks underestimating the continuity of public intellectual discourse (Dries-

sens, 2022, p. 2). In short, although audiences have gained agency as participatory media users, 

they do not cease to be audiences. Thus, the term audience both covers the media users, who 

vocally interpret the content of public intellectuals as part of their consumption and the many 

individuals who merely watch and listen. Retaining the notion of the audience is also meant 

to maintain the conceptual distinction between public intellectuals and their publics: although 

public intellectuals are also media users, they are not identical with their audience. 

The discussion of how to define and study audience participation and media engagement 

is central to media studies. Clearly, engagement is a complex concept, often reduced to meas-

urements of audience interest or used as a mere performance indicator (Dahlgren & Hill, 

2020, p. 3). However, I do not cover the many parameters of engagement in all its complex-

ity. Instead, I address the audience dimension by focusing specifically on audience contribu-

tions in terms of associative positioning and by analyzing YouTube metadata. Therefore, I 

adopt a simple understanding of engagement based on YouTube metrics. The different 

modes of audience engagement on YouTube may be viewed as a continuum: 
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Figure 3: Modes of audience engagement on YouTube. 

 

 

In this continuum of engagement, the practice of viewing (watching videos) is the most pas-

sive form of audience engagement (the minimal act of attention), whereas creating and up-

loading content is the most active form. The level of (all kinds of) engagement that users 

have with each video can be seen as an indication of public impact
10

. Burgess and Green 

(2018, pp. 50–52) describe a similar approach by which YouTube measures popularity. In 

short, the more views, likes and dislikes, and comments, the bigger the impact. Moreover, 

the engagement form of actively producing content is also somewhat different from the 

other forms in that it is not quantifiable. Producing content appears on the continuum, be-

cause it represents the most active mode of user engagement and therefore serves to contex-

tualize the other forms. I return to the issue of audience engagement as a sampling parameter 

in Part Two. 

From a Habemasian deliberation perspective (Habermas, 2009, p. 54), the audience ad-

dressed by the public intellectual should be composed “not of viewers, but of potential 

speakers and addressees who are able to offer each other justifications”. This ideal has argu-

ably come close to reality because audiences have gained agency in the participatory culture 

online. Unlike the historical mass audience, contemporary audiences are often actively en-

gaged in the public intellectual conversation, for instance in the comments sections on 

YouTube videos or through creating their own video responses, memes, and compilations 

of public intellectual content. This transformation of the audience is arguably part of a de-

mocratizing trend where the increased accessibility to both the public sphere, information, 

knowledge, and education means that “no single party has intellectual monopoly” in the 

public discourse (Baert, 2015, p. 186). Compared to earlier, larger portions of public intellec-

tuals’ audiences now have the opportunity to understand (and also publicly vocalize their 

criticism of) the ideas of public intellectuals (Foster, 2015). 

 
10 The engagement form of sharing is not stated in numbers on YouTube. Therefore, the number of shares 
remains inaccessible to this study and is not represented in the upcoming metadata analysis (hence the paren-
theses in the above continuum). 
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Nevertheless, these audience contributions do not necessarily diminish the authoritative 

status of public intellectuals. On the contrary, audiences have become even more active in 

the processes of authorizing public intellectuals. This is the case even if a particular user-

generated video or meme sets out to discredit or deauthorize a given public intellectual. The 

reason for this is that although audiences might (successfully) try to delegitimize an argument 

put forth by a public intellectual, the mere attempt to do so may in fact become a confirma-

tory action that further establishes the authority of that particular public intellectual. In other 

words, when audiences respond to public intellectuals in the online public discourse, it ex-

presses a certain kind of recognition: It confirms that the particular public intellectual is in 

fact taken seriously, even if a user-generated video aims to ridicule him or her. It thus be-

comes clear that authority is fundamentally constructed in a “two-way relationship between 

speaker and publics” (Collini, 2006, p. 57), even if the roles of speaker and publics are occa-

sionally inverted or merged in the online media culture. 

The point is that the horizontalization of the public intellectual flow of communication 

is above all an infrastructural horizontalization. This means that public intellectuals and au-

diences have been integrated into the same broad category of media users, conditioned by 

the same communicative affordances, policies, and algorithmic structures. This horizontali-

zation is different from the era of mass media, before the mainstream success of the internet 

where public intellectuals had a significant advantage if they were well-connected to the gate-

keeping media because of the previously mentioned high entry costs to traditional media 

(Baert, 2015, p. 149). In terms of media access, this dynamic has now become more ambig-

uous. Today, everyone can bypass traditional gatekeepers and upload content to YouTube if 

they have an internet connection. What has ultimately decreased in this horizontalization 

process is the exclusive gatekeeping power of traditional mass media. In short, the entry cost 

to the public intellectual arena has been significantly reduced for an increasingly diverse 

group of actors (Finlayson, 2021, p. 7). 

However, gatekeeping is not altogether neutralized in the digital age. On the one hand, 

platforms like YouTube also act as gatekeeper and content moderator (Gillespie, 2018). On 

the other hand, an intellectual still gains a significant advantage, in terms of reaching a general 

public, if he or she has strong presence in broadcast media because this type of exposure 

increases the potential of reaching a public beyond YouTube, while also boosting the view 

count on the platform. It is thus important not to overestimate the dialogical and 
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democratizing potential of social media platforms, as many public intellectuals still rely on a 

clear hierarchical stance towards their publics (Baert, 2015, pp. 186–187). 

For instance, when a public intellectual appears on a mainstream, recognizable TV show 

which is also uploaded to YouTube, it is likely to generate a high view count. Established 

media outlets essentially provide a kind of legitimacy to intellectuals, which is hard to con-

struct through an independent YouTube channel. As will become clear in the upcoming 

analysis, social media infrastructures may in fact, deliberatively or not, cultivate this kind of 

hierarchical public intellectual, for instance, through recommendation algorithms. If a public 

intellectual features in a video produced by a well-known news outlet that has generated 

many views, it is likely that this video will continue to do so, based on the popularity logic of 

social media (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, pp. 6–8). I expand on YouTube ranking mechanisms 

in Part Two. The point is that for the intellectual to become successful as public intellectual, 

he or she will benefit from the authority provided by the “old” mainstream media, whereas 

a complete reliance on one specific YouTube channel might render the intellectual in ques-

tion only quasi-public. It still applies that nothing is more public than traditional mainstream 

media, especially if accessible across different types of media platforms. 

Furthermore, the horizontalization does not transform audiences into a large group of 

public intellectuals. This perspective echoes Gramsci’s much-quoted statement (1986, p. 9) 

that “[a]ll men are intellectuals […] but not all men have in society the function of intellec-

tuals”. In other words, many media users have the opportunity to participate in the public 

intellectual discourse online but that does not entail that they become de facto public intellec-

tuals. In conditional terms, publishing an idea on YouTube might be sufficient to be consid-

ered a public intellectual, but it is certainly not a necessary condition. The crucial difference is 

that public intellectuals gain authority from a variety of sources, including institutional affil-

iations, personal charisma, and rhetorical attributes that are not available to all audience 

members. Even before the advent of the internet culture as we know it today, the potential 

well-connectedness of public intellectuals to gatekeepers were only a complementary element 

to the initial intellectual qualifications and sources of authority mentioned above. Thus, the 

horizontalization of the public intellectual flow of communication does not result in a neu-

tralization of public intellectual authority. To be clear, authority is at the core of public intel-

lectualism. Without it, the public intellectual position would not be the same. Instead, the 

more equal access to the public intellectual arena has accentuated the active role of the audi-

ence in positioning public intellectuals as cultural authorities.  
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6 The Public Intellectual 
Meta-position 

 

 

In the previous chapters, I focused primarily on the conceptual configuration of the public 

intellectual position and the practice of public intellectualism. I concentrated on clarifying 

the most important distinctions and updating the relevant analytical categories, while outlin-

ing the fundamental mechanisms of public intellectual authority. 

In this chapter, I synthesize these theoretical considerations into the notion of the public 

intellectual as a meta-position. The introduction of this perspective aims to broaden (and 

thereby strengthen) the interdisciplinary field of public intellectual studies. The point is to 

summarize my perception of public intellectualism and present it in a way that is advanta-

geous for future empirical studies. The perspective of the meta-position reflects both the 

diversity and the common characteristics of existing accounts of public intellectualism, while 

also serving to direct future studies to broaden their empirical outlook and cultivate an ana-

lytical sensitivity towards the role of media in public intellectual authority constructions. 

As part of the conceptual clarifications made hitherto, I have frequently emphasized the 

many blurred boundaries, grey areas, and overlaps between concepts when applied to an 

empirical reality. The point was to stress the fact that distinctions such as the ones made 

between intellectuals and public intellectuals and public intellectuals and experts are ideal typ-

ical distinctions (Weber, 1978, pp. 20–21). Although they may not completely correspond 

with every real-world case study of public intellectualism, they nonetheless constitute a useful 

vocabulary to describe such empirical phenomena. The notion of the meta-position is no 

exception to this. Before expanding further on the concept, a few reflections on the use of 

the term public intellectual are needed. 

 

6.1 Retaining the public intellectual concept 

In accordance with the ambition to provide a new and improved understanding public intel-

lectualism in a digital media culture, I wish to hold on to the term public intellectual. The 

point of this is to account for both continuity and change of the public intellectual phenom-

enon, as indicated throughout the previous chapters. Although my definition of public intel-

lectualism may differ from the ones adapted in previous – and possibly future – studies 
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within the field, it does not produce a need to invent an entirely new concept. Too many 

concepts centered around the same overall subject risk dissolving public intellectual studies 

as a field of research, instead of further establishing it (Driessens, 2022, p. 2). 

  The point is that using empirical observations to update the theory of public intellectu-

alism is possible without changing the central terminology in question. So, instead of intro-

ducing new terms, such as “general intellects” (Wark, 2017) and “public characters” (Fatsis, 

2018) to replace public intellectuals, or overemphasizing what are essentially sub-categories 

of public intellectualism, such as “thought leaders” (Drezner, 2017) or “civic intellectuals” 

(Dahlgren, 2013), it is the goal of my study to investigate how changing media contexts and 

new forms of agency and engagement have modified public intellectualism, or made already-

established characteristics more or less salient. 

Although empirical evidence might be framed to support the introduction of new con-

cepts to supersede public intellectual, such an approach tends to overemphasize change at 

the expense of continuity. Here, the main disadvantage is that overstating what is new might 

implicitly accept or confirm the vastly exaggerated decline narrative, or alternatively dilute 

the concept of public intellectualism, either by stretching it too far or narrowing the scope 

beyond what is empirically comprehensible. Too many new concepts may ultimately change 

the conversation, so that it is about all but public intellectuals. 

However, it is important to emphasize that there are of course benefits to developing new 

typologies, as well. For example, Young’s study (2014) of the rhetorical styles of public in-

tellectuals provides a useful typology to specifically address how public intellectuals position 

themselves rhetorically. Similarly, anthologies such as New Public Spheres: Recontextualizing the 

Intellectual (Thijssen, Weyns, Timmerman, et al., 2013) and The New Public Intellectual (Di Leo 

& Hitchcock, 2016b), offer various reconceptualizations and typologies to addresses the new 

challenges related to the contemporary public intellectual, while retaining the ambition not 

to abandon the initial concept altogether. This project shares this ambition, and by adapting 

the notion of the meta-position, the likelihood of meeting it might be strengthened. 

 

6.2 The meta-position perspective 

The meta-position perspective serves as a means to accommodate the unessential nature of 

the position, including the previously mentioned notion that being a public intellectual is 

neither a job nor a career (Dahlgren, 2013, p. 53). Public intellectual is not a fixed position 

with a clearly identifiable objective or set of skills, which otherwise might be expected of 
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specific professions. Nor is the public intellectual a predefined role in a manuscript. There-

fore, I prefer “position” over “role” when describing public intellectuals, as it implies less 

fixation and determinism. 

The relative unessential nature of the public intellectual position might explain why much 

of the academic literature in public intellectual studies have titles that focus on a specific 

occupation acting as public intellectual, for instance: “The Philosopher as Public Intellectual” 

(Baert, 2016); “The Academic as Public Intellectual” (Dallyn et al., 2015); “Writers as Public 

Intellectuals” (Heynders, 2016); and “The Blogger as Public Intellectual” (Horwitz, 2016). 

The list goes on to include social scientists, anthropologists, economists, authors, and polit-

ical satirists (Delong, 2016; Eckert, 2014; Gattone, 2012; Parsi, 2011; Whitfield, 2010). In 

fact, searching databases for literature on public intellectuals show a variety of titles with 

different combinations suggesting changing degrees of specificity, but often with the same 

formula: “X as public intellectual”. This indicates that individuals tied to many different oc-

cupations can come to occupy the position of public intellectual, which underlines its meta-

status. 

Interestingly, both philosopher, writer, academic, and even blogger are also relatively ab-

stract definitions. However, the fact that the term public intellectual seems to embrace all 

these occupations implies an even higher level of abstraction, hence the prefix “meta”. The 

inherent transcendence of the concept also accentuates the discussion about balancing con-

tinuity and change. Adapting the meta-perspective enables investigations of public intellec-

tualism without changing the subject, while still keeping track of changes and trends. Recog-

nizing this flexibility not only strengthens the theoretical foundation on which the upcoming 

analysis rests, it also mirrors empirical reality. 

As will become clear in the empirical analysis, the public intellectual arena on YouTube is 

maintained through the contributions of a broad range of actors with different institutional 

affiliations, occupations, and claims of authority (Jacobs & Townsley, 2011, p. 80). In prac-

tice, public intellectuals affiliate themselves with a number of institutions and organizations 

when engaging in the public discourse. Consequently, they do not possess the idealized free-

dom and autonomy that has often characterized descriptions of intellectuals (Gonzalez Her-

nando & Baert, 2020, pp. 1145–1146). Intellectuals, public or not, construct their authority 

on the basis of “their always-existing social embeddedness” (Mah, 2013, p. 18). This means 

that the outsider position does in fact not exist outside social categories and institutional systems 

(Melzer, 2003, p. 4). This is not to say that public intellectuals cannot invoke the dissident or 
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outsider role; they certainly can and have done just that. The point is that being outside one 

category only means being inside another. 

As discussed in the philosophical underpinnings of this study, public intellectual activities 

are highly dependent on the configuration of the social position of public intellectuals within 

a system or structure; who occupies the positions; and how they interact with the actors in 

positions that surrounds them. Thus, the way public intellectuals engage with the production 

and dissemination of ideas are inevitably shaped by their professional surroundings (Drezner, 

2017, p. 215). Some level of institutional embeddedness is thus an ontological condition of 

the public intellectual practice (Collini, 2006, p. 413). 

To be clear, I perceive institutional embeddedness of public intellectuals as the affiliation 

and interaction with various organizations and occupational sites but also the interaction 

with social positions and institutions more broadly. As media are frequently conceptualized 

as social institutions or social structures (Hjarvard, 2014, p. 219; Silverblatt, 2004), the im-

portance of addressing the media embeddedness of public intellectuals becomes even more 

clear. The public intellectual arena is built on media platform infrastructures with specific 

values woven into their very structure (van Dijck et al., 2018, p. 3). This means that although 

a public intellectual can attempt to position him- or herself as an independent outsider to the 

traditional mass media system by publishing content on YouTube or Twitter, he or she must 

engage with the policies and affordances of these platform infrastructures. As mentioned, 

contemporary public intellectuals have become platform dependent (Nieborg & Poell, 2018). 

Whether in the form of recommendation algorithms, fan donations, or subscriptions, shares, 

or likes, public intellectuals cannot free themselves from value structures that constitute any 

given social institution (Turner, 1997, p. 6). 

Adapting the notion of the meta-position is thus useful to account for the structural em-

beddedness and positional interrelatedness of public intellectuals. Additionally, the meta-

perspective will make it possible to study public intellectuals in different shapes. 

In this regard, my argument for retaining the public intellectual term can be illustrated 

further by addressing Habermas’ claim (2009) that the public intellectual role is now being 

performed by “other” actors, such as politicians, experts, and journalists. According to Ha-

bermas (2009, pp. 54), these actors “[…] do not leave any room to be filled by an intellectual. 

We don’t miss the intellectual because her role is already performed better by other partici-

pants”. Both TV celebrities, pop musicians, and comedians may be included in the group of 

participants that supposedly drives out intellectuals from the public discourse. And 



 89 

Habermas’ claim is not entirely wrong. However, it is my claim that, in principle, all these 

actors are not necessarily something “other” than public intellectuals. They might not be the 

same as Sartre or Chomsky, but that does not make them less eligible to assume the position 

as public intellectual in contemporary society. As mentioned, cases have been made that 

satirists such as John Stewart, Stephen Colbert, and more up-to-date examples such as John 

Oliver and Trevor Noah, act as public intellectuals (Di Leo & Hitchcock, 2016a, p. xi; Parsi, 

2011). 

In other words, a public intellectual is never just that. They have different occupational 

backgrounds and kinds of institutional embeddedness. In fact, the types of backgrounds of 

public intellectuals have only proliferated with the increased complexity and specialization 

of modern societies, mirroring Durkheim’s notion of the division of labor in society (Gon-

zalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 1155; Ritzer, 2001, pp. 77–78). Therefore, individuals in 

all the different roles mentioned above can in principle be studied as public intellectuals, 

provided that the role is considered a meta-position (Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 

1145). In this sense, some individuals appear as journalists, experts, or comedians in one 

specific context, while the position as public intellectual only becomes visible through re-

peated interventions in the public discourse that lead the individual in question to be per-

ceived as bearer of general values beyond his or her specialization (Collini, 2006, p. 57). By 

transcending his or her own occupation, the public intellectual invokes the certain kind of 

authority that this occupation has provided. For example, a comedian acting as public intel-

lectual draws on his or her public acknowledgement as an entertainer and perceived comedic 

talent when performing as public intellectual. Similarly, individuals who are already famous 

can use their celebrity status as platform to enter the public intellectual scene to perform 

cultural criticism (see Driessens, 2013; Haastrup, 2018; Kristensen & From, 2015). 

Once more, the point is that public intellectual authority is a patchwork of many compet-

ing and complementary kinds of authority with roots in different occupational backgrounds. 

Additionally, studying public intellectualism means studying a relational practice involving 

other positions as well, which, in turn, enables the study of actors who occupy the public 

intellectual position to varying degrees (see Collini, 2006, p. 52). 

In terms of analytical point of departure, the recognition of the fluidity of the public 

intellectual position provided by the adaptation of the meta-perspective entails an inversion 

of the aforementioned formula, “X as public intellectual”, so that the opposite now applies: 

“The public intellectual as X”. This means that empirical analyses can benefit from an 
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exploratory approach that identifies particular individuals in the public discourse, perceived 

to be intellectual authorities and representatives of certain general values. This more open-

ended approach is beneficial, because his or her background or qualifications are not neces-

sarily given beforehand. Bauman (1987, p. 2) makes a similar claim: 

 

It makes little sense […] to ask the question ‘who are the intellectuals?’ and expect in reply a 

set of objective measurements or even a finger-pointing exercise. It makes no sense to com-

pose a list of professions whose members are intellectuals, or draw a line inside the profes-

sional hierarchy above which the intellectuals are located. In any place and at any time ‘the 

intellectuals’ are constituted as a combined effect of mobilization and self-recruitment. The 

intentional meaning of ‘being an intellectual’ is to rise above the partial preoccupation of one’s 

own profession or artistic genre and engage with global issues of truth, judgement and taste of 

the time. The line dividing ‘intellectuals’ and ‘non-intellectuals’ is drawn and redrawn by deci-

sions to join in a particular mode of activity. 

 

From this perspective, it is not prerequisite to signal a focus on one occupation acting as 

public intellectual before initiating an analysis of public intellectualism. As discussed by Baert 

(2015, p. 16), it is beneficial to “avoid[…] imposing too rigid a theoretical framework from 

the outset” and to “[…] make an effort not to exclude a priori any factors […]” that might 

constitute a specific case of public intellectualism. Through the concept of the meta-position, 

public intellectual studies will gain a solid empirical anchoring in contemporary culture by 

remaining open to the different kinds of actors, who assume the position as public intellec-

tual through different kinds of interactions with the institutions of society, media, and audi-

ences. 

A potential disadvantage to this approach is that the list of people, who “qualify” as public 

intellectuals in the meta-sense, might be too long, which risks diluting the concept. However, 

certain methodological measures may contain this risk by balancing the relatively broad con-

ceptualization of public intellectualism with a narrower empirical focus. I will expand on this 

in greater detail in Part Two and Three. 

To conclude Part One, it is appropriate to sum up my argument in terms of continuity 

and change. On the one hand, the characteristics of public intellectualism that I have pre-

sented so far represents a recognition of the fact that the concepts used are mere extensions 

of what has gone before in the field of public intellectual studies. Paying attention to con-

ceptual continuity means that new theoretical frameworks are never disengaged from 
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previous ones. Theoretical analyses like this one are meant to provide the required substance 

to the concept in question, in this case public intellectual. Therefore, I have established the 

public intellectual category an individual who originates or expresses ideas and criticisms from a perspec-

tive of relative generality and who possesses and deploys intellectual authority to repeatedly intervene in the 

public discourse to address non-specialist audiences.  

On the other hand, the conceptual categorization of the public intellectual as a meta-

position serves to accommodate change, as well. This means that the upcoming empirical 

analysis is not overly restricted by the established conceptual categories. There is room left 

to develop the theory of public intellectualism, based on empirical research. In the following 

part of the dissertation, I present the methodology of the empirical study.  
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PART TWO:  

METHODOLOGY 
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8  Research Design 
 

 

8.1 How to study public intellectualism in the digital age 

In this second part, I present the methodological framework of the study. The basic aim is 

to explain and contextualize my methodological choices and reflect on their implications. In 

this chapter, I first consider the role of media studies in the investigation of public intellec-

tualism. Here, I situate the present study in relation to previous ones, focusing both on the 

shortcomings of existing methods and the benefits of building on certain methodological 

elements previously used within the field. Subsequently, I present the case study design, 

which serves as the overall methodological frame of my digital methods-based approach to 

studying YouTube. Third, I reflect on my use of mixed-methods by visualizing in processual 

terms the relationship between quantitative and qualitative approaches used in the study. 

The use of case studies is a common research strategy in the interdisciplinary field of 

public intellectual studies. However, what constitute the cases and the empirical points of 

departure vary from study to study. It is common for researchers of public intellectualism to 

focus on particular individuals as cases (Baert, 2015; Desch, 2016; Heynders, 2016; Thijssen, 

Weyns, Mels, et al., 2013; Wark, 2017), while also specific geographical areas (Collini, 2006; 

Gheissari, 1998; Mclaughlin & Townsley, 2011); contemporary cultural or political events 

(Duller et al., 2017); specific professions or types of communication (Dallyn et al., 2015; 

Delong, 2016; Gattone, 2012; Horwitz, 2016; Parsi, 2011; Whitfield, 2010) and specific media 

infrastructures (Jacobs & Townsley, 2011) have functioned as primary case(s). 

Moreover, different focuses are often combined, as exemplified by Svendsen’s study 

(2018) of Danish intellectuals Svend Brinkmann and Carsten Jensen on Facebook. Here, 

both Brinkmann and Jensen and Facebook constitute cases, which enable an analysis of the 

relationship between these public intellectuals and the platforms on which they operate. The 

case study approach is well-suited for covering contextual conditions of a particular phe-

nomenon (Yin, 2018, p. 15). Bearing in mind the previous discussions of public intellectual 

positioning as a relational process with the participation of multiple actors embedded in a 

complex structure, case study research is particularly fitting for an inquiry into public intel-

lectualism (see Baert, 2018, p. 233). 
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In terms of methodological frame, the present study is therefore largely situated in con-

tinuation of previous research because it shares the overall case study strategy. Nonetheless, 

the specific empirical context of the cases analyzed in this study prescribes a configuration 

of the case study approach in a way that accommodates case-specific limitations and possi-

bilities related to data sampling and analysis. Investigating public intellectuals on YouTube 

poses specific challenges in terms of data handling. Metadata harvesting, statistical visualiza-

tion, and comparison are key elements in a multiple-case study like this one, which is based 

on YouTube data. Conversely, such methods are less likely to be relevant when studying, for 

example, the trajectory of one specific public intellectual in the context of post-war French 

society. The type of data analyzed contributes to the differentiation of this study from pre-

vious ones. This also reflects the previous discussion of how the ontology of the object of 

study contributes to determining methodology. 

Previous case studies of public intellectuals have included the application of quantitative 

or qualitative methods or a combination of the two. In terms of empirical material, some 

studies analyze large datasets (e.g., Duller et al., 2017; Posner, 2001), while others concentrate 

on few selected publications or specific events (e.g., Marshall, 2015). Existing empirical stud-

ies, including more recent ones, still tend to focus on data from established media such as 

newspapers, magazines, books, and television (including their online versions). These tradi-

tional genres of public intellectualism have generally dominated the empirical data analyzed 

in the field. For a long time, it appeared that the internet was perceived as a “medium which 

reproduces original content” (Aubin, 2013, p. 84), and not an intellectual domain in its own 

right with original content, genres, and modes of expression and engagement. 

Much contemporary research does, however, acknowledge the influence of digital media 

platforms, especially social media. Twitter, Facebook, and various blogs and online forums 

are frequently mentioned as transforming factors in contemporary public intellectualism. 

Still, as far as empirical evidence goes, comprehensive analyses of public intellectuals’ use of 

these platforms are relatively sparse. Studies like Svendsen’s case study of Facebook (2018) 

are important because they provide empirical evidence to either support or contradict what-

ever theoretical hypothesis that exist in relation to public intellectualism on social media. 

Nonetheless, the more enduring changes related to online media platforms like YouTube 

are only hinted at (see van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020), and still inadequately discussed in 

public intellectual studies. Thus, the relationship between public intellectualism and 

YouTube is yet to be investigated systematically using innovative combinations of methods 
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with an in-depth empirical focus on the media context. This might be explained by the fact 

that most of the aforementioned studies are not explicitly rooted in media studies. Conse-

quently, the media dimension has often been treated as a secondary analytical focus, or oth-

erwise neglected altogether. The point is not to question the legitimacy of public intellectual 

studies rooted in other disciplines than media studies. On the contrary, the many sociological, 

historical, rhetorical, and literary analyses of public intellectualism have provided insights, 

which are not only beneficial but necessary to understand the fundamental mechanisms of 

public intellectualism. 

However, a media studies approach can provide an explicit sensitivity towards the role 

and affordances of (new) media formats and technologies in the continuous reshaping of 

public intellectualism. The point is to avoid a media-deterministic approach, while still estab-

lishing a balanced focus on the sociology of public intellectuals and the surrounding media 

context because it enables an elucidation of relations that may be lacking in studies that 

merely treat media as a secondary dimension. 

Another explanation as to why the role of the contemporary digital media landscape has 

been inadequately covered in the empirical research is linked to the declinist thesis discussed 

in the previous chapters. The story of decline grew to be the dominant narrative in the years 

leading up to the digital revolution in the late 2000s. The conclusions of much research 

around this time appeared to reduce the understanding of public intellectualism to a matter 

of an almost exclusive interest to historical scholars. For some time, public intellectualism 

was perceived as a closing chapter rather than a dynamic phenomenon which had yet to 

exploit the dormant potential of digital media platforms. It is only in recent years that public 

intellectualism has undergone a revitalization, especially on YouTube. Of course, this recent 

empirical development cannot be held against previous studies in the field; it is merely im-

portant to note that it now constitutes an evident opportunity to re-anchor the study of 

public intellectuals in an empirical reality. Accordingly, the methodological framework of this 

project is designed to mitigate some of the shortcomings mentioned above.  

 

8.2 Case study design 

According to Yin (2018, p. 15), case studies are used for in-depth investigations of contem-

porary phenomena within their real-world context, “especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident”. Thus, case studies are particularly 
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useful for analyzing public intellectualism where contextual conditions are assumed to play 

a significant role in its configuration.  

The specific type of case study applied here is a multiple-case study. The decision to un-

dertake a multiple-case study rests on the hypothesis, or “replication logic” (Yin, 2018, p. 

55), that the results of each individual case study will be similar in certain areas of analysis, 

yet equally dissimilar in others. Empirical findings that elucidate shared as well as contrasting 

characteristics of each case constitute a solid basis of comparison. The aim of comparison is 

to improve theoretical categorizations that emerge from analyzing the empirical data (Krause, 

2016, p. 52). In turn, cross-case comparisons can provide empirical nuance to solidify the 

basis of analytical generalizations which ultimately strengthen the theorization of public in-

tellectualism (Bryman, 2016, p. 67; Yin, 2018, pp. 38, 61–62). 

The multiple-case study consists of four individual cases, which are embedded in the 

overarching case study of the IDW. The goal is to show how the different dimensions of the 

public intellectual positioning process plays out for each of the cases. In turn, the compara-

tive analysis of the four cases will provide insights into how the IDW operates as a collective, 

focusing both on the connectivity and individualization processes. In this sense, the IDW 

constitutes a meta-case because it essentially represents a common frame of reference of the 

four individual cases. In practice, the IDW is the four cases (together with other public in-

tellectuals), while the four cases taken together represent the IDW. 

The benefit of operating with a meta-case, which is situated on an analytical level between 

context and individual cases (see Figure 4), is that it enables the collection of relevant data 

that might not appear when sampling specifically for each case person. This data provides 

insights into the networked communication between the cases, while also pointing out con-

nections to other analytical entities, such as other individuals and phenomena related to the 

four cases. 

The four cases may arguably be considered individual units of analysis embedded in a 

single-case study of the IDW (Yin, 2018, p. 48). However, because the IDW is an abstraction 

or simply a collective name used for the cases, it does not constitute a necessary threshold 

for analyzing the individual cases. To be clear, it is possible, for instance, to study Sam Harris 

without an explicit aim of also investigating the IDW. Without the present framing, the four 

case studies could easily be combined with other case studies of public intellectuals, who are 

not associated with the IDW, let alone with the use of YouTube. In such a study, the analyt-

ical objective would presumably differ from the present one. Since the goal of this study is 
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to investigate public intellectualism in the context of YouTube, specifically exemplified by 

the four cases, it is most fruitful to perceive the present research design as a multiple-case 

study. 

 

 

Figure 4: Case study design based on Yin’s basic designs for case studies (2018, p. 48). 

 

 

The analytical relationship between the four cases, the meta-case, and the context is based 

on a hermeneutic logic, where the investigation of the parts (the four cases) can provide new 

knowledge about the whole (both the IDW and the public intellectual arena on YouTube). 

The dialectic movement between parts and whole will constitute the foundation for analytical 

generalizations. In turn, these generalizations will ultimately lead to further theoretical 
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development of public intellectualism as a scholarly subject. The hermeneutic approach is 

fundamental to understanding how public intellectual positioning takes place (Baert, 2015, 

p. 181). 

In essence, each individual case represents an example of how a public intellectual posi-

tion him- or herself and is being positioned by other actors on YouTube. At the same time, 

the cases also exemplify how public intellectuals are positioned in teams or networks (Baert, 

2015, pp. 177–178). Accordingly, I perceive the IDW on YouTube to be an exemplifying or 

common case, in that it enables an analysis of circumstances and conditions of public intellec-

tualism in what is presently a commonplace setting: YouTube (Bryman, 2016, p. 62; Yin, 

2018, p. 50). 

Another rationale for selecting the IDW on YouTube as case pertains to a critical interest, 

based on the assumption that it will provide tools to both challenge and extend existing 

theories of public intellectualism, for instance by attempting to falsify the declinist thesis. In 

Yin’s terminology (2018, p. 49), the critical case study “can help to refocus future investigations 

in an entire field”, which also serves as a central ambition in this study. 

In order to refocus future investigations of public intellectualism, this study has an ambi-

tion of contributing with original analytical tools. Using the theoretico-methodological 

framework presented in Chapter 4 is a way to test the underlying hypothesis that analyzing 

IDW-related YouTube content is a viable way of improving the theoretical understanding of 

public intellectual authority constructions. The goal is to demonstrate the viability of ap-

proaching public intellectualism in the digital media culture by an inspection of the concept 

of public intellectual authority and positioning combined with an increased media sensibility. 

It should be noted that Jordan B. Peterson represents an extreme or unusual case in that he 

deviates from “everyday occurrences” of public intellectualism, which is represented by the 

common practice of the four individuals (Yin, 2018, p. 50). More specifically, the data related 

to Peterson clearly outnumbers the data of the three other cases. Peterson is by far the most 

visible case, both on YouTube and in other media, which explains why content associated 

with case #1 is overrepresented in the metadata sample. The inclusion of an extreme case 

like Peterson poses specific challenges in terms of data sampling. 

However, the mixed methods approach enables me to counterbalance the extremity of 

the Peterson case by using a multistage sampling technique. This approach aims to 

strengthen the basis of comparison without losing track of Peterson’s uniqueness. For in-

stance, in the quantitative analysis, it is an important finding that Peterson is overrepresented: 
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He uploads the most videos and generates more attention. However, for the close readings, 

I sample an equal amount of data for all four cases, so that the differences and similarities in 

terms of content are not determined by the sheer number of videos uploaded to YouTube. 

In this regard, the point of combining quantitative and qualitative methods is to show that 

extremity does not necessarily surpass the commonality between the cases. I elaborate on 

issues of sampling and mixed methods in the upcoming sections. 

 

8.3 Contextualizing the case study 

The first level of sampling is the sampling of context  (Bryman, 2016, p. 409). Here, context 

refers both to the broader cultural context of public discourse and the ongoing culture wars, and 

the specific empirical context of YouTube. The exploration of these two contextual elements is 

closely intertwined because the former conditions the latter. Thus, establishing an under-

standing of the specific actors, positions, narratives, and media-institutional structures that 

either constitute or condition the IDW enabled me to construct an argument for selecting 

YouTube and the four individual cases as the empirical points of departure. In the following 

sections, I shall describe the two steps of context sampling. First, the cultural context, then 

the empirical context. 

 

8.3.1 Sampling of cultural context 
The mapping of the IDW and its cultural context served two related purposes. First, the 

analytical purpose was to cover the Discourse dimension of my framework presented in Chap-

ter 4. Therefore, the mapping was guided by a basic study question as recommended by Yin 

(2018, p. 27): How is the IDW defined in the public discourse, and how did it emerge? The main ana-

lytical outcome is the comprehensive synthetization of public receptions and interpretations 

of the IDW and the identification of the positions in ongoing culture wars presented in 

Chapter 12. This qualitative mapping of positions, topics, and opinions circulating in the 

public discourse constitutes a necessary backdrop against which to quantitatively map IDW 

content on YouTube and subsequently to conduct close readings of individual performances. 

Second, the methodological purpose was to bound the study by clearly defining and demar-

cating its object (Yin, 2018, p. 31). Because no large-scale empirical analysis of the IDW and 

public intellectual positioning on YouTube has been published at the time of writing, defin-

ing and contextualizing the object of study required vast analytical groundwork. Thus, a 
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central point of the mapping was to gain insights into the different media platforms that 

feature IDW-related content: that is, both content created by IDW members themselves and 

content originating from other sources. Specifically, the mapping is based on social media 

posts and YouTube videos, op-eds, news articles, reviews, and research reports which circu-

late in the public discourse around the IDW. I also included academic literature on the topics 

of identity politics, political correctness, cancel culture, and free speech, which I found to be 

at the center of discussion in the IDW circuit (e.g., M. Brooks, 2021; Heyes, 2020; McCall & 

Orloff, 2017; Merrin, 2019; Nagle, 2017; Ng, 2020; The New York Times Editorial Staff, 

2018). 

Inspired by digital ethnography, the overall approach to the mapping of the IDW was 

qualitative and exploratory (Postill & Pink, 2012, p. 128). I searched the web (Google and 

various links on relevant websites) for news articles and opinion pieces that feature the IDW 

or its individual associates or cover events that were noted as important for the establishment 

and mainstreaming of the IDW. This approach of searching for content “as any Internet 

user might” (Hine, 2017, p. 409) is characterized by the employment of methods based on 

queries, and may be described as “search as research” (Rogers, 2019, p. 6). This form of 

digital methods is characterized by utilizing and repurposing specific platform functions to 

do research: in this case, by interacting with the content and following links that are organized 

and structured by the platforms themselves (Rogers, 2019, p. 4). 

I used Google to enter various queries exploratively and followed the most relevant hy-

perlinks that appeared on the results page (Rogers, 2019, p. 12). These sources can be char-

acterized as “socialized data” in that their presence and ranking on the list of results are 

influenced by algorithmic knowledge of user interactions (Rogers, 2019, p. 22). I identified 

relevant articles about the IDW on news sites and Wikipedia, which then linked to additional 

articles through recommendation systems and lists of references. Recommended articles are 

algorithm-based, whereas lists of sources are “semantic data” curated manually by infor-

mation experts, such as journalists, amateur writers, or other researchers (Rogers, 2019, p. 

22). For instance, the blog host Medium.com featured a list of critiques of Jordan Peterson, 

which consisted of links to various news outlets (mainstream as well as niche) that featured 

content related to the case.
11

 Through this and similar sources, I was able to find additional 

articles about the IDW. 

 
11 https://medium.com/@killmeohana/list-with-links-of-critiques-of-jordan-peterson-489aebfbce54 
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This exploratory approach resembles a snowball sampling strategy. However, the explora-

tory approach is meant to indicate that no explicit query design was adapted in the search for 

sources on the IDW. This open-ended, ad hoc-like approach reflects the “messy” nature of 

online environments (Postill & Pink, 2012). At the same time, it also mirrors the messiness 

of public discourse, which is ontologically unbounded: there are no clear-cut boundaries to 

determine where discourse begins and ends. As such, there was no pre-defined threshold for 

theoretical saturation (see Bryman, 2016, pp. 188, 412–415). 

I established the point of which to advance from the exploration phase when I experi-

enced that I had explored enough to 1) clearly define the IDW as an analytical object; 2) 

make coherent claims about the public discourse related to the IDW; and 3) formulate an 

argument for the sampling of empirical context. In line with digital ethnographers’ way of 

actively constructing the ethnographic field (Hine, 2017, p. 408), this too was an active way 

of bounding the public intellectual arena as a researchable space from a fundamentally open 

(Pink et al., 2016, p. 11), chaotic (Goralska, 2020, p. 48), and seemingly infinite network of 

related sources. 

 

8.3.2 Sampling of empirical context 
Based on the basic ethnographic routine of “catching up” on the IDW through general in-

ternet use, I was aware that YouTube is an integral part of the IDW phenomenon even 

before I started the mapping described above (Postill & Pink, 2012, p. 128). Nevertheless, 

the exploratory investigation of media content related to the IDW ultimately substantiated 

this awareness by providing empirical evidence that YouTube is in fact a central node in 

contemporary public intellectual communication, also beyond the IDW circuit. There are 

three reasons for selecting YouTube as main empirical context and source of data: 

First, YouTube represents a cross-media microcosm of the broader public discourse in 

that a wide range of relevant actors are represented on the platform; from IDW members 

and other intellectuals over established news outlets, YouTubers, organizations and interest 

groups to amateur users and audiences. Moreover, the fact that YouTube aggregates content 

from different platforms enables a nuanced comparative analysis of the different modes of 

public intellectual communication across media genres and formats. Since the study has an 

explicit single-platform focus, the objective is not to compare platforms per se (e.g., 

YouTube versus Twitter). However, since YouTube also curates migrated content from 

other platforms, I will be able to study a relatively diverse media ecology and a vast variety 
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of content, including broadcast TV clips, user-generated content, podcast shows, and vlog-

posts compiled on one platform (Ha, 2018, p. 7). 

Second, the relatively versatile nature of YouTube data constitutes an opportunity to pro-

vide nuanced answers to the specific research questions posed in this project. YouTube con-

tent is usually audiovisual, which enables a multidimensional analysis of the public intellectual 

performance. Thus, the communicative nature of the content circulating on YouTube en-

hances the applicability of mixed methods. In this case, quantitative approaches are well-

suited for analyzing video metadata, while audiovisual content such as TV interviews is well-

suited for qualitative close readings.  

Third, YouTube represents the most relevant media context to study because of its ac-

cessibility, use, cultural impact, and worldwide influence. As of June 2021, YouTube.com is 

the second most visited website in the world (only surpassed by Google.com)
12

. Since one of 

the key features of YouTube is the start page search engine, the extensive use of the platform 

indicates that it serves as an important entry point to information for users on a global scale. 

Therefore, being popular on YouTube indicates a high level of general public impact. The 

widespread success of YouTubers leads Ha (2018, p. 5) to describe the platform as ”a para-

dise for people who want to become a star and get attention from around the world”. When 

studying public intellectualism, the global nature of YouTube constitutes a relatively strong 

resource to make analytical generalizations compared to specialized, national, and/or sub-

scription-based media platforms. In fact, YouTube is likely to be the most significant space 

for public intellectualism in the twenty-first century, especially because of its high levels of 

content convergence. 

 

8.4 Sampling of public intellectuals: Who qualifies? 

Based on the mapping and sampling of context, I selected four individual IDW members as 

case studies with a specific aim to account for both heterogeneity and homogeneity between 

them (Bryman, 2016, p. 409). In terms of homogeneity, it was particularly important to select 

cases who use YouTube to upload content in relatively similar ways.  

The sampling technique incorporates elements of both theoretical sampling and generic 

purposive sampling (Bryman, 2016, pp. 410–415). According to Bryman (2016, p. 410), theo-

retical sampling is distinguished by an “emphasis on the selection of cases and units with 

 
12 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1201880/most-visited-websites-worldwide/  
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reference to the quest for the generation of a theoretical understanding”. This study shares 

this ambition. However, the present sampling strategy does not share the iterative approach 

of theoretical sampling, which focuses on ongoing data collection to achieve theoretical sat-

uration (Bryman, 2016, p. 410). Instead, the sampling is non-sequential. This means that I 

adopt a fixed purposive sampling strategy in which the sample is established at the outset of the 

research with no adding to the sample as the research proceeds (Bryman, 2016, p. 410). Thus, 

I apply a “generic inductive qualitative model” of sampling, which is characterized by an 

open-ended approach that differs from iterative or repetitive approach of sequential theo-

retical sampling (Hood quoted in Bryman, 2016, p. 412). Once the cases were sampled, the 

study moved on to the next phase: collecting data. I expand on this phase in the upcoming 

sections. 

Searching for information on the IDW across the web gave clear indications of which 

individuals were relevant to sample as cases. Instead of adopting an essential definition of 

the public intellectual position in advance, I observed how media and audiences use the term 

public intellectual (and related terms) to describe certain individuals engaged in the public 

discourse. This open-ended approach is meant to secure the non-normative ambition of 

avoiding a purely theoretical assessment of whether a particular case qualifies to be studied 

as a public intellectual. In other words, the selection of cases was based on an inductive logic 

(Blaikie, 2007, p. 59). 

As an example of these preliminary observations, I registered several articles and texts 

that describe, among others, the four cases as public intellectuals and thinkers (see Anthony, 

2019; D. D. Brooks, 2018; McArdle, 2018; Posner, 2001, p. 204). Several articles on the IDW 

led me in the direction of content produced by the described individuals themselves, includ-

ing YouTube videos in which various members of the IDW explain their affiliation and the 

use of the IDW brand. Thus, it became clear that a public narrative had formed around this 

group of individuals and that they were frequently labelled public intellectuals either by press 

description or by self-positioning. The point of this approach was to identify individuals who 

are perceived to be public intellectuals in the contemporary public discourse, as opposed to 

making presumptions about the role of the public intellectual from a theoretical point of 

view, and then making observations. This sampling strategy reflects the ontology of public 

intellectualism in that it recognizes the relational and recognition-based logic of the public 

intellectual position (Baert, 2015, pp. 173–177). 
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In short, I do not perceive it my task as a researcher to determine who fits certain nor-

mative definitions of the public intellectual. This notion is crucial to avoid the use of arbitrary 

selection criteria where case studies may be selected exclusively based on any given re-

searcher’s normative assumptions. In addition, the open-ended approach to selecting cases 

serves to accommodate the dynamic nature of public intellectual studies as a research field. 

As empirical contexts change, the use of the public intellectual label may also change. To 

keep up with this empirical contingency, public intellectual studies must apply methods that 

are not necessarily limited by an essential definition of the public intellectual or existing ac-

counts of historical public intellectuals. For example, if one expects to find another Sartre in 

contemporary public discourse, one is likely to be disappointed. Researchers must be pre-

pared to study different kinds of public intellectuals, who may not necessarily fit an ideal-

typical definition. 

This is by no means an argument to disregard existing theories of public intellectualism. 

On the contrary, the strength of this open-ended non-sequential sampling of cases is that it 

enables a retheorization of public intellectualism guided by manifest empirical data. To make 

analytical generalizations, the empirical data needs to be situated in relation to a theoretical 

context and research tradition. As with most empirical studies, the data available here pro-

vides only snapshot of an empirical reality. Therefore, the theoretical discussions presented 

in Part One are of course necessary to give meaning to the empirical observations. This cyclic 

relationship between empirical observations and theory is similar to the abductive and retro-

ductive styles of reasoning (Blaikie, 2007, pp. 57, 83). 

 

8.5 Mixed methods: Integrating quantitative and qualitative methods 

The main purpose of integrating qualitative and quantitative methods is to balance the dual 

perspective of the multiple-case study, which focuses equally on individual public intellectu-

als and the context in which they operate. This inherently hermeneutic approach is most 

efficiently operationalized using mixed methods (Yin, 2018, pp. 63–64). Since each method 

has different strengths and weaknesses, the combination of quantitative and qualitative meth-

ods serves to utilize the complementarity between them (Bryman, 2016, p. 641). Hence, the 

research process is extended across three phases: 1) Qualitative mapping and bounding; 2) 

quantitative metadata analysis; and 3) Qualitative close readings. 
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Figure 5: The three phases of research 

 

 

 

The first qualitative phase, which I described in the previous sections, was used to bound 

the study by defining the object of analysis and mapping the actors involved and the issues 

that connect them. The identification and analysis of the specific empirical resources that 

harbor relevant information about the IDW enables the study to move beyond identification, 

definition, and contextualization and into a more systematic approach. 

The second phase, quantitative metadata analysis, focuses on the now delimited empirical 

context of YouTube. Here, I analyzed metadata only (e.g., views, comment count, uploader, 

video) and not the actual videos that these metadata describe. Most of the metadata collected 

is expressed in numeric values and is therefore most appropriately analyzed in quantitative 

terms. However, some of the YouTube metadata categories come in the form of text, such 
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as video titles, the name of the uploader, and the description below the video on YouTube. 

In this way, the quantitative metadata analysis has an inherent qualitative element, effectively 

neutralizing a strict dichotomy between quantitative and qualitative approaches (Krippen-

dorff, 2004, p. 87; Perriam et al., 2020, p. 277). This is most clearly visible in the process of 

coding the textual metadata categories, even though the end goal of the qualitative assess-

ment is quantification (Eskjær & Helles, 2015, p. 23). For instance, making sure that one 

YouTube channel is coded in the right category entails qualitative assessment of that specific 

channel. However, the goal of the quantitative analysis of these textual categories was ulti-

mately to reduce text to numerical values (Riffe et al., 2019, p. 29). The main point of the 

second phase was thus to address questions of extent, frequency, and the sheer amount of various 

data points in the metadata sample.  

A key benefit of using a quantitative approach is the opportunity to work with a large 

dataset to secure variation of the content analyzed. Investigating variation is particularly im-

portant in this study, since one of the main hypotheses is that public intellectualism is a 

relational and diverse phenomenon. In turn, working with a large and diverse dataset 

strengthens both the foundations of comparison across content, genres, and actors and the 

analytical contextualization of the theoretical claims of Part One of the dissertation. For in-

stance, the claim that the public intellectual is merely one voice among many in the public 

intellectual arena on YouTube has little substance without an overview of other voices as 

well. Likewise, claims about the importance of audiences in repurposing public intellectual 

content needs quantitative backing. For example: If user-generated videos that repurpose 

public intellectual content constitutes less than 5% of all user-generated content studied – 

with an accumulated share of total views close to zero – there is a reason to question the 

claimed importance of audience repurposing.  

The aim of the final qualitative phase was to show how the variation of content illustrated 

by the metadata analysis materializes in practice. The close readings are focused on analytical 

dimensions that are ill-suited for quantitative scrutiny, such as the cases’ performance of 

“individuality”. Observations related to the charismatic authority and argumentative style of 

the cases are best examined using qualitative close readings. For instance, the facial expres-

sions of Jordan Peterson in a particular situation or Christina Hoff Sommer’s use of humor 

in her argumentation may not easily be expressed in numeric values. The point of close read-

ings is to approach the sampled performances in as much detail as possible, not, for instance, 

to map the complexity of their communicative environment. Therefore, the focus of close 
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readings is necessarily narrower, concentrated on a small sample: specifically, one video at a 

time. This comes with limitations: such analyses cannot alone explain “the effects of intel-

lectual interventions over a longer timeframe” (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 992). The point is that 

each video (each performance) is situated in a broader context of public discourse, which 

necessitates a thorough contextualization of the close readings to understand the many nu-

ances of the public intellectual performance (Micu, 2021, p. 112). The close readings are 

therefore supplemented by the contextual mapping of the IDW and the online culture wars, 

as well as the quantitative metadata analysis of YouTube content over a ten-year period 

(2010–2020). 

Thus, quantitative analyses can provide the necessary context for making qualitative 

claims, while qualitative analyses can exemplify matters that are not sufficiently representable 

in numbers. Inspired by Bryman (2016, pp. 642–655), I have summarized the rationales for 

doing mixed-methods into four arguments: (1) offset and explanation, (2) completeness, (3) structure 

and process, and (4) sampling. 

First, the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods “allows the researcher to 

offset [the] weaknesses [of each method] to draw on the strengths of both” (Bryman, 2016, p. 

641, emphasis added). One perspective might generate or draw attention to blind spots that 

the other can help to elucidate. Hence, the addition of different methodological perspectives 

aims to explain quantitative findings in qualitative terms and vice versa. 

Second, the combination of methods allows for a more complete study by enabling a more 

comprehensive and nuanced account of public intellectualism on YouTube. Quantitative 

analysis help to identify patterns of popularity around certain videos, while the qualitative 

analysis can add meaning to them by unfolding the specific content that make up the patterns 

(Hine, 2017, p. 403). For instance, I used the quantitative metadata analysis identify attention 

clusters (as indicated by views) around single performances. The analysis showed that certain 

videos went viral according to the vernacular culture on YouTube (Burgess & Green, 2018): 

single videos function as vehicles for public intellectual moments, ultimately posing ques-

tions of what may qualitatively constitute such a moment. To answer this question, I con-

ducted close readings of single (potentially viral) videos. In short, qualitative analyses can 

show how the positioning takes place in public intellectual performances, while quantitative 

analyses can map the frequency and extent to which certain types of performances occur as 

well as their effect in terms of user engagement. 
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Third, approaching the YouTube metadata quantitatively is useful to account for structures 

by mapping the types of uploaders and content involved in the IDW conversation, while 

qualitative methods provide “a sense of process” (Bryman, 2016, p. 641, emphasis added) by 

enabling the analysis of how relevant actors interact with structures and potentially contrib-

ute to structural elaboration. 

Finally, mixing qualitative and quantitative methods serves a methodological purpose of 

facilitating sampling: findings from the metadata analysis, including an overview of the topics 

addressed in the videos and their popularity, provided the subsequent sampling criteria for 

selecting 12 videos for close readings.  
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9  Digital Methods 
for Studying YouTube 

 

 

9.1 Using digital methods 

In this chapter, I reflect on the possibilities and limitations of using digital methods to study 

public intellectualism in the context of YouTube. The term digital methods covers multiple 

online or internet-based methods that share an ambition to utilize the tools and data formats 

provided by online platforms for research purposes (Perriam et al., 2020; Rogers, 2019). In 

line with Rogers (2019, p. 10), I perceive the main aim of digital methods “[…] to make use 

not only of born-digital data but also the methods that are native to the medium”. Thus, 

digital methods focus on the analysis of “natively digital data” and is based specifically on 

online methods, as opposed to digitized data or methods that have migrated from non-digital 

contexts (Rogers, 2019, p. 6). The point of using digital methods is to engage with the inher-

ently digital character of the IDW phenomenon and to utilize the tools and methods embed-

ded in the media structure which conditions the IDW and facilitates the circulation of con-

tent. In the following, I expand on the notion of native content, algorithmic ranking, and the 

modalities of YouTube content. In addition, I clarify the computational elements of my 

query designs and address issues of data quality, replicability, and transparency. 

 

9.1.1 Natively digital data, ranking, and algorithms 
I consider the videos circulating on YouTube as natively digital data. However, this catego-

rization is not straightforward because much of the content on YouTube has in migrated 

from other media. In some cases, videos originate from a time before YouTube (e.g., old TV 

or film clips). In other cases, content migrate from other digital platforms, for instance, pod-

casts. The question of native versus migrated content contains several layers. On a basic 

level, content migrate, for instance, when broadcast age TV clips circulate on the platform. 

This represents the archival function of YouTube. On a more abstract level, genres also mi-

grate. This is the case with talk shows and interview-based shows. As will become clear in 

the upcoming analysis, some of the key YouTube-native shows in the video sample resemble 

broadcast talk shows and can be perceived as migrated genres. 
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Conversely, much YouTube-native content may be described as natively digital in terms 

of both content and genre. This is the case for much of the amateur-driven YouTube content 

such as vlogs, instructive gaming videos (“Let’s Play”), video memes, and compilations vid-

eos (Ha, 2018, p. 150). Of course, genres do not emerge out of nothing: they emerge from 

“new technological conditions and affordances as well as from prior practices and conven-

tions” (Miller, 2017, p. 1). Thus, the origin of the YouTube genres mentioned above may 

not be ascribed to YouTube alone. However, they are now “an emblematic form of YouTube 

participation”, which, in this context, qualifies the use of the term “native” (Burgess & 

Green, 2018, pp. 43, 64). 

The reason digital methods are particularly applicable in this study is that, even though 

some content has migrated from pre-digital media, it still comes in a particular digital format 

on YouTube because it is “packaged” with metadata. Thus, I view metadata as the key to 

understanding the content analyzed in this project as natively digital. 

As part of this digital methods approach, it is important to reflect critically on the role of 

YouTube in curating the content which I analyze. For instance, it has been suggested that 

YouTube’s algorithms tend to favor certain kinds of content. Rieder et al. (2018, pp. 63–64) 

found YouTube-native content to dominate the ranked results on the platform (based on 

relevance). As an example, YouTube-native shows such as The Young Turks or the IDW-

related The Rubin Report ranked on top across the different queries used in their study (Rieder 

et al., 2018, pp. 63–64). The authors describe these YouTube-native shows as “a new elite 

that thrives on controversy and dissent”, leading their videos to stay on top of the results 

even though they might be viewed less than what might be considered mainstream content 

(Rieder et al., 2018, p. 64). In fact, YouTube’s ranking mechanisms seem to be characterized 

by high levels of complexity and even secrecy (van Es, 2020, p. 233). Interestingly, although 

the “view” metric is an important currency on YouTube, other factors also influence the 

ranking: 

 

Contrary to the idea that simple popularity metrics and the search for the lowest common 

denominator drive visibility online, we [the authors] were able to get a glimpse at complex 

ranking cultures that reward platform-specific strategies and audience activation through 

strongly opinionated expression. (Rieder et al., 2018, p. 64) 
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The significant presence of far-right leaning YouTube personalities “show[s] that the video 

platform arranges search ranking in a way that allows highly active ‘niche entrepreneurs’ to 

gain exceptional levels of visibility” (Rieder et al., 2018, p. 64). In fact, it seems that there is 

a relatively vocal and tightly knit network of right-wing channels on YouTube, which is ex-

posed by the algorithm to users who are not necessarily looking for it (Bryant, 2020, p. 87). 

Bryant (2020, p. 87) explains this as YouTube’s attempt to maximize watch time, which is one 

of the key ranking parameters and economic incentives of the platform. In essence, more 

watch time means more advertising revenue (van Es, 2020, pp. 232–233). Echoing Rieder et 

al.’s findings, Bryant (2020, p. 87) claims that YouTube’s algorithms seem to have identified 

and even cultivated a connection between a general curiosity of users and extreme content 

which “prompts a person to continue to watch YouTube videos”. Thus, it seems that 

YouTube’s algorithms tend to favor YouTube-native content and controversial content, of-

ten coincident. 

This has a significant impact on the cultural contextualization of content, especially in the 

case of the IDW. I discuss this in greater detail in Chapter 12. From a methodological per-

spective, the point is to clearly state that it is important to ask questions about the curation 

of videos because it ultimately impacts the data sampling process. Put differently, although 

this is not a study of algorithms, it is important to recognize the significance of algorithms, 

both on a methodological level and a cultural level. Understanding the way in which 

YouTube results are prioritized is also a way to understand the very platform vernacular, 

which is central to a digital methods approach (Rogers, 2019, p. 19). In turn, knowing the 

logics of the platform will help to inform the empirical analysis of the IDW, which may be 

characterized as a YouTube phenomenon. 

 

9.1.2 Computational and non-computational methods 
It should be noted that my use of digital methods does not imply an overall methodological 

approach which is strictly computational. Although digital methods may be situated in the 

wider context of “the computational turn” in internet-related research, only a small section 

of the methods applied here is based on automated computing (Rogers, 2019, p. 261). As 

indicated in the previous chapter, the mixed methods approach thus serves to integrate not 

only quantitative and qualitative perspectives but also computational and non-computational 

methods. This integration is inspired by Marres’ notion of “situational analytics” (2020, pp. 

1–2), which aims to “[…]  combine elements from both scientific and interpretive 
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approaches […]” in order to develop “[…] adequate contextual understandings of social life 

in computational environments”. This perspective further mirrors the ontological relation-

ship between structure and agency, as described in Chapter 2. 

The computational element of the digital methods that I apply consists first and foremost 

of the application of web scraping tools to extract data (YouTube metadata and videos) (Ay-

din, 2018). However, I analyze the extracted data manually. This emphasizes “[…] the inven-

tiveness and manual analysis required to describe a social phenomenon beyond the textual 

data that can be scraped” (Perriam et al., 2020, p. 284). 

It should be noted that the “search as research” approach applied to identify the data also 

has a computational element to it. Querying search engines such as Google and YouTube to 

generate data results is basically also a computational practice, although it is not scripted and 

automated in the same way as the web scraping. For the sake of clarity, I use “digital meth-

ods” as an overarching term to describe both the data retrieval (through YouTube queries) 

and collection (through web scraping), whereas the “computational” term relates to web 

scraping only. 

 

9.1.3 YouTube data and unit of analysis 
The type of data analyzed can be divided into two main categories: metadata and videos. 

These two data categories constitute key components of the content on the YouTube web 

interface: the video being the main object and supposed center of attention, while the 

metadata works as a contextualizing factor (uploader, time of publication, etc.) and impact 

indicators (reactions, comments, view count, etc.). Thus, I define the unit of analysis as the 

YouTube video perceived as a “multimodal text” (Caple, 2018, p. 86). This means that I 

analyze both the video itself and the metadata accompanying the video, albeit in separate 

steps: the metadata analysis and the close readings, respectively. There are several benefits of 

defining the unit of analysis in this way. On the one hand, it accommodates the afforded use 

of YouTube: unless viewed in full screen mode, the video is embedded at the center of the 

webpage and surrounded by metadata. Presumably, users take note (to varying degrees) of 

the metadata when deciding to click on a video and assessing its qualities. In this sense, the 

information provided by the metadata are in fact not additional elements to the video, rather, 

they are part of the media text and consumption (see Caple, 2019, p. 443). On the other 

hand, analyzing the video content provides insights into the individuality and performance 
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of the case persons, while the metadata provides insights into the relations between actors 

within the YouTube infrastructure on a larger scale. 

In terms of modality, the main data on YouTube, the videos that are uploaded by users, 

is audiovisual. The accompanying metadata describing the videos and user interactions 

comes in the form of either numeric values or text. Most of this metadata is visible on the 

YouTube user interface, for instance, the title of the video, number of views, and the dura-

tion of the video. A third kind of YouTube data, user comments, is also an important part 

of the platform vernacular, and, consequently, the interaction between users in the public 

intellectual circuit. However, comments have not been sampled in this study because I focus 

on audience interaction through video contributions and the other forms of engagement 

metrics discussed in Chapter 5. 

YouTube data – like most online data – is not stable (Perriam et al., 2020). Uploaders may 

remove content, and the YouTube API and algorithms are potentially subject to changes. 

This lack of stability, or “state of flux” (Lomborg, 2017), constitutes an important factor 

when collecting data because it requires researchers to implicate specific measures of data 

stabilization. Since this study has no explicit longitudinal ambition, the most typical chal-

lenges of data instability does not apply directly (Perriam et al., 2020, p. 278): All data was 

collected within a relatively narrow timeframe and did not depend on additional sampling 

phases at a much later point in time. 

However, the dynamic nature of the data has a more profound effect on the methodology: 

The potential impermanence of YouTube data makes the methodological framework equally 

volatile. Digital methods are inherently experimental and situational in the sense that they 

often depend on the very media affordances that they analyze (Rogers, 2019, p. 11). This 

means that research designs and queries are tailored to the platform and built from the func-

tions and tools available. The research design relies on YouTube’s search engine, ranking 

system, and metrics. Consequently, the exact method used is less adaptable to substantial 

platform changes. If affordances change and functions disappear, the replicability of the 

study may be affected (Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 23). This is fundamentally a condition of 

digital methods (Rogers, 2019, p. 11). Although, the instability of the data does not under-

mine the validity of the interpretations presented in the analytical chapters, it may restrict the 

scope of the applicability of the methods in future studies. 

For instance, the way in which YouTube’s algorithms rank queried videos may change, 

so that another end user (researcher) at another time will be presented to other videos than 
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the ones collected in this study. Rieder et al. (2018, p. 63) found in their study of YouTube 

ranking cultures that the platform “[…] search mechanism is designed to pick up on […] 

‘newsy’ moments, and whenever it does, results can change drastically from one day to the 

next”. Thus, my data set would inevitably have looked different had it been collected the 

next day. This is particularly the case for the YouTube keyword suggestions, which are clearly 

also influenced by newsiness or recentness. Moreover, since the collected metadata stating 

the number of views, likes, and comments are only snapshot, these numbers change for every 

click made by a YouTube user in relation to the content. 

Therefore, studies like this one have other ways of securing the reliability than through 

strict replicability measures (Krippendorff, 2004, pp. 86–88). Instead, the notion of transpar-

ency is key to strengthen the findings and, consequently, the explanatory power of the project 

(Bryman, 2016, pp. 284, 399–400). One of the most effective ways of securing transparency 

is to stabilize the data by downloading and safely storing it and to document every step of 

the empirical study. The following presentation of the data collection process serves the 

purpose of securing transparency along these lines. 

 

9.2 Query design 

In order to identify the relevant data to collect, I constructed a query design consisting of two 

main tracks (Rogers, 2019, pp. 36–38), based on two different entry points to the data. The 

first track focused on the official YouTube channels relating to the four cases retrieved 

through the main search engine. The second track concentrated on the top 10 video results 

based on the relevance of each query. The aim of the second track was to identify which 

keywords suggested by YouTube would be relevant to search for to capture videos that were 

not uploaded by the cases but by other channels. 

Prior to operationalization, I installed a research browser. As recommended by digital 

methods literature, I chose the free open-source browser, Firefox, which had not previously 

been installed on my computer and therefore had never been used (see Rogers, 2019, p. 33). 

I made sure that no search history had been recorded and that no accounts were logged into 

Google. Additionally, no extensions such as Adblocker were installed in the browser. For 

extra safety, I opened a private window before visiting YouTube and entering the various 

queries. The reason was to eliminate irrelevant personalization factors, such as search history 
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and personal preferences, which might affect both YouTube search results (the ranked list 

of videos) and suggestions (the autocomplete function)
13

. 

The basic idea of the query design was to imitate the user experience of an imagined 

standard user. According to Rogers (2019, p. 26), “[…] most users (a) click the top results, 

(b) have the results set to the default of ten, and (c) do not venture beyond one page of 

results”. Therefore, I assume that the most relevant IDW-related content to study (in terms 

of impact) are to be found among the top 10 results. My goal was then to interfere as little 

as possible with YouTube’s search engine filtering mechanisms. For each track, I did not 

change the default settings in the search engine filter, which meant that no explicit restraints 

were added to the results by me. I used the default sorting option of “relevance”, which 

presents an ordered list of video and channel results in response to a specific query (Rieder 

et al., 2018, pp. 53–54). 

Despite my attempts to imitate an imagined standard user, no such imitation is completely 

accurate if personalization factors are not included in the queries. This inaccuracy is unavoid-

able, since accounting for the personalized results of a potentially infinite number of users is 

impossible. Thus, the measures to eliminate personalization merely emphasizes the imagined 

nature of the user that I imitate. Personalization is a central part of platform infrastructures, 

which means that it is difficult to know whether two different users see the exact same search 

results when entering the same query. Therefore, the point of imitating the user is not aimed 

at generating de facto universal search results. Rather, the aim is to imitate the user experience 

in consuming content on YouTube. The point of neutralizing personalization is basically to 

remove the researcher as much as possible from the inquiry (Rogers, 2019, p. 26). Of course, 

this is a tightrope, since no interference with the search engine or browser beyond what I 

have described above means that even default location (Denmark), language (English), and 

time zone settings might affect the results (Rogers, 2019, p. 26). Additionally, since no ad-

blocking extensions were installed, advertisements such as “video discovery ads”
 14

 was not 

eliminated from the search results. To the (marginal) extent that ads did appear in the search 

results, they were disregarded in the observations and not included in the web scraping pro-

cess. Thus, the data collection strategy was to focus on “organic results” (Rogers, 2019, pp. 

25–26) 

 
13 YouTube Support, “Find videos faster”: https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/9872296?hl=en 
14 Google Ads Help, “About video ad formats”: https://support.google.com/google-ads/an-
swer/2375464?hl=en#video-discovery 
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In the consumption experience of the standard user, there are multiple ways in which to 

engage with YouTube content. Rogers (2019, p. 256) identifies three modes of accessing 

YouTube content: “watching videos (and receiving recommendations for what’s ‘up next’), 

querying the search engine (and receiving ranked returns) and subscribing to channels (and re-

ceiving recommendations for ‘related channels’)”. I account for all three modes. 

First, I included YouTube videos as sources in the exploratory mapping of the IDW and 

its cultural context described in the previous chapter. This represents the approach of “fol-

lowing the medium” or “following the algorithm” (Airoldi et al., 2016, p. 4) in simply watch-

ing videos and following recommendations on YouTube. Second, I queried YouTube sys-

tematically to retrieve data on the IDW, as I have partially described above and will elaborate 

below. Third, I scraped the totality of four channels and one playlist (also presented below), 

which essentially corresponds to the mode of subscribing to a channel and watching every 

new video which is uploaded. 

In addition, one might add a fourth mode, which is through embedded videos on other 

websites. I consider this form of YouTube consumption “indirect”, although it does, of 

course, affect the metadata. However, I do not account for this mode of access in my attempt 

to imitate the standard user. 

 

9.2.1 Track one: Primary YouTube channels 
In the first track of the query design, I used the YouTube search engine to search for the 

names of the four cases. I identified the official YouTube channels of Jordan Peterson, Sam 

Harris, and Coleman Hughes, respectively. These three channels are all marked with the 

check mark indicating that these are the verified official channels (see Appendix C). In the 

case of Christina Hoff Sommers, who, by contrast, does not upload content through her 

own channel, I identified two other channels instead. 

One is the channel of the podcast series The Femsplainers, which Sommers co-hosts. Since 

at least two channels bear variations of the name “Femplainers” and publish content from 

the show, none of which are verified, I had to verify the selected channel through an alter-

native route. Thus, I visited Femplainers.com and followed links to social media profiles on 

Facebook and Twitter, respectively. Here, I established verification by the fact that the Fa-

cebook profile links to the sampled YouTube channel, while the linked Twitter user is fol-

lowed by the verified profile of Christina Hoff Sommers. This triangulation strategy of cross-

platform verification and assessment of data through interaction with the hyperlink structure 
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of the digital presence of the Femsplainers podcast reflects the notion of online groundedness 

and the appeal to recognize the multi-platform structure of the contemporary internet, which 

are key aspects of digital methods (Rogers, 2019, pp. 5–6, 18–19). 

The other YouTube channel related to Christina Hoff Sommers is the verified official 

channel of the American Enterprise Institute to which five seasons of The Factual Feminist 

have been uploaded on separate playlists. 

Thus, in total, I identified four YouTube channels and five playlists, which were to be 

scraped in total. Below is an overview of this material, including the number of subscribers, 

videos, and views at the time of sampling (see Appendix C for documentation). 

 
Table 1: Overview of channels related to cases 1–4 (17 December 2020) 

 Case YouTube channel(s) No. of sub-
scribers 

No. of vid-
eos 

No. of views Joined 

1 Jordan 
Peterson 

Jordan B Peterson 3.31 M 384 186,202,406 30 March, 
2013 

2 Sam Har-
ris 

Sam Harris 470 K 202 8,519,741 27 Septem-
ber, 2010 

3 Christina 
Hoff 
Sommers 

The Femsplainers / 
American Enterprise 
Institute (AEI) 

1.03 K / 199 
K (AEI) 

213 / 58 295.747 / 
135,508 

1 April, 
2020 / 
2014 

4 Coleman 
Hughes 

Coleman Hughes 72.3 K 77 2,413,064 17 October 
2019 

Total    934   
 

 

At the time of sampling, 17 December 2020, the four cases had uploaded a total number of 

934 videos across their respective YouTube channels. Based on the assumption that a satis-

fying level of variation of content could be established by sampling the metadata of all videos 

available on these channels, I decided to include all 934 units in a census sample (Riffe et al., 

2019, p. 74). 

I did not make qualitative assessments of the 934 videos before determining to scrape the 

metadata. Instead, I considered all videos to be relevant for the simple reason that they ap-

peared on the respective channels. This approach allows for an unobscured exploration of 

the kinds of content (genres, topics, etc.) that exists on the channels. Thus, qualitative inter-

pretation was reserved for subsequent sampling steps and close readings. 

The 934 videos provide insights into the dimension of the public intellectual communi-

cation which is controlled by the public intellectual him- or herself. These videos represent 
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the official and controlled communication of each case. To be able to study content beyond 

the publishing control of the cases, additional data was needed. Therefore, the initial dataset 

of 934 videos was supplemented by the keyword-based second track. 

 

9.2.2 Track two: Keyword-based search results 
The 934 videos identified on the main channels were supplemented by 260 videos, identified 

through systematic keyword queries. Here, I was able to collect data from other channels 

that might represent different dimensions of the public intellectual positioning process, in-

cluding audiences, intermediaries, organizations, and media outlets. However, the keyword-

based sampling process did not prevent videos uploaded by the main channels to be included 

in the sample as well. These duplicates were eliminated in the data cleaning process, which I 

cover in more detail in the following. 

In formulating the keyword query design, I aimed for neutrality, meaning keywords that 

are not furthering a research programme or an anti-programme (Rogers, 2019, pp. 27–28). 

Thus, the keywords were neutral in the sense that I did not formulate them myself. Instead, 

I used the search suggestions appearing from the autocomplete function in the YouTube 

search engine. Having eliminated personalization factors, these suggestions are based on 

words that other users have searched for
15

. Thus, the words suggested by YouTube might 

indicate a certain level of impact or popularity, while also indicating source hierarchies and 

“dominant voice” in the ranked results (Rogers, 2019, p. 25). As mentioned, these search 

suggestions are dynamic. All keyword suggestions were observed and documented on 9 De-

cember and 16 December 2020 (see Appendix A–B). 

Again, I entered the names of the four cases in the search box on the start page of 

YouTube. In the dropdown menu, which appears below the search box when writing, 14 

keyword suggestions appeared for every keyword entered. I documented all search sugges-

tions through screenshots without actually entering the search (by pressing enter on the key-

board), since this could potentially skew the generation of future suggestions. After register-

ing the 14 words related to each of the four cases, I included an additional 14 words linked 

to the meta-case of the IDW (see Appendix B). 

To narrow the search and filter out search suggestions that might result in irrelevant con-

tent or an excessive number of video overlaps, I carried out searches on all keywords. This 

 
15 YouTube Support, “Find videos faster”: https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/9872296?hl=en 
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enabled me to observe the kind of content that came up from each search on the YouTube 

list of results. This exploration of content that match the different keywords led me to select 

five keywords per individual case study and an additional six keywords for the meta-case. 

Thus, the total number of keywords was 26. 

The 26 keywords were selected to avoid overlaps and to secure a relatively diverse sample. 

For example, I made sure to collect video data from different types of keyword combinations 

such as “sam harris free will” and “sam harris best of”. The first search might indicate lengthy 

philosophical arguments, while the latter implies compilation videos. This strategy of diver-

sification enabled me to collect videos that were different, in terms of both content and 

genre. For a full overview of how this logic was followed in the process of selecting key-

words, see Appendix A–B. 

For every one of the 26 keywords, I collected metadata from the top 10 videos on the 

YouTube search results page. The specific number of 10 videos secured a satisfying level of 

diversity without generating excessive overlap. At the same time, it also reflects Rogers’ de-

scription (2019, p. 26) of most users in that they rarely venture beyond the top 10. Con-

versely, collecting more than ten videos per keyword would have resulted in too many du-

plicates (the same video URL appearing twice).  

The reason I aim to neutralize duplicates is that repetitive data potentially skew the quan-

titative analysis. For instance, if the same video appears 10 times in the dataset, analyses of 

the aggregated number of views across videos or YouTube channels would be skewed. More-

over, for the close readings, it would make no sense to analyze the same video twice. How-

ever, it should be noted that a few videos do appear more than once in the dataset because 

they have been uploaded by different YouTube channels. Thus, in this study, duplicate units 

are defined by their identical webpage URLs. 

 

9.3 Data collection 

9.3.1 Web scraping 
There are multiple ways of collecting data from websites such as YouTube. One way is to 

rely on the YouTube API (application programming interface) in the extraction process (Mu-

naro et al., 2021, pp. 7–8). However, because APIs may change, as described in the previous 

sections, some scholars suggest that internet research is now situated in a “post-API envi-

ronment” (Perriam et al., 2020). This means that other data extraction strategies are 
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becoming increasingly relevant: one of which is web scraping. Thus, under the supervision 

of the University of Copenhagen Library data specialists, I chose web scraping as the main 

approach to collecting the data, both the metadata and, subsequently, the videos. This would 

ensure that all relevant data could be extracted without having to change strategy in the face 

of potential API restrictions. As noted by Perriam et al. (2020, pp. 284–285), the use of web 

scraping raises specific questions regarding data ethics. Before I reflect on these issues, I shall 

present the different steps of the data extraction process. 

The benefit of using web scraping is that the extraction of data can be automated, and 

put into a single spreadsheet (Aydin, 2018, pp. 6–7). For the web scraping process, I used 

the open-source programming language R. Programming in R took place in the RStudio 

application for Mac. I used the RStudio application interface to run two web scraping pro-

grams: youtube-dl and Selenium. Youtube-dl helped collect the metadata and videos from 

the specific YouTube URLs that I had identified through the YouTube query. However, one 

specific metadata category, the number of comments on each video (“comment_count”), 

was scraped using Selenium.  

In collaboration with the data specialists, I wrote two scripts in RStudio. The first script 

“harvest.R” (see Appendix D) was based on youtube-dl and had been coded to collect 20 

categories of metadata (listed below
16

). Three additional metadata categories were eventually 

added following the run of second Selenium-based script: the number of comments, views, 

and the specific keyword used to retrieve the video through the YouTube search engine 

(italicized below). 

 

1) title, 2) channel_url, 3) playlist_title, 4) release_year, 5) uploader, 6) webpage_url, 7) dis-

like_count, 8) categories, 9) tags, 10) uploader_url, 11) like_count, 12) view_count, 13) dura-

tion, 14) full_title, 15) channel_id, 16) release_date, 17) description, 18) comment_count, 19) up-

load_date, 20) uploader, 21) id, 22) file_name, 23) keywords. 

 

The metadata categories were selected from all the metadata categories which youtube-dl 

was able to scrape off a random YouTube video in an initial test. The metadata of the random 

video was extracted to a JSON file from which I could select the relevant categories. With 

the purpose of mapping the IDW circuit, I found that the 21 categories above were the most 

 
16 The order of the list reflects the order in the data spreadsheet and the order in which the metadata is pre-
sented in RStudio. 
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relevant variables to use in the quantitative analysis because they enable the mapping of both 

actors, topics, genres, and user engagement over time. 

The metadata falls into three general types: circumstantial, descriptive, and participatory. 

Firstly, circumstantial metadata denotes the factual circumstances of the video, such as du-

ration and upload date
17

. Secondly, descriptive metadata refers to channel and webpage URLs 

and IDs; names of the uploader, channel, and video file; and other descriptions and catego-

rizations. Thirdly, the participatory metadata denotes how users have engaged with the video, 

for instance, number of views, likes/dislikes, and comments. I expand further on the differ-

ent types of metadata in the upcoming analysis. 

As previously mentioned, I did not sample user comments. However, the number of com-

ments is a relevant indicator of user engagement, in line with views, likes, and dislikes. There-

fore, I needed to scrape the comment count on each video. Since this could not be done 

using youtube-dl at the time of scraping, Selenium was used instead
18

. Additionally, the num-

ber of views was also scraped using Selenium because the youtube-dl extraction of views was 

expressed as, for instance, “85K” instead of 85,000. Since the latter number is best suited for 

analysis, I chose to scrape view count through Selenium as well.  

Selenium is a tool developed to automate the operations of a web browser and was orig-

inally developed to test websites (Aydin, 2018, p. 58). Using it for research essentially reflects 

the “repurposing outlook” of digital methods (Rogers, 2019, p. 19). In the second script 

“comment_test.R” (see Appendix D), Selenium was coded to operate the Firefox browser 

and load the YouTube URLs and scrape the comment count (which was written in JavaS-

cript) and view count on each video. The number of comments and views was extracted to 

JSON files and compiled with the other 21 metadata categories, including the one indicating 

which keyword query was used to find each video, and transferred to in a single spreadsheet. 

The spreadsheet showed a total number of 1194 videos (934 uploaded by the primary 

YouTube channels and 260 retrieved from the keyword queries) and 23 metadata categories 

for each video. This was the original raw dataset of the study. 

Following a process of data cleaning, I ran the youtube-dl script again to scrape 110 vid-

eos. 91 of the videos were identified from the metadata sample and used as sampling pool 

 
17 The categories “release_date” and “release_year” were inactive (shown as N/A when scraped). However, 
this information was included in the “upload_date” category instead.   
18 Youtube-dl lists several metadata categories available to scrape from various video sharing websites (includ-
ing other websites than YouTube). However, in practice, comment_count and view_count could not be 
scraped or did not show in a useful format, respectively. Therefore, Selenium was used for these two catego-
ries. See: https://github.com/ytdl-org/youtube-dl/blob/master/README.md#output-template 
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for the close readings, whereas 19 videos were identified parallel to the metadata analysis and 

used as references in the mapping of the IDW. I only scraped the videos of the 110 URLs, 

and not the metadata, since it had already been scraped for 91 of the videos, while the re-

maining 19 were scraped for documentation purposes (see “Notes on appendix”). Im-

portantly, neither youtube-dl nor Selenium scraped any potential advertisements embedded 

in the videos or featured on the YouTube page. Thus, despite Adblocker not being installed 

in the research browser, ads did not appear in the sample.  

The main reason for scraping the 110 videos was to stabilize the data in case the videos 

had been taken down by the time I started the qualitative analysis. However, as an example 

of the impermanence of YouTube data, the channel related to Sam Harris had in fact re-

moved most videos during the period between the metadata scraping and the video scraping. 

Fortunately, some of the most watched videos were still available to scrape, so the disappear-

ance of content did not directly affect the qualitative sampling and analysis. An additional 

five videos (or channels) from the total list of units had been deleted by the time I started 

coding the data. Thus, for these videos, I was unable to code the uploader category, ultimately 

submitting them to the “other” category. I expand on the coding process in the upcoming 

chapter. Below is a simple timeline of the data scraping process (for a more detailed timeline, 

see Appendix A): 

 

Table 2: Timeline of web scraping 

Date Activity 

9 December 2020 Retrieval and documentation of YouTube keyword suggestions for 

cases #1–4, and the relevant URLs. 

16 December 2020 Retrieval and documentation of YouTube keywords suggestions for 

the IDW meta-case, and the relevant URLs. 

17-18 December 2020 Scraping of metadata from all URLs identified on previous stage. 

15-20 January 2021 Cleaning of data. 

7-16 June 2021 Coding of metadata and sampling of videos for the qualitative analy-

sis. 

30 June-1 July 2021 Scraping of video files for the qualitative analysis. 
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9.3.2 Cleaning the data 
For reasons presented in the previous section, the 1,194 videos needed to be cleared of units 

appearing twice (or more). During the second run of data scraping which focused on com-

ment count and view count, several videos could not be extracted due to technical issues 

with the application. These video URLs were then inserted into the script once again, leading 

R to automatically clear duplicates. The data extraction run was successful, and the 1,194 

were then reduced to 1,177. Additional duplicates among these 1,177 videos, which were not 

removed by RStudio, needed to be removed in the Excel spreadsheet. Using conditional 

formatting in Excel, I marked all URL duplicates (based on the metadata category 

“webpage_url”) and had them removed. The 1,177 was then reduced to 1,124. Since the first 

run of the web scraping process collected all videos uploaded on the primary channels related 

to the cases, duplicates originated from the second run: the keyword-based scraping. I found 

that among the 260 keyword-based videos, 77 videos needed to be removed from the sample. 

In addition, case #3 Christina Hoff Sommers did not appear in all the sampled videos on 

the channels of The Femsplainers and American Enterprise Institute. In both instances, Som-

mers was replaced by other (co-)hosts for shorter periods of time. Because Sommers do not 

upload videos from her own YouTube channel, I decided that content without her partici-

pation which was not uploaded by herself was irrelevant. By contrast, in the unlikely case 

that videos without the participation of the three other cases appear on their respective chan-

nels, I did not make efforts to remove them because I define all content published directly by 

the cases as relevant to study. Therefore, I needed only to remove the specific videos without 

the participation of Sommers. 

This part of the data cleaning process could not be automated because it needed to be 

based on a thorough qualitative assessment of the content to determine whether Sommers 

appeared. Thus, I accessed all content manually and watched (to a satisfying degree) the 

complete number of videos uploaded on the two abovementioned channels (271). Of the 

271 Sommers-related videos, she did not appear in 67. The total sample of 1,124 was then 

reduced to 1,057. Thus, 23 categories of metadata from 1,057 YouTube videos constitute 

the final data set. 

 

9.3.3 Data ethics 
For the ethical and legal aspects of working with YouTube data, I received guidance from 

the University of Copenhagen Research Support Staff and Udvalget til Beskyttelse af 
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Videnskabeligt Arbejde (UBVA). Thus, all data ethical choices made are based on the rec-

ommendations of these entities. 

When using web scraping to retrieve data, a few further reflections on data quality and 

ethics are relevant. Here, Perriam et al. (2020, pp. 284–285) list several issues related to web 

scraping that need particular attention. First, web scraping is a way to “route around the 

API” (Perriam et al., 2020, p. 279). In case the platform does not agree to be scraped, it might 

deliberately alter the extracted data, requiring researchers to validate data through manual 

cross-checking (Perriam et al., 2020, p. 284). Accordingly, I had dedicated part of my work-

load to cross-checking the data through random tests of data units: I identified no alterca-

tions. Furthermore, working with Selenium makes it relatively uncomplicated to track 

whether the data displayed on the YouTube interface has been blocked or otherwise altered 

because the loading of pages can be monitored real time in the Firefox browser. 

Second, as is the case with most empirical research of this kind, ethics relating to user 

privacy as well as the commercial interests of the platform need to be taken into account 

(Perriam et al., 2020, p. 285). The former issue, user privacy, raised no particular challenges 

due to the very public nature of the data analyzed. No content was accessed using a login 

and no particularly intimate spaces were sought out in the YouTube queries. The query de-

sign, and project as a whole, focuses explicitly on the public intellectual arena. Therefore, all 

content analyzed here is publicly accessible and uploaded by public channels as contributions 

to a public conversation. Similar to a YouTube study conducted by Rieder et al. (2018, p. 

55), my queries “highlighted a large ecosystem of channels adhering to a logic of broadcasting 

reminiscent […]”. Consequently, I did not anonymize uploader names as displayed on 

YouTube. 

In relation to the latter issue, commercial interests of YouTube and copyright, I also fol-

lowed the recommendations of the University of Copenhagen Research Support staff and 

UBVA, which recommended me to only refer to the raw data, and not to share it. As an 

extra cautionary measure, I have added a confidentiality clause to the relevant appendices 

(see list of appendices).  
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10  The Dataset: Coding and 
Sampling 

 

 

10.1 Categorizing YouTube channels 

In this chapter, I first reflect on the methodological choices that I have made in relation to 

the coding procedure. I then present one of the key results of the coding process: the sam-

pling criteria for the video close readings. Finally, I provide an overview of the dataset, in-

cluding the video metadata population and sampling frame (N=1,057) and the qualitative 

sample (n=12) (Riffe et al., 2019, p. 72). 

In the coding and interpretation of metadata, I found the “uploader” category (i.e., the 

name of the channel that uploaded each video) to be a particularly useful categorizing tool 

because it harbors relevant information about three key points of public intellectual commu-

nication: 1) the (groups of) actors engaged, 2) the types of media outlets involved, and 3) the 

different genres used to intervene. The mapping of actors engaged in the IDW circuit is key 

to locating the agency of the public intellectual positioning process on YouTube. Categoriz-

ing the types of media outlets that upload videos is useful to study the relative strength of 

traditional media and YouTube-native formats in terms of popularity and visibility. Creating 

an overview of the genres used for public intellectual interventions can contextualize the 

positional performances further scrutinized in the close readings. Thus, I used the uploader 

category as the main entry point to the compiled metadata because it is highly informative 

and therefore more analytically relevant for classification purposes than, for instance, the 

video title or the pre-defined YouTube categories (see Appendix E). 

The 1,057 videos were uploaded by 124 different YouTube channels. I found that the 

different uploader channels could be divided into 8 different categories: 1) Users, 2) 

YouTube shows/podcasts, 3) Web media, 4) Traditional media, 5) Organizations, 6) Events, 

7) IDW individual, and 8) other (five videos that were unavailable).  

The phrasing of each category refers to either actor, media type, or genre. Thus, the def-

inition of categories is guided by the empirical data and not by theories of media genres or a 

specific index of actors. This data-based ad hoc approach explains the immediate lack of tax-

onomy in the classification. The “User” category first and foremost indicates a specific type 

of actor, the “common”, participating YouTube user, while “YouTube shows/podcasts” 
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indicates a media genre. “Web media” and “Traditional media” points to specific types of 

outlets, while “Organizations” also refers to a certain kind of actor and/or institutional 

framework. By contrast, “Events” features channels that mainly upload content recorded 

during live events. Finally, “IDW individual” encompasses the official channels of named 

IDW associates. 

I conducted the coding process by systematically visiting on YouTube each of the 124 

uploader channels in the dataset. In doing so, I was able to form an overview of different 

kinds of content in circulation, both in terms of topics and genres. For example, one video 

titled “Jordan Peterson’s Life Advice Will Change Your Future (MUST WATCH)” has been 

uploaded by the channel Motivation Madness. By visiting the channel page of Motivation 

Madness displaying all video uploads, I was able to establish that most of the content resem-

bled traditional user-generated content (UGC). Comparing the channel to other – both sim-

ilar and dissimilar – channels enabled me to construct a channel category with the label “Us-

ers”. 

Thus, the first category, “Users” (n=60), is characterized by its amateur-like content, often 

made up of clips from other sources (compilations, video memes, etc.), or “homemade” 

vlogposts based on webcam footage in the style of the various commentary genres native to 

YouTube, such as reaction videos and instructive gaming videos. Some videos in the user 

category may be a kind of live reporting, or simply video documentation, from various 

events. It should be noted that such content differs from the kind featured in the “Events” 

category, insofar as they are uploaded by users in the “Users” category and event organizers 

in the “Events” category. The overall common characteristic of the “Users” category is the 

relatively unorganized nature of the content on these channels. 

Nonetheless, there is an internal variation in the level of organization or professionalism. 

Some channels in the user category have a clear profile (e.g., self-help themed channels like 

Motivation Madness or debate themed channels such as Critical Thoughts and Bite-sized 

Philosophy), while others are more random (e.g., henn863). Still others are fan channels (e.g., 

J.P.’s lectures), satirical or meme-oriented (e.g., Intellectual Dark Wave and SJWCentral), or 

attempts at more journalistic formats and influencer-driven content (e.g., American Shade 

with Brittany King). 

As indicated, the user category is relatively broad in that it includes a variety of content 

types. In fact, it is the broadest of the eight channel types. Consequently, there are numerous 

borderline examples of videos, which might have been coded in one (or more) of the other 
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channel categories. This essentially reflects the specific challenges that arise when trying to 

classify YouTube content (Riffe et al., 2019, p. 61). In content analyses, it is generally im-

portant to define coding categories in a way that is both exhaustive and mutually exclusive; 

however, this is difficult with YouTube content because of its relatively novel (still) character 

(Riffe et al., 2019, pp. 60–61). Consequently, the coding of the different categories is based 

on analytical interpretation, which ultimately challenges the replicability of the study. To mit-

igate this, I aim to present as detailed process descriptions as possible and include in the 

appendices coding protocols to document consistency (Eskjær & Helles, 2015, pp. 72–25) 

(see Appendix A and F). 

The notion of native content, as discussed in the previous chapter, was useful as a guiding 

principle in constructing the second channel category labelled “YouTube show/podcast” 

(n=20). In this category, I coded all original uploaders of YouTube-native talk shows such 

as The Rubin Report; podcasts such as The Femsplainers; or hybrids such as The Joe Rogan Expe-

rience (YouTube channel: PowerfulJRE) and the David Pakman Show. The phrasing of this 

category refers both to media type and genre. This does not, however, entail that YouTube 

shows and podcasts are exclusive to this channel category. For example, Sam Harris also 

uploads podcasts to his channel. Importantly, he does so “in his own name” and not through 

a channel called “Making Sense with Sam Harris”, as is the name of his podcast. I have 

therefore coded Harris’ content in the “IDW individual” category, as explained below. The 

same is the case for both Jordan Peterson and Coleman Hughes. By contrast, a large part of 

the content related to Christina Hoff Sommers, The Femsplainers, has been coded in this sec-

ond category. 

The third category labelled “Web media” (n=8) is somewhat related to the above in that 

it concentrates on media outlets – often journalistic – that are specifically, or primarily, digi-

tal, albeit not exclusive to YouTube. For example, this goes for the channels linked to Rebel 

Wisdom, The Daily Wire, and Big Think. 

Both the “YouTube show/podcast” and “Web media” categories are distinct from a 

fourth category, which I have labelled “Traditional media” (n=12). The channels coded in 

this category include broadcast media and TV shows such as BBC News, Channel 4 News, Real 

Time with Bill Maher, and 60 Minutes Australia but also other kinds of legacy media outlets such 

as publishing houses and magazines, for instance, Zero Books, VICE News, and British GQ. 

The coding of this category was relatively straightforward, compared to the user category, 

because most of the channels are linked to well-known media outlets. 
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The fifth category “Organization” (n=9) includes uploader channels which, like many of 

the above, are rooted in traditional “analogue” institutions, including academia and other 

research institutes, NGOs, and various foundations and interest groups. However, the or-

ganizations of this category, such as American Enterprise Institute, University of Notre 

Dame, and Young America’s Foundation are not media institutions, which sets the category 

apart from the “Traditional media” category. 

The sixth category of uploader channels, “Events” (n=5), covers channels dedicated to 

uploading content from specific events, such as debate forums, conferences, and talks. In 

most cases, the uploaders are the official channels of event organizers. The category is rela-

tively small and includes the channels Doha Debates, ideacity, Intelligence Squared, The Mill 

Series, and This Is 42. 

The seventh category is labelled “IDW individual” (n=5) because it is linked directly to a 

named individual associated with the IDW. Of course, The Femsplainers and American enter-

prise Institute are both linked to Christina Hoff Sommers, but the YouTube channels do not 

bear her name, indicating that she is not necessarily the main focus of the two channels. 

Thus, the “IDW individual” category includes Jordan B. Peterson, Sam Harris, Coleman 

Hughes, Eric Weinstein, and Ben Shapiro. 

The last category “Other” (n=5) exclusively covers videos that were not accessible at the 

time of coding because they (or the channels) had been removed or made private after they 

were sampled. The benefit of defining this category in such a narrow way is that I retain as 

much information about the remaining categories as possible (Riffe et al., 2019, p. 61).  
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Figure 6: Eight categories of YouTube channels (n=124) 
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Figure 7: Number of videos per channel category (n=1057). 

 

 

Figure 6 shows the share of channel types across the total of 124 single uploaders and Figure 

7 shows the number of videos uploaded by each channel type. Nearly half of the channels 

are “Users” (48%), while this category is only represented by 87 videos in the dataset. Con-

versely, “IDW individual” constitutes only 4% of the total range of channels but is featured 

by 666 videos in the complete dataset. In this instance, the data is significantly skewed be-

cause of the two query tracks described in the previous chapter. For the first track, I system-

atically scraped all videos on the official channels of cases #1–3. Consequently, this channel 

category is vastly overrepresented in the total amount of videos in the dataset. Similarly, all 

videos on The Femsplainers channel had been scraped in the first track of the data collection. 

Thus, videos uploaded by The Femsplainers constitutes 153 of the 190 videos in the “YouTube 

show/podcast” category. 

In sum, the point of the two charts is mainly to provide an overview of the sample and 

the relative sizes of the different categories coded for. The charts do not show the general 

distribution and share of IDW-related content on YouTube. 
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10.2 Sampling criteria for the close readings  

The eight channel categories were used as sampling criteria for the video close readings. I 

used a purposive sampling strategy with an explicit aim of creating a relatively diverse and 

representative sample in terms of content types and channel types, respectively (Bryman, 

2016, pp. 408–409). First, I sampled 91 videos across channel types (excluding the “other” 

category) from the population of metadata. Videos were sampled from each channel type 

and downloaded for further examination – the goal of which was to select the relevant videos 

for close reading. Second, my viewing of the 91 videos resulted in the final selection of 12 

videos, three per case. 

I did not use a pre-determined sampling threshold, nor did I aim to sample evenly across 

categories from the outset when I sampled the 91 videos. The number of videos from each 

category was determined by four considerations: 1) views, 2) diversity, 3) case representation, 

and 4) size of the channel category. 

 

10.2.1 The sampling pool 
The point of first selecting 91 videos was to filter the videos in a way that secured a satisfac-

tory level of relevance in terms of the four sampling considerations. Constructing this sam-

pling pool was a necessary intermediate step to ensure a systematic transition from the large 

metadata sample of 1,057 to the final 12 videos selected for close reading. 

The first sampling consideration, the number of views on each video, reflects the notion 

of public impact as a guiding principle when sampling and analyzing public intellectual con-

tent. In this case, impact, or popularity, is most clearly indicated by the number of views (van 

Es, 2020, p. 224). For each channel type, I sorted the videos by the metadata category 

“view_count” in descending order. By using this metric, I made sure to minimize the likeli-

ness of sampling videos with low and insignificant view counts, and, presumably, low public 

impact. Views are counted after roughly thirty seconds of watch time or if the user clicks on 

an in-stream element in the video viewer (van Es, 2020, pp. 231–232). Therefore, high view 

count is no guarantee that viewers have in fact watched the whole video. This is an important 

caveat, as it indicates that there might be alternative and more truthful ways of measuring 

impact. Nevertheless, the view undeniably functions as a valuable currency around which 

much user practice revolves on YouTube. In fact, the number of views serves a gatekeeping 

function on two levels: First, users might be more likely to be exposed to videos with many 

views through algorithmic ranking as well as individual choice (one might be more inclined 
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to click on videos with high view counts). Second, the number of views – and equally im-

portant, subscribers – may provide public intellectuals with access to other platforms because 

journalists refer to the metric almost as a news value in its own right to demonstrate the 

significance and relevance of, for instance, Jordan Peterson (see Beauchamp, 2018). Thus, 

views play a key role in the “attention economy” as it is ultimately used as an indicator of 

how much attention audiences are giving to particular intellectuals (van de Ven & van Ge-

mert, 2020, pp. 2–3; van Es, 2020, p. 224). 

The second sampling consideration was diversity in three regards: topics addressed, genres, 

and channels. First, I used the video titles to determine the topics addressed in the videos. 

For example, in the “Users” category (n=18), I sampled three videos per individual case and 

an additional six videos featuring two or more IDW members. In this category, several of 

the most watched videos featuring Jordan Peterson were about the topics of personal moti-

vation and self-help. In this case, I selected the most watched video and moved on to select 

videos with different themes from further down the list. Second, I followed the same logic 

in terms of genre diversity: if the top three most watched videos were all compilations, I 

selected one video, and moved on to include an interview, a talk show clip, or another genre. 

Finally, I made sure not to oversample videos uploaded by the same YouTube channel. 

For the third sampling consideration, case representation, I intended to sample an equal num-

ber of videos per individual case study. Thus, for each time a video relating to, for instance, 

case #1 had been sampled, another video related to each of the other cases was also sampled. 

In many of the channel categories, videos related to Jordan Peterson occupied the top posi-

tions, both in terms of views and number of videos. In these instances, I followed the same 

procedure as previously described until data saturation for the case representation criterium 

was achieved (Bryman, 2016, p. 418). 

The fourth sampling consideration, the size of the channel category, is effectively a limiting 

factor. This means that not all sampling considerations or criteria could be met in a com-

pletely systematic manner across sampling categories due to the varying sizes of the catego-

ries. For example, the “Events” category features only 8 videos in total, and case #2 Sam 

Harris is not represented. Therefore, the criteria of case representation could not be 

achieved, and I sampled only three videos. Furthermore, diversity of content and genre was 

also limited because of the small and homogeneous nature of this particular category.  

Thus, the relative difference in size and content between the channel categories posed 

challenges to the systematization of the sampling process. As a further example, for the 
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“IDW individual” category, the main point was to sample content uploaded by IDW indi-

viduals themselves: hence, diversity of channels was irrelevant here. Moreover, since Chris-

tina Hoff Sommers was not represented in the dataset by her own personal YouTube chan-

nel, the sampling of the “Organizations” category (American Enterprise Institute) and the 

“YouTube show/podcast” category was skewed in her favor. To be clear, I sampled 10 vid-

eos from each of the cases’ YouTube channels (except for Sommers), which was scraped in 

the first track of data collection. However, for Sommers, five videos were sampled from her 

show The Factual Feminist, and five from The Femsplainers podcast. The diverse nature of the 

data necessitates a certain level of flexibility in the sampling logic. 

 

Table 3: Overview of channel categories and sample sizes. 

Uploader channel category No. of chan-

nels 

No. of vid-

eos 

Sampling pool Sampled for 
close reading 

1 Users 60 87 18 1 

2 YouTube shows/podcasts 20 190 17 2 

3 Web media 8 17 5 1 

4 Traditional media 12 17 7 4 

5 Organizations 9 67 10 1 

6 Events 5 8 3 - 

7 IDW 5 666 31 3 

8 Other 5 5 0 - 

 Total 124 1057 91 12 

 

 

10.2.2 Videos sampled for close reading 
Having now established the sampling pool of relevant videos (n=91), I selected 12 videos 

for close readings. Once again, the number of videos were not determined beforehand. In-

stead, the choice of three videos per case was the result of a trial-and-error approach of 

analyzing one video at a time to establish an appropriate level of analytical detail. Data satu-

ration was determined to be achieved at three videos per case since no particular benefits 

beyond further exemplification were to be gained by increasing the number of videos ana-

lyzed (Bryman, 2016, p. 418). For the same reason, I chose not to include videos with exces-

sive duration since highly detailed close readings of such videos left little room for analyses 
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of other videos, ultimately impeding the diversity of the sample. The average duration of the 

12 selected videos were 10 minutes and 5 seconds. Analyzing three videos per case enabled 

me to address the dimensions of the analytical framework presented in Chapter 4 to a satis-

factory extent in terms of both detail and variation. 

In addition to the diversity of YouTube channels represented in the final sample, I also 

aimed to establish a solid basis of comparison between the cases. In the “Traditional media” 

category, I selected four clips from the HBO show Real Time with Bill Maher because all cases 

were represented in this specific format. In this way, I was able to analyze their performances 

in similar circumstances. Thus, the first video close reading of each case is focused on their 

performances on Real Time. 

The second close reading per case focuses on videos uploaded by their own channels (I 

here consider Christina Hoff Sommers’ Factual Feminist series her own channel). These videos 

represent relatively pure examples of the cases’ self-positioning in an uninterrupted one-way 

flow of communication. Again, the selection of these videos aims to establish a certain com-

monality, which in turn enables me to identify similarities and differences in terms of content, 

that is, genres and types of argument used. Two of the videos are podcasts (Sam Harris and 

Coleman Hughes), while two are vlogpost (Jordan Peterson and Christian Hoff Sommers). 

The third round of close readings focuses on different topics which, according to my 

mapping of the IDW in The Culture War Matrix (see Chapter 12), characterize each of the 

cases’ public intellectual profile. For Jordan Peterson, I selected a video clip of his appearance 

on The Joe Rogan Experience where he criticizes the Women’s Studies departments at universi-

ties. Similarly, I selected a clip of Sam Harris’ appearance on that same show where he dis-

cusses notions of free will and cancel culture. In the case of Christina Hoff Sommers, I 

selected a clip from Fox News show The Kelly File where she discusses her experiences with 

deplatforming at American college campuses. Finally, I selected a video of Coleman Hughes 

presenting his opening statement of his testimony at the congressional hearing on reparations 

for slavery. 

In sum, the final video sample constitutes a balanced compilation of examples, which 

enable me to examine the different public intellectual performances of the four cases. The 

close reading sample is presented in Table 4. 
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Table 4: Videos sampled for close readings (sorted by views) 
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11 Close Reading 
the Public Intellectual  
Performance 

 

 

11.1 Studying performance 

I define the object of study in the qualitative part of the analysis as the public intellectual perfor-

mance. As discussed in Chapter 4, the public intellectual positioning practice is essentially 

performative because it brings about effects and achieves something: it situates entities in var-

ious positions in a public space (Baert, 2018, pp. 227–228; Micu, 2021, p. 10). Per definition, 

the public intellectual intervention is also a public intellectual performance (Brahimi et al., 

2020, p. 991; Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 1145). Close reading performances 

means scrutinizing positioning in practice. The aim is to gain insights into how positioning works 

rhetorically through social interaction. I perceive my adaption of this perspective to be a 

continuation of what has been called “the performative turn” of the sociology of intellectuals 

(Kola, 2018, p. 615). In line with my definition of the public intellectual as a meta-position, 

the performative turn is characterized by its focus on “the products of intellectual labour, 

their context, and their conditions of possibility, rather than an attempt to settle who should 

be considered an intellectual” (Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 1145). At the same 

time, my emphasis on performance is meant to forefront the relational aspect of public in-

tellectual interventions, while simultaneously directing the analytical attention towards the 

mediated nature of public intellectual interventions in digital media culture. In this sense, 

public intellectual performances are both social and cultural performances. 

Baert and Morgan (2018, p. 325) defines the public intellectual intervention as a social 

performance or a social drama, which “contains many, and sometimes all, of the characteristic 

hallmarks (actors, audiences, stages, rehearsals, symbolic communication, improvisation, di-

rection, etc.) of more formalized modes of performance”. In spite of the emphasized term 

“social” in this definition, it essentially resembles what anthropologists have described as 

cultural performance. Cultural performances are typically exemplified by bounded forms such 

as plays, concerts, shows, and various ritual ceremonies (Micu, 2021, p. 6). However, as Baert 

and Morgan (2018, p. 325) imply, a strict focus on the ritual nature of cultural performances 
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risk overlooking the “banal […] instances of performance”, which are equally central to the 

public intellectual practice. This “banal” element of social interaction is appropriately ac-

counted for using, for instance, the micro-sociological approach of examining face-to-face 

communication. 

Nonetheless, the social drama of public intellectualism in the digital age is nested in cul-

tural performances, such as television shows, recorded lectures, vlogposts, and podcasts 

which are uploaded to YouTube. This illustrates the point that different categories of per-

formance are by no means essential. For example, as Micu (2021, p. 6) claims: “Cultural 

performances can act as the gravitational centre that attracts and stimulates its own class of 

social performances […]”. Thus, a specific kind of cultural performance, such as a television 

show or a YouTube vlogpost, generates its own form of social performance, which is struc-

tured by media affordances, genre codes, and so forth. In this sense, the public intellectual 

performance as exemplified by the 12 videos analyzed is a social performance embedded in 

a cultural performance. 

 

11.1.2 Close reading: The elements of performance 
I use the method of close reading to make detailed analyses of the 12 sampled media texts 

(videos). Close reading is a particular fitting method for the study of public intellectual per-

formances because it enables an investigation of both the content and the structural compo-

nents of the performance, that is, the mediated setting of the stage, communicative genre, 

and the actors involved (Micu, 2021, p. 110). The 12 close readings presented in Chapters 

14–17 represent the analytical focus on intellectuals’ products (interventionist performances), 

which “necessitates a closer focus on what they actually say (and how they say it, in what 

context, and to what effect) without requiring access to their ultimate aims” (Gonzalez Her-

nando & Baert, 2020, p. 1145). 

The analytical toolbox applied in the close readings is closely informed by the theoretico-

methodological framework illustrated in Chapter 4. In operationalizing the framework, the 

basic questions asked in the close readings are: How do cases 1–4 construct individuality as 

public intellectuals? How do they position themselves and specific institutions and organizations, 

intermediaries, and audiences engaged in the public discourse? How are they, in turn, positioned 

by their immediate communicative context, for instance, by different YouTube channels and 

the intermediaries who participate in the performance? And lastly, what kinds of narratives 

and diagnoses do the cases present and by what means? 
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Means, in this regard, refer both to verbal and non-verbal communication by which public 

intellectuals project their image, establish individuality, and construct authority, which ena-

bles them to persuasively represent – or even personify – their ideas (Marshall, 2015, p. 131). 

Due to the variation in genre and format of the sampled videos, all analytical dimensions 

cannot be covered simultaneously and in equal detail for each video. For instance, if the 

video is a vlogpost without the participation of intermediaries, the intermediary dimension 

will not be addressed. Instead, all dimensions are covered cumulatively to the widest possible 

extent across the 12 videos. 

To systematize the analytical approach to the close readings, I adapt and expand Baert’s 

(2018, pp. 229–230) basic framework for the study of public intellectual performances, which 

consists of three basic components: 1) framing, 2) rhetorical devices, and 3) demeanor. 

First, the framing of the public intellectual performance refers to the configuration of the 

stage on which it takes place. To avoid conflation with framing theory (e.g., Entman, 1993), 

I use the term packaging instead of framing to describe the surrounding context in which the 

specific performance is embedded. The examination of this component focuses on the im-

mediate context of associations and related positions involved in the consumption of the 

performance. On YouTube, this means observing, for example, the kind of program a given 

case of public intellectualism takes place (debate or entertainment); who hosts it (journalist 

or comedian); and who produces, publishes, or broadcasts it (partisan news organization or 

YouTube user). A large part of the analytical points can be derived from the metatext or 

metadata, including the YouTube channel which uploaded the video; the type of videos also 

uploaded by the channel; the information given on the “about” page of the channel, and the 

phrasing of video titles and descriptions. All these elements “help to set the scene” of the 

performance (Baert, 2018, p. 229). In Chapter 4, I described this kind of positioning as asso-

ciative positioning because it may establish associations between public intellectuals and other 

positions in the public discourse. 

For example, if a video is uploaded by a channel named “FreeSpeechNow” which has a 

stated aim on the about page to promote free speech and guard it against perceived threats, 

it creates a certain aura around the performance (Baert, 2018, p. 230). On the channel page, 

the video may appear among other uploads featuring other individuals or messages that dis-

close affinities, goals, and values. The title of the video might be phrased as “[Public intel-

lectual x] proves why free speech is under attack”, which arguably primes a positive and 

affirmative reception of the public intellectual in question, that is, within the worldview of 
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the channel. Adding to this is the complex algorithmic structure of recommendations on 

YouTube, which also contributes to the consumption experience of the individual user by 

providing associations. The algorithmic dimension is rendered somewhat invisible in analyses 

like these because user experience is highly personalized. Based on previous behavior, some 

users may be recommended a range of increasingly politically themed videos, while others 

may not. Although the algorithmic element of personalization is hidden in the context of 

this study, it helps to illustrate the crucial point that different public intellectual performances 

are packaged in different ways, which in turn suggests that the consumption of the perfor-

mance and thus the positioning process has already begun before users watch the video. 

Second, it is useful to examine public intellectuals’ use of rhetorical devices. Here, Baert 

(2018, p. 230) highlights Aristotle’s basic typology of ethos, logos, and pathos. These three 

forms of appeal share the aim of persuading an audience, which is also a key dimension of 

constructing authority, here perceived as “a shorthand version of persuasion” (Lincoln, 1994, 

p. 5). For instance, if a public intellectual has been successful in persuading an audience once, 

he or she may have established a level of authority as result, which demands less rhetorical 

persuasion the next time around. 

In the case of ethos appeals, epistemic authority becomes an applied entity in the sense 

that it is rhetorically performed. Examining the use of ethos appeals in public intellectual 

performances means mapping references to their own credibility and credentials, previous 

achievements and successes, authoritative titles and affiliations, professional and educational 

experience, and the use of titles and other non-verbal authority claims. 

Logos appeals to audiences’ sense of logic and reason. In the ideal and “pure” version of 

intellectual discourse, logos “is meant to be the centrepiece of the intellectual sphere” and 

may sometimes lead to “meta-theoretical discussions about what counts as superior or falla-

cious argumentation” (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 330). Thus, the identification of logos ap-

peals provides insights into how public intellectuals perform their ability to reason, some-

times as a means of distancing themselves from the opinionated and emotional domain of 

the public discourse. 

Pathos refers to the emotional aspect of rhetorical persuasion. In the case of public intel-

lectuals, pathos often comes in the form of rhetorical exaggeration and hyperbole, which 

speaks to the emotional engagement of an audience. This strategy is risky because it risks 

pushing the argument over the edge of what is acceptable to audiences, especially if one 

expects intellectual argumentation to appeal to rationality and logic. For instance, using 
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metaphors to describe one’s adversaries can be part of a polemical strategy, which has an 

inherent potential of both persuading and alienating audiences. Nonetheless, metaphors 

“capture attention and provide intensity, creating a sense of drama and suspense”, as they 

often built on recognizable dichotomies and oppositions (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 331). In 

culture wars such as the one analyzed in the following chapters, the “battlefield” is often 

drawn up by public intellectuals, sometimes using pathos-driven metaphors to construct jux-

taposing positions. In addition, as the current culture war plays out in highly affective media 

environment (Döveling et al., 2018), pathos elements related to strong opinions and contro-

versy may be promoted by algorithms (Burgess & Matamoros-Fernández, 2016; Rieder et al., 

2018), while an increased display of emotions may be afforded by certain media genres like 

vlogposts that emphasize personality and the performance of the private self (Marshall, 

2010).  

In addition to the three traditional forms of appeal, studying the rhetorical dimension of 

the public intellectual performance also includes the identification of argumentation patterns. 

In the close readings, I focus on the connection of patterns across the sampled performances. 

In some cases, this includes a close reading of the case’s argumentation, sentence for sen-

tence, to map the argumentative structure. The aim is to determine the argumentative style of 

the public intellectual: Is the argument structure clear and straightforward, or is it free and 

associative? 

Third, Baert (2018, p. 230) highlights the general demeanor of the public intellectual as a 

constitutive element of his or her positioning. When analyzing demeanor, I focus on public 

intellectuals’ expression of emotions; their use of gestures; temperament; intonation; and 

mannerisms. Whether the public intellectual appears calm and composed, agitated, humor-

ous, or serious adds to the conveyance of authority. Since public intellectual authority relies 

on symbolic support, non-verbal communication such as appearance also constitutes a rele-

vant object of analysis. Throughout history, Lincoln claims (1994, p. 7), physical postures 

and facial expressions have been accompanied by uniforms and insignias to distinguish peo-

ple for their special status and “help them lay claim to an audience’s attention, respect, and 

trust”. 

Ethos appeals such as the use of titles like Professor or Dr. in intellectual discourse further 

exemplifies how “symbolic props” help actors to convey authority (Baert, 2015, p. 170). As 

noted in Chapter 4, analyzing the clothes worn by public intellectuals can provide important 

analytical insights. In some cases, choices of clothes are also performative in that it might 
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help to establish coherence between the ideas and lifestyle of the public intellectual (Baert, 

2018, p. 230; van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 9). In this way, the public intellectual 

performance is also an aesthetic performance. Thus, demeanor and aesthetics are contributing 

elements to the public assessment of intellectuals in that they influence opinion formation 

and the very image of an intellectual that audiences put together. 

The final analytical component of the close readings is concentrated on the identification 

of the diagnoses presented by the cases. Focusing on diagnoses is useful because they likely 

involve relatively distinct positioning efforts: they pinpoint socio-cultural pathologies and 

attribute responsibility to specific actors and ideas. Diagnoses come in different genres and 

rhetorical styles, for example, as prophecies or expert testimonies (Posner, 2001; Young, 

2014). In line with my previous argument that public intellectuals help to define the zeitgeist 

(see Marshall, 2010, p. 36), my definition of diagnosis is inspired by the basic concept of 

diagnosis of the times, which is a critical practice focused on “identifying cultural traits that 

characterize our times, predict developmental trends in society or postulate possible or pref-

erable futures” (Hammershøj, 2015, p. 140). I consider diagnosis to be an informal mode of 

social criticism, not a systematic scientific method. Given their philosophical rather than 

empirical nature, diagnoses are per definition speculative (Hammershøj, 2015, p. 147). This 

emphasizes the conceptual connection to public intellectual communication which involves 

a necessary level of simplification as part of its popularizing nature (D. B. Klein, 2018, p. 

478). Simplification leaves room for speculation, especially when paired with entertainment, 

commercial interests, and politicization, which are all defining elements of the public intel-

lectual arena. In this way, diagnoses may be based on a mix of scientific popularization, opin-

ions, and prescriptions. 

Moreover, diagnosis is a form of active interpretation: it may be politically oriented or 

theory-oriented and is characterized by juxtaposing and joining tendencies in order to grasp 

the time in which it is defined (Hammershøj, 2015, p. 144). The critical dimension of diag-

nosis is constituted by a specific focus on “negative consequences” of the present societal 

condition and the “determination of specific distortions or pathologies of existence that might 

strike […] individuals or groups” as a consequence of this condition (Hammershøj, 2015, p. 

144). Ideally, a diagnosis expresses an “avantgardistic instinct for relevances” (Habermas, 

2009, p. 55), or “the intellectual gaze”, that is, the ability to identify long-term consequences 

of isolated events (Jørgensen, 2002, p. 32). Obviously, this study has no way of determining 

the quality of various predictions and diagnoses. Nor is this an analytical ambition. In the 
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words of Umberto Eco: “The problem is that the intellectual is truly useful only as far as the 

future is concerned, not the present” (Zanganeh, 2008, p. 102). The point is merely this: 

practicing diagnosis is an established part of the public intellectual performance and a useful 

concept to study the positioning efforts made in public intellectual discourse. To sum up the 

analytical focal points of the video close readings outlined above, Table 5 provides a heuristic 

model for qualitative analyses of public intellectual performances:  

 

Table 5: Analytical dimensions for close readings. 

Verbal communication Non-verbal communication 

Rhetorical devices: Ethos, logos, pathos. Packaging: Context of associations and affilia-

tions.  

Argumentation patterns and style. Demeanor.  

Diagnosis: Defining pathologies, attributing re-

sponsibility. 

Symbolic support and aesthetic. 

 

 

Before demonstrating in chapters 14–17 the applicability of this model, I begin Part Three 

of the dissertation by presenting the qualitative mapping and contextualization of the IDW, 

followed by the quantitative metadata analysis of the YouTube video sample.  
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12 The Intellectual Dark Web: 
Context and Positions 

 

 

12.1 The cultural context of the Intellectual Dark Web 

In this chapter, I present a comprehensive synthetization of narratives about the IDW cir-

culating online and map the key positions of the ongoing culture war. The aim of the chapter 

is to provide the necessary contextualization of the IDW phenomenon to establish a solid 

foundation of the upcoming metadata analysis and the subsequent video close readings (see 

Baert, 2018, p. 233). In analytical terms, this chapter covers the Discourse dimension of the 

public intellectual positioning framework presented in Chapter 4. 

Most sources referenced are produced by commentators who describe and interpret the 

IDW, while others are public statements and self-descriptions made by IDW members. Still 

other sources include academic literature about the IDW, its members, and the contempo-

rary online debate culture. 

I do not aim to take a political stance in relation to the IDW nor make analytical assess-

ments of the validity of their argumentation or the criticisms formulated by others. At no 

point do I aim to promote nor demote the political viewpoints analyzed. Instead, the chapter 

is meant as a mapping of actors, topics, and narratives that dominate the public discourse 

around the IDW across media. The goal is to present an understanding of the phenomenon, 

which is as politically neutral as possible, while also clarifying how it can be framed as a 

relevant empirical subject to media studies scholarship more broadly. 

First, I focus on the media context and practice of the IDW, concentrating specifically on 

branding strategy; formative events; and the role of intermediaries in constructing public 

narratives around the group. Second, I contextualize the IDW in relation to the culture wars 

currently dominating public intellectual conversation, especially in the United States. Finally, 

I concentrate on the position(s) of four individual IDW cases selected for in-depth analysis 

in the following chapters. 

 

12.1.1 What is the Intellectual Dark Web? 
The IDW is a term used to describe a cohort of American, Australian, British, and Canadian 

academics and media personalities, who share an “eclectic conversational space” and 
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frequently intervene in public discourse on a vast variety of issues (Kelsey, 2020, p. 174). The 

term is used amongst IDW members themselves and by journalists and commentators, who 

discuss the phenomenon in the media. What immediately sets the IDW apart from earlier 

examples of public intellectualism is the fact its existence largely depends on digital media 

formats, including podcasts, social media, and YouTube. Thus, members of the IDW have 

been described by the press as both public intellectuals and YouTube stars (Crocker, 2018; 

Weiss, 2018). 

In terms of opinions and ideas, the IDW is a relatively diverse group (Kelsey, 2020). 

However, the common denominator is the shared positioning on an axis against political 

correctness, identity politics, woke culture, perceived limitations of free speech, and various 

institutions, such as legacy media and universities, which, in their view, “have become in-

creasingly hostile to unorthodox thought” (Weiss, 2018). 

The IDW term was coined by mathematician and investment fund director Eric Wein-

stein in a 2017 episode of Sam Harris’ podcast Waking Up with Sam Harris #112 (later re-

published as Making Sense with Sam Harris). Here, Weinstein described the IDW as a group 

of people who, on social media, have “gotten privileges to write to imaginary newspapers 

that never existed”, and continues,  

 

[T]he thing that used to control the coherence was this thing I call “the gated institutional 

narrative”, and you couldn’t write to it unless you lived at one of these institutions, like Harvard 

or The New York Times or the Senate. And what is now happening is that we recognize that the 

reporter who reports for The New York Times is just one more voice, not necessarily more 

interesting, and in general, these people do not want to talk to us, we have a much easier time 

talking amongst ourselves despite the apparent friction and differences […]
19

 

 

Weinstein positions the IDW to represent an alternative to the institutional mainstream, “the 

gated institutional narrative”. This rhetorical figure represents “the Other” to which IDW 

members share an opposition (Kelsey, 2020, p. 175). The IDW label indicates an intellectual 

migration from legacy media and onto an alternative platform infrastructure online. 

Similarly, Jordan Peterson has explained the success of the IDW by the supposed death 

of legacy media, such as influential magazines, newspapers, television, and radio. According 

 
19 Eric Weinstein on Waking Up with Sam Harris #112, accessed on YouTube (1:51:55–1:53:40): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=URS81okN0Mc (taken down but scraped by me). 
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to Peterson, these media “are so dead to people under 30 that it’s as if their death isn’t even 

noticed” (Chris Williamson, 2021, p. 0:24). Echoing the previous discussion of horizontali-

zation processes and media hybridity, Peterson claims that the monopolized power of legacy 

media to control the public intellectual conversation has in fact been replaced by new media 

formats, such as podcasts providing public access to intellectual conversations that were pre-

viously exclusive to the “highest quality graduate seminars in the most elite universities” 

(Chris Williamson, 2021, p. 01:00). Thus, inherent to the initial breakthrough of the IDW is 

a populistic trope of anti-establishment or anti-elite sentiments (Kelsey, 2020). 

From a media studies perspective, the etymology of the IDW name is significant because 

it represents a case of public intellectual positioning in which media logics are integrated 

from the outset. On his YouTube channel, Eric Weinstein explains that naming the group 

was a conscious strategy on his behalf (Eric Weinstein, 2018). He emphasizes the memetic 

qualities of the IDW term to suggest the ease with which it has been spread in the media 

because it was “a very easy thing to make fun of”, which consequently 

 

[…] guaranteed that we [the IDW] would have high memetic acceptance, that is, the commen-

tariat actually […] loves the name, and so they would spread it, so, if you like, it’s also a bit of 

a Trojan horse strategy, and that’s what they did, they spread this name far and wide making 

fun of it as much as they could […] (Eric Weinstein, 2018, p. 04:10) 

 

What Eric Weinstein describes is a strategic utilization of social media logics, specifically 

spreadibility (Jenkins et al., 2013) and connectivity (van Dijck & Poell, 2013, p. 8) for posi-

tioning purposes. This reflexive use of media is a twofold positioning move in its own right: 

it is both a strategic tool (Brahimi et al., 2020) and an interventionist topic. In turn, it demon-

strates “a clear understanding of the constraints and opportunities of intellectual production 

in the mediated formats that organize the contemporary public sphere” (Townsley, 2015, p. 

60). This stresses the importance of attending explicitly to the Media dimension of the public 

intellectual positioning framework. 

The efforts of the IDW members to position themselves off the mainstream is further 

visible when deconstructing the term. The notion of dark web is a pun on the “dark side” of 

the internet, which cannot be reached though search engines and is often used for illegal 

activities. However, in reality, the IDW conversation is easily reached through search engines 
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and is followed by millions of users on YouTube, Twitter, Patreon, Thinkspot, and on pod-

casts. 

Therefore, Eric Weinstein’s explanation that dark also means “hard to find” may seem 

counterintuitive (Eric Weinstein, 2018, p. 04:43). What is hard to find, according to Wein-

stein, is interpretations of society that counter the narrative which dominates the mainstream 

media outlets that the left has traditionally relied upon (01:45). Weinstein, who positions 

himself as part of the left, claims that outlets like CNN, NPR, The New York Times and, The 

Atlantic lack the willingness to report stories that go against the established narrative of these 

institutions (01:42, 07:38). He illustrates this by The New York Times’ insufficient coverage, in 

his view, of the 2017 Evergreen State College controversy (07:38). Here, Eric Weinstein’s 

brother Bret Weinstein and his wife Heather Heying, both evolutionary biologists and mem-

bers of the IDW, resigned their positions as academic staff because they disagreed with the 

way faculty had handled a special red-letter day on campus called Day of Absence. The day 

started as a tradition to raise awareness of race and inclusion, where black students voluntar-

ily left campus for a day “to show what the campus would be like without them” (Hartocollis, 

2017). However, in 2017, organizers of the event suggested that white people leave the cam-

pus instead, and that non-whites should stay, after a group of students of color had expressed 

concern over the 2016 presidential election (Manchester, 2017). College professor Bret 

Weinstein, voiced his criticism over the decision to reverse the Day of Absence, stating in 

The Wall Street Journal: 

 

There is a huge difference between a group or coalition deciding to voluntarily absent them-

selves from a shared space in order to highlight their vital and under-appreciated roles… and 

a group or coalition encouraging another group to go away. (B. Weinstein, 2017) 

 

Bret Weinstein’s criticism led to protests and accusations of racism, “pulling Evergreen into 

a national debate over free speech at college campuses” (Spegman, 2017). This incident came 

to represent a formative event of the IDW, while also showcasing the polarization and ten-

sion that have characterized public discourse in the United States in the period that I analyze. 

Eric Weinstein claimed that the reason The New York Times did not cover the Evergreen 

State College controversy right away was that the events on the college represented a “coun-

ter-narrative nightmare” (09:26). In Eric Weinstein’s interpretation, the controversy was 

about racist opinions held by black people, not white people, which essentially goes against 
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the established narrative of The New York Times (09:28-09:44). This emphasis on counter-

positioning is also an invocation of the traditional characterization of intellectuals as outsid-

ers and dissidents (Chomsky, 2017, p. 2; Saïd, 1996, p. 55). 

According to Eric Weinstein, the dark in IDW also means “evil or morally bankrupt”, 

supposedly in the eyes of their establishment adversaries (06:18). This point is clearly sarcas-

tic because most of the IDW membership express firm beliefs in liberal principles with ties 

to the Enlightenment, including freedom of speech, rationality, and science, that is, the op-

posite of darkness (Rozner, 2018, p. 8). The term IDW thus represents the assumption that 

such principles are considered dark by the establishment, including universities, mainstream 

media, and, to some extent, political elites (Weiss, 2018). 

In conclusion, the IDW label was conceived as an explicit branding strategy, essentially 

reflecting the more commercial and market-oriented notion of the public intellectual arena 

(Baert, 2015, p. 164). However, even the most thought-through strategies tend to have un-

foreseen implications. Public intellectuals may attempt to control their positioning in the 

media circuit by strategies such as the one applied by Eric Weinstein, but the networked 

nature of the digital media context renders certain areas of the positioning process beyond 

their control (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 327). As will become clear, the battle of interpreta-

tions of the IDW recurs in both public and academic discourse and raises further questions 

of how different media platforms, genres, and formats affect the public intellectual position-

ing of the IDW. 

 

12.1.2 Members and key events 
Sources differ as to how to demarcate membership of the IDW, but a 2018 New York Times 

article by Bari Weiss (2018) that helped popularize the term, lists a number of people who 

are now widely considered to be members of the group. According to Weiss, her list is based 

on a website
20

 dedicated to curating IDW content that “no one knows who put […] up”. 

The website is continuously updated, which means that more members have been added to 

the IDW since Weiss published her article (e.g., Coleman Hughes). Thus, the IDW is a dy-

namic group made up of £34 people, depending on the source (see Shermer et al., n.d.).  

The most prominent member of the group is Canadian psychology professor Jordan B. 

Peterson, whom The New York Times has described as “the most influential public intellectual 

 
20 https://intellectualdarkweb.site/ 
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in the Western world right now” (D. Brooks, 2018). Other members include neuroscientist 

and podcast host Sam Harris, as well as scholars Christina Hoff Sommers, Eric Weinstein, 

Bret Weinstein, Jonathan Haidt, Steven Pinker, Heather Heying, Glenn Loury, John 

McWorther, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali; and media hosts, journalists, and political commentators 

Ben Shapiro, Dave Rubin, Joe Rogan, Claire Lehmann, and Coleman Hughes, among others 

(Shermer et al., n.d.; Weiss, 2018). 

In terms of defining the IDW in public discussions, it has been unclear whether to de-

scribe it as a clearly defined group or rather a “rolling conversation” between a number of 

loosely associated people, who share an interest in contemporary debates on free speech and 

identity politics (Weiss, 2018). In the previously mentioned video by Eric Weinstein, he uses 

various terms to indicate collectivity in his description of the IDW, including movement, 

collective, group, and network, without making concrete distinctions (Eric Weinstein, 2018). 

By contrast, Ben Shapiro defines the IDW as “a bunch of people with a wide variety of 

political viewpoints who are willing to hash out conversations in decent fashion” (Ben 

Shapiro, 2020). Similarly, Jordan Peterson has claimed that the IDW simply manifests an 

intellectual adoption of new (media) technologies  (Parks, 2020, p. 185). This lack of con-

ceptual consistency when describing the IDW is generally characteristic of various attempts 

to define the phenomenon in the media. 

In my interpretation, the ambiguous terminology reflects the fact that the IDW existed 

before it had a name. Despite Eric Weinstein’s conscious branding strategy, there is no evi-

dence to support that the IDW was conceived as a coordinated performance of public intel-

lectualism. In a sense, the IDW came about as a result of a combination of several conditions, 

including zeitgeist, changing media infrastructures, in addition to strategic positioning moves 

made by the individuals involved. 

This explains why the positioning of both allies and adversaries differ from person to 

person within the group. In other words, neo-Marxism may be explicitly positioned as a key 

oppositional set of ideas in Jordan Peterson’s rhetoric (e.g. J. B. Peterson, 2018, p. 302), while 

Christina Hoff Sommers may regard contemporary feminism as the main opposition to her 

ideas (Real Time with Bill Maher, 2019). In turn, Sam Harris has focused much of his au-

thorship (beyond YouTube) explicitly on criticizing religion, while Donald Trump has been 

positioned as a central adversary to Harris’ own ideas and opinions in many of his podcasts 

(Sam Harris, 2020). Additionally, Coleman Hughes has challenged the fundamental views of 
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the Black Lives Matter movement, while criticizing the views of both the political left and 

right on issues regarding police brutality in the United States (Hughes, 2020). 

As mentioned, I perceive public intellectuals as generalists. This is also the case with mem-

bers of the IDW. Most members have specific professional backgrounds, rooted either in 

academia or in other domains, such as journalism, comedy, and even sports. Nevertheless, 

in practice, they act as generalists discussing a vast variety of topics that are not necessarily 

related to their initial point of departure. This means that whomever or whatever individual 

IDW members may agree or disagree with in terms of values may shift from topic to topic 

or appear in different shapes, depending on the subject discussed. The point is that the IDW 

does not represent an elaborate and coherent set of ideas; oftentimes members do not share 

the same opinions nor analyses. What they do share, however, is the belief that all (or most) 

subjects should be up for debate, however difficult, controversial, or politically incorrect they 

might be perceived (Weiss, 2018). The above examples of different (op)positions emphasize 

the point that IDW members do not necessarily make intellectual interventions in the capac-

ity of their IDW membership. Despite a common antipathy for political correctness, each of 

the above member has his or her own agenda and individual positioning strategy, which in 

terms of Gonzalez Hernando and Baert’s variables (2020, p. 1151) makes the IDW an “in-

formal collective” with medium “purported intellectual cohesiveness”. 

The rise of the IDW can be traced back to the time around Donald Trump’s 2016 presi-

dential campaign (Ribeiro et al., 2019, p. 5). Subsequently, news commentators and media 

analysts have linked the rise of the IDW, especially Jordan Peterson, to the rise of Trump 

(Farrell, 2018; Lynskey, 2018; Mishra, 2018). One of the main reasons for making this con-

nection is based on the critical assumption that the IDW is largely a group of contrarians, 

conservatives, or defenders of the status quo, who, like Trump, are situated in opposition to 

the establishment, not because they dedicate themselves to free speech, but because they, 

like Trump supporters and the far-right, have experienced a loss of privilege and a decline in 

relative status over time. That is, the status of their opinions on controversial topics, includ-

ing gender and race (Farrell, 2018; E. Klein, 2018b). 

Following 2016, the number of active YouTube channels associated with the IDW rose 

significantly, while also audiences began to view, like, and comment on IDW content on a 

much larger scale than before (Ribeiro et al., 2019, p. 5). To form a chronological overview 

of the chain of events in relation to the IDW, I have created a timeline of eight incidents that 

have generated public attention around individuals in the group (figure 8). I have particularly 
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focused on events that either represent the basic positioning of IDW associates or mark their 

entrance into the mainstream conversation. Thus, the timeline includes both events like the 

Evergreen State College controversy and Jordan Peterson’s initial breakthrough on 

YouTube, but also moments such as Sam Harris’ appearance on Real Time with Bill Maher, 

where he debated actor Ben Affleck on the topic of Islam. 

I have not included activities by IDW members prior to 2014, although both Peterson, 

Sommers, Harris, and other members of the group had already published books or otherwise 

made a name for themselves in the public discourse. These activities predate the current 

culture wars and have no direct relation to the IDW. Neither have I included large-scale 

events, such as the 2016 election of Donald Trump for president or the 2020 protests in 

relation to the death of George Floyd because they are external events and not exclusive to 

the IDW conversation. Some of the events in the timeline were highlighted by the web portal 

Big Think as “5 key moments that led to the rise of the Intellectual Dark Web” (Beres, 2018). 

 

Figure 8: Timeline of significant IDW-related events. 
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Some of the events presented in the timeline have already been discussed, while some of the 

remaining events will be addressed in the following sections or in the close readings. Before 

I go on to discuss the context of the events in the timeline, the ongoing culture wars, a 

synthetization of the perspectives on the IDW presented so far is needed. In conclusion, the 

IDW is a collection of academics, media personalities, and opinionators, who are defined 

and associated by three main points: 

 

1)  A shared and publicly expressed belief in free speech and anti-political correctness 

over identity politics and cancel culture.  

2)  The fact that they engage in public conversation with each other, basically con-

solidating one another’s positions in the public discourse. 

3)  Similar use of online media platforms as a premise for their engagement in the 

public discourse: Predominantly YouTube, podcasts, crowdfunding sites, and so-

cial media by which they have strategically created an alternative media circuit 

perceived to be situated off the traditional mainstream. 

 

It is by these three conditions that I define the IDW. All the above conditions need to be in 

place simultaneously for a particular individual to be considered an IDW associate. In this 

sense, the conditions are necessary, but not sufficient for an individual to be considered an 

IDW associate. Put differently, the individuals who are generally associated with the IDW 

satisfy these conditions, while other individuals might also satisfy the conditions without 

being commonly perceived as IDW members. Formalizations such as the above are bound 

to be fallible if applied in a rigid manner. Instead, the IDW is best conceptualized as the 

center of a network of connected nodes: the further away the node, the less central it is in 

the IDW circuit. In the following, I will expand on the spectrum of positions mentioned in 

the first condition above. I have synthesized the tensions between the beliefs and sentiments 

related to IDW positioning in what I call The Culture War Matrix. 

 

12.2 The Culture War Matrix 

By the mid-2010s, the positions of the ongoing culture war had begun to crystallize. Initially 

taking place in the US, this crystallization was closely linked to internet culture and political 

arenas online and on university campuses (Nagle, 2017). When mapping the positions of an 
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ongoing culture war, it is nearly impossible to make a representation that is widely satisfactory 

across academic disciplines, while also encompassing all nuances and complexities of the 

perspectives involved. Although it might be an oversimplification of the tensions present in 

the current culture war, it can be said to largely take place at the intersection between follow-

ing positions: identity politics versus anti-PC sentiments on one axis and cancel culture ver-

sus free speech on another. 

 

 

Figure 9: The Culture War Matrix 

 

 

 

The opposing poles on these axes are not to be perceived as essential opposites in normative 

or ontological terms. Rather, the matrix is based on observations of the framing of positions 

in the contemporary public discourse. The positions are not fixed, but generally exist as jux-

tapositions in the public framing of the debate. For instance, in Nagle’s mapping (2017, p. 

9) of “the online culture wars that formed the political sensibilities of a generation”, she 

focuses on two contrasting positions at war with each other: a liberal call-out culture “ema-

nating from Tumblr-style campus-based identity politics”, and – perceived as a response or 
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backlash – an “irreverent mockery and anti-PC”
21

-culture (Nagle, 2017, p. 8). For the X-axis, 

both ends of the spectrum are equally vague and encompass a wide range of opinions in 

practice. 

First, identity politics is a contested and laden phrase, which is used to: 

 

[…] signify a wide range of political activity and theorizing founded in the shared experiences 

of injustice of members of certain social groups […] identity political formations typically aim 

to secure the political freedom of a specific constituency marginalized within its larger context. 

Members of that constituency assert or reclaim ways of understanding their distinctiveness 

that challenge dominant characterizations, with the goal of greater self-determination. (Heyes, 

2020). 

 

Thus, identity politics are “based in claims about injustices done to particular social groups” 

(Heyes, 2020, emphasis added). In philosophical terms, this translates into particularism, 

hence the exact opposite is universalism (McGowan, 2020). However, since I do not analyze 

the substantial validity of the opposing positions, I abstain from analyzing the debate as 

expressions of particularism versus universalism. Because identity politics signifies “a loose 

collection of political projects”, it has often been used as a “punching-bag for a variety of 

critics” (Heyes, 2020). In particularly, the notion of social justice, that is, marginalized groups’ 

struggle for recognition, has become an example of this punching-bag logic. 

According to Massanari and Chess (2018, pp. 525–526), the term “social justice warrior” 

(SJW) originated from chan culture
22

 as a pejorative to describe individuals, who are per-

ceived to be overly invested in identity politics and political correctness. In this perception, 

SJWs are thought to demonstrate their superiority by policing the behavior of others. Terms 

like “thought police” and “PC police” are frequently used to mock the identity politics posi-

tion. As will become clear in the upcoming case studies, the term “woke” is also widely used 

(pejoratively) to describe politically correct culture (Sobande et al., 2022). 

Second, the anti-political correctness position also represents a loose collection of sentiments. 

The prefix anti- arguably implies a reactionary element. To some degree, this is true because 

the position basically takes shape as a reaction to the perceived policing of behavior (Nagle, 

 
21 PC=Political correctness. 
22 Anonymous, meme-driven, and (typically) political discourse on image boards like 4Chan, 8Chan, and Red-
dit. 
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2017, p. 8). However, whether the anti-PC position is in fact reactionary in the political sense 

of the term depends on the arguments used. 

For instance, the anti-PC side of the war is recurrently tied to a mobilization around anti-

feminist views. In the context of online discourse, this was most clearly exemplified in the 

#Gamergate controversy where users on 4Chan, 8Chan, Twitter, YouTube, and Reddit 

made a campaign of “systemic harassment of female and minority game developers, journal-

ists, and critics and their allies” (Massanari, 2017, p. 330). 

During #Gamergate, the anti-PC sentiment was promoted by self-declared liberal femi-

nist and IDW member Christina Hoff Sommers, but also by right-wing provocateurs like 

Milo Yiannopoulos (D’Orazio, 2020, p. 758; Nagle, 2017, p. 24). On a range of other issues, 

the anti-PC position has been represented by the Donald Trump movement (Merrin, 2019). 

And while many right-leaning opinionators generally criticize political correctness, so do 

well-known left-leaning intellectuals like Slavoj Žižek (Big Think, 2017). Similarly, the oppo-

sitional stance towards establishment media also constitutes a common point of reference 

for both #Gamergaters, the alt-right/alt-light, the Trump movement (Merrin, 2019, p. 207), 

and the IDW, as well as for Noam Chomsky (see Herman & Chomsky, 1994). This illustrates 

how positions in the culture war tend to overlap on certain issues (Finlayson, 2021, p. 11). 

In addition, which positions and ideologies qualify as left or right changes over time (Kelsey, 

2020, p. 192); the anti-political correctness position is claimed by both sides, but for dissim-

ilar reasons. The same goes for the particularism of identity politics: It exists on the left as 

well as on the right (McCall & Orloff, 2017, p. 36; McGowan, 2020, pp. 6, 54). 

As indicated, there is another tension along the X-axis between reform and reactionism. 

In turn, this tension might also be described in terms of progress versus regress; collectivism 

versus individualism; liberalism versus conservatism, all of which seems to permeate culture 

war narratives in general. All these binary narratives circulate in the public debate, but for 

the purpose of this analysis of the IDW, identity politics versus anti-political correctness are 

the most characteristic positions in the particular (online) culture wars of the late 2010s, early 

2020s (see Nagle, 2017, p. 9).  

The Y-axis of the matrix focuses on means rather than ends. Cancel culture can basically be 

defined as: 

 

[…] the withdrawal of any kind of support (viewership, social media follows, purchases of 

products endorsed by the person, etc.) for those who are assessed to have said or done 
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something unacceptable or highly problematic, generally from a social justice perspective es-

pecially alert to sexism, heterosexism, homophobia, racism, bullying, and related issues. (Ng, 

2020, p. 623)  

 

On one end of the spectrum, cancel culture represents a way of enforcing the demand for 

social justice, while free speech, on the other, indicates an inclination to not limit freedom of 

expression, or to avoid retaliatory measures, in principle, notwithstanding the particular rea-

son behind such measures. 

Many interventions made by IDW members address topics that have high potential for 

generating controversy, for instance, issues related to identity politics. As American public 

opinion is currently (or fundamentally) divided on these issues, contributing to discussions 

on race or gender are likely to incite and enrage audiences across the divide (see The New 

York Times Editorial Staff, 2018). In a sense, these circumstances have improved the con-

ditions for polemical public intellectuals (Posner, 2001, p. 40). As IDW associate Joe Rogan 

has expressed it: “People are starved for controversial opinions” (Weiss, 2018). 

Deliberately polemic or not, IDW members have often participated in the debate on how 

(not) to handle controversial utterings in the public conversation. Many IDW members and 

outlets associated with the group, such as the online magazine Quillette, have publicly criti-

cized various examples of cancel culture (see Domingos, 2021; Wright, 2020). This includes 

interventions online, such as Sam Harris discussing cancel culture with Joe Rogan on The Joe 

Rogan Experience on YouTube (JRE Clips, 2019a), and Jordan Peterson retweeting a critical 

Quillette article on the subject (see Appendix H). Other examples include the debate about 

the Evergreen State controversy and more traditional genres of public intellectual interven-

tionism, such as Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt’s book, The Coddling of the American Mind 

(Lukianoff & Haidt, 2018); and petitions like the Philadelphia Statement against cancel cul-

ture, which was signed by IDW members Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Christina Hoff Sommers 

among others (Hays, 2020); and “A Letter on Justice and Open Debate” published in Harper’s 

and signed by IDW members Coleman Hughes, Jonathan Haidt, John McWhorter, and Ste-

ven Pinker, among many other well-known public intellectuals (A Letter on Justice and Open 

Debate, 2020). This petition was also signed by prominent public intellectuals like Salman 

Rushdie, Francis Fukuyama, Cornel West, and Noam Chomsky, which indicates that the 

position against cancel culture is not exclusively reserved for IDW associates in the public 

intellectual arena. 
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What characterizes the IDW position on the cancel culture issue is the common support 

among the members for “the snowflake thesis”, which is based on the notion that “expres-

sive freedom is degenerating on campus because of increasingly intolerant, censorious and 

(sometimes) violent students and the timid administrations that enable them” (D’Orazio, 

2020, p. 756). As will become clear in the upcoming close readings, notions of fragility and 

over-coddling are common tropes used by the IDW cases to define their opposition in their 

public intellectual performances. 

Moreover, the positioning against any kind of censorship of controversial views and the 

banning of their proponents has been a central issue and recurring strategy of some IDW 

members. For example, when Alt-right (or Alt-light) commentators Carl Benjamin (with the 

online pseudonym Sargon of Akkad) and Milo Yiannopoulos were banned from the online 

patronage platform Patreon on the basis of hate speech, IDW member Sam Harris (followed 

by Jordan Peterson and Dave Rubin) closed his Patreon account, stating on Twitter that, 

although he did not politically agree with the banned individuals, he considered the actions 

of Patreon politically biased (Bowles, 2018b a; Goggin, 2018). Similarly, Apple, Google, and 

Facebook banned right-wing conspiracy theorist Alex Jones from their platforms, also on 

the basis of hate speech, leading Jordan Peterson to call the decision “a catastrophe” (Clash 

of Ideas, 2018). 

These incidents of cancelling or deplatforming were treated as free speech issues by prom-

inent IDW members, who insisted that, despite the racist and misogynist character of the 

utterances made by Benjamin, Yiannopoulos, and Jones, no one should be banned from 

public discourse because everyone is fundamentally protected by freedom of speech (Bowles, 

2018b a). Practicing this view, notable IDW-related YouTube shows like The Rubin Report 

and The Joe Rogan Experience have had appearances by the aforementioned right-wing com-

mentators. In addition, The Rubin Report also hosted conspiracy theorists, white nationalists, 

and right-wing activists, such as Lauren Southern, Stefan Molyneux, and Tommy Robinson, 

prompting criticism of Dave Rubin for uncritically giving voice to extremists and for main-

streaming white supremacists (Fisher, 2018; Uyehara, 2018). 

 

12.3 Associative positioning and the right-wing narrative 

IDW allegations of platform bias echoes what scholars have described as “the myth of the 

neutral platform” (Gillespie, 2018, p. 24), emphasizing the notion that platforms “come with 

specific norms and values inscribed in their architectures” (van Dijck et al., 2018, p. 3). Under 
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these circumstances, it is particularly challenging for public intellectuals to legitimize their 

position as free from external influence, for instance, the kind exerted by the platform infra-

structure on which they operate. Either the IDW members formulate criticisms from within 

the system, compromising their position as free thinkers and outsiders, or they confine to 

platform policies, compromising their perspective on free speech. Alternatively, they leave 

these platforms and build their own, based on values that they do agree with. In 2019, Jordan 

Peterson launched the social media platform Thinkspot, originally marketed as an “intellec-

tual playground for censorship-free discourse”, but later changed to “meaningful discourse” 

(Bridge, 2019; The Times and Agencies, 2019; Weaver, 2019), presumably recognizing the 

fact that “all platforms moderate” (Gillespie, 2018a, p. 1). In turn, leaving wide-reaching 

platforms like YouTube for more niche platforms risk jeopardizing their publicness as intel-

lectuals. Notably, Peterson and the other cases are still active on YouTube. 

Despite the benefits of circumventing old media gatekeepers provided by their migration 

to YouTube, IDW associates still have limited control over the circulation of their content, 

once it is published online (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 327). At this point, associative posi-

tioning sets in. On YouTube, users have it in their power to re-post, recontextualize, and 

repurpose intellectual messages. This means that the public positioning of the IDW is also 

influenced by narratives constructed by users on unofficial YouTube channels and by 

YouTube’s algorithms and recommendation system. For instance, in the case of Jordan Pe-

terson-related videos, fans increase his visibility by uploading videos with exaggerated and 

aggressive titles and framings, using language such as “Jordan Peterson destroys [a specific 

concept or individual]” (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, pp. 7–8). A cursory search on the 

word “destroys” in combination with each IDW case study shows a similar pattern: “REAL 

TIME, REAL TALK: Christina Hoff Sommers DESTROYS “male privilege””(Young 

America’s Foundation, 2019) and “Those 7 times Sam Harris Went Beast Mode” (Health 

BB, 2018), but also titles that suggest infight between IDW members, such as: “Jordan Pe-

terson DESTROYS Sam Harris publicly” (Pastor Kyle Bailey, 2019) and “SAM HARRIS 

OWNS JP WITH EPIC COMEBACK” (Anatas, 2018). 

According to van de Ven and van Gemert (2020), these aggressive framings of Peterson’s 

arguments, in particular, help to create a community off the mainstream media and political 

agenda, which takes shape as an echo chamber or filter bubble: 
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Such a manner of framing his media moments unites Peterson’s fans as a counterpublic to 

‘mainstream SJW discourse’. A naïve newcomer with a mild interest in Peterson can click on 

one of his videos and in no time be submerged in a flow of one-sided media sources […] What 

unites this particular publics [sic] (which, it should be noted, is only one segment of Peterson’s 

audience, albeit the most visible part) is a reactionary position: opposition to feminism, social 

justice, globalism ‘cultural Marxism’, or generally left-wing politics. (van de Ven & van Gemert, 

2020, p. 8) 

  

The point of the counterpublic echo chamber is important, but the claim also reads as a case 

of associative (re-)positioning. In terms of agency, no clear distinction is made between who 

does the positioning of Peterson’s “media moments”. The authors claim that Peterson’s ap-

peal to reactionaries “is far from inexplicable” (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 8), indi-

cating that he ideologically occupies the same “reactionary position” as the more militant 

wing of his audience. Although this might be true, it is important to note that most of the 

aggressively titled videos circulating on YouTube are uploaded by unofficial user channels 

and not by Peterson himself. The point is that the method of locating Peterson, in part, by 

proxy – using his fans’ framing of him – indicates how the entanglement of public intellectual 

messages and user contributions in fact influences how public intellectuals like Peterson are 

positioned. 

The above example is not unique. In Finlayson’s (2021) exploration of “ideological entre-

preneurs”, as varying phenomena as extreme right-wing chauvinism; populism; conservatism 

(mainstream, radical, and paleo-); anti-liberalism, and the IDW are mixed into one “ideolog-

ical family”. According to this claim, ideologies have become less pure and more fluid online 

due to a loss of authority of traditional gatekeepers and a general increase in the volume of 

participants in online communication (Finlayson, 2021, pp. 6–7). It is true that social media 

logics and practices of shareability, remixing, and a general acceleration of communication 

have eroded the boundaries between and within ideologies and “between ideologies and en-

tertainment, fan-culture, self-help and other genres of public communication” (Finlayson, 

2021, p. 17). However, this does not necessarily mean that different ideological positions and 

the various online genres de facto collapse and become altogether identical and indistinguish-

able. The point is that a close and attentive reading of content regardless of its genre will result 

in the identification and potential scrutiny of ideology whenever it is there. Instead of lump-

ing different phenomena together in one ideological family based on similarities alone 

(which, to a certain extent, do exist), it is beneficial to pay attention to qualitative nuances and 
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differences, as well. Associative positioning cannot stand alone, although it often does in 

contemporary public intellectual discourse. 

In Finlayson’s article (2021, pp. 5–6), the IDW is defined exclusively by its most contro-

versial or explicitly conservative members, Peterson and Douglas Murray, respectively. As 

will become clear in the upcoming analysis, it makes little sense to define the IDW in isolated 

reference to these individuals, while being ignorant to internal differences in the group and 

its actual relationship to its cultural context. By ignoring the differences, the IDW term is 

merely used as an eye-catcher in the headline of an article that ultimately promotes the erro-

neous inference: Jordan Peterson is the IDW; the IDW is ideologically conservative and 

reactionary; the IDW is not significantly different from various radical groupings on the ex-

treme right. 

It should be noted that the above article also provides part of the explanation as to why 

the, supposedly unattended, confusion about the IDW arises. Concepts ranging from white 

nationalism to mainstream conservatism may be decidedly contradictory, “but alt-right rhet-

oric builds stylistic bridges between them” (Finlayson, 2021, p. 8). Taken together with the 

previously mentioned audience framing of Peterson, these “stylistic bridges” contribute to a 

complex positioning process online. Such a stylistic bridge may be found in the media for-

mats that IDW members appear on and is not necessarily built by the alt-right. Through 

association, the mere sight of Dave Rubin side by side with Carl Benjamin or Milo Yian-

nopoulos on The Rubin Report, and the fact that Jordan Peterson and Sam Harris have also 

appeared on the show, enables the establishment of a link between these individuals. Ulti-

mately, this may lead to a guilty by association logic, where IDW members are lumped to-

gether with more extreme figures based on the assumption that they share a common 

worldview by inhabiting “the same discursive universe” (Finlayson, 2021, p. 7). On a funda-

mental level, guilty by association logics may have disintegrating effects on intellectual col-

lectives (Gonzalez Hernando & Baert, 2020, p. 1148). As will become clear in the close read-

ings, this has also been the case for the IDW. 

The engagement of the IDW with controversial figures in the polarized debate culture 

online have frequently led scholars and commentators to disagree on the political locus of 

the group. As indicated, one of the main disagreements concern whether to perceive the 

IDW as a group of free thinkers or as conservative defenders of the status quo (see Savage, 

n.d.). 
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Among the attempts to localize the IDW on the political spectrum, the Data & Society 

Research Institute published a study on political influencers on YouTube (R. Lewis, 2018). 

The study focuses on the so-called “reactionary right”: an umbrella term used to describe 

various right-wing influencers and movements who are said to “promote a range of political 

positions, from mainstream versions of libertarianism and conservatism, all the way to overt 

white nationalism” (R. Lewis, 2018, p. 1). In a network analysis of the connections between 

various YouTube channels associated with the reactionary right, IDW members Joe Rogan, 

Ben Shapiro, Jordan Peterson, and Dave Rubin were highlighted as significant nodes, either 

because they have engaged in discussion with or hosted various right-wing figures, from the 

mainstream to the extreme, on their respective YouTube channels (R. Lewis, 2018, p. 10). 

Thus, the link between the IDW and the far-right is established by the fact that they talk to 

each other. 

Substantiating the link is more challenging because it requires investigations of what they 

talk about and how. In Peterson’s case, a video in which he engages in “friendly conversation” 

with Carl Benjamin, promoting “gender traditionalism” is highlighted to substantiate the 

connection (R. Lewis, 2018, p. 9). Similarly, Rubin’s lack of critical scrutiny when interview-

ing Stefan Molyneux, including the fact that highly controversial statements on the relation-

ship between race and IQ are left unchallenged is also seen a more substantial link (R. Lewis, 

2018, pp. 36–37). 

However, only a few IDW members explicitly identify as conservative or right-wing (e.g., 

Ben Shapiro). To complicate matters further, locations on the political spectrum are dynamic. 

For example, Rubin initially expressed his bewilderment on Twitter in response to his inclu-

sion in the reactionary right movement, since he considered himself progressive (E. Klein, 

2018b). He later changed his position and made public statements that he is now identifying 

as a right-wing, conservative Trump-voter (The Rubin Report, 2020). 

Other IDW members make attempts at distancing themselves from the association with 

right-wing movements. For instance, both Weinstein brothers and Heather Heying explicitly 

criticized the Data & Society report with Heying calling it “total garbage” (DarkHorse Pod-

cast Clips, 2020). In addition, Michael Shermer conducted a “preliminary empirical study” 

that claimed political diversity within the IDW, while Sam Harris posted an article with sim-

ilar claims on Twitter (U. Harris, 2019; Shermer et al., n.d.)
23

. In fact, most IDW associates 

 
23 This tweet was deleted when Sam Harris left Twitter in November 2022 following the reinstatement of 
Donald Trump’s account (Blaff, 2022). 



 162 

do not publicly identify as right-wing, even the ones most frequently facing such accusations. 

For instance, Jordan Peterson has stated that he is “no fan of the right despite the fact that 

the left would like to paint me that way because it’s more convenient for them” (TheMunk-

Debates, 2018, p. 01:39:10). In addition, Eric Weinstein, Christina Hoff Sommers, Coleman 

Hughes, Sam Harris, and Joe Rogan identify as democrats, either supporting Hillary Clinton, 

Joe Biden, or Bernie Sanders in the 2016 or 2020 elections (Munger & Phillips, 2022, p. 189; 

see Rozner, 2018, p. 8).  

A variation of the right-wing narrative is also present in a large-scale quantitative analysis 

of radicalization pathways on YouTube by Ribeiro et al. (2019). The study presents evidence 

to support the hypothesis that YouTube users migrate from IDW content, which is consid-

ered mild in terms of political extremity, to the more extreme content of the alt-right. Ac-

cording to the study, commenting user bases of the IDW, alt-light and alt-right, have become 

increasingly similar throughout the years. The study suggests that the user migration from 

mainstream media channels over IDW content to alt-right content goes through YouTube’s 

recommendation algorithms (Ribeiro et al., 2019, p. 10). Although algorithms are not the 

empirical focus of this study, the notion that platform affordances play a central role in shap-

ing the behavior of its users and in curating intellectual discussions side by side with extreme 

right-wing propaganda is clearly emphasized. In turn, this supports my approach of qualita-

tively investigating the diffusion of public intellectual interventions and the mediated behavior 

of the people involved. This will provide the necessary nuance to the various network anal-

yses and quantitative mappings indicating a link between the IDW and the extreme right. 

 

12.4 The Intellectual Dark Web in a hybrid media circuit 

According to Ribeiro et al. (2019, p. 1), radicalization pipelines on YouTube “should be 

considered in the context of decreasing trust in mainstream media and increasing influence 

of social networks”. This decrease in trust may in part explain why the IDW has been suc-

cessful at creating a public intellectual sphere that represents an alternative to legacy media. 

However, it is crucial to stress that some of the main events and controversies related to the 

IDW conversation have played out in legacy media outlets. For instance, Jordan Peterson’s 

interview with Cathy Newman on Channel 4 News and Sam Harris’ appearance on Real Time 

with Bill Maher on HBO. Interestingly, these two clips are in the top three most viewed in the 

present data sample. Moreover, quite a few IDW members have appeared on Real Time, 
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including Jordan Peterson, Sam Harris, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Christina Hoff Sommers, Ben 

Shapiro, and Coleman Hughes; so too has alt-light figure Milo Yiannopoulos. 

This indicates that the contemporary public intellectual arena is neither strictly digital nor 

exclusively driven by social media and other online platforms. The public intellectual arena 

is in fact a hybrid of alternative and legacy media; and of online and offline formats and 

genres (see Chadwick, 2017). In addition, all the above individuals have published books, 

which represent a more traditional form of public intellectualism. Just as most public figures 

have now adopted a cross-media presence, public intellectualism also takes place across many 

different types of media (see Kristensen & From, 2015). 

The point is that the analogue intellectual sphere has not been replaced by a digital one: 

The current public intellectual arena has in fact developed into a more pluralistic space in 

terms of media outlets and platforms. Moreover, the fact that some of the most popular 

videos featuring IDW members are broadcast interviews on traditional mainstream media 

might even indicate a media hierarchy. Outlets like Channel 4, HBO, and British GQ, which 

also featured a much-viewed interview with Jordan Peterson on its YouTube channel, still 

have some precedence to other outlets, such as organic YouTube channels or amateur-driven 

outlets. Thus, it seems that the historical novelty is in fact the sheer number of different 

channels competing for the attention of audiences on YouTube. And in this competition, 

media brands that were well-established before the advent of YouTube, have an advantage 

in terms of reaching large audiences. This may be the result of brand recognizability or insti-

tutional capital, but also of possessing more resources to harness the benefits of YouTube’s 

algorithms. I shall return to this key discussion in Chapter 13. 

However, it may be pointed out that to some parts of the IDW audience, the cross-media 

perspective might be of less relevance or interest. It is possible that from the perspective of 

an imagined random media user, the fact that YouTube is an aggregator platform might 

render the question of public intellectuals’ cross-media savviness superfluous or less im-

portant than it otherwise seems from a theoretical perspective. This imagined audience may 

not pay attention to what type of media outlet that published the consumed content, as long 

as it features the public intellectual of interest. In other words, specific media channels may 

not be the entry point of IDW fans on YouTube, since it is just as likely that they search for 

named individuals, such as Jordan Peterson, and not Channel 4 News. However, the oppo-

site may also be the case. The point is that a person looking for IDW content will gain access 

to an abundance of video material on one platform, whether in the form of podcasts, made-
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for-YouTube vlog posts, taped lectures, talk show clips, debate shows, etc. The average me-

dia user is not required to take cross-media perspectives into account in his or her consump-

tion of public intellectual content. 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that the different actors, formats, and content genres 

involved in the IDW conversation on YouTube should not be analyzed – especially not when 

media hierarchies are implied. On the contrary, such mappings are crucial to understand the 

media environment in which the IDW became a global phenomenon of intellectual dis-

course. The point is simply that this study will not be able to show how individual media 

users find and consume IDW content. Some users may be guided in their consumption by 

topics of personal interest, media repertoires or by an interest in specific public intellectuals. 

Therefore, researchers should be aware of a potential discrepancy between consumers’ in-

terests and the theoretical interest. 

 

12.5 The four cases 

The previous sections serve as a backdrop for the case study analyses in that they tie the four 

cases together and locate them within the contemporary public intellectual scene. As men-

tioned in Part Two, the selection of the four cases was based on two main considerations: 1) 

Similarity: all four individuals are associated with the IDW in the definition presented in the 

previous section, and 2) Diversity: the cases represent different focuses, positions, or orien-

tations within the IDW, while also exemplifying different styles of public intellectual perfor-

mance. As I already discussed the connectedness and similarity of the IDW members, a few 

reflections on diversity are useful. 

As stated by Susen (2017, p. 50), researchers are obliged to take questions of diversity into 

account when studying public intellectuals. Although white, English-speaking, middle-aged 

men, who, in broad terms, belong to a privileged elite (academia, media, etc.) are in the ma-

jority in the IDW, quite a few minorities are also represented in the group. Susen (2017, p. 

50) highlights several social background characteristics, which are generally underrepresented 

among public intellectuals. Nonetheless, some of these characteristics (emphasized in italic) 

are represented in the cases studied: Three of the cases are male (Jordan Peterson, Sam Harris 

and Coleman Hughes), while one is female (Christina Hoff Sommers); one case is non-white 

(Coleman Hughes), and one case can be categorized as a young adult (Coleman Hughes). 

As far as the IDW community beyond the four cases is concerned, other social back-

ground characteristics that are generally in the minority in public intellectual communities 
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are further represented, including member of a non-hegemonic ethnic group (Ayaan Hirsi Ali, 

Debrah W. Soh, Maajid Nawaz); citizen or former citizen of a non-Western and developing country 

(Ayaan Hirsi Ali); non-white (Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Coleman Hughes, Debra W. Soh, Glenn Loury, 

John McWhorther, Maajid Nawaz); female (Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Christina Hoff Sommers, Claire 

Lehman, Debra W. Soh, Heather Heying); and LGBT (Dave Rubin). The point of mention-

ing this is that the relative diversity of individuals associated with the IDW is in fact not 

representative of public intellectualism in general, which is particularly characterized by uni-

formity in terms of social background (Susen, 2017). 

I do not consider the social background of each case study an analytical focal point in its 

own right, but that does not mean that social background is perceived to be irrelevant in 

practice. The question of whether one should pay attention to the social background of the 

speaker in intellectual debates is intertwined with the overall topic of identity politics. Alt-

hough, I do not engage directly in discussions of this kind, the point is merely to recognize 

that these discussions exist within the intellectual realm that I study. For instance, if an indi-

vidual engages in debates about gender in the ongoing culture war, his or her own gender 

might also be drawn into the conversation, either by him- or herself or by an opponent. The 

same goes for religion, age, and race. The point is that belonging or not belonging to a certain 

social group influences the range of arguments and counterarguments available in a debate 

about social identity and justice. As will become clear, this is illustrated by the heterodox narra-

tive, which characterizes much of the interventions made by the individual cases. For exam-

ple, Jordan Peterson is a professor who uses his privileges and authority to position himself 

against universities; Christina Hoff Sommers is a declared feminist who criticizes contempo-

rary feminism; and Coleman Hughes is a person of color who is critical of contemporary 

notions of anti-racism in black communities and beyond. In short, all these intellectuals are 

characterized by their speaking out against what might intuitively be recognized as “their 

own”. 

 In this way, individual socio-cultural background can also serve as a positioning tool and 

source of authority or as (de-)legitimization in the contemporary public intellectual arena. 

The reason for this is that intellectuals and other actors engaged in public discourse are likely 

to become subject to speculations about motive and intent behind their interventions and 

arguments. In order to prevent speculation and avoid “motivational bias” (Baert, 2015, p. 

159), I will not address potential motives of my cases, whether related to social background 

or not. As such, I perceive any speculation about motives circulating in the public discourse 
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and the claimed influence of social background as an empirical object of analysis, not a re-

search method. Studying public intellectual positioning means analyzing intellectual action and 

effects, not intentions. 

 The four cases all represent a more academic wing of the IDW, compared to other prom-

inent members of the group, such as Ben Shapiro, Claire Lehman, Dave Rubin, and Joe 

Rogan, who are primarily embedded in the field of media and journalism. To varying degrees, 

the four cases are anchored in a more classical intellectual tradition where academic or the-

oretical knowledge are sources of authority. These four individuals are not unique in repre-

senting the academic wing of the group. Other IDW associates, such as Steven Pinker, Glenn 

Loury, Jonathan Haidt, John McWhorther, Heather Heying, and Bret Weinstein are equally 

academic in the traditional sense, as they publish books and teach at universities. In terms of 

academic career experience, Coleman Hughes is an exception as he only recently graduated 

from Columbia University with a B.A. 

Moreover, the four cases are characteristic in their use of YouTube. Thus, it is the specific 

combination of traditional intellectual anchoring and a distinct presence on YouTube that 

constitutes an interesting point of departure for the present case study. In the following 

pages, I will introduce the four cases, focusing on each individual’s background and trajectory 

in the public discourse. 

 

12.5.1 Case no. 1: Jordan B. Peterson 
Jordan B. Peterson (b. 1962) is a Canadian professor of psychology. Peterson was tenured at 

University of Toronto until his resignation in 2021 based on his own assessment that he was 

“academic persona non grata” (J. B. Peterson, 2022). In the 1990s, he taught at Harvard 

University, and has been practicing clinical psychology for most of his career. Peterson spe-

cializes in the psychology of religion and ideology, and the improvement of personality and 

performance (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 2). In 2013, Peterson started uploading 

videos to his YouTube channel, and in 2016, he began hosting The Jordan B. Peterson Podcast. 

The same year, he uploaded a series of videos to YouTube titled “Professor against po-

litical correctness” (Lynskey, 2018)
24

. Here, he criticized Bill C-16, an amendment to the 

Canadian Human Rights Act and Criminal Code which added “gender identity and gender 

expression to the list of prohibited grounds of discrimination” (House of Commons of 

 
24 The original uploads have now been removed from Jordan Peterson’s official channel. 
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Canada, 2017). In Peterson’s opinion, the law would compel speech and “[…] require people 

under the threat of legal punishment to employ certain words […]” (Cumming, 2016). Pe-

terson has publicly stated that he does not acknowledge non-binary gender identities as valid 

facts, and said that he would refuse to use gender-neutral pronouns if asked to do so by 

students or colleagues (Strapagiel, 2016). Believing such a refusal would lead to criminal 

charges, Peterson interpreted the law – to much dispute among legal experts – as an author-

itarian attack on free speech (Murphy, 2016). Resulting protests by university students at his 

lectures were filmed and uploaded to YouTube (see Aerial View, 2021), increasing – together 

with numerous television appearances – Peterson’s visibility in the public discourse. 

Expanding on his notability, Peterson released his second book, the bestselling 12 Rules 

for Life: An Antidote to Chaos in 2018 (his first book Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of Belief 

was published in 1999), followed by a world speaking tour and additional television appear-

ances around the world (Lynskey, 2018). One television appearance, which has been viewed 

more 24 million times on YouTube, took place on the British Channel 4 News where Peterson 

was interviewed by journalist Cathy Newman. This video marked the international break-

through into the mainstream, leading Peterson to be considered “the most influential public 

intellectual in the Western world right now” by The New York Times writer David Brooks in 

his article, “The Jordan Peterson Moment” (D. Brooks, 2018). The “Jordan Peterson Mo-

ment” continued through 2018, and reached another peak when Peterson debated Slovenian 

public intellectual Slavoj Žižek in front of an audience of 3,000 at an event in Toronto la-

belled by The Guardian as “the debate of the century” and “The Rumble in the Realm of the 

Mind” (Marche, 2019). 

Peterson has established a name for himself on an international scale, not just as public 

intellectual, but also as a commercial brand. On his website, he sells merchandise, including 

posters, cups, and clothing printed with his logo, and with lobster patterns
25

, which according 

to The Atlantic marks “an entirely new model of the public intellectual, halfway between Mar-

cus Aurelius and Martha Stewart” (H. Lewis, 2021). The lobster refers to the first rule of 12 

Rules for Life: “Stand up straight with your shoulders back”. According to Peterson, lobsters 

are comparable to human beings due to their similar brain structures and production of ser-

otonin, which governs the positioning of the individual lobster/human in social dominance 

hierarchies; with the essential point of naturalizing social hierarchies (J. B. Peterson, 2018, p. 

 
25 https://jordanbpeterson.creator-spring.com/ 
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14). Hardcore fans of Peterson are referred to as lobsters, and lobster memes circulate 

around the web, especially on Reddit (Gray, 2018; van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 3). 

Since 2016, Peterson’s celebrity has reached high levels of intensity, as indicated in part 

by the fandom surrounding him. Van de Ven and van Gemert claim (2020, p. 3) that Peter-

son’s fans attest to effects beyond “the powers of argumentation and influence usually as-

cribed to public intellectuals: effects more akin to gurus”. This guru effect is well-known in 

public intellectual studies. According to Young (2014, p. 60), the guru type of public intellec-

tual positions him- or herself not as a teacher, but the teacher in the rhetorical quest to “shep-

herd followers to knowledge, enlightenment, and, ultimately, to God”. This, combined with 

the description of the prophet type of intellectual (Young, 2014, pp. 57–58), is characteristic of 

Peterson. 

The prophet characteristically “speaks a higher form of truth to the public” (Young, 2014, 

p. 52, emphasis added). In his definition of truth, Peterson draws on religious, mythological, 

and existentialist thought, rather than typical scientific epistemologies (J. B. Peterson, 2018, 

pp. 221–230). Incidentally, this has led to significant intellectual disagreements with fellow 

IDW member, the empiricist Sam Harris (S. Harris, 2017). Moreover, some of the most 

popular videos on Peterson’s YouTube channel are interpretations of the Bible.  

Peterson cultivates an intimate relationship with his audiences, one of the key features of 

the guru (Young, 2014, p. 60), for instance, by clearly showing emotions and crying in nu-

merous YouTube videos when talking about or with his fans, or when discussing his own 

belief in Jesus Christ (Bite-sized Philosophy, 2018; Catholic Will, 2021; JRE Clips, 2018). 

The character of Peterson’s relationship with his fans highlights the aspect of public intellec-

tual authority which is linked to charisma. In Weber’s terms (1978, p. 243), subjects to Pe-

terson’s charismatic authority, the lobsters, constitute a “charismatic community” based on “an 

emotional form of communal relationship”. This communal relationship is further cultivated 

by meme culture, which helps to demarcate frontiers between believers and non-believers 

(Mortensen & Neumayer, 2021, pp. 2368–2369). 

Journalists, commentators, and scholars alike have frequently focused on the demo-

graphic of Peterson’s audience, pointing out that he particularly resonates with young men, 

which has also been noted by Peterson (Beauchamp, 2018). However, Peterson claims that 

he is not specifically aiming at young men; rather, he is “trying to talk to people” in general 

(ABC News (Australia), 2019). The explanation for his success amongst young men, van de 

Ven and van Gemert (2020, p. 6) claim, is that narratives about order and hierarchies “in 
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times of chaos, change, and relativism” offers maladjusted young men rationalization for 

their discontents, a sense of purpose, and an “exemplary model for masculine gender iden-

tity”. In the context of YouTube, another reason may be that young men generally spend 

more time on the platform than women (Ha, 2018, p. 5). Additionally, in a 2018 article, The 

New York Times described Peterson as a “custodian of the Patriarchy” (Bowles, 2018a b). In 

the article, he promoted “enforced monogamy”, the notion that society should encourage 

people to marry as means to prevent violent actions committed by angry men of the Incel-

communities
26

 on 4Chan and beyond. 

In 2018, Peterson posed for a fan picture before a flag of Pepe the Frog, which has be-

come notorious for representing the alt-right (see Appendix H). When asked on CBC News 

why he was photographed alongside far-right symbols, he said that it was “happenstance 

more than anything else” and that it has been misinterpreted (CBC News, 2018, p. 06:08). In 

the same interview, Peterson also stresses his position as first and foremost anti-identity pol-

itics, saying that he is “no fan of the radical right” because “they play the same game as the 

radical left, which is identity politics […]” (02:59). Nevertheless, it is ideas and incidents like 

these that have made Peterson a controversial figure in the cultural debates, especially on 

topics relating to gender and other issues of social identity. Contributing to the controversy, 

Peterson’s claim that the concept of white privilege is a “Marxist lie” (Jordan B Peterson, 

2017) has also led critics to perceive him as a bridge between more mainstream criticisms of 

left-wing ideologies and the alt-right (Lynskey, 2018). 

However, according to commentator, Caitlin Flanagan (2018), the link between Peterson 

and anti-feminist movements like the alt-right is alarmist, claiming that “there is an eagerness 

to attach reputation-destroying ideas to him […]”, for instance, in relation to his ideas on 

enforced monogamy, which were falsely interpreted as a suggestion for governments to ar-

range marriages between citizens. In Flanagan’s words, Peterson is merely providing a “sus-

tained argument against identity politics” and “putting words to feelings that many of [Pe-

terson’s audiences] had not been able to express before”. 

Whether Peterson is perceived as a champion of free speech (Karasik, 2016), a “surrogate-

dad for gormless dimwits” (Barekat, 2018) or “the stupid man’s smart person” (Southey, 

2017), a symbol of the rebirth of conservatism (Hazony, 2018), a dangerous bridge to the 

alt-right (Lynskey, 2018), or an advocate of common sense (Flanagan, 2018), he unmistakably 

 
26 Incel is short for “involuntary celibacy”. 
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constitutes a relevant case study of contemporary public intellectualism. Because Petersons 

is arguably the most notable intellectual voice in contemporary culture war debates, many 

actors engage in the continuous (re-)positioning of his ideas and persona in the public intel-

lectual arena. Thus, the case study of Peterson enables an investigation of the many dimen-

sions at play in the public intellectual positioning process, as illustrated in Chapter 4. 

 

12.5.2 Case no. 2: Sam Harris 
Sam Harris (b. 1967) is an American author and podcast host. He holds a PhD in cognitive 

neuroscience from University of California, Los Angeles. Since 2014, Harris’ has hosted the 

podcast series Making Sense with Sam Harris (previously Waking Up with Sam Harris). His dis-

sertation, in which he discussed the relationship between science and morality was published 

as The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine Human Values in 2010. Before receiving his 

degree, Harris had already established himself in the American public discourse as one of 

“Four Horsemen of New Atheism”, the other three being Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, 

and Christopher Hitchens (Anthony, 2019). In the 2000s and 2010s, Harris contributed to 

the New Atheism movement through various book publications, including The End of Faith: 

Religion, Terror and the Future of Reason (2004), Letter to a Christian Nation (2006), Waking Up: A 

Guide to Spirituality without Religion (2014) and Islam and the Future of Tolerance: A Dialogue (2015), 

which was co-written with fellow IDW associate Maajid Nawaz. In between these publica-

tions on religion, Harris also published Lying (2011) and Free Will (2012) on the subjects of 

truth and morality. 

According to The Guardian, Harris is “one of the best-known public intellectuals in Amer-

ica, thanks to a series of bestsellers, his podcast, and a celebrated altercation with Hollywood 

actor Ben Affleck […]” (Anthony, 2019). Harris’ argument with Affleck on Real Time with 

Bill Maher helped position him in the YouTube intellectual sphere alongside other IDW 

members, who have taken similar positions on free speech and identity issues and with whom 

Harris has engaged in conversation on numerous occasions online. 

One of the main points of highlighting this debate, which I return to in the close readings, 

is that it is particularly characteristic of Harris’ positioning as a public intellectual. Harris 

explicitly emphasizes facts, statistics, science, empirical data, and rationality, which is charac-

teristic of his argumentative style. Harris positions himself as a rationalist or empiricist, which 

in the current culture wars is situated opposite the identity politics axis, which “question[s] 

the cultural and social conditions to which empiricism remains blind” (Anthony, 2019). 
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Although Harris’ disagrees with many of his fellow IDW associates on a vast variety of 

issues, it is the opposition to identity politics that ultimately constitutes his association with 

the group in terms of ideas and opinions. In Harris’ public debate with Vox editor Ezra 

Klein, he positions identity politics opposite universalism: 

 

I view identity politics as among the worst pieces of software you can be running to try to get 

[to a world where the maximum number of people thrive]. I want to get to a world where, I 

mean, it’s Martin Luther King’s claim about the content of your character, rather than the 

color of your skin. That is the goal, and if you want to reverse engineer that goal, giving primacy 

to identity is one of the worst things you can do. (E. Klein, 2018a) 

 

In the same debate, Klein criticized Harris for hosting Charles Murray, the author of the 

controversial book The Bell Curve which discusses IQ in relation to race, on his podcast. This 

criticism mirrors the previously discussed narrative of the IDW as being associated with the 

alt-right, especially in terms of giving voice to people with controversial opinions (M. Brooks, 

2021, p. 67). Interestingly, Harris is subject to this type of criticism from two perspectives 

because he, like other IDW members, inhabits two roles: public intellectual and media gate-

keeper hosting his own podcast. 

Thus, like Jordan Peterson, Harris has also been labelled controversial because of his po-

sition on free speech and the rejection of identity politics. Moreover, Harris’ critique of reli-

gion, particularly Islam is perceived by some critics as problematic or provocative (see M. 

Brooks, 2021, p. 36). In addition, also like Peterson, Harris’ public intellectualism includes 

an element of self-help or personal improvement culture. Parallel to – and partly intertwined 

with – his activities as public intellectual, Harris promotes meditation. In 2018, Harris 

launched a meditation app called Waking Up. In fact, some of his most viewed YouTube 

videos in the data sample are meditation guides. 

Harris is a relevant case study because he is a transitional figure, who has engaged in 

collective positioning to establish himself as public intellectual twice: first as part of the New 

Atheism movement, second as part of the IDW. Moreover, Harris exemplifies how public 

intellectuals often struggle to establish themselves as individuals after gaining notability and 

recognition through various group memberships (Baert, 2015, p. 316). In 2020, after the US 

presidential election, Harris explicitly made a positioning move attempting to distance him-

self from the IDW because he found other members of the group overly critical of the left 
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and ignorant of the damages made to society by Donald Trump. This shows how public 

intellectual positioning is fundamentally a struggle between competing narratives, where the 

views of critics and associated actors may interfere with the personal narrative of the public 

intellectual him- or herself. 

 

12.5.3 Case no. 3: Christina Hoff Sommers 
Christina Hoff Sommers (b. 1950) is an American author, YouTuber, podcast host, philos-

opher, and resident scholar at the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), a free market ori-

ented, conservative think tank (Wiarda, 2009, pp. 3–5). According to her Twitter profile, 

however, Sommers’ is a registered Democrat (see Appendix H). She holds a PhD in philos-

ophy from Brandeis University and previously worked as an associate professor at Clark 

University. From 2014 to 2019, Sommers hosted the YouTube series The Factual Feminist, 

uploaded by AEI, and currently co-hosts the podcast The Femsplainers. 

Sommers rose to prominence as a public intellectual following the publication of her 1994 

book Who Stole Feminism?: How Women have Betrayed Women. In the book, Sommers positioned 

herself as a proponent of equity feminism; the idea that the political role of feminism is 

basically to ensure everyone’s, including women’s, right against coercive interference (Baehr, 

2021). Sommers’ perceives equity feminism to be in line with the original women’s move-

ment, “which sought and won full legal rights for women” (Mac Donald, 1994). By position-

ing herself as an equity feminist, Sommers has also situated herself in opposition to what she 

defines as gender feminism (Kinahan, 2001, p. 33). According to Sommers, the notion that 

“gender is socially constructed by the patriarchy is a not-to-be-questioned tenet” of Ameri-

can university campuses, which are dominated by political correctness (Sommers, 2005, p. 

26). The main claim of gender feminism, Sommers argues, is that women are perpetual vic-

tims of an oppressive male system – “the patriarchy” – that robs them of their voice, identity 

and strength (Mac Donald, 1994). Sommers further claims that gender feminism is the “pre-

vailing ideology among contemporary feminist philosophers and leaders. But it lacks grass 

roots constituency” (Kinahan, 2001, p. 33). 

Moreover, Sommers holds that gender feminism has an inherent anti-male bias (Kinahan, 

2001, p. 34), which she further elaborated in her 2000 book The War Against Boys. Here, 

Sommers discussed how the American educational system disproportionally benefits girls at 

the expense of boys (Baehr, 2021). As part of her argumentation, Sommers points out that 

the facts and statistics that lead to the conclusion that women are oppressed in society have 
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in fact been reversed in many cases (Pullmann, 2014, p. 337). Similar to Sam Harris, this 

particular focus on facts is characteristic of Sommers’ positioning strategy as public intellec-

tual: In her view, most contemporary feminist scholarship is based on factual and statistical 

falsehoods and myths (Sommers, 2009). “One reason that feminist scholarship contains 

hard-to-kill falsehoods”, Sommers claims, “is that reasonable, evidence-backed criticism is 

regarded as a personal attack” (Sommers, 2009, p. 1). At the core of Sommers’ criticism is a 

rejection of the strand of identity politics that defines gender inequality in terms of an op-

pressive patriarchal system. The view that women are diminished through “micro-aggres-

sions” and “toxic masculinity”, Sommers’ claims, trivializes feminism (Real Time with Bill 

Maher, 2019). With the aim of correcting these factual falsehoods and trivializations, Som-

mers’ launched the YouTube series The Factual Feminist in 2014. This marked Sommers’ en-

trance onto the online public intellectual scene. From 2018 onward, Sommers also co-hosted 

the podcast series The Femsplainers with Canadian journalist Danielle Crittenden. 

In these two shows, Sommers frequently discusses various issues, often but not always 

related to gender, from the equity feminism perspective. One such issue was the previously 

mentioned #GamerGate controversy (Nagle, 2017, p. 24). Her participation in this debate, 

in which she criticized the political correctness of “concernocrats” worried about the alleged 

misogyny promoted in video games (American Enterprise Institute, 2014), further estab-

lished her position as public intellectual in the online culture at the center of the culture wars. 

I return to Sommers’ intervention in the #Gamergate controversy in the close readings. 

Like the other cases, Sommers frequently engages in conversation with other IDW mem-

bers (i.a., Jordan Peterson, Dave Rubin, Joe Rogan, Ben Shapiro, and Ayaan Hirsi Ali); po-

sitions herself against political correctness and identity politics; and uses the same media 

platforms as the remaining IDW associates. In addition, free speech, especially in the context 

of universities and the public exchange of ideas, constitutes key subject of Sommers’ public 

intellectual interventions. In several episodes of The Factual Feminist, Sommers argues that 

free speech is seriously threatened on American college campuses. Several of Sommers’ lec-

tures on college campuses has been interrupted by protesters who disagree with her opinion 

that “We don’t live in a rape culture” (American Enterprise Institute, 2015; Jaschik, 2018; 

Paul, 2015).  

These views and the related attempts to deplatform Sommers have helped situate her on 

the same overall axis as the remaining IDW members, opposite cancel culture and identity 

politics in the Culture War Matrix. 
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Like Harris, Sommers had already made a name for herself before entering the continu-

ously coalescing online public intellectual arena. In fact, of the four cases, Sommers is the 

most experienced public intellectual, making her another transitional figure in context of the 

IDW. Additionally, being anchored in a think tank makes Sommers an remarkable case be-

cause think tanks are sources of an institutionalized authority different to that of universities 

(Misztal, 2012). Finally, given her experience, Sommers’ represents a contrast to the fourth 

and final case, rising intellectual “star” and IDW newcomer, Coleman Hughes. 

 

12.5.4 Case no. 4: Coleman Hughes 
Coleman Hughes (b. 1996) is an American writer, podcast host, and former fellow at the 

conservative think tank The Manhattan Institute for Policy Research (MI) (Stahl, 2016, p. 

112). Hughes has contributed to Quillette magazine and MI’s magazine City Journal, while also 

hosting the podcast series Conversations with Coleman (2019-). He holds a B.A. in philosophy 

from Columbia University. During his undergraduate studies, Hughes contributed to the 

public discourse on various issues related to race relations and racism in the United States. 

While still an undergraduate student, Hughes was already described as “[…] a thinker to be 

reckoned with” in The Washington Post (McArdle, 2018). 

In 2019, Hughes testified at a congressional hearing on reparations for slavery, arguing 

that the American government should not pay reparations because it would add to the fur-

ther division of American society (Hughes & Coates, 2019). Hughes argued that paying rep-

arations would victimize black Americans and reduce the relationship between black and 

white Americans from a coalition to a transaction. Following his testimony, Hughes received 

both praise from supporters and criticism from adversaries, who labelled him an Uncle Tom 

(Handa, 2019). 

Hughes has criticized the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, stating that “[t]he basic 

premise of Black Lives Matter – that racist cops are killing unarmed black people – is false” 

(Hughes, 2020). In the article, “Stories and data”, which was published in 2020 on the City 

Journal website, Hughes claims that the contemporary anti-racist position of BLM lacks sci-

entific anchoring when claiming that police killings of unarmed suspects are proof of racial 

bias:  
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[Y]ou must do what all good social scientists do: control for confounding variables to isolate 

the effect one variable has upon another (in this case, the effect of a suspect’s race on a cop’s 

decision to pull the trigger). (Hughes, 2020) 

 

Like Sam Harris and Christina Hoff Sommers, Hughes’ focus on facts, data, and statistics 

is characteristic of his argumentation. This approach situates him alongside other IDW 

members in the Culture War Matrix in a position that rhetorically prioritizes empirical 

data over identity politics (Parks, 2020). 

As a result of his public commentary on race relations, Hughes has been associated 

with other black public intellectuals, such as Glenn Loury, John McWhorter, and Thomas 

Chatterton Williams with whom he has been said to represent “a vanguard of public in-

tellectuals attempting to redirect the American conversation on race” (Perry, 2020). Like 

Hughes, both Loury and McWhorter have been associated with the IDW, because of their 

common positioning against the identity politics of the contemporary anti-racism move-

ment (see McWhorter, 2018). 

Moreover, Hughes’ association with the IDW is also constituted by his media appear-

ances, for instance on The Rubin Report, The Mikhaila Peterson Podcast (hosted by Jordan 

Peterson’s daughter) alongside Jordan Peterson, and his discussions with Sam Harris on 

both Conversations with Coleman and Making Sense with Sam Harris. Like Peterson, Harris, and 

Sommers, Hughes has also appeared on Real Time with Bill Maher. 

On the one hand, Hughes differs from the other cases in that he is much younger than 

his peers and has only recently entered the public intellectual arena, sometime after the 

IDW started to gather public attention. On the other hand, Hughes shares many charac-

teristics with the other cases. Like Sommers, Hughes supports The Democratic Party, 

while affiliated with a conservative think tank (Hughes & Coates, 2019). This think tank 

affiliation provides him with a form of institutionalized authority similar to that of Som-

mers’. Like Harris, Hughes is positioned as part of two contemporary intellectual groups: 

one is the aforementioned critical anti-racist group with Loury, McWhorter, and Chatter-

ton Williams, the other is the IDW. Finally, Hughes’ overall position in the Culture War 

Matrix is similar to that of the other IDW associates. How this positioning process takes 

place in practice on YouTube will be the subject of analysis in the upcoming chapters. 
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13  Mapping the Intellectual 
Dark Web on YouTube 

 

 

13.1 Circulation of IDW content 

In this chapter, I present the results of the quantitative metadata analysis of 1,057 YouTube 

videos related to the IDW. The main objective is to map the kinds of content circulating in 

the IDW circuit on YouTube. This includes a mapping of the most popular channels in the 

IDW conversation and a comparison of channels in terms of view count and share. I focus 

specifically on the public impact of the IDW-related videos as indicated by views, likes/dis-

likes, and comments. Moreover, I discuss the duration of the videos and provide an overview 

of the various topics addressed. The point of this analysis is to use the metadata to identify 

patterns in the IDW communication. In turn, the patterns and meaning of the communica-

tion will be substantiated by the subsequent close readings (Hine, 2017, p. 403). 

The videos in the metadata sample were uploaded over a span of ten years (2010–2020). 

It should be noted that I did not apply an explicitly longitudinal perspective in the sampling 

strategy, nor is it the aim of the metadata analysis to map the historical development of the 

IDW on YouTube. Instead, this point was covered by the qualitative mapping in Chapter 

12. However, the relatively extensive uploading period denotes a longer timeframe of the 

metadata analysis than would have been the case with smaller single-year samples. Although 

the metadata sample is still only a snapshot of the IDW conversation on YouTube, it is 

nonetheless a year-long snapshot. Notwithstanding the contradictory sound of this, it is ulti-

mately meant to indicate an attentiveness to the temporal aspect of the public intellectual 

positioning process, which may otherwise be left altogether unaddressed in an isolated focus 

on single interventions (Brahimi et al., 2020, p. 992). I do not further analyze the evolution 

of IDW content below. Instead, I have included in the appendices an overview of the up-

loading activities of the four cases over time (see Appendix G). 

The following sections are structured around four main points: 1) the viral logic of public 

intellectual interventions on YouTube; 2) the persistence of media hierarchies and an uneven 

share of views across channels; 4) the circulation of long videos; and 5) the dominance of 

culture war-themed content. 
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13.1.1 Viral videos and the concentration of views  
When assessing the popularity of the videos in the dataset, the YouTube metric views consti-

tutes a useful parameter. I have already discussed the benefits as well as the problematic 

aspects of this form of measurement. To repeat a previous point, view count is the most 

important and decisive metric in the wider YouTube economy, both in terms of monetiza-

tion for content creators, advertisement, and audience attention. Additionally, views repre-

sent the basic level of user engagement (attention) and is consistently monitored on videos 

in the sample. By contrast, on some videos, comments are disabled, which entails, naturally, 

that they have not been counted. Nonetheless, for the majority part of the sample, comment 

count and the number of (dis)likes generally follow the number of views to an extent that 

comparison between the variables offer no significant insights of relevance to the focus of 

the present analysis. While different forms of user engagement can all be perceived to indi-

cate popularity, the minimal engagement indicator, views, is the simplest and most relevant 

to further scrutinize due to its status as main currency in the YouTube attention and visibility 

economy, as I discussed in Chapter 10. 

However, since the dataset is only a snapshot of an everchanging media environment, the 

registered numbers cannot be used in isolation to make clear-cut, substantial, and lasting 

claims about the popularity and positioning of the IDW. Claims based on the number of 

views will only gain strength and validity in combination with other metadata variables; the 

previous mapping of the IDW and its context; and the upcoming close readings. The point 

is that all kinds of data analyzed in this study is contextual and of little use in isolation. There-

fore, when I discuss the number of views in the following, I use it as one variable among 

many that can be used to explain patterns and relations. Bearing this in mind, a brief overview 

of the distribution of views is useful. 

The number of views per video in the complete dataset ranges from 0 to 24.3 million. 

The average view count per video is 340,175. This noticeable span calls attention to the 

complexity of the view metric because it is influenced by many different factors. For instance, 

nearly all episodes of The Femsplainers are in the bottom half when sorting the data based on 

views – five episodes having no views at all. Part of the explanation is that the channel was 

set up on 1 April 2020, leaving little time to generate views before I scraped the data. In 

comparison, the most viewed video in the dataset, “Jordan Peterson on the gender pay gap, 

campus protests and postmodernism” was uploaded on 16 January 2018, benefitting from 

approximately two years of circulation when the data for this study was scraped. 
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Moreover, the aforementioned Jordan Peterson video was uploaded by the well-known 

brand and established multi-channel network Channel 4 News, which per definition has a 

vastly different set of resources and strategic knowledge at its disposal compared to the DIY-

styled The Femsplainers. This means that channels like Channel 4 News have an advantage in 

optimizing their content on YouTube and utilizing “the view logic” to increase visibility and 

ultimately advertising revenue (van Es, 2020, p. 235). This pattern of hierarchical relations 

between established media and UGC and YouTube-native content becomes increasingly 

clear when scrutinizing the data further in the upcoming subsection. 

Below is a chart showing the top 15 most viewed channels in the sample (in absolute 

values), not counting the four individual cases. The most immediate observation, and possi-

bly most remarkable insight to be gained from the chart, is the extreme level of concentration 

of views on few videos uploaded by only three channels. Together, the top three channels, 

Channel 4 News, Real Time with Bill Maher, and British GQ are represented by six videos 

with an accumulated 67.8 million views. In comparison, the remaining 12 channels are rep-

resented by 36 videos with an accumulated 58.6 million views, which is considerably lower 

than the top three. The high level of concentration around three well-known media brands 

is a clear indication of the media hierarchies, which I elaborate in the following. However, 

two additional points also emerge from the data. 
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Figure 10: Top 15 most watched channels measured in absolute views. 

 

 

Firstly, IDW-related videos circulate according to the vernacular culture on YouTube by 

“going viral” (Burgess & Green, 2018, pp. 38–39). The fact that very few videos generate the 

highest view counts indicates that the impact of the IDW occurs in media moments, that is, 

viral videos, as opposed to a more steady and evenly distributed impact of, for instance, 

several episodes of an influential TV, radio, podcast, or YouTube program. This further 

indicates that the public intellectual practice of the IDW members revolves around the es-

tablished public intellectual format of the big intervention, which may be defined as a moment 

or situation where an intellectual performance or idea “hits a nerve” within public discourse 

in some way or another. I investigate this further in the qualitative analysis. 

The fact that single viral videos now constitute central vehicles of public intellectual in-

terventionism is novel. Historically, the book would have represented the typical and lasting 
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public intellectual intervention, as previously discussed. Later formats, such as the broadcast 

TV appearances, were – to the general audience – significant, albeit somewhat volatile and 

impermanent: if audiences did not catch the appearance of Gore Vidal and Norman Mailer 

on The Dick Cavett Show when broadcast in 1971, chances were slimmer as to catching it a 

second time around. Today, the fact that viral videos, including TV interviews, circulate on 

YouTube – not only in one but multiple (remixed) versions – arguably makes it a more per-

manent form of intervention. In terms of lasting impact and eventual integration into collec-

tive cultural memory, viral videos are in fact approaching the book as a public intellectual 

format. Even though digital data is often perceived as impermanent, single digital versions 

of videos like broadcast TV clips may increasingly qualify to be considered some of the more 

permanent intellectual interventions in the contemporary media landscape. 

Although the IDW content seems to be centered around moments or interventions, it 

should be noted that each of the cases’ own uploads of their respective podcasts or YouTube 

shows have not been included in the above chart due to the different strategies of the two 

sampling tracks. Therefore, the significant prevalence of impactful moments does not nec-

essarily rule out the longitudinal impact of a steadier approach of repeated performances as, 

for instance, podcast hosts. As discussed in the theoretical chapters, contemporary public 

intellectuals such as the IDW associates inhabit two roles: One as public intellectual inter-

ventionist, and one as media host. I return to this when analyzing data scraped from the main 

case-related channels. 

Secondly, beyond the significant concentration at the top, the most popular IDW-related 

content is in fact uploaded by a relatively diverse range of actors. Five out of seven channel 

categories are represented in the top 15 (excluding the “Other” category). This means that, 

beyond the concentration of views at the very top, impactful content is in fact spread across 

many channels. Put differently, “the cultural diffusion” of IDW content on YouTube occurs 

in a pluralistic network of media types (Xu et al., 2016, p. 105). In fact, of all video metadata 

collected in the keyword-based sampling track, the 190 videos were uploaded by 120 chan-

nels. This point emphasizes the notion of public intellectual authority constructions as a 

negotiation process between many different actors. Moreover, it also points to the fragmen-

tation or pluralism, depending on the perspective applied, of the public intellectual arena on 

YouTube. Considering both user engagement levels (views, likes/dislikes, and comments) 

and the channel diversity, the IDW appears to transcend the status of niche phenomenon. 
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However, beyond the basic level of diversified diffusion and impact, certain patterns of 

concentration imply the existence of strong media hierarchies. One channel type, “Tradi-

tional media”, generates the vast majority of views. Thus, despite the relative pluralism in the 

range of active channels, and even though non-professional channels (and native content) 

also generate some of the highest view counts in the sample, traditional media channels un-

ambiguously dominate the conversation and generate public attention around the IDW. 

 

13.1.2 Media hierarchies persist 
When focusing specifically on the ratio of views generated by the different types of YouTube 

channels represented in the data, several significant patterns appear. On average, “Traditional 

media” represents nearly two thirds (65%) of the total view count across channel types, ex-

cluding the videos uploaded by the case-related channels. With an average view count per 

video of 4.9 million, traditional media channels exceed the general average of 832,128 by a 

striking margin. The high view counts of the “Traditional media” category can be attributed 

to the fact that the top five most watched single videos of the complete sample belong in 

this category. Although “Traditional media” contains only 12 individual channels and 17 

videos, it is by far the most watched category. 

By contrast, “Users”, which contains 60 different channels and 87 videos, resides below 

the general average with an internal average view count of 486,016. Similarly, the 37 videos 

spread across 19 channels (excluding The Femsplainers) in the “YouTube shows/podcasts” 

category have generated an average view count of 332,989. 

Thus, despite accounts of YouTube favoring native content in their ranking systems 

(Rieder et al., 2018), this type of content has not succeeded in generating as much attention 

as the videos uploaded by traditional media outlets. In this sense, traditional media and news 

outlets which are not natively digital “beats native content at its own game”, at least in the 

case of IDW-related content. This indicates that the IDW individuals are more likely to suc-

ceed as public intellectuals, in terms of attention, if they participate in the established media 

formats, such as mainstream talk shows. 

In my interpretation, this might be explained by the fact that TV producers cast IDW 

members by virtue of their reputation, opinions, and perhaps their status as public intellec-

tuals. The public intervention is staged by TV producers in the sense that IDW members fill 

out the somewhat pre-defined spot of the intellectual. By playing their part, the traditional 

authority dimension of public intellectual authority is activated. Traditional media “use” the 
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position of public intellectual, either implicitly or explicitly, as part of their content produc-

tion. In doing so, they reproduce the position, which indicates a strand of continuity, which 

I have previously addressed. This further links to the point mentioned in Chapters 4 and 5 

about the stamp of approval effect of well-known media brands. 

In other words, even though the IDW may be positioned as an alternative to the main-

stream, it is still the mainstream media that elevates them into a public space where audience 

outreach can be maximized further. Established media outlets like Channel 4 News or Real 

Time with Bill Maher act according to the same mechanisms of public intellectualism that ex-

isted before the digital media landscape. Such outlets still “cast” a public intellectual to appear 

in exclusive interviews or in panel debates. In short, this indicates that YouTube-native for-

mats have by no means replaced the established public intellectual media formats. 

 This claim is further supported when comparing the average view count of the traditional 

media and the channel category labelled “IDW individual”, which includes both tracks of 

data collection. IDW individuals (the individual cases excluding Sommers but including Ben 

Shapiro and Eric Weinstein) generate an average view count of 286,157. As mentioned 

above, traditional media generate 4.9 million. It should be noted that these figures do not 

completely correspond due to the different tracks of data collection: the former is based on 

666 videos, while the latter is based on 17. Thus, comparing only the top 17 most watched 

videos uploaded by IDW individuals (all 17 were uploaded by Jordan Peterson) with the 

traditional media average, the picture is different. On his top 17 most watched videos, Pe-

terson has generated an average view count of 3.4 million. This is somewhat remarkable, 

and, ultimately, testimony to Petersons’ status as an extreme case, since the numbers for the 

remaining IDW-channels are significantly lower. 

Accordingly, this finding highlights the hybrid nature of the public intellectual arena: 

YouTube is home to both native and migrated formats and genres. At the same time, a strong 

hierarchy between traditional media (well-known brands) and YouTube-native content is 

clearly indicated. In essence, this finding challenges the narratives that interpret the IDW (or 

even YouTube more broadly) as an alternative media circuit off the mainstream. Based on 

the metrics described here, it is clear that the public impact of the IDW is driven by tradi-

tional mainstream outlets. The fact that the most popular videos are all uploaded by estab-

lished media brands emphasizes or reproduces the hierarchical structure of the media circuit 

(van Es, 2020, p. 235). In this sense, the public intellectual arena on YouTube is in fact highly 

mainstream and commercial in nature. Additionally, this point supports the claim that 
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YouTube has undergone a process of institutionalization: from the vernacular creativity of 

the early years (Burgess & Green, 2018, p. 21) to the professionalized and commercial nature 

of the contemporary context  (Kim, 2012). 

It is important to note that in the chart below, I have not included the main channels and 

playlists of the four cases because the sample sizes are not comparable, which would ulti-

mately distort the data
27

. Thus, it is only the second track of data collection, the keyword-

based query, that form the basis of the chart below. 

 

Figure 11: Average share of views per channel type. 

 

 

Nonetheless, it is interesting to compare the view counts of the channel categories with the 

specific case-related channels. For instance, the average view count of Jordan Peterson’s vid-

eos is 466,800, which is close to matching the “Users” category. The average number of 

views on the channels of Sam Harris, Christina Hoff Sommers, and Coleman Hughes ranges 

 
27 Following channels are not included in the chart: Jordan B Peterson, Sam Harris, Coleman Hughes, The 
Femsplainers, and The Factual Feminist playlists uploaded by the American Enterprise Institute. 
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from approximately 26,000 to 53,000. Thus, Peterson is by far the most visible of the cases. 

This is further reflected by the fact that four out of the five most watched videos in the 

complete dataset feature Jordan Peterson, even though they were not uploaded on his own 

channel. In fact, 23 out of the top 25 most watched videos features Jordan Peterson, while 

the remaining two feature Sam Harris. To give an indication of the extent to which Peterson 

dominates the data, the first video featuring Christina Hoff Sommers enters at 114 on the 

most watched list, while the first Coleman Hughes-related video is number 197 on the list. 

 

13.1.3 Hour-long videos: Ideal for intellectual argumentation? 
Focusing on the metadata category “duration” in relation to the top 15 most watched chan-

nels, it is clear that the videos circulating in the IDW circuit are relatively long. The average 

duration of videos uploaded by the most watched channels is 54,42 minutes. In fact, many 

videos in the metadata sample exceed the general average length of YouTube videos, which, 

as of 2018, is 11,7 minutes
28

: On average, IDW-related videos are significantly longer than 

the usual YouTube video. 

However, while still above the general average, some of the most watched channels, in-

cluding Channel 4 News, Real Time with Bill Maher, and several other traditional media, 

predominantly, have average durations below the sample average. In general, the relationship 

between views and duration seems to indicate that short videos are not necessarily the main 

vehicle for the public intellectual conversations studied here. To the extent that public intel-

lectual interventions in YouTube videos can be categorized as a type of micro-intervention, 

compared to the larger scope of publishing a book, the interventions sampled here are not 

as “micro” as could be expected. In this sense, it might be argued that the approximate av-

erage hour is even sufficient to convey nuanced argumentation and debate, as might be ex-

pected of intellectual discourse. The point is that the nature of YouTube does not necessarily 

limit intellectual discourse or force intellectuals to express themselves in 280 characters. 

 

 
28 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1026923/youtube-video-category-average-length/  
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Figure 12: Average duration per video per channel (top 15 most watched). 

 

 

 

Bearing in mind the fact that views are counted after thirty seconds of watch time, there is 

no way to ensure that audiences in fact watch the full two (or more) hours (van Es, 2020, 

pp. 231–232). However, the relatively long duration of the videos in the present sample, 

including the most popular ones, significantly challenges the notion that internet users’ at-

tention spans are continuously shrinking on a general basis (see Greenfield, 2013): The above 

chart appears to support the claim that IDW audiences are receptive to, or even “craving” 

longer formats (Kelsey, 2020, p. 193). The length of the videos and the fact that they are 

presumably consumed on a considerable scale may indicate that audiences are in fact capable 

of concentrating for long enough to be exposed to the ideas, arguments, and opinions that 

make up public intellectual content. 

It should be noted that because the analysis of the metadata sample is quantitative in 

nature, I have not yet specified qualitatively what kind of content is covered by the label 

“public intellectual content”. In the following chapters, I move beyond the level of metadata 

analysis to concentrate on the content of the videos related to each of the four individual 
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case studies. However, before I present the results of the qualitative analysis, a quantitative 

overview of topics addressed in the video sample is relevant to characterize the contempo-

rary nature of public intellectual content. 

 

13.2 The culture war dominates 

In Chapter 3, I discussed the notion of the generalist public intellectual and the universalist 

perspective. As part of this discussion, I addressed the tension between generalist and spe-

cialist approaches to public discourse. In the public intellectual arena, certain positions and 

issues of debate are characterized by historical contingency. Therefore, as previously argued, 

the subjects that seem to resonate with public audiences in the present context of study must 

be mapped empirically. Part of this mapping has already been covered in Chapter 12 where 

I identified dominant public narratives around the IDW, including its engagement in the 

ongoing culture war. The focus of this section, however, is to provide an overview of the 

topics specifically addressed in metadata sample and thus to map the thematic landscape of 

the content studied. 

It should be noted that the chart below does not provide an exhaustive evaluation of 

topics addressed by and about the IDW: it merely constitutes an overview of topics ad-

dressed in 50 of the most popular videos
29

. Put differently, other topics are also addressed in 

the video sample, including issues relating to philosophical questions of free will, knowledge 

acquisition, ethics, existence, and morality but also issues related to everyday life as well as 

shifting topics from the news flow. While most of the topics mapped below mirrors the 

complete sample, many of the “purely” philosophy-themed videos are not represented be-

cause they do not appear among the most viewed. As I mentioned in the methods chapters, 

one of the reasons for this might be that topical and “newsy” issues tend to rank higher in 

the YouTube search results, ultimately leading users to click more on recent videos than on 

theme-specific videos unless they specifically search for them (Rieder et al., 2018, p. 56). 

Nevertheless, for the 10 most watched videos uploaded by each channel connected to the 

four individual cases and the 10 most watched videos uploaded by other channels, the topics 

and themes are distributed as follows: 

 
29 To make sure all cases were represented, the Top 50 is a compilation of the 10 most popular videos per 
case and the 10 most watched videos in the metadata sample. In the case of Christina Hoff Sommers, the top 
10 videos were selected from The Factual Feminist (AEI) and not The Femsplainers because all videos on the lat-
ter channel had been uploaded within a short period (spring 2020), skewing the view count. In addition, the 
video titles on The Femsplainers are less indicative of topics compared to the other channels. 
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Figure 13: Topics and themes of the 50 most popular videos. 

 

 

I coded the topics based on the metadata category “video titles”. For example, the video 

“Biblical Series I: Introduction to the Idea of God” uploaded by Jordan Peterson was coded 

under “Religion”. In cases where information provided by the video title was insufficient or 

ambiguous, such as Christina Hoff Sommer’s “John McEnroe on Serena Williams: A media 

meltdown”, I double-checked the video on YouTube to determine what was the most ap-

propriate coding. In the Peterson example, it might be objected that the actual theme of the 

video is psychology because he discusses religion and belief in psychological terms. Although 

there is some truth to this, as will become clear in the qualitative analysis, videos like these 

were coded as “Religion” because I perceive religion as the topic of discussion, while psychol-

ogy is an underlying frame. 

As is evident in the chart, topics related to the wider culture war described in Chapter 12 

are dominant. Compiling the topics “Gender”, “Identity Politics”, and “Race” into one cat-

egory by the overarching label “Culture war” will show that these issues constitute 50 % of 
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topics in the most popular videos. In fact, the number is likely higher because the categories 

of “Meta-text”, “Multiple issues”, and “Debate” may also include perspectives relating to the 

culture war positions, although they may not dominate neither in the video title or in the 

actual content. Issues related to race and racism is primarily covered by Coleman Hughes 

and, to a lesser extent, Sam Harris. Issues related to gender is primarily covered by Christina 

Hoff Sommers and, to a lesser extent, Jordan Peterson. 

The “topic” meta-text refers to video titles that focus on, for instance, the IDW as a 

phenomenon; personal issues relating to the cases; or podcast trailers. As indicated above, 

these videos might also touch upon other issues, only by a meta-perspective. Similarly, “De-

bate” is not to be considered a topic in line with, for instance, “identity politics”. Instead, 

debate refers to videos with titles such as “Sam Harris & Jordan Peterson - Vancouver - 1 

(CC: Arabic & Spanish)”. The lacking consistency of alignment between the topic categories 

is an inherent drawback of using the method of following the medium, as previously de-

scribed, in this case, the manifest video titles featured in the metadata. 

Moreover, the prevalence of self-improvement videos is remarkable because they circu-

late in a space hitherto treated as a domain of intellectual discourse. Videos coded under the 

topic of “self-improvement” constitutes 8 % of the 50 videos mapped above. These are 

videos about spirituality, mindfulness, meditation, personality psychology, and personal mo-

tivation: the former three themes represented by Sam Harris, the latter two by Jordan Peter-

son. This is particularly noteworthy because it locates the IDW partially in a type of crossover 

domain between self-help and lifestyle on one side and more traditional intellectual and opin-

ion-driven discourse on the other. This echoes previous analyses of, especially Peterson’s 

“guru effect” (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020) but also the guru as a rhetorical style or figure, 

which has also been used to characterize public intellectuals (Young, 2014). 

Examining the metadata sample beyond the 50 videos mapped above, further shows that 

self-improvement videos such as motivational speeches and meditation guides constitute a 

notable topic category. At least 24 videos of the total sample are explicitly dedicated to this 

topic in one way or another, using terms such as “motivation”, “meditation”, “mindfulness”, 

or phrases indicating self-help-oriented themes in the title, such as Jordan Peterson’s lecture 

video on “Becoming a self”. Some of these self-improvement videos are uploaded by Peter-

son’s and Harris’ own channels, while multiple other channels with names such as Motivation 

Madness, Law of Attraction Coaching, and SUCCESS CHASERS also upload self-improve-

ment-themed videos featuring the two cases. In addition to these explicit references to self-
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improvement, much of the content revolves around self-improvement in more implicit ways, 

which are not quantifiable using the present approach. For instance, the fact that the publi-

cation of his book 12 Rules for Life is the reason for many of Peterson’s appearances on 

various TV shows and podcasts is arguably also an expression of a clear self-help focus in 

his general public intellectual performance. I return to this point in the upcoming close read-

ings. 

The topic labelled “Politics” refers to elections, voting, government, and other themes 

linked to institutional politics. Only one video is coded under this topic among the 50 videos 

mapped here, which widely reflects the complete metadata sample: Political commentary, in 

a traditional sense, is not the most prevalent genre used by the cases. Nonetheless, American 

president in the period of study, Donald Trump, is explicitly mentioned 13 times in video 

titles, predominantly in videos featuring Harris or Hughes. Based on a quantitative analysis 

alone, which lacks qualitative close examination, it is impossible to know whether this should 

be viewed as examples of political commentary or merely “real-time commentary”, in Pos-

ner’s terms (2001, pp. 38–39), on shifting news stories. In other words, this analysis cannot 

show whether the IDW members discuss Trump as president or as news story. Similarly, the 

topic “Covid-19” might represent a news issue, although the perspectives applied to the issue 

are likely more general, philosophical, or “intellectual”. 

However, the point that institutional politics is less prevalent than, for instance, identity 

politics, gender, race, and religion indicate that the cases tend to address more abstract, gen-

eral issues pertaining to social values and culture rather than realpolitik. As previously dis-

cussed, there is no way of determining whether issues of identity, gender, and race are ulti-

mately more general than other issues. For instance, it might be objected that the ongoing 

culture war, like all culture wars, is passing, shifting focus, or fading from attention. Thus, in 

retrospect, discussions of identity might appear just as particular as any news story. In this 

sense, there is no certain way of knowing what will continue to be of general or common 

concern. What is knowable, however, is that an accumulated 62 % of 50 of the most popular 

IDW-related videos have titles associated with the related issues of identity politics, gender, 

race, and religion. I the following chapters, I analyze qualitatively how these issues are ap-

proached in the intellectual performance of the four cases. 
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13.3 Summary: Quantitative findings 

To briefly sum up the main findings of the metadata analysis, the following five analytical 

points may be highlighted: First, despite the great diversity of channels uploading IDW-re-

lated videos to YouTube, a few channels and videos draw most of the attention of audiences. 

The views are concentrated in the top, especially in the top five. This indicates the penetra-

tion of the public intellectual arena by the viral logic of YouTube circulation where single 

videos are diffused extensively and become sites of big public intellectual moments. In addi-

tion, Jordan Peterson by far generates the most attention, although Sam Harris is also repre-

sented in the top 25 videos. 

Second, the public intellectual arena on YouTube is characterized by persisting media 

hierarchies. Of all the different channel types, traditional media dominates, accounting for 

nearly two thirds of the average view share across the sample. The public intellectual arena 

on YouTube may not be characterized as an exclusive media space off the mainstream, nor 

can the IDW be defined as a strict niche phenomenon. On the contrary, IDW members 

appear to be elevated into the status of public intellectuals only after appearing on established 

shows associated with well-known brands. 

Third, videos circulating the IDW circuit are longer than average YouTube videos. In 

fact, these long videos also generate high view counts. This raises the question of whether 

the YouTube video – here encompassing both migrated TV clips and native shows – may 

afford sufficient levels of reflection, nuance, and debate to challenge the status of the book 

as the quintessential vehicle of public intellectual interventions. In turn, this raises new ques-

tions in relation to a key aspect, or “lingua franca”, of public intellectual communication: sim-

plification (Heynders, 2016, p. 70). As claimed by Misztal  (2012, p. 132), the TV age de-

manded simplification and abbreviation, while the Internet age accelerated those require-

ments. Whether the lengthy IDW content represents an actual de-escalation of the simplifi-

cation demand of the internet may constitute a relevant topic for further investigation and 

debate. I return this discussion in the close readings. 

Fourth, the metadata analysis shows that culture war-themed videos dominate the IDW 

conversation on YouTube. This point is supplementary to the qualitative mapping presented 

in Chapter 12, which also identified the ongoing culture war as the main discursive arena of 

IDW-related interventions. In addition, these quantitative findings set the direction for the 

upcoming qualitative close readings, which aim to elucidate what the IDW individuals in fact 

talk about when they talk about identity politics, gender, religion, and race. Finally, self-
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improvement videos constitute a minor parallel theme in the metadata sample as represented 

by Jordan Peterson and Sam Harris. This points to the existence of another dimension of 

the public intellectual arena on YouTube, which may intuitively be less explicitly political and 

more intimate and personal. In the case of Peterson, the following close readings will illus-

trate how this dimension materializes and to what positional effect.  
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14 Case #1: Jordan Peterson 
 
 

14.1 Professor against universities 

The first video featuring Jordan Peterson is an episode of HBO’s Real Time with Bill Maher 

on 20 April 2018 (Real Time with Bill Maher, 2018). The 10-minute clip, which was uploaded 

by the official Real Time channel provides important insights into his overall diagnosis of the 

times. Indicative of the heterodox narrative, universities are positioned as the main adversary 

to Peterson’s position. In the staging of Peterson’s appearance, the video also illustrates my 

point that public intellectual authority constructions are based on an interplay between in-

terventions in different media, both in terms of visibility, qualification, and ongoing legiti-

mation of the positions involved. 

In a recurring segment of the show, the round-table panel discussion, Peterson partici-

pated alongside The New York Times columnist, Frank Bruni; journalist Alex Wagner of CBS 

News; and Democratic governor of Washington, Jay Inslee. The clip features an introductory 

conversation between host Bill Maher and Peterson. Despite being part of a roundtable dis-

cussion, the clip may be categorized as an interview because it focuses explicitly on Peterson 

and is edited to end before the other guests begin to engage with Peterson beyond the few 

comments made by Wagner towards the end (09:13). In the typical style of the show, the 

interview is informal and conversational rather than critical. This interview style is character-

istic of Maher, especially when he tends to agree with the guests. Maher previously hosted 

the show Politically Incorrect (1993–2002, Comedy Central/ABC) and has established a media 

persona around a brand of liberal criticism of political correctness (Zeitchik, 2016). Thus, 

the staging of Peterson echoes his initial breakthrough on YouTube as the “Professor against 

political correctness”. 

Maher introduces Peterson as the touring author of 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, 

indicating the book to be the qualifying achievement for Peterson to be invited onto Real 

Time (00:00). However, Maher also highlights an equally important qualifying intervention: 

Peterson’s viral interview with Cathy Newman on Channel 4 News. Maher shows a clip from 

the interview, which is often considered one of the main highlights: 
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Cathy Newman: “Why should your right to freedom of speech trump a trans person’s right not 

to be offended?” 

Jordan Peterson: “Because in order to be able to think you have to risk being offensive. I mean, 

look at the conversation we’re having right now. You know, like, you’re cer-

tainly willing to risk offending me in the pursuit of truth, why should you 

have the right to do that? It’s been rather uncomfortable”. (00:12) 

 

This exchange summarizes, in a way perceived to be in favor of Peterson’s position, one of 

the main tensions in the culture war: the tension between the recognition of group identities 

and freedom of speech on the individual level. The full Channel 4 interview captures this 

tension in a way that has made it meme-worthy (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 3). Both 

rhetorical aggressivity and efficiency and pathos-laden elements like polemics and conflict 

characterizes his performance in the Channel 4 clip and follows Peterson into the Real Time 

setting. The studio audience laughs at the clip, and when Peterson enters, Maher expresses 

his admiration for him stating that he is a “big fan” and that he “loves” his response to 

Newman’s question. Maher then encourages Peterson to reflect on why the Channel 4 inter-

view became so popular (00:42). In reply, Peterson claims that the risk of offending people 

is an inherent part of any argument and of the effort to solve problems. According to Peter-

son, attempts to avoid offense will essentially impede thinking: “And so, what are you, not 

going to think? That seems like a bad idea” (01:03). 

Despite Peterson’s characteristically serious and indignant demeanor, the comment is per-

ceived as a joke both by host, audiences, and panel participants, who all laughs. Based on 

Peterson’s following reaction, this was intended. Maher talks about the broader context of 

the discussion, the notion of political correctness, which he defines as “the elevation of sen-

sitivity over truth” (02:10). Peterson then adds: “It’s more like the elevation of moral postur-

ing about sensitivity over truth. It’s even worse” (02:31). Now, the tone is more distinctly 

joking, and the comment is once again received with laughter and applause from the audi-

ence. 

However, the statement is to be taken seriously. In Peterson’s diagnosis, political correct-

ness is de facto neither about truth nor sensitivity, but about moralization and shallowness. 

This definition exemplifies the anti-PC position of the Culture War Matrix to which political 

correctness is perceived to represent a sense of moral superiority. 

Maher continues by asking Peterson where this current strand of political correctness 

came from (02:40). Peterson expands his diagnosis: 
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Oh, I think that you can pretty much blame it on the universities. I think that they’ve pursued, 

especially in the humanities, and in the social sciences, as well, they’ve pursued a policy of – a 

radical leftist policy with an overlay of postmodernism with kind of a literary criticism approach 

– that’s produced all of this, as far as I can tell. I think you can lay a lot of it at the feet of 

faculties like the faculties of education. There was an article in The Chronicle of Higher Education 

this week that just devastated the faculties of education taking them to task for low academic 

standards and for possession by ideology and for… and for… and for… basically indoctrinat-

ing people in a cult-like manner and playing identity politics and group identity and… [Maher 

interrupts] (02:48) 

 

Peterson clearly locates universities at the center of the problem as he perceives it. He attributes 

an unspecified “radical leftist” and postmodern policy to universities and to the broader in-

stitution of higher education. These terms are thus positioned as adversarial concepts to 

Peterson’s position, and universities are essentially positioned as his enemies. In addition, the 

concepts of identity politics and group identity are also located in what appears to be Peterson’s 

rhetorical compilation of alarming and undermining ideas originating from universities. 

Moreover, using the idiom “possession by ideology” adds to this by framing ideology as a 

daemonic force which needs to be exorcized. This metaphor is emphasized by the following 

sentence, in which Peterson compares universities with cults that indoctrinate people. When 

comparing to the other videos analyzed in the upcoming sections, the choice of words is 

characteristic of Peterson’s rhetoric, regardless of whether he claims to refer to an article. 

Thus, the mentioning of The Chronicle of Higher Education works purely as a rhetorical device 

to establish authority, that is, an ethos appeal. 

Another example of the use of ethos includes Peterson mentioning his professional back-

ground as “a trained clinical psychologist” when discussing how to handle the potential of 

offending people (05:10). Here, Peterson rhetorically uses his expertise when claiming that 

most clinicians would not recommend people who are “easily offended” (05:10) to avoid the 

things that might offend them. Instead, Peterson claims, people should be voluntarily ex-

posed to potential offense to make them resilient. Peterson warns against “over-coddling” 

people, that is, unnecessarily shielding them from potential offense (05:49). This phrasing 

mirrors a similar criticism made by fellow IDW associate Jonathan Haidt, who in 2018 co-

wrote the book The Coddling of the American Mind, in which he directs similar criticisms at 

universities. 
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Peterson’s antipathy for universities enters his name into a tradition of public intellectu-

alism which traces back to William F. Buckley via Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American 

Mind (1987) (to which Haidt’s title pays tribute). This public intellectual tradition has typically 

been conservative and centered around the denouncement of “liberal arts as too liberal” 

(Heffernan, 2021). For Peterson, this line of criticism frequently takes shape as the attribu-

tion of various detrimental features to other intellectuals, for example, Lacan, Derrida, and 

Foucault, whom he has described on Twitter as “perfect prophets for weak academics” (see 

Appendix H). In Baert’s terms (2015, pp. 169–170), Peterson’s ethos-based positioning 

against universities exemplifies the fusion between intellectual positioning and politico-ethi-

cal positioning. 

During his argument against “over-coddling”, Peterson receives applause from the audi-

ence. However, Peterson’s serious demeanor and indignant – almost angry at times – tone 

does not clearly encourage applause or laughter. Peterson does not necessarily appear to aim 

for nor expect such reactions. In this way, there is a discrepancy between his seriousness and 

the informal and joking setting of Real Time, including the attitude of the comedian host. This 

reflects the intermixture of intellectual, political, and entertainment genres – and personalities 

– which characterizes the public intellectual arena. 

Adding to this is Peterson’s characteristic way of dressing in a traditional, formal manner. 

Peterson wears a dark-blue three-piece suit with matching tie, the effect of which is stressing 

his seriousness and calling attention to his self-positioning as an authoritative, traditional, 

even stereotypical intellectual (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 10) (see Appendix J 1). 

Further emphasizing the overlap of domains and genres, this kind of aesthetic has also qual-

ified him to feature in men’s magazines like GQ and Esquire (see H. Lewis, 2019; Stangel, 

2018). In the GQ piece, Peterson performs in stylized photos, one in black and white, one in 

color, adjusting his tie (see Appendix K). Thus, Peterson’s public intellectual performance is 

simultaneously a carefully staged and seemingly self-conscious aesthetic performance, which 

in turn works to enact his intellectual focus on order and the importance of “standing up 

straight with your shoulders back” (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 9). The Peterson 

aesthetic is part of his narrative, which Baert (2015, p. 171) defines as “relatively coherent 

stories that accompany and make possible effective positioning”. In Baert’s terms, narratives 

are typically established through verbal argumentation as opposed to visuals and unconscious 

association: “intellectual positioning stands and falls with explicit arguments” (Baert, 2015, 

p. 172). 
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However, in the digital sphere, narratives are not only supported by visual dimensions; they 

are equally constituted by them. This is what Habermas (2009, pp. 53–54) describes as “the 

iconic turn” of the public sphere. Narratives are equally textual and audiovisual parts of a 

performance. Book publications do not establish public intellectual narratives alone, espe-

cially not when platforms like YouTube take up a significant part of the public intellectual 

arena. For the public intellectual narrative to resonate with a public, it likely integrates the 

arguments with the show, that is, the ethics with the aesthetics, as is the case with Peterson. In 

fact, Baert’s claim (2015, p. 171) that “[p]ositioning depends not just on what the narrative 

explicitly states, but also what it implies and, crucially, what it leaves out” appears to empha-

size this point. Public intellectual narratives often leave out blanks, which may then be filled 

by imagery, demeanor, and associations that add to the full picture. The remixed and sporadic 

nature of YouTube circulation and consumption blurs the boundaries between “intellectual 

substance” and more stylistic positioning strategies. 

On the one hand, Peterson’s self-positioning as an authoritative intellectual indicates a 

rhetorical strategy, which is both verbal (his use of ethos) and non-verbal (his serious and 

indignant demeanor and appearance). On the other hand, it is also the result of an aesthetic 

strategy. His focus on authority is further emphasized in his last remark. Discussing the topic 

of parenting, Maher claims that parents have become increasingly subordinated by their chil-

dren. In response, Peterson explains: “Well, I think parents are afraid to exercise authority 

because they tend to think that authority will crush the creative spirit of their child” (08:39). 

This emphasis on authority summarizes Peterson’s argument, while simultaneously launch-

ing another implicit attack on his perceived politically correct adversaries. 

In sum, Peterson positions as adversaries the universities to which he attributes various 

corrupting features, including ideological possession, cult-like indoctrination, identity poli-

tics, group identity, and political correctness. As part of this positioning, Peterson also locates 

as opposition the proponents and subjects of these corrupting forces, which he appears to 

associate with over-coddling, weakness, and ultimately, the lack of authority. 

 

14.2 The contemptuous prophet 

Peterson’s diagnostic style is best characterized, in Posner’s terms (2001, p. 281), as part of 

The Jeremiah School of public intellectual modes of intervention. This is exemplified in his 

appearance in an 8-minute clip of The Joe Rogan Experience, uploaded to YouTube on 1 De-

cember 2016 by the official channel of the show (PowerfulJRE, 2016). The jeremiad centers 
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around “the doomsday trope” and is characterized as the prophetic commentary of cultural 

pessimists (Posner, 2001, p. 39). Interventions in the genre tell a story of decline. The biblical 

nature of Posner’s Jeremiah analogy appears particularly fitting in the case of Peterson be-

cause of his continuous focus on the Bible in his public intellectual practice. 

What characterizes Jeremiah, the Hebrew prophet, as an analogous figure of contempo-

rary public intellectuals is that he “looks backward to a golden age and sometimes forward 

to the possibility of redemption, but the present is for him, at best, a trough” (Posner, 2001, 

p. 319). In Peterson’s diagnosis, the present time is characterized by increasing political cor-

rectness. The reason this type of diagnosis cannot simply be described as “general social 

criticism”, another of Posner’s genres (2001, p. 39), is that Peterson clearly believes the pre-

sent situation to be dangerous. He states this multiple times in his interview with Joe Rogan 

(00:39). 

Like his appearance on Real Time, Peterson locates the origin of this perceived pathology 

at the universities. In the Joe Rogan clip, he even claims that “the universities do more harm 

than good now” (07:33). Peterson supports this central claim by making a positioning move 

against the historical intellectual and activist movement of 1960s, the “student radicalism 

[…], especially the far-left radicalism” (00:09). He goes on to trace contemporary political 

correctness back to the 1960s movement via a brief resurgence in the early 1990s. In the last 

five years, Peterson claims, political correctness has “come back with a vengeance” (00:09). 

He explains: 

 

And I think it’s partly because we have all these radical left political activist departments at the 

universities; women’s studies being at the top of the list… that have done nothing for the last 

thirty years […] but produce a never-ending stream of ideologically minded, counter civiliza-

tion, political activists, and that’s all subsidized by tuition and by the public purse. And that’s 

another thing we really got to ask ourselves: Why the hell are we subsidizing revolution? Why 

are we doing that? It’s crazy. And it’s dangerous. It’s dangerous. (00:39) 

  

When making this claim, Peterson is working himself up from a relatively calm state to visibly 

indignant, aggressive, and angry expression, which is typical of his rhetorical dynamic (van 

de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 9). He delivers his words in a stern and characteristically 

high-pitched voice, in a scolding manner, devoid of irony, and with piercing eyes looking at 

Rogan off screen. His choice of words, especially the coarse phrase “why the hell” empha-

sizes the telling-off style of rhetoric. In fact, Peterson uses a similar strategy several times in 
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the interview, for instance using the adjective “bloody” multiple times (02:26; 03:43; 07:00). 

Additionally, repetitive sentences towards the end of the above quote indicates an almost 

desperate rhetorical demand for answers. By the end of the comment, he dramatically shakes 

his head in despair as in need to calm himself down. Thus, a pattern is forming in Peterson’s 

rhetoric: He is not only politically engaged as prescribed by the Dreyfusard ideal of the intellec-

tual, but also clearly emotionally engaged in the public discourse. This is further emphasized by 

the numerous videos circulating on YouTube in which Peterson cries. In this way, Peterson 

differs from the way in which the remaining three cases position themselves. I return to this 

point in the following chapters. 

Peterson uses polemical rhetoric to locate women’s studies, also referred to as gender 

studies or feminist studies (Brown & Moorer, 2015), as a breeding ground of political activ-

ists aiming to destroy “the patriarchy”, which in his interpretation is synonymous with West-

ern society as a whole (03:10). Peterson claims that this perceived goal of destruction is in-

formed by “postmodernism” and “a nice stash of Marxism”, which in combination consti-

tutes “the ideological and motivated grounds for social revolution” (02:26). This doomsday 

claim is followed by a theatrical sigh, which further emphasizes his emotional investment. In 

Peterson’s hyperbolic rhetoric, he once again uses the tool of constructing a melting-pot of 

different concepts which, in compilation, constitutes “the problem”. His combination of 

postmodernism and Marxism is not self-explanatory (Kelsey, 2020, p. 188). Both concepts 

are vast and complex. This line of Peterson’s criticism has been labelled “PoMo-bashing” 

because of its one-sidedness, and critics have pointed out the fallacy of lumping it together 

with leftism, let alone Marxism (D. B. Klein, 2018, p. 478). As also pointed out in the same 

criticism, there is a “necessary simplification” involved when public intellectuals express their 

views (D. B. Klein, 2018, p. 478). This is accelerated by the decontextualized nature of the 

YouTube clip. Nevertheless, it appears to be a recurring strategy of Peterson’s to compile a 

wide range of concepts and phenomena when sketching out his opposition. This strategy has 

been criticized as the practice of “fighting straw men” (H. Lewis, 2021). 

In Posner’s criticism of the jeremiad, he identifies a “major shortcoming” in “its uncritical 

conflation of social phenomena that have different causes, are differently amenable to cor-

rection, and differ in gravity […] They are thrown together and the resulting stew is labeled 

a morally sick society” (Posner, 2001, p. 299). This criticism appears relevant when studying 

Peterson’s subsequent argumentation, including his addition of concepts and comparisons 

to his compilation of perceived dangers. Peterson constructs a slippery slope argument in 
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which he identifies a connection between political correctness as represented by women’s 

studies departments over totalitarian Marxist regimes to contemporary mass shooters. This 

ranting and associative style is typical of Peterson’s rhetoric. His utterings do not necessarily 

fit, for instance, the Toulmin model of argumentation (Toulmin, 2003). Instead, Peterson 

stacks multiple claims based on his own underlying interpretation and definition of his op-

position without explicit connection between claims, grounds, warrants, and evidence. A 

condensed version of his argument may be summarized in following paraphrase: 

 

Claim 1: “Radical women’s studies types” aim to destroy Western civilization and replace it with 

a Marxist utopia. (03:10) 

Grounds: It is stated on the departments of Women’s Studies websites. (03:10) 

Warrant(s): Students and staff on women’s studies departments subscribe to Marxist 

ideology; Marxism is morally bankrupt; and Marxist utopias are ill-fated because his-

torical examples of Marxist regimes have resulted in the deaths of millions of people. 

(03:42) 

Claim 2: The “radical women’s studies types” are motivated by an existential resentment – “re-

sentment of the burden of being”. (04:37) 

Grounds: Human existence is characterized by suffering. (05:05) 

Claim 3/Comparison: Mass shooters, including school shooters, are also motivated by the same 

existential resentment. (05:29) 

Inference: Students and staff of women’s studies departments share an existential resentment 

with mass shooters, which, in the case of women’s studies students is cultivated by and thrives 

through ideological possession. (05:56) 

 

The rhetorical moves from claims via grounds and warrants do not make up a clear and 

coherent argumentative structure for several reasons. First, in the characteristic style of 

the prophecy, Peterson presents no evidence to support his claims, although he does refer 

to “a dozen women’s studies websites” (03:10). This rhetorical construction of evidence 

is vague, especially considering Peterson’s polemical choice of words, including the invo-

cation of destruction which is attributed to women’s studies departments. Second, Peter-

son’s attribution of motives to his adversaries remains speculative. At no point does Pe-

terson consider other motives than resentment on behalf of the university students and 

staff whom he positions himself against. For instance, without directly challenging Peter-

son, Rogan rhetorically mentions “social change” and “social justice” as the motives 
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claimed by Peterson’s adversaries (06:15). In response, Peterson dismisses these motives, 

stating that his adversaries’ notions of social justice will only “make things worse” (06:46). 

Although the connection between women’s studies and mass shooters may in fact be a 

mere association or impulse on Peterson’s behalf, it effectively works as a comparison 

aiming to support his argument. This extreme and abrupt comparison adds another layer 

to Peterson’s diagnoses of contemporary social pathologies. In his view, universities rep-

resent the surface level of the problem, while existential resentment represents a “deeper” 

level, a psychological explanation (05:05).  

Furthermore, the extremity of the comparison between politically correct university 

students and mass shooters works as a polemical device. Put differently, the comparison 

is obviously absurd if taken at face value: One side of the comparison is constituted by a 

position in the ongoing culture war with which Peterson disagrees on how to define con-

cepts like social justice. By contrast, the other side of the comparison consists of actual 

misanthropic and maladjusted perpetrators of violence, that is, murderers who kill inno-

cent victims. To suggest that both sides of the comparison are essentially manifestations 

of the same problem is an act of extreme rhetorical hyperbole. In this sense, the argument 

exemplifies Peterson’s use of pathos by juxtaposition (Baert, 2018, p. 228). Nonetheless, 

nothing in Peterson’s demeanor suggests that his comments are pure rhetoric, that is, po-

lemics and provocation. Peterson is serious. In the characteristically solemn and angry 

manner, Peterson supports the “harsh judgment”, characteristic of the prophet (Young, 

2014, pp. 57–58), with yet another ethos appeal:  

 

And people don’t do the reading. I’ve done the reading, I’ve done the reading. I know how bad 

things can get. They can get so bad that no matter how bad you think they are, you’re not even 

in the bloody ballpark. (07:00) 

 

In the typical style of Peterson’s prophecies, this is clearly a warning of the implied dooms-

day that, in his perspective, will arrive as a consequence of his adversaries obtaining their 

alleged goal. Visibly upset, his delivery is firm, repetitive, and fierce. The prophet repre-

sents an extreme style of public intellectualism with high demands to “prove authenticity” 

(Young, 2014, p. 57). In Peterson’s rhetoric, authenticity is constructed by means of ethos 

appeals on the one hand and a performance of sincerity and seriousness on the other. 
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First, the repeated references to his own erudition may be interpreted as a compensa-

tion for the lack of evidence provided in his argument. By using the ethos appeal in this 

way, Peterson constructs a position of epistemic authority, indicating that he knows some-

thing his opposition does not. Bearing in mind the repeated use of the title “Professor” in 

his self-positioning, it becomes clear that ethos appeals is a key rhetorical device in Peter-

son’s public intellectual performance in general. Moreover, Peterson’s claims of being 

well-educated attributes to himself dedication and discipline, in turn indicating that his 

opposition is shallow, ignorant, and in lack of historical knowledge. This ultimately echoes 

his argument on Real Time. Adding to this, Peterson’s way of describing his adversaries by 

the label “radical women’s studies types” (03:10) implies a certain level of contempt for 

his opposition. The imprecise nature of the label is stressed by the word “types”, especially 

considering all the claims and concepts Peterson appears to associate with it. Ironically, 

this exposes an inconsistency in Peterson’s broader argumentation by directly contradict-

ing the tenth rule of his book, “Be precise in your speech” (J. B. Peterson, 2018, pp. 282–

283). In turn, this contradicts the image of Peterson as a guru because the guru is charac-

terized by showing “consistency between rhetoric and behavior” (Young, 2014, p. 76). I 

return to this in the following section. 

Second, Peterson performs his dedication by non-verbal communication, as well. The 

prophetic and warning nature of the comment is stressed by Peterson’s facial expression: 

Upper lip stiffens slightly, he squints, and makes a menacing look as if signaling just how 

serious both he and the problem is. 

In sum, Peterson constructs his prophetic style of argument around a declinist narrative 

and a pending doomsday. He uses extreme comparisons delivered in a ranting manner, in 

which interposing claims make up a picture of a raging culture war between contrasting 

positions of dangerous, resentful, ignorant, and destructive revolutionaries at the women’s 

studies departments on the one side, and a wise, serious, and angry prophet on the other. 

Furthermore, the fact that Peterson singles out women’s studies calls attention to the po-

sition to which he has often been linked: a guru of a particular form of traditional masculine 

authority (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020). This narrative is closely intertwined with 

Peterson’s own identity and private life: the story of the self-help prophet of masculinity 

who suffered a personal crisis and suddenly vanished from the public discourse. 
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14.3 The family man: Intimacy, strategy, and crisis 

The spiritual and religious symbolism attached both to the guru and the prophet types of 

public intellectual is underlined by Peterson’s personal trajectory during his time in the public 

spotlight. Over a period of four years, Peterson went from minor YouTube academic to 

world-famous public intellectual with immense media visibility. During this time, he also 

experienced a near-lethal health crisis which caused him to suddenly disappear from the pub-

lic eye. In the fall of 2020, he returned to the mainstream. Considering this course in combi-

nation with his positioning as Bible interpreter, the analogy of resurrection is obvious. 

On 19 October 2020, Peterson announced in a vlogpost on his YouTube channel that he 

had returned home after a year of hospital treatment in both the United States, Canada, 

Russia, and Serbia (00:00). The video, which is titled “Return Home”, is not an explicit in-

tervention in the culture wars (Jordan B Peterson, 2020). Instead, it is presented as a private 

insight into Peterson’s life. This offers direct insights into Peterson’s communicative strategy 

and overall style as public intellectual, including his style of cultivating an intimate relation-

ship with his fans. In turn, the video forefronts the parallelity between the self-help dimen-

sion of Peterson’s public intellectual performance and his personal crisis: The motivational 

speaker who guides his audiences through life crises, while, in fact, experiencing a crisis of 

his own. 

The reason for Peterson’s hospitalizations was “severely impaired health” caused by the 

withdrawal from benzodiazepine, which he had used to treat anxiety since 2016 (01:14). Ac-

cording to a 2021 article in The Atlantic titled “What Happened to Jordan Peterson?”, he was 

placed in a coma for nine days in a Russian clinic. In the same article, which also describes 

Peterson in religious terms as a would-be “martyr”, the resurrection metaphor is used in a 

tone of biblical dimensions: “One day in early 2020, Jordan B. Peterson rose from the dead” 

(H. Lewis, 2021). 

In the video, Peterson explains, in a less dramatic fashion, the details of his second com-

ing. He focuses both on showing gratitude to the people who have helped him and on shar-

ing his plans for upcoming activities on YouTube, which include additional video interpre-

tations of the Bible (03:39). Peterson speaks directly to his audience, which functions as a 

“performance of connection” to his fans (Marshall, 2010, p. 40). This type of message locates 

the target audience as fans, rather than people searching for discourse. 

Peterson describes “the worst period of [his] life” and expresses gratitude, while showing 

slide show photos of himself alongside family and friends with the effect of creating a sense 
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of familiarity by mentioning them by name as their pictures appear (01:14; 02:08). This func-

tions as a positioning move to attribute to himself the features of a family man. In effect, 

Peterson creates an intimacy with the viewer by providing access to what might be consid-

ered a private domain of his otherwise authoritative public image. This is essentially what 

Marshall (2010, pp. 44–45) describes as the performative construction of “the public private 

self”, which is a key characteristic of celebrity culture in the age of social media. In this sense, 

the performative provision of public access to a perceived private level is more indicative of 

the media mechanisms related of contemporary celebrity culture than of his status as public 

intellectual. At the same time, it also illustrates how celebrity is an inherent potential of being 

public: If public intellectuals lack even the slightest touch of fame, they are not public intel-

lectuals. The significance lies in the way Peterson cultivates this by clearly integrating his 

private sensibilities into his public intellectual performance with an assumed effect of im-

proving public identification (Heynders, 2016, p. 23; Saïd, 1996, p. 12). 

Peterson describes his experiences in Russia and Serbia as “grueling” before stating, “[…] 

but I’m alive and I have plans for the future”, while his voice slightly breaks (02:08). 

Throughout the video, Peterson’s demeanor is characteristically serious, although this time 

not angry but calm and vaguely melancholic. Thus, his emotional engagement is emphasized 

again, although this time in a more private setting. In fact, Peterson does not mention any of 

the phenomena and concepts related to the culture war positions, which he addressed in the 

two previous videos. In this sense, the video is part of a parallel narrative of Peterson, which 

is somewhat detached from his interventionist practice. This is what Lewis describes, in the 

previously mentioned The Atlantic article, as the split-screen reality of “the two Petersons” 

(H. Lewis, 2021). This Peterson, the Bible-interpreting family man is different from the other 

Peterson, the contemptuous prophet against political correctness. However, the two posi-

tions inform one another. For instance, certain aspects of his rhetorical profile recur. This is 

particularly the case with his ethos-based rhetoric, which is also exemplified in the video, 

albeit in a less direct way. 

For instance, when Peterson thanks his audience for supporting him, he lists his successes, 

including his large following across YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter. He also mentions the 

international success of 12 Rules for Life, including its translation into multiple languages and 

high sales records in countries like South Korea (300,000 copies, according to Peterson) 

(04:56; 06:49). Although his mentioning of these achievements does not come across as brag-

ging, it contributes to the construction of authority as a means of legitimizing it. By 



 204 

mentioning his own impact in this way, he implies that the function of his interventions is in 

fact to supply to the high demands of the public. The mentioning of his work as part of what 

“kept [him] going” (01:14) during the period of distress adds to the authority construction 

by attributing to himself dedication, once again. This is further highlighted by the statement 

that his goal for the future is to produce content of “equal or greater utility” compared to 

his aforementioned successes (04:56). The word utility, in this context, connotes a sense of 

applied public intellectualism, which corresponds with the notion of self-help, motivational 

speeches, and a supply-demand understanding of Peterson’s relationship with his audience 

and the notion of the public intellectual arena as a marketplace. According to Peterson, his 

goal is ambitious, ultimately adding ambition to the features attributed to himself in this self-

positioning move (04:56). 

He then goes on to present his strategy to expand his successful enterprise. With the help 

of his daughter, Peterson has organized the professional translation of his YouTube lectures, 

which will be dubbed in six languages in accordance with the preferences of the targeted 

geographical markets (05:53). The reason for this, Peterson states, is that their “analysis in-

dicated that, in most of these markets, dubbed videos are preferred to subtitled videos” 

(05:53). This apparent and explicitly strategic approach to the cultural diffusion of his ideas 

is notable because it emphasizes the commercial aspect of Peterson’s public intellectual per-

formance. Although he does not address the success and spreading of his content in financial 

terms, the business-like approach of conducting market analyses effectively frames Peter-

son’s public intellectualism as an enterprise, or as Finlayson (2021) describes it: “ideological 

entrepreneurship”. 

Peterson ends the video – the manifestation and proclamation of his resurrection – by 

stating: “I wanted to […] let you know that with God’s grace and mercy, I’ll be able to start 

generating original material once again and pick up where I left off” (07:19). When mention-

ing “God’s grace and mercy”, Peterson looks up, humbly, devout, as if signaling his belief in 

a metaphysical interference in his recovery. This further illustrates that the religious element 

of the prophet analogy is in fact literal in the case of Peterson. As previously mentioned, an 

invocation of metaphysics such as this one is a key indicator of charismatic authority in op-

eration (Weber, 1979, p. 241). 

In sum, the Peterson case exemplifies some of the key tensions of public intellectualism. 

On the one hand, Peterson is positioned as a public intellectual businessman who conducts 

market analyses and has a clear strategy of expanding his enterprise. On the other hand, 
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Peterson positions himself as a humble family man and a devout believer in God. In his 

positioning as Bible interpreter, Peterson appears to believe in his own teachings, which in 

turn implies another tension: the balance between the analytical distance of the professor and 

the full immersion of the believer. This two-sidedness is further mirrored by the parallel yet 

intertwined positioning practices of “the two Petersons”. Peterson carefully constructs an 

ambiguous public private self: One side appears private and apolitical; the other is an engaged 

warrior of public discourse. At the same time, a similar two-sidedness in fact coalesces when 

Peterson, the self-helper, is privately in need of help. This further consolidates Peterson’s 

categorization as guru because it shows consistency between his preaching (rhetoric) and his 

practice (behavior), even regarding unforeseen and negative experiences (Young, 2014, p. 

76). Furthermore, Peterson’s mixture of different images and positioning efforts also reflects 

the remixed and hybrid nature of the public intellectual arena as a mediated space. Peterson’s 

performative integration of his private experiences into his public positioning calls attention 

to several tensions and blurred boundaries of public intellectualism: between the private and 

the public; fame and public resonance; the commercial and the noncommercial; and, ulti-

mately, between public and intellectual.  
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15  Case #2: Sam Harris 
 
 

15.1 The rational man in a remixed culture 

Whereas Peterson takes on the role as personally and emotionally engaged prophet-guru in 

his navigation of the public intellectual space, Sam Harris represents the first of the three 

remaining cases to adopt a detached, unemotional, and rationalist approach to his perfor-

mance.  

His appearance on Real Time with Bill Maher (2014) is an apt example of the multifaceted 

and blurry environment in which contemporary public intellectuals operate. On the show, 

Harris is engaged in a heated roundtable debate with actor Ben Affleck, journalist and author 

Nicholas Kristof, and Republican politician Michael Steele alongside participating host Bill 

Maher. Based on this combination of individuals, the mix of roles and reasons for appearing 

in the public discourse is stressed. Harris is presented by the text on screen as author of then-

topical debate book Waking Up, subtitled A Guide to Spirituality without Religion. Thus, the 

overall topic of the segment is set around critical perspectives on religion, which is at the 

core of Harris’ public intellectual image. The discussion about religion is framed by host 

Maher within a freedom narrative as indicated by his claim that “liberals need to stand up 

for liberal principles” (00:00). The underlying and shared assumption of Maher and Harris is 

that liberal principles of freedom are usually applauded in a Western context by typical lib-

erals but abandoned when addressed in the context of the Muslim world. Harris diagnosti-

cates:  

 

[L]iberals have really failed on the topic of theocracy. They’ll criticize white theocracy, they’ll 

criticize Christians, they’ll still get agitated over the abortion clinic bombing that happened in 

1984, but when you want to talk about the treatment of women, and homosexuals, and free 

thinkers, and public intellectuals in the Muslim world, I would argue that liberals have failed 

us. (00:40) 

 

In this diagnosis, Harris’ position crystallizes on an axis alongside other IDW associates who 

are critical of liberalism. He takes on the public intellectual role as “bearer of general values” 

(Collini, 2006, p. 57) by highlighting the lack of willingness to combat discrimination against 
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women, homosexuals, free thinkers, and public intellectuals, which he positions as an im-

portant principle.  

Harris’ type of criticism of liberalism is also exemplified by the previously analyzed coin-

age of the IDW term by Eric Weinstein. The overarching narrative of this position can be 

described as disillusioned liberalism or criticism of the left by the left. The fundamental point 

of this perspective is that political correctness (or other related terms such as wokeness, 

cancel culture, and identity politics) is a corrupting force, which obstructs a form of “true 

liberalism” by becoming illiberal. Harris has also described this adversarial position as “the 

regressive left” (Dunbar, 2015). 

However, Harris’ self-identification as liberal is not on clear display in the above quote. 

In fact, if watched out of context, Harris’ criticism of liberalism might appear more salient 

than his sympathies towards its basic principles. For instance, Harris specifically uses the pro-

noun “they” to describe liberals. In doing so, he distances himself from the subject, conse-

quently constructing a position of detachment. Yet, given Maher’s framing, including the 

nature of his show and persona, Harris is nonetheless setup as a perceived legitimate intel-

lectual critic of the alleged failed liberalism because he largely evades the label of right-wing 

as a result of his criticism. This shows how Harris as public intellectual is always also a posi-

tioned party who is attributed various features by the surrounding context (Baert, 2015, p. 

167). Considering other sources already referenced, Harris is frequently located on the left 

of the political spectrum, as indicated both by his endorsement of Hillary Clinton in the 2016 

election and his continuously outspoken criticism of Trump, which I return to in the upcom-

ing section. By contrast, however, Harris has also been labelled a reactionary in relation to 

his view on American foreign policy by IDW-critic Michael Brooks (see Brooks, 2020, p. 

16). In this way, Harris’ simultaneous positioning moves of both identifying with liberal prin-

ciples and distancing himself from contemporary liberals poses challenges as how to catego-

rize him. 

Nonetheless, Harris’ detached rhetorical approach arguably serves his stated purpose of 

criticizing “bad ideas” regardless of their political or cultural origin (02:12). In this sense, 

Harris’ positioning move mirrors the ideal of the free-floating intellectual in that he attempts to 

establish a position from which he can criticize multiple other positions from the more basic 

point of view of promoting freedom (Davis, 2008, p. 263). Considering his previously quoted 

view on advertising on his podcast, this positioning strategy arguably appears consistent (see 

Chapter 5). However, the rhetorical move of appearing to speak from a position outside the 
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subject or beyond the left and right dichotomy comes with an inherent ambiguity. Further, 

in a highly politicized and polarized debate climate, which is characteristic of culture wars, 

ambiguity often leads to confusion and controversy. This is also the case with Harris’ per-

formance on Real Time. Shortly after his quote featured above, Harris, Maher, and Affleck 

engage in the following exchange of words (01:08–01:55): 

 

Affleck:  Thank God you’re here [to Harris]. 

Harris:  The crucial point of confusion is that we have been sold this meme of islamophobia 

where every criticism of the doctrine of Islam gets conflated with bigotry toward 

Muslims as people. That is intellectually ridiculous, even… 

Affleck:  So, hold on, are you the person who understands the officially codified doctrine of 

Islam? You’re the interpreter of that, so you can say this is… 

Harris:  I’m actually well-educated on this topic. 

Affleck:  I’m asking you. So, you’re saying if I criticize the – you’re saying that islamophobia 

is not a real thing – that if you’re critical of something… 

Maher:  It’s not a real thing when we do it. It really isn’t. 

Harris:  I’m not denying that certain people are bigoted against Muslims as people, and that’s 

a problem. But the – we have to… 

Maher:  Why are you [Affleck] so hostile about this? 

Affleck:  Because it’s gross, it’s racist. 

 

In less than a minute, the scene escalates from Harris making his statement to a heated debate 

featuring accusations of racism made by Affleck. Based on the video alone, which is merely 

a clip from the show, it is difficult – in the decontextualized circumstances of consumption 

– to determine what has gone before. It can be difficult to know how to interpret the sud-

denness of the slightly hostile exchange above. Therefore, a brief comment on the immediate 

context of the clip is expedient. 

Prior to the above exchange, Harris has been on screen for two minutes and thirteen 

seconds (HBO Max, n.d.).This time is largely spent on introduction and Harris speaking in a 

casual tone to Maher about the notion of spirituality. During this time, the other panel mem-

bers act jovially and laugh at jokes in the typical talk-show fashion. Thus, when Harris pre-

sents his diagnosis, no prior confrontation or even politically charged discussion has taken 

place. After the clip ends, the segment of the program continues for roughly four minutes, 
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which are focused on a cursory discussion on American versus regional responsibility in 

combatting ISIS. During this time, the conversation deescalates.  

Thus, the conflict-oriented logics at play when selecting segments to upload to YouTube 

is clearly exposed. Presumably, the producers of Real Time are well aware of the attention 

generating potential of an argument between a Hollywood actor and a public intellectual. 

Otherwise, editors might have edited the clip in alternative ways. This illustrates how enter-

tainment considerations, including controversy and embarrassment, may also be part of pub-

lic intellectual discourse.  

Bearing this in mind, Affleck’s interruption, which is clearly marked by sarcasm (“Thank 

God you’re here”), is a direct response to Harris’ statement. In fact, Affleck’s interruption is 

unusual considering how such roundtables usually progresses: Ideally, Maher would inter-

view Harris and only engage the rest of the panel after a while. Thus, as indicated in the 

transcript above, Maher is taken by surprise by Affleck’s agitated response. Harris, on the 

other hand, is more difficult to read, as his rhetorical detachment is mirrored by an emotional 

detachment, as well. Throughout the clip as well as in general, Harris’ “speech patterns are 

usually calm and measured”, as also noted by Brooks (2021, p. 14). Only a few times does 

he raise his voice to get through to the other panel members, who talk over each other for 

notable portions of the clip. In the typical “rational man” style of Harris’ performance, the 

dominating rhetorical appeal is ethos, as exemplified by self-attributed feature “well-edu-

cated” (M. Brooks, 2021, p. 14). During the clip, Harris gives the impression of being beyond 

emotions and pathos. For him, expertise and rationality are virtuous. 

The discussion continues with Affleck yelling at Harris that he is “stereotyping” all Mus-

lims, that is, the “more than a billion people who aren’t fanatical” (02:56). After a few further 

exchanges in the style presented above, Harris offers to “unpack” his argument for Affleck 

by asking him to imagine two concentric circles: each representing the degrees of the per-

ceived pathology of Islam (04:07). This rhetorical move is typical of Harris, as he character-

istically uses thought experiments, scenarios, and images to exemplify his argument, mirror-

ing his philosophical background, especially philosophy of mind, ethics, and science. At the 

center, Harris locates jihadists, “who wake up in the morning wanting to kill apostates” 

(04:07). In the next circle, he identifies Islamists, that is, “people who are just as convinced 

of martyrdom and paradise […] but want to use democracy against itself” (04:07). According 

to Harris, those two circles represent “20 percent of the Muslim world” (04:39). Affleck asks 

for research to back up Harris’ claim, to which he responds: 
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A bunch of poll results that we can talk about. To give you one point of contact, 78 percent of 

British Muslims think that the Danish cartoonist should have been prosecuted. 78 percent. I’m 

being conservative when I’m rolling this back to 20 percent. (04:39) 

 

This statistical point of reference illustrates Harris’ empiricist approach. In addition, his calm 

demeanor is in stark contrast not only to that of Affleck and even Maher, but also to fellow 

IDW member, Peterson, as demonstrated in the previous chapter. Harris goes on to address 

the next circle, which is constituted by “conservative Muslims”, who are horrified by ISIS 

but, in Harris’ words, “hold views about human rights and about women, about homosexuals 

that are deeply troubling” (05:00). Once again, Harris uses the same general values as point 

of reference. He then makes another classical intellectual positioning move by concentrating 

on potential dissidents within the perceived repressing culture of the Muslim world: “[W]e 

have to empower the true reformers in the Muslim world to change it. And lying about the 

link between doctrine and behavior is not going to do that” (05:00). Harris’ anti-religious 

position clearly guides his focus on dissidents. It appears that there is an implicit claim that 

the “true reformers” need to be people opposing the doctrine of Islam. This exemplifies how 

dissidents often occupy a central role in discussions of intellectual interventionism (see 

Chomsky, 2017, pp. 6–7). 

Thus, both panel members Kristof and Steele challenge Harris’ argument about dissi-

dents. Kristof, for instance, names several dissidents of the Muslim world, while Steele ques-

tions the media coverage, that is, the supposed lack of exposure of additional dissidents 

(02:29; 05:53; 06:58). Thus, the conversation appears to be moving in the direction of ex-

changing viewpoints in a less heated manner when Affleck breaks in again, yelling.  

He asks Harris’ if he believes the solution to be a general condemnation of Islam alto-

gether (07:26). Harris responds: “You don’t understand my argument” (07:55) to which Af-

fleck then replies in a mocking tone, “Your argument is, you know: ‘black people, you know, 

they shoot each other’” (07:56). The point of Affleck’s comment is to indicate the perceived 

stereotyping in Harris’ argument. Although Affleck is obviously mocking Harris, the implicit 

accusation of racism appears serious as it essentially echoes his previous comments. What is 

particularly interesting here is the difference in emotional investment, demeanor, and the 

tone applied in the debate. Affleck is clearly uncomfortable as he alternates between looking 

down, yelling, and even facepalming at one point (05:53). Harris keeps calm and addresses 
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Affleck in a slightly patronizing manner, telling him he does not understand (07:55) and 

offering to “break it down” for him (03:58), which leads to the disclaimer: 

 

Let me just give you what you want. There are hundreds of millions of Muslims who are nom-

inal Muslims who don’t take the faith seriously, who don’t want to kill apostates, who are hor-

rified by ISIS and we need to defend these people, prompt them up, and let them reform their 

faith. (08:28) 

 

Based on the phrasing, the disclaimer reads as Harris feeling forced to move a step down the 

intellectual ladder, having to state what he appears to find obvious. Based on both Harris’ 

and Maher’s initial reaction to Affleck’s hostility, it appears that Harris did not anticipate that 

offense would be taken from his views. Harris’ astonishment demonstrates how his emo-

tional detachment can lead to supposedly unforeseen conflicts when discussing issues of 

religion, race, and identity. 

On the one hand, Affleck’s high level of emotional engagement and clear hostility towards 

Harris appears unfruitful for the debate because the potential of substantial argumentation 

is significantly lowered. This, combined with Affleck’s status as Hollywood star and pop 

culture celebrity makes his clash with Harris even more absurd from an ideal perspective of 

strictly rational intellectual discourse. In this way, Affleck comes to represent the “liberal 

Hollywood” stereotype and the perceived institutionalization of political correctness that the 

IDW objects to. Whereas Peterson deliberately uses and attacks the “liberal universities” 

stereotype, Harris coincidentally comes to battle the “liberal Hollywood” trope because of 

how the Real Time episode develops. 

On the other hand, Harris’ detached, rational man performance also seems out of touch 

both with the emotionally charged topic of discussion and the entertainment environment 

in which he is also embedded. In this way, his failure to recognize that others may not share, 

for a variety of reasons, his empiricist approach to the subject potentially comes off as arro-

gant and insensitive. The messiness and potential conflict is augmented by the blurred nature 

of the show which, exemplary to Habermas’ argument (2009, p. 54), very clearly mixes self-

promotion (Affleck promotes his film Gone Girl, Harris promotes Waking Up) and intellectual 

discourse (liberal principles and Islam). The potential for misunderstanding is significant 

from the outset of the segment. This potential is in fact realized when participants are on 

vastly different wavelengths. In turn, this might explain the viral element of the video by 



 212 

emphasizing the “recognizable dichotomies”, narratives, and stereotypes (Baert & Morgan, 

2018, 331) that are at the center of the culture wars, including emotion versus rationality and 

politically correct cultural institutions versus the maverick critics. In this way, the video becomes an 

almost archetypical confrontation, which now represents one of the first IDW moments.  

Finally, the video also shows how the actions of intermediaries are of great significance in 

the public intellectual positioning process. Had Affleck not been among the other guests 

around Maher’s table, Harris might not have received as much attention in the following 

period and thus less room for making his positioning moves as the unemotional rational 

man. 

 

15.2 Humanism, humor, and rhetorical control 

In a 15-minute clip from an episode of The Joe Rogan Experience, uploaded to YouTube on 9 

February 2019, Harris talks about the possibility of free will (JRE Clips, 2019b). This is a 

topic on which Harris has written a book (Free Will, 2012) and discussed in numerous videos 

circulating on YouTube. Harris’ central claim is that free will is an illusion and that “taking 

the red pill on free will makes you much more forgiving […]” (00:00). This rhetoric of “red-

pilling”, a reference to the film The Matrix, is typical of online culture and essentially denom-

inates the experience of revelation (Finlayson, 2021). In this sense, most of Harris’ public 

intellectual performance across time and media has been dedicated to red-pilling people who 

are falling under various spells, particularly ones related to religion. The case of free will is 

also a key question in theology. Thus, Harris’ challenge of the notion of free will reads as 

another contribution to his criticism of religion. At the same time, the intervention is situated 

in a conversational context, IDW media stronghold The Joe Rogan Experience, in which criti-

cism of cancel culture constitutes an underlying point of reference and of specific interest to 

host Joe Rogan, which I elaborate below. 

Harris describes his position on free will as an enabling force for a more forgiving, “ethical 

and tolerant and patient and understanding view of […] human failings and human frailty” 

(09:30). Like in his appearance on Real Time, Harris positions several concepts at the center 

of his argument in terms of what, in his view, ought to be promoted as general values. Here, 

he positions himself above all as a humanist. Characteristic of Harris’ argumentation on this 

episode of Joe Rogan is that it is relatively structured in comparison to the associative, ranting 

style of Peterson. Harris appears on top of his argument and does not get carried away by 

emotions. There are no other guests, and, in the typical interview style of Rogan, Harris is 
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not challenged on his views, so there is no obvious reason to lose his cool. Yet in direct 

comparison, the same is the case with Peterson’s appearance on Joe Rogan, but Peterson acts 

in an entirely different way. Although Harris obviously improvises his exact phrasing, he 

appears to have his argument thought out, which is also an effect of his calm and measured 

demeanor. Harris even appears to enjoy himself when talking about these issues as if he is 

driven by fascination rather than indignation. 

Harris’ apparent control over his argument is particularly noticeable in his use of exam-

ples. Like the previously mentioned circular image of Islam, examples and thought experi-

ments play a central role in his argument against free will. Harris claims that, psychologically 

and ethically, “attributing ultimate authorship to a person’s behavior is super narrow” 

(03:25). He supports this claim by referring to an incident from the 1920s in which people 

allegedly lynched an escaped circus elephant out of vengeance because it had trampled sev-

eral individuals. His point is that this incident illustrates the absurdity in attributing this level 

of agency to an elephant, and that much of the agency attributed to humans, who are then 

perceived as free agents, is similarly “misappropriated” (04:27): 

 

So, we have a very different set of books we keep, ethically, for humans. And some of it is 

understandable, some of it is inevitable, but a lot of it gives us more illusions that we don’t 

need to have. And it gives us a kind of, uhm, just an inability to take stock of all the variables 

that are actually guiding human behavior and react to them and mitigate them and disincentiv-

ize them intelligently. (04:41) 

 

Harris underlines his position as the rationalist combatting illusions, constructing a narrative 

in which he takes on the role as the voice of reason. Moreover, the idea of ridding humanity of 

“illusions we don’t need to have” also indicates a pragmatic view. According to Harris, focus-

ing on what works will also eradicate unnecessary judgment, altogether (09:30). For instance, 

Harris asks in another thought experiment, what if we found a way to mitigate or cure psy-

chopathy? 

 

[T]his is really the sort of reductio ad absurdum of where most people are on this topic: The 

moment we really understand human evil at the level of the brain, the moment we understand 

psychopathy […] as a neurological condition that is governed by genes and environment, […] 

we can actually intrude at the level of the brain to mitigate it. So, like, psychopathy becomes a 

disease, right? It becomes an injury syndrome, right, that we can fix. And let’s say it’s a very 
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simple fix, let’s say it’s a pill, let’s say it’s just a neurotransmitter imbalance. In the presence of 

that breakthrough, we will feel very differently about that species of human evil. We will not 

judge it in the same way. Because what will happen is you’ll give people the pill and they’ll say, 

‘fuck, I can’t believe I was that dangerous asshole’. (06:00) 

 

This thought experiment first demonstrates a high level of consciousness about his own 

argumentation as indicated by his explicit framing of the argument as a case of reductio ad 

absurdum. This supports the impression of Harris as being in control of his argument. Second, 

the way of approaching problems “at the level of the brain” and casually using terms like 

“neurotransmitter imbalance” forefronts Harris’ professional background and training. Us-

ing this type of language as part of his rhetorical strategy works as an implicit way of con-

veying ethos. He applies his professional expertise to construct a position of epistemic au-

thority. In effect, at least to a non-specialist, Harris sounds knowledgeable about how to talk 

about psychiatric disease. Third, Harris also demonstrates a high level of fluidity in that he 

moves between domains (Young, 2014, pp. 143–144): from neuroscientific to very informal 

language, using profanities in a joking manner, presumably appealing to the typical fans of 

The Joe Rogan Experience, usually aged 18–34 (Yokley, 2022). In turn, this highlights the central 

role of humor in Harris’ style of interventionism.  

Fourth, the thought experiment maps onto the culturally recognizable dichotomy be-

tween enlightenment and illusion, which Harris continuously emphasizes. In the presence of 

a cure for psychopathy, Harris claims, what is now interpreted as evil will become demystified 

by science and relieved of judgment. In this way, Harris emphasizes the progressive potential 

of science for bettering pathologies in the culture. This relates to the fifth and final point: In 

using thought experiments like this one, Harris symbolizes a characteristic of the scientist 

style of public intellectual, who “employs a rhetoric of dreams to drive a culture-centered, 

rather than time- or era-centered, audience to dream along with him and support his work 

trajectory” (Young, 2014, p. 141). Harris calls upon people’s imagination to envision a future 

in which this cultural progress has been made: “So, psychopathy in the presence of a cure 

for it will look much more like diabetes than it looks like evil in the present case. And people 

aren’t imagining what it would be like to be there” (06:00). 

Viewed in isolation, Harris’ thought experiment is relatively uncontroversial in the sense 

that it promotes the very basic assumption of science as enlightenment: the more we know, 
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the less mysterious the world will be, and the easier it will be to ethically navigate in it because 

it becomes less judgmental, more tolerant, and more forgiving. 

However, in his response, Rogan builds on Harris’ promotion of forgiveness to draw the 

attention to the topic of cancel culture. Contrary to a science-oriented discussion of psychi-

atric progress, cancel culture represents a more ambiguous and controversial subject in the 

culture war. Referring to the supposed increase in the ability of the culture to forgive, Rogan 

states: “Wouldn’t it be amazing if that’s how we treated these public shaming events” (10:14). 

Harris picks up on Rogan’s setup by commenting on the then-topical accusations of rac-

ism made against actor Liam Neeson. In a 2019 interview with BBC News, Neeson confessed 

that he had once attempted to seek out violent revenge for an alleged rape committed by a 

black man of someone close to him. The controversy circled on Neeson’s claims that he had 

then hoped for a confrontation with any black man in the area. In the interview, Neeson said 

he was ashamed of his actions and that the point of his story was essentially to dissuade 

people from acting on their vengefulness (BBC News, 2019a). Nonetheless, the interview 

sparked allegations of racism against Neeson, which he subsequently denied (BBC News, 

2019b). Harris explicitly distances himself from Neeson’s actions, stating that he cannot re-

late to his state of mind in the situation. However, according to Harris, Neeson’s story of 

race-oriented aggression, and the fact that he admitted to it, points to the more general prob-

lem of “honor culture” and the “tendency to find satisfaction in instrumental violence” 

(12:37). Harris goes on to claim that this honor culture is on the rise in the US, while also 

being particularly widespread in the Middle East. This argument thus links to Harris general 

criticism of religion, particularly Islam. 

Harris’ point, however, is that parts of the public seem to have missed the point of Nee-

son’s confession. In Harris’ interpretation, Neeson “counted in the horror and amazement 

appropriate to the disclosure”, which ultimately renders the calls to cancel him inappropriate 

(12:37). Instead, people ought to focus on the pathological culture of honor and violence 

and applaud the fact that Neeson publicly revealed his personal experiences with it (11:19). 

In Harris’ terms, the perceived misinterpretation of Neeson’s confession reveals yet another 

societal pathology: cancel culture. Harris states: “I think it was an amazing conversation to 

start and the fact that the result is just, you know, an auto-da-fé is the problem we’re trying 

to fight our way through at this moment” (13:57).  

Harris’ interpretation of the Neeson case exemplifies a key mode of public intellectual 

communication, the “avantgardistic instinct for relevances” (Habermas, 2009, p. 55) or “the 
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intellectual gaze”, described by Jørgensen (2002, p. 32, my translation) as “the ability to iden-

tify the universal in the particular and the long-term consequences of isolated events”. The 

point is that Harris does not analyze the Neeson case as a significant incident in and of itself. 

Instead, he converts it into an argument that criticizes current cultural development, while 

simultaneously promoting the general value of forgiveness, which he believes to constitute 

an unrealized potential in the culture so far as people do not envision a world in which 

science triumphs illusion. 

A final point to be made of Harris’ comments on the Neeson incident is that he ap-

proaches the potential controversy in a similar way to his discussion with Ben Affleck on 

Real Time. Specifically, Harris expresses his inability to understand the outrage because it 

appears obvious to him that focusing on racism is beside the point in both his own diagnosis 

of Islam and Neeson’s story. Therefore, Harris appears slightly above the outrage and con-

troversy. In a sense, Harris skips the point of addressing the controversial elements or taking 

the outrage seriously as if the moral quality of his perspective goes without saying. While he 

distances himself from Neeson’s actions, he has already moved on: the point is not to be 

outraged over Neeson’s potentially racist behavior; the point is to criticize honor culture. In 

a similar way, Harris foregrounds his criticism of liberals in the Real Time clip without explic-

itly clarifying his own identification with liberal principles because he apparently does not 

anticipate controversy. In this way, Harris operates on a theoretical level of thought experi-

ments and logic, based on principles of rationality and pragmatism. However, as indicated in 

the Affleck case, this strategy conflicts with certain aspects of the public intellectual arena 

and the ongoing culture war where participants might be expected to wear their ideological 

standpoint on their sleeve and to take the emotions and lived experiences of individuals (and 

groups), including the supposedly hidden forms of oppression, seriously. 

In sum, this indicates a tension between two sides of Harris: The universalist scientist type 

and the cultural warrior. In the upcoming section, I analyze a decisive positioning move made 

by Harris to distance himself from the latter side of his public intellectual performance. 

 

15.3 Independence and individuality 

One of the main benefits of positioning in teams or collectives is that it is an effective way 

for public intellectuals to brand their ideas. Thus, using the IDW label is likely to have helped 

to make the agenda of its associates recognizable to a wider public, especially around the 

highpoint of attention in 2018. Initially, Harris may have benefitted from association with 
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the IDW name in terms of public attention and the platforming of his ideas. However, in 

the period following the IDW highpoint, differences of opinion and contrasting ideological 

positions within the group appeared to undermine Harris’ own agenda. These disagreements 

ultimately threatened to thwart his accomplishment of individuality, which is an essential 

dimension in the construction of public intellectual authority. Consequently, in 2020, Harris 

sought to distance himself from the IDW. This positioning move, which I examine below, 

elucidates a basic dynamic of public intellectual positioning, as noted by Baert (2015, p. 178): 

“Teams are effective, but they come at a cost: with the exception of the intellectual leaders, 

members of teams find it more difficult to position themselves as having an independent 

voice or as innovative”. 

A closer look at the course leading up to Harris’ attempt of departure indicates that what 

in fact happened around the popularization of the IDW term was that the relevant publics 

recognized the form of public intellectualism to which the members claimed to be committed. 

By contrast, the content remained less coherent and recognizable. To be clear, the form was a 

highly media savvy and conversational approach, which, in the general narrative around the 

group, was based on the prioritization of free speech over political correctness and cancel 

culture. In a sense, the form of the IDW was also its content: No specific agenda beyond the 

promotion of the basic positions of anti-political correctness and pro-free speech was clearly 

identifiable on the level of the group. Each member may have had different opinions, visions, 

and ideological convictions, but the group appeared less coordinated and aligned on these 

matters. 

The lack of alignment and intellectual substance at the group level may also have resulted 

in an increased orientation of the press and audiences towards the most prominent member 

of the group, Jordan Peterson. Whether Peterson was ever the intellectual leader of the group 

is contestable, but he has certainly been the most visible member, as also indicated by the 

quantitative mapping in Chapter 13. Thus, to many audiences, both public and academic, 

Peterson may have become synonymous with the IDW, ultimately overshadowing its re-

maining members, and pulling the perceived political locus of the group in his socially con-

servative direction (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020, p. 6). 

Harris’ struggle to establish a distinct and independent voice is evident in an episode of 

his podcast Making Sense, uploaded to YouTube on 18 November 2020 (Sam Harris, 2020). 

The approximately 30-minute-long episode is uploaded in full length and features no guests. 

Lacking the conversational element, it falls in a category of episodes best described as direct 
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messages or response to the news, which also counts for some of the most popular episodes of the 

podcast: For instance, Harris’ response to the mass shooting in El Paso or his analysis of the 

riots following the murder of George Floyd in the summer of 2020. 

The topic of this particular address is the 2020 presidential election and the related actions 

of outgoing president Donald Trump. Titled “Republic of Lies”, the episode centers around 

harsh criticisms of Trump’s personality and presidency; his refusal to concede the election; 

and his spreading of misinformation and conspiracy theories. Harris calls Trump “president 

QAnon” and describes his presidency as an “orgy of lying and misinformation” (29:56). He 

further criticizes Trump and The Republican Party for encouraging a “dangerous insanity” 

in the public (29:30) and for engineering a “dangerous loss of social cohesion” (15:47). Harris 

elaborates his aversion against Trump, while also locating him as a symptom of the more 

general pathology of social division: 

 

[…] Trump is as much as symptom as a cause of the division in our society now. He is not 

Stalin. He is not Hitler. He is a vindictive, little conman, who got plucked out of a carnival 

somewhere by Mark Burnett and put on television for over a decade. Trump is the quintessen-

tial American fake. It has been astounding to watch such a bizarre and insubstantial person 

accomplish one crazy stage dive after the next because there are millions of upraised hands 

waiting to catch him and to bear his weight. (01:55) 

 

Clearly, Harris holds Trump in low esteem, and the positioning of him as a key adversary is 

unmistakable. This is clear from Harris’ polemical and hostile phrasing, which, in turn, ap-

pears counterproductive given Harris’ stated aim to promote the mending of the damage and 

division related to Trump and his administration: “So, there are real social problems at the 

bottom of all this that we have to address. And we won’t address any of them by writing off 

everyone who voted for Trump as racist or otherwise irredeemable” (02:50). Harris demon-

strates a level of awareness of the tension between his apparently honest contempt for 

Trump and his concern for increased social division. 

Once again, Harris constructs a position of emotional detachment in his delivery of the 

above quote. Calm yet clearly engaged, his phrase “it has been astounding to watch…” helps 

him create a distance to the subject. Harris retains his role as an observer or a scientist looking 

at the vast experiment that is social and political life which he appears to take no part in. In 

this light, Harris’ ridiculing description of Trump may not be interpreted as a polemical 

mocking. Instead, Harris frames it as the only rational response to the course to which he is 
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merely a witness. For instance, Harris presents a series of interpretations of Trump’s behav-

ior, including his attempt to stop the counting of votes and his refusal to release his tax 

returns. Concluding his interpretations, Harris states:  

 

[M]y adamance on these points is coming from a very clear sense that what I’m saying is not 

just my opinion about Donald Trump, I believe I’m making factual statements about what he 

has done and why he has done it. The man really doesn’t want to release his tax returns for 

whatever reason. I don’t have to be a clairvoyant to know that. It’s the only rational interpre-

tation of his actions, and he really did try to steal the presidency two weeks ago and he appears 

to still be trying, however hopeless that might be. (12:37) 

 

Harris constructs a narrative in which he is not opinionating, but only reviewing data and 

making “factual statements” and “rational interpretations”. Again, he invokes the rational 

man persona who is above polemics and essentially on the side of truth as opposed to the 

misinformation and lies attributed to Trump (29:56). 

At the core of Harris’ argument is the repeated point that there is “a needle to thread” 

(00:55; 03:02), that is, a fine line between the condemnation of “Trump and his enablers” 

(00:21) and an erroneous contempt for the seventy million people who voted for Trump 

(00:55). As stated by Harris, he first presented this argument on Twitter, which exemplifies 

the platform interplay of his interventionism. Thus, the episode is introduced as an elabora-

tion of a tweet (00:55). Importantly, Harris uses the image of threading a needle not only to 

criticize Trump and the public response to his action, but also to make a decisive positioning 

move in the public intellectual landscape: An explicit distancing from the IDW.  

According to Harris, others in his intellectual circuit have become obsessed with criticiz-

ing the far left instead of facing the more important issue of Trump’s threat to democracy. 

Harris claims that people in his circle; ”friends, and colleagues, and podcast guests […]” are 

making “the opposite error” of exclusively focusing on the “problem of the far left”, which 

causes them to “significantly discount” the harm caused by Trump (03:02). In essence, Harris 

argues, the people in his circle are ”extending a principle of charity to Trump and to the rest 

of his team that is frankly delusional” (03:02.). He then goes on to specify his criticism: 

 

Insofar as I’ve noticed what others in the so-called Intellectual Dark Web have been saying, it’s 

generally not something I want to be associated with. I don’t want to single anyone out, in 

particular, but allow me to take this moment to turn in my imaginary membership card to this 
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imaginary organization. I mean, the IDW was always tongue-in-cheek from my point of view, 

it was a funny name for a group of people who are willing to discuss difficult topics in public, 

mostly on podcasts, but it never made sense for us to be grouped together as though we shared 

a common worldview. I never saw much downside to it, and I didn’t much think about it, but 

in the aftermath of this election with some members of this fictional group sounding fairly 

bonkers, I just want to make it clear that I’m not part of any group. Right, so if you want to 

criticize my ideas, that’s great. But I only represent myself here and no one else speaks for me. 

(03:49) 

 

Rarely are positioning efforts isolated in a way that is so clearly identifiable in analytical terms. 

As demonstrated in the other close readings, public intellectual positioning usually take place 

in a more subtle manner: through rhetorical juxtapositions and the attribution of features 

and qualities to oneself and other actors. However, in the above quote, Harris rhetorically 

“leaves” the IDW. Whether the utterance has the intended performative effect is an open 

question. Harris’ attempt to dissociate himself from the IDW may not altogether cease his 

de facto association with the group because it depends on the context of intermediaries and 

audiences, as well. Thus, when the history of the early twenty-first century culture wars is 

told, Harris’ name may still appear on the list of IDW associates. This might especially be 

the case considering the point of the cultural permanence of public intellectual interventions 

online presented in Chapter 13. 

The fact that Harris states that he is “not part of any group” (03:49) is notable because 

the IDW is not the only group of intellectuals that Harris has been a member of, considering 

his association with the New Atheist movement. Whether his departure from the IDW 

should be viewed as a departure from intellectual collectives per se is not entirely clear. Nev-

ertheless, Harris’ point that “no one else speaks for [him]” (03:49) is unambiguously an at-

tempt to distance himself from intermediaries and strengthen his voice as an individual pub-

lic intellectual, a free thinker. This was also the case with his statement against advertising, 

mentioned in Chapter 5, and illustrates how Harris perceives his own public intellectual per-

formance: he strives for freedom and independence in a way that mirrors common, norma-

tive conceptions of the public intellectual role. 

Harris’ explicit positioning effort is interesting for two reasons. On the one hand, it ex-

emplifies in a relatively pure way how public intellectuals use positioning strategies with a 

clear purpose of producing (and benefitting from) individualizing effects. On the other hand, 

it also reads as a rare example of an IDW associate taking sides against something other than 
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political correctness and woke culture, which are portrayed as the typical adversaries. Harris 

widens the perspective to focus on issues which he deems more important. Interestingly, this 

also includes the media dimension, which was otherwise used as a central arena for IDW 

associates to distinguish themselves, not only in terms of the communicative channels used, 

but also ideologically against institutionalized media:  

 

We have a crisis of legitimacy now, on all fronts. People have lost their trust in our institutions. 

And this is understandable given all that’s happened over the last four years. Trust in media 

has almost collapsed, but that doesn’t mean there still isn’t a difference between The New York 

Times and Breitbart. Or between journalists who are doing their best to report facts even while 

they harbor their own political biases. And political operatives are conspiracy theorists who are 

obviously spreading lies. So, as bad as things are in mainstream media, and don’t get me wrong, 

they’re quite bad, you simply can’t place equal blame on both sides, politically at this moment. 

(04:49) 

 

Harris uses a variation of Habermas’ concept of legitimation crisis (Habermas, 1988) to in-

dicate that current events, the Trump phenomenon, have spun out of control to an extent 

that renders the main agenda of the IDW exaggerated or inappropriate. The timing of this 

intervention is particularly interesting considering Habermas’ description (2009, p. 55) of 

public intellectuals as someone who “speak[s] out only when current events are threatening 

to spin out of control”, essentially functioning as “an early warning system”. Depending on 

point of view, the earliness of Harris’ warning may be called into question. As Harris implies, 

events have already spun out of control. Therefore, his intervention appears to be a retro-

spective realization that what he has been associated with in the intellectual landscape has in 

fact left him misunderstood. In this sense, Harris’ departure from the IDW, and the reasons 

presented, is both an intervening comment on American politics and social issues and a per-

sonal reflection on Harris’ position as public intellectual. 

In relation to the political dimension of this positioning move, Harris emphasizes his 

belief in the need for well-functioning institutions, including quality journalism. By contrast, 

journalistic institutions like The New York Times are most frequently mentioned by IDW 

members as a constituent part of the pathology which their overall social diagnosis focuses 

on. The New York Times as proxy for liberal establishment media has typically symbolized the 

adversarial position in the IDW agenda. Harris’ mentioning of The New York Times, in this 

context, juxtaposed with Breitbart, is therefore rare because it indicates an attribution of 
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legitimacy and credibility (at least ideally). Harris locates himself in a less anti-establishment 

position than what has otherwise been characteristic of the IDW. Although he still claims 

that things are “quite bad” in mainstream media (04:49), the mentioning of them in even the 

slightest positive sense is crucial in terms of beginning to lay the foundation of a more inde-

pendent voice in the broader IDW circuit. In addition, it links Harris to the more traditional 

sources of institutional authority by highlighting the common good or public value in well-

functioning institutions instead of focusing all his argumentation on opposing the establish-

ment. 

Although Harris is unwilling to “single out” (03:49) any individuals of the IDW, the pre-

vious analysis of Peterson might imply an exemplification of the mistaken focus of the IDW 

from Harris’ perspective. Also, the previously mentioned shift in YouTube host and IDW 

member Dave Rubin’s position, which is now unmistakably pro-Trump, and Coleman 

Hughes’ rhetoric in the videos analyzed in Chapter 17 may also be viewed as examples of 

what Harris distances himself from. 

Through various analogies characteristic of his rhetoric, Harris concludes his criticism of 

Trump by stating that Trump may not have broken the law with his behavior, but he has 

broken the norms that govern society (11:03; 18:18; 26:52). Again, Harris constructs a position 

of universality, essentially making the discussion a matter of principles rather than law. Again, 

he attributes special significance to general values as the guiding principles of his interven-

tionism. He ends this public address-like episode of his podcast by summarizing his diagno-

sis, pointing forward to the future of American politics:  

 

[T]here will still be a lot of hard work to do to steer our culture toward basic sanity on real 

issues: the pandemic, the economic effects of a lockdown, wealth inequality more generally, 

social cohesion, collisions with foreign adversaries like China and Russia, cybersecurity, climate 

change. The list of challenges is quite long and daunting, and it seems clear that only a fact-

based discussion will help us meet them. (30:19) 

 

This listing of “real issues” accentuates Harris’ narrative of promoting pragmatism. In addi-

tion, his emphasis on “fact-based discussion” as a key part of the pragmatic approach also 

underlines his rhetorical distancing from affect-driven politics. The specific issues high-

lighted by Harris generally point in the direction of a center-left agenda, although the explicit 

salience given to security issues may traditionally resonate more with a center-right point of 
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view, which links to his hawkish approach to foreign policy, especially around the War on 

Terror, as noted by his critics (see Werleman, 2014).  

Considering the point that positioning depends just as much on what is unsaid (Baert, 

2015, p. 171), Harris’ list of “real issues” appears particularly interesting. Notably, he does 

not include political correctness, woke culture, free speech, or cancel culture. This omittance 

appears to be part of his repositioning move to distance himself further from the IDW, as 

no mentioning of this agenda might be less likely coming from other prominent IDW mem-

bers. 

In conclusion, three overall positioning efforts are made by Harris in this video: First, the 

attribution of several corrupt and immoral features to Trump. Second, the attempt to dis-

tance himself from the IDW association. Third, another move to emphasize the importance 

of promoting general values from a rationalist perspective, such as the notion of securing the 

legitimacy of the institutional framework of society, including professional journalism. In 

making these positioning efforts, Harris clearly works to create an image the individual, free, 

and independent public intellectual. On a final note, Harris makes an attempt at a prophecy: 

“I certainly expect there will be a transition to a Biden presidency. But who knows, really? It 

still feels like something bad can happen here” (30:19). Less than two months later, a mob 

of thousands of protesters in support of Trump attacked the U.S. Capitol.  
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16 Case #3: Christina 
Hoff Sommers 

 

 

16.1 A conversation about the conversation 

Sommers’ positioning strategy of self-labelling as “the factual feminist” is twofold. On the 

one hand, her brand serves to prime audiences to attend to logic and reason and, thus, situ-

ates logos at its rhetorical center. On the other hand, it implicitly attributes a lack of reason 

and logic to an unspecific opposition of “other” feminists, while still preserving the feminist 

label on Sommers. 

On an episode of Real Time with Bill Maher (2019), uploaded to YouTube by the official 

Real Time channel, Sommers’ special emphasis on facts illustrates how logos appeals are often 

used as a conversation about the conversation, that is, a debate about the status and use of facts in 

intellectual argumentation (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 330). 

In the interview with Bill Maher, Sommers performs both sides of her brand. First, she 

diagnoses the pathologies of contemporary feminism to promote what she perceives to be 

the true values of feminism. Second, she prescribes facts and truth as the only proper medi-

cation to remedy the pathologies diagnosed. 

Maher sets up the conversation by referring to his previous show Politically Incorrect, which 

Sommers guested on numerous occasions. Maher implicitly declares himself an ally by stating 

that political correctness has worsened in recent times, while whoever stole feminism, as 

claimed by Sommers in her breakthrough book Who Stole Feminism? (1994), “kind of got 

worse, too” (00:12). This leads Sommers to present her diagnosis: 

 

It got worse. I thought it was going to be easy to get it back; it has proved impossible. And 

feminism is supposed to be about equality between the sexes, mutuality, friendship, civility. 

Yet, it’s captive to a small group of very intense, eccentrics, who think men are the enemy and 

that the… Look, the goal of feminism was to overcome male chauvinism, I became a feminist 

in the 70s because I didn’t like male chauvinism, I still don’t, but the answer is not female 

chauvinism. And now, the movement is captive to female chauvinist who want to just empha-

size how bad men are, toxic masculinity, and… (00:38) 
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As was also the case in the close reading of Sam Harris, Sommers is explicit in her positioning 

as bearer of specific general values (Collini, 2006, p. 57). The kind of feminism that Sommers 

claims to promote is based on values of equality, mutuality, friendship, and civility. These 

values are then juxtaposed with chauvinism and claims of toxic masculinity on behalf of her 

adversaries. Her claim that feminism has become captive to “female chauvinists” conveys her 

position as one of stability in times of upheaval: Sommers has always, at least since the 1970s, 

had the same beliefs; it is the times that have changed, and an outside force has distorted, or 

even stolen, the focus of feminist thought to which Sommers initially identified. In this nar-

rative, Sommers is not the eccentric, but the steady. The reference to her own experiences 

of becoming a feminist in the 1970s foregrounds her seniority in the field and works as an 

ethos appeal in establishing credibility and authority, which is rooted in forty years of expe-

rience. 

The idea that someone or something has hijacked the agenda or distorted the right path 

echoes the positioning of Peterson, whose fundamental claim is that political correctness has 

resulted in the deterioration of academia over the years. However, contrary to both Peterson 

and Hughes, Sommers’ claim of steadiness of her belief is in fact anchored in her relative 

seniority as public intellectual. At least since the 1980s, she has had a voice in public discourse 

and promoted the same views (Friedman, 1990). In this way, it appears that changing times 

and the dynamic nature of culture wars have not produced her current position, rather they 

have made her original position relevant anew. 

Nevertheless, in the present context, Sommers’ position may be perceived to be located 

differently on a political spectrum. Maher expresses his confusion as to how Sommers by 

her opponents have been attributed the position of right-winger in the debate, since she is a 

declared Democrat and “not a crazy person” (01:20; 01:30). This is another example of the 

axis of intellectuals and media personalities who occupy the position of someone who is left 

behind by shifting contexts. To varying degrees, both Sommers, Harris, and Maher himself 

identify as liberals or somewhat left leaning. However, the left of today is not their left. Som-

mers’ emphasizes this by her comment “I’m a Democrat, a fading Democrat. But a Demo-

crat” (01:31). 

Maher directs the attention towards a 2015 incident at Oberlin College where Sommers 

was invited to talk about feminism on college campuses. Here, Sommers was met by pro-

testers who were offended by her dismissive comments about the alleged campus “rape cul-

ture” (Paul, 2015). In a 2014 article in TIME, Sommers questioned the existence of such a 
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culture referring to exaggerated and misleading evidence. She claimed that “conspiracy fem-

inists” were leading a crusade, which was causing a moral panic of “chaos and mob justice” 

(Sommers, 2014). These comments illustrate her positioning against cancel culture. During 

her talk on Oberlin, student protesters set up safe rooms for victims of abuse to be shielded 

from Sommers’ presence (Paul, 2014). Incidents like these, including various attempts of 

student protesters to deplatform her, have taken place on multiple campuses which she vis-

ited in the years leading up to her appearance on Real Time. Several of these incidents were 

filmed and circulate on YouTube (see Appendix I). Sommers recalls her past experiences at 

college lectures: 

 

I have been lecturing for years, and usually, I go to debate and spar with some women’s studies 

professors because I occupy a different position in sort of feminist theory, but now, these days, 

I go and we don’t… It’s not the women’s studies people, it’s the students who come, the 

activists, to demonstrate, they set up safe rooms… (01:44) 

 

Again, Sommers uses ethos to emphasize her experience. She forefronts her interest and 

credentials in “feminist theory” and emphasizes her position, which is commonly labelled 

“equity feminism”, as different from the typical positions in contemporary women’s studies 

(Baehr, 2021). According to Sommers, the possibility of debate has been obstructed by stu-

dent activists, who are perceived to represent the moral panic which she described in her 

TIME article. When delivering her comments, Sommers’ appears slightly amazed by the de-

scribed behavior of the students. In line with the tone of host Maher and the Real Time 

format, Sommers’ general tone throughout the interview is light, as if trying not to take the 

issue too seriously. This lightness is exemplified by her laughing reactions to several of the 

talking points as to underline the perceived absurdity of the actions of her opponents. In 

general, across several videos, lightness is characteristic of Sommers’ style, as opposed to, for 

instance the anger of Peterson or the seriousness of Hughes, as will become clear in the 

following chapter. 

Although Sommers uses a lighter touch and an element of humor in her argumentation, 

she also expresses indignation. This is especially directed towards academic feminist schol-

arship: 
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[T]here are these professors, and they pass along these messages that we’re all traumatized, 

we’re all fragile, we’re diminished under this patriarchal, oppressive system. This is madness. 

American women, arguably, are among the freest, self-determining in history. (04:38) 

 

Sommers fundamentally rejects the notion of a “patriarchal, oppressive system”. Instead, she 

attributes individuality and freedom to women, which are both part of the value system 

which she positions herself to promote. Her “this is madness” comment is accompanied by 

a serious look. She attributes responsibility for the madness to the scholars rather than stu-

dent activists. By contrast, the latter are subject to ridicule, which is primarily fueled by Ma-

her’s sarcastic tone. For instance, he points out the absurdity of the alleged presence of a 

“therapy dog” in the safe room established by Oberlin protesters (02:16). Sommers plays 

along, humorously stating that she “triggered a dog, and I feel bad about the dog”, which 

generates applause from the studio audience (02:17).  

Although Sommers positions certain contemporary feminist scholars as the responsible 

party, she also links the concepts used by these adversaries to practical examples from college 

campuses. Having already criticized the concept of toxic masculinity, she is also highly critical 

of the concept of micro-aggressions, which she claims to be an established part of the vo-

cabulary of college students (06:43). According to Sommers, micro-aggressions are related 

to the previously mentioned fragility narrative and victimizing effects of the adversarial po-

sition, which she labels “fainting-couch feminism” (03:05). This type of feminism, Sommers 

claims, is characterized by the inability to handle “male impropriety” and for “policing men 

for little, minor […] faults” (03:05). This claim of policing clearly situates Sommers on the 

anti-PC and pro-free speech axis of The Culture War Matrix. Her attribution of fragility to 

the adversarial forms of feminism further situates her as a supporter of the “snowflake the-

sis” (D’Orazio, 2020). 

Moreover, the image of “fainting-couch feminism”, which refers to the nineteenth cen-

tury “where women would, like, collapse on an elegant chaise in the presence of male vul-

garity” (03:05) exemplifies the significance of labelling in Sommers’ positioning strategy. The 

label illustrates how rhetorical positioning moves often have the boundary-defining effect of 

categorizing and juxtaposing certain actors or ideas. As a rhetorical move, the image invokes 

the imaginative power of her audience, who might intuitively understand the cultural refer-

ence. By also drawing on humor, the analogy simplifies and reduces the fragility narrative 

into a recognizable image of her adversaries. In this sense, the image serves as a pathos appeal 
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by mapping on to a recognizable dichotomy of strength versus weakness. At the same time, 

it functions to demonstrate a sense of superiority in Sommers’ approach; like Harris, she is 

raised above the rule of emotions and over-sensitivity. Additionally, Sommers also uses ethos 

to add nuances to her argument: “Now, I’m not saying we shouldn’t have strong rules against 

sexual harassment. As a feminist, I fought for that” (03:05). Again, raising her index finger, 

Sommers stresses her seniority and credentials within feminist activism. She insists on using 

the feminist label to describe herself, which effectively works to specify both her own posi-

tion and the position of her adversaries. In short, the problem that concerns Sommers is not 

feminism per se, rather a form of politically correct and emotion-driven feminism. 

Another example of this, Sommers argues, is college students’ use of “the language of 

catastrophe to characterize […] day-to-day life on campus” (06:20). Sommers describes an 

incident at The University of Pennsylvania where a young woman allegedly told her that she 

had been “mini-raped” when “a guy walked by and said, ‘nice legs’” (06:20). In Sommers’ 

view, this language, including the promotion of concepts like micro-aggression (06:43), “triv-

ializes feminism” (07:02). This argument combines different rhetorical forms of appeal. On 

the one hand, the argument focuses on the conceptual substance of the terms used, based 

on ethos; her many years of experience in the field authorizes her to assess the quality and 

validity of the concepts. On the other hand, commenting on language is a form of meta-

argument which falls in the category of logos appeals because it conveys a reflection about 

what kind of language is valid in the particular discussion (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 330). 

Defining the premises and frames of feminist discourse is generally a key interest of Som-

mers’. As mentioned, her brand as “the factual feminist” is based on fact checking and de-

mythologizing feminism. Across media, Sommers have especially used this approach to crit-

icize and contextualize the notion of male privilege and the wage gap between men and 

women. 

Maher states that he recalls Sommers saying that male privilege is a conspiracy theory 

(07:07). Sommers quickly repositions herself: “No, no, I think that men have privileges. But 

so do women” (07:39). This quote highlights her position as equity feminist, especially con-

sidering her previous quote that American women are among the freest in the world (Baehr, 

2021). Thus, Sommers distances herself from the narrative of oppression in order to focus 

on the interplay between men and women in society. She continues:  
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I think if you look at contemporary America, what you see is a complicated mix of advantages 

and burdens for each sex. For example, women are far more privileged in the classroom. Young 

women and girls are far more privileged than boys. Boys are barely tolerated these days in many 

classrooms. (07:44) 

 

Sommers’ rhetoric exemplifies a key tension within the public intellectual position between 

substance and style. On the one hand, she aims to provide nuances to the discussion, calling 

attention to the complexity of the issue. On the other hand, she simultaneously uses hyper-

bole to polemicize the issue, stating that “boys are barely tolerated” because “a lot of schools 

of education are captive to these paranoid theories about toxic masculinity” (07:44). The 

metaphoric use of the word “war” in the title of her book The War Against Boys (2001) further 

emphasizes this. Metaphors, Baert and Morgan claim (2018, p. 331), “capture the attention 

and provide intensity, creating a sense of drama and suspense” in public intellectual inter-

ventions. Thus, for public intellectuals to successfully generate attention around their ideas, 

they often present them in language designed to generate frowns or raise eyebrows. 

However, Sommers do not explicitly admit to being polemical or controversial. For in-

stance, when Maher asks her about the wage gap, stating that this is the issue where Sommers 

is “most controversial” (09:04). Sommers responds: “I’m not controversial, it’s not me” 

(09:07), referring instead to research and numbers with the effect of distancing herself from 

the subject and rhetorically siding with the facts. This move might be explained by her “factual 

feminist” brand, which implicitly entails a prioritization of facts over pathos. In this narrative, 

the factual feminist self-evidently does not appeal to emotions. Nonetheless, the dramatic 

effect of metaphors is per definition a type of pathos appeal whether explicitly framed as 

such or not. 

Sommers states an overall aim of her public intellectual performance. The goal, she says, 

is “to show people that women are going to be helped by truth and accurate analyses of 

problems. And we just don’t have that right now, we have a lot of spin and hyperbole” 

(11:30). Thus, in this view, the hyperbole is not located on Sommers’ end, rather it is the 

opposition that distorts the conversation. 

When discussing the wage gap, Sommers refers to various studies which indicate that 

discrimination is a false explanation. She uses ethos appeals to frame her argument, including 

references to “any responsible economist” (09:07) and “Harvard economists like Claudia 

Golden” (09:55). On the one hand, this indicates erudition to establish authority. On the 
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other hand, it also shows a prioritization of an economic frame of reference rather than one 

rooted in, for instance, gender theory. Thus, despite her background in philosophy, Sommers 

rarely uses humanities topoi to construct her argument. Instead, she forefronts economy and 

statistics, which may be more aligned with the profile of the American Enterprise Institute 

(Wiarda, 2009), ultimately demonstrating how professional surroundings influence intellec-

tuals’ ideas and rhetoric (Drezner, 2017, p. 215). 

 Using logos appeals about the premise of claiming discrimination, Sommers questions 

the method used to calculate the wage gap. According to her, the “proper controls” are often 

omitted from studies indicating discrimination, including questions about the educational 

background of women and the nature of their jobs (09:07). The point is, Sommer claims, 

that statistics show that women are more likely to choose educations and jobs that “they find 

rewarding”, for instance, early childhood education, social work, and gender studies. Con-

versely, educations which qualify for high-income jobs, such as petroleum engineering, met-

allurgy, and naval architecture are usually taken by men (10:48). As indicated by the metadata 

sample, Sommers has repeatedly toured the media with this specific line of argumentation, 

promoting the point that if women wish to close the wage gap, they must change their major 

at universities (Paul, 2015). Again, Sommers’ brand of “freedom feminism” focuses on at-

tributing agency to the individual rather than criticizing social structures. 

This is not to suggest that Sommers disregards the structural aspect of the discussion, 

altogether. For instance, she recognizes a potential unfairness in the prioritizations of society 

and the demands for certain competences by pointing out the fact that women may have less 

liberty to organize their work life due to higher requirements and expectations of “taking 

care of children” (09:55). Sommers’ point, however, is that despite the possible truthfulness 

of Maher’s statement that “society has shitty priorities” (11:25), the wage gap is not the result 

of employers cheating women, rather it is the result of behavioral differences between men 

and women (09:55). Sommers claims, “you can try to change those priorities, but don’t say 

we’re being cheated out of our salary, it’s a complicated issue” (11:30). 

This statement encapsulates Sommers’ performance on Real Time. Here, her intervention 

is primarily a matter of form, that is, a criticism of the premises and language of contemporary 

feminism, rather than substance, for instance, a coherent set of ideas or a detailed unpacking 

of the claimed complexity of the gender equality issue. Although this type of argument is 

limited by the media format, it is nevertheless characteristic of Sommers’ performance on 

YouTube. She rarely presents visions or detailed analyses of current problems. Mostly, her 
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interventions are formulated in response to claims made by various intermediaries in the 

public discourse, following the pattern of 1) pointing out the notion that issues are complex, 

and 2) locating a larger portion of the agency to solve whatever issue identified on the level 

of the individual. 

On YouTube, her main approach is to debunk myths and present facts and statistics, 

rather than to present a grander analysis or ideological program. Of course, the fact-checking 

strategy is also an analytical statement in the sense that Sommers’ main claim is that feminist 

debates often lack facts and evidence, which in turn promotes the fragility narrative. In this 

way, form and substance are not entirely separable. 

Nonetheless, Sommers’ intervention is a kind of meta-analysis, a conversation about the 

conversation. This point mirrors the general interventionist practice of the IDW, which orig-

inally revolved around two claims: 1) no subject ought to be taboo in public intellectual dis-

course, and 2) the most fruitful environment for these discussions is online platforms as an 

alternative to institutional, edited, and broadcast media. Furthermore, Sommers’ Real Time 

appearance shows certain commonalities with the first two cases analyzed in the previous 

chapters. On the one hand, Sommers’ focus on facts and evidence positions her alongside 

Harris’ rationalist, empiricist agenda. On the other hand, her criticism of the fragility narra-

tive positions her near Peterson whose mainstream breakthrough was partly based on the 

willingness to “risk being offensive”. 

 

16.2 Polemics first, values second 

In 2014, Sommers addressed the ongoing #Gamergate controversy in multiple YouTube 

videos in her “Factual Feminist” series, including her most watched video in the sample, 

titled “Are Video Games Sexist?” (American Enterprise Institute, 2014). Sommers aims to 

challenge the claims of sexism in the games industry made by “feminist tech writers” (00:00). 

The video is both illustrative of Sommers’ approach as public intellectual and representative 

of her YouTube presence, more broadly. Nevertheless, the video is particularly interesting 

because it marks her entrance into the contemporary online culture wars. It represents a 

positioning move away from the more niche part of the public intellectual arena, which is 

based on book publications and restricted to feminist-themed discussions, and into the 

online public intellectual arena in all its hybridity and remixed nature. Although the gaming 

industry is not normally ascribed great political value or subject to widespread attention in 

the public discourse, #Gamergate contributed to an increased public awareness of the online 
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dimension of the culture wars. As described by Nagle (2017, p. 24): “The battle has since 

moved on to different issues with increasingly higher stakes, but [#Gamergate] was the gal-

vanizing issue that drew up the battle lines of the culture wars for a young online generation”. 

Sommers begins the video by challenging a study by the Entertainment Software Associ-

ation, which claims that there are now more female than male gamers. Sommers’ criticizes 

the definition of gamers used in the study because it does not distinguish between “casual 

game players and […] hardcore gamers” (00:35). Thus, when considering the more serious 

gamers, men are still significantly overrepresented, which exposes a “huge gender gap” 

(01:26). Sommers bases her claims on studies from the UCLA, which emphasizes her prom-

inent and strategic use of ethos to establish credibility and demonstrate rigorousness. Quotes, 

reports, and numbers referenced by Sommers are visualized on screen for documentation. 

Sommers’ ethos appeals are situated in the wider context of a logos-driven argumentation, 

that is, the basic aim of “The Factual Feminist”, which is to “expose faulty statistics within 

feminism” (Nagle, 2017, p. 24). 

Thus, Sommers claims to have debunked the first myth of female overrepresentation 

among gamers and moves on to the second perceived myth: the claim that video games 

“promote a culture of misogyny and violence that must be dismantled” (01:55). Notably, 

Sommers’ phrasing of this second claim, which is not presented as a quote, implies an inher-

ent normativity, even if the claim is used as refutation or in a strawman-like manner. This 

points out the ethical dimension of the debate and implicitly moves beyond the mere aim of 

fact-checking. Of course, both sides of the debate would presumably agree that a misogyn-

istic culture must be dismantled insofar as they can agree on its existence. The point is that 

even the claimed objective goal of fact-checking is part of the culture war because numbers 

and research methods are clearly subject to politization. 

Sommers expands the second claim mentioned above by stating that “gamers have long 

faced disapproval” from “concernocrats, both liberal and conservative” (01:55). Now, Som-

mers claims, “gamers are dealing with a new army of critics: gender activists, and, I don’t 

know, hipsters with degrees in cultural studies”, who are concerned that gaming is “largely a 

heteropatriarchal capitalist pursuit” (03:12). The phrasing is highly charged with a conde-

scending undertone, depicting her adversaries in a slightly contemptuous manner. The “army 

of critics”-comment accentuates the war metaphor central in the culture wars once more. 

This pathos-laden strategy of constructing an exaggerated or stereotypical image of the other 

side of an argument echoes her use of the label ”fainting-couch feminism” and illustrates her 
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use of polemical rhetoric. As the video progresses, Sommers’ own position becomes more 

visible with the derived effect of blurring the line between opinions and facts. 

There is an obvious contradiction between the logos-driven endeavor of fact-checking on 

one side and pathos-laden polemics on another. This may be explained in part by the basic 

attention logics of the public intellectual arena, which per definition is oriented around a mix 

of reason (the intellectual dimension) and visibility (the public dimension), and has long ben-

efitted polemical intellectuals (Posner, 2001). However, digital media culture appears to have 

accelerated and accentuated both sides of the contradiction: The fact-checking trend has 

developed in a specific online context as means to mitigate misinformation (see Birks, 2019), 

while the visibility of controversial content, which thrives on affective attention, has been 

equally cultivated online through algorithmic diffusion and user cultures (e.g., aggressive 

meme rhetoric like the “DESTROYS”-type of YouTube titles) (Burgess & Matamoros-Fer-

nández, 2016).  

Although Sommers shows little regard for her opposition, she does acknowledge, without 

specifying, the usefulness of their “points about sexist tropes and narratives” in video games 

(03:38). Nevertheless, this acknowledgment is used as mere refutation because it mainly func-

tions as a bridge to further criticism, which includes accusing the opposition of cherry-pick-

ing (03:38). She continues to describe the other side of the argument as “the video game 

gender police”, who have become increasingly “harsh and intolerant, relentless” (03:59). 

They want, Sommers claims, “the male video game culture to die” (03:38). Whether this is 

the actual goal of the opposition remains unclear because Sommers does not support the 

claim by quotes or sources, which appears paradoxical given her branding as particularly fact-

based. Later, however, she refers to “one academic pontificator”, who allegedly saw 

#Gamergate as “the end of gamers” and the “death of an identity” (05:31). The word “pon-

tificator” appears as an attempt to discredit the unspecific academic. Consequently, Som-

mers’ vague paraphrasing and characterization of the opposition appears as another strategic 

caricature. 

It is through polemical statements like these, which are not based on specific quotes, but 

rather on speculations over the motivation of her adversaries, that contributed to the posi-

tioning of Sommers as a defender of the extremists of #Gamergate. The Southern Poverty 

Law Center (SPLC) published an article in 2018 describing Sommers as “a prominent apol-

ogist of a vicious, far-reaching misogynistic online campaign that fed directly into both the 

Male Supremacy movement and what would ultimately become the alt-right” (Amend, 2018). 
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This positioning of Sommers by the SPLC exemplifies the effects of her polemic: based on 

the SPLC quote alone, Sommers is instantaneously connected with male supremacy and the 

alt-right, despite her claims of being merely a fact-checker. Nagle (2017, p. 24) also describes 

the composition of actors involved in #Gamergate:  

 

Somewhere in the mix with the polite and light-hearted Sommers were also apolitical gamers, 

South Park conservatives, 4channers, hardline anti-feminists, and young people in the process 

of moving to the political far right without any of the moral baggage of conservatism.  

 

Sommers was further immersed in this improbable alliance through her public appearances 

alongside – and several defenses of – Milo Yiannopoulos on Twitter (see Appendix H). As 

an effect, Sommers came to occupy a position of ambiguity. On the one hand, she self-

positions as senior feminist who has fought for women’s rights since the 1970s. On the other 

hand, she operates in the same discursive space as the more extreme positions mentioned 

above, even with overlapping views on certain issues. 

As indicated, Sommers has rejected the right-wing label on multiple occasions. For in-

stance, in a 2014 tweet, she described her position as “Former Sixties flower-child/socialist. 

Now (registered) Democrat – with libertarian leanings” (see Appendix H). This confusion 

emphasizes my point that positioning in the public intellectual arena is a perpetual negotia-

tion between individuals and context where the position of certain views can shift location 

over time and bear different connotations in different contexts. In addition, the role of in-

termediaries in the positioning process is also clearly emphasized. As the positioned party, 

Sommers is subject to contradicting positioning efforts by other actors. On one side of the 

debate, the SPLC focuses on mapping Sommers’ relationship to nefarious subcultures such 

as “gamergaters” and male supremacists. On another, as previously illustrated, Bill Maher of 

Real Time positions her as a sensible ally in the mainstream pushback against political cor-

rectness. 

By the end of the video, Sommers reflects on the then-recent examples of harassment 

faced by “feminist critics” in the #Gamergate controversy. By stating that the best way for 

gamers to deal with the criticism is to use “logic, evidence, and humor” (04:59), she implicitly 

condemns the death threats received by the feminist critics. Nonetheless, her attempt at nu-

ancing the debate has an air of relativization, for instance, “Now, no one knows who sent 

them, there are millions of gamers, and I’m sure they include a few sociopaths if it was indeed 
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gamers who sent the threats” (04:59). Although this comment may be true in an empirical 

sense, that is, if the threats were sent anonymously, it may convey a slightly apologetic un-

dertone in the eyes of critics, which was in fact indicated in the SPLC article. Bearing in mind 

the polemical tone of Sommers’ intervention, her prioritization of defending gamers against 

feminist critics over a more straightforward criticism of anti-feminist intimidation leaves 

room for taking offense. This underlines the ambiguity characterizing Sommers’ position. 

Conversely, equating intimidators and gamers per se is also a generalizing fallacy, which is 

what Sommers is supposedly hinting at: “But many of the new culture critics have seized on 

the emails as a sure sign of patriarchal pathology at the heart of gamer culture” (04:59). 

Sommers’ strong and repeated criticism of the notion of the patriarchy is particularly likely 

to generate attention in the online culture wars and thus highly effective in terms of posi-

tioning. The reason for this is that certain truths exist on both sides of the dividing lines in 

the Culture War Matrix. For instance, IDW associates are significantly alert to perceived 

threats to free speech, while certain branches of contemporary feminism may be particularly 

alert to rejections of the notions of patriarchal oppression or male privilege. Going directly 

after the truths or fundamental values of either side of the culture war is likely to cause a 

significant positioning effect by increasing the salability of the message, which also makes it 

easier for audiences to engage in recontextualizing, for instance, claiming that Sommers’ “de-

stroys male privilege” (Young America’s Foundation, 2019). In this way, Sommers’ criticism 

of a particular feminist agenda, including her rejection of arguments related to patriarchy, 

eclipses her support for the gaming community, which she describes as “a lively, smart, cre-

ative subculture consisting mostly of tech savvy guys from all over the world, but also in-

cluding a small but distinct group of very cool women” (05:31). Even her concluding com-

ment that promotes some of the general values of tolerance, which she also mentioned in 

Real Time, plays a less salient role than the criticism of the alleged patriarchy. According to 

Sommers, games ”don’t really care about your age, your race, your ethnicity, your gender, 

your sexual preference […]” (05:31). 

In conclusion, a key tension within the public intellectual position between values and 

polemic is stressed once more. On the one hand, her central positioning of the value of 

tolerance once again suggests a narrative in which Sommers as public intellectual is bearer of 

general values. On the other hand, the polemical dimension of her interventionism is in fact 

what seems to work in terms of her positioning. Polemics and controversy, it appears, trump 

values in the public intellectual positioning process because it generates the necessary 
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attention across journalistic as well as participatory media. Polemical rhetoric may be the 

main selling point when values are traded in the marketplace of ideas. In short, polemics 

first, values second. 

 

16.3 Heterodoxy and appropriation 

Attempts of silencing invited speakers at universities constitutes an example of the cancel 

culture position of the Culture War Matrix. Per definition, The IDW, including Sommers, is 

located on the opposite end of the spectrum, that is, around the pro-free speech position. 

The fact that Sommers was invited to represent this position on the television news show 

The Megyn Kelly File on Fox News further indicates that the locus of her position on culture 

war issues is recognized in the mainstream media circuit. This illustrates the previous discus-

sion about repetition and predictability as an asset in terms of public visibility. Additionally, 

it also illustrates how conservative voices have embraced Sommers’ position, ultimately add-

ing to the right-wing narrative. 

The topic of the video is a 2015 controversy related to student protests against Republican 

governor of Texas, Greg Abbott, who was invited to speak at the University of North Texas 

commencement ceremony. According to a petition signed by 2,400 students, the invitation 

of Abbott was deemed problematic due to his general advocacy for “immigration reform, 

border patrol, and anti-equal marriage laws” (Dobson, 2015). News anchor Megyn Kelly 

reported on the story, which featured a short interview with Sommers. The sampled clip was 

uploaded to YouTube by the channel IronFistDigitalMedia (2015a) and not by an official 

Fox channel.  

Since IronFistDigitalMedia is not administered by an established media brand but an in-

dividual user (and thus coded in the “User” category), further exploration of the channel is 

necessary to understand the discursive landscape and media actors involved the positioning 

of Sommers. The description featured on the “about” page of the channel states: “Professor 

F’s Digital Media Channel”. The page links to a personal website and the Twitter account of 

associate professor in cognitive science at University of New Mexico, Nick V. Flor (“Profes-

sor F”). On Twitter, Flor describes himself as “cognitive scientist, PhD, neanderthal, author 

[…]” and “social media influencer”. He also highlights “individualism” as key political stand-

point (see Appendix J 3). This, combined with the fact that Sommers’ official Twitter account 

also follows Flor, implies an alignment between the uploader of the YouTube video and the 

content of the video, in terms of the politico-ethical positioning of Sommers. 
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Moreover, IronFistDigitalMedia has also uploaded numerous gaming-themed videos, in-

cluding one mentioning #Gamergate. In fact, the metadata shows that the present video is 

categorized as “Gaming”, although there are no references to gaming in the clip. Among 

other video uploads on the channel are several clips from Fox News programs, for instance, 

a segment from The Greg Gutfeld Show, which criticizes cancel culture and mocks the social 

justice–oriented position in the culture war (IronFistDigitalMedia, 2015b). In short, Iron-

FistDigitalMedia contributes to the IDW-aligned content production of the discursive space 

in which Sommers is engaged. Thus, in terms of associative positioning, the channel con-

firms Sommers’ position in the Culture War Matrix and further links her to conservative 

discourse as exemplified by the several additional culture war-themed Fox clips. 

However, it is important to note that the associative positioning implied by this packaging 

of the video is merely associative and latent, rather than explicit and manifest. In fact, most 

videos on IronFistDigitalMedia, even the ones with political themes, are framed in relatively 

neutral phrasings. Compared to other active YouTube channels and videos circulating in the 

wider IDW circuit, the content uploaded by IronFistDigitalMedia does not construct a clear 

narrative of the culture war, nor do they indicate a clear positioning effort. 

This example of associative positioning is more subtle and only begins to crystallize if 

users explore the immediate context of the video and follow the links on the about page. In 

addition, it requires both prior knowledge of the American media culture and political climate, 

and more advanced, investigative, and interpretive effort to identify the relevant indicators of 

positioning measures made by the media channels involved, that is, both Fox News, Iron-

FistDigitalMedia, and YouTube, more broadly. Thus, this type of subtle associative position-

ing only presents itself in particular circumstances of consumption: if audiences watch the 

video in isolation (without watching related or recommended videos) and does not explore 

the uploader channel, most of the above information would remain hidden. 

A key point is that culture wars are rarely reducible to purely defined positions nor do 

they involve a clear distinction between political and non-political realms. In addition, there 

are many layers to both culture war issues and YouTube communication. On IronFistDig-

italMedia, some audiences may come for the gaming videos and stay for the politically 

charged Fox programs. Others may not even recognize the political dimension, while still 

others may only see the political. The wider realm of culture is per definition a mix of do-

mains and interests, which is most clearly exemplified by the peculiar overlap between gam-

ing culture, academia, and political activism, which is represented by IronFistDigitalMedia. 
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Thus, understanding the immediate context of the video provides useful tools to analyze the 

content of the video. 

In the video, Kelly introduces the topic of the segment in a sarcastic tone, indicating 

condemnation of the student protest and an alignment with Sommers’ position in the culture 

war. Kelly’s negative framing of the protests is particularly apparent in her intonation, for 

instance, “students […] are petitioning against their own governor” (00:00, emphasis added); 

and in her casual and contemptuous phrasings, for instance, “students want to silence a 

speaker they don’t happen to agree with” (00:00, emphasis added). Kelly situates the incident at 

University of North Texas as part of a wider trend, linking it to the deplatforming attempts 

against Sommers. Kelly’s framing promotes the fragility narrative and exemplifies the previ-

ously described “snowflake thesis”, for instance, when she concludes the segment by stating 

“Toughen up, butter cup” (03:33) (D’Orazio, 2020, p. 756). This is further exemplified in 

her introduction of Sommers, which is accompanied by a mocking “warning”, implicitly rid-

iculing protesters’ call for “trigger warnings” (00:00). 

Interestingly, Kelly introduces Sommers as a “conservative author”, which indicates the 

right-wing appropriation of Sommers’ views. The reason this appears as a form of appropri-

ation is the fact that Sommers appears to reject the first-order positioning (the conservative 

label) when she later engages in second-order positioning to reposition herself as a “moder-

ate, liberal feminist” (02:47) (Kayi-Aydar, 2019, p. 11). In fact, Sommers claims, as a “mod-

erate, liberal feminist, there is nothing incendiary about my views, that’s what’s also shock-

ing…” (02:47). Thus, it appears that Sommers is surprised by the reactions by college stu-

dents based on the assumption that they would normally appreciate or understand the liberal 

position, which Sommers claims to occupy. Nonetheless, Sommers’ affiliation with the con-

servative think tank American Enterprise Institute may add to the disorientation in a public 

discourse which is preoccupied with locating its actors on clearly identifiable positions on 

the political spectrum. As a self-declared liberal Democrat working for a conservative insti-

tution and a feminist criticizing contemporary feminism, Sommers represents the ambiguity, 

which characterizes the IDW and the culture war positions more broadly. Ambiguity or het-

erodoxy, depending on point-of-view, it appears, constitutes a significant appeal of many 

IDW members, both to critics and supporters. 

This point is further illustrated by Kelly’s comments to Sommers: “They don’t let you 

have that label ‘feminist’ because you’re not the kind of feminist they believe in” (01:00). 

This emphasizes the narrative of heterodoxy or, to critics, treason: Sommers has been 
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accused of being an anti-feminist (see Anderson, 2014), and “excommunicated”, she claims, 

by the dominant voices of academic feminism, her adversaries (VulgarTrader, 2017). In this 

case, the heterodoxy of Sommers’ position is framed by Kelly as a positive characteristic, 

ultimately attributing intolerance to the opposition. Sommers concurs: 

 

Yes, they have safe rooms where they go, and Brown University, for example, they have play-

doh and bubbles and tape recordings of puppy dogs, it’s so infantilizing, it’s so shocking to me 

as a philosophy professor that free speech, free expression, I mean, the campuses have become 

a hostile environment for free expression. (01:17) 

 

This quote pinpoints Sommers’ diagnosis. Again, she uses ethos by highlighting her creden-

tials as philosophy professor. Her attribution of “infantilizing” behavior to her opposition 

further corresponds with the claims that her adversaries ultimately deprive individuals 

(mainly women) of their agency. It is clear in the segment that Sommers was neither invited 

to challenge Kelly’s framing of the news story, nor be challenged by Kelly on her own opin-

ions. Instead, Sommers appears simultaneously as both an expert on feminism with scholarly 

credentials (00:00); a first-hand witness or victim of deplatforming; and an interventionist 

opinionator. This mixing of public intellectual genres and roles, the “expert testimony” (Pos-

ner, 2001, p. 36) and the interventionist “alarmism” (Habermas, 2009, p. 56), calls attention 

to the complexity of public intellectual positioning process.  

In turn, this is further accentuated by the different interests embedded in the media con-

text, including the interviewer’s agenda (Kelly’s condemnation of deplatforming); the values 

of the broadcaster (Fox is conservative); and the engagement of users in uploading the video 

to YouTube (IronFistDigitalMedia as IDW-aligned contributor).  

On the one hand, the fact that Kelly does not challenge Sommers’ views illustrates the 

politized nature of the American broadcast news landscape. The segment is not as much a 

neutral news report as it is a criticism of contemporary campus activism. On the other hand, 

viewed as an example of how positioning mechanisms work in public intellectual perfor-

mances, the segment also illustrates how allied intermediaries contribute to the authority 

construction of public intellectuals. On the surface, the dominant positioning effects of the 

video consists in an unchallenged consolidation of Sommers’ self-positioning. Indicating a 

certain level of predictability, Sommers is cast to represent the view of a heterodox feminist. 

However, as I described above, details such as choice of words and labels, which may seem 
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minor, also provides important insights into the more subtle positioning mechanisms. Kelly’s 

description of Sommers by the label “conservative author” vis-à-vis Sommers’ self-descrip-

tion, “moderate, liberal feminist” exposes a certain ambiguity and illustrates the central fight 

over labels and appropriation of positions which characterize the culture wars in the media. 
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17  Case #4: Coleman Hughes 
 

 

17.1 A monotone emphasis on facts  

The first video featuring Coleman Hughes illustrates his positioning as a heterodox voice in 

the debate on racism and police accountability in the United States (Real Time with Bill 

Maher, 2020). The style of his performance on Real Time with Bill Maher is similar to both 

Sam Harris’ and Christina Hoff Sommers’ performances, respectively. On the one hand, 

Hughes appears to speak from a position of emotional detachment, while addressing an 

emotionally charged topic. On the other hand, the focus of Hughes’ diagnosis is the grounds 

of the conversation and the claim that the opposition has basically misdiagnosed society; in this 

way, Hughes meta-diagnosticates. The broader context of the discussion was the killings by 

white police officers of black citizens George Floyd in Minneapolis and Breonna Taylor in 

Louisville. Both killings were cases of excessive force and civil rights violations by the police 

and lead to world-wide protests, involving, among others, the Black Lives Matter movement 

(BLM). 

On Real Time, Hughes appears in a debate alongside two intermediaries: One is politician, 

author, and political analyst at CNN Bakari Sellers who is cast opposite Hughes, the other is 

participating host Bill Maher, who, by contrast, continuously aligns himself with Hughes. 

On the show, Hughes is cast as a proponent of fact-based discourse and critic of the 

contemporary anti-racism movement, including BLM, which, in his view, has widely misin-

terpreted topical issues relating to crime, police brutality, and related problems facing black 

communities as unambiguous expressions of racism. During the segment, Maher refers to 

Hughes’ article in City Journal (04:10), in which he challenges the basic premise of BLM, the 

claim that police brutality is best explained by racism (Hughes, 2020). Thus, by the time the 

Real Time episode was filmed, Hughes’ had already established his position in the public dis-

course through similar interventions on issues of race and racism, including his congressional 

testimony on reparations for slavery the previous year. In this sense, Hughes’ previous inter-

ventions may be perceived as qualifying achievements that enabled him to move from the 

narrower circuit of City Journal to the more established context of Real Time. 

The premise of the debate is Maher’s opening question: “Are we reacting with data and 

facts and reality to the police problem or are we just reacting?” (00:03). This rhetorical 
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question implicitly echoes Hughes’ position on the issue. In response, Sellers, a proponent 

of police reform and “defunding the police”, argues that police accountability only applies 

to white citizens, while it is fundamentally lacking when black citizens are involved in, for 

example, unjust police shootings (03:30). Maher challenges the notion of defunding the po-

lice and claims that most black people tend to favor more police instead of less, which he 

believes the “defunding” rhetoric to indicate (01:00). Sellers explains the idea and emphasizes 

the need to redistribute police funds to curb issues of what he believes to be an over-policing 

of black neighborhoods. According to Sellers, this over-policing explains statistics showing 

that black citizens have disproportionally more encounters with police, as pointed out by 

Hughes (00:44; 00:55; 01:07). 

Hughes disagrees with Sellers’ argument that the lack of police accountability is race re-

lated. Instead, he claims, the problem with police brutality is “much deeper”, essentially em-

phasizing the complexity of the issue, which is similar to the logos-approach of Sommers 

(01:32). Hughes states: “There is a reflexive urge to go to the race issue. I understand it, but 

the truth is that police in general generally [sic] do not get punished for misbehavior” (03:36). 

Maher supports Hughes’ argument, which then leads Sellers to respond by including two 

examples where white perpetrators have avoided police brutality (05:06): 1) The 2015 

Charleston church mass shooting in which a white supremacist shot and killed nine black 

churchgoers without getting shot himself by the police, and 2) the Kenosha riots during 

which the white 17-year-old Kyle Rittenhouse shot three and killed two BLM protestors also 

without getting shot himself by the police – an incident for which Rittenhouse was later 

acquitted causing further debate in the American public. The point of Sellers’ argument is 

that police encounters with white perpetrators tend to de-escalate, whereas the opposite is 

the case if perpetrators are black. Then Hughes interrupts, using logos-driven rhetoric:  

 

That’s not representative, though. You’re cherry-picking examples. There are plenty of… 

[Sellers: Did they not happen?]. I mean, the truth is that… no, you’re cherry-picking them. 

They happened, but for every example you could come up with, I can come up with examples 

of white people getting killed in precisely the same circumstances that black people do; either 

reaching for a gun or seeming to reach for a gun. And if we’re talking about what violent crimes 

go unpunished, actually, the bigger problem is that, uh, black murders go unsolved more often 

than white murders do, right? So, it’s not that the police are just ignoring white violence or 

violence committed by white people. If anything, they need to be paying more attention to 

violence that is committed and suffered by black people. (05:35) 
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Hughes emphasizes the need for fact-based arguments in the public discourse on racism and 

police brutality and encourages the use of representative – not “cherry-picked” – examples. 

This illustrates the logos appeal as a form of meta-theoretical discussion about the quality 

and validity of the argumentation (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 330). Hughes focuses on the 

basis of the argument just as much as on the argument itself. At the same time, Hughes claims 

that, in the case of police brutality, race is not the main variable, and that the suffering of 

black people is fundamentally caused by something other than racist police. This is very 

similar to Sommers’ argument against discrimination as the main explanation for the wage 

gap between men and women. Replacing the topic of police brutality with the wage gap, the 

argument structure is almost identical. This is a characteristic positioning pattern of the het-

erodox approach: Everybody seems to think X is the explanation for Y when really it is Z, 

or a complex combination of letters. 

The specific diagnosis presented by Hughes centers around an underemphasis of facts 

and data and an overemphasis on the explanatory power of race and racism. In this sense, 

Hughes’ diagnosis is an identification of what he perceives to be a misdiagnosis carried out 

by various groups and individuals occupying the position(s) that Sellers represents. Hughes 

presents himself as a proponent of fact and nuance, while attributing Sellers and his position 

the feature of being uncritical. This is particularly visible in Hughes’ choice of words, for 

instance, “a reflexive urge to go to the race issue” indicates that Hughes finds Sellers to be 

reacting to the issue according to emotional or otherwise irrational reflexes, and in an un-

controlled way. Hughes’ self-positioning on the side of facts and nuances is also a positioning 

against the rule of emotions, which implicitly works to locate his adversaries in an emotional 

and reflex-driven domain. At the same time, it affiliates him with both Harris and Sommers 

because the three share the narrative of emotional detachment.   

As indicated, both Hughes and Sellers are cast to represent their respective positions as 

well as each other’s opposition. This is characteristic of the traditional media debate where 

gatekeepers, that is, the producers of Real Time, set the stage for public discourse in a way 

that might accentuate conflict. However, despite the disagreements between Hughes and 

Sellers, the conflictual element is somewhat downplayed in practice throughout the clip. 

Even though Hughes interrupts Sellers early in the discussion, the conversation is never de-

railed, the tone remains respectful, and the mood does not become sinister. Both Sellers and 

Hughes appear confident, although in different ways. Sellers speaks louder and gestures 
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more, his posture is straighter, and he addresses Hughes in a way that invokes experience, 

stressing Hughes’ position as the young novice (01:35; 02:05). Compared to both Sellers and 

Maher, Hughes’ style of expression is monotone, his face almost expressionless, and he does 

not use dramatic exaggeration in his speech. This is not to say that Sellers and Maher are 

particularly theatrical, although Maher is a comedian and uses explicit comedic strategies in 

his argumentation, but Hughes presents himself calmer, relatively speaking. This demeanor 

mirrors his rhetorical self-positioning as preoccupied with facts and a (visibly) unemotional 

approach, which may also be determined by the media context by which Hughes is already 

cast as a man of facts. 

By contrast to Hughes strictly logos-driven argumentation, Sellers incorporates elements 

of pathos when referencing the Charleston mass shooting not only because of the horrific 

and tragic nature of the crime but because Sellers’ personal friend was among the victims 

(05:06). In direct comparison, Hughes and Sellers appear to approach the subject differently 

in terms of emotional expression, which has an observable effect: Sellers’ arguments generate 

applause several times during the discussion. 

Hughes’ self-positioning and rhetorical style, which is emotionally detached and fact-ori-

ented, is particularly notable in the context of the racism debate in the United States. This 

debate is emotionally charged due to its extreme nature: Disturbing video footage of police 

shootings and the murder of George Floyd circulate on a global scale, and various offensive 

utterings and racist opinions are also part of the discourse across the web and elsewhere. 

Thus, Hughes’ detached style may be perceived as controversial, which is also implied by 

Maher in his introduction of the discussion: “This is what no other show will talk about, but 

it has to be talked about” (00:03). This introduction combined with Maher’s repeated siding 

with Hughes throughout the debate not only attributes a perceived controversy to Hughes 

and consolidates his position; it also helps to position Maher himself and Real Time as a show 

critical of political correctness and willing to address issues that other shows will not. In this 

narrative, Real Time is positioned, contradictorily, as a traditional mainstream show off the 

traditional mainstream. 

Therefore, in terms of the packaging of Hughes’ intervention, it is significant that it occurs 

in a format that is known to entertain views that correspond to Hughes’ argumentation. The 

fact that Hughes (as well as the other three cases) appears on Real Time – and not some other 

show in the mainstream circuit – fits the narrative of controversy which surrounds not only 

the IDW but also characterizes the profile of the show. Real Time is not the only mainstream 
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show in the traditional media circuit that has hosted IDW members, but it is the only show 

that has consistently hosted all the individual cases along with an additional number of IDW 

associates. 

 

17.2 Addressing the audience: Pathos and the culture war narrative 

In a 10-minute bonus episode of his podcast Conversations with Coleman, uploaded to YouTube 

29 October 2020, Hughes explains his reasons for endorsing candidate Joe Biden in the 2020 

United States presidential election (Coleman Hughes, 2020). His particular phrasings are 

highly indicative of how he perceives the discursive milieu in which he is engaged. In his own 

words, Hughes is part of a “war of ideas against left-wing illiberalism” (09:53). Thus, the 

video exemplifies Hughes’ culture war narrative, which deviates rhetorically from the logos 

approach and is characterized by the more polemical positioning of specific concepts and 

phenomena. As illustrated in the previous close reading, the rhetorical mode of the interven-

tion reflects the communicative context. The pathos-laden approach deviates from the pre-

vious logos-filled rhetoric and appears fitted to the format and aim of the video: a direct 

message to Hughes’ followers and a cultivation of audience engagement. 

The video features a medium close-up shot of Hughes in front of his microphone. He 

appears to be standing in his home with bookshelves and a poster of jazz saxophonist John 

Coltrane in the background, thus displaying his interest in jazz; Hughes being a performing 

jazz musician himself. In terms of format and genre, the video is a hybrid of a radio mono-

logue (when consumed as podcast) and a typical YouTube vlogpost (when consumed as 

video). 

According to Hughes, he wishes to explain his views on the 2020 election because he has 

received comments and questions from audience members who were confused by his sup-

port for Biden. Within the first minute, Hughes summarizes his audiences’ confusion 

through two rhetorical questions:  

 

How come I’m not voting for the candidate that’s not afraid to stand up to the woke left, to 

cancel culture, critical race theory, to all the things that I spend so much time worrying about 

on this show? How could I possibly prefer Biden when he’s so clearly a Trojan horse for the 

left, when he’s obviously too weak to stand up to the onslaught of social justice that will come 

at him from the left wing of his party? (00:40) 
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This listing of arguments against his support for Biden gives a clear indication of how Hughes 

perceives the political landscape, identifies trends, and diagnoses societal pathologies. Alt-

hough the questions work as a setup for his subsequent refutation and debunking of them, 

the specific phrasing still demonstrates which concepts and phenomena, Hughes deems 

problematic. Among adversarial trends and problems that Hughes “worries about”, he posi-

tions the woke left, cancel culture, critical race theory, and social justice. Subsequently, he broadens the 

scope to include the left and the left wing of the Democratic Party. This basically mirrors the 

positions of the Culture War Matrix. He then goes on to answer the rhetorical questions by 

implying that, despite the validity of the diagnosis and the concern, Trump is not the cure. 

In Hughes’ view, many of the arguments used in support of Trump are in fact arguments 

against “the biased mainstream media” and “the cultural left for their hypocrisy […]” – and 

not for Trump (01:38). Thus, Hughes adds both the mainstream media to the list of adversaries 

and an additional term, the cultural left, to describe the range of leftist positions that he op-

poses. He specifies his attack on the mainstream media and names The New York Times as 

one of media guilty of unbalanced reporting on Trump (02:31). 

According to Hughes, the mainstream media, apart from Fox News who has an explicit 

pro-Trump bias, have generally been “totally unfair to Trump” (04:00). Hughes mentions 

Trump’s criminal justice policy which, in his view, has been close to what was advocated by 

civil rights activist Michelle Alexander in her book The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the 

Age of Colorblindness (2010). Hughes claims that this could have been considered progressive, 

but in the case of Trump, it does not seem to “put a dent in” the accusations of racism 

levelled against him (03:37). This, according to Hughes, is an example of hypocrisy and po-

litical tribalism driven by the political left. 

As another example of this hypocrisy, Hughes claims that worrying about the spread of 

Covid-19 in connection with BLM protests has been considered racist by his adversaries, 

while they explicitly warned against right-wing anti-lockdown protests due to the same con-

cern (01:38). Hughes goes on to position Amazon as part of the hypocrisy for rejecting au-

thor (and perceived ally to Hughes) Shelby Steele’s documentary What Killed Michael Brown? 

(2020). Finally, Hughes also positions writer Nikole Hannah-Jones and her “1619 Project” 

at The New York Times in the same category of perceived left-leaning hypocrisy, echoing pre-

vious criticisms of her, voiced on Twitter (03:37; Appendix H). Hughes concludes this char-

acterization and the location of his adversaries by stating: 
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What I’m getting at is the unprincipled rot of wokeness. The Orwellian and authoritarian in-

stinct of this new ideology that’s very fast on its way to dominating the culture if it doesn’t 

already. This is one of the great problems of our time, and it’s one that I think I’m pretty 

clearheaded about. So, the question is: If I understand this, why don’t I support Trump? (04:43) 

 

Hughes emphasizes his aversion to what he describes as woke ideology by using metaphor-

ical exaggeration, for instance, “the unprincipled rot of wokeness”. Although there is no 

reason to assume that Hughes is not sincere, this phrasing exemplifies a polemical strategy, 

which diverges from the logos-driven rhetoric identified in the previous close reading. By 

incorporating elements of pathos, this almost poetic and indeed bombastic way of describing 

his opposition implies an affective involvement with the issue, which may be either a con-

scious rhetorical device (pathos) or an unconscious expression of true emotion on Hughes’ 

behalf. In any case, it indicates a contradiction in the sense that even public intellectuals who 

appear to be careful in emphasizing logos in their self-positioning also use pathos to promote 

their ideas in the public intellectual arena. 

This calls attention to the different media logics and affordances of the communicative 

contexts in which Hughes intervenes. For instance, Real Time is a traditional media format 

operating according to broadcast logics and reaching audiences beyond Hughes’ followers: 

Hughes is cast to deliver logos-driven arguments and does. By contrast, Hughes’ podcast is 

controlled by himself and is, due to its media genre-specific potential for intimacy, a tool for 

community building, which depends on a more emotional type of communal relationship 

and is therefore particularly responsive to pathos appeals (Weber, 1978, p. 243). 

Hughes continues by presenting two reasons for his not supporting Trump despite their 

shared antipathy for wokeness: First, according to Hughes, the office of president has little 

or no power over “the ideas that dominate the culture” (05:09). Nonetheless, he continues 

by saying that Trump has radicalized parts of the left in the direction of wokeness through 

his rhetorical style, including his “infamous statements about Mexican immigrants” (06:35), 

that is, the claims that Mexican immigrants are rapists who bring drugs and crime to the 

United States (see Scott, 2019). A slight contradiction is indicated in Hughes’ statement be-

tween the claim that the president has no power over the culture while simultaneously attrib-

uting Trump with radicalizing the left. Nonetheless, Hughes’ point is that he believes Biden 

to be less likely to “derange” the left (07:05), which is why he is a better choice than Trump 

in the election. Second, Hughes finds the claims of Biden being a Trojan horse for the left-
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wing of the Democratic Party to lack evidence and being “unfalsifiable” (09:33). He thus 

ends his argument on another logos appeal to rationality through language associated with 

scientific methods. 

Just as Hughes begins the video by referring to his confused audience, he also ends the 

video by encouraging audience feedback and reactions (09:53). This essentially mirrors the 

communicative affordances and participatory culture of YouTube, while demonstrating a 

more direct relationship between public intellectual and audience. This illustrates the dialog-

ical nature of his interventionism. This direct message approach shows how the audience is 

being integrated into Hughes’ rhetorical strategy, which is most clearly visible in his use of 

pathos and rhetorical questions imagined to be posed by his audience. 

 

17.3 Polemical ambiguity 

The most popular video featuring Coleman Hughes in the qualitative sample is a 6-minute 

video recording of his full opening statement at a House Judiciary Subcommittee hearing on 

reparations for slavery (TheDC Shorts, 2019). The hearing took place on 19 June 2019. On 

the same day, the video was uploaded to YouTube by the channel TheDC Shorts, which is 

the official channel of the web news outlet The Daily Caller. In the video, Hughes reads aloud 

his testimony, which he also published in full on Quillette (see Hughes, 2019), before the 

subcommittee. In the ongoing culture war, Hughes’ position on reparations for slavery is 

usually occupied by declared conservatives. Thus, Hughes was invited to testify by the Re-

publicans on the subcommittee who oppose reparations, whereas the Democrats support it 

(BBC News, 2019).  In this light, the central use of the label “Democrat” instead of Hughes’ 

name or function in title of the video, “Black Democrat Booed for Testifying Against Slave 

Reparations”, appears to frame the relationship between Hughes’ self-declared political af-

filiation and his views on reparations as a discrepancy and an indication of heterodoxy. This 

framing is most likely a conscious strategy by The Daily Caller because it is described in the 

public discourse as a right-wing publication in support of Trump (see Levin, 2019). In addi-

tion, the fact that Hughes’ name does not appear in the title also indicates his, at the time, 

relatively modest level of fame compared to the other witnesses at the hearing, including 

Hollywood actor Danny Glover. 

The fact that Hughes’ most viewed video was uploaded by a right-wing web media like 

The Daily Caller demonstrates the positional engagement and influence of political actors, 

including journalistic media in the public intellectual positioning process. The Daily Caller 
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enhances the framing of Hughes’ intervention as part of a conservative argument. This is 

further stressed in comparison to one of Hughes’ opponents at the reparations hearings, 

author, journalist, and also recipient by The New York Times of the label public intellectual, 

Ta-Nehisi Coates (León, 2017). Another video in which Coates makes a case for reparations 

at the same hearing is predominantly uploaded to YouTube by either public outlets like PBS 

or left-leaning channels ranging from the mainstream Washington Post over Vice News to the 

more activist Democracy Now! (see Appendix I). This illustrates the polarized nature of the 

culture wars and the American media landscape, especially on issues relating to race and 

racism. This is important to note since the positioning by journalists of not only Hughes and 

the IDW, but of all actors in the culture wars, first and foremost takes place in a polarized 

American media landscape and socio-political context. In addition to the influence of plat-

form-specific logics and despite the global outreach of YouTube, large parts of the public 

positioning process are conditioned and influenced by the specific dynamics of American 

culture. 

  In his testimony, Hughes addresses the polarization: 

 

Nearly everyone close to me told me not to testify today. They told me that even though I’ve 

only ever voted for Democrats, I’d be perceived as a Republican – and therefore hated by half 

the country. Others told me that by distancing myself from Republicans, I would end up an-

gering the other half of the country. And the sad truth is that they were both right. That’s how 

suspicious we’ve become of one another. That’s how divided we are as a nation. (02:15) 

 

Hughes goes on to claim that “[i]f we were to pay reparations today we would only divide 

the country further” because it would essentially victimize the living ancestors of black slaves 

(02:15). Thus, the diagnosis made by Hughes revolves around the division and polarization 

of American society. He continues by invoking his own experience as simultaneously an 

attendee of an Ivy League College and descendant of slaves who worked on Thomas Jeffer-

son’s Monticello plantation to illustrate his argument. This exemplifies how Hughes’ private 

sensibilities and individual experience are integrated into the intervention (Saïd, 1996, p. 12): 

 

So, reparations for slavery would allocate federal resources to me but not to an American with 

the wrong ancestry – even if that person is living paycheck to paycheck and working multiple 

jobs to support a family. You might call that justice. I call it justice for the dead at the price of 

justice for the living. (03:19) 
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The final sentences of the quote further exemplify Hughes’ use of the polemical style of 

rhetoric: a one-liner with a touch of both mockery and hyperbole which ultimately sums up 

his argumentation. Moreover, the fact that the argument is twofold contributes to the ambi-

guity of Hughes’ position. On the one hand, it echoes the more traditional arguments against 

reparations which emphasizes the fact that slavery happened a long time ago. On the other 

hand, Hughes establishes an apparent social justice perspective by claiming that reparations 

would add to the inequality from which black communities are already suffering. Here, 

Hughes sides with the marginalized, echoing Saïd’s (1996, p. 11) ideal of intellectual engage-

ment. According to Hughes, ”[b]lack people don’t need another apology. We need safer 

neighborhoods and better schools. We need a less punitive criminal justice system. We need 

affordable health care” (01:46). This rhetoric exemplifies how Hughes positions himself once 

again on the side of the perceived real-life problems as opposed to the implied abstract and 

detached nature of the arguments in favor of reparations. At the same time, it also indicates 

an implicit distinction between the “social justice onslaught” that Hughes mentions in one 

of the previous videos and the version of social justice of which he advocates in the above 

quote. By using this twofold argument, he appears to make a move to self-locate his position 

somewhere in between, or even beyond, the common left-right spectrum. This non-con-

formist approach appears aligned with the heterodox narrative and reflects the challenge of 

clearly locating Hughes on the political spectrum, which is characteristic of the IDW phe-

nomenon more broadly (Kelsey, 2020). 

In conclusion, this ambiguity and use of arguments that might fit in both camps of the 

political debate adds to the complexity of negotiating Hughes’ position in a political land-

scape, which is characterized by polarization. Adding to this are the positioning moves made 

by media and intermediaries (YouTube channels and talk show hosts), which serve to nego-

tiate Hughes’ position – either by appropriating, criticizing, comparing, or juxtaposing his 

statements. This is most clearly illustrated by the phrasing of the video title. It is nevertheless 

clear in the video that Hughes’ position is perceived to be controversial as indicated by parts 

of the audience booing (02:12). One audience member demonstrated his taking offense by 

loudly walking out after Hughes’ statement, leading chairman of the subcommittee, Demo-

crat Steve Cohen, to call Hughes “presumptive” (05:35). In sum, this highlights the charged 

nature of the debate and demonstrates the immediate effects of the polemical ambiguity which 

characterizes Hughes’ positioning strategy.  
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18  Conclusion 
 
 

In this concluding chapter, I summarize and interpret the key findings of the empirical study 

of the IDW on YouTube. By considering the findings in connection to the main conceptual 

issues addressed hitherto, I discuss how they may be used to inform the theoretical develop-

ment of public intellectualism in the context of digital media culture. I reflect on the applica-

bility of the analytical framework used, focusing specifically on the notion of positioning and 

the call for a more in-depth analytical engagement with media as an important dimension in 

the construction of public intellectual authority. By identifying three main tensions of public 

intellectual discourse of the IDW on YouTube, I conclude that the simultaneous prolifera-

tion of actors engaged and modes of communication available on YouTube has increased 

the complexity of public intellectual positioning and amplified the compound nature of pub-

lic intellectual authority. The goal is to qualify academics and publics to engage in informed 

conversation about public intellectualism and establish an improved and nuanced under-

standing of the workings of contemporary media culture and public discourse. The chapter 

is structured as follows: 

First, I discuss the three tensions to identify and distinguish the positioning elements 

which appear to be enduring features of public intellectualism beyond YouTube and the ones 

characteristic of digital culture and YouTube discourse. In Driessens’ terms (2022, p. 2), 

continuity is a “complex and dynamic process in close interrelation with change”. Thus, in-

dications of change, acceleration, and features apparently unique to the case of the IDW and 

the contemporary culture wars may in fact disclose signs of continuity within the phenome-

non of public intellectualism. Second, I use the perspective of continuity and change, per-

ceived as a form of permeating meta-tension, as a prism through which the empirical insights 

can be contemplated to make conclusive statements about public intellectualism in the digital 

age. As stated in Chapter 1, the point is to elucidate mechanisms which produce continuity, 

while simultaneously being attentive to empirical novelties. Finally, I reflect on the future 

direction of public intellectual studies in the digital age. 
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18.1 Three tensions of public intellectualism 

Considering public intellectual engagement in terms of tensions and contradictions is by no 

means a novel approach within the field. For instance, in 2012, Baert and Booth (2012), 

suggested “four core tensions”, which, to varying degrees, has also been addressed in this 

project: hierarchy versus equality; expertise versus generality; passion versus detachment; and 

individuality versus collectivity. The authors aimed to situate these tensions in relation to 

new media technologies (Twitter and online blogs), but without a systematic media studies 

perspective of in-depth investigation of platform vernaculars and specific communicative 

affordances. Although the tensions identified are relatively durable when discussing contem-

porary public intellectualism, much has happened in terms of political climate, public dis-

course, and the digital media landscape in the ten years passed. Thus, some of the tensions 

may be nuanced or phrased differently today, while new, parallel tensions have emerged.
30

 

Based on my analysis of the IDW on YouTube, three tensions appear most clearly: 1) 

heterodoxy versus orthodoxy; 2) rationality versus emotionality; and 3) content versus con-

text. I do not claim these to be core tensions. Nonetheless, their solid empirical foundation may 

lead to a discussion of generalizability to pinpoint the enduring features of public intellectu-

alism and their manifestations in online communication. 

The first two tensions relate to narrative constructions. Both heterodoxy and rationality char-

acterize the strategic positioning narrative of the IDW and are juxtaposed with the opposi-

tional features of orthodoxy and emotionality. The third tension pertain to positional efforts and 

their effects: the affordances of YouTube as communicative context calls attention to the 

potential effects of associative positioning in locating public intellectuals and their interven-

tions, that is, content. 

The tensions may not be exclusive to public intellectualism; they may equally reflect the 

basic dynamics of culture wars. Nonetheless, they represent several key positioning mecha-

nisms at work in the public intellectual arena on YouTube. Since the public intellectual arena 

is not an autonomous sphere, public intellectualism cannot be separated from its immediate 

discursive and communicative context (Baert, 2015, pp. 148–149). Therefore, it is crucial to 

 
30 To be clear, my emphasis on the tension between emotionality and rationality is based on the performances 
and narratives of the IDW (e.g., the rhetorical prioritization of rationality and the relationship between emo-
tional investment and detachment), whereas Baert and Booth’s (2012, pp. 113–114) idea of passion versus de-
tachment refers to the tension between the political engagement of intellectuals with “the passions of the day” 
and their simultaneous posture of political detachment and claimed independence from power. 
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reflect upon the extent to which the tensions may be perceived as indicators of features 

intrinsic to public intellectualism. 

 

18.1.1 Heterodoxy–orthodoxy 
The close readings show how the heterodox narrative, introduced in Chapter 12, is conveyed 

in the cases’ performances on YouTube as a key component in the positioning of the IDW. 

The notion of heterodoxy mirrors the established ideal of intellectual outsiderdom and the 

practice of speaking truth to power (Hawkins & Keren, 2015). The effort to construct a 

shared position of heterodoxy was central to the formation of the IDW, as illustrated by 

their union against a common “Other” and the shared media practice of circumventing tra-

ditional broadcast media to make their initial interventions (Kelsey, 2020, p. 175). By using 

YouTube, podcasts, and social media, the IDW managed to seize the agenda of public intel-

lectual discourse and move it online. From the outset, the IDW was positioned as outsiders 

speaking out against “the establishment”, that is, institutional media, professional journalism, 

and universities. The premise of this anti-establishment positioning was the claim that polit-

ical correctness has colonized the mainstream and weakened the credibility of institutions, 

leaving no room for intellectual debate and alternative opinions and ideas.  

Heterodoxy is fundamentally dependent on the definition of orthodoxy (Kelsey, 2020, p. 

172). The close readings of IDW members’ diagnoses proved useful to identify rhetorical 

attributions of power, the assumed derivative of orthodoxy. As illustrated in the close reading 

of Coleman Hughes’ podcast, his definition of wokeness as an ideology which dominates 

culture is a positioning effort to simultaneously identify and oppose (or speak truth to) power 

(Coleman Hughes, 2020, p. 04:43). 

The invocation of outsiderdom and the opposition to power, combined with the claimed 

defense of the general value of free speech, the prophecies, and alarmist rhetoric, especially 

used by Jordan Peterson, ensured a successful positioning of the IDW that made their mode 

of discourse recognizable as distinctly intellectual (Baert, 2015, p. 166). 

This, and their strategic branding efforts, may explain why the public intellectual label was 

so quickly and firmly attached to the group members. While the heterodox narrative is first 

and foremost a means of critical (op)positioning, there are several layers to it. 

First, IDW members position heterodoxy as a distinct value. The heterodoxy of the IDW 

was sold through the pro-free speech positioning as the willingness to discuss difficult and 

controversial topics in the pursuit of truth (Weiss, 2018). In this line of positioning, the 
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heterodox position is also a non-conformist approach, which is maintained by IDW mem-

bers by engaging in discourse with controversial figures and by championing diversity of 

thought and rejecting the categorizations made by intermediaries (U. Harris, 2019; Shermer 

et al., n.d.).  

Second, heterodoxy is a positioning method of telling people what they thought was true is 

not. The method is operationalized according to following formula: Everybody (doxa) seems 

to think X is the explanation for Y when really it is Z, or a complex combination of letters. 

This is illustrated by Christina Hoff Sommers’ perspective on the wage gap debate and 

Hughes’ interpretation of police brutality. 

Third, the heterodox narrative depends on who formulates it: The four cases are perceived 

to speak out against their own, either in the form of institutional surroundings, intellectual 

traditions, or any essentialist or presumptive notions of social background. In this way, the 

narrative transcends traditional political divides and makes it difficult to categorize its pro-

ponents due to its ambiguity and non-conformist nature (Kelsey, 2020). 

The heterodoxy of Peterson is constituted by his positioning as the university insider with 

carefully performed credentials to legitimately confirm the suspicions of critical outsiders to 

the academic world: the notion that intellectual freedom is threatened. The intuitive discrep-

ancy between Peterson’s academic ethos and his attempts to miscredit universities seems to 

constitute a particularly effective position with high perceived legitimacy in the culture wars. 

On a symbolic level, claiming to defend freedom from an inside position, while projecting 

high levels of institutionalized authority appears to have paved the way for the significant 

public visibility and resonance of Peterson’s version heterodoxy. 

In Harris’ case, the heterodoxy is mainly constituted by his association with the IDW 

agenda of anti-establishment positioning and the elevation of heterodoxy (e.g., free thinking) 

to the level of general value. Ironically, another layer of heterodoxy was added by his later 

strategic disassociation from the group, which made him a heterodox heretic. 

Sommers and Hughes represent the heterodox narrative in the most apparent or intuitive 

way: They position themselves via their social background with the effect of questioning the 

role of social identity in intellectual discourse, including the kinds of opinions expected to be 

held by a feminist scholar and a person of color, respectively. This enters the intellectual 

outsider ideal into the contemporary debates on social identity. 
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18.1.2 Rationality–emotionality  
Another central positioning narrative of the IDW, especially cases 2–4, is focused on the 

prioritization of rationality, facts, and science over emotions and (over)sensitivity. The IDW 

generally subscribe to the snowflake thesis (D’Orazio, 2020), often perceived as a form of 

anti-wokeness (Sobande et al., 2022, pp. 4–5), and decidedly attributes fragility and over-

coddling to their adversaries. On the one hand, both Peterson and Sommers engage in a very 

direct way with the narrative by vocally criticizing the alleged easily offended academic envi-

ronment. Both cases use it as branding strategies: “the professor against political correctness” 

and “the factual feminist”, respectively. This type of positioning was emblematized by Pe-

terson in the much-viewed Channel 4 News clip where he applauded Cathy Newman for ex-

ercising her freedom of speech to risk offending him in the pursuit of truth (Channel 4, 

2018). This intervention represents a narrative link between free speech, heterodoxy, and 

attributions of fragility. 

On the other hand, Harris and Hughes engages more subtly with the rationality-emotion-

ality dichotomy: it is woven into their argumentation patterns and illustrated by their logos 

appeals, including references to statistics, use of scientific language, and a general emphasis 

on scientific methods, supported by their controlled, composed, and emotionally detached 

demeanor. 

Both Harris, Sommers, and Hughes position themselves on an empiricist, fact-oriented 

axis against the rule of emotions. Indignant, but emotionally detached, they all use logos 

appeals and the heterodox formula to start conversations about the conversation, that is, a 

discussion of the grounds of intellectual discourse. They rhetorically position (without nec-

essarily providing) evidence and facts to counter the claimed irrationality of political correct-

ness and wokeness. Harris appears unsympathetic to controversy and offense; Sommers is 

confidently light-hearted and slightly removed from the supposed solemnity of her adver-

saries; Hughes is demonstratively monotone and straight-faced. 

However, the performative prioritization of rationality is not antithetical to emotional 

investment, polemics, pathos (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019, pp. 167–168). Both Sommers and 

Hughes use pathos, polemical rhetoric, and hyperbole to activate cultural dichotomies and 

perform their diagnosis to direct the attention towards rationality. In a sense, they use pathos 

against itself. 

Although the cases share the diagnosis of PC-culture and fragility, their prescriptions dif-

fer. Peterson does not champion rationality in the same way as his peers: In the videos 
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analyzed, the main mode of discourse in Peterson’s culture war interventions is Jeremiah-

like prophecy (Posner, 2001): he is preoccupied with diagnosticating PC-culture as an exis-

tential threat, rather than a practical problem, as it is defined by Harris. Peterson is less sys-

tematic, and his advocacy against universities and political correctness is characteristically 

emotional and affect-driven. He expresses anger, frustration, and shows personal fragility, 

alluding to his own life crisis. His associative style of argumentation and vast compilation of 

adversarial concepts do not intuitively reflect the rationalist agenda. To him, ethos (“I’ve 

done the reading”), rather than logos, serves as legitimation device, while pathos and cha-

risma (passion, dedication, martyrdom) substitutes argumentative consistency and coherence 

to construct an authoritative position. Peterson’s general diagnoses are opportunely vague 

and undocumented, enabling him instead to bet large parts of his positioning efforts on 

charismatic authority. 

The digital media culture, exemplified by personal YouTube channels and vlogposts, al-

lows Peterson to capitalize on his indignation by combining the personal with the commer-

cial: he strategizes his charismatic authority and controversial persona to conduct market 

analyses and improve the utility of his interventions. 

The point is that the formats and genres of YouTube offer new opportunities for com-

munity building  (van de Ven & van Gemert, 2020). This is illustrated both by Peterson’s 

and Hughes’ direct communication to fans, rather than the generalized idea of a public audi-

ence. This stresses the centrality of charisma, since community building relies on an emo-

tional connection with the addressees, which may have been less salient, let alone managea-

ble, in a pre-digital public intellectual arena (Weber, 1978, p. 243). Community building is 

central in the public intellectual positioning process online, both in terms of visibility and 

attention, but also in terms of funding, especially if reliant on audience donations. 

In addition, the salience of affective rhetoric in the case of the IDW depends on the media 

context. For example, on Real Time with Bill Maher, Hughes was cast to represent the ration-

alist-heterodox side of his persona, priming the use of logos. Conversely, he distinctively uses 

pathos appeals when the target audience is fans on his own podcast. Thus, intervening via a 

personal YouTube channel, as opposed to appearing on a broadcast TV interview, condi-

tions different types of public intellectual interventions. In terms of production, the former 

type is in the immediate control of the intellectual, while the latter crucially depends on in-

termediaries and mixed media logics on both levels of production (broadcast logics) and 
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circulation (social media logics) (Baert & Morgan, 2018, pp. 334–335; van Dijck & Poell, 

2013). 

Bearing in mind the hybrid nature of mediated intellectual discourse, media logics which 

cultivate and thrive on charismatic authority and emotional engagement of public intellectu-

als obviously existed before the advent of YouTube. Charisma and affect are also embedded 

in the dynamics of political talk show formats like Real Time. Nevertheless, the popularity of 

these formats when migrated to YouTube indicates an amplification of affect-driven logics 

of attention, elucidating the nature of the online public intellectual arena as part of a “digital 

affect culture” (Döveling et al., 2018). This is exemplified by some of the most viewed videos, 

which share a conflict- and controversy-oriented, or otherwise affective, mode of discourse, 

some of which are easily spreadable as “DESTROYS”-themed compilations, enhancing the 

emotional rhetoric. 

The central positioning of facts, rationality, and logos is often perceived as the centerpiece 

of intellectual argumentation (Baert & Morgan, 2018, p. 330). Thus, the logos-driven ration-

alist persona is another easy to spot intellectual trait, although in practice, it is intertwined 

with its rhetorical counterpart, pathos, and dependent on the emotional investment of the 

actors involved. 

The close readings show how the significance of affect-driven logics of attention becomes 

increasingly apparent in the face of discrepancies between rhetorical styles, opinions, and 

types of authority. This is illustrated by Harris’ performance on Real Time where his emotional 

detachment and apparent attempt to engage in “pure” intellectual discourse results in an 

emotionally charged argument with actor Ben Affleck. In turn, this stresses the basic tension 

between public and intellectual: although neither concept is pure to begin with, the complex-

ity only increases when they are combined. While the notion of intellectual comes with specific 

ideals of engagement and rhetorical expectations, the mediated public space is governed by 

other logics, which may contradict the practice of intellectualism. 

The increasingly affective nature of the discursive space in which public intellectuals op-

erate may only provide part of the explanation for the high public impact of videos such as 

the ones mentioned above. The metadata analysis shows that media hierarchies are persis-

tent. Some of the most popular IDW clips on YouTube are uploaded by established media 

brands with the necessary resources to utilize not only affective logics of attention, but also 

the algorithmic structure of YouTube circulation. In sum, affective public intellectual com-

munication was not introduced by digital media logics, but the analyses indicate that it has 
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been cultivated and accelerated by them (Burgess & Matamoros-Fernández, 2016, p. 81; 

Wahl-Jorgensen, 2019, p. 171). 

 

18.1.3 Context-content 
As noted, public intellectual rhetoric and performance is context-dependent and changes 

with the communicative genre used. In this way, the media context has a relatively direct 

effect on the type of positioning made by the intellectuals involved. This calls attention to 

the new ways in which the tension between context and content of public intellectual posi-

tioning is expressed on YouTube. The main point is the simultaneous proliferation of 1) 

modes of communication used for public intellectual interventions and 2) actors involved in 

the positioning process. 

First, the complexity of the relationship between context and content is emphasized by 

the notion of YouTube as a hybrid microcosm where different types of communication, 

genres, and styles of intervention (content) circulate side by side. As illustrated by the rhe-

torical shifts in Hughes’ performance in changing formats, multiple types of positioning 

strategies are available to public intellectuals depending on the media formats chosen. As 

such, public intellectual positioning has become more volatile and adoptable to changes of 

communicative context. 

Previously, the book was the main vehicle for public intellectual interventionism. Alt-

hough it is still a central public intellectual product and important medium for in-depth ar-

gumentation and strategic positioning efforts, it lacks both the community building potential 

of podcasts and vlogs and the ability of audiovisual communication to convey multiple sides 

of the intellectual persona, including charisma, both in verbal and non-verbal terms. At the 

same time, YouTube-specific formats enable public intellectuals to reach audiences beyond 

readers. This may be illustrated by the fact that Peterson rose to significance through 

YouTube interventions first; his international bestseller came second.  

Second, the metadata analysis shows the diversity of actors involved in uploading content 

and contributing to public intellectual discourse on YouTube. This pluralistic context of dif-

ferent voices, interests, and sources of authority emphasizes the situatedness and non-linear 

positioning effects of public intellectual interventions. Moreover, it stresses the relational 

logic of public intellectual positioning by accentuating the point that positioning “only takes 

effect because of the agents operating within a particular context” (Baert, 2015, p. 173, empha-

sis added). To account for this, I developed the notion of associative positioning. The increased 
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agency of audiences in repurposing and remixing intellectual products has accelerated the 

potential effects of this type of positioning, albeit audience contributions are generally viewed 

to a lesser extent than traditional or otherwise organized media outlets, as shown in the 

metadata analysis. 

The potential of associative positioning is illustrated in part by the multimodal character 

of YouTube videos. The immediate context of associations (metatext, images, related videos) 

become part of the public intellectual performance, for instance, by linking it to other intel-

lectuals, political topics, et cetera. In this way, metadata may not only influence the position-

ing of public intellectuals by proxy; it is an constituent feature. 

This is not only the case when audiences engage in uploading intellectual interventions. 

Researchers also use metadata to map the networks of associations between the IDW and 

various other voices on YouTube, especially right-wing influencers (R. Lewis, 2018; Ribeiro 

et al., 2019). On YouTube, metadata is integrated into the public intellectual positioning pro-

cess in a way that makes previously hidden or less noticeable associations and connections 

possible. 

In addition, established media outlets and their representatives (intermediaries) also con-

tribute to the positioning process by interpreting and appropriating intellectual messages. 

This underlines the negotiable nature of positioning and authority constructions. While this 

is not necessarily new, the media-facilitated abundance of content made by intellectuals, au-

diences, and intermediaries may blur the boundaries between interventions and interpreta-

tions. 

The possibility of appropriation and the potentially increased significance of associative 

positioning may also be explained by the inherent ambiguity of IDW rhetoric. The close 

readings show how the combination of heterodox narratives, polemics, and pathos have am-

biguous positioning effects for several reasons. Peterson’s mix of ethics and aesthetics and 

his ranting and associative rhetoric combined with his “rash predictions” and doomsday di-

agnoses (Posner, 2001, p. 35) results in one form of ambiguity, which is readily recontextu-

alized. On the one side, he is seemingly apolitical, preoccupied with self-improvement and 

interpretations of the Bible. On the other, he is a staunch and controversial culture warrior. 

Mirroring this duality, Harris is a self-declared believer in liberal principles, but his detached 

rational man persona comes off as insensitive to critics when engaging with sensitive issues 

of socio-cultural identity. Sommers’ and Hughes’ versions of heterodoxy result in another 

form of ambiguity by transcending the typical categories by which political discourse is 
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perceived. Ambiguity, per definition, opens the positioning space for interpretations: Som-

mers, for instance, is appropriated by liberals and conservatives alike (e.g., Bill Maher and 

Megyn Kelly, respectively), while Hughes testifies before Congress as a Republican witness 

despite his public identification as Democrat. 

The increased integration of interpretations into the interventions, of context into con-

tent, is further illustrated by several defensive positioning moves made by the IDW cases. 

Accounts of deplatforming (online or on campus); claims of excommunication from intel-

lectual circles; and the right-wing associations are frequently used by the cases to claim vic-

timhood to efforts of villainization by the establishment. This works to consolidate the het-

erodox position and thereby legitimate the IDW position of marginalization and exile (Saïd, 

1996). This element of self-fulfilling prophecy is illustrated by the naming of the group, 

which is predicated on the notion that alternative interpretations of political discourse is 

considered “dark” by the establishment. In addition, Harris’ move to leave the IDW may 

also be viewed in this light because it is based on the assumption that his association with 

the group obstructs his ability to construct individuality as public intellectual. 

The point is that public intellectual positioning is a negotiation between various actors 

conditioned by context-specific communicative affordances and media logics. In addition, 

the complexity of the public intellectual positioning process may be accelerated in the digital 

media culture. The question of acceleration calls attention to the issue of temporality and 

thereby to the permeating tension of continuity versus change. 

 

18.2 Continuity and change of public intellectualism 

I have studied contemporary public intellectualism as a multifaceted, relational practice con-

ditioned by a digital media infrastructure, which facilitates the communicative engagement 

of multiple actors in a perpetual process of positioning and negotiation over authority. Cen-

tral to this theory of public intellectualism is the idea that public intellectual authority is con-

structed, conveyed, and maintained through communicative performance, approached in the 

analyses through the concept of positioning. 

The notion of authority represents continuity, the durable core issue, while the increased 

complexity of the public intellectual positioning process engendered by the diversification of 

mediated communication represents change. In essence, public intellectualism still depends 

on authority, while the road to authority has been altered by the online proliferation of modes 
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of communication, ways of diffusion, and the range of actors involved in the positioning 

process. 

Despite claims of decline of the public intellectual position, including the downfall of the 

authoritative type (Baert, 2015), certain voices in the public discourse, like members of the 

IDW, are still recognized as public intellectuals and granted the “license” to address a public 

audience on matters of common concern from a generalist perspective (Collini, 2006, p. 47). 

I perceive this license as proxy for recognizing authority, which, in the case of public intel-

lectuals, is a compound construct susceptible to negotiation and changes in contexts of me-

diated communication. This multifaceted notion of public intellectual authority is reflected 

in my conceptualization of the public intellectual as a meta-position with shifting institutional 

affiliations, professional backgrounds, and claims of legitimation. 

Thus, to answer the research questions posed in Chapter 1 – What are the conditions of 

public intellectualism in the digital age? How is public intellectual authority constructed and 

negotiated on YouTube? What characterizes the YouTube video as one of the main vehicles 

for public intellectual interventions today? – I conducted a multilayered empirical analysis of 

the IDW on YouTube. In the following, I highlight three main contributions of the project: 

1) the theoretico-methodological framework, 2) the linkage of authority and positioning, and 

3) the increased sensitivity to the role of media in public intellectual communication. 

 

18.2.1 The framework 
The purpose of the illustrative framework presented in Chapter 4 (Figure 1) is twofold: On 

the one hand, it aims to synthesize the theoretical discussions of Part I and explain the basic 

mechanisms of present-day public intellectual authority constructions. On the other hand, it 

serves to direct the empirical analysis to form a holistic understanding of the public intellec-

tual practice in different contexts. The framework consists of six dimensions of public intel-

lectual positioning: 1) discourse, 2) institutions, 3) intermediaries, 4) individuality, 5) media, 

and 6) audiences.  

The twofold and heuristic nature of the framework allowed high flexibility to the trans-

cend rigid taxonomies. Thus, the dimensions were approached through multiple angles 

across several chapters. For instance, the institutions and media dimensions were covered 

both in Part I through theoretical discussions of media institutional (infra)structures, com-

municative affordances, sources of authority, funding models and platformization; in Part II 

through detailed reflections on digital methods and the nature of YouTube data; and, in Part 
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III by empirical mappings of the (media) organizations involved in YouTube discourse and 

close readings of mediated public intellectual performances. To be clear, the framework was 

instructive for all three main analytical stages (framework dimensions highlighted in italic): 

To cover the discourse dimension and establish an overview of the institutional structure 

of public intellectualism (institutions), I first made a mapping of the communicative context 

of the IDW. I identified the key actors, issues, and positions of the ongoing culture war and 

synthesized the media circulated narratives of the IDW into The Culture War Matrix (Figure 

9). 

Second, the metadata analysis of 1,057 YouTube videos served to address the framework 

dimensions in the specific context of YouTube. I mapped the topics addressed (discourse); the 

types of organizations and institutions facilitating and contributing to discourse (institutions); 

the relative impact of different uploader categories (media); and the involvement of audiences 

in watching and uploading content (audiences). 

Third, the close readings illustrated the public intellectual performance as a positional 

negotiation between intellectuals and intermediaries. The close readings also addressed the var-

iation in the public intellectual modes of communication brought about by changing media 

contexts and its effects in terms of individuality constructions. Finally, the video close readings 

focused on how the cases diagnosticate and rhetorically position entities related to all six 

dimensions of the framework, including journalists, scholars, (media) organizations, universi-

ties, audiences, and various phenomena and key concepts of the culture war. 

 

18.2.2 Linking authority and positioning 
Another central theoretical contribution of project is the conceptual linkage between author-

ity and positioning. This serves to provide a vocabulary for understanding public intellectual 

authority as practice. Neither authority nor positioning are new concepts in public intellectual 

studies, and the relationship between the two is already implied in existing literature (Baert, 

2012, 2015, 2018; Collini, 2006). However, the clear connection between the two, as pre-

sented in the authority-positioning interplay in Chapter 4 (Figure 2), enables a more in-depth 

understanding of what public intellectualism is about. As suggested by Lincoln (1994, pp. 

10–11): “[…] authority is not so much an entity as it is (1) an effect; (2) the capacity for 

producing that effect; and (3) the commonly shared opinion that a given actor has the ca-

pacity for producing that effect”. The notion of authority as an effect, which materializes 

through a reciprocal relationship between performance and recognition, appears highly 
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suitable to Baert’s (2015, p. 180) call to abandon “a vocabulary of intentions for vocabulary 

of effects”. 

In Baert’s terms (2018, p. 231), public intellectual interventions first and foremost bring 

about positioning as an effect, which, in turn, effectuates further diffusion of the intellectual’s 

ideas and, ultimately, symbolic, and institutional recognition. My point is that recognition 

essentially means authority. 

Thus, the contribution of this project consists in the clarification of this relationship: 

Public intellectual authority is both a condition (the authority basis) and a result (e.g., increas-

ing or decreasing status) of positioning in the public discourse. This conceptual perspective 

directs the analytical focus towards what happens when the authority basis of public intel-

lectuals is activated and elaborated through public engagement, which crucially depends on 

media. 

 

18.2.3 Media sensitivity 
Although the project is cross-disciplinary in nature, as indicated by the theoretical engage-

ment with both philosophical discussions of ontology, the sociology of intellectuals, and 

intellectual history, its analytical point of departure is rooted distinctively in media studies. 

Thus, on the surface, the media dimension of the public intellectual positioning process may 

appear to have taken analytical precedence over the remaining dimensions of the framework. 

However, the point is not to promote a media-centric or media-deterministic approach to 

the study of public intellectualism. Instead, the project calls for an increased analytical atten-

tion to media because it has often been treated as a secondary focus of public intellectual 

studies. Underlying this perspective is the assumption that the publicness of public intellec-

tualism in the digital age is constituted by mediated communication. Provided that public and 

intellectual are perceived as equally important focal points in the study of public intellectualism, 

it is essential to establish a balanced approach in which media receives the necessary scholarly 

attention. 

By using digital methods which utilize the communicative affordances of YouTube to 

identify and collect data, I developed a context-sensitive methodological framework. Thus, 

the empirical data was treated equally as public intellectual content and YouTube content. 

The analyses were informed by deep reflections on the multimodal nature of YouTube com-

munication and culture, including the logics of attention and popularity. 
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One of the main benefits of including a media studies perspective in the study of public 

intellectualism is that it enables an analytical focus on changes in the communicative context 

of public intellectualism. It is safe to say that the introduction of new technologies, including 

digital media platforms into everyday life, culture, politics, and society more broadly, has 

altered the communicative dynamics of the social in the course of relatively few years (Rosa, 

2013, p. 97). Therefore, the question of how and to what extent this development has also 

altered the state of contemporary public intellectualism is highly relevant. 

Balancing the tension between continuity and change, the following points need repeti-

tion. The project has provided evidence to support that public intellectual authority con-

structions still depend on the availability of established, traditional media brands. Even on 

YouTube, which is said to favor the visibility of native content (Rieder et al., 2018, pp. 63–

64), the most popular IDW interventions were made in traditional talk shows, uploaded by 

well-known media brands. The public intellectual performances in these videos appeared not 

to have been altered considerably by digital media logics. However, the ability of the inter-

ventions of generating attention in a non-specialist public audience beyond readers and 

broadcast TV viewers is driven by YouTube logics of diffusion. By becoming a YouTube 

video, traditional media genres, like talk shows, transform into a new type of vehicle for 

public intellectual interventions. The YouTube video as a multimodal meta-format with both 

an audiovisual and a metatextual dimension creates increasingly blurred boundaries between 

intervention and interpretation. Its very location on YouTube, the public discourse micro-

cosm, accentuates the non-linear and associative nature of public intellectual positioning in 

the digital age. 

 

18.2.4 Accelerating forward? 
This last point calls for a final reflection, going forward: Are there indications of a general 

acceleration of the public intellectual positioning process? Throughout the dissertation, I 

have described the process as perpetual in nature. However, since nothing lasts forever, a 

close inquiry into the implied shifting temporalities of public intellectual communication may 

lead to more precise descriptions of how public intellectual authority is constructed over 

time and of the relationship between issue trajectories and individual trajectories in the public 

discourse. 

In their analysis of wokeness, both as movement and cultural brand, Sobande et al. (2022, 

pp. 7–8) point out how digital communication enables corporations, citizens, and activists to 
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“metabolize” the woke moment in culture. The authors refer to Hardt’s claim (2017, p. 390) 

about acceleration: “The impression of rapid change in social movement organization is of-

ten reinforced by the focus on media and communication: the swift rate of technological 

change gives the impression of accelerated rhythms of political shifts”. This impression of 

acceleration may also apply to the case of IDW – one of the most visible backlashes against 

the woke moment. The previously mentioned “Jordan Peterson moment” (D. D. Brooks, 

2018) and the viral nature of his most popular YouTube videos represent a meteoric break-

through into the public intellectual scene. Conversely, shortly after Sam Harris’ departure 

from the IDW, accounts of its demise soon spread in the media (see Sayers, 2021). Now, the 

IDW appears to be a closing chapter of the twenty-first century culture wars, and it seems 

to have ended as quickly as it began. Most of its members are still active in the public dis-

course, but the IDW phenomenon is arguably fading.  

Questions arise as to whether this trajectory is historically representative of public intel-

lectual collectives in general, or if there is an inherent bubble effect to public intellectualism 

in the context of YouTube and online communication more broadly? Going forward, com-

parative studies may answer these questions by focusing on intellectual collectives across 

historical, cultural, economic, and communicative contexts. Such analyses may intellectual 

funding patterns (Gonzalez Hernando & Williams, 2018) and consult the literature on 

crowdfunding and digital labor (Postigo, 2016; Regner, 2020) to investigate the consequences 

of the economic platformization of public intellectual communication: is there a difference 

between the intellectual content creator and the engaged interventionist? 

 Retaining the media sensitive approach advocated, such studies may benefit from com-

prehensive explorations of the digital methodology available and the vastness of the online 

platform infrastructure, including YouTube as key resource, to (back)track the course of 

relevant intellectual positionings and scrutinize the mechanisms of public intellectual author-

ity constructions. 

The non-linear and associative positioning dynamics of the IDW case may be viewed in 

terms of social acceleration, as developed by Rosa (2013). Central to this concept is the acceler-

ation of communication, which mirrors the discussion of the remixed culture, media hybrid-

ity, hierarchy, and logics of association: 

 

[On] the Internet there are pieces of information and data, entered at different moments in 

time and pertaining to various historical epochs, that stand seamlessly and without hierarchy 
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next to one another and thereby systematically undermine the possibility of a temporal orien-

tation by allowing a kaleidoscopic, fragmentary pattern to emerge in place of ordered and 

stable chronologies. This phenomenon of temporal-sequential disorientation finds its cultural 

reflection in numerous products of the video, film, and television industries in which the 

chronological-sequential and linear narrative order of the images and messages are replaced by 

associative, kaleidoscopic transitions between spatiotemporal fragments. (Rosa, 2013, p. 103) 

 

In a culture of fragmentation and associations, it is thus the task of researchers to continu-

ously identify signs of both continuity and change in communicative phenomena and to keep 

making sense of mediated social life.  
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Appendix 
 

Notes on appendix 
For full overview of appendix, see the table of contents in the beginning of the thesis. 

The full set of metadata (Microsoft Excel file) and the downloaded videos are not in-

cluded. 

To avoid potential copyright infringement and violation of platform terms of service, 

appendices B, C, H, I, J, and K have been modified or removed in the printed version of the 

thesis. This is based on recommendations of the University of Copenhagen Research Sup-

port Staff and Udvalget til Beskyttelse af Videnskabeligt Arbejde (UBVA). 

The appendix includes 1) a data collection log; 2) tables and classifications of suggested 

YouTube keywords; 3) illustrations/charts referenced (but not included) in the thesis; 4) the 

coding protocol used to categorize channel types; 5) the R-scripts used to scrape metadata 

and videos. 
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Appendix A: Data collection log 
 

9 December 2020 

• YouTube query on cases 1–4 (“jordan peterson”, “sam harris”, “christina hoff 

sommers”, “coleman hughes”) and screenshot documentation of keyword sugges-

tions. 

 

16 December 2020 

• YouTube query on IDW meta-case (“the intellectual dark web”) and screenshot 

documentation of keyword suggestions. 

 

17 December 2020 

• Official YouTube channels of the four cases accessed and documented by screen-

shots of ranked results (featured channel, main page) and “About” pages. 

• Collection of metadata: 934 videos (across four channels and five playlists). 

• Collection of metadata: 260 videos (10 x 26 keywords). 

 

18 December 2020 

• Collection of “comment_count” and “view_count” (metadata): 1194 videos 

(934+260). 

o Comments on 354 videos could not be retrieved due to technical issues. 

o The 354 URLs were re-entered into the R-script (harvest); metadata was 

collected again. Software automatically removed duplicates, 354 reduced to 

337 (30 duplicates according to Excel, however, some URLs appeared more 

than twice). 

o Harvest of comments failed again on 230 of the 337 URLs. 

o I deleted “comment_count” metadata and successfully ran the script again. 

• Due to the technical issues of collecting “comment_count”, some of the URLs 

identified in the keyword query (and a few from the channel census) were entered 

into a new run of the harvest script. Consequently, part of the URLs, which were 

originally found via the keyword query were now selected to be harvested again. 

Therefore, keywords used to identify 49 of the videos were not registered in the 
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second run. Hence, 49 blanks appear in the “keywords” column in the final dataset 

(raw data, Excel spreadsheet). 

o Thus, 49 URLs harvested in the second “comment_count” run, marked 

N/A in the “keywords” column, were originally identified through keyword 

queries, although the specific keyword for each video is not registered in 

raw data. 

 

19 December 2020 

• The total 213 videos uploaded on the Femsplainers channel were manually 

screened to determine if Christina Hoff Sommers appears. 

o I entered all URLs in the Firefox browser, watched the first minutes (de-

pending on the duration of the video) to determine if Sommers appears. In 

cases of doubt, I fast forwarded to see if she enters later. 

• Sommers did not appear in 60 videos. The 213 were thus reduced to 153. 

• Subtotal of videos in dataset: 1064. 

 

20 December 2020 

• Following the above procedure, I identified 7 videos featured on the Factual Femi-

nist playlists uploaded by the American Enterprise Institute without the participa-

tion of Sommers (she was replaced by other hosts). 

• The original 58 videos from these playlists were reduced to 51. 

• The total of videos (unique URLs) in the metadata set: 1057. 

o 874 of these videos were uploaded by the four cases (3 official channels of 

cases 1, 2, and 4 + 2 channels (American Enterprise Institute and 

Femsplainers). 

o 183 were uploaded by other channels (collected through the keyword 

query). 

 

7 June 2021 

• Selection of videos for close readings. 

• Exploration of all 124 unique channels, all were accessed and coded in 8 channel 

categories. 
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• For each channel type, I sorted the metadata by “view_count” in Excel to identify 

the most watched videos. 

• A specific number of videos were selected per category, depending on size (see be-

low + Table 4 for overview of sample size). Selection of videos were based on view 

count and case representation. 

o Users (n=18): Sorted by views, three videos selected per case. Selection cri-

teria (beyond views) included theme, genre, and uploader. E.g., if top 3 

most watched videos featuring Jordan Peterson were motivational videos, 

only one were selected. I then went on to select the next video (sorted by 

view count), which had a different theme. Thus, for case #1, I selected 1 

motivational video, 1 debate video, and one user-made recording of a cam-

pus protest. This procedure was also used to the widest possible extent for 

the remaining categories. 

§ 6 additional videos with the participation of multiple IDW members 

were selected to explore the conversation between them. 

• Criteria: Video titles included minimum two members or 

featured “intellectual dark web”. 

o Traditional media (n=7): Selected according to above procedure (views, 

themes, genre, uploader, and case representation). 

o IDW individual (n=31): The 10 most watched videos by the official chan-

nels of cases 1, 2, and 4. Exception: if videos overlap thematically, only one 

of two were selected (e.g., if two of the top 10 videos by Sam Harris were 

meditation videos, only one were selected). 

§ 1 additional video uploaded by Ben Shapiro was selected (a compi-

lation of conversations with several IDW members). 

§ In addition, the top 10 videos featuring case #4 (Sommers) were se-

lected in other categories because she does have an official channel. 

o Organization (n=10): 5 videos by American Enterprise Institute (first half 

of Sommers’ 10 videos) + 1 video per case + 2 for the meta-case. 

o Web media (n=5): 1 video per case. 

o YouTube show/podcast (n=17): 2 videos per case (except for case #3, 

which were only represented once). 5 IDW-related videos which were 
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heavily featured in the category. 5 uploaded by the Femsplainers channel 

(second half of Sommers’ top 10). 

o Debate events (n=3): 1 video per case (except for case #2, which were not 

represented). 

 

16 Juni 2020 

• NB: If videos appear more than once (but by unique URLs/uploaded by different 

channels), only one of the videos were sampled – unless they were edited or re-

mixed to an extent that made them unique (in terms of content). 

o In one case, a video featuring several IDW members (Eric Weinstein, Ben 

Shapiro, and Jordan Peterson) on The Rubin Report was sampled in its origi-

nal form (uploaded by the official channel of The Rubin Report) and in an ed-

ited version uploaded by the user channel Spooky Nookies. 

 

28 June 2020 

• Screenshot documentation of the official channel of the American Enterprise Insti-

tute. Number of followers on the channel is 199K. Original number of followers 

registered at an earlier stage was 192K (registered on 17 December 2020, but erro-

neously not documented). 

 

30 June–1 July 2020 

• 91 videos from the qualitative sampling pool were downloaded for the purpose of 

documentation/data stabilization. 

• Other videos referenced in thesis (19) were downloaded ad hoc. 
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Appendix B: YouTube keyword suggestions 
 

B 1 Case #1: Jordan Peterson 

 

Selected keywords highlighted in green. 

 Keyword sugges-

tion 

Derived keyword suggestions 

1 Motivation 12 rules, career, student, to study, madness, depression, joe rogan, 

speech, music, hard work, playlist, 5 hours, lecture, to take me out 

2 islam Debate, vs the west, مجرتم , vs Christianity, and feminism, question, 15 

seconds, vs. the west muslim response 1/3, reaction, warlord, in the 

west, quran, b 

3 Cathy newman  

4 postmodernism Joe rogan, lecture, how and why it must be faught, and political cor-

rectness, in a nutshell, vs modernism, cuck philosophy, interview, 

prageru, youtube, website, neo Marxism, book 

5 Vs peter jordanson  

6 vs Peter jordanson, feminist, slavoj zizek, cathy newman, sam harris, ben 

shapiro, peter jordanson reaction, crowd, contrapoints, Michael dyson, 

matt dillahunty, helen lewis, alt right, zizek highlights 

7 Wim hof  

8 Russell brand  

9 Ben shapiro  

10 Joe rogan  

11 interview  

12 12 rules for life  

13 feminism Destroy, cathy newman, feminist interview, gq, compilation, islam, brit-

ish gq, patriarchy, türkce, lecture, pay gap, balcony 

14 relationships  

 

 

 

 

  



 305 

B 2 Case #2: Sam Harris 

 

5 selected keywords highlighted in green. 

 Keyword sugges-

tion 

Derived keyword suggestions 

1 meditation Guided, podcast, 10 min, sleep, short, 15 minutes, anxiety, joe rogan, 

long, app, music, 10 minutes, 30 minutes, is preparation 

2 Jordan peterson Rationality rules, 62, truth, douglas murray, podcast, debate, 4, 2, 3, reli-

gion, hightlights, Dublin, free will, bret weinstein 

3 Vs jordan peterson  

4 Ben affleck  

5 Free will Is an illusion, debate, audiobook, joe rogan, experiment, ben shapiro, 

ted talk, lecture, book, big think, rogan, podcast 

6 debate Reza aslan, christian, ben shapiro, Deepak chopra, religion, William 

lane craig, Jordan Peterson, free will, rabbi David wolpe, exra klein, ben 

Affleck, ravi Zacharias, god, on islam 

7 Joe rogan  

8 trump  

9 Ted talk  

10 Guided meditation  

11 podcast  

12 anxiety  

13 interview  

14 Best of Arguments of all time, part 2, vs jordan peterson 
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B 3 Case #3: Christina Hoff Sommers 

 

5 selected keywords highlighted in green. 

 

 Keyword suggestions Derived keyword suggestions 

1 feminism Factual feminist, vs feminism 

2 Factual feminist  

3 Wage gap  

4 milo  

5 Jordan peterson - 

6 prageru  

7 debate - 

8 Ben shapiro - 

9 protest  

10 college - 

11 india  

12 roxane  

13 Oberlin college  

14 Vs feminist  
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B 4 Case #4: Coleman Hughes 

 

5 selected keywords highlighted in green. 

 

 Keyword suggestions Derived keyword suggestions 

1 testifies - 

2 blm right - 

3 rubin - 

4 vs tanahashi  

5 andrew  

6 best moments - 

7 james lindsay  

8 ayishat akanbi  

9 harris  

10 bret weinstein  

11 breonna taylor - 

12 candace  

13 peterson  

14 glenn loury  
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B 5 Meta-case: The Intellectual Dark Web 

 

5 selected keywords highlighted in green. 

 

 Keyword suggestions Derived keyword suggestions 

1 parody - 

2 exposed - 

3 eric weinstein - 

4 podcast  

5 documentary  

6 weinstein - 

7 2020  

8 youtube youtube channel 

9 election  

10 meetup  

11 quillette  

12 michael brooks - 

13 -  

14 jordan peterson  

 

  



 309 

B 6 Categorization of keywords 

 

Coding categories expanded below 
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Concepts (13) Me-

dia/meta 
text (13) 

Events 
(7) 

Juxtaposition 
(5) 

People 
(26) 

Topical 
politics (2) 

Other 
(3) 

motivation podcast prageru vs feminist cathy 
newman 

Election expo-
sed 

islam interview protest vs tanahashi wim hof blm right 2020 
postmodernism interview college vs russell brand 12 

rules 
for 
life 

feminism debate roxane vs peter jordan-
son 

ben sha-
piro 

  

feminism debate oberlin 
college 

vs jordan peter-
son 

joe rogan 
  

relationships podcast testifies 
 

jordan peterson 
 

meditation documentary ted talk 
 

ben aff-
leck 

  

free will youtube 
  

joe rogan 
  

guided medi-
tation 

quillette 
  

trump 
  

anxiety factual feminist 
 

milo 
  

feminism parody 
  

jordan peterson 
 

wage gap best of 
  

ben sha-
piro 

  

india best moments 
 

rubin 
  

    
andrew 

  
    

james lindsay 
 

    
ayishat akanbi 

 
    

harris 
  

    
bret weinstein 

 
    

breonna taylor 
 

    
candace 

  
    

peterson 
  

    
glenn 
loury 

  

    
eric weinstein 

 
    

weinstein 
  

    
michael brooks 

 
    

jordan peterson 
 

*Duplicates were not removed because I perceive all keywords to be unique entries in their 

respective categories. 
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Appendix C: YouTube channels (cases 1–4) 
 

Omitted due to copyright. 
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Appendix D: Web scraping scripts (R) 
 

D 1 Script 1: harvest.R  

 

Used to scrape metadata (all categories except comments and views). 
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D 2 Script 2: comments_test.R  

 

Used for comments and views. 
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List of metadata categories harvested using youtube_dl (operationalized through R scripts): 

 

 Metadata category 
1 Title 
2 Channel url 
3 Playlist title 
4 Release year 
5 Uploader (channel) 
6 Webpage url 
7 Dislike count 
8 Categories (YouTube) 
9 Tags 
10 Uploader url 
11 Like count 
12 View count 
13 Duration 
14 Full title 
15 Channel id 
16 Release date 
17 Description 
18 Comment count 
19 Upload date 
20 Uploader id 
21 Id (url) 
22 File name 
23 Keywords 
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Appendix E: YouTube categories 
 

Distribution of thematic categories defined by YouTube of the sampled videos (metadata 

sample, N=1057), based on metadata category “Categories (YouTube)”. 
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Appendix F: Coding protocol  
 

Used to categorize uploader channels. 

 

F 1 Code book 

 

Traditional media User IDW 
Channels rooted in leg-

acy media, such as broad-

cast TV and radio, news-

papers, magazines. 

 

Mainly based on the me-

dia brand, since most 

media today are digital 

and often multiplatform, 

too. 

Mix of UGC, compilations, re-uploads, clips, 

memes, edits. 

 

Some channels have few videos, some have many. 

  

Some channels have explicit themes 

(WordToTheWise, Motivation Madness, Health 

BB, Success Chasers, Law of Attraction Coaching) 

– often political commentary, sometimes mixed 

with MMA, sports, gaming (Iron Fist Digital Me-

dia) 

 

Some have streamlined visual identities others are 

random. 

 

Some channels have clearly defined goals in their 

description (e.g., The Olympia Academy), others 

have brief descriptions of the content of the chan-

nel, still others have no description. 

 

A few channels are amateur news outlets or free-

lance or citizen journalists (e.g., Andy Ngo/The 

Progressive Voice). 

 

The reason for not splitting the category up into 

curators/aggregators on one side and vlog-

gers/YouTubers on another is that channels are 

often a mix, it is difficult to determine whether 

one is more dominant than the other on the spe-

cific channels. 

Individual IDW 

associates. 

 

Channels bear 

their names and 

are the offi-

cial/verified pro-

files of these 

named individu-

als. 

Organizations Web Media YouTube 
Shows and 
Podcasts 

Universities, think tanks, 

foundations, and various 

kinds of NGOs. 

 

Non-media. 

Born digital media, which are either specifically 

YouTube-based or multiplatform, but without sig-

nificant ties to the traditional media domain of 

broadcasting and print. 

Channels dedi-

cated to specific 

programs, also 

outside the tradi-

tional media cir-

cuit. 

 

Often uses the 

genre of 
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traditional TV 

programs, like 

interviews, talk 

shows, and de-

bates. 

Events Other  

Channels dedicated to 

specific events, such as 

the Doha Debates, the 

Mill Series, etc. 

Channels that were closed or only featured videos 

in the data set that had been removed or made 

private. 

 

 

F 2 Coding examples  

 
 Channel category Examples 
1 Traditional media Channel 4 News, BBC News, British GQ, Real Time 

with Bill Maher, VICE 

2 Users Motivation Madness, Truthspeak, A1Cvenom, Critical 

Thoughts, We Fucking Love Atheism, henn863, Sci-

ence Debate, Kevin deLaplante, Michea Bill 

3 Organizations American Enterprise Institute, Young America’s Foun-

dation, Centre for Independent Studies, Patrick Henry 

College, The Institute for Arts and Ideas, University of 

Notre Dame 

4 IDW Jordan B Peterson, Sam Harris, Coleman Hughes, Ben 

Shapiro, Eric Weinstein 

5 Web media Big Think, The Hill, The Daily Wire, Rebel Wisdom, 

Rappler 

6 YouTube shows and pod-

casts 

PowerfulJRE, JRE Clips, The Michael Brooks Show, 

The David Pakman Show, The Femsplainers, The Ru-

bin Report, Coversations with Bill Kristol, Exploring 

Minds with Michele Carroll, TYT’s The Conversation, 

The Psychology Podcast, John Anderson 

7 Events Doha Debates, ideacity, This is 42, Intelligence 

Squared, The Mill Series 

8 Other Deleted channels (that could not be assessed) 
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Appendix G: Cases 1–4 on YouTube (2010-
2020) 
 

 

 

*Case #3 (Christina Hoff Sommers) is based on an accumulation of The Femsplainers and 

The Factual Feminist playlists (uploaded by American Enterprise Institute). 
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Appendix H: Twitter screenshots 
 

Omitted due to copyright.  
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Appendix I: YouTube screenshots 
 

Omitted due to copyright.  
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Appendix J: Transcripts and screenshots 
(close readings) 
 

Transcripts and screenshots have been left out due to copyright. 

 

J 1 Case #1: Jordan Peterson (JP) 

 

Video 1: “Jordan Peterson | Real Time with Bill Maher (HBO)” 
 

Uploader: Real Time with Bill Maher 

Duration: 09·36 

(YouTube URL ID: 8wLCmDtCDAM) 

 

Video 2: “Jordan Peterson on Women’s Studies (from Joe Rogan Experience #877)” 
 

Uploader: PowerfulJRE 

Duration: 07:51 

(YouTube URL ID: 88KJ5rgCNmk) 

 

Video 3: “Return Home” 
 

Uploader: Jordan B Peterson 

Duration: 08:05 

(YouTube URL ID: 6_6zwVNn88o) 
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J 2 Case #2: Sam Harris (SH) 

 

Video 1: “Ben Affleck, Sam Harris and Bill Maher Debate Radical Islam | Real Time 

with Bill Maher (HBO)” 
 

Uploader: Real Time with Bill Maher 

Duration: 10:05 

(YouTube URL ID: vln9D81eO60) 

 

Video 2: “Sam Harris - Taking the Redpill on Freewill” 
 

Uploader: JRE Clips 

Duration: 14:46 

(YouTube URL ID: OFazP2nBIqQ) 

 

Video 3: “Republic Of Lies (Episode #225)” 
 

Uploader: Sam Harris 

Duration: 31:37 

(YouTube URL ID: lmcdu6B_YUU) 
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J 3 Case #3: Christina Hoff Sommers (CHS) 

 

Video 1: “Christina Hoff Sommers | Real Time with Bill Maher (HBO)” 
 

Uploader: Real Time with Bill Maher 

Duration: 12:05 

(YouTube URL ID: p4AJQBT52rk) 

 

Video 2: “Are video games sexist | FACTUAL FEMINIST” 
 

Uploader: American Enterprise Institute 

Duration: 06:35 

(YouTube URL ID: 9MxqSwzFy5w) 

 

Video 3: “CH Sommers & Megyn Kelly Discuss Safe Spaces and Anti's on College 

Campuses” 
 

Uploader: IronFistDigitalMedia 

Duration: 03:58 

(YouTube URL ID: XtxxzKNlzXo) 
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J 4 Case #4: Coleman Hughes (CH) 

 

Video 1: “Bakari Sellers and Coleman Hughes on Police Accountability | Real Time 

with Bill Maher (HBO)” 
 

Uploader: Real Time with Bill Maher 

Duration: 10:05 

(YouTube URL ID: BmGmIY8znf4) 

 

Video 2: “Why I'm voting for Biden [Bonus Episode]” 
 

Uploader: Coleman Hughes 

Duration: 10:25 

(YouTube URL ID: NW4b47mHfOk) 

 

Video 3: “Black Democrat Booed For Testifying Against Slave Reparations” 
 

Uploader: TheDC Shorts 

Duration: 06:05 

(YouTube URL ID: QAaiqFUUPBo) 
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Appendix K: Pictures of Jordan Peterson in 
GQ Magazine 
 
Omitted due to copyright. 

 
 


