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PREFACE

We began work on this book a month into the global COVID 
lockdown in April 2020. It was a dark, dangerous, and uncer-
tain time. Conspiracy theories that had already gained 

widespread currency throughout the preceding years were now rampant 
across the internet and social media. The vilification of Jews, Asians, per-
sons of color, and immigrants, among others, was reaching unprece-
dented levels. And I (Bruce Hoffman) had recently been the target of a 
serious hate crime. It was time to return to my analytical roots.

Violent, far- right extremism was the first “account” I worked on as a 
young terrorism and counterterrorism analyst when I joined the RAND 
Corporation’s Security and Subnational Conflict Research Program in 
1981. Everyone else in the program had already taken one of the more 
prominent left- wing and ethnonationalist and separatist terrorists active 
at the time, so I decided to focus on a threat that was receiving less atten-
tion. This resulted in my first professional publication and a series of 
additional reports and scholarly articles on the threat posed by neo- Nazi 
and neofascist groups in Europe.1 Shortly afterward, however, my research 
shifted to focus on a similar trend then unfolding in the United States.

By the middle of the 1980s, the U.S. Department of Energy had become 
increasingly concerned about the rise of violent, far- right extremism and 
violence in this country. Because many of its nuclear- weapon research, 
production, and storage facilities were located in states where this activity 
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was increasing,2 the department asked RAND to conduct a detailed threat 
assessment. Between 1986 and 1995 I led a number of research projects and 
was the author or coauthor of several reports and articles addressing the 
danger of far- right terrorism in the United States.3 One of these reports, 
published in 1988 and cited in this book, identified these terrorists as the 
most likely to perpetrate a major, future mass- casualty attack in the United 
States.4 And another, published just weeks before the 1995 bombing of a 
federal office building in Oklahoma City that killed 168 people, again 
underscored the continuing threat from violent, far- right extremists in 
this country and offered policy recommendations on how to address it.5

The historical pattern and potential for future violence from far- right 
terrorism in the United States also featured prominently in the first edi-
tion of my book Inside Terrorism, published in 1998. But then the Septem-
ber  11, 2001, terrorist attacks occurred. And, like most other terrorism 
analysts, my attention was diverted to al- Qaeda and then ISIS as well as 
their various affiliates and branches.

Meanwhile, a succession of terrorist incidents in Oslo and Utøya, Nor-
way, in 2011; in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015; in Pittsburgh, Penn-
sylvania, in 2018; and in Christchurch, New Zealand, Poway, California, 
and El Paso, Texas in 2019 clearly showed that the same sanguinary ide-
ology and hateful mindset that had fueled far- right violence during the 
closing decades of the twentieth century had neither disappeared nor 
abated.

I thus approached my friend and colleague at the Council on Foreign 
Relations, Jacob Ware, and proposed that we together write this book. The 
plot by a Michigan militia cell to kidnap and execute Democratic governor 
Gretchen Whitmer uncovered in October 2020 and the January 6, 2021, 
insurrection at the U.S. Capitol infused our work with greater urgency.

Along the way, we enjoyed the help and support of many outstanding 
colleagues and friends as well as institutions.

We would first and foremost like to acknowledge with deep apprecia-
tion the support and encouragement we received at the Council on For-
eign Relations from Richard Haass, James Lindsay, Shannon O’Neil, and 
Trish Dorff. Richard and Jim carefully read and provided extensive com-
ments on the manuscript that immeasurably sharpened and improved 
both our analysis and our prose. Shannon reviewed the final draft, and 
both Jacob and I benefited tremendously from Trish’s vast knowledge 
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of publishers and publishing. We have also been extremely fortunate at 
the council to enjoy the generous support of the Shelby Cullom Davis 
Charitable Fund and wish to thank the Davis family for their con-
tinual support of the Shelby Cullom and Kathryn  W. Davis Senior 
 Fellowship in Counterterrorism and Homeland Security in honor of 
Ms. Davis’s long history with CFR.

Rita Katz, the executive director of the world- renowned SITE Intelli-
gence Group, allowed us access to SITE’s reporting of violent, extremist 
messages on the internet and social media as well as SITE’s invaluable 
analyses. Rita’s book, Saints and Soldiers: Inside Internet- Age Terrorism, 
from Syria to the Capitol Siege, also published by Columbia, is an essen-
tial companion to this work.

We are also indebted to Dr. John T. Picarelli, director of counterter-
rorism at the National Security Council, whose comments greatly 
strengthened and helped shape the concluding chapter’s policy recom-
mendations. We would be remiss, too, not to acknowledge the four, 
anonymous peer reviewers whose suggestions and recommendations also 
improved this book.

Jacob and I were able to call upon the many superb students in George-
town University’s undergraduate Center for Jewish Civilization and 
graduate Security Studies Program for help. Thanks are therefore due to 
Adam Hilleley, Molly Jaskot, Mehvish Khan, Radhika Shah, Heloise 
Wiart, Yebin Won, and most especially Cleary Waldo for their research 
assistance and support.

This book benefited immensely from the hard work of the publishing 
team at Columbia University Press. Special thanks to Robert Fellman, who 
edited the manuscript; Michael Haskell, who oversaw its production; and 
Caelyn Cobb, editor of global history and politics, and her assistant, 
Monique Laban. We are very grateful to have Eric Lupfer representing us 
as he is among the most patient, supportive, and effective agents any 
author could want. We are also indebted to Megan Posco for her critical 
help in publicizing the book.

I would like to thank the many longstanding friends who contributed 
to this book through discussions, criticism, and just by being there for me 
throughout the process of writing this book. Christopher Adamczyk, 
Joseph Bernard, Peter Bergen, David Brannan, Daniel Byman, Colin 
Clarke, Mark Cochrane, Christopher Costa, Richard English, Jocelyn 
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Flores, Brittany Fried, Joshua Geltzer, Marie Harf, Seamus Hughes, Ed 
Husain, Seth Jones, the late Walter Laqueur, Robert Litwak, Sean Magee, 
Ellen McHugh, Bethania Michael, Ami Pedahzur, Fernando Reinares, 
Elizabeth Stanley, Anders Stephanson, Anders Strindberg, Christopher 
Wall, Alison Watson, Gabriel Weimann, and Tim Wilson as well as an 
exceedingly generous donor who wishes to remain anonymous all helped 
make this book possible. For the past two decades I have had the privilege 
of being the George H. Gilmore Senior Fellow at the U.S. Military Acad-
emy’s Combating Terrorism Center and am honored to be a part of that 
remarkable institution. An entirely different category of persons also 
made this book possible. Profound thanks to Andrew Umhau, Bruce 
Kressel, Assil Saleh, Agnieska Kupiec, and Hisham Barakat.

Finally, and as always, my greatest strength and joy in life comes from 
my wife, children, their partners, and my grandchildren. Nothing I do 
would be possible— or be worth doing— without them.

Bruce Hoffman
Baton Rouge, LA, and Washington, DC
July 2023

• • •

I was sixteen years old on the day a bloodthirsty white supremacist mur-
dered dozens of children at an island summer camp near Oslo in Nor-
way— an incident covered in these pages. As a citizen of a neighboring 
country who shared both an age and idealism with those murdered, the 
shooting shook me to the very core. This incident— coupled with my 
younger sister’s brush with jihadist terrorism during a school trip to Tou-
louse in France and my own experiences as one of the school- shooting 
generation’s earliest graduates— drove my desire to join the fight to make 
the world a safer and happier place and to rid our nation of the cancerous 
hate by which it has too often been defined.

My early counterterrorism research, in graduate school at Georgetown 
University, focused on more youthful networks, often composed of men 
and boys who had grown up in the same era I had. Like Bruce, my first 
report, published some thirty- seven years later with the International 
Centre for Counter- Terrorism in The Hague, studied the far right, pro-
viding a threat assessment of the Atomwaffen Division, a neo- Nazi group 



PREFACE�xii i

whose members were responsible for several murders in the United States.6 
By the time 2019 arrived and the trajectory of the violent far right cov-
ered in this book reached an urgent stage with outbursts of violence at 
Christchurch, Poway, El Paso, and beyond, I was offered the opportunity 
to work under the legendary Bruce Hoffman— with this book project 
beginning shortly thereafter. My time writing this book has been defined 
by an imposter syndrome inevitable to anyone working alongside the 
doyen of their academic field, but I have come to appreciate that it is pre-
cisely my inexperience that provides a valuable perspective. This book is 
a reflection of our differing worldviews. Our strength as a writing team 
comes from our mix of pragmatism and idealism, our blend of deep his-
torical study and fluency in modern online culture.

In addition to the names already thanked by my coauthor (some of 
whom, inevitably, receive another deserved mentioned below), I would like 
to extend my appreciation to several individuals who have played key roles 
in this work. I have been blessed in my short career with wonderful men-
tors, teachers, and leaders. The cliché “they taught me everything I know” 
is embarrassingly accurate in my case. In chronological order, my thanks 
to Elizabeth Grimm, Jerome B., Seamus Hughes, Daniel Byman, Seth 
Jones, Rebecca Patterson, Farah Pandith, Ambassador John Campbell, 
Michael Horowitz, Joshua Kurlantzick, Chris Tuttle, and Colin Clarke. 
Thanks, too, to Bart Schuurman for giving me my first big opportunity 
and to Laura Ellsworth for the chance to help Eradicate Hate. I truly stand 
on the shoulders of giants.

I owe a tremendous debt to Georgetown University— particularly the 
Security Studies Program and Center for Jewish Civilization. A particular 
thank you to my Georgetown consiglieri— Yebin Won, Peyton Ritter, Gia 
Kokotakis, and Ella Busch— and to all my outstanding students. Thank 
you to Cleary Waldo for your care with our manuscript. And thank you 
to St. Andrews and your glorious university for all you have given me. 
Home is where the heart is, and my heart will forever be in Scotland.

I’ve also been blessed with great friends, who have tested theories, 
questioned assumptions, and challenged conclusions. Daniel, Emilee, 
Grayson, Jared, Finn, Will, Grace, Matt, Kristin, Alex, Gavin, Cam, 
Gibbs, Hannaka, Chris, Caspar, Lex, Millie, Tom, Liv, Gus, Nick, Will R., 
Jack, Emily, Hope, Ellen, and many others— thank you. Pablo Brum and 
Amir Asmar, I look forward to continuing to debate the topic of this 
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book, and others, over many future meetings. Special mention to Burton 
Gerber; thank you for welcoming me into your life and for your service 
and the inspiration you provide. Thank you, too, to my family and the 
Pennsylvania wing for patient support over the course of this project and 
for decades of love.

Thank you to the wonderful team at the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, none more than Shira Schwartz, our fearless leader and the best 
boss anybody could ask for. Thanks to Richard Haass, James Lindsay, 
and Shannon O’Neil for strengthening the manuscript and giving me 
the opportunity. Thanks to Radmila Jackovich for her warm and pro-
tective stewardship. Thanks to Ebenezer Obadare, Upamanyu Lahiri, 
and Terry Mullan for all the laughter. Thanks to Chris Brodsky, a great 
mentor, and to Trish Dorff, Anya Schmemann, and Jenny Mallamo 
and their teams for their patient shepherding of our project. Thank you 
to Sinet Adous, a valuable and hard- working partner- in- crime. A huge 
thank you, too, to Eric Lupfer, Megan Posco, and the outstanding team 
at Columbia University Press for believing in me, us, and the project.

I would also like to thank all the survivors, for their bravery, strength, 
and relentless advocacy. A special thank you to Hannah K. Your care with 
me on my own journey of healing and redemption will never be forgot-
ten. Thank you, too, to Anthony Purcell, who saved my life.

But I reserve the most profound gratitude for two people. First, 
Bruce— my intellectual lodestar and my mentor and friend. Thank you 
for taking a chance on me and for many years of trust and guidance across 
multiple institutions and job titles. One day, you no doubt will realize I 
was never deserving of your faith. Until then, I hope my contributions to 
this work and our many other collaborations are worthy of your trust.

And finally, Sarah— my ever- present, incandescent lighthouse on sunny 
days and through stormy seas. Thank you for your support, love, positiv-
ity, edits, and warmth, through pandemics, illnesses, traumas, and writ-
er’s block. You are the force behind every smile and the inspiration for 
every fight. You will always be the light in my life.

Jacob Ware
Washington, DC
July 2023
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1
ACCELERATIONISM REBORN

We’re storming the Capitol, it’s a revolution!
— ELIZABETH FROM KNOXVILLE, TENNESSEE

In the summer of 2020, the messaging across far- right American 
internet forums was jubilant.1 The one- two punch of the novel coro-
navirus pandemic, coupled with widespread protests and nationwide 

unrest triggered by the murder of another unarmed African American 
by police, had laid the country low. Yet in this moment of collective despair, 
America’s racists, bigots, antisemites, white supremacists, and antigovern-
ment extremists reveled in the newfound opportunities that had emerged 
throughout that year. Now was the time, their hateful posts on Telegram 
channels and seditious summons on Facebook proclaimed, to act deci-
sively and bring the United States to its knees.

On Facebook that April, President Donald Trump’s tweets to “liber-
ate” various states from their governors’ COVID stay- at- home orders and 
defend Second Amendment rights had galvanized exponents of the 
“boogaloo”— the mass insurrection- initiated civil war meant to overthrow 
the U.S. government.2 “Yo the president is boog posting,” exclaimed one 
typical message.3 Until Facebook removed these friend groups and their 
posts from the platform at the end of June 2020, its author was among over 
72,000 members of such Facebook groups devoted to “boogaloo.” 4 Using 
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other colloquialisms, such as “big igloo” and “big luau,” or referring to 
themselves as “boojahideen,” they explained how “We the people need 
to stand up to what’s right and revolt. We CAN NOT allow our freedoms to 
be stopped or silenced. Organize and get off our ASSES and let’s take back 
AMERICA!!” Another announced, “This Has Been A Long Time Com-
ing: Stand- By For Instruction,” while a third showed a photograph of a 
loaded assault rifle with the message “I heard there was gonna be a Big 
Luau. Thought I’d dress appropriately.”5

The posts on Telegram, an encrypted and anonymous chat app, were 
even more explicit. “Your world is crumbling around you,” proclaimed 
one notorious user group, as the pandemic death toll rose that April.6 A 
few days later, another observed that the time was opportune to unleash 
“pure terror” on leading public figures and other societal “elites.”7 In May, 
yet a third neo- Nazi online channel advised that “The name of the game 
is discrediting the System and making sure it’s got its hands too full with 
others to crack down on you.”8 And as demonstrations over George Floyd’s 
killing spread across the country, an American neo- Nazi group argued 
that “now is the perfect time to start doing stuff if you live in the US . . .  
find a lawless area, look for a small group of [N- word], fire on them from 
a concealed position . . .  then run.”9

While some posted and tweeted, others were spurred to take action to 
hasten America’s collapse. A month before the 2020 presidential election, 
a group of antigovernment extremists who had connected over Facebook 
plotted to kidnap Gretchen Whitmer, the governor of Michigan.10 Accord-
ing to the FBI’s affidavit, one of the ringleaders— a forty- year- old man 
named Adam Fox— was recorded saying, “In all honesty right now . . .  I 
just wanna make the world glow, dude. I’m not even fuckin’ kidding . . .  
I don’t fuck’n care anymore, I’m just so sick of it. That’s what it’s gonna 
take for us to take it back . . .  everything’s gonna have to be annihilated 
man. We’re gonna topple it all, dude.”11 His hope was that the kidnap-
ping of Governor Whitmer would inspire other like- minded radicals 
in other states to similarly kidnap their own governors and try them for 
treason in kangaroo courts.12 “I can see several states takin’ their fuckin’ 
tyrants,” Fox exclaimed. “Everybody takes their tyrants.”13

On January 6, 2021, a similar intent propelled the mob that stormed 
the U.S. Capitol building and attempted to seize Vice President Mike 
Pence and coerce him into nullifying the 2020 election results. Some 
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rioters were photographed roaming the Capitol carrying flex cuffs— the 
heavy- duty plastic ties used by law enforcement in place of handcuffs— 
reportedly to subdue members of Congress, including Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi and other Democratic Party leaders, whom they hoped to take hos-
tage.14 Among the many memorable images of that day, however, was the 
photograph of a scaffold with a hangman’s noose erected on the mall in 
front of the Capitol building.15 The scene evoked the imagined “Day of 
the Rope” portrayed in the dystopian 1978 novel The Turner Diaries, by 
the white supremacist William L. Pierce, when corrupt, self- serving, lib-
eral politicians, among others, are made to account for their misdeeds.16

Using daring, dramatic acts of violence to create chaos and disorder 
to lay the path for upheaval and revolution was also the motive of another 
would- be insurrectionist named Seth Aaron Pendley, who, six months 
after he demonstrated at the U.S. Capitol on January 6, pleaded guilty to 
plotting to blow up the Amazon Web Services Data Center in Ashburn, 
Virginia. According to the Department of Justice’s complaint, Pendley 
sought to “kill off about 70% of the internet” and thereby shut down the 
digital communications of the FBI, CIA, and other key federal agencies.17 
In the ensuing chaos and disorder that he hoped would follow, Pendley 
sought to “provoke a reaction” from the “oligarchy” that he believed con-
trolled the United States and thereby finally “convince the American peo-
ple to take action against what he perceived to be a “dictatorship.”18

All the above conforms, ironically, to the Marxist strategy of revolu-
tion called accelerationism. Accelerationism is also the contemporary 
manifestation of a decades- old white power strategy to foment violent 
chaos as a means to seize power. Although first articulated by Karl Marx 
and Frederick Engels in their seminal 1848 pamphlet Manifesto of the 
Communist Party,19 accelerationism first surfaced as a concept for a white 
supremacist revolution in the United States in the 1980s- era newsletter 
Siege, written by James Mason, who now lives quietly in Denver and has 
long been one of Pierce’s most dedicated acolytes. Although mostly for-
gotten and never a leading figure in American white supremacism, Mason 
was resurrected as an avatar of contemporary far- right violent extremism 
by users of the notorious online message board Iron March. In 2015, that 
platform published a digital edition of the collection of Mason’s past writ-
ings, which had been first published as a single volume in 2003. The 
actual concept of accelerationism does not appear until page 199, where 
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Mason argues that “the country isn’t going but has gone MAD; that the 
final END of society is accelerating; that the entire foundation itself is 
thoroughly corroded. . . .  Now isn’t that the most encouraging thing any-
one has reported to you in a long, long time?” As the introduction to the 
2003 edition explains, “At this junction social malaise cannot be halted, 
only accelerated onward to the abyss.”20

In this current usage, accelerationism is embraced by a spectrum of 
white supremacists, white nationalists, racists, antisemites, xenophobes, 
and antigovernment militants as a clarion call to revolution. They fer-
vently believe that the modern Western liberal state is so corrupt and 
inept that it is beyond redemption and must be destroyed in order to cre-
ate a new society and way of governance. With the West supposedly poised 
on the precipice of collapse, accelerationism’s adherents maintain that vio-
lent insurrection is required to push democracy over the edge and into 
oblivion. Only by hastening its destruction can a white- dominated soci-
ety and new order emerge. Fomenting divisiveness and polarization 
through violent attacks on racial minorities, Jews, liberals, foreign inter-
lopers, and power elites and thereby producing a cataclysmic collapse of 
the existing order and provoking a second civil war, accordingly, is accel-
erationism’s stock- in- trade.21 “Accelerationists are especially dangerous,” 
an analysis published in 2020 argued,

because they believe an act of mass violence by a single individual (a “lone 
wolf”) or small cell can trigger their desired race war. Such attacks are 
intended to force the white population to recognize their “true” enemy, 
join a revolutionary uprising, and destroy the political system. Acceler-
ationists organize themselves to facilitate these attacks, following the 
principles of “leaderless resistance” and calling on individuals or small 
cells to perpetrate revolutionary acts of violence without centralized 
leadership.22

This was precisely the intention of both Brenton Tarrant, who perpe-
trated the March 2019 slaughter at two mosques in Christchurch, New 
Zealand, and John Earnest, who carried out an attack just weeks later at 
a synagogue in Poway, California. Tarrant was explicit about the reper-
cussive intentions of his attack that killed fifty- one people and wounded 
forty others. His goal, he wrote:
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To incite violence, retaliation and further divide [sic] between the Euro-
pean people and the invaders currently occupying European soil. To 
avenge those European men and women lost in the constant and never 
ending wars of European history who died for their lands, died for their 
people only to have their lands given away to any foreign scum that bother 
to show up. To agitate the political enemies of my people into action . . .  

To show the effect of direct action, lighting a path forward for those 
that wish to follow. A path for those that wish to free their ancestors lands 
from the invaders grasp and to be a beacon for those that wish to create 
a lasting culture, to tell them they are not alone. To create an atmosphere 
of fear and change in which drastic, powerful and revolutionary action 
can occur. To add momentum to the pendulum swings of history, fur-
ther destabilizing and polarizing Western society in order to eventually 
destroy the current nihilistic, hedonistic, individualistic insanity that has 
taken control of Western thought.23

Earnest was equally clear: “There is at least one European man alive 
who is willing to take a stand against the injustice that the Jew has inflicted 
upon him,” he wrote before the attack in an “open letter” posted on an 
internet site just before the shooting.

That my act will inspire others to take a stand as well. . . .  I do not seek 
fame. I do not seek power. I only wish to inspire others and be a soldier 
that has the honor and privilege of defending his race in its greatest hour 
of need— and have a family if possible. . . .  To my brothers in blood. Make 
sure that my sacrifice was not in vain. Spread this letter, make memes, 
shitpost, FIGHT BACK, REMEMBER ROBERT BOWERS, REMEMBER 
BRENTON TARRANT . . .  

In case you haven’t noticed we are running out of time. If this revolu-
tion doesn’t happen soon, we won’t have the numbers to win it. The goal 
is for the US government to start confiscating guns. People will defend 
their right to own a firearm— civil war has just started.24

The accelerationist strategy that produced the Christchurch and Poway 
attacks and surfaced again in Washington, DC, on January 6, 2021, is far 
from new, and its sulfurous legacy can be traced back decades. This ter-
rorist strategy is in fact part of a long tradition of extreme, destabilizing 
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far- right violence: indeed, each of the social media posts, dangerous plots, 
and violent incidents recounted so far reveals the dangerous, continued 
resonance of the accelerationist strategy that Pierce always admitted to 
advocating in The Turner Diaries.25 To understand why and to put those 
events in broader context, one has to view January 6, 2021, as another 
milestone in a trajectory that commenced in the late 1970s and gathered 
momentum throughout the 1980s. Its evolution slowed following the 
nationwide law enforcement crackdown that resulted from the 1995 Okla-
homa City bombing but was infused with new purpose after Barack 
Obama was elected president in 2008 and the economic recession that 
stunned the country the same year. And it was subsequently weaponized 
in the 2010s by social media and further empowered by the febrile rheto-
ric and polarization of politics that continued to divide America.

Today, accelerationism is the driving force behind fears that the United 
States is potentially on the verge of a new civil war. In her 2022 book How 
Civil Wars Start, the renowned political scientist Barbara F. Walter argues 
that “we are closer to civil war than any of us would like to believe” because 
of a toxic mix of political extremism and polarization, social and cultural 
tribalism, popular embrace of conspiracy theories, proliferation of guns 
and well- armed militias, and the erosion of faith in government and the 
liberal, Western democratic state. Among the key factors she cites is accel-
erationism, which she describes as “the apocalyptic belief that modern 
society is irredeemable and that its end must be hastened, so that a new 
order can be brought into being.”26 Steven Simon and Jonathan Stevenson, 
two former National Security Council staffers with deep knowledge of 
sectarian conflicts in Northern Ireland and the Middle East, similarly 
describe a situation where the United States could easily tip into civil 
war. The country, they write, “now appears to be in a state of ‘unstable 
equilibrium’— a term originating in physics to describe a body whose 
slight displacement will cause other forces to move it even further away 
from its original position,” thus potentially emboldening violent action 
to plunge the United States into the chaos and disorder that is accelera-
tionism’s goal.27 The most dismal assessment, though, is that of the Cana-
dian journalist Stephen Marche, who in his 2022 book The Next Civil War: 
Dispatches from the American Future contends that a new American civil 
war is inevitable. “The United States is coming to an end. The question is 
how.” To his mind, “the United States is descending into the kind of 
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sectarian conflict usually found in poor countries with histories of vio-
lence, not the world’s most enduring democracy and largest economy.”28

As febrile and alarmist as such assertions may be, there is more than a 
grain of truth to these fears. A 2021 survey conducted by the University 
of Maryland’s Center for Democracy and Civic Engagement and the 
Washington Post, for instance, found that fully a third of Democrats and 
slightly more Republicans believe the use of violence for political purposes 
is “somewhat justified.” This was the highest percent response to this ques-
tion in the two decades it has been asked.29 Indeed, only five years before, 
no more than 8 percent of respondents from either party agreed when the 
same question was posed.30 Moreover, a year later even more Republicans 
(41 percent compared with 36 percent) again regarded politically moti-
vated violence as “somewhat justified.” Somewhat more assuring was 
that the percent of Democrats responding positively when that question 
was again posed declined by ten points. “Overall, the new survey reflects 
how much the partisan wars continue to rage across the country a full 
year after the Jan. 6 riot,” the Washington Post noted of the 2022 survey, 
and “hopes for unity have largely faded as doubts about democracy have 
grown.”31 These fears had only intensified by the end of the year as the 
United States Select Committee to Investigate the January 6 Attack on 
the United States Capitol concluded its work by voting to refer President 
Trump and his attorney, John Eastman, to the U.S. Department of Jus-
tice for prosecution.32 A Washington Post– ABC News poll revealed that 
nearly nine in ten Americans (88 percent) were now concerned that ongo-
ing political polarization had heightened the risk of politically motivated 
violence— with six in ten stating that they were “very concerned” about 
this development.33

But neither polls nor predictions are prophecy, and motive without 
means is inconsequential . . .  until one remembers that the United States 
leads the world— by far— in the number of firearms in private hands. 
Although the United States comprises only 4 percent of the world’s pop-
ulation, it accounts for 40 percent of the globe’s firearms. There are an 
estimated 400 million privately held firearms in the United States— more 
than one gun per person. Gun ownership in the United States is higher 
than the total of the other top twenty- five countries in the world whose 
civilians possess firearms. There are approximately 121 firearms for every 
hundred people in the United States, compared with fifty- three in Yemen, 
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the number- two country by proportion of population.34 Indeed, more 
guns were purchased in the United States during 2020 alone— 17 million— 
than in any other year on record.35 This proliferation of privately held 
weapons in the United States, Simon and Stevenson observe, “make the 
leaderless resistance advocated by the late- twentieth- century militia the-
oreticians and now epitomized by the far right, anti- authoritarian Boo-
galoo Bois— they of the Hawaiian shirts— all the more practicable.”36 
Indeed, among the most fervent defenders of Second Amendment rights 
are people who express their desire for a new civil war.37 And it was this 
fervent embrace of gun rights that electrified the militia movement in the 
early 1990s and motivated the deadliest terrorist incident on American soil 
until the September 11, 2001, attacks— the 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. 
Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City.

For Walter, the “existential fear [that] leads to a domestic arms race” 
and increased firearms acquisition is an important indicator of the poten-
tial for the outbreak of insurgency that can then escalate to civil war and 
even to genocide. “The United States is not on the verge of genocide,” she 
hastens to explain. “But if militias were to rapidly expand . . .  become 
more brazen, and a sense of insecurity grows, right- wing terrorism in the 
United States could accomplish a more immediate objective: It could shift 
the country even more willingly toward authoritarianism.” Walter sees 
the United States on the verge of the open insurgency stage defined by the 
Central Intelligence Agency’s authoritative Guide to the Analysis of Insur-
gency, which, she claims, “means we are closer to civil war than any of us 
would like to believe.”38

And even if the United States avoids an actual civil war, it is not diffi-
cult to imagine a variety of dark scenarios spanning a range of politically 
violent potentialities that would destabilize the country, further entrench 
existing divisions, and severely challenge our government’s ability to pro-
tect its citizens. In his 2023 book on the erosion of democratic norms in 
America, Richard Haass, then president of the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, raised the possibility of a version of Northern Ireland’s longstand-
ing “Troubles” coming to the United States. “If there is a model for what 
we should fear,” Haass warns, “it comes from Northern Ireland and the 
Troubles, the three- decade struggle starting in the late 1960s that involved 
multiple paramilitary groups, police, and soldiers and resulted in some 
3,600 deaths and a sharp reduction in local economic output.”39 Haass has 
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direct experience of the pernicious effects of that tragic conflict, having 
served as U.S. envoy to the Northern Ireland peace process between 2001 
and 2003 and then as chair of the multiparty negotiation that led to the 
2014 Stormont Agreement.40 And leading American white supremacists, 
who have long been among the foremost advocates of civil war and sedi-
tion, have cited the Northern Irish exemplar and the province’s preeminent 
terrorist organization, the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA), as 
worthy of emulation. “Soon, our version of the ‘Troubles’ will be wide-
spread,” wrote Robert Miles, one of the early leaders of America’s violent 
far- right underground, under his Norse code name “Fafnir” on a 1980s 
online forum. “The patterns of operations of the IRA will be seen across 
this land. . . .  Soon, America becomes Ireland recreated.” 41

• • •

God, Guns, and Sedition excavates this long history of accelerationism, 
explains its emergence, and analyzes the violence it has produced over the 
past forty years— and the potential for the mass violence leading to civil 
war recounted here. In this context, we define “far- right terrorism” in the 
American setting broadly as a threat featuring an overlapping and evolv-
ing multitude of actors, movements, and ideological strains, ultimately 
united by a desire to return the United States to some long- lost halcyon 
days defined by hierarchies dividing people by race, gender, religion, and 
even regional identity— with white masculinity reigning supreme. These 
actors are “terrorists” because of their preparedness to use lethal violence 
in pursuit of that mission.42

We also aim to provide an important correction to the argument found 
in other works on this subject: that the modern iterations and characteris-
tics of contemporary violent far- right extremism are somehow a new 
phenomenon. In this respect, key dimensions of this disparate move-
ment, especially pertaining to the advent of digital technology and social 
media and strategies like accelerationism, have often been depicted as 
unique to the twenty- first- century violent extremist landscape in the 
United States. These developments are not, in fact, novel but are instead 
merely the latest manifestations of a movement and threat that have 
been gathering momentum since the 1970s and that have been almost 
hypersonically empowered by social media. Indeed, the two most 



10�ACCELERATIONISM REBORN

consequential trends of modern terrorism— online radicalization and 
recruitment and lone- actor, independent acts of violence carried out by 
individuals or small cells in service of a broader movement (so- called lone 
wolf attacks)— were in fact pioneered by the American violent far right 
four decades ago. In this work, we show that the wave of violent, far- right 
extremism that swept across the Western world in 2019 and then visited 
the seat of America’s government on January 6, 2021, was not the success-
ful implementation of a new strategy of political violence or some seren-
dipitous combination of planning and luck but the culmination of a long 
and deliberate journey, begun by movement pioneers in the early 1980s, 
to develop a battle plan to overthrow the U.S. government.

This work thus provides a comprehensive, narrative account of the 
development of violent far- right American extremism up to, including, 
and beyond the January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol. Our objective 
is to show that the tragedies defining the modern far- right terrorist 
threat— from Dylann Roof’s attack on a historic Charleston church to Jan-
uary  6— are just the latest flashpoints in a historical process that has 
been unfolding for decades. The contemporary American violent far right 
should thus be seen as a continuation, not as a break— but in a new and 
emerging trend known as “ideological convergence,” it now brings together 
the converging ideologies of white supremacism, hostility to government, 
racism, antisemitism, xenophobia, and vast conspiracy theories. The book 
also draws out many of the key themes that weave their way through the 
narrative history of far- right terrorism in America— including the move-
ment’s adoption of cutting- edge communications technology, its pioneer-
ing embrace of leaderless resistance or lone wolf strategies, the tactics 
and targets that have come to define its ideology and violence, the per-
sonality traits exhibited by many of its adherents, its often symbiotic 
relationship with domestic American politics, and the recruitment and 
infiltration of U.S. military and law enforcement personnel. Each of 
these themes has profound counterterrorism implications.

Moreover, unlike many other forms of terrorism, the threat from mod-
ern American violent far- right extremism is more individually than 
organizationally driven. It is a movement where the parts are indis-
putably greater than the whole. Accordingly, we focus on a consistent 
succession of individuals who have always given the movement its momen-
tum and vitality. There is a common thread between older far- right 
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luminaries such as Louis Beam, William Potter Gale, Robert Mathews, 
and Timothy McVeigh and contemporary figures such as Dylann Roof, 
Robert Bowers, and John Earnest. Through them, the ideological trajec-
tory of the radicalization and violence that has repeatedly surfaced in 
recent years is clear. Far from being an unfortunate symptom of today’s 
society, the development of this threat has been systematically planned 
by a lineage of violent, far- right extremists who have sought to project 
their hateful and antidemocratic views of the world into American soci-
ety. By tracing this malignant lineage, we also seek to identify the coun-
termeasures that our leaders need to implement to smother this threat. 
Accordingly, this work unpacks a range of short- term, medium- term, and 
long- term measures to counter radicalization and violence today and build 
resilience among generations to come. This comprehensive counterterror-
ism strategy will require measures to combat extremists’ free rein online, 
efforts to build and support longer- term initiatives to prevent new radi-
calization, and the establishment of new laws to counteract the challenges 
in prosecuting perpetrators of far- right terrorist plots.

The next four chapters of this book serve as a critical launch pad for 
showing the trajectory that violent far-right extremism in the United States 
has followed over the past four decades— and most especially the connec-
tivity and convergence that animates this disparate movement. Chap-
ter 2 details the emergence of the Order, a violent neo- Nazi cell, tracing its 
relationships with a number of white supremacist communities and 
organizations from year to year. In chapter 3, we outline the events lead-
ing up to the watershed 1988 Fort Smith trial, in which fourteen white 
supremacists were acquitted on charges of plotting to overthrow the U.S. 
government. Chapter 4 unpacks the rapid expansion of the militia move-
ment in the early 1990s, paying special attention to the disastrous federal 
raids on a small compound in northern Idaho in 1992 and on a religious 
cult in Texas the following year. And in chapter 5, we revisit the radicaliza-
tion of Timothy McVeigh— a decorated war hero and America’s deadliest 
modern domestic terrorist— and assess the impact of his lethal 1995 bomb-
ing in Oklahoma City. Our intention is thus to bridge the earlier history 
laid out in the initial chapters with the contemporary developments that 
constitute the latter half of the book. Along the way, we also correct 
some longstanding misconceptions and falsehoods that have been inad-
vertently perpetuated (concerning, for instance, the dystopian, racist 
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novel The Turner Diaries and some of the most important far- right ter-
rorist plots of the 1980s).

Then, in chapter 6, we fast- forward to the election of President Barack 
Obama, analyzing its impact on violent extremism in the United States 
alongside the emergence of a new communications tool that abetted rad-
icalization, recruitment, and mobilization. Chapter 7 assesses the conse-
quences that the election of Donald Trump as U.S. president has had on 
the violent far right in America. And in chapter 8, we revisit the tumultu-
ous years since 2020, which will be forever remembered for their effects 
on broader society as well as the violent, extremist fringes of American 
society. The book concludes with a number of counterterrorism policy 
recommendations needed to address this threat.

Despite the ultimately successful certification of the 2020 presidential 
election and subsequent unimpeded transfer of power; the arrests of over 
one thousand rioters who participated in the January 6, 2021, storming 
of the U.S. Capitol building, which has resulted in guilty pleas or convic-
tions of at least half of those charges; and the mostly peaceful events sur-
rounding the 2022 midterm elections, the threat from far- right terrorism 
in contemporary America continues unabated.43 Given the long histori-
cal trajectory documented in this book, which culminated in the events 
of January 6, the continued proliferation and pervasiveness of conspiracy 
theories and the growing racism, antisemitism, and xenophobia that have 
entered the mainstream of political and social discourse in the United 
States, the potential for new acts of politically motivated violence— 
including mass shootings, attacks on critical infrastructure, bombings, 
and other attacks— cannot be dismissed or ignored.
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BATTLE PLAN

September  16, 1991. Today it finally began! After all these years of 
talking— and nothing but talking— we have finally taken our first action. 
We are at war with the System, and it is no longer a war of words.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

Over the past four decades, advertisements for The Turner Dia-
ries have repeatedly asked an apocalyptic question: “What will 
you do when they come to take your guns?” Its author, however, 

was not simply a zealous exponent of Second Amendment rights. Rather, 
according to the Southern Poverty Law Center, the hate- monitoring orga-
nization based in Montgomery, Alabama,1 as founder and leader of the 
National Alliance— “a group whose members included terrorists, bank 
robbers and would- be bombers”— William Luther Pierce was “America’s 
most important neo- Nazi for some three decades until his death in 2002” 
and “the movement’s fiercest antisemitic ideologue.”2

Defying the prevailing stereotype of American white supremacists as 
crude country bumpkins or uneducated “rednecks,” Pierce graduated 
from Houston’s prestigious Rice University in 1955 and subsequently 
worked at New Mexico’s Los Alamos National Laboratory before study-
ing at Caltech and obtaining his doctorate in physics from the University 
of Colorado. He taught at Oregon State University for a time. But Pierce’s 
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strident anticommunism and racist and antisemitic beliefs increasingly 
pulled him toward a career of full- time advocacy and hate- mongering. In 
1974, Pierce founded the National Alliance.3 Its goal continues to find 
supporters today: “We must have no non- Whites in our space and we 
must have open space around us for expansion. . . .  We will do whatever 
is necessary to achieve this White living space and to keep it White. We 
will not be deterred by the difficulty or temporary unpleasantness 
involved, because we realize that it is absolutely necessary for our racial 
survival.” 4

The Anti- Defamation League (or ADL, formerly known as the Anti- 
Defamation League of B’nai B’rith), the organization founded over a cen-
tury ago to “stop the defamation of the Jewish people and . . .  secure 
justice and fair treatment to all,”5 described the National Alliance in 1998 
and again in 2000 as “the single most dangerous organized hate group in 
the United States today.” The National Alliance earned this distinction 
largely as a result of Pierce’s pseudonymous authorship of The Turner 
Diaries as Andrew Macdonald.6

No other book has had so pervasive or sustained an influence over vio-
lent far- right extremism in the United States as The Turner Diaries.7 
Within five years of its publication, the New York Times would report that 
Pierce’s dystopian treatise of race war and revolution had become “the 
bible of an anti- Semitic movement” that in 1984, as we shall see, actually 
declared war on the U.S. government.8 An apocryphal claim appeared on 
the back of the 1985 edition that similarly noted how the FBI “has labeled 
The Turner Diaries ‘the bible of the racist right.’ ”9 Often repeated, it was 
most likely penned by Pierce for publicity purposes.10 Nonetheless, a pre-
scient 1991 FBI memorandum described The Turner Diaries as “a signifi-
cant work and foundation document closely embraced by the leadership 
as well as rank and file members of the Right- wing, White Supremist [sic] 
Movement, also known as the ‘Christian Identity Movement.’ ”11 By the 
time of the 1995 bombing of the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in 
Oklahoma City, which The Turner Diaries inspired,12 at least two hundred 
thousand and perhaps as many as five hundred thousand copies of the 
paperback had been sold.13 Distributed by National Vanguard Books, the 
National Alliance’s publishing arm,14 it could occasionally be found at 
book shops,15 but more often The Turner Diaries was hawked by individ-
ual sellers at gun shows and venues such as the annual Soldier of Fortune 
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Convention in Las Vegas as well as by mail order through advertisements 
placed in Shotgun News and other gun magazines as well as the now 
defunct Soldier of Fortune magazine.16

The book recounts the eponymous hero’s two- year struggle after he and 
his “fellow patriots” are forced to go underground to defend themselves 
when a predatory government imposes the “Cohen Act” to seize all legally 
held firearms. After more than eight hundred thousand of his fellow citi-
zens are arrested, a thirty- five- year- old electrical engineer named Earl 
Turner joins “The Organization,” the movement spearheading this 
revolution- cum– race war, and embarks on a concerted terrorist campaign 
that includes the assassination of public officials, journalists, and promi-
nent Jews; the wholesale murder of African Americans, Latinos, and other 
minorities; shooting down commercial airliners; poisoning municipal 
water supplies; and bombing public utilities. Among the more notewor-
thy incidents is the “Day of the Rope,” when the Organization carries out 
a public mass execution by hanging an expansive category of alleged “race 
traitors,” including “the politicians, the lawyers, the businessmen, the TV 
newscasters, the newspaper reporters and editors, the judges, the teach-
ers, the school officials, the ‘civic leaders,’ the bureaucrats, the preachers,” 
and others.17 In addition, chapter 6 recounts a truck bombing of the FBI’s 
downtown Washington, DC, headquarters. “All day yesterday and most 
of today we watched the TV coverage of rescue crews bringing the dead 
and injured out of the building”— a particularly important passage in the 
book given its chilling similarity to the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. “It 
is a heavy burden of responsibility for us to bear,” it continues,

since most of the victims of our bomb were only pawns who were no 
more committed to the sick philosophy or the racially destructive goals 
of the System than we are.

But there is no way we can destroy the System without hurting many 
thousands of innocent people— no way. It is a cancer too deeply rooted 
in our flesh. And if we don’t destroy the System before it destroys us— if 
we don’t cut this cancer from our living flesh— our whole race will die.18

Turner is later inducted into a more elite unit within the Organization 
known as “The Order.” That unit has seized control of the U.S. nuclear 
arsenal and launches missile attacks that obliterate New York City and Tel 
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Aviv but fails to destroy the former Soviet Union. The Soviets then launch 
a retaliatory strike against the United States that Turner describes as 
“horrendous, but spotty. They fired everything they had left at us, but it 
simply wasn’t enough. Several of the largest American cities, including 
Washington and Chicago, were spared.” Turner, accordingly, is ordered 
to carry out a kamikaze attack on the Pentagon in a small airplane con-
taining a nuclear weapon. An “epilog” records the consequences of Turn-
er’s martyrdom: the final defeat and collapse of the United States. The 
Organization eventually conquers Europe and, unleashing an array of 
chemical, biological, and radiological weapons, defeats China and “effec-
tively sterilize[s] . . .  some 16 million square miles of the earth’s surface, 
from the Ural Mountains to the Pacific and from the Arctic Ocean to the 
Indian Ocean.” The “dream of a White world finally became a certainty,” 
the book concludes— with Turner having “helped greatly to assure that his 
race would survive and prosper . . .  and that The Order would spread its 
wise and benevolent rule over the earth for all time to come.”19

Pierce denies that his intention in writing The Turner Diaries was to 
provide any kind of a blueprint or model for the violent race revolution it 
recounts.20 But on numerous occasions the novel has done exactly that: 
inspiring emulation and imitation— with often tragic results. Among 
those who adopted the battle plan delineated in The Turner Diaries was a 
lifelong militant anticommunist and antigovernment firebrand named 
Robert Mathews. Mathews was just one rising star in a white supremacist 
universe that embraced The Turner Diaries’ core tenets of racism, antisem-
itism, xenophobia, and sedition; it also included such prominent figures 
as William Potter Gale, Richard Girnt Butler, Gordon Kahl, James Elli-
son, Kerry Noble, and Louis Beam, who all played key roles in the emer-
gence of this movement during the 1980s.

• • •

Born in rural Texas in 1953, Robert Mathews grew up in an otherwise 
unremarkable lower- middle- class household in Phoenix. He joined the 
militantly anticommunist John Birch Society at age eleven, became a 
member of the Young Republicans, and converted to Mormonism five 
years later. While still a teenager, Mathews cofounded the Arizona Sons 
of Liberty21— which the authoritative Encyclopedia of White Power, edited 
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by Jeffrey Kaplan, one of the preeminent scholars in the field, describes 
as “a paramilitary underground of constitutionalist fundamentalists com-
posed of far- right Mormons and survivalists, dedicated to counter what 
they perceived as the corruption of true Americanism.”22 The group’s 
mostly low- level violent antics went unnoticed until they staged a 
commando- like assault on a local television station. The publicity that the 
barricade- and- hostage incident was designed to generate also caught the 
FBI’s attention. Mathews was convicted of tax evasion in 1973 and after 
serving six months’ probation left Arizona to build a new life in Wash-
ington State.23 “I maintained then as I do now,” Mathews explained in 
1984, “that our people have devolved into some of the most cowardly, 
sheepish, degenerates that have ever littered the face of this planet.” He 
moved to Metaline Falls,24 a town in northeastern Washington State, and 
with his father’s help eventually purchased eighty acres of land.25

Mathews paints a picture of the archetypal American frontiersman. He 
claims to have arrived in Washington State with only twenty- five dollars 
in his pocket and a desire to “work hard and be left alone, and the dream 
of someday acquiring my own small farm.” His family subsequently 
followed him from Arizona to this unspoiled northern woodland para-
dise. Mathews got a job at a mine and a cement plant, married, and kept 
to himself. His spare time was devoted to learning about the malignant 
influences destroying Western society. Mathews cites Oswald Spengler’s 
post– World War I lamentation on the decline of the West and William 
Gayley Simpson’s Which Way Western Man? as seminal resources.26 The 
Simpson book is especially noteworthy in this respect. Published by 
William Pierce’s National Vanguard Books, it is described on Amazon as 
having been written by “an exceptionally deep thinker [who] traced the 
sickness that has overtaken the White man’s world in the twentieth cen-
tury to its roots in Jewish world conspiracy and its coordinated aggres-
sive moves against us. . . .  Every racially White person,” the summary 
posted on Amazon continues, “will want this book in his collection, as it 
is very possibly the best book of racial philosophy originally written in 
the English language.”27 Mathews was by this time also a devotee of 
Pierce and was captivated by the National Vanguard press’s other 
bestseller— Pierce’s The Turner Diaries.28

Mathews admits to having drunk deeply from this well of white 
supremacy, racism, and antisemitism. The adoption of a blond- haired, 
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blue- eyed son supposedly brought about a startling epiphany, he later 
recalled:

I realized that White America, indeed my entire race, was headed for 
oblivion unless White men rose and turned the tide. The more I came 
to love my son the more I realized that unless things changed radically, 
by the time he was my age, he would be a stranger in his own land, a 
blonde- haired, blue- eyed Aryan in a country populated mainly by Mex-
icans, mulattoes, blacks and Asians. . . .  I came to learn that this was not 
by accident, that there is a small, cohesive alien group within this nation 
working day and night to make this happen.29

But in point of fact, Mathews had long previously held these views.30 
And his attraction to this region of Washington where he settled was not 
simply a product of its isolation or rugged beauty. The region’s silver 
mines— where Mathews found employment— for instance, had once 
attracted settlers from the former Confederate States of America, whose 
descendants still subscribed to the same racist and seditious sentiments 
that had led to America’s civil war over a century earlier.31 The area was 
in fact a magnet for other hardcore white supremacists— including a fifty- 
six- year- old retired aeronautical engineer and ordained cleric from Cali-
fornia, the Reverend Richard Girnt Butler.32

A lifelong anticommunist— whose father blamed global Jewish conspir-
ators for that ideology’s malignant propagation— Butler had served in 
the Army Air Corps during World War II before settling in the Los Ange-
les neighborhood of Montebello.33 There in the early 1960s he fell under 
the influence of two fellow Californians: a retired U.S. Army colonel 
named William Potter Gale and Dr. Wesley Swift, a former Methodist 
minister turned leader of the Church of Jesus Christ Christian.34 Gale had 
served on General Douglas MacArthur’s staff directing anti- Japanese gue-
rilla operations in the Philippines during World War II. Like Mathews 
and Butler, Gale’s hostility to communism had led him to the John Birch 
Society but more significantly to founding in 1970 the loosely organized, 
militant antigovernment movement known as Posse Comitatus.35 Latin 
for “power of the county,” Posse adherents disavow any form of govern-
ment above the county level, advocate a return to the gold standard, 
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oppose federal and state income taxes, reject the existence of the Federal 
Reserve system, and decry the supremacy of the federal judiciary over 
local courts.36

Gale introduced Butler to Swift, who is today recalled on his church’s 
website as “the single most significant figure in the early years of the 
Christian Identity movement in the United States.”37 A fanatical anticom-
munist and reputed former Ku Klux Klan organizer, Swift preached a 
highly idiosyncratic interpretation of scripture derived from the nonvio-
lent, philo- Semitic, Anglo- Israelism movement that emerged in Britain 
during the mid- nineteenth century.38 Swift transformed its core tenet, that 
the ten lost tribes of ancient Israel were composed of Anglo- Saxons and 
not Jews, into an aggressively antisemitic, white supremacist dogma.39 
Adherents to Christian Identity claim:

 • Jesus Christ was a Christian not a Jew;
 • the United States and not Israel is the Promised Land;
 • white Aryans are the true descendants of the biblical tribes of Israel 

and are therefore the true Chosen People, not the Jews;
 • Jews are imposters— literally Satan’s progeny— put on earth to under-

mine white Christendom through Jewish control of the global econ-
omy and media as well as the empowerment of persons of color;

 • a perpetually Manichean struggle must therefore be waged between 
good and evil by Aryans against Jews that will someday lead to a cli-
macteric apocalypse.40

Under Swift’s tutelage, Butler was ordained as a Church of Jesus Christ 
Christian minister and succeeded him as its leader after Swift’s death in 
1970.41 Like his mentor, Butler was a zealous exponent of the “two seed” 
theory. This mix of traditional Calvinism combined with some aspects 
of Mormonism and core Identity tenets holds that Adam and Eve begat 
Abel but that later that day Eve had sex with Satan (in the guise of the ser-
pent in the Garden of Eden), which produced Cain— and in turn the Jews. 
The Jewish people, according to Identity theology, are not the children of 
God but are Satan’s emissaries. They are thus the anti- Christ. Indeed, all 
the universe’s nonwhite races are descended from the Jews— the “beasts of 
the field” referred to in Genesis 2:8.42
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Just a year after relocating to Idaho in 1973, Butler founded the Aryan 
Nations to serve as an umbrella organization for the entire white 
supremacist movement.43 The religious and racial purification of the 
United States that The Turner Diaries details was a central feature of its 
ideology. Article 8 of the “Aryan National State Platform,” for instance, 
states that “a ruthless war must be waged against any whose activities are 
injurious to the common interest.” 44 As Butler explained in an Aryan 
Nations brochure from the 1980s: “We will have a national racial state at 
whatever price in blood is necessary. Just as our forefathers purchased 
their freedom in blood, so must we.” Titled This Is Aryan Nations, the trea-
tise goes on to decry “the leadership of malicious, bastardizing politi-
cians . . .  [in] modern, decadent America [where] millions of whites watch 
in abject dismay and hopelessness as their great culture, heritage and civi-
lization evaporates in the steaming stinking, seething milieu of so many 
alien races, cultures and gods.” 45

By linking Identity theology to the Aryan Nations goals and objectives, 
Butler sought to unite racists, antisemites, neo- Nazis, white supremacists, 
militant tax resisters, antifederalists, and survivalists into one coherent 
movement.46 “The principles of Identity Christianity provide the divine 
justification for acts of violence against the government, non- Whites, 
homosexuals, and Jews,” the University of Toronto’s Tanya Telfair Sharpe 
explains. “It further holds that our democratic foundations of governance 
are the product of a global conspiracy orchestrated by Jews, capitalists, 
and other elites designed to control and manipulate American society for 
their own evil ends. Identity Christianity [sic] thus uses religion and scrip-
ture to sanction violence against persons who are not White, Anglo- 
Saxon Christians.” 47 Or as Danny O. Coulson, the founding commander 
of the FBI’s elite Hostage Rescue Team and a former deputy assistant 
director, recalled, “Identity was terrifying because it transformed hate into 
a religious duty and sanctified murder itself as an act of faith.” 48

The Aryan Nations’ political agenda was further justified by the Church 
of Jesus Christ Christian’s interpretation of scripture. Additional legitimi-
zation was provided by Butler’s authority as its preeminent cleric. “Scrip-
ture says, ‘There shall be bloodshed’ . . .  Therefore there should be war,” 49 
he argued from a pulpit adorned with multiple Nazi swastikas and resur-
rection Christian crosses beneath a red, blue, and white stained- glass win-
dow with the Aryan Nations symbolic cross fashioned from a sword and 
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crown.50 In a membership form distributed during the 1980s and 1990s, 
Butler further explained the spiritual base of Aryan Nations’ beliefs. 
“Aliens are pouring over as a flood into each of our ancestral lands, threat-
ening dispossession of the heritage, culture, and very life blood of our pos-
terity,” he wrote. “We know that as we return to our Father’s natural Life 
Order, all power, prosperity, and liberty again comes to us as our posses-
sion, to establish justice forever on earth.”51 This Is Aryan Nations articu-
lated the religious foundations of the Aryan Nations political program:

WE BELIEVE that there is a battle being fought this day between the 
children of darkness (today known as Jews) and the children of light 
(God), the Aryan race, the true Israel of the Bible. Revelations 12:10– 11.

WE BELIEVE in the preservation of our race individually and collec-
tively as a people as demanded and directed by God. We believe a racial 
nation has a right and is under obligation to preserve itself and its mem-
bers. . . .  As His divine race, we have been commissioned to fulfill His 
divine purpose and plans. . . .  

WE BELIEVE that there is a day of reckoning. The usurper will be 
thrown out by the terrible might of Yahweh’s people as they return to 
their roots and their special destiny. We know there is soon to be a day 
of judgement and a day when Christ’s Kingdom (government) will be 
established on earth, as it is in heaven. “And in the days of these kings 
shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed; 
and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in 
pieces and consume all these kingdoms and it shall stand forever. The 
saints of the Most High, whose kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and 
all dominions shall serve and obey Him.” Daniel 2:44; 7:18; 7:27.52

An article from that period of time published in the Aryan Nations’ 
newsletter emphasized the divinely ordained dimension of its raison 
d’être. In “An All White Nation?— Why Not?” Reverend Roy B. Masker 
explains how white American Christians “are in disobedience to our 
Father and God, Yahwey, for allowing the Nation He gave us to become 
the mongrelized cesspool in which we now find ourselves. . . .  Indeed, it 
is incumbent upon us to BUILD A NEW, ALL- WHITE NATION! We are 
under command to do so! All scripture demands it! Woe to those who 
stand in the way of the Aryan juggernaut!”53
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This, accordingly, was the amenable environment that from 1975 
Mathews called home— a fitting backdrop to establish what Nazi Ger-
many had called lebensraum and the National Alliance had similarly 
termed “White living space.”54 A likeminded community of Church of 
Jesus Christ Christian congregants and retirees had already settled there 
a few years before. Land was relatively inexpensive, at around two hun-
dred dollars per acre;55 taxes were low; the region was sparsely populated; 
and best of all, it was desirably homogeneous.56 Butler purchased a twenty- 
acre site at the edge of the Coeur d’Alene National Forest, off Rimrock 
Road, just north of Hayden Lake.57 As befits “the international headquar-
ters of the White race,”58 he set about building a hundred- seat chapel, a 
combined meeting hall and communal dining room, an outdoor review-
ing stand at which speakers could address large gatherings, a print shop, 
and a barracks— overseen by a security watchtower with armed guards, 
surrounded by a six- foot- high barbed wire fence, and patrolled by attack 
dogs. Nearby was Butler’s own, simple home with its pretty flowers.59 Sur-
rounded by intimidating, tall Ponderosa pines and other evergreen trees, 
a gatehouse and raiseable barrier marked the entrance to the compound— 
with a prominent sign warning “White Kindred Only!” 60 Its seclusion 
was intended to prevent snooping from law enforcement, the media, civil 
rights, and other nongovernmental organizations as well as the curious 
public.61

• • •

The apple of Butler’s eye and most tangible manifestation of the Aryan 
Nations’ unification mission was what in the 1980s was advertised as its 
annual “Summer Congress and [N- word] Shoot.” 62 Held in July,63 the typ-
ical event, according to the University of Chicago historian Kathleen 
Belew, “was part organizing meeting, part church service, part summer 
picnic,” where participants moved easily from the racist diatribes issued 
during the conference’s plenary sessions to more casual conversation and 
networking over heaping plates of spaghetti served family style.64 At its 
heyday in the early 1980s, perhaps as many as five hundred attendees from 
over a dozen different Ku Klux Klan and neo- Nazi organizations enrolled 
in workshops on various aspects of white supremacy, acquired survival-
ist skills, or undertook paramilitary training courses.65 One obstacle 
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course reportedly concluded with participants firing automatic weapons 
at a poster of Menachem Begin, Israel’s prime minister, as they pro-
claimed, “For God, nation, race!” 66 But the real highlight for many was 
the climactic “SACRED CROSS LIGHTING” 67— a fixture of Ku Klux 
Klan gatherings since the early 1900s.68 The Aryan Nations’ variant 
included the traditional tall cross, denoting “the light of this world, 
which is Jesus Christ,” along with four smaller ones signifying for them 
the points of the compass and the ubiquity of the white race’s historical 
dominance and heritage.69

The 1983 congress proved to be the most significant— and 
consequential— both for the Aryan Nations and for the American white 
supremacist movement more generally. This meeting laid bare the move-
ment’s violently seditious character and the actual terrorism threats it 
posed.70 The killing only weeks earlier of Gordon Kahl, a sixty- three- year- 
old farmer and longstanding member of a North Dakota chapter of the 
Posse Comitatus, was the ostensible flashpoint for what an insider would 
later describe as “the first and only armed revolt against the government 
in this century”71— led by Robert Mathews.

Kahl reflected the uniquely multitudinous dimensions of violent, far- 
right extremism. Another decorated World War II veteran, Kahl had 
grown up in rural Heaton, North Dakota. From an early age he was taught 
that whites and blacks and Jews and Christians were separate peoples with 
whom one should not associate or mix. The fact that there were likely few 
opportunities to do so in tiny Heaton in the middle of that sparsely pop-
ulated state during the 1920s and 1930s only reinforced his segregationist 
convictions. Kahl’s wartime service as a turret gunner flying B- 25 bomb-
ers in both Europe and the Pacific did little to modify or alter his views. 
Indeed, by the time Germany surrendered in 1945, Kahl had come to 
believe that the war he had just fought had been avoidable. Instead, a shad-
owy cabal of bankers, Jews, capitalists, and others had drawn President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt into their conspiracy to profit from the fighting. 
Kahl’s close reading of Henry Ford’s antisemitic 1920 screed The Inter-
national Jew: The World’s Foremost Problem, which promoted the Rus-
sian Czarist- era seminal antisemitic conspiratorial text The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion (also known as The Protocols of the Meetings of the 
Learned Elders of Zion), further reinforced this malignant worldview. By 
the 1960s, after a brief dalliance with the John Birch Society, Kahl became 



24�BATTLE PLAN

involved with the grassroots militant tax protest movement that would 
eventually crystallize as the Posse Comitatus.72 In 1967 he sent a letter to 
the Internal Revenue Service that would become the source from which 
all his future travails would flow. From this time forward, Kahl swore, he 
would not “pay tithes to the Synagogue of Satan under the second plank 
of the Communist Manifesto. . . .  Never again will I give aid and comfort 
to the enemies of Christ.”73

Kahl formally joined the Posse Comitatus in 1973. He was appointed 
its coordinator for Texas the following year. The IRS finally caught up with 
him three years later. Kahl was arrested, tried, and convicted of failure to 
pay income tax.74 His appeals denied, Kahl served eight months of a year 
sentence at the federal penitentiary in Leavenworth, Kansas. The terms 
of his parole were that Kahl would henceforth agree to pay his income tax 
as well as refrain from involvement with either the Posse or any other 
organization similarly opposed to federal and state laws. He had absolutely 
no intention of submitting to any of those conditions. The stage was thus 
set for another confrontation, especially after the IRS attached a lien to 
eighty acres of his land— a quarter of the family farm. In March 1981, the 
IRS put the seized acreage up for auction; that same month, a warrant was 
issued for Kahl’s arrest. Income taxes were a Satanic commandment that 
he could not abide, Kahl declared before leaving town. Kahl and his wife 
stayed mostly in Arkansas, where they visited the compound of a Chris-
tian survivalist group known as the Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm 
of the Lord (CSA). They returned to North Dakota in 1982. It was only a 
matter of time before his cat- and- mouse game with federal authorities 
would turn violent.75

By the early 1980s, local chapters of the Posse Comitatus had been 
established in almost every state in the country. The movement had also 
become increasingly violent, especially in the Midwest, where farmers had 
been hard hit by foreclosures. Posse adherents attacked local, state, and 
federal law enforcement officers attempting to serve subpoenas for fire-
arms or land- use violations and enforce property seizures.76 That some 
members like Kahl routinely found scriptural justification for their mili-
tant opposition to taxes and governmental authority above the county 
level77 is clear from the sixteen- page letter that he sent to Richard Butler 
and various other friends, supporters, and journalists while on the run 
again in 1983. Describing himself as a “Christian patriot” intent on 
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“put[ting] our nation back under Christian Common Law, which is 
another way of saying God’s Law as laid down by the inspiration of God, 
through his prophets and preserved for us in the Scriptures,” Kahl 
recounted how on February 13, 1983, he, his wife, his son Yorie, and three 
friends were “ambushed on our return to our homes.” At a roadblock just 
north of Medina, North Dakota, a tense standoff unfolded as Kahl and 
Yorie, each armed with semiautomatic .223 Ruger Mini- 14s, confronted 
four U.S. marshals— accompanied by a county deputy sheriff and a local 
police officer— who had come to arrest Kahl. “There was a lot of scream-
ing and hollering going on [and] a shot rang out,” the farmer- turned- 
militant recalled.78 More shooting erupted. When the smoke cleared, 
Ken Muir, the U.S. marshal for North Dakota, and a deputy marshal, Rob-
ert Cheshire, lay dead. Another deputy marshal was wounded, as were 
the deputy sheriff and a police officer. Yorie had been shot in the stom-
ach and was arrested shortly afterward at a nearby clinic. Kahl went home, 
changed clothes, collected some ammunition, climbed into his 1966 AMC 
Rambler, and disappeared.79

His supporters subsequently repackaged Kahl’s letter into a circular to 
raise funds for his defense if he was captured. This was wishful thinking. 
Kahl was fully prepared to die for his beliefs. The killing of the marshals, 
his letter argued, was no different from the killing he had done during 
the war to protect himself and fellow crewmen. “I would have liked noth-
ing other [than] to be left alone,” Kahl reflected, “so I could enjoy life, 
liberty and the pursuit of happiness, which our forefathers willed to us. 
This was not to be after I discovered that our nation had fallen into the 
hands of an alien people.” He saw himself as persecuted by a predatory 
government, in league with powerfully odious forces, and therefore as a 
reluctant warrior- patriot, cast on the defensive by the “enemies of Christ 
[who] have taken their Jewish Communist manifesto, and incorporated 
it into the Statutory Laws of our country, and threw our Constitution and 
our Christian Common Law (which is none other than the Laws of God 
as set forth in the Scriptures) into the garbage can.” To Kahl’s mind, the 
United States was a “conquered and occupied nation, conquered and occu-
pied by the Jews.” White Christians, accordingly, were enmeshed in a 
life- or- death struggle “between the people of the Kingdom of God, and 
the Kingdom of Satan.” He placed his faith in the Lord’s hands. “I have 
no idea where I’m going,” Kahl concludes the letter, “but after some more 
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prayer, I will go where the Lord leads me, and either live to carry on the 
fight, or die if that be the case, and for the present at least, I bid you all 
good- bye.”80

Kahl’s odyssey took him through Texas and finally back to Arkansas. 
The subject of a massive FBI manhunt, he evaded his pursuers for four 
months until a crucial tip revealed that Kahl was hiding in the house of a 
fellow Posse member and survivalist named Leonard Ginter. It was the 
perfect bolt- hole. Ginter lived in the equivalent of a concrete bunker, built 
in anticipation, Ginter had told a neighbor, of the “end of time,” which, 
he believed, was coming— just as the Bible had decreed. “But Russia is 
going to take over this country first,” he had explained.81

On June 13, 1983, forty FBI agents, U.S. marshals, Arkansas state police, 
and local law enforcement officers, accompanied by an ambulance and a 
fire truck, surrounded the dwelling. Another shootout erupted, and both 
Kahl and Gene Matthews, the county sheriff, were killed. Unsure whether 
Kahl had only been wounded, the authorities dropped tear gas canisters, 
smoke grenades, and diesel fuel down the chimney to smoke him out. 
Instead, a fire started that burned out of control— fueled by the thousands 
of rounds of high- velocity ammunition stockpiled inside. Kahl’s charred 
remains were later discovered with a bullet hole to his skull: Matthews 
had managed to shoot him just before being cut down himself by two shots 
from the fugitive farmer’s Ruger Mini.82

Kahl was immediately hailed as a martyr by those sharing his dark, 
conspiratorial worldview. The government, they now firmly believed, had 
declared war on them.83 And for at least two separate groups of likeminded 
violent extremists, it was now time to fight back. The Aryan Nations’ 
annual gathering a few weeks’ hence would provide the ideal setting to 
plan and coordinate this revolution. It was with this thought in mind that 
James Ellison, the leader of the CSA— the survivalist community located 
in rural Mountain Home, Arkansas, which Kahl and his wife had visited— 
loaded up the car and began the two- day drive north to Idaho.84 He had 
been invited to deliver the event’s closing address.85

• • •

Ellison conformed to the country cleric– turned– white supremacist model 
that seemed typical of the movement’s leadership during the 1980s. 
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Hailing from San Antonio, Texas, he had gone from Bible teacher to fun-
damentalist minister. In 1976, according to FBI records, Ellison, then 
thirty- five, purchased an isolated 220- acre farm and former resort along-
side Bull Shoals Lake on the Arkansas- Missouri border, about seven 
miles southwest of Pontiac, Missouri.86 Ellison named it the Zarephath- 
Horeb Community Church, after two ancient biblical sites, and opened a 
rehabilitation center for young people addicted to drugs or seeking to 
escape religious cults they had joined.87 Within a few years, however, 
according to Kerry Noble, an ordained minister in Ellison’s church and 
the CSA’s spokesman, the man revered by his followers as the self- professed 
“King James of the Ozarks”88 had begun to steer the community away 
from the “quiet, rural community church” it once was “into a violent, 
paramilitary, right- wing, white supremacist group.”89 The change was 
prompted by a self- proclaimed divine vision Ellison had of the Lord vis-
iting retribution upon America’s cities because of the depravity and licen-
tiousness that had “reached heights beyond that of the Tower of Babel.” 
In his retelling of the vision, Ellison claimed that “the only hope for Amer-
ica . . .  is for Christians to leave the cities and organized churches and . . .  
build refuges in isolated sections of the country, so others will have a place 
to come when the Tribulation period hits.”90 As an FBI assessment 
explained, the CSA was described as a

non- traditional religion which includes faith healing, speaking in 
tongues, and a prophecy which says that society will soon collapse in tur-
moil, and that the United States will suffer a collapse of economy or 
nuclear war. As a result, there will be chaos, and the panicked masses 
will rove the country looking for food and protection. Those who are not 
prepared will be a threat to those who have been preparing. . . .  In prep-
aration for this, the group stockpiles food and weapons and trains them-
selves in military and survival procedures.91

Between 1978 and 1979 alone, the community purchased over fifty 
thousand dollars’ worth of firearms, ammunition, and military equip-
ment. “Every man was issued a pistol and rifle, with full military gear,” 
Reverend Noble recalled, and received training in marksmanship and 
combat skills.92 The FBI would subsequently describe the CSA as “the best 
trained civilian paramilitary group in America.”93 The 100– 120 men, 
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women, and children94 who by this time inhabited the CSA compound 
were tasked by Ellison “to build an Ark for God’s people during the com-
ing tribulations on the earth.”95 The “coming war,” they were taught, “was 
a step toward God’s government.”96 Then, in 1981, Ellison decreed that 
henceforth the community would be called the Covenant, the Sword, and 
the Arm of the Lord. “The Covenant speaks of all the covenants of God 
from Adam to Christ,” he told his followers,

and especially of the covenants He has made with us in this last hour. It 
also speaks to the covenant that He has made with each of you individu-
ally and that you have made with Him and with each other and with this 
Body.

The Sword speaks of all the judgments of God from the time of the 
Garden, but especially of the coming judgment upon America. The Arm 
is those people whom God will use to administer the final end- time 
judgement. And we are part of that people.97

This accorded perfectly with the CSA’s own white supremacist positions, 
which since at least 1979 had followed the tenets of the Identity Church.98 
Noble recounts the consequences of this transformation. “As white 
supremacists, we now believed that other races and those who would 
betray the white cause in America were destined to be destroyed in future 
chaos. We were now not only the elect spiritually, but racially as well.” 
Antisemitism was at the core of their beliefs and ZOG— the Zionist Occu-
pation Government— their ineluctable enemy. “The Jews have declared 
war on our race,” Ellison preached, “promoting race- mixing and thereby 
polluting the pure seed of God.”99 As Noble explains, “As with others in 
the right- wing movement we blamed the Jews for the problems of the 
world, for pornography, the lack of morality, for the economic situation 
in America, for minority rights over white rights, and for kicking God out 
of the schools. Even though most of us had never personally known a Jew, 
we became convinced they were the enemies of God . . .  that would one 
day need to be taken and destroyed.”100

To prepare for this eventuality, the community supported itself through 
timber sales, a salvaging business, construction projects, and a mail- order 
publishing house. Among the titles they marketed were such antisemitic 
staples as The Protocols of the Elders of Zion as well as The Holy Book of 
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Adolf Hitler, The Negro and the World Crisis, Who’s Who in the Zionist 
Conspiracy, The Jews: 100 Facts, and the Christian Army Basic Training 
Manual.101 But there was an additional, more sinister dimension to the 
CSA’s commercial activities. The group’s gunsmiths were adept at retooling 
legally purchased semiautomatic weapons— Israeli Uzis, Chinese- made 
AK- 47s, German Heckler & Koch assault rifles, and U.S.- manufactured 
MAC- 10s and MAC- 11s— into illegal, fully automatic submachine guns, 
whose sale they profited handsomely from. Additional income was gener-
ated from the various training courses that the CSA also offered. Among 
these, the most infamous was the urban warfare course taught at the 
group’s four- block mock town dubbed “Silhouette City.”102 Patterned on 
the FBI Academy’s storied “Hogan’s Alley” training facility,103 the CSA 
version featured pop- up targets of African American and Jewish people 
as well as police officers with a Star of David in place of their badges.104 As 
the previously mentioned FBI analysis explained, the suite of CSA train-
ing courses included “instruction on organization, survival techniques, 
and para- military topics. Also taught are firearms and marksmanship, 
repelling, foraging for food, erection of such obstacles as punji sticks and 
barbed wire to detour [sic] looters, urban warfare, military field craft, 
national forest survival, home defense, Christian martial arts, Christian 
military truths, nuclear survival and tax protesting.”105 Kahl was among 
the graduates of some of these courses, which typically cost five hundred 
dollars.106

Noble recalled that Ellison returned from the Aryan Nations Congress 
infused with new energy and a new purpose. “Thirteen men from vari-
ous right- wing organizations met in Idaho,” the CSA leader recounted. 
“We discussed Gordon Kahl when the feds found him in Arkansas. I said 
I wished I’d been there, the sword is now out of the sheath, and it’s ready 
to strike.” Plans were laid, Ellison continued, to finance the revolution 
through counterfeiting, bank robbery, and attacking armored cars trans-
porting cash— just like left- wing radicals had done. A hit list was drawn 
up of prominent capitalists, Jews, and other “people who need to be elim-
inated,” as was a point scale created to incentivize Aryan warriors to assas-
sinate those named on the list along with African Americans, federal 
agents, and others. “There was also talk about ‘Silent Warriors,’ ” he 
explained, “who would go out alone and commit crimes and not tell any-
one what they had done,” as well as autonomous attack cells composed of 
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no more than two to five men, to preserve operational security. “At the 
close of the meeting,” Ellison somberly concluded, “I passed a sheet of 
paper for everyone to sign, which they did. Then I told them that they had 
just committed conspiracy and treason against the United States of Amer-
ica, that the revolution had begun!”107 Another account of this private 
meeting convened by Butler in the compound’s Aryan Hall claims that 
many of the signatories believed they were simply providing their names 
and addresses for a mailing list and not agreeing to a battle plan for sedi-
tion. Regardless, at least some of the men present at the 1983 congress had 
reached the irrevocable conclusion that the time for talk and bluster had 
passed. Among them was Robert Mathews.108

• • •

In July 1983 the thirty- year- old Mathews was a rising star in the white 
power movement. He had both impressed Butler and was sufficiently inte-
grated into the Aryan Nations family to have had the Christian Identity 
pastor baptize his adopted son. Mathews had also distinguished himself 
as the most proactive member of Butler’s personal security detail at an 
Aryan Nations rally held in Spokane, Washington, a month earlier. The 
muscular, boyish- looking Mathews was not tall, but he had a command-
ing presence and magnetic personality.109 He was “enormously charis-
matic,” one contemporary observer noted,110 and thus was well situated 
in the wake of Kahl’s killing to translate the movement’s hate- filled and 
seditious rhetoric into concrete action. Mathews was particularly moved 
by the exhortations of one speaker at the 1983 gathering— Louis Beam, the 
Aryan Nations’ “ambassador at large” and a former Grand Dragon of 
the Texas Ku Klux Klan.

With the exception of Pierce, perhaps no one has had as great an influ-
ence on the modern white power movement as Beam. A decorated U.S. 
Army veteran who had served an extended eighteen- month tour as a heli-
copter door gunner in Vietnam, Beam had grown up in a segregated 
company town on Texas’s gulf coast. He was apparently already a com-
mitted racist while still in elementary school.111 Classmates recall Beam 
boasting in the fourth grade about being a member of the Ku Klux Klan 
and attempting to recruit them.112 Beam returned from Vietnam in 1968 
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disgruntled and disillusioned. He railed against f lag- burning antiwar 
protestors and blamed the “communists” in the U.S. government for 
restraining the military in Vietnam and thus selling out him and his fel-
low warriors in an unwinnable war. He promptly joined the local chapter 
of the Ku Klux Klan.113 Years later, Beam would blame “Post Viet Nam 
Stress Syndrome” for his anger toward the government. “There is no relief, 
and can be none,” he ranted in one treatise.

We are forever trapped in the rice paddies and skies of Vietnam. We can 
neither go back or go forward, but are suspended for eternity in the place 
that they put us. . . .  

I wonder if stress can be defined as wanting to machine gun all the 
people who sent us over there, along with the ones who spit on us when 
we returned. Or, is perhaps stress something more simple like crying out 
for justice in the name of the mangled dead, and not being heard? Or is 
stress more of a mathematical function, like trying to figure out how 
much blood 57,673 bodies can hold?114

In 1971 Beam was charged with the bombings of a progressive radio sta-
tion and the Houston office of the Socialist Workers Party but escaped 
imprisonment.115 Thereafter, he organized a series of paramilitary train-
ing courses in Texas designed “to turn Klansmen into soldiers.”116 Beam 
ran at least four such facilities. At “Camp Puller,” a fifty- acre tract of 
swampland reminiscent of Vietnam’s rice paddies, both teenagers and 
children— some reportedly as young as eight years old— received instruc-
tion in “strangulation, decapitation using a machete, hijacking airplanes, 
and firing automatic weapons.” As Beam ascended through the Klan 
ranks from Grand Titan to Grand Dragon, he also created two elite, spe-
cial operations– type units for his fellow Klansmen— the Texas Emergency 
Reserve and anti- immigrant Klan Border Watch. Beam also organized 
Klan recruitment drives at Fort Hood in Killeen, Texas, and rallies fea-
turing David Duke, the smooth- talking Louisiana- based founder and 
leader of the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan.117 Duke represented a new kind 
of hatemonger. He wore a suit and tie, came across as educated and artic-
ulate, and claimed that he was not against blacks as much as he was an 
advocate for the rights of white Christians.118 This would prove to be a 
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harbinger of a wider trend reflected in today’s alt- right, for example, the 
polo shirts and chinos worn by neo- Nazis at the 2017 Charlottesville dem-
onstrations and other protests.119

Beam was again arrested in 1979 after trying to gain entrance to the 
Houston hotel where Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping of China was staying. 
He hoped to murder Deng and thereby avenge “the 100,000 GI’s” who 
perished because of the support China had provided to North Vietnam 
during the war.120 As the state’s preeminent Klan leader, Beam attracted 
widespread attention in February 1981 for his role in the Texas chapter’s 
sustained harassment of Vietnamese fishermen working the gulf waters 
off Galveston. Within months, however, a combination of a federal court 
ruling specifically prohibiting such activities along with Beam’s convic-
tion on misdemeanor charges of conducting paramilitary exercises on fed-
eral land without a permit prompted him to resign as Grand Dragon and 
head to Idaho— supposedly on vacation. Two months later, Beam and his 
family were still there— living at the Aryan Nations’ Hayden Lake com-
pound. His arrival had attracted the attention of the local FBI office in 
Coeur d’Alene, who would soon have him under surveillance. In 1982, 
Butler appointed Beam the Aryan Nations’ “ambassador at large.”121 This 
new role suited the energetic former Klansman well, and soon Aryan 
Nations chapters had been established in Colorado, Florida, Missouri, 
Tennessee, and Texas.122

Beam claims to have opened a business in Hayden Lake selling survival 
and camping gear and spent most of his time drinking coffee and chang-
ing his infant daughter’s diapers.123 In fact, his time spent in Idaho would 
have a lasting effect not only on future white power violence but on the 
trajectory of modern terrorism. Beam’s lasting contribution was to res-
cue from obscurity the concept of clandestine, underground warfare 
known as “leaderless resistance.” Writing in a 1983 issue of the Inter- Klan 
Newsletter and Survival Alert, which he coedited, Beam explained the 
principles of an approach to warfare that a World War II veteran of the 
Office of Strategic Services (OSS)— a forerunner of the CIA— named Col-
onel Ulius Louis “Pete” Amoss had developed.124 Exasperated by the 
Soviet bloc’s ability to penetrate and neutralize traditional, hierarchically 
organized partisan units and other resistance forces, the wartime spy 
and inveterate cold warrior concluded that “we do not need ‘leaders’; we 
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need leading ideas. These ideas would produce leaders. The masses would 
produce them and the ideas would be their inspiration. Therefore, we 
must create these ideas and convey them to the restless people concerned 
with them.”125

This was music to Beam’s ears. He and his fellow white power leaders 
were continually frustrated by the ability of government informants and 
undercover agents to penetrate their movement. This concept, the Aryan 
Nations’ newly appointed ambassador- at- large now enthused, “is that any 
one cell can be infiltrated, exposed and destroyed, but this will have no 
effect on the others. . . .  The efficient and effective operation of a cell sys-
tem . . .  of course, is dependent upon central direction which means 
impressive organization, [and] funding from the top.” Beam identified 
only one significant hurdle. “At first glance, such a type of organization 
seems unrealistic, because the natural question is, how are the cells to 
cooperate with each other, when there is not intercommunication or cen-
tral direction?”126 By the time of the Aryan Nations Congress just weeks 
later, he would have a solution to that challenge, too.

Gordon Kahl’s fate loomed large as the attendees gathered in Hayden 
Lake. In a stirring panegyric by Beam, the North Dakota farmer was 
hailed as a modern- day William Travis and Davy Crockett— akin to these 
brave warriors who had made the ultimate sacrifice in the fight against 
tyranny at the Alamo. Beam also glowingly described Kahl’s imagined 
ascent to heaven, complete with a Viking honor guard “standing at the 
gate to Valhalla— arms outstretched in salute.”127 Addressing the congress, 
Beam was just as blunt and unequivocal. “WE ARE AT WAR,” he 
declared.128 An attendee would later recall that Beam’s words brought tears 
to Mathews’s eyes.129 “I’m here to tell you that if we can’t have this coun-
try,” Beam continued, “as far as I’m concerned no one gets it. The guns 
are cocked, the bullets are in the chamber. . . .  We’re going to fight and 
live or we’re going to die soon. If you don’t help me kill the bastards, you’re 
going to be required to beg for your child’s life, and the answer will 
be no.”130

In addition to the workshops, seminars, and plenary events, a small 
group of thirteen white power leaders and movement elders, along with 
their impatient youthful counterparts, met privately in Butler’s living 
room— surrounded by heavily armed guards. As Ellison later told Noble, 
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the gathering agreed that it was “time for action.”131 The battle plan that 
emerged reflected both Beam’s leaderless resistance strategy and his pro-
posal to utilize emerging computer networking technology to ensure the 
security of the movement’s internal communications and support the rev-
olution that they had agreed to commence.132 Leaderless resistance fused 
with computerized bulletin board systems (BBSes) brought the movement 
unparalleled advantages of both real- time and clandestine connectivity— 
effectively concealing it from the prying eyes and attentive ears of federal 
authorities.133

It is difficult to appreciate just how singularly profound this develop-
ment was. Typewriters were still a ubiquitous feature of offices everywhere, 
and facsimile transmission (fax) machines had only recently entered the 
workplace.134 Desktop computers were both mostly unknown and expen-
sive to acquire. At the time, these primitive machines, with their limited 
memory and slow processing capabilities, were far from the must- have 
household item they would eventually become. An Apple IIe starter sys-
tem with 64k memory, for instance, cost $1,260 in 1983— about $3,315 
today.135 And modems (modulator- demodulators) to transmit BBS data 
over conventional telephone lines had only become affordable and hence 
somewhat accessible some two years earlier.136

The “Aryan Nations Liberty Net” that Beam created was therefore truly 
revolutionary and arguably marked the beginning of terrorist exploita-
tion of digital communications for radicalization, recruitment, fundrais-
ing, the exchange of best practices, and the planning and execution of 
operations. In an era before the World Wide Web, much less the internet, 
and with primitive dial- up rather than wi- fi and broadband, Beam’s sys-
tem ran on Apple network software, was text only, and used 300 baud 
dial- up modems137 over ordinary telephone lines to transmit informa-
tion.138 The rate of transmission of data was described as “well below 
reading speed.”139 It took Beam nearly a year of work before his Aryan 
Nations Liberty Net was finally up and running. As he had intimated in 
his article on leaderless resistance,140 Beam announced this new develop-
ment in the spring 1984 issue of the Inter- Klan Newsletter & Survival 
Alert. “It may very well be that American know- how has provided the 
technology which will allow those who love this country to save it from 
an ill deserved fate,” he gushed.
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Computers, once solely the domain and possession of governments and 
large corporations, are now bringing their power and capabilities to the 
average American. . . .  

It has been said that knowledge is power, which it most assuredly is. 
The computer offers, to those who become proficient in its use, power 
undreamed of by the rulers of the past. . . .  

Imagine, if you can, a single computer to which all leaders and strat-
egists of the patriotic movement are connected. Imagine further that any 
patriot in the country is able to tap into this computer at will in order to 
reap the benefit of all accumulative knowledge and wisdom of the lead-
ers. “Someday,” you may say? How about today? Such a computer is 
already in existence and operation. We hereby announce Aryan Nation 
Liberty Net. Dial 208- 772- 6134, listen to the computer talk.

The article, titled “COMPUTERS AND THE AMERICAN PATRIOT,” 
also imparted helpful buyers’ advice and detailed log- on instructions. 
Beam provided a phone number and post office box for those who had 
additional questions. “At last, those who love God and their Race and 
strive to serve their Nation will be utilizing some of the advanced tech-
nology available heretofore only to those in the ZOG (Zionist Occupation 
Government) government [sic] and others who have sought the destruc-
tion of the Aryan people,” he promised.141

Sponsored by the Aryan Nations, the Aryan Nations Liberty Net served 
five key purposes. First, it sought to tap into a new demographic and build 
a broader white supremacist constituency by appealing to young computer 
“hackers”— a newly popularized term at the time. Second, it sought to 
obviate restrictions on the mailing of hate literature to Canada and Euro-
pean countries like West Germany. Third, it identified like- minded 
“patriotic groups” across the country to encourage and facilitate greater 
networking. Fourth, it was an innovative fundraising mechanism. “The 
Aryan Nations computer network is designed to bring truth and knowl-
edge to our people on the North- American continent,” Butler explained 
in one such appeal for donations. “You may ask ‘why the computer . . tech-
nology?’ The answer is simple, because it is our Aryan technology just as 
is the printing press, radio, airplane, auto, etc., etc. We must use our own 
God- given technology in calling our race back to our Father’s Organic 
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Law.” Finally, it was an inexpensive, quick, and easy way to spread the 
movement’s propaganda unhindered by government interference, intru-
sion, or monitoring. The site contained some repackaged material that had 
originally appeared in print along with files with titles like “Know Your 
Enemy,” which contained the addresses and telephone numbers of all the 
ADL offices in the United States, as well as those of the branches of the 
U.S. Communist Party and, even more menacingly, lists of the names of 
“race traitors” and “ZOG informers.”142 In perhaps the first warning about 
far- right exploitation of new online technologies, the ADL in 1985 cau-
tioned that the networks were “[seeking] to spread their hate propaganda 
among young people, surely the most vulnerable to its influence.” The 
report also drew a direct link to violence. “More troubling,” the report 
noted, “the use of new technology to link together hate group activists 
coincides with an escalation of serious talk among some of them about 
the necessity of committing acts of terror.”143

As previously recounted, Beam’s call to battle at the 1983 congress had 
deeply resonated with Mathews. The former Klansman had been unequiv-
ocal. Violence was imperative if the white race was to save itself. Mathews 
departed Hayden Lake infused with a newfound sense of mission and pur-
pose.144 Beam’s powerful words in addition to everything else Mathews 
had heard at the gathering and likely at the private meeting in Butler’s liv-
ing room had convinced him, according to the journalist Stephen Singu-
lar, that “it would be the young men who commenced the battle and won 
the war.” Mathews had in fact already reached this conclusion. Everything 
that he heard and saw during that visit to the Aryan Nations compound 
had only hardened his resolve. Earlier that year, for instance, Mathews had 
formed a new organization that he called the White American Bastion. 
Mathews recruited friends and acquaintances from the northern Idaho 
white supremacist milieu and with two companions had spent the sum-
mer building the group’s headquarters and a living quarters on his farm.145

In Mathews’s “Last Letter,” written over a year later, he explained the 
logic animating his decision to wage a terrorist campaign to overthrow 
the U.S. government. “I have no choice,” Mathews had declared. “I must 
stand up like a White man and do battle. A secret war has been develop-
ing for the last year between the regime in Washington and an ever grow-
ing number of White people who are determined to regain what our 
forefathers discovered, explored, conquered, settled, built and died for.”146
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In September 1983, Mathews addressed the National Alliance’s annual 
conference in Washington, DC. His membership in and recruitment 
efforts on behalf of multiple white supremacist organizations was hardly 
atypical of the movement either then or now. As the journalist Peter Lake, 
who successfully infiltrated these groups, later explained, “It’s like the dif-
ference between the Army, Navy, and Marines— they all salute the same 
flag.”147 Indeed, unbeknownst to the conferees listening, Mathews’s mes-
sage presaged the violent trajectory he was about to embark upon. “My 
brothers and sisters,” he began,

from the mist- shrouded forested valleys and mountains of the Pacific 
Northwest I bring you a message of solidarity, a call to action, and a 
demand for adherence to duty as members of a vanguard of an Aryan 
resurgence and ultimately total Aryan victory. The signs of awakening 
are sprouting up across the Northwest, and no more than among the two- 
fisted farmers and ranchers. . . .  The task is not going to be easy. TV sat-
ellite dishes are springing up like poisonous mushrooms across the 
domain of the tillers of the soil. The electronic Jew is slithering into 
the living rooms of even the most remote farms and ranches. The race- 
destroying dogs are everywhere. In Metaline Falls, we have broken the 
chains of Jewish thought. . . .  The future is now! So stand up like men and 
drive the enemy to the sea! Stand up like men and swear a sacred oath 
upon the green graves of our sires that you will reclaim what our forefa-
thers discovered, explored, conquered, settled, built, and died for! Stand 
up like men and reclaim our soil! Look toward the stars and proclaim 
our destiny! In Metaline Falls we have a saying: Defeat, never! Victory 
forever!148

Three weeks later, nine men styling themselves as “Aryan Warriors”149 
joined hands in a circle around a white baby girl meant to symbolize the 
Aryan race and its future. In appropriately reverential voices they pledged 
fealty to the white supremacist revolution proclaimed by Mathews.150 “I, 
as a free Aryan man, hereby swear an unrelenting oath,” they affirmed,

upon the green graves of our sires, upon the children in the wombs of 
our wives, upon the throne of God almighty, sacred is his name, to join 
together in holy union with those brothers in this circle and to declare 
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forthright that from this moment on, I have no fear of death, no fear of 
foe; that I have a sacred duty to do whatever is necessary to deliver our 
people from the Jew and to bring total victory to the Aryan race.151

The FBI agent in charge of the Coeur d’Alene office, whose attention 
they soon attracted, found nothing particularly noteworthy about the 
group. They were people “much like your next door neighbor,”152 Wayne F. 
Manis observed. Indeed, the youngest person around the circle, Richard 
Kemp, age twenty, had been a star player on his Salinas, California, high 
school basketball team. Andrew Barnhill was a twenty- seven- year- old for-
mer seminarian who had joined and then left the CSA before ending up 
dealing poker in a Montana casino. Bruce Pierce (no relation to William), 
at age twenty- nine, was an impetuous drifter from Kentucky who had 
settled in Montana and discovered Identity theology only the previous 
year. An invitation to visit the Aryan Nations compound in March 1983 
had sufficiently impressed him that he moved his family to Hayden Lake. 
Two months later, Pierce was among the bodyguards surrounding Butler 
at the same Spokane rally where Mathews had distinguished himself. 
Pierce decided then and there that Mathews was the leader that the white 
power movement had always been waiting for.153

Although the prematurely balding thirty- two- year- old Randy Duey 
looked like a “meek accountant,”154 he was a U.S. Air Force veteran who 
had studied history at Eastern Washington University, just across the 
Idaho state border. Duey had befriended Denver Parmenter, another 
mature student and a fellow veteran. Age thirty- one, Parmenter had served 
three years in the U.S. Army and was washing dishes and mopping floors 
to make ends meet when Duey introduced him to Mathews. Richard Scu-
tari arguably had the most diverse career of the men who gathered that 
day at Mathews’s farm. In his mid- thirties, Scutari had been a U.S. Navy 
diver where he supposedly gained experience “with explosives training 
and [became an] instructor in hand- to- hand combat as well as assault rifle 
and combat pistol shooting.”155 Scutari then worked as a deep- sea diver 
in the North Sea oil fields, owned a construction company for a time, and 
became expert in several different martial arts. Through his friendship 
with Barnhill, Scutari had done some work for the CSA’s Jim Ellison and 
then had flown to Spokane from his home in Florida to meet Mathews 
and check out this new group.156
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David Lane, age forty- three, was the eldest. An amateur golf champion 
who hailed from Aurora, Colorado, Lane had made a name for himself 
in white power circles as the state organizer for David Duke’s Knights of 
the Ku Klux Klan and later for the Aryan Nations. He was also an 
accomplished propagandist, having helped turn the innocuously titled 
Primrose and Cattlemen’s Gazette into a platform for his violently antise-
mitic rants.157 Lane is also renowned as the author of the popular white 
supremacist credo known as the “14 Words,” which proclaims the follow-
ing mission for white supremacists everywhere: “We must secure the 
existence of our people and a future for White children.” It is frequently 
cited in contemporary white power memes, publications, and communi-
cations simply as “14.”158 The only person in the circle who had done time 
was a twenty- seven- year old from Arizona named Gary Lee Yarbrough. 
While AWOL from the U.S. Marines, Yarbrough was arrested for burglary 
and sentenced to a five- to- eight- year prison term at the Arizona State Pen-
itentiary in Florence. It was there that he first read about the Aryan 
Nations and imbibed its literature. Yarbrough headed for Idaho upon his 
release and found work on Butler’s personal security detail and in the print 
shop producing hate literature.159

Although their ages and backgrounds varied, these men were united 
by the belief of an America gone wrong. Although, unlike Beam, they had 
not fought in Vietnam, they were patriots who were profoundly disillu-
sioned with a government that had sent its young citizens overseas to fight 
a needlessly prolonged and increasingly pointless war. Their view, like 
Beam’s, was that spineless politicians had restrained the military and 
squandered an opportunity to stop the spread of communism. As white 
men in a demographically changing United States, they also felt alienated 
by a population that was becoming increasingly more diverse. They were 
especially opposed to affirmative action efforts and other such compen-
satory programs and themselves felt economically ignored or disadvan-
taged.160 “As adults, they came to view America as a land beset with dark 
forces of chaos in the forms of immigration, drugs, crime, and Ronald 
Reagan’s ‘trickle down’ economy,” the criminologist Mark Hamm 
explains. The Equal Rights Amendment, passed by the U.S. Congress in 
1972, which would have constitutionally guaranteed legal gender equal-
ity for women and men had it been ratified by the requisite number of 
states, was also vehemently opposed by this movement. Feminism was 
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regarded as emasculation and thus became a key dimension of white 
supremacism’s simultaneous advocacy that relegated women back to nar-
row, historically gendered roles as cook, cleaner, and mother. Accord-
ingly, Hamm notes, “Masculinity and whiteness became entwined as 
never before— to be a ‘real’ white man was to be hyper- masculine. In this 
way, paramilitary mythology became the path to redemption.”161

Having sworn unremitting allegiance to the “sacred duty to do what-
ever is necessary” to ensure the triumph of the Aryan race, the eight men 
listened as Mathews outlined his plan. It was drawn entirely from The 
Turner Diaries.162 Although at that moment these men referred to them-
selves simply as “the Group” or “the Company,” they would soon adopt 
the name “the Order”— in homage to Pierce’s fictional creation.163 They 
also sometimes called themselves the Brüder Schweigen (German for the 
“Silent Brotherhood”).164 The book had in fact become Mathews’s “bible,” 
according to both Thomas Martinez, a later recruit and subsequent FBI 
informant, and Wayne Manis, the veteran FBI agent who had arrived in 
Coeur d’Alene that November to oversee the bureau’s investigation of 
this regional hub of white supremacist activism.165 That a novel should 
provide the “blueprint”166 for the real- life Order’s terrorist campaign 
underscores how unprepared the group was for so monumental a task as 
triggering an uprising that would overthrow the U.S. government. “Many 
of Bob’s followers were in a state of shock to suddenly come to grips with 
the fact that they were about to leave their mundane day- to- day existence 
as law- abiding citizens and embark on a career of crime with the goal of 
overthrowing the United States government,” Manis marveled. “Clearly, 
this would entail taking up arms and killing people who were the object 
of their aggression and hatred.”167 But however fantastical the Order’s 
grandiose ambitions may have been, their fervent belief in the efficacy of 
violence to achieve them was completely serious. This would not be the 
last time that The Turner Diaries would fulfill the dual role of template 
and inspiration for violent insurrection.

Accordingly, what the Order lacked in operational skills and experi-
ence was simply to be adopted from The Turner Diaries and grafted onto 
their six- step strategy. First was organizing themselves to prosecute this 
revolution. The next steps of amassing a “war chest”— and then resorting 
to armed robbery, if necessary— had been identified two months earlier 
in Butler’s living room.168 Robert Miles had persuasively argued that to 
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have any chance of success, such a venture would require ample funds. A 
Grand Dragon of a Michigan KKK chapter, “Pastor Bob” was a well- 
respected elder statesman of the white supremacist movement. He had 
the bona fides and gravitas that a six- year prison stint for conspiring to 
bomb school buses in defiance of court- ordered school desegregation 
efforts inevitably bestows on the self- styled community of “Aryan War-
riors” in which racists like Miles circulated. Like many of its other lead-
ing figures, Miles cloaked himself in clerical authority— presiding over the 
Mountain Church of Jesus Christ the Savior that he founded on his 
seventy- acre farm in rural Cohoctah, Michigan.169 It was in essence a Mid-
western version of Butler’s Church of Jesus Christ Christian, performing 
a similar convening and coordinating function. The ADL described the 
church’s ethos as “violence, white supremacy, antisemitism, and racism, 
as well as hostility to the federal government.”170 At Butler’s house that 
July, Miles had cited the success that left- wing terrorists in the Black Lib-
eration Army along with remnants of the rebranded Weather Under-
ground, now calling themselves the May 19th Communist Organization, 
had two years before in robbing a Brinks armored car of $1.6 million in 
Nyack, New York. “If we were half the men the leftists were,” the fifty- 
eight- year- old cleric had observed, “we’d be hitting armored cars, too.”171 
Hence, Mathews and his band concluded the best way to build the “war 
chest” they required was through armed robbery. The fourth step was to 
recruit more members; fifth was to commence operations with the assas-
sination of the movement’s most insidious enemies; and the sixth step 
would culminate in the “armed guerrilla operations”172 by a dedicated 
band of clandestine warriors depicted in The Turner Diaries.

Less than fifteen months later, however, Mathews was dead. Twenty- 
four of his followers would soon be arrested. They were indicted on 
sixty- seven racketeering and conspiracy counts, and all but one was con-
victed.173 Of these, ten received prison sentences of between twenty years 
and life. None of the Order’s grand schemes to jumpstart their terrorist 
campaign with the assassinations of well- known Jewish persons such as 
former secretary of state Henry Kissinger; Elie de Rothschild, scion of the 
famous international banking family; and the renowned television pro-
ducer Norman Lear; or gentiles like the prominent New York banker 
David Rockefeller or the civil rights advocate Morris Dees, the cofounder 
and chief trial counsel of the Southern Poverty Law Center, ever came to 
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fruition. Instead, on June 18, 1984, the Order’s gunmen murdered Alan 
Berg, a controversial Denver radio talk show host,174 who was Jewish and 
had incurred the group’s wrath because of his combative on- air interviews 
of various white power advocates. Although no one was ever specifically 
convicted of Berg’s murder, David Lane and Bruce Pierce initially received 
prison sentences of forty and one hundred years, respectively, in one trial 
and an additional 150 years on other charges.175 Lane had been one of the 
enraged persons who would call in during Berg’s broadcasts.176 Even the 
group’s initial effort to acquire operational funds fell flat. The robbery of 
a Spokane video and pornography store netted only $369,177 and an explod-
ing dye pack concealed in a bundle of cash Mathews had just stolen from 
a Seattle bank had blown up in his face and either ruined or permanently 
stained the bank notes.178

But by heeding Miles’s advice and focusing their attention on armored 
cars, the Order’s fundraising efforts grew more successful. Three such 
heists enabled Mathews and his band to accumulate over $4 million in 
cash.179 The single largest haul of $3.6 million came from the combined 
ambush and armed robbery of a Brinks armored car near Ukiah, Cali-
fornia, in July 1984.180 After the seven gunmen each pocketed $40,000 
themselves as combined salary and bonus,181 Mathews proceeded to dis-
tribute a portion of the loot to some of the white power movement’s lead-
ing personages. Dan Gayman, the pastor of the Church of Israel, outside 
Schell City, Missouri, and an exponent of the “two seed” theory, was given 
$10,000; Butler and the Aryan Nations received at least $40,000; William 
Pierce was reportedly gifted $50,000; Frazier Glenn Miller Jr., the founder 
and leader of the North Carolina– based White Patriot Party, got $200,000; 
and $300,000 was reputedly channeled to Californian Tom Metzger for 
his White Aryan Resistance group, with the same amount going to Miles 
for his Michigan parish.182

Even so, the bulk of the stolen cash was neither ever recovered nor fully 
accounted for. As much as two- thirds of it seems to have disappeared. As 
of 1997, for instance, the FBI had traced only $600,000 of the Ukiah haul.183 
Mathews and other Order members appear to have variously spent, doled 
out, stashed, or laundered the rest of their haul into legitimate business 
ventures. Two government informants, for instance, maintain that 
Mathews gave a Denver lawyer at least $1 million and perhaps as much as 
$2 million to invest on behalf of the movement.184 An additional 10 percent 
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of the stolen cash was supposedly donated to the Aryan Nations— in 
addition to the sum given to Butler after the Ukiah robbery. One of 
Mathews’s other followers claimed to have dug up $100,000 that had been 
secretly buried on a farm in the Pacific Northwest and to have handed it 
to Beam.185 And Mathews reputedly opened a surrogate mother program 
and sperm bank in Portland, Oregon, to promote the propagation of the 
Aryan race.186

It was the group’s counterfeiting scheme, however, that arguably led to 
its demise. Less than two months after the oath- taking ceremony, Bruce 
Pierce was arrested in Union Gap, Washington, trying to pass the group’s 
amateurishly produced initial run of $50 banknotes. Although he jumped 
bail and disappeared, the FBI now had Pierce firmly in their sights.187 A 
weapon inadvertently left behind by Mathews during the Ukiah armored 
car robbery that had been legally purchased by Andrew Barnhill in Mon-
tana provided another key lead.188

By September, more than a hundred FBI agents were deployed against 
the Order. Nearly half that number was assigned to the hitherto tiny Coeur 
d’Alene office, with some forty agents actively watching the last known 
residences of Mathews, Parmenter, and Yarbrough, among others.189 The 
following month, Yarbrough spotted a U.S. Forest Service vehicle on the 
backwoods dirt road leading to his house. Guessing correctly that it was 
the FBI in disguise, he opened fire on the truck, stopping the agents in 
their tracks. Although Yarbrough managed to flee, the search of his house 
netted important evidence. By this point, all the Order’s key personnel 
were on the run. In hopes of escaping the FBI dragnet closing in on them, 
Mathews, Yarbrough, Scutari, and Frank DeSilva, a recent recruit, fled to 
Oregon.190

Then, in November  1984, Thomas Martinez, whom Mathews had 
recruited to the group, was arrested in Philadelphia passing a phony 
banknote. He agreed to become an FBI informant and soon after flew west 
to meet with Mathews in Portland.191 The FBI raided the motel they were 
staying in on November 24, 1984. Mathews and Yarbrough tried to shoot 
their way out. Although Mathews escaped, Yarbrough was arrested. But 
the net around Mathews was tightening.192 In a desperate act of defiance, 
Mathews fired one last rhetorical salvo at the government that was relent-
lessly closing in. As Alan Berg’s biographer Stephen Singular observed 
of the document, “Earl Turner would have been proud.”193 The Order’s 
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formal “Declaration of War,” dated November 25, 1984, attacked immi-
gration from the Southern Hemisphere as well as legalized abortion. It 
decried capitalists and communists as well as bankers and Jews. Kahl’s 
heroism was lauded and the “Government agents” that “shot him in the 
back” decried. In words reminiscent of much contemporary discourse, 
Mathews proclaimed:

We will resign ourselves no more to be ruled by a government based on 
mobocracy. We, from this day forward declare that we no longer con-
sider the regime in Washington to be a valid and lawful representative 
of all Aryans who refuse to submit to the coercion and subtle tyranny 
placed upon us by Tel Aviv and their lackeys in Washington. We recog-
nize that the mass of our people have been put into a lobotomized, lethar-
gic state of blind obedience and we will not take party anymore in 
collective racial suicide!

A similarly verbose “Open Letter to the U.S. Congress” was appended. 
It blamed the country’s elected representatives “for what has happened to 
America” and vowed ominously to hold each one responsible. Although 
neither Mathews nor Pierce nor Scutari nor Duey nor any of the three 
other signatories had ever served in Vietnam, they still pledged that they 
would exact revenge for the “betrayal of the 55,000 Americans who were 
sacrificed.” The “anti- American ‘Israel Lobby’ ” was castigated for its 
steady erosion of the Second Amendment. Fascinatingly, common cause 
was made with “our Arab friends,” whom the U.S. government was blamed 
for having turned “into enemies.” After citing the Vietnam War again, 
the letter concluded with an ominous warning. “When the Day comes, 
we will not ask whether you swung to the right or whether you swung to 
the left; we will simply swing you by the neck. . . .  With these things said, 
let the battle begin.”194 It was over less than two weeks later.

At 4:00 AM on December 7, about a hundred FBI agents converged on 
a two- story wood chalet on Whidbey Island— a vacation area at the mouth 
of Puget Sound in Washington State. The Seattle field office had received 
a tip that Mathews was hiding there. He had a 9mm Uzi submachine gun, 
thousands of rounds of ammunition, and a gas mask. An FBI negotiator 
tried to talk Mathews into surrendering. “I have been a good soldier, a 
fearless warrior,” the Order leader responded. “I will die with honor and 
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join my brothers in Valhalla.” As the siege dragged on, the following after-
noon the FBI resorted to tear gas, hoping to force Mathews out of the 
dwelling. More than 250 canisters were fired into its upper floor, where 
Mathews had taken refuge, with no result. An FBI SWAT team preceded 
by blindingly loud flash- bang grenades gained access to the ground floor 
but was met with a hail of machine- gun fire and forced to retreat. As dark-
ness fell, the FBI summoned a helicopter to illuminate the scene— which 
attracted more gunfire from Mathews as he attempted to shoot it down. 
An illumination flare was then fired into the chalet’s ground floor in 
hopes of lighting the way for a more successful SWAT assault. The wood- 
frame house caught fire and was rapidly engulfed in f lames. Mathews 
refused to leave and perished— just as he had promised.195

As Noble observed, “The right- wing now had its second significant 
martyr.”196
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RACE WAR

October 28, 1991. . . .  One of the major purposes of political terror, always 
and everywhere, is to force the authorities to take reprisals and to become 
more repressive, thus alienating a portion of the population and gener-
ating sympathy for the terrorists. And the other purpose is to create unrest 
by destroying the population’s sense of security and their belief in the 
invincibility of the government.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

The Order’s brief but violent existence laid bare a wider conspiracy 
that literally stretched from north to south and from coast to coast. 
Just by following the money that the group had distributed from 

its armored car robberies and counterfeiting ventures, the FBI was able 
to map a network that extended far beyond the rural corner of Idaho that 
was home to Robert Mathews and the Aryan Nations. Its recipients 
included leading white supremacists and their organizations in Michigan 
and Missouri, California and North Carolina, Arkansas and Virginia. 
What federal authorities previously had regarded as a variegated but 
mostly isolated and individually distinct collection of likeminded hate- 
mongers and hotheads was now seen as a far more coordinated and insidi-
ous threat.



RACE WAR�47

The ground around the wood cabin where Mathews met his fiery death 
had barely cooled when less than two weeks later, federal attorneys from 
Alabama, California, Colorado, Idaho, Oregon, and Washington State met 
in Seattle to compare notes and plan the government’s response. They 
were especially alarmed by how closely Mathews’s strategy and the Order’s 
actions had followed the battle plan depicted in The Turner Diaries. 
Among the evidence seized in the ongoing FBI investigations had been 
the blueprints for a large hydroelectric dam on the Pend Oreille River in 
northeastern Washington State. Given that attacks on public utilities fig-
ured prominently in the novel, this discovery evoked heightened concern. 
Revelations about the existence of the movement’s two technologically 
cutting- edge Aryan Nations Liberty Net bulletin boards further under-
scored the ambitious coordination efforts and more wide- ranging con-
spiratorial dimensions of the movement.1 Federal agents had marveled at 
the array of similarly off- the- shelf but high- tech equipment seized from 
Order members— including computers, programmable radio scanners, 
transceivers, and voice- stress analyzers— gear not usually found in pos-
session of other domestic terrorists of that era.2 Commenting on the 
movement in January  1985, Stanley  E. Morris, the director of the U.S. 
Marshals Service, observed that its adherents “commit illegal acts but 
wrap themselves in the American flag . . .  assault the police but view 
themselves as religious and God- fearing . . .  [and] talk of freedom but 
support virulent racial and religious bigotry.”3 A confrontation on a quiet 
stretch of road in Missouri three months later would prove the acuity of 
his assessment.

• • •

On April 15, 1985, two state troopers, Jimmie Linegar and Allen Hines, 
were conducting routine traffic stops on opposite sides of an intersection 
outside Branson, Missouri, just north of the Arkansas border. At 1:45 PM 
Linegar pulled over a brown 1975 Chevy van with Nevada plates. The 
driver produced an Oregon driver’s license in the name of Matthew Mark 
Samuels. Hines’s patrol car was closer, so Linegar used its radio to com-
municate the information to a dispatcher, who fed it into the relevant 
law enforcement computer databases. An alert flashed that Samuels was a 
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possible alias. Linegar signaled to Hines to come over to him, and the 
two men briefly conferred. The two troopers exited the vehicle and cau-
tiously approached the van: Linegar on the driver’s side and Hines on the 
passenger side. Seated behind the wheel, watching intently from the van’s 
two side- view mirrors, was a man from Athol, Idaho, whose real name 
was David Tate. He was holding an illegally modified fully automatic 
MAC- 10 submachine gun— the same type of weapon used to murder 
Alan Berg the previous June.4

Although only twenty- two years old, Tate had been deeply immersed 
in white supremacy almost his entire life. He was still a child when his 
family relocated from California to Idaho specifically to be near Pastor 
Butler and his Church of Jesus Christ Christian. They purchased a dairy 
farm in Careywood, about a half- hour’s drive north of Hayden Lake, and 
became devoted parishioners. Tate and his siblings attended Butler’s 
“Aryan Academy”— a converted trailer parked behind the Aryan Nations 
leader’s office where the progeny of other devoted followers learned their 
own version of the fabled education Rs— in this case, reading, ’riting, ’rith-
metic, and racism.5 Tate was a keen student of several martial arts and 
had served as both the Aryan Nations’ chief of security and head instruc-
tor of its unarmed combat courses. He routinely carried with him both 
the Bible and a pistol. Tate had also worked in the Aryan Nations print 
shop with his good friend, Gary Yarbrough, producing the Order’s coun-
terfeit currency.6 Unbeknownst to either Tate or the two troopers, just 
three hours earlier a Seattle grand jury had indicted him and twenty- two 
other Order members on federal racketeering charges.7

Linegar spoke briefly with Tate and then ordered him to step out of 
the van. Hines saw the driver’s side door open and turned to walk to the 
rear of the vehicle, where both troopers would question Tate. In that 
moment’s distraction, however, Tate had dropped to the ground and deftly 
executed a shoulder roll that better positioned him to open fire. Linegar 
was suddenly staring down the barrel of Tate’s MAC- 10. A burst of 
gunfire ripped across the trooper’s body armor, fatally piercing the unpro-
tected parts of his torso. Hines and Tate exchanged fire— but the troop-
er’s standard police- issue revolver was no match for a fully automatic 
submachine gun. Three bullets struck Hines in the shoulder, arm, and hip. 
Fearing the arrival of more police, Tate fled into the surrounding forest. 
For six days he evaded a massive search, aided by helicopter gunships 



RACE WAR�49

flown by the Missouri National Guard, a specially- equipped FBI spy plane 
capable of detecting the heat signature of human beings on the ground 
below, and the fabled bloodhound dogs of manhunts throughout history. 
However, a tip from a citizen about someone behaving strangely led police 
and federal agents to a lake in Forsyth, Missouri, about ten miles from 
the crime scene, where Tate was found unarmed and hiding under a bush.8

A search of his brown van had revealed that Tate was transporting a 
small armory of machine guns, assault rifles, pistols, a sniper rifle, silenc-
ers, thousands of rounds of ammunition, hand grenades, dynamite, and 
a pint whiskey bottle containing nitroglycerine. Ski masks, police scan-
ners, and four birth certificates in the names of various aliases were also 
discovered. Police and the FBI deduced that Tate had been en route to the 
Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord (CSA) compound in Moun-
tain Home, Arkansas— about ninety minutes from Branson. Whether 
the FBI knew that he had been a guest there four or five years earlier is 
not clear. But it would not have escaped notice that among the twenty- 
four Order operatives charged in Seattle were two men who had once 
belonged to the CSA. And, by complete coincidence, yet another Order 
member named in the indictment, Frank DeSilva, had been swept up in 
the dragnet for Tate. DeSilva was arrested at an Arkansas campground 
just across the Missouri border— along the highway leading to Mountain 
Home. This confirmed the suspicions of a CSA connection, and on 
April 16 the FBI applied for a warrant to arrest James Ellison, the CSA’s 
leader, and search the compound. Among the charges listed was racke-
teering, kidnapping, bombing, arson, and attempted murder— along with 
a variety of federal firearms offenses. Edwin M. Meese, the U.S. attorney 
general, arrived in Arkansas the following day to supervise the expand-
ing investigation into the white supremacist movement’s myriad transna-
tional connections.9

On April 19 some four hundred heavily armed FBI agents backed by 
other federal and state and local law enforcement personnel surrounded 
the CSA compound. The FBI was well aware of the armaments stockpiled 
there— which, in addition to machine guns, assault weapons, hand gre-
nades, mines, and C- 4 plastic explosives, included at least one U.S. 
military- issue light antitank weapon.10 An internal bureau threat assess-
ment had emphasized that CSA members were “ARMED & EXTREMELY 
DANGEROUS.”11 What they did not know was that four Order members 
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were in fact hiding there and that two were particularly intent on cele-
brating Hitler’s April  20 birth date— the following day— in a gunfight 
with the feds.12 Back in Washington, FBI Assistant Director Oliver “Buck” 
Revell was thus justified in worrying that his agents were about to “walk 
into a firestorm [where] a lot of people will get killed.” Although the agent 
in charge of the operation, HRT Commander Danny O. Coulson, dis-
missed such concerns as overwrought, he thought deeply about the 
potentially tragic consequences of sending his men into what he admit-
ted could be a “meat grinder.” Accordingly, the FBI’s medics arranged to 
borrow a Huey helicopter for emergency evacuation purposes.13 An armed 
personnel carrier was also summoned to support the impending assault. 
As Coulson later reflected, “the FBI was contemplating the biggest shoot- 
out in its history.”14 That, in fact, was also what Ellison was planning.15

As a survivalist collective whose purpose was to prepare for what its 
members believed was the coming nuclear apocalypse,16 the CSA had 
enough food to last for five years and was otherwise completely self- 
sufficient in terms of unlimited fresh water along with ample supplies of 
kerosene for lamps and wood for its cooking and heating stoves. In antici-
pation of some future confrontation, Ellison had an armor- plated vehicle 
built— complete with a heavy machine gun designed for use against low- 
flying aircraft. “I’m preparing for war,” he had told Kerry Noble, his second- 
in- command. “I didn’t start this war, they did! But I intend to finish it.”17

After a tense, four- day standoff, a prophecy from the divine that was 
communicated by Ellison’s wife, Ollie, ended the siege, and Ellison and 
his followers surrendered peacefully.18 Among them was a boy aged about 
fourteen who had previously stood his ground when confronted by fed-
eral agents surveilling the compound. Coulson later remarked that he had 
“never seen such a look of hatred on anyone so young.” As the HRT com-
mander’s colleague and friend, Larry Bonney, reminded him: “Another 
time, another place, and they would kill us in a minute. We should never 
forget that.”19

Following an initial sweep of the compound to dispose of dangerous 
ordnance and clear away any mines or booby traps, the FBI conducted a 
thorough search. In addition to the large quantities of arms, ammunition, 
explosives, and the antitank missile they had expected to find was a thirty- 
gallon drum of potassium cyanide. Although Ellison at first claimed that 
it was for pest control, he subsequently revealed the cyanide’s real purpose: 
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to poison the reservoirs of several major American cities. Ellison would 
go on to testify under oath in federal court that the CSA had obtained 
the cyanide from the Michigan hate- monger Robert Miles. Together with 
two other white supremacist luminaries, Louis Beam and Richard Butler, 
Miles and Ellison had discussed New York City, Chicago, and Washing-
ton, DC, as potential targets.20 The plot, as both Ellison and Noble would 
later also admit, was straight out of The Turner Diaries: “fomenting urban 
anarchy . . .  [to] bring on the revolution.”21 In point of fact, however, that 
amount of cyanide dumped into a municipal water supply would have 
done nothing. The filtration and treatment systems at U.S. facilities would 
have degraded the poison’s toxicity and rendered it ineffective. Moreover, 
to affect even an untreated reservoir lacking the protective processes stan-
dard in this country, the perpetrators would have required at least six 
times— ten tons, or 175 gallons— the amount of cyanide that the CSA pos-
sessed.22 But Noble’s repeated invocation of the divine intervention that 
he and the other conspirators believed would have ensured “that those 
who were meant to die would be poisoned”23 spoke to a homicidal mind-
set justifying killing on an alarmingly mass scale, which the government 
had hitherto simply failed to grasp.

Accordingly, the more the authorities learned, the more concerned they 
became. Although the CSA standoff had been resolved without violence, 
this was the third such confrontation in two years with American white 
power militants. And this time it was not a lone gunman but an entire 
community of well- prepared and highly trained violent extremists wield-
ing an astonishing array of lethal armaments that, Coulson observed, 
“would be the envy of any Middle Eastern terrorist group.” Moreover, he 
was convinced that the FBI had recovered only “a fraction” of the CSA’s 
actual weapons stockpile— which remained cleverly cached and therefore 
undiscovered.24 The overlapping membership and close links forged 
between multiple, geographically diverse groups were also stronger and 
more extensive than the government had previously thought. And there 
was also the belated but fundamentally disquieting realization that the 
twenty- four Order members awaiting trial in Denver were mere foot sol-
diers in a planned insurrection whose leaders were still free.25 As the 
historian Kathleen Belew explains: “To some extent the strategy of lead-
erless resistance had worked as intended, both in protecting leaders 
from prosecution and by isolating cells infiltrated by informants.”26 
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Accordingly, in 1985 the Department of Justice launched Operation Clean 
Sweep— the first major coordinated effort to target the highest echelons 
of this movement.27 Subsequent events would clearly show the need for 
such a concerted approach.

• • •

The 1986 Aryan Nations Congress encapsulated the movement’s response 
to this increased scrutiny from all levels of law enforcement. It attracted 
some three hundred to four hundred attendees over the July 12 weekend. 
Among them were fifteen of the most prominent proponents for what the 
New York Times described as “a white, male- dominated homeland in the 
Northwest”— encompassing Idaho, Montana, Oregon, Washington State, 
and Wyoming.28 They hailed from across the country and Canada and 
included, among others, Robert Miles of the Mountain Church in Cohoc-
tah, Michigan; the KKK state leader Bill Albers of Modesto, California; 
Pastor Thom Robb of the Church of Jesus Christ in Harrison, Arkansas; 
the Canadian Aryan Nations leaders Terry Long of Alberta and John Ross 
Taylor of Toronto; the White Aryan Resistance’s (WAR) founder and 
leader Tom Metzger of Fallbrook, California;29 Jerry Radford of Raleigh, 
North Carolina, representing the White Patriot Party; Greg Withrow, one 
of the original U.S. “skinheads” to align with white supremacism and the 
leader of the White Student Union of Sacramento, California;30 Stan Witek 
from Los Angeles, who led the National Socialist Party; and the immensely 
influential author of The Turner Diaries, William Pierce, then living in 
Mill Point, West Virginia.31

The congress featured the typical litany of seditious speeches, homages 
to the Third Reich, and requisite cross burning. Racism, antisemitism, and 
anti- immigrant sentiments were repeatedly avowed. “You know yourself 
that today a white male is considered a third- class citizen by the de facto 
government,” Butler told the gathering. “Therefore, as the posterity of 
those who founded this country, it is our duty to reclaim our heritage.” 
He later explained to reporters that the movement’s goal was “a return to 
the kind of country our forefathers wanted when they came over on the 
Mayflower.” As more white families were immigrating to the Pacific 
Northwest, the Aryan Nations leader averred, the more confident he was 
of establishing this racially homogeneous homeland.32 Among the 
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paraphernalia sold at the congress was a medallion celebrating the dead 
and imprisoned Brüder Schweigen, another name for the group used by 
the Order’s members. “Should you fall, my friend,” the inscription on one 
side read, “another friend will emerge from the shadows to take your 
place.”33 Unbeknownst to the authorities, a successor group— calling itself 
the Brüder Schweigen Strike Force II, or the Order II— was already active.

Conceived most likely in 1985, the new variant also recruited members 
from the Aryan Nations. But unlike the original Brüder Schweigen, which, 
as it grew larger, became vulnerable to infiltration, the new group was kept 
deliberately small. It amounted to two married couples— David and Deb-
orah Dorr, the leaders, and Edward and Olive Hawley— as well as Elden 
“Bud” Cutler and Kenneth Shray. At the time, David Dorr was Butler’s 
security chief— having succeeded Cutler following the latter’s conviction 
on federal charges of plotting to eliminate Thomas Martinez, who, as pre-
viously noted, had become an FBI informant. Dorr resumed the counter-
feiting operation that Mathews had initiated. It was in fact a phony $20 
bill that the Hawleys had tried to pass at the Spokane Interstate Fair that 
would trigger the series of arrests that effectively crippled the new group. 
But, in contrast to the original Order, the Brüder Schweigen Strike Force 
II never strayed far from home. Its first attack, in March 1986, was an 
unsuccessful attempt on the life of a local Jewish businessman. A pipe 
bomb next exploded at an auto body shop that August. Two weeks later, 
Dorr and Edward Hawley executed Shray, who they suspected had turned 
government informant. A brief respite followed when the Dorrs left for 
Chicago— astonishingly to appear as guests on the Oprah Winfrey Show. 
Upon their return the bombings resumed. On September 16, 1986, a pipe 
bomb damaged the Coeur d’Alene home of a Catholic priest leading 
community efforts against the Aryan Nations’ continued presence in 
Kootenai County. Two weeks later, simultaneous blasts occurred at a 
local restaurant, the telephone company offices, a finance company, and 
the federal building. They were meant to distract attention from the 
group’s coordinated robbery of two banks and an Idaho National Guard 
armory in nearby Post Falls. The operation, however, was a colossal fail-
ure. All the perpetrators were arrested. The authorities were able to per-
suade a relatively recent recruit, Robert Pires, to testify against the oth-
ers. They were all convicted and received prison sentences of between 
eight to twenty years. Pires pleaded guilty to first- degree murder and 
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three counts of detonating a bomb. Although he was sentenced to life 
imprisonment for these crimes, because of his cooperation, Pires was 
placed in the federal witness protection program and made eligible for 
parole once he had completed ten years of penal servitude.34

The purpose of their inchoate terrorist campaign had been to drive 
local residents and opponents of the Aryan Nations from the county. The 
Dorrs believed that by instigating this mass exodus they could lower prop-
erty values and thus make it more affordable for other white supre-
macists to move to the area. More to the point, however, was Dorr’s 
conviction— like Mathews before him— that Butler was all talk and no 
action and that the time had come to initiate the long- promised race war. 
To this end, Pires testified in federal court that Dorr had also compiled a 
hit list that marked federal judges, FBI agents, community leaders, and 
even Butler himself for assassination. As with the original Order, coun-
terfeiting figured prominently in the Brüder Schweigen Strike Force II’s 
ambitious plans to finance their nationwide race war and insurrection.35

The FBI’s initial optimism that the Order’s demise had crippled the 
movement and might also serve as a deterrent to other violently inclined, 
sedition- minded white supremacists36 suffered a further blow on August 1 
when a bank in the small town of Rossville, Illinois, was robbed of $44,000. 
Evidence found in the abandoned getaway vehicle— which was registered 
to Robert Miles’s daughter Marion— led the FBI to conclude that one of 
the robbers was her fiancé, Thomas Harrelson, a known Aryan Nations 
member and ex- convict. The robbery immediately aroused concerns that 
the money was to be used to fund continued violent, seditious activities 
by the Order’s would- be successors. Added to the FBI’s infamous “Ten 
Most Wanted” list, Harrelson was arrested on February 19, 1987, in Dray-
ton, North Dakota; following his trial, conviction, and time in prison, he 
was paroled in 2003.37

In Arizona, meanwhile, yet another collection of antigovernment zealots 
had attracted the attention of federal authorities. In December 1986, the FBI 
arrested six members of the so- called Arizona Patriots. They were charged 
with plotting to bomb the IRS office in Ogden, Utah, and the FBI field 
office, the Simon Wiesenthal Center (a Holocaust research center), and two 
offices of the militant Jewish Defense League in Los Angeles, as well as clin-
ics legally performing abortions and a Phoenix synagogue. Additional 
arrests followed after the FBI learned of the group’s other plans, which 
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included an Order- inspired robbery of an armored car transporting casino 
receipts from Laughlin, Nevada, to Las Vegas and the assassination of Bruce 
Babbitt, Arizona’s governor; an Arizona federal judge with a Jewish sur-
name; and a Jewish banker living on the East Coast— in addition to plotting 
the bombing of various federal buildings, the demolition of bridges, and 
attacks on critical infrastructure in at least two states.38

The indictments capped a two- year FBI investigation into the group, 
which had first appeared in 1982 when members intentionally filed frivo-
lous lawsuits over state driver license and vehicle registration regulations 
in hopes of paralyzing the court system. Its founder was a former actor 
named Ty Hardin. A U.S. Army veteran who had fought in the Korean 
War, Hardin found modest fame as the eponymous star of the 1960s tele-
vision Western Bronco. The character played by Leonardo DiCaprio in 
Quentin Tarantino’s 2019 movie Once Upon a Time . . .  in Hollywood was 
based in part on Hardin. Sometime in the 1970s, however, he decided to 
abandon his acting career and moved to Prescott, Arizona. A succession 
of tax disputes with the IRS fueled by Hardin’s growing aversion to what 
he claimed was “Zionist control of Hollywood” were behind his trans-
formation to “freedom fighter” cum “ultra- fundamentalist evangelical 
Christian preacher.”39 The personal quotes section on Hardin’s IMDb page 
includes a diatribe reminiscent of the language and imagery more usu-
ally associated with firebrands such as Pierce, Beam, and Butler. “There 
very well could be uprisings and race discrimination issues throughout 
our nation,” Hardin fulminated.

The floodgates of our borders have been opened for years and a popula-
tion of illegals starving in our streets just might make a loud noise. We 
are all Americans, first and foremost, devoted to protecting our Consti-
tution and our Christian heritage from enemies both foreign and domes-
tic. The world globalists have no respect for God’s creation and their 
greed and desires for total world control are now apparent to all who have 
opened their eyes. Martial law will be implemented and Homeland Secu-
rity will protect their butts from the millions of armed patriots getting 
prepared to defend our Constitution.40

The Arizona Patriots were thus cut of the same cloth as Posse Comi-
tatus and other 1980s antigovernment/white supremacist groups that 
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trafficked in conspiracy theories, obsessed over questions of national reli-
gious and racial purity, and shared the same dystopian worldview. Some 
of its roughly two hundred or so members were among the forty- four 
attendees at a July  1984 meeting hosted by William Potter Gale, the 
founder of Posse Comitatus, at his California ranch. That gathering 
produced a jointly signed statement accusing various government offi-
cials of sedition and calling for the dissolution of the U.S. Congress.41 
Butler was also one of the signatories, and a few weeks later he welcomed 
a delegation of Arizona Patriots to that year’s Aryan Nations Congress.42 
But like their counterparts in both Order iterations, this faction of the 
Patriots had also tired of proclamations and battle cries that never trans-
lated into action. They concluded that Hardin was no different than But-
ler. Striking out on their own, these militants commenced paramilitary 
and survivalist training at a 320- acre ranch near Kingman, Arizona, 
owned by a one- armed, supposed former CIA mercenary named Jack 
Maxwell Oliphant.43 It was there that the FBI found the blueprints for 
two Colorado River dams in Arizona and one on the Missouri River in 
South Dakota that the group had planned to destroy.44 Kathleen Belew 
quotes a U.S. government official’s description of Oliphant and his associ-
ates as “cave men with bombs.” But there should be no mistaking their 
homicidal intentions.45 As Evelyn A. Schlatter, another scholar of American 
violent, far- right extremism, notes, the group “made . . .  white supremacy 
into a jihad, or holy war, that portrays Jews as the source of all evil.” 46

Despite the gravity of charges, only Oliphant and one other conspira-
tor, a twenty- three- year- old dishonorably discharged U.S. military veteran 
named Monte Ross, received prison sentences. The others were either put 
on probation or had their cases dismissed. In what would remain a pat-
tern in the sentencing of white supremacists to comparatively lighter jail 
terms than other convicted terrorists, both Oliphant and Ross received 
sentences of four years each.47 It is therefore not surprising that in the 
1990s Oliphant’s ranch was still a hub for paramilitary and survivalist 
training and related activities.48

• • •

By the fall of 1986, the FBI was more convinced than ever that the white 
supremacist threat had not abated. It was clear that the Order had not died 
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with Robert Mathews or the incarceration of his followers but that the 
group was in fact spawning successors dedicated to carrying forward the 
original inchoate revolution. Moreover, the movement’s leaders had them-
selves doubled down on their intention to overthrow the U.S. govern-
ment. Federal prosecutors in Illinois, Colorado, California, Idaho, North 
Carolina, and Arkansas assigned to Operation Clean Sweep pored through 
voluminous affidavits, court- authorized wiretap transcripts, and the 
reports from nearly a dozen well- placed confidential informants to pre-
pare grand jury indictments. The information was derived from listen-
ing devices and wiretaps that FBI agents had placed in Robert Miles’s 
Cohoctah, Michigan, church and home. They revealed that his Mountain 
Church had become a central communications node for coordinating 
Order operations. A string of bank robberies in Illinois, Missouri, and 
North Dakota revealed the dimensions of a coordinated effort to raise 
funds in support of a range of seditious activities. They included plans to 
bomb federal office buildings in at least five cities as the opening bid in 
negotiations to gain the release of the imprisoned Order members. 
Another scheme hatched by a Ku Klux Klan cell entailed invading the 
Caribbean island state of Dominica to establish a white supremacist 
dictatorship. Many of the FBI’s informants— among whom was Zillah 
Craig, Mathews’s paramour and the mother of his daughter— also told of 
a summit meeting held by three of the movement’s “generals”— Miles, 
Beam, and a retired U.S. Army colonel, longstanding John Birch Society 
acolyte, and antisemite named Gordon “Jack” Mohr— at which many of 
these plots were discussed. Other leading movement figures, including 
Metzger, William Pierce, and Frazier Glenn Miller of North Carolina, 
were also implicated in an FBI affidavit filed on October 2, 1986.49

On April  26, 1987, Department of Justice attorneys in Fort Smith, 
Arkansas, announced a series of sweeping indictments against fourteen 
white supremacists. They stood accused of seditious conspiracy, plotting 
to carry out assassinations and bombings of federal officers and facilities 
(including federal appeals court buildings in Denver, Kansas City, Min-
neapolis, New Orleans, and St. Louis), destroying utilities, establishing 
guerrilla camps, poisoning water supplies, transporting stolen money, and 
procuring false identification. Their plans to establish an all- white 
republic were alleged to have been conceived between mid- 1983 and 1984 
and were to be financed through armed robberies and counterfeiting. The 
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Dominica invasion plot, the 1983 firebombing of a Jewish community cen-
ter in Bloomington, Indiana, and the sabotage of an Arkansas natural 
gas pipeline the following year were also cited.50

The seditious conspiracy charge was the most serious— and ambitious. 
Enacted after the U.S. Civil War to prosecute recalcitrant southerners who 
refused to accept the authority of the U.S. federal government and 
amended in 1918 for use against domestic anarchists, 18 U.S.C. §2384 pro-
vides penalties of up to twenty years’ imprisonment and a $20,000 fine 
should it be determined that at least two or more persons had “conspire[d] 
to overthrow, put down, or to destroy by force the Government of the 
United States, or to levy war against them, or to oppose by force the 
authority thereof, or by force to prevent, hinder, or delay the execution of 
any law of the United States.”51 Beam, Butler, and Miles were the leaders 
charged with this offense, along with previously imprisoned Order fig-
ures such as Barnhill, Lane, Ardie McBrearty, Bruce Pierce, Scutari, an 
Arkansas gun dealer named Robert Smalley who had supplied the group 
with weapons, and Richard Snell, a member of the CSA awaiting execu-
tion for the slayings of an Arkansas state trooper and a Texarkana pawn-
shop owner and former policeman. Snell was also named in the murder 
plot targeting an FBI agent and the chief federal judge for the western dis-
trict of Arkansas, as were Bill Wade, his son Ray, Lambert Miller, and 
David McGuire, who also belonged to the CSA. McGuire was CSA leader 
James Ellison’s son- in- law at the time. They each faced sentences of up to 
ten years in prison and a $10,000 fine. Other movement luminaries such 
as Gale, Mohr, Metzger, and William Pierce escaped indictment.52

The trial lasted seven weeks and heard from 192 witnesses. The pros-
ecution introduced over 1,200 evidentiary items,53 but from the start it was 
plagued by missteps. First, the voir dire and peremptory challenges win-
nowed down a racially diverse jury pool to ten white male and two white 
female jurors. Both women would subsequently enter into romantic rela-
tionships with two of the defendants— at least one of which began during 
the trial with flirtatious glances that subsequently led to marriage. “I know 
all the stuff he’s done,” the juror Carolyn Slater said of the object of her 
affection, McGuire. “Nobody’s perfect.”54

Second, two of the prosecution’s key witnesses— James Ellison and Fra-
zier Glenn Miller— undermined their credibility by the deals they made 
with the government to avoid prosecution themselves or to ensure they 
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received reduced sentences for additional crimes.55 Ellison was further dis-
credited by the defense, who detailed his self- anointment as “King James 
of the Ozarks,” his claims to be in direct communication with God, and 
his practice of polygamy.56 Miller, the founder and leader of the Carolina 
Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, which he subsequently rebranded the White 
Patriot Party, had been released on bond for violating a previous plea deal 
where he had agreed both to desist from contact with fellow white suprem-
acists and engaging in paramilitary training. After an appeals court 
upheld his conviction, this former U.S. Army Green Beret with two com-
bat tours in Vietnam behind him had gone underground.57 In an open 
letter to “White Patriots” titled “Declaration of War,” Miller called for a 
“total war” against the “Zionist Occupation Government (ZOG)” and the 
“[N- word], Jews, Queers, assorted Mongrels, White Race traitors, and 
despicable informants.” The letter also invoked the name of the Order, to 
which Miller proudly claimed he was a “loyal member” and called for the 
use of the Order’s “point system” as means to systematically eliminate 
the white man’s myriad enemies.58

Four days after the Fort Smith indictments were announced, Miller and 
two accomplices were captured in Ozark, Missouri. They were found in 
possession of a variety of illegal weapons— including fragmentation gre-
nades, C- 4 plastic explosives, automatic weapons, and pistols. As part of 
a plea deal whereby he agreed to provide testimony against other mem-
bers of his organization and information on other related criminal activ-
ities, Miller pleaded guilty to federal charges of mailing threatening 
communications and was sentenced to five years in prison.59 Paroled 
after serving three years, Miller would later be sentenced to death in 2015 
for murdering three people outside a Jewish community center and 
retirement home in Kansas.60

Third, seditious conspiracy is a difficult charge on which to obtain a 
conviction, on First Amendment grounds. Because of its conspiratorial 
dimension, where the intended crime(s) only had to have been discussed 
and not necessarily acted upon, this accusation is often refuted by claims 
of First Amendment protections— as the defense in this case would also 
argue.61 Indeed, in his opening statement, Everett Hofmeister, Butler’s 
attorney, emphasized that “the issue here is the right to freedom of speech. 
Replacing the government of the United States with another government 
is not conspiracy.” 62 Indeed, FBI HRT Commander Danny  O. Coulson 
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had doubts about the prosecution’s strategy from the start, which Hof-
meister’s defense validated. “Most Americans are suspicious whenever the 
government tries to weave a complicated conspiracy case,” he later 
reflected, “especially one that comes close to infringing on the constitu-
tional right of free speech, and the Fort Smith jury was no exception.” 63

The jury began its deliberations in early April 1988 and after four days 
told Judge Morris Arnold that they were unable to reach a verdict. Arnold 
refused to accept that the jurors were deadlocked and ordered them back 
to the jury room. The following day, April 8, they returned a not guilty 
verdict on all charges.64 The jury’s decision was all the more galling 
because many of the defendants had represented themselves.65 “The gov-
ernment was going to send a message to the movement,” said Thom Robb, 
the Ku Klux Klan’s national chaplain, who had attended the trial to lend 
moral support to the defendants. “The movement sent a message to the 
Government.” 66 “I think ZOG has suffered a terrible defeat here today,” 
Beam enthused. “I think everyone saw through the charade and saw that 
I was simply being punished for being a vociferous and outspoken oppo-
nent of ZOG.” Butler hailed the verdict as proof that Americans “still enjoy 
the freedom of speech, freedom of assembly, freedom of association and 
freedom of religion.” Miles, however, was less sanguine. When asked by 
a reporter how the trial had affected the white supremacist movement, he 
had replied, “Who knows? What movement? What’s left of it after this?” 67

• • •

A 1988 RAND Corporation report— written by one of the authors of this 
book and published a month after the Fort Smith trial ended— described 
how that era’s white supremacist movement had “demonstrated a remark-
able resiliency to withstand pressure from heightened attention by fed-
eral, state, and local law enforcement agencies, to rebound from setbacks 
(such as widespread arrests of members), and to continue to try to carve 
out a whites- only homeland in the Pacific Northwest.” 68 Indeed, as Kath-
leen Belew would write thirty years later, “white power activists under-
stood the sedition trial acquittals as a green light for future violence.” 69

While it is true that after several years of escalating confrontation, 
bloodshed, and outright terrorism an unusual quiet suddenly descended 
on the movement, the same powerful forces and leading personages 
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remained hard at work adjusting their tactics, refining their messag-
ing, and adopting new strategies in order to broaden their appeal and 
attract new recruits while strengthening their existing constituencies. 
In fact, while he was still on trial, in September  1987 Butler had 
announced that the Aryan Nations would open a new “missionary/politi-
cal outreach” center in Utah to supplement the existing ones in Montana 
and the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Alberta. Butler explained 
that the movement hoped to tap into Utah’s predominantly white, Mor-
mon population and intended to establish additional centers in Texas 
and Washington State.70

Another even more promising constituency Butler courted were pri-
marily urban “skinheads”— loosely organized groups of violently inclined, 
shaven- headed, tattooed youths. The major skinhead gangs at the time 
included the Chicago- based Romantic Violence; Dallas’s Confederate 
Hammerskins (later the Hammerskin Nation or simply Hammerskins); 
Detroit’s SS- Action Group; the White American Skin Head (WASH) orga-
nization, based in Cincinnati; the San Francisco Bay Area Skin Head 
gang (BASH); and Sacramento’s Aryan Youth Movement– White Student 
Union, founded by John Metzger, the son of the longtime white suprem-
acist Tom Metzger, which claimed to have about thirty chapters with some 
three hundred members scattered across the country. Smaller skinhead 
communities were also active in Florida, Portland, Los Angeles, Dallas, 
and Denver. In point of fact, the ADL estimated the number of hardcore 
skinhead militants at no more than several hundred nationwide but in a 
1987 report cautioned that their ranks were rapidly growing. The skin-
heads’ glorification of violence, affinity for Nazism, and racist and anti-
semitic attitudes accounted for mainstream white supremacism’s interest 
in this generally younger and even less disciplined demographic.71

Like the Anglo- Israelism movement that evolved into Identity theol-
ogy, the skinhead phenomenon originated in Britain. From the early 1970s 
onward, they were identifiable by their shaved heads, numerous tattoos, 
chain- adorned apparel, and army surplus or black, high- top Doc Martens 
boots. Their militant patriotic and anti- immigrant views neatly fit the ide-
ology of established British neo- Nazi groups such as the National Front, 
which began to recruit skinheads into their ranks. The skinheads soon 
acquired a reputation for violence and mayhem, engaging in football hoo-
liganism (violence between fans of rival soccer teams). Skinheads had 
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already acquired an infamous reputation for their random and unpro-
voked attacks on Pakistani and other Asian immigrants and fire bomb-
ings of the homes and shops of various immigrant groups in the United 
Kingdom. They also routinely engaged in street brawls and similar acts 
of aggressive violence in London and other British cities.72

The British skinheads’ American counterparts shared a similar mind-
set of xenophobia, racial and religious bigotry, and an affinity for Nazi 
symbols and ideology. But according to the ADL, U.S. skinheads tended 
to be more brazenly antisemitic. Indeed, throughout the 1980s they 
were responsible for a succession of attacks on Jews, African Americans, 
immigrants, and other people of color. Arrests of skinheads were reported 
in Michigan, Illinois, Ohio, Texas, Florida, and California on charges 
ranging from assault and vandalism to arson and robbery.73 In another 
parallel with Britain, the gravitational pull between skinheads and older, 
well- established hate- mongers was irresistible. In 1985, for instance, Chi-
cago skinheads joined a protest march organized by the American Nazi 
Party. Two years later, skinheads from those same streets celebrated the 
forty- ninth anniversary of Kristallnacht by vandalizing and destroying 
suspected Jewish- owned stores on the city’s North Side.74 Skinheads 
from the Detroit area also regularly attended meetings and conferences 
held by Robert Miles at his racist Mountain Church of Jesus Christ the 
Savior in Cohoctah. And skinhead gangs reportedly were represented at 
both the 1986 and 1987 Aryan Nations Congresses.75 As previously noted, 
one of the featured speakers at the 1986 event was Greg Withrow, the 
leader of the Sacramento skinhead group. In an impassioned speech at the 
congress, Withrow declared, “Men, women and children, without excep-
tion, without appeal, who are of non- Aryan blood shall be terminated or 
expelled. The next line of leadership shall be a generation of ruthless 
predators that shall make past Aryan leadership and warriors seem pale 
by comparison.”76

Around this time, Richard Girnt Butler also ramped up the Aryan 
Nations’ prison outreach efforts. The first issue of The Way, the Church 
of Jesus Christ Christian’s bimonthly newsletter dedicated to its incarcer-
ated brethren, appeared in September  1987. Its editorial manifesto 
explained The Way’s intention “to provide a good source of Bible study 
into the ISRAEL IDENTITY message and its related histories and poli-
tics for interested convicts, while also providing news and happenings of 
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concern to our chained brothers and sisters.”77 Scriptural interpreta-
tions and explanations were discussed along with various bits of legal 
advice. The Way invited inmates to contribute articles and share their 
thoughts. Its first two issues featured contributions by the imprisoned 
Order members David Tate and David Lane.78

Louis Beam meanwhile hunkered down after his acquittal and focused 
his efforts anew on building the solid base of support for the white suprem-
acist revolution he always believed was inevitable. To this end, he founded 
a new publication called The Seditionist— in reference to the criminal 
charge levied against him at Fort Smith. Beam’s newsletter appeared quar-
terly between 1988 and 1992. Its final issue introduced a new generation 
of white supremacists to the strategy of leaderless resistance that Beam 
had first articulated in 1983.79

The movement’s preoccupation with cultivating new sources of recruits 
and ensuring its longevity in the months following the trial was prompted 
by two separate but intertwined concerns. First was the realization that 
had the government proven its case, the movement would have been effec-
tively decapitated and would likely have collapsed. Second, its core lead-
ership was old— Butler was already seventy, and Miles was only a few years 
younger.80 Had they been convicted, both would have spent the rest of 
their lives in prison. If the dream of an all- white America was to survive, 
it was imperative to appeal to new constituencies and attract a broader 
and younger demographic. The passing of William Potter Gale just weeks 
after the trial ended and the reflections on his legacy that followed led 
to an epiphany— and the resurrection of an old idea of his that would 
endow the movement with fresh momentum.

• • •

Gale, as previously recounted, was a World War II veteran who had 
acquired firsthand knowledge of guerrilla warfare and clandestine oper-
ations while serving on General MacArthur’s staff in the Philippines. He 
left the army as a lieutenant- colonel in 1950 and subsequently immersed 
himself in a variety of racist, antisemitic, and seditious causes. The John 
Birch Society was too moderate for Gale, who quit over its unwillingness 
to employ violence.81 Over the next three- and- a- half decades, the FBI 
would amass thousands of pages of files on Gale and his indefatigable 
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crusade against communists, Jews, people of color, immigrants, and the 
U.S. government.82

Starting in 1955, when Gale organized a group calling itself “For Amer-
ica, Inc.,” whose purpose, he told the FBI agent interviewing him, was to 
“teach Americanism as opposed to communism,” Gale’s activities were 
of ongoing interest to the bureau as he drifted from one extremist cause 
and group to another. Around 1958 or 1959, for instance, he was ordained 
by Dr. Wesley Swift in his Church of Jesus Christ Christian and subse-
quently became Swift’s assistant.83 Gale wholeheartedly subscribed to 
Identity theology and, according to his former wife, believed that Amer-
ica was “being taken over by the Communist Party and groups such as, 
the Muslims.”84 According to the FBI, he was one of the cofounders of the 
1950s- era Christian Defense League (CDL), whose mission included mon-
itoring the activities of both the ADL and NAACP as well as assembling 
“files on all Jews in the country.”85 A membership solicitation from 1959 
presaged the arguments that groups such as the Aryan Nations would later 
use to attract supporters. “Christians WAKE UP!” one such letter declared.

The N.A.A.C.P. represents the Negro. The A.D.L. represents the Jew. 
Who represents YOU! The truth is that an alien, anti- Christian element 
has invaded your land. They seek to destroy your Christian culture by 
waging a relentless WAR on everything Christian. . . .  The preservation 
of our white Christian heritage is at stake.86

Gale’s serial involvement with far- right extremism took a different turn 
in 1960, when he revitalized the so- called California Rangers— a proto-
type of the militia organizations that would emerge across the United 
States three decades later. He made no secret of plans to deploy “20,000 
fully armed and trained men who could be put into the streets of Los 
Angeles within six hours after an emergency.”87 Gale’s rhetoric was also 
becoming more extreme. A reliable source, for instance, told the FBI about 
a speech Gale had delivered before a gathering at the Hollywood Wom-
en’s Club on May  3, 1963. “WE HAVE BEEN TALKING TOO LONG 
AND WE’RE NOT GOING TO TALK ANY MORE,” he had report-
edly declared. “WE WANT 100 PEOPLE WHO WILL GIVE US $1,000 
A PIECE, WE’LL DO THE REST. THIS JOB IS GOING TO BE DONE 
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NOW. IF YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND THIS, YOU ARE TOO STUPID 
TO HEAR MY MESSAGE. THIS IS A FIGHTING MINISTRY.”88

Gale’s loose talk advocating political assassination alongside his blunt 
warnings that elected officials might have to be “physically” removed from 
office prompted FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover to write to the White House 
in June 1963 about Gale.89 Even though Hoover believed neither President 
Kennedy nor Vice President Johnson, nor their families for that matter, 
were in danger,90 two months later the head of the DOJ’s Criminal Divi-
sion, Assistant Attorney General Herbert J. Miller, instructed Hoover to 
continue to monitor Gale and “develop any information that his group 
intends to assassinate various government officials.”91 Gale was in fact 
already under investigation by the FBI over his suspected involvement in 
a singularly horrific act of domestic terrorism.

Few incidents of the blood- soaked history of the American civil rights 
movement are as infamous as the September 1963 bombing of the Six-
teenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama. Four girls aged 
between eleven and fourteen were killed and twenty other people injured 
in the blast.92 Gale had fallen under suspicion because of yet another rac-
ist speech he had given in July as well as a trip he had made to Mississippi 
and Alabama that same month.93 An FBI informant had reported Gale’s 
heated rhetoric when addressing another racist gathering that summer. 
“We must defend ourselves against this [the threat posed by communists, 
Jews, and people of color],” he thundered, “even if we have to take up arms 
and make their blood run in the streets.”94 A tip that Gale had been spot-
ted in Birmingham “on or about 9/15/63”— the date of the bombing— had 
focused the FBI’s attention on his movements and activities throughout 
the preceding months. Gale’s involvement was eventually discounted, and 
the plot was linked to four members of the Ku Klux Klan.95 Even so, FBI 
communications repeatedly advised that Gale “SHOULD BE CONSID-
ERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS.”96

Indeed, Gale seemed to have a hand in almost every manifestation of 
1960s white supremacism. As Hoover had explained in his report to the 
White House, Gale was obsessed with “Jews being the enemy of the world 
and specifically the United States.”97 In 1964 this led to Gale’s unveiling 
of “Operation AWAKE,” an acronym for Army of the White American 
Kingdom of Evangelists. Described in its membership solicitations as “the 
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Defense Division of the Church of Jesus Christ, Christian,” AWAKE was 
led by Swift, with Gale as his trusted lieutenant.98 In addition to Gale’s 
role in this new organization, he remained active in both the Christian 
Defense League and its paramilitary arm, the California Rangers.99 A CDL 
flyer from 1964 boasted of its close association with Swift, of having a 
thirteen- member board of directors, and of recently leasing the “entire 
third floor of the office building at 617 South Olive Street in downtown 
Los Angeles.” Its purpose, according to Richard Girnt Butler, the CDL’s 
national director who would later achieve notoriety as the Aryan Nations’ 
founder and leader, was “to unite Christians into a powerful force to 
achieve the Kingdom goal . . .  [and] to put Christianity back into every 
phase of national life, particularly in government and education.”100 
Membership dues were $12 per annum. Applicants were required to 
affirm that not only did they “BELIEVE THAT JESUS IS THE CHRIST” 
and were of “THE WHITE RACE” but, in a nod to the movement’s simul-
taneous but conflicting claims of ardent patriotism coupled with patently 
seditious inclinations,101 also had to pledge to “SUPPORT THE LAW-
FULLY ADOPTED WRITTEN CONSTITUTION OF THE UNITED 
SOVERIGN STATES OF CHRISTIAN AMERICA.”102

It therefore comes as no surprise that when a southern California incar-
nation of the KKK appeared around this time, the FBI identified Swift as 
its leader and Gale as a “principal member.” Known as the Christian 
Knights of the Invisible Empire (CKIE), it was suspected of a 1963 arson 
attack on a Black- owned business in Lancaster, California. Los Angeles 
County Sheriff ’s Office deputies in fact questioned Gale about his involve-
ment.103 Within months, however, the CKIE ceased operation, only to 
resurface, according to a Los Angeles FBI field office intelligence assess-
ment, as Gale’s Operation AWAKE.104

But Gale’s most significant and indeed lasting accomplishment was his 
fusion of the divinely ordained hate and intolerance emblematic of Iden-
tity theology with antigovernment and tax resistance militancy. In 1964 
Gale incorporated under California state law his Ministry of Christ 
Church. The filing listed suburban Glendale in Los Angeles County as its 
location. An FBI analysis would later conclude that the church was an 
anodyne- sounding “cover” for what was actually an “underground army” 
called the Identity Group. As the leader of both, Gale was described in 
the memorandum as a person who “espouses hatred for Jews and Negroes 
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and advocates assassination of FBI Agents and Internal Revenue Service 
agents as well as the hanging of certain judges”— thus accounting for the 
FBI’s intensifying focus on Gale and the variegated entities associated with 
him.105

In 1972, Gale purchased one hundred acres of land outside the small 
rural town of Mariposa, California, near Yosemite National Park, and 
moved the church there.106 The FBI’s Sacramento field office consequently 
assumed responsibility for monitoring Gale. Within weeks its agents had 
produced an assessment of Gale and his activities that was even more 
alarming than previous ones. The new report detailed how the Ministry 
of Christ Church and the Identity Group were actively engaged in a vari-
ety of illegal activities, including seditious conspiracy, plotting to assault 
or kill federal officers, instigating rebellion or insurrection, and advocat-
ing the overthrow of the U.S. government. The significance of one detail, 
however, likely went unnoticed at the time, given the litany of more press-
ing concerns evident in the assessment. Gale had begun to call publicly 
for the formation “of a ‘Posse Comitatus,’ a voluntary group of citizens 
who would act in the name of local sheriffs to ‘enforce’ the law.”107

The doctrine of Posse Comitatus, literally, “power of the county,” 
rejected any form of government above the county level as a means to nul-
lify federal and state income taxes, deny the legality of the Federal 
Reserve system, and challenge the supremacy of federal law over state and 
especially local jurisdictions. A Posse circular obtained by the FBI, for 
instance, explained that a “general misconception” exists in America that 
“any statute passed by legislators bearing the appearance of law consti-
tutes the law of the land.” According to Gale, “such an unconstitutional 
law is void, the general principles follow that it imposes no duties, con-
fers no rights, creates no office, bestows no power or authority on any-
one.” The bottom line of Gale’s idiosyncratic interpretation of American 
jurisprudence was that “no one is bound to obey an unconstitutional law 
and no courts are bound to enforce it.”108 The philosophy of the Posse 
movement thus revolved around Gale’s argument that “since the forma-
tion of our Republic, the local County has always been the seat of gov-
ernment for the people. A county government is the highest authority of 
government in our Republic as it is closest to the people, who are in fact, 
the government. The County Sheriff is the only legal law enforcement 
office in the United States of America . . .  it is his responsibility to protect 
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the people of his county from unlawful acts on the part of anyone includ-
ing officials of the government.”109

From the start, Gale seamlessly merged Identity theology with his mes-
sages about tax resistance and opposition to state and federal legal 
supremacy. His quarterly newsletter, titled Identity, for instance, publi-
cized the formation of a “U.S. Christian Posse Association” under the 
Ministry of Christ Church’s auspices, “to assist and provide the necessary 
direction towards the formation of a Christian posse in every county in 
the U.S.,” as a 1975 FBI report explained. “ ‘Identity’ states that the body 
of citizens constituting the sheriff ’s posse was titled Posse Comitatus.”110

By offering additionally enticing publications with titles like “How to 
Protect Yourself from the Internal Revenue Service (on your income 
tax),”111 Gale had tapped into a potentially limitless constituency. With 
many facing bankruptcy of their businesses and foreclosure of their farms 
and homes, he opened the doors of the white supremacist movement to 
potential adherents whose dire economic circumstances made them more 
susceptible to simplistic, highly reductionist explanations of their plight. 
The Posse Comitatus’s populist bombast blamed Jews, immigrants, Wall 
Street, welfare cheats, and the government for all their woes. As Daniel 
Levitas, an expert on white supremacism, explains, Gale “fashioned an 
elaborate, American- sounding ideology that married uncompromising 
anti- Semitism, anticommunism, and white supremacy with the appeal-
ing notion of the extreme sovereignty of the people.” Gale seamlessly 
melded racism, antisemitism, and xenophobia into an extremist antigov-
ernment ideology of tax resistance and the preeminence of local author-
ity as a means to ensure the superiority of the white race according to his 
vision of “natural and ‘lawful’ rights that trumped those of a (racially) cor-
rupt state.”112

Convoluted legalese providing justification for not paying taxes, espe-
cially in economically depressed American farming and ranching com-
munities during the 1970s,113 functioned like a gateway drug that drew this 
audience more deeply into the white supremacist milieu. The human 
rights activist Leonard Zeskind, an expert on Christian Identity, would 
later describe this approach as an ideological and theological “conveyor 
belt,” whereby “people come into contact with political or religious groups 
looking for answers to the problems of society. Political affiliation is not 
tightly compartmented and there is always overlap with other groups.”114
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Gale’s approach proved remarkably successful in breathing new life into 
a movement with otherwise limited appeal and therefore at the risk of 
declining into irrelevance. Finding justification not to file income tax 
returns or to ignore foreclosure notices resonated more readily and widely 
in 1970s and 1980s America than Nazi salutes and cross burnings. The first 
Posse Comitatus chapter had surfaced in 1973 in Lane County, Oregon— 
about a two- hour drive south of Portland.115 Within a year, it had spread 
to five other counties in that state, with signs of increasing Posse Comi-
tatus activity having appeared in Washington State, Idaho, Arkansas, 
Ohio, Virginia, and Wisconsin.116 By 1978, the FBI had identified seventy- 
eight chapters in nearly two dozen states with an estimated membership 
of some 12,000 people. A toxic combination of Identity ideology and white 
supremacism mixed with militant tax resistance and antigovernment sen-
timents was also beginning to coalesce, much as Gale had hoped it 
would.117 Indeed, the North Dakota farmer Gordon Kahl, who was killed 
in the 1983 gun battle with federal agents recounted in chapter 2, was an 
example of how effectively Gale’s message had resonated.

With the Posse Comitatus and followers like Kahl, Gale’s dream of an 
armed, trained citizens’ militia ready to resist government intrusiveness 
and infringement of core constitutional rights had been realized. All Gale’s 
prior efforts— with the California Rangers, the CDL, and AWAKE, for 
instance— had failed to gain traction. But the bleak economic conditions 
in America’s farming heartland during the early 1980s now provided him 
with a highly receptive audience. A combination of falling crop prices, 
poor weather, and soaring interest rates were driving farmers into bank-
ruptcy at a rate not experienced since the Great Depression fifty years ear-
lier.118 And Gale milked it for all he could. Identifying himself as “the 
Rev. William P. Gale,” he acquired a weekly platform for his “National 
Identity Broadcast” over KTTL radio in Dodge City, Kansas. The tran-
script of one show recounts Gale castigating “these judges . . .  these offi-
cials of government, [and] politicians” who, he claimed, were ordering 
white, Christian Americans to “Turn over your inheritance to the blacks 
and the Asiatics, and [that accordingly] you must allow all the scum of 
the earth to come into your land by destruction of your immigration 
laws.”119 Giving voice to the accelerationist philosophy coursing more 
powerfully through the extreme right at the time, Gale was unabashed in 
his advocacy of sedition. “You’re damned right I’m teaching violence,” he 
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declared in another broadcast. “God said you’re going to do it that way, 
and it’s about time somebody is telling you to get violent, whitey.”120 To 
this end, in March 1982 the Posse Comitatus sponsored a “survival school” 
in Weskan, Kansas. Gale was one of the teaching staff. Its curriculum on 
tax avoidance schemes, racism, and antisemitism also included instruc-
tion on the “proper explosives needed to demolish roadways, dams and 
bridges.”121

Gale, it must be said, lived what he preached. Unlike Butler and some 
of the movement’s other blowhards, this former U.S. Army officer led from 
the front. At age sixty- nine, when most other sexagenarians had long 
retired to the golf course or parked themselves at the card tables at their 
men’s clubs, Gale along with seven followers was arrested in October 1986 
on charges of conspiracy, interference with tax collection, and sending 
death threats to a federal judge and various IRS agents. The plotters were 
alleged to belong to the Committee of the States, yet another of Gale’s anti-
government creations.122 In his inaugural sermon in 1982 to this latest 
iteration in a succession of self- styled “Christian Patriot” organizations, 
Gale planted the seeds of far more consequential violence in the future. 
“You’ve got an enemy government running around,” he explained. “You’ve 
got a criminal government running around the land. And its source and 
its location is Washington, D.C. and the federal buildings they’ve built 
with your tax money all over the cities in this land.”123

Gale was convicted in January 1987 and sentenced to a year’s impris-
onment. The government that he so bitterly despised, however, took pity 
on him. Because of his ill health, Gale was able to avoid penal servitude 
while appealing his sentence. He died fifteen months later of complica-
tions from emphysema.124 Although Gale never become the icon of the 
violent, far- right that Kahl or Mathews are or achieved the prominence 
within the movement that other leaders like Richard Girnt Butler and 
Robert Miles arguably enjoyed, Gale’s impact was even more important. 
“Like children grown to maturity,” the scholar Daniel Levitas observes, 
“the forces he shaped have fueled the radical right to the present day.”125 
Similarly, the historian Evelyn Schlatter describes how Gale, from the time 
he left the army in 1950, worked tirelessly to ensure the growth and pop-
ularity of the militia movement that some thirty years later took root 
across the United States. For this reason alone, she describes Gale as “one 
of the most influential rightist figures in the country until his death in 
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1988.”126 Capitalizing on seething antigovernment sentiment and a desire 
to avoid paying taxes, he founded the Posse Comitatus in the late 1960s 
and throughout the 1970s expanded the movement’s reach and widened 
its base. Gale’s infusion of Christian Identity theology into this mix cre-
ated angry militants like Gordon Kahl, who were as passionate about 
racial and religious purity as they were about perceived government over-
reach. Significantly, Gale was also one of the pivotal figures responsible 
for popularizing the concept of armed, antigovernment citizens’ militias— 
which now assumed greater importance for a movement seeking to rein-
vent itself and thereby tap into a wider and geographically even more 
diverse constituency.127

Given the centrality of global conspiracies involving Jews allied with 
other secret powerful forces intent on controlling the world for their own 
evil purposes, a concern that long animated Gale’s malignant worldview, 
it is stunningly ironic that his own paternal grandparents were Jewish— a 
fact that both Gale and his father both fervently concealed and forever 
denied.128
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ARMED AND DANGEROUS

I have never seen the whole picture so clearly. . . .  We are truly the instru-
ments of God in the fulfillment of His Grand Design.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

Extremist movements that cannot broaden their appeal and tap 
into new sources of recruits and support risk both their contin-
ued relevance and very existence. One of the noteworthy features 

of American white supremacism has been its capacity for reinvention. As 
with all such demagogic phenomena, a catalyst— some inciting event or 
events— is often needed to set this reinvigoration in motion. At the start 
of the twentieth century, a convergence of fortuitous circumstances 
revived the Ku Klux Klan— and during the 1990s similarly accounted for 
the rise and growth of armed, antigovernment citizens’ militias.

• • •

A century before the power of social media and mass communication 
transformed violent extremism’s reach and accessibility, the Ku Klux Klan 
could boast of at least four to five million dues- paying members from 
every state of the union.1 The KKK of the 1910s and 1920s in fact had more 
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adherents in the North than in the South and was more popular in the 
cities than the countryside. Ohio, a northern state that fought with the 
Union in the Civil War, claimed the largest membership— four hundred 
thousand. Pennsylvania, another northern state, had more than thirty 
thousand members in Philadelphia alone.2 Its members, according to the 
historian Linda Gordon, included “both the well and the poorly educated, 
professionals, businesspeople, farmers, and wage workers, but the lower 
middle- class and skilled working- class people formed its core constitu-
ency.”3 Future president Harry S. Truman and future senator and Supreme 
Court justice Hugo Black belonged to the Klan, as did more than a dozen 
sitting governors, scores of congressmen and senators, and hundreds of 
state and local elected officials. The Klan sent delegations to the 1924 and 
1928 national presidential conventions of both parties and helped Repub-
lican Calvin Coolidge win the 1924 election. It influenced and lobbied for 
the infamous Immigration Act of 1924, which was designed to exclude 
Jews, Italians, and Asians from settling in America and remained in force 
until 1965.4 In a dramatic show of both its strength and popularity, on 
August 8, 1925, tens of thousands of Klansmen and Klanswomen paraded 
down Washington, DC’s Pennsylvania Avenue, attired in their distinctive 
white robes and conical hats— but unmasked.5 The Klan’s twentieth- 
century revival and its remarkable ability to insert itself into the main-
stream of American society was the product of a movie and a lynching 
that occurred within months of each other in 1915.

The original, Reconstruction- era Ku Klux Klan had a remarkably 
short- lived existence. Founded in 1866 as a fraternal organization by six 
Confederate Army veterans in rural Pulaski, Tennessee, it soon adopted 
a more aggressively political and reactionary mission. Within two years, 
autonomous local chapters, known as “klaverns,” had spread across the 
South. Although the Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest had 
been elected national leader, or “Grand Wizard,” the escalating violence 
directed mostly against emancipated slaves was uncoordinated, though 
widespread. The magnitude of the violence during the Reconstruction era 
produced staggering numbers of casualties— in just one indication of the 
horrendous violence, more than one thousand mostly Black Louisianans 
were killed in that state between the April and November elections in 1868, 
with another two thousand killed or wounded in the lead- up to the 1871 
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election. And yet, as the terrorism expert Daniel Byman reflects, “As 
horrible as these accounts of murder are, the number of unknown deaths 
is probably far greater.” 6

In 1870, the federal government intervened. The first legislative initia-
tives, known as the Enforcement Acts, were passed by Congress during 
President Ulysses S. Grant’s first term in office. Interfering in elections 
or preventing citizens from voting became a federal offence, as did con-
spiring to abridge those fundamental constitutional rights. President 
Grant also signed into law a bill establishing the Department of Justice, 
allowing a stronger federal government role in investigations and prose-
cution. Indeed, “the department’s first principal task was to secure the 
civil rights promised by the 13th, 14th and 15th Amendments.”7 The fol-
lowing year Congress enacted the Ku Klux Klan Act, again specifically 
to combat this movement. It gave the president the authority to order the 
suspension of habeas corpus and deploy the U.S. military to maintain 
domestic law and order. In addition, the act strengthened the powers of 
federal attorneys to prosecute conspiracies meant to deprive persons of 
their right to due process and equal protection under the law. Thus, within 
a few years of its founding, America’s most notorious homegrown terror-
ist movement would be effectively suppressed— although violence would 
unfortunately continue from other groups not necessarily linked to the 
KKK.8

Given the original Klan’s geographically limited constituency of for-
mer slaveholders and secessionists situated mostly in America’s southern 
states, its original iteration also had little appeal, much less acceptance, 
in other parts of the country. But that would change with the release of 
D. W. Griffith’s landmark feature film The Birth of a Nation, fifty years 
after the Civil War ended.

David Wark Griffith was a product of the South: steeped in the 
antebellum romanticism of that era and thus inclined to uncritically 
accept as axiomatic the mythology of the fabled Lost Cause. Kentucky 
born and bred, Griffith worshipped his father, a celebrated Civil War 
battlefield commander who had risen to the rank of colonel in the 
Confederate army. Known as “Roaring Jake” or “Thunder Jake” for his 
prodigious oratorical skills, the elder Griffith was a state legislator and 
inveterate gambler who died when David was ten, leaving the family 
impoverished. Mother and son moved from the family farm to nearby 
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Louisville, where David found work in a bookstore. Financial difficul-
ties prevented him from finishing high school, but that job nurtured a 
lifelong love of literature and storytelling. The young Griffith aspired to 
be a playwright but was more successful as an actor. He moved from 
St. Louis to San Francisco and eventually to New York. It was there, in 
1908, that Griffith directed his first motion picture. Two years later, his 
peripatetic existence ended when Griffith revolutionized filmmaking 
by discovering a small village north of Los Angeles. Directed by Griffith, 
In Old California is widely credited as the first movie shot entirely in 
Hollywood.9

Griffith’s ticket to fame and fortune, however, would be his adaptation 
of Thomas Dixon Jr.’s 1905 novel The Clansman: A Historical Romance of 
the Ku Klux Klan. Described by the renowned University of Kentucky his-
torian Thomas D. Clark as a work bereft of “artistic conception or liter-
ary craftsmanship,” The Clansman nevertheless “opened wider a vein of 
racial hatred which was to poison further an age already in social and 
political upheaval. Dixon had in fact given voice in his novel to one of the 
most powerful latent forces in the social and political mind of the South.”10 
The book was catnip for a transplanted southerner like Griffith who 
longed as much for his bucolic childhood home as for what he regarded 
as a halcyon, bygone era. Griffith wrote, produced, and directed the 
groundbreaking three- hour- and- ten- minute feature film. It presented a 
gripping narrative of southern womanhood subjected to the depredations 
of licentious freed slaves before being rescued and ultimately avenged by 
the brave night riders of the post– Civil War South.11

The Birth of a Nation was the longest and the most expensive film pro-
duction to date— at a cost of $112,000. It went on to earn a staggering $10 
million.12 Griffith’s innovative staging, photography, and cohesive story 
line changed cinema forever. Pauline Kael, the doyenne of twentieth- 
century American film criticism, has argued that “almost every major 
tradition and most of the genres, and even many of the metaphors, in 
movies” had their origins in The Birth of a Nation.13 It became the first 
moving picture to be shown at the White House. President Woodrow Wil-
son, a friend and classmate of Dixon’s from their time as graduate stu-
dents at Johns Hopkins University, reportedly described the film as “like 
writing history with lightning”— although a 2013 biography could find no 
evidence to support that assertion.14
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The Birth of a Nation premiered in February 1915, just as one of the 
country’s most iniquitous and shameful legal cases was lurching toward 
its final, tragic denouement. Two years earlier, Leo Max Frank, the Jew-
ish superintendent of an Atlanta pencil factory and president of the Atlanta 
chapter of the prominent Jewish organization B’nai B’rith International, 
had been convicted of the murder of one of his employees, a thirteen- year- 
old girl named Mary Phagan.15 Entrenched antisemitism combined with 
popular depictions of lascivious Jewish men lusting after young Christian 
girls had produced a unanimous jury verdict. Frank was sentenced to 
death and embarked on a series of appeals that finally came before the 
U.S. Supreme Court in April 1915. In a seven- to- two vote, the court denied 
Frank’s petition. However, two months later, Governor John Slaton of 
Georgia commuted Frank’s murder conviction to life imprisonment. Out-
rage over the commutation immediately surfaced and continued to 
intensify as the second anniversary of Frank’s conviction approached.16

On August 16, 1915, an eight- car convoy carrying the “Knights of Mary 
Phagan,” also known as the “Vigilance Committee,” departed Marietta, 
Georgia, for the state prison in Milledgeville, over a hundred miles away. 
Its passengers included some of that city’s most prominent citizens— a 
former superior court judge, a former sheriff, and a clergyman. They 
abducted Frank from the prison hospital, where he was recovering from 
a near- fatal attack by a knife- wielding fellow prisoner, and brought him 
to Marietta— Phagan’s birth place. As an excited crowd gathered, the men 
hanged Frank from a tree. His body, already bloodied from the knife 
wounds to his neck that the noose had reopened, was then taken down 
and stomped and kicked. Photographs of the gruesome scene, clearly 
showing the faces of Frank’s murderers, could be purchased locally as sou-
venir postcards for years afterward. A grand jury investigating the kill-
ing returned no indictments. Tom Watson, a popular Georgia politician 
and newspaper and magazine publisher who had already served in the 
U.S. House of Representatives and would subsequently be elected to the 
U.S. Senate, had repeatedly called for precisely this kind of vigilante action.17 
Described by the Georgia Encyclopedia as a “force for white supremacy and 
anti- Catholic rhetoric,”18 Watson captured the prevailing sentiment in 
his subsequent justification of the lynching. “All over this broad land,” 
he proclaimed, “there are millions of good people, not doped by Jew 
money, and lies, that enthusiastically greet the triumph of law in Georgia. 
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Womanhood is made safer, everywhere.”19 Others reacted differently: the 
Frank murder would inspire a group of prominent Jews to form a new 
organization dedicated to ending the defamation of the Jewish people— 
the Anti- Defamation League of B’nai B’rith would grow into a leading 
civil rights organization speaking out against hate in all its forms.20

Meanwhile, an Atlanta resident named William James Simmons 
watched these developments with increasing interest. A native Alabam-
ian and veteran of the Spanish- American War, the self- appointed “Colo-
nel” Simmons had a uniquely undistinguished career as soldier, itinerant 
Methodist minister, garter salesman, history teacher, and paid organizer 
for a variety of fraternal orders. A compulsive networker and opportun-
ist, Simmons belonged to over a dozen fraternal and Masonic orders. 
While preaching the gospel in rural Alabama fourteen years earlier, he 
claimed to have had a vision of the white- robed night riders of the past 
galloping across the sky against the backdrop of a map of the United 
States.21 Simmons would later testify before Congress that The Birth of a 
Nation had cemented his decision to engineer the Klan’s resurrection and 
thus fulfill the vision that had appeared to him years before.22

The intense passions aroused by the Frank trial and lynching provided 
Simmons with the perfect proof of concept. Accordingly, on October 16, 
1915, he gathered thirty- three men who signed an application to the state 
of Georgia for the granting of a charter for a new organization to be called 
the Knights of the Ku Klux Klan. Among the signatories were three mem-
bers of the original KKK— to which Simmons’s father had also belonged.23 
The timing was propitious. The Birth of a Nation was scheduled to open 
in Atlanta the following week. Simmons announced the appearance of his 
new iteration of the Klan in newspaper advertisements strategically placed 
alongside movie showtimes at theaters screening the film. He and fellow 
Klansmen attended the premiere.24 Five weeks later, on Thanksgiving 
night, Simmons and fourteen followers climbed to the summit of nearby 
Stone Mountain. Beneath a tall wooden cross was an altar consisting of 
the U.S. flag, an unsheathed sword, and the Bible. The cross was set aflame. 
“The angels that have anxiously watched the Reformation from its begin-
nings, must have hovered about Stone Mountain [that night] and shouted 
hosanas to the highest heavens,” Simmons recalled.25 Soon, Klan- sponsored 
showings of Griffith’s compelling film would be used to attract more mem-
bers.26 Its purpose was described by Simmons as nostalgic and cultural. 
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“To keep alive the memory of the original Klan and the principles, tradi-
tions and institutions which they risked their lives to preserve for them-
selves and for posterity,” he explained in a 1916 recruiting pamphlet,

the men of today, who appreciate their patriotic and chivalric work, have 
established a living, lasting memorial to them by the organization of the 
Invisible Empire, Knights of the Ku Klux Klan, as a national standard 
fraternal order composed of real American manhood of the nation who 
uncompromisingly believe in perpetual preservation of the fundamen-
tal principles, ideals and institutions of the pure Anglo- Saxon civiliza-
tion and all the fruits thereof.27

This reincarnated Klan differed significantly from its previous mani-
festation. While Simmons’s reenvisioned KKK retained the familiar rac-
ist, white supremacist essence of its predecessor, he also sought new 
recruits beyond the regional niche occupied by the original Klan. To do 
this, Simmons adopted the stridently anti- immigrant, anti- Catholic, and 
antisemitic tropes expressed by Tom Watson, among others.28 “We exclude 
Jews because they do not believe in the Christian religion,” Simmons 
explained. “We exclude Catholics because they owe allegiance to an insti-
tution that is foreign to the Government of the United States. To assure 
the supremacy of the white race, we believe in the exclusion of the yellow 
race and in the disenfranchisement of the Negro.”29

Simmons’s Klan thus shared many of the traits associated with present- 
day violent, far- right extremist movements. It championed an idiosyn-
cratic and exclusionist conception of patriotism, was profoundly antielit-
ist and anti- intellectual, disdained science, regarded most elected 
politicians and civil servants as corrupt and self- serving, and thought cit-
ies incorrigible cesspits of depravity— despite the Klan’s popularity in 
many of the nation’s urban centers.30 New York City, he predicted, would 
eventually self- destruct— leaving nothing but “dust and desolation.”31 
Simmons always maintained that the Klan was a patriotic, law- abiding 
movement comprised of “a high class order for men of intelligence and 
character.”32 “Our robes are not worn for the purpose of terrorizing 
people,” he also claimed. “They are as innocent as the breath of an 
angel.”33 Simmons’s leadership of the revived movement, however, was 



ARMED AND DANGEROUS�79

always tenuous. More a dreamer than a doer, he was removed from his 
“emperorship” and position as Imperial Wizard in 1924 for incompe-
tence and inefficiency. A toxic combination of internecine rivalries 
and power struggles, corruption, criminal embezzlement, and scandal 
involving Simmons’s successor subsequently paralyzed the organization 
and led to this second Klan’s demise.34

The KKK struggled to survive throughout the Depression and war 
years. It was forced to officially disband in 1944 because of an IRS lien 
being levied for back taxes, but various state and local chapters remained 
active.35 The historic Brown v. Topeka Board of Education Supreme Court 
decision in 1954, however, breathed new life into the movement. The fusion 
of religion and bigotry— Protestantism with white supremacy— had 
of course always been a core Klan belief. But, more critically, it reflected 
the dominant mindset of the American South since the end of Recon-
struction. Maintaining that status quo and the Jim Crow laws that pre-
served it thus assumed new urgency with the court’s desegregation 
ruling— at this critical turning point, when the Jim Crow– era laws of 
post- Reconstruction were eroding.36 By the 1960s, these responses had 
exploded into some of the most infamous acts of violence of the period. 
The bombing of the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in Birmingham— a 
city that sustained so many bombings during the civil rights era it earned 
the macabre nickname “Bombingham”37— and the murder of the NAACP 
state field secretary for Mississippi, the World War II veteran Medgar 
Evers, both occurred in 1963. In 1964, three civil rights activists register-
ing voters— Michael Schwerner, James Chaney, and Andrew Goodman— 
were kidnapped, tortured, and killed in Mississippi as well. The fol-
lowing year, a Michigan civil rights worker named Viola Liuzzo was 
shot to death in Selma, Alabama. And in 1966, Vernon Dahmer, another 
NAACP leader in Mississippi, was also murdered. The KKK was respon-
sible for each.

The enhanced civil rights and voting rights legislation championed by 
President Lyndon Johnson infused the Klan with additional momentum. 
In 1966, for instance, it had over 25,000 members organized in some five 
hundred chapters across the South— small compared to the previous iter-
ation but still a consequential force.38 However, by the 1970s, the Klan 
was a fading enterprise— weakened by the attention focused on it by the 
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FBI. Violence became more spasmodic, as seen at Greensboro, North 
Carolina, in 1979, when KKK and American Nazi Party members opened 
fire at a “Death to the Klan” rally planned by the Communist Workers 
Party, killing five demonstrators. Membership had tanked to five thou-
sand people in 1973, and although it had roughly doubled by the end of 
the decade,39 the KKK by the early 1980s had been overtaken by new and 
even more extreme, violent, and sedition- minded white supremacist 
groups. Louis Beam, Frazier Glenn Miller, and Robert Miles were all for-
mer Klan leaders who would play a pivotal role in the reinvention— and 
longevity— of the white power movement in America.

• • •

The search for new issues in order to appeal to an expanding base and 
thus attract new sources of recruits and support had transformed the KKK 
in the early twentieth century from an isolated and regional to a truly 
nationwide phenomenon. In the aftermath of the Fort Smith trial acquit-
tals, the Klan’s contemporary counterparts embarked on a similar quest 
to infuse the movement with new momentum and enthusiasts. This same 
imperative had in fact long animated William Potter Gale’s efforts to 
broaden American white supremacism’s ambit.

In the early 1980s, Gale articulated his vision of an “unorganized mili-
tia” supporting a modern- day version of the post– Revolutionary War 
Committee of the States (COS).40 Under the Articles of Confederation, the 
short- lived original committee performed various executive functions 
regarding trade, commerce, and education during such times when Con-
gress was in session. To Gale’s mind, this meant that the twentieth- century 
iteration was a perfectly legal, constitutionally protected version of its 
eighteenth-  and early- nineteenth- century predecessors— with a modern- 
day remit to defend against government tyranny and the suppression of 
citizens’ fundamental rights.41 In practice, Gale’s COS harassed IRS agents, 
intimidated judges, and adhered to core Christian Identity beliefs.42 Its 
membership, according to a confidential FBI memorandum, included 
members of the now defunct Minutemen (a 1960s- era “paramilitary secret 
society dedicated to protecting America from communist invasion from 
abroad and communist subversion at home”),43 Klansmen, and “other 
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adherents of extreme right wing anti- black, anti- Jewish, anti- Federal Gov-
ernment organizations.” 44

Gale appointed himself the “chief of staff” of the COS’s militia and 
began to offer two- day paramilitary training at his Mannassah Ranch in 
Mariposa, California.45 Among the topics covered, the FBI reported, were 
ambush techniques, the placement of mines, and use of tripwire explo-
sive devices.46 “It’s exploding,” Gale bragged in 1987, describing the inten-
tions and trajectory of his “unorganized militia.” “It’s right under the 
surface. But the shot at Concord Bridge hasn’t been fired yet,” he explained. 
“It will be shortly fired. And when it is fired, the King’s magistrates bet-
ter head for England, or they’re gonna be hung by the neck. The same as 
occurred in 1776 and 1778 by your ancestors. Is that a threat? Oh no. I pre-
dict it. That’s coming, and it’s coming soon.” 47

Gale died before his dream of a national “unorganized militia” could 
be realized. But as he had predicted, the concept was gaining traction 
among the die- hard survivors of a movement that had few tangible accom-
plishments to show despite a decade of intensifying efforts. Belew sug-
gests that the first groups to use the militia label appeared in the Pacific 
Northwest around 1989.48 However, as far back as 1963, according to the 
FBI, a group calling itself the Alabama Militia Volunteers had existed. 
Composed of active Klansmen, it was publicly known as the Volunteers 
for Alabama and Wallace— in reference to the state’s segregationist gov-
ernor, George Wallace. Indeed, supporting Wallace in preventing the inte-
gration of Alabama’s public schools was the group’s purpose. Given that 
this discussion of the Alabama militia appears in a file on Gale, he was 
presumably aware of— and perhaps inspired or reminded of— its then 
uncommon moniker.49

Militias, however, were still not a distinctly prominent dimension of 
the white supremacist movement until two incidents in 1992 and 1993 
changed everything. For those already deeply suspicious of a tyrannical 
federal government intent on violating the Second Amendment and con-
straining other constitutional rights, the botched attempt by federal 
authorities to arrest a survivalist and former U.S. Army Green Beret liv-
ing off the grid in Idaho and the siege and then brutal assault of a reli-
gious sect’s rural Texas compound confirmed their worst fears. Both Ruby 
Ridge and Waco would infuse the movement with newfound purpose and 
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momentum and become rallying cries for those who flocked to militias 
in the years that followed.

• • •

The rugged individualist who rejects conventional, modern society, 
thumbs his nose at authority, and heads West in search of peace and tran-
quility amid the country’s most spectacular natural splendor is enshrined 
in American mythology. Thus in the summer of 1983 did Randy Weaver, 
his wife, Vicki, and three children pack up and move from Cedar Falls, 
Iowa, to the northernmost tip of the Idaho panhandle, just south of the 
Canadian border. They settled in Boundary County,50 which, according 
to the 1980 census, had just over seven thousand residents. Then, as now, 
the population was almost entirely white51— which suited the Weavers per-
fectly, given their strict interpretation of scripture that established the 
societal preeminence of white Anglo- Saxon Protestantism and its adher-
ents. As hardcore Christian survivalists, Randy and Vicki were intent on 
escaping the coming apocalypse by f leeing to the isolated safety of the 
Rocky Mountains. “The Bible teaches us,” Randy had told a local reporter 
before leaving Iowa, “that somewhere near, during the reign of the One 
World Leader, God will free the hands of Satan to wreak havoc with the 
peoples of the Earth.” He was intent, therefore, to create a “kill zone”— a 
three- hundred- yard defensive perimeter— around their future home to 
protect him and his family.52 As a Vietnam War– era veteran of the U.S. 
Army who had trained as a combat engineer and Special Forces Green 
Beret, Weaver had acquired the requisite knowledge and skills to do so.53

It was Vicki who, through intense Bible study, had in 1978 discovered 
the end- of- times theology rooted in Old Testament prophecy. It was all 
both so simple and now so clear to Vicki what was occurring. A global 
conspiracy orchestrated by Free Masons and the eighteenth- century secret 
society known as the Illuminati, allied with the Council on Foreign Rela-
tions, the Trilateral Commission, and other “New World Order”– advocacy 
institutions— manipulated and controlled by “evil, money- grubbing 
Jews”— was at the root of the globe’s tribulations and coming apocalypse. 
As God’s genuine “chosen people,” it was incumbent on the Weavers to 
survive. Such beliefs thus led Vicki and Randy to Christian Identity.54 
Their path to the kind of divinely justified antisemitism and racism 
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embedded in that theology may have been facilitated by the representa-
tive from Butler’s Aryan Nations who reportedly visited the John Deere 
farm machinery plant in Waterloo, Iowa, where Randy worked.55 Regard-
less, the modest mountainside cabin that Randy and Vicki built them-
selves on Ruby Ridge was only an hour’s drive north of Butler’s compound 
in Hayden Lake. And it was Weaver’s presence at the 1986 annual Aryan 
Nations Congress that set in motion the chain of events that culminated 
in tragedy six years later.56

Within two years of relocating to Idaho, Weaver found himself the sub-
ject of a federal investigation. U.S. Secret Service agents interviewed him 
in February 1985 after learning about threats Weaver had allegedly made 
against President Ronald Reagan, Governor John Evans of Idaho, and law 
enforcement officers. Weaver was also questioned about his relationship 
with people belonging to the Aryan Nations and the number of weapons 
and amount of ammunition he had stockpiled at the cabin. Although no 
charges were brought against him, Weaver’s remarks about “the world 
ending in two years,” when his home would “be under siege and assaulted,” 
caught the agents’ attention.57 But it was not Weaver’s political beliefs that 
got him into trouble with the feds. It was his and his family’s perennial 
financial woes.58

Given Weaver’s specialized military training and known extremist 
beliefs, his name came up the following summer as a result of a Bureau of 
Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) investigation into a string of bomb-
ings in Coeur d’Alene that would eventually be linked to the Brüder Sch-
weigen Strike Force II. Once more, no charges were filed against Weaver, 
but in the meantime the ATF had tasked an informant named Kenneth 
Fadeley to gather information about attendees at the 1986 Aryan Nations 
Congress. It was there that he was introduced to Weaver. Fadeley presented 
himself as an arms dealer who supplied weapons to motorcycle gangs. 
They met again at the 1987 event— to which Weaver, for the first time, had 
brought along Vicki and the children. The ATF agents saw an opening to 
try to enlist Weaver as a confidential informant when he complained to 
Fadeley about money problems. It was not until two years later that any 
kind of transaction that might criminally implicate Weaver would occur.59

Despite his increasingly extremist views, Weaver had never actually 
joined the Aryan Nations. Moreover, he was openly critical of the group’s 
senior leadership and especially of Butler. But Weaver was indisputably 
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adopting views that aligned him closely with its ideology. He competed 
unsuccessfully in the Republican Party primary for county sheriff on a 
platform promising to enforce only those laws that the local people wanted. 
Weaver also had progressed from a mere attendee at Aryan Nations con-
gresses to a speaker at the 1989 gathering. It was there, the DOJ Ruby Ridge 
Task Force explains, that Weaver told Fadeley of his interest in “forming 
a group to fight the ‘Zionist Organized Government.’ ” Apparently, to raise 
funds both for the new group and to provide for his family, Weaver had 
offered to sell Fadeley illegally modified, sawed- off shotguns. In Octo-
ber 1989, Fadeley purchased an initial consignment of two such weapons. 
With that sale, Weaver had now broken the law and therefore had fur-
nished the ATF with the leverage they sought to turn him. In June 1990, 
agents offered Weaver a proposition that would spare the former Green 
Beret from going to prison on illegal weapons sales charges in return for 
his cooperation “in their investigation of Aryan Nations members.” 
Weaver replied that he was not willing to become a “snitch.” To under-
score that point and highlight what Vicki claimed were the federal gov-
ernment’s efforts to entrap her husband, two weeks later she sent an 
impassioned letter to the “Aryan Nations & all our brethren of the Anglo 
Saxon Race.” Vicki emphasized that “we cannot make deals with the 
enemy. This is a war against the sons of Isaac. Yahweh [God] our Yashua 
[Jesus] is our Savior and King. . . .  If we are not free to obey the laws of 
Yahweh, we may as well be dead! Let Yah- Yashua’s perfect will be done. If 
its [sic] our time, we’ll go home. If it is not we will praise his Separated 
name.” 60

On December 13, 1990, a federal grand jury indicted Weaver. Having 
concluded that “it would be too dangerous to the arresting agents and to 
the Weaver children for BATF to arrest Weaver at his residence,” the DOJ 
Task Force report recounts, ATF agents “decided to carry out a ruse to 
arrest Weaver by surprise away from his home.” He was apprehended on 
January  17, 1991, and arraigned the following day. Weaver was repre-
sented by Everett Hofmeister, who had represented Butler at the Fort 
Smith trial. He pleaded not guilty and was released on bond. Weaver’s 
trial date was set for late February.61 Vicki then sent two letters to the 
U.S. Attorney’s Office responsible for her husband’s prosecution. They 
were addressed to “the servants of the Queen of Babylon” and warned 
that the blood of “tyrants . . .  will flow.” Whether she and Randy “live or 
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whether we die, we will not bow to your evil commandments.” 62 After 
Randy failed to appear for trial, another indictment and arrest warrant 
were issued.63

For the next nearly year and a half, the U.S. Marshals Service attempted 
to persuade Weaver to surrender. In addition to marshals observing that 
he and other family members went about armed at all times, they also 
noted that Weaver had reached out to the local sheriff. Couched in the 
apocalyptic argot that had shaped and molded Vicki and Randy’s beliefs 
for over a decade, he threatened to shoot anyone who tried to arrest him. 
According to the DOJ Task Force report, surveillance done by the mar-
shals had revealed that

Weaver and his children responded to approaching persons and vehicles 
by taking armed positions over the driveway leading to the Weaver cabin. 
During this period, Weaver continued to make statements that he would 
not surrender peacefully and that his family was prepared to defend him.

The Director of the Marshals Service ordered that no action be taken 
that could endanger the Weaver children. In the Spring of 1992, the mar-
shals developed an undercover plan to arrest Weaver away from his 
cabin and family.64

It was another such reconnaissance mission undertaken by marshals of 
the Weaver residence on August 21, 1992, that went tragically awry.

A team of six marshals was just leaving when one of the Weavers’ dogs 
began to chase three of them. Kevin Harris, a family friend; thirteen- year- 
old Sammy Weaver; and his sisters followed. They were all armed. Hear-
ing the commotion, Randy rushed over as well. What happened next has 
always been disputed. According to the marshals, they identified them-
selves and told Randy to halt. Gunfire erupted. Within seconds, Deputy 
Marshal William Degan, Sammy Weaver, and the dog were dead. Randy 
and Harris, however, have always claimed that a marshal fired the first 
shot— killing the dog. An enraged Sammy then opened fire on the mar-
shal but was himself cut down in a hail of bullets from the marshals. Har-
ris would later argue that the marshals had not identified themselves and 
that he had killed one of them while trying to protect Sammy. In any event, 
Harris and the surviving Weavers retreated to their cabin, and the stand-
off on Ruby Ridge began.65
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Upon learning of the shootout, the deaths, and a dangerous situation 
with five of the marshals still pinned down on the hillside, the Marshals 
Service requested assistance from the FBI and its elite Hostage Rescue 
Team (HRT). A team of Idaho state police managed to extract the trapped 
marshals just before midnight— about twelve hours after the shooting 
started. The HRT arrived and quickly formulated a plan that involved the 
use of snipers and armored personnel carriers.66 Coulson, the HRT com-
mander, was back in Washington manning the FBI Strategic Information 
and Operations Center (SIOC) when he received a fax requesting approval. 
His first reaction was to think to himself: “These dumb shits. Have they 
got their heads up their ass or what? What I had in my hand didn’t resem-
ble anything that the HRT or any law enforcement agency should do. It 
was a military assault plan.” 67

The HRT on- the- scene commander had proposed to use one of the car-
riers to deliver a telephone to the cabin and thus initiate negotiations. 
The snipers were meant to defend against the possibility of people sym-
pathetic to the Weavers lying in wait on the hillside or an attempt by the 
Weavers themselves to ambush an assault team. Snipers from both the 
HRT and the Marshal’s Special Operations Group were briefed on the spe-
cial rules of engagement that would govern any use of deadly force and 
had settled into position around 5:45 PM on the evening of August 22. An 
HRT helicopter was circling overhead when Lon Horiuchi, an HRT sniper, 
observed a man he thought was Harris emerge from the cabin with a rifle. 
Believing that he was preparing to shoot at the helicopter, Horiuchi opened 
fire— slightly wounding the armed individual, who turned out to be 
Weaver, not Harris. He fired a second shot as Weaver entered the cabin. 
It missed but went through the curtained window of the open door, strik-
ing and killing Vicki before lodging in Harris’s arm.68

From the moment that news of the botched arrest and massive law 
enforcement response reached the nearby towns of Bonner’s Ferry and 
Naples, neighbors and supporters had rushed to the end of Molar Creek 
Road, where police barricades blocked access to the Weavers’ cabin on 
Ruby Ridge. The initial two dozen or so protestors had gathered peace-
fully, waving signs reading “Tell the Truth,” “Freedom of Religion,” and 
“Your Home Could Be Next.” But as word spread, the crowd swelled with 
the likes of appreciably more bellicose neo- Nazi skinheads, Aryan Nations 
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zealots, and Christian Identity adherents, among others. They hailed from 
Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and even Canada.69 
An estimated two hundred men, women, and children now maintained 
a twenty- four-hour vigil. They jeered and taunted the police and federal 
agents manning the cordon surrounding the Weavers’ abode and held 
aloft signs declaring: “Death to ZOG,” “F.B.I. Burn in Hell,” “The Weavers 
Today! Our Families Tomorrow,” “Remember Kent State. Red Square. 
Tiananmen Square. My Lai. Ruby Ridge,” “Government Lies/Patriot Dies,” 
“Your home could be next,” “We’re Fed UP with the Feds,” “Christians 
Against Tyranny,” “Leave the Family Alone, Go Home,” “Let’s Stop This 
Abuse of Our Freedom,” “30.06 Go Thru Your Vest Easy Fed Dogs,” and 
“Zionist Murderers.”70 The names of the movement’s iconic martyrs— 
Gordon Kahl and Robert Mathews— were mournfully recalled in 
speeches depicting a legacy of government persecution that had now cul-
minated in the deaths of a devoted mother and her beloved son.71 Mathews’s 
widow, Debbie, now a white supremacist celebrity, was there, too. Beside 
her stood their ten- year- old son, Clint, who clutched his own sign with 
the words “Baby Killers!”72 It was hard in some cases to tell the difference 
between some of the protestors and law enforcement officers, who both 
wore the same tactical gear. Five skinheads, for instance, were arrested 
by identically attired federal agents on August 25 as they attempted to 
smuggle an assortment of weapons to the Weavers.73

Unaware of Vicki’s death and Harris’s wounding, the FBI attempted 
to initiate negotiations. As the DOJ Task Force report tersely notes, “There 
was no response.” Indeed, nearly a week would pass before Weaver agreed 
on Friday, August 28, to speak with retired U.S. Army Special Forces col-
onel James “Bo” Gritz.74 Gritz, a highly decorated Vietnam War veteran 
who had subsequently led covert missions to South East Asia in search of 
missing American prisoners of war— the “Rambo” films starring Sylves-
ter Stallone were reportedly modeled on Gritz— was well- known in Amer-
ican extremist circles.75 According to the FBI’s Wayne Manis, he was the 
leader of a group of “anti- government sympathizers” living in the moun-
tains about four hours south in Kamiah, Idaho.76 Gritz was also a candi-
date in 1988 for vice president on the Populist Party ticket and was quoted 
as having declared at a 1991 Bible camp run by the Reverend Pete Peters, 
a prominent exponent of Identity theology, that “the enemy you face today 
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is a satanic overthrow [sic] where he would change the United States of 
America, a nation under God, into USA, Incorporated. . . .  And a Zionist 
that would rule over us as long as satan might be upon this earth, that is 
your enemy.”77 The following day, Weaver allowed Gritz; a retired Phoe-
nix police officer active in Patriot and antigovernment extremist circles 
named Jack McLamb; Jackie Brown, a friend of Vicki’s; and a local pastor 
to enter the cabin and discuss resolving the standoff. Negotiations resumed 
on August 30. The seriously injured Harris surrendered first. Gritz and 
Jackie Brown followed him out of the cabin with Vicki’s lifeless body in 
their arms. Randy gave himself up the following day, ending the eleven- 
day- long siege of Ruby Ridge.78

Both Harris and Weaver were arrested and charged with first- degree 
murder in the death of Deputy Marshal Degan as well as assaulting and 
resisting federal officers and conspiracy to provoke a violent confronta-
tion. Their trial began on April 13, 1993. After deliberating for nearly a 
month, the jury acquitted both men of all charges. In a separate trial, 
Weaver was subsequently convicted of failing to appear for trial and com-
mitting an offense while on bail. He was acquitted on the prior charges 
of manufacturing illegal firearms, using a firearm to commit a violent 
crime, and harboring a fugitive. Weaver was sentenced to eighteen months 
in prison, fined $10,000, and placed on three years’ probation. The presid-
ing judge also criticized and fined the FBI for failing to produce discovery 
materials and respond to court directives as well as for “its indifference to 
the rights of the defendant and to the administration of justice.”79 In an 
editorial titled “Another Federal Fiasco,” the New York Times censori-
ously observed:

Randy Weaver was a white supremacist. He lived as a heavily armed 
recluse in a cabin on a ridge in rural Idaho. Neither of those things is 
against the law in the United States. . . .  

Last week Mr. Weaver and Mr. Harris were acquitted of murder in the 
death of the marshal. During the trial the F.B.I., the lead agency, admit-
ted that it had tampered with evidence.

There are a lot of lunatics out there in the woods. But it is not the job 
of Federal law enforcement agencies to behave in a way that seems 
designed to confirm their paranoia— especially when there is no proof 
they have violated any laws.80
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In August 1995, the DOJ settled a lawsuit brought by Weaver and his 
three daughters. He received a cash settlement of $100,000, and each of 
the girls was paid $1 million.81 Harris received $380,000 in a separate law-
suit.82 The payouts provided additional confirmation of what the crowd 
that had gathered down the road from the Weavers’ cabin during the siege 
had already concluded: an aggressive, predatory government was waging 
war on its own citizens. And the tragedy that had befallen the Weavers 
had become a rallying— if not a battle— cry for people who were formerly 
concerned about the loss of their constitutional rights but now feared for 
their lives.83

• • •

The spontaneous grassroots gathering at the edge of that paved road in 
rural Idaho would reinvigorate and reinvent late- twentieth- century white 
supremacism, much as had occurred in Georgia with the Klan seventy 
years earlier. Like many concepts that suddenly garner increased notori-
ety and popularity, no lone individual can be credited as their sole pro-
genitor. But a handful of movement notables quickly recognized the 
opportunity that the federal debacle at Ruby Ridge presented— and ran 
with it.

Bo Gritz could at least claim to have been there and witnessed the over-
whelming force massed by the U.S. government against a man, his fam-
ily, and a friend of theirs. “The lesson for America is this could happen to 
anybody,” he observed. “We’ve got to change the bureaucracy.”84 Return-
ing to the campaign stump after successfully negotiating Weaver’s sur-
render, Gritz went further: calling for the formation of people’s militias 
to defend against the predatory federal government and the repressive 
“New World Order” (NWO) it was inextricably entwined with.85 At a cam-
paign stop in Montana he delighted the crowd by tearing to shreds a 
United Nations flag symbolic of the NWO; in Idaho he advised his sup-
porters that if his campaign bid was unsuccessful that year, in four years 
“we may be required to defend our rights with bullets.”86 President Trump 
would say something similar to his followers before they attacked the U.S. 
Capitol building almost thirty years later.87

An Identity theology pastor from LaPorte, Colorado— just outside of 
Fort Collins— named Peter J. “Pete” Peters was thinking along similar 
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lines. Formerly employed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Peters 
had achieved some notoriety after Bob Mathews had attended two meet-
ings at his church in 1984.88 He moved quickly to position himself at the 
vanguard of the diverse constituencies that had converged on Ruby Ridge 
in protest, but once it had ended, he lacked both direction and cohesion. 
Within days of Weaver’s and Harris’s surrender, invitations from Peters 
to a conference that would “confront the injustice and tyranny manifested 
in the killings of Vicki Weaver and her son Samuel”89 were en route to a 
“Scriptures for America” mailing list and other interested parties across 
the country.90

On October 22, 1992, about 150 people from some thirty states convened 
at a YMCA conference center in Estes Park, Colorado. Among the attend-
ees were dyed- in- the- wool racists like Butler and Beam but also zealous 
Second Amendment advocates like Larry Pratt, the executive director of 
Gun Owners of America, who would subsequently prove critical in the 
emergence of the Christian Patriot movement in the United States.91 “Men 
came together,” Peters later boasted,

who in the past would normally not be caught together under the same 
roof, who greatly disagree with each other on many theological and phil-
osophical points, whose teachings contradict each other in many ways. 
Yet, not only did they come together, they worked together for they all 
agreed what was done to the Weaver family was wrong and could not, 
and should not, be ignored by Christian men.92

Indeed, for the next three days, neo- Nazis, Klansmen, Identity adher-
ents, militant opponents of taxation, and “concerned citizens” represent-
ing various grassroots organizations rubbed shoulders as they debated 
next steps in light of the patent threat posed by an aggressively predatory 
federal government.93 Beam delivered the keynote. He movingly described 
how “the attack on the Weaver family by federal assassins was an attack 
upon every family in the United States. This time the federal terrorists, 
masquerading as officers, came for Randy Weaver. Next time they may 
come for you. . . .  They may also come again for me.” It was also only the 
beginning, Beam warned. “If federal terrorism goes unchallenged, then 
no one in this nation is safe. Government terrorism, if ignored, does not 
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go away, but gets worse. Like a lion having tasted the blood of human vic-
tims, they will come for more, new victims.”94

Beam went on to invoke the words “New World Order” to describe the 
vast conspiracy being engineered by global elites through the United 
Nations to undermine the independence of the United States and subject 
its citizens to a tyrannical rule. Mobilizing against this threat would 
shortly become a rallying cry for the American far right and its embryonic 
militia movement.95 Once again fusing religion and resistance, Beam told 
his audience:

Those in government who have labored over the years to build the road 
that leads to a new world order are beside [themselves] with joy, excite-
ment, and anticipation for they are almost there. . . .  

Ah, but those last few miles will be rough ones. For in the name of 
Yahweh . . .  we pledge that those last few miles will not just be paved with 
the bones, blood, and broken hearts of patriots. We will pave that road 
with tyrant’s blood, tyrants’ bones, and you shall know the broken 
heart. . . .  

We will not yield this country to the forces of darkness[,] oppression, 
and tyranny. . . .  It is the enemies of Christ that we wage our struggle 
against, and there are no bounds to their evil. There are no limits to their 
lust for power. . . .  

I and many others in this country, many in this room tonight, will 
not roll over and play dead for your New World Order.96

Beam’s stirring battle cry might have gone unnoticed by violently inclined 
extremists who had missed what Peters had dubbed the “Rocky Moun-
tain Rendezvous” had the entrepreneurial cleric not enshrined it in a 
“special report” titled “A Battle Plan for Future Conflicts.” Peters very 
helpfully included the entire text of Beam’s decade- old leaderless resis-
tance treatise— thus ensuring its accessibility to a new generation of anti-
government militants.97

The activist and author David Neiwert has described how the incident 
at Ruby Ridge was therefore “a stone thrown into a pond whose ripples 
have since grown into a tidal wave.” He cites Beam’s declamation and 
Peters’s promulgation of this strategy as “in essence, a blueprint for 
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patriots to begin a ‘militia movement.’ ”98 Indeed, the centrality of the 
Estes Park gathering to the subsequent emergence of a militant, aggres-
sive, antigovernment, nationwide militia movement has long been 
debated by scholars and others. Schlachter, for instance, downplays its 
significance. Citing the ADL’s Mark Pitcavage, among the leading schol-
ars of the American far right, she notes that the most prominent figures 
of what was already an emerging phenomenon did not attend Peters’s 
much- publicized rendezvous. To her mind, it was retrospectively seized 
upon by the media as the “birthplace” of a movement that subsequently 
proliferated and gained increasing momentum.99 Both Kenneth Stern 
and Leonard Zeskind, two prominent American human rights activists 
with long experience of studying American far- right extremism, simi-
larly warn against exaggerating the conference’s importance— although 
Stern notes that within a couple of years “Beam’s principles for white 
supremacist response to the Randy Weaver siege would become the 
model structure for many militia groups.”100 And, as the historian Kath-
leen Belew argues, militias had emerged in the Pacific Northwest at least 
three years earlier and were already actively “shar[ing] personnel, funds, 
images, and ideologies with the established white power movement.”101

But, at the same time, the Estes Park gathering was notable for the 
absence of the speeches, proclamations, and discussions of all the classic 
white supremacist themes and catchphrases that were fixtures of previ-
ous such gatherings. Indeed, one of the unusual features of the confer-
ence was reportedly that none of the blatantly racist, antisemitic, and 
xenophobic rhetoric typical of other events that many of the same par-
ticipants would have attended in the past was openly voiced. Instead, 
rhetoric about the critical role of “patriots”— locked and loaded white 
Anglo- Saxon Christians organized in self- defense militias— was fed to a 
receptive audience. The conference’s overriding theme was that the enemy 
was now in plain sight: It was a patently aggressive and predatory federal 
government controlled by a conspiratorial cabal of bankers and other 
elites allied with the United Nations determined to impose a “New World 
Order” on that unsuspecting demographic of patriotic, white, Anglo- 
Saxon Americans, of which Gale had long warned.102 And, if they needed 
any further proof of the U.S. government’s malevolent intentions toward 
its own citizens, especially when exercising their Second Amendment 
constitutional rights, the tragic chain of events that unfolded just months 
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later at the Waco, Texas, compound of a religious cult calling itself the 
Branch Davidians delivered it.103

The Branch Davidians, led by the self- proclaimed prophet David 
Koresh, had fallen under federal investigation for stockpiling illegal weap-
ons at their remote Mount Carmel Center (while newspaper reporting 
also alleged Koresh was committing widespread statutory rape and tak-
ing child brides).104 But a raid planned for February 28 went disastrously 
awry, resulting in a chaotic firefight in which six Davidians and four ATF 
agents were killed. The subject of numerous books, documentaries, com-
mentaries, and even a six- part Netflix mini- series,105 a subsequent fifty- 
one- day standoff ended dramatically on April 19, 1993, when two specially 
equipped M- 60 tanks breached the walls of the compound’s main build-
ing and began to pump tear gas into the structure in hopes of flushing 
the Davidians out. After that failed to produce the desired result, the FBI 
deployed four U.S. Army Bradley fighting vehicles. Over the next six 
hours, they repeatedly fired 40 mm. canisters of CS (tear) gas into the 
structure through its windows. Then, around noon, three separate fires 
broke out in different parts of the building and spread rapidly. Only nine 
survived the ensuing inferno, which killed seventy- six people and whose 
cause remains a matter of intense debate.106

The tragic climax to the weeks- long confrontation that once again 
seemingly pitted ordinary citizens accused of weapons violations against 
the militarized might of the same two federal law enforcement agencies 
responsible for the Ruby Ridge debacle could hardly have come at a less 
propitious time for the U.S. government. Just as the FBI was readying its 
final assault plan, Randy Weaver’s trial was beginning in Boise, Idaho. 
Five days in, the judge had to instruct the jurors to ignore the tragic news 
occurring two thousand miles away in Waco.107 The televised images of 
the assault and its fiery denouement thus fed the paranoia, fears of gov-
ernment overreach, and calls to violent resistance that were already gath-
ering momentum as a result of the Ruby Ridge siege and the Fort Estes 
conference that had followed.108 “Ruby Ridge— like the even more deadly 
confrontation at the Branch Davidian compound near Waco, Tex., in 1993, 
which left more than 80 people dead,” the Los Angeles Times lamented a 
couple of years later, “has become a symbol to anti- government conser-
vatives of federal law enforcement run amok.”109 At least two historians 
of the U.S. far right make the same argument.110 “Randy Weaver and Waco 
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would become key symbols of murderous federal power menacing the 
freedom of innocent American citizens,” the Syracuse University profes-
sor David H. Bennett wrote in 1995. “Militia activists continually have 
used these incidents as examples of government tyranny.”111 Similarly, the 
historian Catherine McNicol Stock explains in her 1996 book how “the 
Ruby Ridge incident galvanized thousands of Americans who had dis-
trusted the government but until then had not believed that FBI agents 
might actually invade their homes or kill their wives and children.”112

A Montanan named John Trochmann was among those who needed 
no further proof of the U.S. government’s malevolent intentions toward 
its own citizens. The fifty- year- old U.S. Navy veteran had been born and 
raised on a farm in northwestern Minnesota. In 1988, he followed his 
brother, David, and settled in Noxon, Montana. Located less than a two- 
hour drive from Hayden Lake, Idaho, Trochmann became a regular visi-
tor to the Aryan Nations headquarters and was a featured speaker at the 
1990 Annual Congress.113 At an Aryan Nations “family day,” he and his 
wife, Carolyn, befriended Randy and Vicki Weaver. The two families 
became increasingly intertwined. Carolyn often brought food to the 
impoverished Weavers and assisted as midwife in baby Elishaba’s birth. 
Caleb, the Trochmann’s son, was Sara Weaver’s boyfriend, and through-
out the Ruby Ridge siege the Trochmann clan could be seen among the 
group of protestors down the road from the Weavers’ cabin.114 John Tro-
chmann allegedly was among the people trafficking in illegal weapons 
that the ATF had sought Weaver’s help in implicating.115 Trochmann had 
also founded the United Citizens for Justice (UCJ) to support the Weav-
ers in the aftermath of the Ruby Ridge incident and served as its co- chair 
alongside Louis Beam.116 The close friendship of the Trochmanns and 
Weavers further substantiates the point Belew makes in her book about 
how the social relationships within the white supremacist community of 
the 1980s and 1990s “undergirded political ones within the movement.”117

Trochmann also attended the Estes Park conference— where his beliefs 
about the need to arm and prepare for any future confrontation with the 
U.S. government as well as to resist the imposition of a “New World Order” 
appear to have been cemented.118 An exponent of Christian Identity, Tro-
chmann was able to tap into a network of like- minded adherents along 
with people on the UCJ’s mailing list whose support he needed to launch 
a new kind of far- right paramilitary group called the Militia of Montana 
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(MOM). MOM debuted in February 1994. Trochmann, assisted by his 
brother, David, and nephew, Randy, positioned the militia first and fore-
most as an organization dedicated to protecting Second Amendment 
rights.119 The enactment of the Brady Bill the previous November, which 
mandated a five- day waiting period for all handgun purchases and trans-
fers, and later in 1994 the federal ban on semiautomatic long guns that 
were defined as assault weapons as well as on large- capacity ammunition 
magazines,120 resonated with many ordinary people who were outside the 
far- right extremist milieu but were deeply concerned about any infringe-
ment of their constitutional rights.121 “From the beginning, the militias 
pointed to gun- control measures as precursors to overarching federal tyr-
anny,” Thomas Halpern, then director of the ADL’s Fact Finding Depart-
ment, explained. “From the militia’s standpoint, the necessary response 
to federal tyranny is to stockpile weapons and engage in paramilitary 
training for what they regard as an impending showdown.”122

For militia groups like MOM, concerns about the preservation of Sec-
ond Amendment rights proved an effective magnet to attract diverse 
constituencies. According to Stern, “truck drivers, housewives, lawyers, 
doctors, dentists, barbers, accountants, [and] grocers” were among those 
who flocked to MOM events and subscribed to Trochmann’s view that 
“gun control is for only one thing; people control.”123 Once in the MOM’s 
orbit, these people were introduced to Identity theology, paranoiac fan-
tasies about the coming “New World Order,” and vast conspiracies 
orchestrated by the U.S. government, Jews, bankers, globalists, and oth-
ers.124 MOM’s eight- page pamphlet provided a compelling introduction 
to the organization’s core purpose:

To balance the military power of the nation with the might of the mili-
tia will put at odds any scheme by government officials to use the force 
of the government against the people. Therefore, when the codes and 
statutes are unjust for the majority of the people, the people will rightly 
revolt and the government will have to acquiesce without a shot being 
fired, because the militia stands vigilant in carrying out the will of the 
people in defense of rights, liberty and freedom.125

Trochmann was unabashed in describing the impending conflict 
between American patriots and their government. “The battle lines are 
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drawn,” he repeatedly warned.126 To this end the sales tables at MOM 
events sold U.S. Army manuals on the construction of booby traps, guer-
rilla warfare techniques, hand- to- hand combat, sniper training, small- 
arms defense against air attacks, and survival, escape, and evasion. They 
competed with tomes about the many conspiracies afoot to subjugate 
Americans and deprive them of their constitutional rights and civil lib-
erties.127 “Men in stetsons and lumberjack shirts thumbed through vid-
eos on America in Peril and Battle Preparations Now,” a 1994 article in a 
British newspaper reported, while their “wives had a look at the sachets 
of freeze- dried food, ideal for surviving in the wilderness when the Feds 
come to get you.”128

But Trochmann’s most important and consequential contribution to 
the revival of violent, far- right extremism then occurring was not just in 
showcasing militias as the latest organizational innovation to attain the 
movement’s most cherished goals but in peddling ever more widely Beam’s 
leaderless resistance strategy. The two- hundred- page manual (sold for $75) 
bearing the MOM imprimatur was explicit in its advocacy of Beam’s so- 
called phantom cell concept. MOM members were thus encouraged to 
independently form their own seven- person cells to protect against infor-
mants and penetration by federal law enforcement agencies. Communi-
cation between cells was discouraged and operational security emphasized 
in service to this strategy, which was designed to inspire dozens of small 
brushfires started by individual cells that would eventually become a 
giant, seditious conflagration— as depicted in The Turner Diaries.129

Before an audience of members of the Washington State Militia in 1996, 
Trochmann unpacked MOM’s strategy. “If the enemy forces have no idea 
what’s . . .  in store for them if they come to our backyard . . .  leave the ele-
ment of surprise on your side,” he explained. “Not everyone has to stand 
up publicly. Go with the cell structure in some of your areas— have a ball. 
Let them guess what’s going on for a change, instead of us.”130 Not sur-
prisingly, among the many militia organizations that surfaced across the 
country in the early and mid- 1990s, MOM has been cited as “the most 
active”— and indeed most effective— “disseminator of militia propa-
ganda.”131 Most significantly, however, was that the militias were prov-
ing to be an idea whose time had finally come. As Stock notes, “By 
early April 1995 there were militias on guard in thirty- six states across 
America. As many as fifteen thousand men trained, gathered arms, and 
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distributed literature that explained the international conspiracy and 
the constitutional right to bear arms.”132 Members of this new move-
ment adhered to the following core principles:

 • First, the people should always fear the federal government; despite 
its electoral accountability, it could always become corrupt, pursuing 
its own interests rather than those of the people.

 • Second, to counteract the threat of a corrupt and tyrannical central 
government, the people should be armed to overawe the government 
or, in extremis, to stage a revolution.

 • Third, for the people to be able to make a revolution, they must 
be organized into militias.

 • Finally, when government wishes to oppress the people, it begins by 
disarming them, so they cannot resist. Militia groups would add that 
the federal government has already become corrupt and tyrannical 
and the time for revolution is fast approaching.133

Dan Shoemaker’s U.S. Militiaman’s Handbook, published in 1994, was 
unambiguous in its message of violent resistance and rebellion. The title 
of its third chapter was “Who Is the Enemy” and described how “the 
greatest threat to the U.S. Constitution and the U.S. Militia comes from 
domestic government. Federal, state, and local governments are now 
attempting to circumvent or abrogate the U.S. Constitution and to elimi-
nate the existence of the U.S. Militia.”134 Or, as another militia newsletter 
bluntly warned: “THE U.S. GOVERNMENT HAS DECLARED OPEN 
WARFARE ON THE AMERICAN PEOPLE.”135

The moment to respond was drawing near.
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LEADERLESS RESISTANCE

For one thing our efforts against the System gained immeasurably in cred-
ibility. More important, though, is what we taught the politicians and 
the bureaucrats. They learned this afternoon that not one of them is 
beyond our reach. They can huddle behind barbed wire and tanks in the 
city, or they can hide behind the concrete walls and alarm systems of their 
country estates, but we can still find them and kill them. All the armed 
guards and bulletproof limousines in America cannot guarantee their 
safety. That is a lesson they will not forget.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

I t is difficult today to recall a time in recent American history where 
terrorism was not a significant concern. The early 1990s were thus 
exceptional. A succession of official FBI reports repeatedly heralded 

its successes in countering threats from foreign and domestic terrorists. 
In the preface to an eleven- year retrospective of FBI counterterrorism 
achievements released in 1993, Director William S. Sessions wrote that 
“when this publication was being prepared, the United States had been 
relatively free of terrorism. Since the end of 1983, there had been only one 
act of international terrorism inside the United States and the level of 
domestic terrorism has been reduced significantly.”1 Among the achieve-
ments cited was the diminishment of violence from far- right extremists. 
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“Right- wing groups reached their zenith in the mid- 1980s,” the report 
stated, before explaining that they had been in a free- fall since.2 The con-
tinuation of this decline was cited in the FBI’s annual report on domestic 
terrorism for 1994 as well. That year was noteworthy for the complete 
absence of any reported domestic terrorist incidents.3 Indeed, the only 
mention of any kind of threat from the far right were two nonlethal bomb-
ings of the NAACP office in Tacoma, Washington, perpetrated by an 
otherwise inconsequential skinhead gang.4

The attention of the FBI— and indeed all other law enforcement and 
national intelligence agencies for that matter— was thus fixated on orga-
nized groups and not lone individuals or two-  or three- person cells oper-
ating independently of any existing or identifiable terrorist organization 
or command- and- control structure. The intense concern about threats 
from so- called lone wolves or lone actors was still a couple decades away 
and would emerge mostly in the context of the terrorist strategies pur-
sued by al- Qaeda and the Islamic State. Accordingly, the lethally destruc-
tive potential of a real- life Earl Turner did not appear in any official 
domestic terrorism assessment of that era. A twenty- seven- year- old dec-
orated combat veteran of the 1991 Gulf War named Timothy McVeigh 
would change all that in April 1995.5

• • •

“It is impossible to overstate the significance of the bombing of the 
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in downtown Oklahoma City— to 
America and Americans,” begins the introduction to April 19, 1995, 9:02 
a.m.: The Historical Record of the Oklahoma City Bombing, compiled by 
Oklahoma Today magazine.6 It claimed the lives of 168 people— including 
nineteen children— and injured 850 others. The FBI has described the 
incident as “the worst act of homegrown terrorism in the nation’s history,”7 
with a death toll eclipsed only by that of the attacks on September 11, 2001. 
A Ryder rental truck packed with 5,400 pounds of ammonium nitrate, 
mixed with racing fuel (nitromethane) and ignited by Tovex high- explosive 
gelatin “sausages,”8 was, in the words of an engineering assessment, 
“hurled broadside into three of four two- story exposed columns,” thus ini-
tiating the successive collapse of half of the nine- story structure.9 It took 
two more weeks to recover the last of the bodies from beneath the rubble 
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where the seventy- foot- tall, seven- hundred- foot- long Murrah Building 
had stood.10

McVeigh’s odyssey from an unremarkable boyhood in northern New 
York State to Oklahoma City is well known and told in remarkable detail 
by the journalists Lou Michel and Dan Herbeck in their 2001 book Amer-
ican Terrorist: Timothy McVeigh and the Oklahoma City Bombing. It is 
worthwhile, though, to put in sharper focus the absolutely seminal role 
that The Turner Diaries played throughout McVeigh’s adult life and his 
terrorist trajectory. The commander of the FBI’s HRT unit, Danny O. 
Coulson, had surmised even before the identity of the Oklahoma City 
bomber was confirmed that whoever had done it likely “took The Turner 
Diaries as gospel.” This was because of

the loving detail with which the book described how to make a truck 
bomb using only common ingredients, ammonium nitrate fertilizer and 
fuel oil, boosted with stolen dynamite and hidden inside a stolen deliv-
ery truck. If you followed author William Pierce’s recipe, you’d end up 
with a bomb that could take down the Murrah building. . . .“Turner” and 
his pals had bombed the fictional FBI building at 9:15 A.M., just after the 
start of business, to maximize the number of casualties. The Murrah 
building had been blown up at 9:02 A.M.11

McVeigh appears to have learned of the book shortly after graduating 
from high school and then a few months later dropping out of a local two- 
year business college in the fall of 1986. He had embarked on an all- 
consuming project of self- education centered mostly around gun maga-
zines and subsequently the various books he found advertised in them. In 
addition to books advocating a “combat mindset” and others detailing 
various survivalist techniques, McVeigh also discovered Pierce’s dysto-
pian novel. He would later claim that the book’s championing of Second 
Amendment rights and the teaser on its back cover, often repeated in the 
ads— “What will you do when they [the U.S. government] come to take 
your guns?”— is what caught his eye.12 More than a decade later, McVeigh’s 
sister, Jennifer, would testify in a Denver federal court that her brother 
had urged her to read the book and had specifically drawn her attention 
to those same words on the back cover.13



LEADERLESS RESISTANCE�101

The next big turning point in McVeigh’s life came in May 1988, when 
he joined the U.S. Army. One of the other men in his basic training unit 
was an older recruit from rural Michigan named Terry Nichols. He and 
McVeigh shared the same obsession with safeguarding Second Amend-
ment rights, and despite a thirteen- year age gap they became close friends. 
After completing basic training at Fort Benning, Georgia, McVeigh and 
Nichols were assigned to the First Infantry Division— the famed “Big Red 
One”— and were ordered to report for specialized training at Fort Riley, 
Kansas. Among the other soldiers who received the same assignment was 
an Arizonan named Michael Fortier. The three men comprised a third of 
the eight- man squad and shared a mutual interest in target shooting that 
solidified their friendship. Fortier would later recall how McVeigh both 
praised The Turner Diaries and gave him a copy to read.14 Apparently, 
McVeigh recommended the book and pressed copies onto other soldiers 
serving with him at Fort Riley— despite being warned by at least two supe-
riors about even having it in the barracks, much less distributing copies 
of racist literature.15

This incident apart, McVeigh thrived in the army. He was promoted 
to sergeant and given the responsibility as gunner atop one of the new 
Bradley Fighting Vehicles that had arrived at Fort Riley. As one of his army 
buddies recalled, “Any captain or lieutenant would gladly take a hundred 
Tim McVeighs in their platoon.”16 In January 1991, McVeigh deployed to 
Saudi Arabia as part of the invasion force preparing to liberate Kuwait. 
Six weeks after fighting commenced, the First Gulf War was over. Dis-
tinguishing himself in combat, McVeigh was awarded the Bronze Star, 
Army Commendation Medal, and the coveted Combat Infantry Badge, 
among other decorations. In fact, he was on the verge of realizing his 
dream of joining the army’s elite Special Forces. Orders arrived for 
McVeigh to return to the United States and report to Fort Bragg to undergo 
the rigorous Green Beret selection process. Exhausted from combat and 
the lightning thrust that brought the war to its rapid conclusion, McVeigh 
couldn’t hack the intense physical and mental testing regimen. He dropped 
out and returned to Fort Riley.17

McVeigh was a different person than when he first arrived on base two 
years earlier. Gone was the enthusiasm and gung- ho attitude that had pre-
viously sustained him. Dejected and embittered, McVeigh was also 
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reportedly more noticeably racist than before. In his spare time, he had 
also begun selling The Turner Diaries at local gun shows.18 This presum-
ably landed him on a Ku Klux Klan mailing list and an invitation to join 
for a one- year trial membership. McVeigh paid twenty dollars and would 
later claim that he had joined in part to obtain a free “WHITE POWER” 
T- shirt. He told Michel and Herbeck that he never wore it and was less 
interested in the Klan’s racist obsessions than with the preservation of 
individual liberties, especially those pertaining to the Second Amend-
ment. Accordingly, McVeigh did not renew his membership.19 But around 
this time his occasional use of the N- word was noted— along with his pen-
chant for assigning African American soldiers to menial duties.20 From 
their jailhouse interviews with McVeigh, Michel and Herbeck had con-
cluded that his “enemies weren’t blacks; they were politicians who were 
pushing more gun laws.”21 However, in a 2020 article published to mark 
the bombing’s twenty- fifth anniversary, the two Buffalo News journalists 
changed their minds. Despite McVeigh’s repeated denials that he had ever 
been a racist, Michel and Herbeck concluded that “his words and actions 
belied that claim.”22

McVeigh’s disillusionment with the army only deepened during the 
ensuing months. It bled into his feelings about the United States and the 
government on whose behalf he had fought. His killing of Iraqi soldiers 
clearly troubled him. So did what McVeigh saw as a growing politically 
correct culture that devalued individual freedom, as evidenced by the 
alleged diminution of Second Amendment rights. He consequently left 
the service at the end of 1991 and returned to his hometown of Pendleton, 
New York. McVeigh’s high hopes that his time in the military would sig-
nificantly enhance his employment prospects were another profound 
disappointment. He intermittently found work, at one point working as a 
security guard at the Buffalo Zoo. A letter to the editor he sent to the Lock-
port Union Sun & Journal, his local paper, in February 1992 sheds light 
on his increasingly dyspeptic mindset. Echoing some of the arguments 
found in The Turner Diaries and eerily hinting at the tragic events he 
would engineer three years later, McVeigh explained that “crime is so out 
of control. Criminals have no fear of punishment”; “Taxes are a joke”; 
“Politicians are out of control”; “America is in serious decline”; “Is a civil 
war imminent?”; and “Do we have to shed blood to reform the current 
system? I hope it doesn’t come to that, but it might.”23
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Life back in upstate New York for McVeigh became one setback or trig-
gering event after another. When a woman was arrested for carrying a 
can of Mace, he sounded off in a letter to his congressman about federal 
laws restricting the carrying of firearms now being extended to nonle-
thal self- defense implements. He ascribed his failure to get a job with the 
New York State Thruway Authority to “equal- opportunity shit” after put-
ting down on his application that he would accept assignment to any-
where but New York City. McVeigh’s disappointment at not being hired 
as a U.S. Marshal was similarly attributed to minority hiring preferences. 
He was now regularly consuming antigovernment books and magazines 
and, as previously noted, sharing them with his sister, Jennifer. McVeigh 
would often helpfully highlight what he thought were the most important 
passages for Jennifer. Testifying at his 1997 trial, she explained how the 
standoff at Ruby Ridge had confirmed her brother’s worst fears about the 
erosion of Second Amendment rights.24 McVeigh’s growing extremism 
was further evidenced by his decision not to renew his membership in the 
National Rifle Association— which he considered too moderate on pro-
tecting Second Amendment guarantees. Meanwhile, he continued to cir-
culate antigovernment, tax resistance, and racist literature. He also gave 
a supervisor at the security company where he worked a copy of The White 
Patriot: Worldwide Voice of the Aryan People— This Is the Klan!25

McVeigh was also becoming fed up with New York State’s high taxa-
tion rate. Proclaiming that he wanted to live under “God’s law, natural 
law” and less government regulation, he hit the road in February 1993, 
searching for a state that didn’t tax its citizens at every opportunity and 
make them pay tolls to drive anywhere. While in Florida, his father told 
McVeigh about a letter that had arrived for him from the Department of 
Defense. They were demanding that he refund the $1,058 overpayment 
that McVeigh had received while still in the service. In a letter sent in reply, 
he railed against both the government and taxes. “Feel good as you grow 
fat and rich at my expense,” McVeigh wrote, “sucking my tax dollars and 
property, tax dollars which justify your existence and pay your federal 
salary. Do you get it? By doing your evil job, you put me out of work.”26 As 
if to prove everything that McVeigh had been reading and publicizing, 
the fifty- one- day- long standoff between federal law enforcement officers 
and the followers of David Koresh at the Branch Davidian compound in 
Waco, Texas, commenced only days later.27
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Hitherto directionless, there was now only one place to be for McVeigh. 
He loaded his car with antigovernment literature, bumper stickers, and 
other paraphernalia and drove to Waco. McVeigh only got as far as a 
checkpoint about three miles from the Branch Davidian compound. The 
well- armed federal agents, attired in tactical gear, reminded McVeigh 
more of preparations for the type of military assault he had participated 
in overseas than a domestic law enforcement operation. Michelle Rauch 
was a journalism student at Southern Methodist University who spent her 
spring break that year covering the siege for the school paper. She hap-
pened upon McVeigh near the ATF checkpoint, and he agreed to an inter-
view.28 At his trial, she testified that the bumper stickers McVeigh was 
selling had caught her eye. They contained statements such as “Fear the 
Government That Fears Your Gun,” “Make the Streets Safe for a Govern-
ment Takeover” and “A Man with a Gun Is a citizen, A Man Without a 
Gun Is a Subject.” McVeigh’s comments, which were published in Rauch’s 
article, ref lected these same views. “The government is afraid of the 
guns people have,” he explained, “because they have to have control of 
the people at all times. Once you take away the guns, you can do any-
thing to the people.” In McVeigh’s opinion, America was “slowly turning 
into a socialist government. The government is continually growing big-
ger and more powerful, and the people need to prepare to defend them-
selves against government control.”29

As McVeigh’s sister would later testify, from this point forward his 
obsession with “gun control, Ruby Ridge, Waco, constitutional things” 
was total.30 It was reinforced almost daily by McVeigh’s peripatetic life, 
which now revolved around traveling to the gun shows where he hawked 
The Turner Diaries along with other antigovernment, survivalist, and Sec-
ond Amendment literature and bumper stickers. He regularly rubbed 
shoulders with likeminded conspiracists and fervent Second Amendment 
exponents. Evenings spent listening to the paranoid antigovernment rants 
on various Patriot radio talk shows further cemented McVeigh’s darken-
ing worldview.31 The final, tragic climax to the Branch Davidian siege was 
still a couple of weeks away when McVeigh arrived in Tulsa to attend the 
event billed as Wanenmacher’s World’s Largest Gun and Knife Show in 
April 1993. A gun dealer who had frequently interacted with McVeigh at 
previous shows recounted how deeply immersed in New World Order 
delusions his acquaintance had become. The planet, McVeigh argued, 



LEADERLESS RESISTANCE�105

would soon be under supranational rule with a single global currency 
enforced by a single, worldwide police force.32

At the time, McVeigh had been living with Michael and Lori Fortier 
in Kingman, Arizona. Michael, his friend from Fort Riley, would later 
describe their shared fears of this New World Order in testimony at 
McVeigh’s trial. “We both believed that the United Nations was actively 
trying to form a one- world government,” he later testified. “To do this, 
they had to meet certain ends, one of them being they needed to disarm 
the American public, take away our weapons. We were calling this the 
New World Order. We spoke quite a bit about that.”33 Lori would simi-
larly testify that McVeigh was convinced that the United Nations had a 
plan to “take over America.”34

McVeigh’s next stop was the farm in rural Michigan owned by his for-
mer army buddy Terry Nichols.35 Since his discharge from the service in 
1989, Terry and his older brother James had drifted further into the anti-
government milieu of the common- law movement that held that U.S. cur-
rency was worthless, the country’s legal system was invalid, and any 
taxation was a violation of governmental authority. It was there that 
McVeigh first learned about fabricating improvised explosives from farm 
workers amusing themselves through experimenting with homemade 
bombs. And that’s when news broke about the fiery denouement in Waco. 
He and Nichols had been getting ready to depart for Texas to monitor the 
ongoing siege that same day— April 19, 1993. McVeigh now returned to the 
Fortiers’ home in Kingman.36 Michael would later testify that both he and 
McVeigh were convinced that “the federal government had intentionally 
attacked those people and maybe not intentionally started the fire, but 
they were certainly the cause of the fire and potentially they murdered 
those people in Waco.”37 Fortier’s recollection dovetailed with that of Lori 
Fortier38 and Jennifer McVeigh. She described her brother as being “very 
angry. I think he thought the government murdered the people there, 
basically gassed and burned them.” He specifically blamed the ATF and 
FBI for the deaths and was adamant that “someone should be held 
accountable.”39

McVeigh stayed in Kingman for the next five months. He again found 
work as a security guard and supplemented his pay by manning his table 
at the region’s gun shows. At one show he bought a videotape titled Waco, 
the Big Lie,40 made by the militia advocate Linda Thompson, whose 
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assertions confirmed McVeigh’s worst suspicions about governmental lies 
and aggression.41 At another he purchased a T- shirt for fourteen dollars 
that encapsulated his thinking. On the front was a photograph of Abra-
ham Lincoln with the words “SIC SEMPER TYRANNIS”— the words 
John Wilkes Booth shouted after assassinating the president.42 On the 
back was a facsimile of the Liberty Tree shedding tears of blood and 
Thomas Jefferson’s well- known statement that “THE TREE OF LIBERTY 
MUST BE REFRESHED FROM TIME TO TIME WITH THE BLOOD 
OF PATRIOTS AND TYRANTS.” He also spotted a baseball cap with the 
ATF logo and what was meant to appear as two bullet holes in it. McVeigh 
was so taken with the hat that he started selling it himself. He also began 
to hand out business cards with the name and address of the FBI sniper 
responsible for Vicki Weaver’s death on it. According to Michel and Her-
beck, McVeigh hoped to inspire someone to kill the sniper or, for that mat-
ter, any other federal agent present at either Ruby Ridge or Waco.43

It was now clear that McVeigh’s trajectory had progressed from extrem-
ism to violent activism. The “U.S. Government had declared war on the 
American public,” he told Fortier, and “were actively taking our rights 
away.” McVeigh cited the fates of Gordon Kahl and Randy Weaver and 
was therefore prepared for the day when the government came looking 
for him. He kept guns hidden around his house and had built a defensive 
barrier in his backyard that he said was designed to “block bullets in 
case there was ever any type of Waco- style raid on his home.” 44 As the 
1993 July Fourth holiday approached, he and Fortier discussed the idea of 
forming a militia to resist the impending New World Order. McVeigh 
drove up to Las Vegas to have flyers printed up soliciting members that 
he distributed at gun shows.45 Within months, McVeigh was building 
improvised explosive devices— including pipe bombs capable of splitting 
a large boulder in two.46

On September 13, 1994, President Bill Clinton signed into law Title XI 
of the Federal Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act. A sub-
section of the omnibus bill, the Public Safety and Recreational Firearms 
Use Protection Act, more commonly known as the federal assault weap-
ons ban, outlawed the manufacture, sale, transfer, and possession of cer-
tain semiautomatic firearms with large- capacity magazines and eight 
other specified features (including flash suppressors, folding stocks, and 
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silencer- equipped barrels).47 This was the last straw for McVeigh. To his 
mind history was repeating itself. Just as the British had suppressed the 
colonists’ freedom in pre– Revolutionary War America, the U.S. govern-
ment was now doing the same. Indeed, less than a year before, Congress 
had passed the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act (the so- called 
Brady Bill was named after President Ronald Reagan’s press secretary, 
James Brady, who was grievously wounded in the 1981 attempt on the pres-
ident’s life). The new law amended the Gun Control Act of 1968 by 
requiring mandatory federal background checks for firearms purchases 
and, at the time, a five- day waiting period for handgun purchases.48 
McVeigh now fully subscribed to the message on one of the bumper stick-
ers: “WHEN GUNS ARE OUTLAWED, I WILL BECOME AN OUT-
LAW.” 49 Indeed, while awaiting execution six years later, McVeigh directed 
a British journalist to a letter he sent to Bob Papovich, a friend from his 
time in Michigan who had visited McVeigh on death row. In it, McVeigh 
specifically cites the legislation as “the final piece missing from the ‘why’ 
equation.” Describing the correspondence as the “why I bombed the Mur-
rah building,” he explained:

It was at this time, after waiting for non- violent checks and balances to 
correct ongoing federal abuses and seeing no such results, that the assault 
weapons ban was passed and rumours subsequently surfaced of nation-
wide, Waco- style raids scheduled for the spring of 1995 to confiscate fire-
arms. . . .  For those who dismiss such concerns as paranoia you need to 
look at the facts as they existed at the time and further reflect that the 
Waco raid was not imaginary— it was a real event.

It was in this climate then, that I reached the decision to go on the 
offensive— to put a check on government abuse of power where others 
had failed in stopping the federal juggernaut run amok.50

McVeigh lost no time in communicating his decision “to take action 
against the government” in a letter to Fortier. He showed up at Fortier’s 
house a couple of weeks later. Sitting in their living room, McVeigh calmly 
told Michael and Lori of his plans “to blow up . . .  a federal building.”51 Terry 
Nichols had agreed to participate. McVeigh asked Michael to join them. 
Fortier demurred, explaining that it would take “a UN tank sitting in my 
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front yard” before he would be driven to commit such an act.52 McVeigh, 
however, was unconvinced and thought that his friend would eventually 
change his mind.53 Fortier never did. But he also never turned on McVeigh 
and continued to help his former army buddy whenever possible.

Meanwhile, McVeigh pressed ahead with his plans. Later that month 
he and Nichols broke into the padlocked locker at a quarry in Marion, 
Kansas. They stole seven boxes of high- explosive Tovex “sausages” along 
with five hundred electric blasting caps and eighty spools of detonating 
cord. In addition, they separately began to purchase large quantities of 
ammonium nitrate from local feed stores. By mid- October, Nichols and 
McVeigh had amassed four thousand pounds of the ordinary fertilizer 
that would constitute the bomb’s main explosive charge.54 At the end of 
October, McVeigh described the final details of his and Nichols’s plot to 
Fortier. In some of the most riveting testimony heard at McVeigh’s trial 
two years later, Fortier explained how his two army buddies had revealed 
to him both the target they planned to attack and their reasoning— “a fed-
eral building in Oklahoma City . . .  because that was where the orders for 
the attack on Waco came from.”55 McVeigh doubled down on this justifi-
cation in a letter sent to Fox News in April 2001, less than two months 
before his execution. “Knowledge of these multiple and ever- more aggres-
sive raids across the country constituted an identifiable pattern of conduct 
within and by the federal government and amongst its various agencies,” 
McVeigh declared.

For all intents and purposes, federal agents had become “soldiers” (using 
military training, tactics, techniques, equipment, language, dress, orga-
nization, and mindset) and they were escalating their behavior. There-
fore, this bombing was also meant as a pre- emptive (or pro- active) strike 
against these forces and their command and control centers within the 
federal building. When an aggressor force continually launches attacks 
from a particular base of operation, it is sound military strategy to take 
the fight to the enemy.56

McVeigh and Nichols were likely unaware that the Alfred P. Murrah 
Federal Building had figured prominently in a previous antigovernment 
extremist plot. In November 1983, three members of the Covenant, the 
Sword, and the Arm of the Lord— including its leader, James Ellison— had 
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traveled from their Arkansas survivalist compound to Oklahoma City to 
reconnoiter the same building. Their plan was to launch a devastating 
rocket attack on the facility from a truck parked some distance away. Like 
McVeigh, The Turner Diaries was the inspiration behind Ellison’s gran-
diose scheme. And the motive was the same: revenge and igniting a revo-
lution. Ellison had sought simultaneously to avenge the killing of Gordon 
Kahl the previous June and also incite what he boasted would be “the Sec-
ond American Revolution.” “We need something with a large body count 
to make the government sit up and take notice,” Ellison had told his fol-
lowers. But like all of Ellison’s mad schemes to foment a second Ameri-
can Revolution, this one never came to fruition.57

McVeigh had reportedly offered a nearly identical explanation when 
asked by his attorney whether he could not have achieved the same effect 
of drawing attention to his grievances against the U.S. government with-
out killing anyone. “That would not have gotten the point across,” McVeigh 
allegedly replied, directly mimicking language used in The Turner Dia-
ries.58 “We needed a body count to make our point.” This assertion, from 
confidential summaries of lawyer- client interviews that the Dallas Morn-
ing News publicized just a month before McVeigh’s trial was set to begin 
in 1997,59 dovetailed with how McVeigh had described to Fortier in late 
October 1994 his plan to destroy the Murrah Building. Fortier testified 
that McVeigh had drawn a diagram “in the shape of a triangle” to depict 
how he would arrange the fifty- five- gallon drums containing the explo-
sives into a “shape charge” that would take down the building. “He 
explained to me,” Fortier stated, that “the base of the triangle would be 
pointing towards the building because that is the direction the blast would 
travel.” McVeigh’s intention— just like Ellison’s twelve years previously— 
was that the attack would “cause a general uprising in America hopefully 
that would knock some people off the fence . . .  and urge them into tak-
ing action against the federal government.” Accordingly, McVeigh planned 
to detonate the bomb at 11:00 AM. Fortier asked why McVeigh had selected 
that time. “Because everybody would be getting ready for lunch,” he 
replied. McVeigh justified the loss of life by citing the Star Wars films. “He 
explained to me,” Fortier said, “that he considered all those people to 
be as if they were the storm troopers in the movie. . . .  They may be indi-
vidually innocent; but because they are part of the— the evil empire, they 
were— they were guilty by association.” 60
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During that same October meeting with Fortier, McVeigh announced 
that he had chosen the date. “He told me that he wanted to bomb the build-
ing on the anniversary of Waco,” Fortier later testified.61 The fact that 
April 19, 1995, also marked the 220th anniversary of the opening shots 
fired in the American Revolution at Lexington and Concord also appealed 
to McVeigh. His fascination with that period in American history— as well 
as with the Declaration of Independence and brave patriots like Patrick 
Henry— had been well known around the barracks at Fort Riley during 
McVeigh’s time in the army. Indeed, McVeigh saw himself as the modern- 
day embodiment of the famed Minutemen, who had unstintingly taken 
up arms to defend their inalienable rights against a tyrannical govern-
ment.62 While awaiting execution, McVeigh cited this analogy in an 
interview with a British journalist. “Any able- bodied adult male, any 
patriot,” he explained, “is responsible for defending his liberty. Just like 
the Minutemen of the revolution.” 63 And just like the Minutemen were 
willing to die for freedom, so was McVeigh. In December 1994, he told 
Fortier that “he was thinking that he would have to stay inside the vehi-
cle to make sure that it was going to go off.” After further discussion, For-
tier convinced his friend to abandon the idea of a suicide attack and 
instead continue to be a part of the revolution that McVeigh sought to 
inspire.64

In mid- December, McVeigh and Fortier drove from Kingman to Kan-
sas via Oklahoma City. Passing a Ryder rental truck on their journey, 
McVeigh casually mentioned that he planned to rent a larger version with 
a different storage configuration for the bombing.65 They passed by the 
Murrah Building in Oklahoma City. It was McVeigh’s second visit. He had 
identified an eleven- foot indented loading space on the sidewalk outside 
the facility and asked Fortier if he thought the space was sufficient to 
accommodate a truck the size McVeigh had in mind. Fortier replied that 
he thought “you could probably fit three trucks in the front there.” 
McVeigh always maintained that he never noticed the daycare center on 
the second floor, overlooking that spot. He also showed Fortier the place 
down the street where he would position the car he would later use to 
flee the scene in the brief interval between setting the timer and the 
explosion.66

That same month McVeigh had enigmatically advised his sister that 
he was no longer “in the propaganda stage.” On the witness stand at his 
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trial she explained that that meant her brother was beyond “passing out 
papers . . .  he was now in the action stage.” A few weeks later McVeigh sent 
her another letter with instructions to be careful: the government may be 
monitoring her phone. McVeigh urged his sister to “read back cover of 
Turner Diaries.” A final letter arrived shortly afterward. “Won’t be back . . .  
ever.” 67

McVeigh returned to Oklahoma City on April 16, 1995. He parked his 
nondescript getaway car, a rusted yellow 1977 Mercury Marquis, down the 
street from the Murrah Building and phoned Nichols to come collect him. 
The following day, McVeigh picked up the twenty- foot cargo truck from 
a Ryder Rental Company dealer in Junction City, Kansas. He spent April 18 
loading the 108 bags of ammonium nitrate by himself into the cargo bay. 
With Nichols’s help, later that day they maneuvered the vats of easily 
acquired nitromethane racing fuel into place followed by the Tovex and 
other explosive materials.68 They then drove to nearby Geary County State 
Park to mix the ingredients and ready the bomb. The barrels were arranged 
in the shape of the letter T. As Michel and Herbeck recount, McVeigh 
figured out a way to create a devastatingly effective shaped- charge impro-
vised explosive device that— with the addition of seventeen bags of ammo-
nium nitrate soaked in fuel oil— would direct the force of the blast with 
even greater power toward the government building. McVeigh then con-
nected the dual- fuse detonation system that he had devised. Meticulous 
to a fault, McVeigh created a third redundancy that would turn the vehi-
cle into a suicide bomb, should worse come to worst. “The blast thunder-
ing into the Oklahoma City morning would certainly devour him, but it 
didn’t matter to McVeigh,” the Buffalo News journalists explain. “To him 
life was a small price to pay for the lesson he intended to teach.” 69

Around 8:40 AM on April 19, an Oklahoma City parking enforcement 
officer recalled seeing a Ryder truck driving slowly down NW Fifth Street 
a few blocks from the Murrah Building. Seventeen minutes later, McVeigh 
pulled over and using a disposable lighter lit the five- minute fuse to the 
bomb. At 9:00 he stopped at a red light a block away from his target and 
lit the second, two- minute fuse. McVeigh parked the truck in the indented 
loading zone alongside the federal building, hopped out, locked the door, 
and calmly walked away. He had just turned down an alley on NW Sixth 
Street when he heard the blast. It impacted a sixteen- block section of 
downtown Oklahoma City around the Murrah Building. Many of the 
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surrounding structures were so severely damaged that they would have 
to be demolished. The bomb left a crater more than six- and- a- half feet 
deep and twenty- eight feet in length.70

McVeigh had driven about seventy- five miles from Oklahoma City 
when a state trooper pulled him over for driving with a missing rear 
license plate. He was wearing a thin, windbreaker- style jacket above his 
“SIC SEMPER TYRANNIS” T- shirt.71 Charles J. Hanger had over twenty 
years service; as McVeigh reached to remove his wallet from the back 
pocket of his trousers, Hanger spotted a bulge under his left arm. “I 
instructed him to take both hands,” the Oklahoma state trooper later tes-
tified, “unzip his jacket, and to very slowly move his jacket back.” At the 
time, it was illegal to transport a loaded firearm in Oklahoma. In a sec-
ond, Hanger had his hand on the bulge and had ordered McVeigh to raise 
his hands and turn around. Hanger kept his own pistol pressed tightly 
against McVeigh’s head. He cuffed McVeigh and removed a Glock .45 cal-
iber semiautomatic pistol from the shoulder holster McVeigh was wear-
ing. It would later transpire that McVeigh’s gun had been loaded with 
powerful, hollow- point Black Talon ammunition. Hanger took McVeigh 
to the Noble County jail in Perry, Oklahoma, where he was booked on 
illegal weapons possession charges and failure to display a current license 
plate and comply with liability insurance laws.72

Only hours after the blast, investigators got their first significant break 
when they recovered a piece of the Ryder truck’s axle with the vehicle iden-
tification number on it and a bit later the rear bumper and its Florida 
state license plate. They traced it to the dealer in Junction City and began 
to unravel the trail of aliases McVeigh had used across multiple states in 
hopes of eluding detection. McVeigh was about to appear before a judge 
in the Noble County Courthouse on the morning of April 21 to answer to 
the misdemeanor weapons and license tag charges lodged against him and 
have bail set when the local sheriff received a phone call informing him 
that a federal magistrate had signed an arrest warrant for McVeigh and 
that FBI agents were en route to Perry to take him into custody. Special 
Agent Floyd Zimms asked McVeigh if he knew why the FBI wanted to 
speak with him. “That thing in Oklahoma City, I guess,” was how McVeigh 
replied.73

On August 10, 1995, McVeigh was charged with eleven federal offenses, 
including conspiracy “to use a weapon of mass destruction to kill persons 
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and destroy federal property, for using a truck bomb to kill people, and 
for malicious destruction of federal property resulting in death.” The 
remaining eight counts pertained to the first- degree murder in the deaths 
of federal law enforcement officers who perished in the blast— one count 
for each of the eight officers.74 His attorney’s request for a change of trial 
venue to Denver was granted, and on April 24, 1997, McVeigh’s trial began. 
At least half of the jurors broke down in tears that first day while listen-
ing to testimony from parents whose children had perished in the blast 
that detonated just below their second- story daycare center.75 McVeigh was 
found guilty of all counts on June 2, 1997, and eleven days later the jury 
recommended that McVeigh receive the death penalty. He was sentenced 
to death on August  14, 1997, and, following the denial of his appeal, 
McVeigh was executed at the Federal Correctional Complex in Terre 
Haute, Indiana, on June 11, 2001.76 Nichols was sentenced to life impris-
onment; Michael Fortier was released in 2006 after serving ten years of a 
twelve- year sentence.77

The Turner Diaries figured prominently in the trial. The government’s 
opening statement zeroed in on the seminal influence that the book had 
on McVeigh. Assistant  U.S. Attorney Joseph Hartzler described how 
McVeigh “read and believed in it like the Bible” and had used the novel 
as “a blueprint . . .  for his planning and execution of the bombing in 
Oklahoma City.”78 Both McVeigh’s sister and best friend, among other 
witnesses, detailed his obsession with it.79 The prosecution’s closing 
statement twice referred to McVeigh’s fascination with a work of fiction 
that he nonetheless truly “believed in.”80 Indeed, an envelope that McVeigh 
had left on the front seat of his getaway car contained pages from the 
book that had especially resonated with him, which he had carefully 
removed. Among them was the page containing the accelerationist 
instruction “to create unrest by destroying the population’s sense of 
security and their belief in the invincibility of the government.”81

McVeigh epitomized the leaderless resistance warrior that Louis Beam 
had summoned when he addressed the Estes Park conference three years 
earlier. McVeigh belonged to no organization, was not part of any kind of 
command and control structure, and followed no one’s orders. Instead he 
had conceived and executed an attack plan of his own devising, abetted 
actively by Nichols and less so by Fortier. Beam had promised his audi-
ence at Estes Park that the final miles on the road to revolution would “not 
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just be paved with the bones, blood, and broken hearts of patriots . . .  [but] 
with tyrant’s blood, tyrants’ bones” and that America would inevitably 
come to “know the broken heart.”82 With the Murrah Building bombing, 
McVeigh had likely surpassed even Beam’s expectations of what one indi-
vidual with the help of one or two other people could accomplish. It cer-
tainly achieved the “body count” that McVeigh had sought and that leading 
movement figures like Beam and Pierce, The Turner Diaries’ author, had 
long advocated. And McVeigh had done so with an improvised explosive 
device that had cost him no more than five thousand dollars to construct.83 
In an interview just days after the blast, Pierce denied that the book could 
have served as blueprint for McVeigh but readily admitted that it was 
intended to inspire just such an attack. “I don’t have the time to write just 
for entertainment,” he remarked. “It’s to explain things to people.”84 Pierce’s 
explanation had clearly resonated with McVeigh85— although the revolu-
tion that each sought failed to materialize.86

Beam understood better than most the implications of the Oklahoma 
City bombing for the white power movement that his treatises and inno-
vations had nourished over the previous fifteen years. Writing in the May– 
June  1995 issue of Jubilee— a California- based Christian Identity 
newspaper87— Beam denounced the “horrendous explosion and senseless 
loss of life” that his own strategy of leaderless resistance had spawned. This 
throat- clearing imparted, he got to the point. The authorities, Beam 
warned, would eagerly exploit the bombing to unleash a concerted effort 
to curtail Second Amendment freedoms and suppress the militias and 
other Christian Patriot groups.88 Although his concerns were proven cor-
rect, Beam had grossly overestimated the FBI’s current knowledge, much 
less understanding, of the extent to which this parallel universe of anti-
government extremism had evolved to produce a monster like McVeigh.

A combination of the rosy threat assessments detailed at the beginning 
of this chapter plus the strict legal regulations imposed following revela-
tions of widespread domestic spying on civil rights and antiwar groups 
during the 1960s and 1970s were the main reasons for the FBI’s shallow 
understanding of this threat. The serial successes that the FBI had achieved 
throughout the 1980s against these violent militants and their seditious 
intentions had arguably bred a false confidence that the bureau was still 
on top of the threat. The Oklahoma City bombing, however, had now 
completely shattered that assumption. The FBI was perhaps slow to 
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recognize that the white power movement had changed— precisely because 
of the bureau’s effectiveness in identifying and uprooting the dominant, 
hierarchically organized groups of the past. The movement’s incorpora-
tion of Beam’s leaderless resistance– type of lone wolf approach did not 
mean that the threat from larger collections of individuals belonging to 
traditional command- and- control- driven structures had disappeared. 
The FBI, though, believed that its ability to gather information on this 
latest manifestation of a movement whose ability to reinvent itself was 
at the core of its survival was being impeded by guidelines on domestic 
intelligence collection.89 “Many of these militia groups freely advocate 
violence, make direct and indirect threats against individuals and gov-
ernment officials,” the FBI Associate Deputy Director Oliver “Buck” 
Revell complained in the aftermath of the bombing, “and yet they are 
not subject to scrutiny to see if their advocacy of violence is about to be 
acted upon. Their hateful rhetoric is everywhere,” he continued, “yet the 
FBI isn’t allowed to even collect this public information and place it in a 
file.” In other words, the FBI could not collect information on such 
serious threats in the absence of a specific criminal predicate— that is, 
when an act of violence has either already been committed or is believed 
to be imminent. Accordingly, twice in as many days Revell had to pub-
licly correct White House Chief of Staff Leon Panetta’s assurances that 
the FBI was keeping close watch over the militias and that there was no 
reason for worry. “I happened to know that was not true,” Revell recalled, 
“and . . .  I said as much.”90 The gravity of this admission was striking, given 
that by 1996 militias had spread to virtually every state of the union.91 The 
SPLC had identified at least 441 such groups— with claims of upward of 
twelve million members,92 though fifty thousand was thought to be a more 
realistic number.93

At the same time, there could be no doubt that the FBI had learned 
from its previous mistakes. A potential repetition of the disastrous Ruby 
Ridge and Waco sieges was successfully defused exactly a year later in 
rural Montana. The so- called Freemen group seemed to combine all the 
elements of 1990s American violent, far- right extremism. Its members 
believed in Identity theology, were survivalists awaiting an impending 
apocalypse, and were militantly opposed to any government other than 
that of their own devising. They therefore saw themselves as “sovereign 
citizens”— which, the FBI explains, are “anti- government extremists who 
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believe that even though they physically reside in this country, they are 
separate or ‘sovereign’ from the United States. As a result, they believe that 
they don’t have to answer to any government authority, including courts, 
taxing entities, motor vehicle departments or law enforcement.”94

“Sovereign citizens” like Freemen thus are bound only by common law: 
invented legal statutes meant to facilitate a range of fraudulent practices 
and intimidate any persons or any authority that challenges or interferes 
with them and their illicit activities. The FBI has termed this “paper ter-
rorism.” Hence, judges, court officers, local officials, and law enforcement 
officers, among others, were subjected to frivolous lawsuits and other 
dubious legal proceedings that never succeeded but served their intended 
aims of annoyance, harassment, and disruption of normal judicial and 
governmental processes.95

In March 1996, the FBI arrested two Freemen who were wanted on a 
variety of federal offenses— including mail and bank fraud and posses-
sion of firearms during the commission of a violent crime. The remain-
ing dozen or so members of the group barricaded themselves in the ranch 
house on the property they called “Justus Township”— a biblical reference 
to the name of one of Jesus Christ’s more obscure followers. In response, 
the FBI adopted a deliberately nonconfrontational response. There were 
none of the roadblocks, snipers, armored vehicles, or bright lights and 
loudspeakers blaring music arrayed around the ranch house that had 
characterized previous confrontations. Instead, the FBI relied on its nego-
tiators and behavioral science experts. And, after eighty- one days, the 
standoff was resolved peacefully when the sixteen individuals surren-
dered. The subsequent trial, conviction, and imprisonment of its founder 
and leader, LeRoy M. Schweitzer, and seven others on a variety of federal 
charges effectively ended the group’s existence.96 The following year, the 
FBI was able to defuse a similar standoff with members of another group 
of sovereign citizens calling themselves the independent Republic of 
Texas— although a person who refused to surrender and fled was subse-
quently killed in a gunfight with the agents pursuing him. The killing elic-
ited none of the outrage that had occurred either at Ruby Ridge or Waco, 
and, crippled by arrests and imprisonment, the group disappeared.97

The fate of both these militias evidenced the overall decline in mem-
bership and fervor of the movement that followed the Murrah Building 
bombing.98 “After Oklahoma, a lot of people seemed to sit back and say, 
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‘Is this really what we want?’ ” Robert Blitzer, the chief of the FBI’s domes-
tic terrorism and counterterrorism planning section, observed in a 1998 
interview. “It’s one thing to defend your country— and a lot of these mili-
tia groups believe they are defending their country— but it’s another to 
be tainted by the murder of your own citizens. So there is a smaller num-
ber of groups.”99 But if the militias were receding as a threat, McVeigh’s 
example of the damage and impact that a couple of people— or even some-
one acting entirely on their own— could accomplish was already inspir-
ing tragic emulation.

• • •

The 1996 Summer Olympics were intended to be a triumphal celebration 
of the games’ history, American entrepreneurship, and the undisputed sta-
tus of the United States not only as the leader of the free world but as the 
globe’s sole, reigning superpower. Billed as the “Centennial Olympics,” in 
recognition of the hundredth anniversary of the international sporting 
event’s modern reincarnation, Atlanta had surprisingly surged ahead of 
Athens, Greece, its actual birthplace, to be selected as host city. Eschew-
ing the governmental subventions that had been required of all previous 
games, this Olympics was entirely privately funded. Corporate sponsors 
like Coca- Cola, the city’s longstanding economic powerhouse, contrib-
uted nearly $1.7 billion to ensure the most lavish event to date. The city 
came away with a brand- new baseball stadium, and its many universities 
and historically Black colleges benefited from new housing units and dor-
mitories, athletic complexes, and other sporting facilities. But, as one 
retrospective appreciation noted, the jewel in this crown of Olympic lar-
gesse was Atlanta’s Centennial Park. “What had been a 21- acre blighted 
eyesore on the edge of downtown was transformed into a dazzling cen-
tral gathering spot for entertainment and mingling during the Olym-
pics.”100 Conceived as a “town square” for the games, the park was also 
the site of a cruel bombing that claimed the life of a Georgia woman cel-
ebrating the festivities and led to the death of a Turkish cameraman who 
suffered a fatal heart attack while rushing to the blast scene.

The American soul and R&B band Jack Mack and the Heart Attack 
was on stage an hour past midnight on Saturday, July 27, playing to a large 
crowd of 15,000 people enjoying the free concert and festive atmosphere. 
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Around 1:00 AM an anonymous caller telephoned 911 and warned that a 
bomb had been left at Centennial Park and would explode in thirty min-
utes. A hastily mounted search discovered a military- style backpack 
containing three pipe bombs that had been left beneath a bench near a 
sound tower. Minutes later, as the area was still being cleared of concert-
goers, the device exploded. In addition to the two people who died, over 
a hundred were injured. The local security guard who found the bomb, 
Richard Jewell, would later famously be accused— but then cleared— of 
planting the bomb in order to attract attention to himself as a hero and 
further his ambitions for a career in law enforcement.101 With tragically 
misplaced certitude, the FBI derisively dubbed the incident the “Bubba 
Bomb.”102 It would take agents another eighteen months before they iden-
tified the real bomber— a twenty- nine- year- old Christian Identity and 
antiabortion militant named Eric Rudolph.103 In the meantime, Rudolph 
carried out three more bombings: of a clinic performing abortions out-
side Atlanta in January 1997 that injured over fifty people; a month later, 
an Atlanta nightclub frequented by LGBTQ patrons where five people 
were injured; and a Birmingham, Alabama, family- planning clinic on 
January 29, 1998. A police officer was killed in the latest incident and a 
nurse critically injured.104 In each of those attacks, credit was claimed in 
the name of the “Army of God.” But federal investigators in 1997 were 
able to match components from the Centennial Park device with those 
used in the abortion clinic and LGBTQ nightclub bombings earlier that 
year, confirming that the bomber in each was the same person. A witness 
reported seeing a man walking quickly from the Birmingham clinic who 
then drove off in a gray Nissan pickup truck with North Carolina license 
plates. The vehicle was registered to Rudolph, and the FBI got their first 
genuine break in the case.105 Armed with a name and an address, law 
enforcement officers converged on Rudolph’s residence and associated 
property. In a trailer storage unit that Rudolph had rented, they found 
materials linking Rudolph to each of the bombings.106

Rudolph, like McVeigh, had served in the U.S. Army— but was cut of 
an entirely different cloth and had a markedly dissimilar background. 
Whereas McVeigh was raised Catholic in upstate New York and had 
started as a patriotic enlistee with a highly creditable military record who 
gradually became disillusioned before turning against the government he 
had once proudly served, Rudolph hailed from Florida and had grown up 
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in North Carolina, was a racist and antisemite, a homophobe, an Iden-
tity theology adherent, and zealously opposed legalized abortion; he had 
joined the army to enhance his killing and destructive skills. From child-
hood, Rudolph had been steeped in Christian Identity and white suprem-
acist ideology. A ninth- grade term paper, for instance, had argued that the 
Holocaust never occurred. When he was still a teenager, Rudolph’s mother 
had brought him and one of his brothers to Reverend Dan Gayman’s 
Church of Israel in Schell City, Missouri, to study Identity theology. Gay-
man, as mentioned in chapter 2, had been the recipient of some of the cash 
obtained by Robert Mathews from the Order’s heists. Eric had even 
dated Gayman’s daughter, Julie.107 Shortly afterward, he enlisted in the 
U.S. Army and was eventually assigned to the elite 101st Airborne Division 
in Fort Campbell, Kentucky. As Rudolph recounts in his prison- authored 
memoir, his service had a treasonous ulterior motive. “At the age of 20, I 
dedicated my life to the national resistance,” Rudolph recalled.

Being young and naïve, I thought I could best serve the Cause in a mili-
tant capacity. Surely, I thought, the American people would rise up to 
reclaim their country. I wasn’t content with waiting around for the “Col-
lapse,” or the UN to take over and “round- up all the guns.” I asked 
myself what would George Washington do? He would fight! I saw a war 
coming on the horizon, and I wanted to be ready for it. So, in the spring 
of 1987, I walked into a recruiter’s office in Franklin, North Carolina and 
joined the U.S. Army.

Needless to say, I harbored no illusions about whose orders I’d be serv-
ing under. As far as I was concerned, the Constitution had been over-
thrown decades earlier and the central government was in the hands of 
traitors. Those who issued the orders at the political level were not my 
leaders. The plan was to acquire knowledge about weapons and small 
unit tactics— get as much training in as short an amount of time as 
possible— and then get out. When the real war came, I’d be ready.108

He had aspired to join the army’s elite Ranger unit, but just as McVeigh 
washed out of Special Forces selection, Rudolph also did not make the cut. 
Deprived of learning the additional skills he had hoped to take from the 
army, Rudolph found a willing teacher in his commanding officer, a for-
mer Ranger. From him, Rudolph learned how to construct improvised 
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explosive devices using ordinary materials such as nails as shrapnel.109 His 
Olympics bomb would utilize six pounds of 2.5- inch $4 f looring nails 
packed tightly into Tupperware containers.110 While serving in the 101st, 
Rudolph also received SERE training (Survival, Evasion, Resistance, 
Escape) that he would later make excellent use of— in addition to already 
being an accomplished outdoorsman.111

By 1988, Rudolph had had enough. He was counseled multiple times 
for poor attitude and insubordination, using disrespectful language to a 
superior, dereliction of duty, violation of post security procedures, and 
finally for using marijuana. Rudolph was discharged in January 1989.112 
The army in fact had confirmed all that Rudolph had come to loathe in 
America. To his mind, the army rejected excellence in favor of the affir-
mative action policies that he believed were corroding American society. 
“Because the Army was an institution built for war, I’d always thought 
that the officers would have the authority to cull the weak and the incom-
petent,” he later explained. “Not so. Washington’s Army, I discovered, 
was infected with the same egalitarianism that was sickening the rest of 
the country.”113

The license plate match made by the FBI following the Birmingham 
bombing identified Rudolph as the vehicle’s owner, and days later a crim-
inal complaint was filed seeking his arrest. In April 1998 five counts of 
malicious use of an explosive in violation of federal law were added to the 
original complaint— covering the Olympics, abortion clinics, and gay 
nightclub bombings as well.114 These charges landed Rudolph on the FBI’s 
“Ten Most Wanted” fugitive list and set off a five- year manhunt. He was 
finally apprehended in rural Murphy, North Carolina, on May 31, 2003. 
A rookie local police officer had spotted an individual rummaging 
through trash bins behind a grocery store. The dumpster diver was 
Rudolph.115 The now thirty- eight- year- old fugitive pleaded guilty on 
April 13, 2005, to the Atlanta and Birmingham bombings and agreed to 
waive all rights to appeal. He was sentenced to multiple life terms with-
out the possibility of parole and was incarcerated in Colorado on ADX 
Florence Supermax’s infamous “Bomber Row” alongside Terry Nichols 
and numerous other notorious domestic and international terrorists.116

Rudolph, like McVeigh, was unrepentant about the death and destruc-
tion his actions had caused.117 He excoriated the U.S. government for 
allowing legalized abortion, for tolerating and indeed protecting the rights 
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of LGBTQ persons, and for its own intrinsic corruption and debasement. 
Invoking the patriotic example of America’s Founding Fathers, Rudolph 
explained that “at various times in history men and women of good con-
science have had to decide when the lawfully constituted authorities have 
overstepped their moral bounds and forfeited their right to rule.” The 
Supreme Court’s 1973 landmark decision legalizing abortion constituted 
just such a moment. “Because I believe that abortion is murder,” he 
declared, “I also believe that force is justified in an attempt to stop it.” 
Rudolph also railed at “the concerted effort to legitimize the practice of 
homosexuality” and the “ ‘in your face’ attempt to force society to accept 
and recognize this behavior as being just as legitimate and normal as the 
natural man/woman relationship.” According to Rudolph, “every effort 
should be made, including force if necessary, to halt this effort.” Finally, 
he detailed the motive and rationale behind the Olympic bombing. “For 
many years I thought long and hard on these issues and then in 1996 I 
decided to act,” Rudolph recounted.

In the summer of 1996, the world converged upon Atlanta for the Olym-
pic Games. Under the protection and auspices of the regime in Wash-
ington millions of people came out to celebrate the ideals of global 
socialism . . .  though the purpose of the Olympics is to promote these 
despicable ideals, the purpose of the attack on July  27th  was to con-
found, anger and embarrass the Washington government in the eyes of 
the world for its abominable sanctioning of abortion on demand.

The plan was to force the cancellation of the Games, or at least create 
a state of insecurity to empty the streets around the venues and thereby 
eat into the vast amounts of money invested.118

Rudolph achieved none of his objectives— except for the infliction of 
death, injury, destruction, and misery on those unfortunate enough to 
have been caught in the path of his rage against America and Americans. 
But like McVeigh, Rudolph had clearly demonstrated the violence that 
even a single individual could unleash, the suffering he could cause, and 
the impact of such traumatic events on the American psyche.119 As 
McVeigh later said, “Isn’t it scary that one man could reap this kind of 
hell?”120 Neither McVeigh nor Rudolph belonged to any identifiable orga-
nization, nor were they fulfilling the orders of a hierarchical command 
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structure. They were unaffiliated, lone individuals who acted indepen-
dently but situated their violence firmly within a broader, increasingly 
expansive ideological context that at the end of the twentieth century 
remained deeply rooted in an extreme nativist mindset.121 The SPLC would 
record nearly sixty domestic terrorist plots during the decade following 
the Oklahoma City attack, a handful of which were lethal.122 Just as 
McVeigh’s hoped- for revolution never came to pass and Rudolph’s 
deranged attempt to derail the Olympic Games or end legalized abortion 
in the United States failed, none of these isolated spasms of violence ful-
filled their perpetrators’ grandiose aims. But neither did they slake the 
movement’s thirst for more violence.

Overshadowed by the epochal September  11, 2001, attacks and the 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, domestic terrorism from the American 
violent far right mostly abated. The election of the first person of color 
to the presidency in 2008 along with that year’s economic recession, 
however, would soon galvanize an entirely new generation of sedition, 
upheaval, and violence.
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RACISM REKINDLED

We are no longer trying to destroy the System directly, but are now con-
centrating on undermining the general public’s support for the System.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

On January 20, 2009, America’s newly inaugurated first African 
American president stood in front of a record crowd of some 1.8 
million people on the National Mall.1 The culmination of a 

campaign founded on iconic images of hope and change, President 
Barack Obama’s first inauguration speech sought to promote unity, to 
appeal to an American identity over party affiliation. “On this day,” the 
president declared, “we gather because we have chosen hope over fear, 
unity of purpose over conflict and discord.”2

Obama’s 2008 victory shattered voting records in the United States— 
which he would break again four years later. But for the country’s racists 
and bigots, this outcome underscored everything that was wrong in 
America. The election of America’s first Black president— who some of his 
detractors wrongfully claimed was not a Christian but a Muslim and 
moreover had in fact not even been born in the United States— provided 
fresh evidence that tyranny and electoral malfeasance had again taken 
root. “There are a lot of angry White people out there looking for answers,” 
Don Black, founder of the white supremacist message board Stormfront, 
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wrote the day after the election. “Let’s show them. We will not be defeated.” 
The former KKK leader, elected Louisiana state legislator, and longstand-
ing racist David Duke issued a similar call to arms. “We as European 
Americans have got to rally for our own heritage, our own freedom, our 
own survival as a people,” he argued. “And if we don’t do that— and if we 
don’t begin now to build a real movement, a dedicated movement for our 
rights and our heritage— we’re going to lose everything that’s important 
to us and vital to us.”3

The so- called birther theories that predated and persisted even after 
Obama’s election represented perhaps the most conspicuously racist 
response. As early as Obama’s Senate run in 2004, internet conspiracy the-
orists had attempted to smear the candidate for allegedly concealing a 
religious affiliation. Then, two years later, similarly unsubstantiated 
theories claimed that even Obama’s birth certificate was faked and that 
he had not been born in the United States, as the Constitution requires, 
but in fact hailed from Kenya and was therefore ineligible to run for 
president. These slanderous aspersions were fanned by the increasingly 
influential Fox News network and by the New York real estate mogul and 
reality television star Donald J. Trump.4 The effect was unprecedented, 
rapidly mounting threats against the biracial candidate. Accordingly, on 
May 3, 2007, Michael Chertoff, secretary of homeland security under Pres-
ident George W. Bush, approved Secret Service protection for Obama— 
codename “Renegade”— nine months before the Democratic primaries 
and earlier than any other presidential candidate had ever been assigned 
a government- provided security detail.5

Until a Black man became a serious contender for his party’s presiden-
tial nomination, the far- right terrorism threat had laid largely dormant 
over the previous decade. The United States had turned its counterterror-
ism attention fully against the Salafi jihadist threat that had so devastat-
ingly materialized on September 11, 2001. For the next eighteen years this 
intense focus on foreign threats to America’s national security kept the 
homeland safe. Indeed, the first successful foreign- orchestrated plot 
against the American homeland since 9/11 would not take place until 
December 6, 2019, with the attack at the Naval Air Station in Pensacola, 
Florida, when a sleeper agent recruited by al- Qaeda’s Arabian Peninsula 
franchise infiltrated and killed three people and wounded eight others. 
In the years that followed 9/11, the threat of domestic terrorism— as 
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exemplified by the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing and the attack the fol-
lowing year at Atlanta’s Centennial Olympic Park— was widely thought 
to be a relic of the distant past.

Obama’s election victory, though, inspired a new eruption of hate and 
vilification. In the weeks following the election, the SPLC documented 
“hundreds of incidents of abuse or intimidation apparently motivated by 
racial hatred . . .  though most have not involved violence.” 6 Militias and 
other antigovernment organizations proliferated following the election— 
rebuilding what they had lost in the immediate aftermath of the McVeigh 
bombing. By the end of Obama’s first term in office, for example, the num-
ber of antigovernment militias and other so- called Patriot groups active 
in the United States surpassed the previous peak of 858 in 1996 to reach a 
new high of 1,360.7 Most notably, 2009 saw the formation of the Oath 
Keepers, a nationwide militia dedicated to defending its own distorted 
interpretation of the U.S. Constitution, as well as the Three Percenters, 
whose name evokes the spurious claim that only 3 percent of American 
colonists fought in the American Revolutionary War.8

Like the 1980s and 1990s, veterans of the U.S. military could be found 
in the ranks of many of these militia and Patriot groups. The Oath Keep-
ers, an organization composed mostly of current and former military and 
law enforcement personnel, was founded by a former U.S. Army para-
trooper and Yale Law School graduate named Elmer Stewart Rhodes. As 
the group’s website explains, the Oath Keepers pledge

to fulfill the oath all military and police take to “defend the Constitu-
tion against all enemies, foreign and domestic.” That oath, mandated by 
Article VI of the Constitution itself, is to the Constitution, not to the poli-
ticians, and Oath Keepers declare that they will not obey unconstitu-
tional orders, such as orders to disarm the American people, to conduct 
warrantless searches, or to detain Americans as “enemy combatants” in 
violation of their ancient right to jury trial.9

By prioritizing the recruitment of active duty, reservist, and National 
Guard personnel and others with prior military service, the Oath Keep-
ers sought to position themselves as the “tip of the spear” should the U.S. 
government ever deploy the country’s bona fide military to curtail indi-
vidual civil liberties in violation of the 1878 Posse Comitatus Act.10 
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Reminiscent of many of the antigovernment movements that emerged in 
the decades following America’s withdrawal from Vietnam, these new 
militia organizations grew both in number and threat as a result of the 
influx of individuals with recent combat and relevant communications 
and logistical experience acquired in Afghanistan and Iraq. As the jour-
nalist and activist David Neiwert observed about the newly formed Oath 
Keepers, “suddenly, as more veterans and people with serious training in 
the handling of arms came on board, these militia training exercises 
transformed from the often- bumbling comedies of errors that typified 
pre– Tea Party militia activities to serious training sessions with deadly 
intent.”11 The Oath Keepers’ efforts to establish themselves as a protective 
force against perceived tyranny were reminiscent of al- Qaeda’s own 
attempts to create an elite vanguard of Muslims to defend the global 
ummah against the West.

Obama’s early years coincided with two successive developments that 
would greatly complicate his first term in office as well as challenge the 
nation’s cohesion. The first was the financial crisis that preceded Obama’s 
presidency— and likely propelled his victory— which generated wide-
spread insecurity and, much as had occurred during earlier economic 
downturns, fed conspiracy theories that undermined trust and confidence 
in core governmental institutions and processes. And the second was 
the related emergence and popularity of the Tea Party movement within 
the Republican Party. The Tea Party’s platform of fiscal conservatism, 
reducing the national debt, and small government accentuated doubts 
about the federal government’s competence, and in some circles its 
populist, antifederalist messaging created new fears over unwarranted 
governmental overreach and the imposition of liberal cultural norms. 
Both developments fed a new populism that argued that Washington, 
DC, no longer cared about the ordinary American worker and especially 
the white middle and lower- middle classes. These sentiments unsurpris-
ingly accelerated deepening polarization and proved fertile ground for a 
popular backlash.12 It was grist for the mill for those already disturbed by 
the election of a Black man to the nation’s highest office, which increas-
ingly included political officeholders and candidates in the political 
mainstream. “I believe personally, we’re at a crossroads,” an Indiana 
Republican Senate candidate and Tea Party supporter proclaimed in 
2009. “We have one last opportunity. And I believe 2010 is it. All right? 
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And we can do it with our vote. And we can get new faces in, whether it’s 
my face or not, I pray to God that I see new faces. And if we don’t see new 
faces, I’m cleaning my guns and getting ready for the big show. And I’m 
serious about that, and I bet you are, too.”13

Only three months into Obama’s first term, the Department of Home-
land Security issued an intelligence assessment warning of a dangerous 
increase of far- right recruitment and violence. The report compared the 
situation with that of the early 1990s, when the unimpeded growth of 
homegrown militias and antigovernment sentiment fed the terrorist vio-
lence visited on Oklahoma City and Atlanta, among other places. The 
“combination of environmental factors that echo the 1990s,” the DHS 
cautioned,

including heightened interest in legislation for tighter firearms restric-
tions and returning military veterans, as well as several new trends, 
including an uncertain economy and a perceived rising influence of other 
countries, may be invigorating rightwing extremist activity, specifically 
the white supremacist and militia movements. To the extent that these 
factors persist, rightwing extremism is likely to grow in strength.14

The assessment also presciently warned that the internet would likely fuel 
violence and subversion. In addition to facilitating communication among 
likeminded hate- mongers and antigovernment extremists, as Louis Beam 
had promised, bomb- making manuals and other instructional material 
would become more accessible and readily available to those intent on 
harming their fellow citizens.

The leaked DHS report was attacked by conservative commentators 
and lawmakers who decried its alleged ideological bias and identification 
of military personnel and veterans as potential threats.15 DHS Secretary 
Janet Napolitano was consequently pressured into rescinding the report 
and issuing a public apology to veterans.16 Two years later, the report’s lead 
author, the DHS analyst Daryl Johnson, lamented in an interview how the 
department and the Obama administration had caved to political pres-
sure and thus forfeited a timely opportunity to better understand and 
counter a serious, emerging threat. Not only did DHS repudiate its own 
report, but the analytical unit that Johnson headed was disbanded, he and 
his team were reassigned elsewhere, and the briefings and training they 
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were scheduled to provide were cancelled.17 “What worries me,” Johnson 
later explained,

is the fact that our country is under attack from within, from our own 
radical citizenry. There have been a lot of small- scale attacks lately. . . .  
These incidents are starting to add up. Yet our legislators, politicians and 
national leaders don’t appear too concerned about this. So, my greatest 
fear is that domestic extremists in this country will somehow become 
emboldened to the point of carrying out a mass- casualty attack, because 
they perceive that no one is being vigilant about the threat from within. 
That is what keeps me up at night.18

On July  22, 2011, a thirty- two- year- old white supremacist calmly 
stepped off a ferry at Utøya Island on Lake Tyrifjorden in Norway. Utøya 
was home to an annual summer camp hosted by the Workers’ Youth 
League, the youth wing of Norway’s Labour Party. That afternoon, the 
children, some as young as eleven, had heard news of an explosion in Oslo, 
the country’s capital city.19 The city’s government quarter had been tar-
geted. “We’re not safe here,” Simon Sæbø, an eighteen- year- old from 
Salangen in the country’s north, warned. “I’m only saying that it’s no coin-
cidence they went for the government quarter. That means this is an 
attack on the Labour Party, and we’re part of the Labour Party.”20 He was 
correct. Two hours after the bombing, Sæbø and the children were under 
attack, a hail of bullets piercing the quiet landscape. There was nowhere 
to escape. Sæbø, whom friends had nicknamed “JFK” for his charisma, 
valiantly helped others hide beneath a cliff. Rescuers would later discover 
his body slumped over a rock at the water’s edge, killed by a bullet through 
the heart.21

Anders Behring Breivik stalked the island for an hour before police 
finally arrived at the scene of the carnage and arrested him. By then, sixty- 
nine people lay dead. Some were found floating in the lake— having des-
perately tried to swim away from the island. Others had clustered together, 
trying to shield and comfort one other as the gunman approached. Most 
died from execution- style, point- blank shots to the head. A further eight 
people had perished as a result of the downtown bombing, which the 
authorities learned had been intended to kill Prime Minister Jens Stolten-
berg. Just before the attacks, Breivik had emailed to a list of contacts an 
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extensive, rambling manifesto. It explained his motivations and prepara-
tions and was named 2083, after the year Breivik hoped “the third wave 
of Jihad will have been repelled and the cultural Marxist/multicultural-
ist hegemony in Western Europe will be shattered and lying in ruin.” His 
tedious and frequently- plagiarized 1,500- page manifesto articulated a 
patently xenophobic, racist, and white supremacist ideology. “If they [what 
Breivik called ‘the cultural Marxists,’ including Europe’s political lead-
ers] continue to defy the will of Europeans for decades to come and force 
Europe to the brink of catastrophe, they will be shown no mercy,” Breivik 
declared. “It will be an extremely bloody reckoning and thousands of them 
will most likely be executed.”22

But Breivik’s path toward the violence that would shake Norway and 
the Western world on July 22, 2011, began years earlier. In fact, the killer 
claims— probably spuriously— to have begun his manifesto in 2002, nine 
years before the act.23 Tracing Breivik’s life through the years leading 
up to his devastating twin attack in Oslo and on Utøya reveals many 
familiar patterns in the radicalization, trials and tribulations, and mobi-
lization of an eventual terrorist. “It was a parallel life he maintained 
meticulously in recent years,” the New York Times wrote of the killer in 
the days after the attack. “Former classmates and colleagues described 
him as unremarkable and easy to forget, qualities, perhaps inborn, that 
he cultivated— consciously, he would say— to mask his dedication to what 
he called his ‘martyrdom operation.’ ”24 Breivik, reflecting on the chal-
lenges posed by his “double life,” declared, “My goal is obviously to pre-
vent my closest network from asking specific questions, and it has worked 
perfectly so far.”25

Anders Behring Breivik did not have an easy childhood. His parents 
divorced, and a psychologist found his mother abusive and unfit to care 
for Anders and his sister. “The whole family is affected by the mother’s 
poor psychological functioning,” the report stated. “Anders is the victim 
of his mother’s projections of paranoid aggressive and sexual fear of men 
generally.”26 Social services recommended removing the boy from his 
mother, but the case stalled in court. Breivik’s mental health struggles 
likely contributed to his sense of isolation— a profound loneliness that 
plagued his life since his childhood. “He does not take the initiative in 
making contact with other children,” the evaluation noted. “He partici-
pates mechanically in activities without showing any pleasure or 
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enthusiasm. Often looks sad.”27 Adolescence brought a struggle to fit in— 
both in the graffiti scene he had sought out, as well as with the Norwe-
gian Progress Party, a right- wing party known for strict immigration poli-
cies. His father then disowned him at age fifteen, after his third arrest for 
graffiti tagging. In early adulthood, Breivik’s inability to fit in only com-
pounded— he struggled to find good, legal work; a relationship with an 
online girlfriend from Belarus fell through; and he yearned for ideologi-
cal and political belonging. At twenty- seven, Breivik moved back home, 
needing to save money. He stopped seeing old friends, preferring instead 
to play video games online. When he did leave the sanctity of his com-
puter, he most enjoyed discussing political topics. “The Muslims will take 
power in Europe because they have so many bloody children,” he told 
friends. “They pretend to be subordinating themselves, but they’ll soon 
be in the majority. Look at the statistics.”28 His radicalization had started, 
and mobilization to violence would quickly follow.

In early 2011, Breivik withdrew to the countryside— perhaps the Scan-
dinavian equivalent of Robert Mathews’s f light to the American 
northwest— finding a farm near the Swedish border where solitude would 
allow him to finalize preparations. His almost three months spent there 
were a classic case study of life as a subversive radical. The farm, located 
on the eastern bank of the Glomma river, near Åsta in eastern Norway, 
played an essential role in Breivik’s attack planning, a secluded haven 
where he perfected his fabrication of improvised explosives, worked to 
render the ammunition he was stockpiling even more lethal, worked out, 
and polished the manifesto that would accompany his attack. It was here 
in idyllic Åsta that a political mass murderer put the finishing touches on 
his plans to declare war— on his country, his political enemies, and, most 
importantly, on their children.29

Breivik was thirty- two— single, unemployed, a drug user with no uni-
versity education, and with multiple arrests on his record. His mental state 
has been the subject of much debate as well as competing diagnoses. In 
the weeks and months after the attack, Breivik was visited by multiple 
teams of psychiatrists. The first two court- appointed psychiatrists spent 
thirty- six hours with the killer, and “based on Breivik’s symptomatology, 
in particular the presence of bizarre grandiose delusions, the psychiatrists 
concluded that he had schizophrenia, paranoid type.” A second pair of 
appointed psychiatrists disagreed, concluding instead “that Breivik’s 
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symptoms were due to a severe narcissistic personality disorder combined 
with pseudologia fantastica (pathological lying), and that he was psychotic 
neither during their interviews nor at the time of his crimes, thus being 
legally accountable.”30 Breivik himself was desperate to prove his sanity, 
to provide legitimacy for his plea— not guilty on account of self- defense 
against a perceived invasion. The court agreed and sentenced him to a 
maximum penalty of twenty- one years’ imprisonment, which can be 
extended in five- year increments, indefinitely.31

A spectacularly horrific display of the barbarity and brutality of ter-
rorism, Breivik’s twin attacks fundamentally changed the counterterror-
ism landscape. For the previous decade, the focus of Western intelligence 
and law enforcement had been almost entirely on the threat from Islamist 
extremists. But now, a lone terrorist, who was white, Christian, and Nor-
wegian, had emerged from obscurity to claim more lives than any terror-
ist in Europe since the Madrid bombings, which seven years before had 
targeted commuter trains and killed 193. Oslo and Utøya were in fact the 
opening salvo in a campaign by a newly energized and more violent far 
right in the United States and elsewhere that would similarly pursue an 
accelerationist strategy in hope of igniting a race war in their own 
countries.

• • •

On a sunny morning in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, on August 5, 2012, a forty- 
year- old white power rock- ’n’- roll enthusiast and U.S. Army veteran 
entered the Sikh Temple of Wisconsin and opened fire. Six worshippers 
were killed and four wounded— one of whom years later succumbed to 
his injuries— before the gunman, Wade Michael Page, took his own life.32 
At the time, Page’s shooting rampage was the deadliest far- right attack in 
the United States since the Oklahoma City bombing, over fifteen years 
earlier. Neither his motive nor why Page chose a Sikh place of worship is 
known. He did not provide a manifesto, and there was no trail of online 
messages or posts to be parsed and dissected for clues.33

Page was a neo- Nazi skinhead who had played in bands with deliber-
ately menacing names such as Definite Hate and Intimidation One. He 
worked as a truck driver during the years preceding the attack, but Page 
had spent most of the 1990s in the army, partly in a psychological 
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operations unit. Page was radicalized in the military, during his training 
at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.34 In 1995, when he reported to the base, 
open expression of neo- Nazism was common. Swastikas hung in the bar-
racks, and a nearby recruitment billboard, erected by an active- duty Fort 
Bragg soldier, encouraged soldiers to join William Luther Pierce’s National 
Alliance, then the country’s leading white supremacist and neo- Nazi 
political organization. That year, two members of the army’s elite Eighty- 
Second Airborne Division had murdered a Black couple in nearby Fay-
etteville. The soldiers were part of a group of some two dozen neo- Nazis 
at Fort Bragg. One of the killers, Pvt. James Norman Burmeister II, had a 
Nazi flag displayed above his bed.35

By this stage, the U.S. military was wary of extremists in its midst. In 
1986, for example, Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger responded to 
reports of active- duty soldiers providing training to civilian Ku Klux Klan 
members (part of a group led by army veteran Frazier Glenn Miller) by 
declaring that “military personnel must reject participation in white 
supremacy, neo- Nazi and other such groups which espouse or attempt to 
create overt discrimination. Active participation, including public dem-
onstrations, recruiting and training members, and organizing or leading 
such organizations is utterly incompatible with military service.”36 But 
1995, the year of both the Fayetteville killings and McVeigh’s bloody assault 
on Oklahoma City, led the military to view the infiltrations far more 
urgently. Both Fayetteville killers were convicted and sentenced to life in 
prison. But perhaps just as importantly, nineteen other soldiers in the 
same unit were subsequently dishonorably discharged after investigators 
discovered that they belonged to the same neo- Nazi gang.37

In response to both these developments, the DoD reiterated its policy 
regarding membership in extremist organizations espousing racially, reli-
giously, and ethnically motivated violence: “Engaging in activities in 
relation to [extremist] organizations, or in furtherance of the objectives 
of such organizations that are viewed by command to be detrimental to 
the good order of the unit,” the directive read, “is incompatible with Mil-
itary Service, and is, therefore, prohibited.”38 Congressional hearings were 
also held and a U.S. Army task force to counter hate and intolerance within 
the service was created.39 In 1998, however, an unrelated DoD report 
revealed another alarming trend. It found that “adult leaders of far- right 
extremist groups encouraged young men and women to enlist in the 
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military to gain access to weapons, military training and other person-
nel prior to returning to civilian life.” 40 It appears that recruiting quotas 
for the all- volunteer military took priority over the careful vetting of 
inductees for membership in groups espousing, or adhering to, violent, 
white supremacist ideologies.41

With the advent of the war on terror, the issue was largely forgotten. 
In fact, as the Southern Poverty Law Center reported, two overseas wars 
meant that, again, “due to recruiting shortages, the military [was] relax-
ing bans on extremists joining the armed forces.” 42 Aryan Nations graf-
fiti surfaced in Baghdad, and a Department of Defense gang investigator 
told the SPLC that “there’s plenty of evidence we’re talking numbers well 
into the thousands, just in the Army.” 43 The question resurfaced in 2008 
with an FBI report titled “White Supremacist Recruitment of Military Per-
sonnel Since 9/11.” The FBI warned that “the prestige which the extremist 
movement bestows upon members with military experience grants them 
the potential for influence beyond their numbers. Many members of 
domestic violent extremist groups have served in the U.S. military, and 
those with this experience often hold positions of authority within the 
groups to which they belong.” 44 Daryl Johnson’s unit then doubled down 
early the following year.

Despite claiming that joining the army was “the best thing he ever did,” 
Page was discharged in 1998 for “patterns of misconduct,” which included 
being drunk on duty and going AWOL.45 By then, he was already wear-
ing his extremist beliefs proudly. As a fellow soldier who served with Page 
recalled, “it didn’t matter if they were Black, Indian, Native American, 
Latin— he hated them all.” 46 Page himself had told the sociologist Pete 
Simi, “If you don’t go into the military as a racist, you definitely leave as 
one.” 47 Page’s radicalization during his time in the army thus again brought 
to light the long and discomforting connection between the U.S. military, 
the Confederacy’s fabled “Lost Cause,” and the origins of the Ku Klux 
Klan from the embers of the Confederate Army.48 Indeed, Fort Bragg is 
infelicitously named for a Civil War– era Confederate general, Braxton 
Bragg, and is in the process of being renamed.49

The Sikh temple massacre was praised on far- right extremist social 
media channels. “We White realists know that a low to medium grade 
racial war has been waged against Whites by mexicans [sic], central [sic] 
Americans, and [N- word] for several decades,” a member of these forums 
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posted after the attack. “Those acts against us are most often not explic-
itly political,” the post continued,

but rather, are perpetrated because those beings intuitively, reptilian 
know they are our competing enemies. Their logical skills aren’t usually 
shining, but their brawn and quicknesses with knives are. So we have 
been losing the racial war. More frequently lately, a few of ours have 
begun to heroically sacrifice themselves for their people. Score: we’re a 
few tens of thousands down and a few dozen up.50

But mass- casualty attacks also can expose divisions within a 
movement— especially concerning timing and tactics and even the over-
all utility of violence. Echoing these often- repeated debates within ter-
rorist movements, one message posted on Stormfront— a forum also 
frequented by Breivik and Page— declared, “I fully expect Jewish, Black, 
Latino, Muslim and Gay special interest groups and or activists railing 
against our right to guns and they will be ordering Obama to do some-
thing. He will wilt and they will finally score the near impossible victory of 
disarming White folks. We are sitting ducks. All because of some mental 
case or buffoon nitwit.” On the same thread, another extremist seethed, 
“These are the people I hate most. They are too stupid to realize the harm 
they are doing to us. We must absolutely shun anyone on this site who so 
much as hints at causing injury to other races. They are poison.”51

Obama’s reelection just three months later reignited the same intense 
racist animus that had characterized his previous electoral victory— with a 
new round of calls for his assassination. The University of Mississippi had 
recently marked the fifty- year anniversary of riots that had been prompted 
by the university’s desegregation, when a student protest against Obama’s 
reelection grew unruly. Students made deeply offensive, racist insults of 
the president, and two people were in fact arrested for disorderly conduct.52 
The reaction to Obama’s return to office was even more vituperative on 
the internet. An incoherent rant posted on the Crew 38 Hammerskin 
forum was typical. “i show my daughter that electing fucked up [N- word] 
will get us what weve gotten over the past 5yrs,” it explained.

I tell her that there is no way that ppl can be that stupid again . . .  guess 
what . . .  these dumb asses elected him again!!!! I hate that i have no control 
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over the future that is being left for her to live in . . .  instead what i saw 
today was a bumch of dumb uneducated [N- word] putting this moron in 
office again!!! shouldn’t there be some kind of requirement to vote? I am so 
frustrated that i cant stand it!!! My husband is on the east coast working 
fema and busting his ass for a country that has no common sense. . . .  wish 
hurricane sandy had wiped every last dumb ass out to sea!!!53

Two years elapsed between the Sikh temple shooting and the next sig-
nificant attack. The perpetrator this time was a prominent figure in the 
white power movement and another U.S. Army veteran— Frazier Glenn 
Miller. He struck on Passover eve, on April 13, 2014. Miller first murdered 
a fourteen- year- old boy with his grandfather outside a Jewish community 
center in Overland Park, Kansas. He then attacked a nearby Jewish retire-
ment home, where he shot to death a woman who was visiting her 
mother. None of his victims were Jewish.54 Miller, whose activities dur-
ing the 1980s are documented in previous chapters, was a longtime neo- 
Nazi and KKK activist and an eager participant on the Vanguard News 
Network forum— having written over 12,600 posts since joining it back 
in early 2004.55 As television news crews recorded his arrest, Miller 
shouted “Heil Hitler!”56

In the days after the attack, Vanguard News Network was awash in 
comments lauding the killings. “Thank God people are finally fighting 
back against these vicious demonic parasites,” one post said. “The jews 
are so evil. It is shocking that most people still don’t have a clue despite 
the fact that the Internet has given total transparency to their incredi-
ble and innumerable crimes.”57 Another post weighed in, “The only legiti-
mate criticism might be his score”— a reference to the disappointingly low 
body count from the perspective of the Vanguard News Network’s users, 
who may or may not have known about Miller’s efforts in the 1980s to 
establish a point system by which to grade the success of far- right ter-
rorist attacks.58 One skinhead forum, however, was explicit in denigrat-
ing the attack both for failing to kill any Jews and because its perpetrator 
had been a government witness at Fort Smith. “I don’t see how it was a 
good job,” this person posted. “It appears that the 14 year old child and 
his grandfather were not even Jewish and were only there as the boy was 
attending some theatre group. Glenn Miller is nothing but a rat who cut 
a deal with the feds in the late 80’s and testified against the Order to 



136�RACISM REKINDLED

save his own ass.”59 Indeed, as a result of Miller’s testimony for the pros-
ecution during the 1988 Fort Smith seditious conspiracy trial, he had 
received a reduced prison sentence and thereafter had changed his 
name to Frazier Glenn Cross— the name by which the media had ini-
tially referred to him following the shootings.60

Miller’s attack provided fresh evidence of Breivik’s continuing impact 
and influence. Three years before, Miller had praised Breivik’s homicidal 
rampage. “I mean, if some enterprising American fellow, went to a youth 
camp in the Catskills, Camp David, or Martha’s Vineyard, and ‘sprayed’ 
some young’uns belonging to our immigrant- loving JOG,” he wrote in ref-
erence to the “Jewish Occupation Government,” a derivation of the more 
common ZOG, “I dare say I might not lose a whole lot of sleep on account 
of it. In fact, as much as it ‘pains’ me to say it, I just might sleep even bet-
ter than my norm, possibly with a wide grin on my face.” 61

The American militia community was another beneficiary of the pop-
ulist sentiment and growing antigovernment extremism that had resur-
faced in opposition to Obama’s time in office. Only weeks before Miller’s 
killing spree, an armed confrontation had erupted between Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM) agents and a family of ranchers backed by a 
growing number of supporters linked to the broader militia movement, 
including an Oath Keepers contingent led by Stewart Rhodes.62 The Bundy 
family, led by patriarch Cliven, had been grazing their cattle on govern-
ment land for twenty years without obtaining and paying for the required 
permits. The BLM obtained a court order directing Bundy to pay the gov-
ernment $1 million. Bundy refused, and the BLM began a roundup of 
Bundy’s cattle in March 2014, precipitating the standoff. Responding to 
the family’s plea for assistance, members of a variety of militias from 
across the American west converged on the Bundy farm outside Bunker-
ville, Nevada, in support of the defiant ranchers. “If they are going to be 
out in the hills stealing our property, we will put measures of defense,” 
Ryan, one of Cliven’s sons, declared. “And they have always asked us, 
‘What will you do, what will you do?’ and our stance has always been we 
will do whatever it takes. Open- ended. And because of that, that’s why 
they are scared, because they don’t know to what level we will go to pro-
tect, but we will protect.” 63 On Stormfront, extremists recalled the many 
standoffs and tragic outcomes of the 1990s, fearing a similar outcome but 
anticipating the boost in membership and support that would follow. 
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“Burn the federal government to the ground,” a typical post urged. “I 
swear if they try murdering those people like at Waco and Ruby Ridge, the 
murderers will get theirs. I gurantee [sic] it will set off a domino effect.” 64 
The confrontation with the Bundys seemed to encapsulate the profound 
gulf separating America’s often fiercely independent ranchers and farmers 
from the federal government but also the growing chasm separating the 
country’s two preeminent political parties. Both Nevada’s senators, for 
instance, disagreed profoundly in their assessments of the standoff. Junior 
senator Dean Heller, a Republican, praised the Bundys and their support-
ers as “patriots”; his Democratic Party counterpart, Senate Majority Leader 
Harry Reid, dismissed them all as “domestic terrorists.” 65

The incident ended the following month after the BLM relented and 
allowed the Bundys to continue grazing cattle on federal land without the 
required permits. This decision may have defused the confrontation and 
averted imminent bloodshed, but the BLM’s decision inadvertently fanned 
extremist antigovernment sentiment while infusing the militia movement 
with newfound confidence and bravado. The resurrection of the myth of 
the laconic, independent Westerner bravely standing up to overly intru-
sive, even predatory federal government continued breathing new life into 
the antigovernment universe and militia movement, which had largely 
been moribund for almost two decades.66 As the former DHS analyst 
Daryl Johnson noted, “The whole event, including partisan political cov-
erage and an embrace of illegal and anti- government rhetoric by elected 
officials, was becoming distressingly normal.” 67

Among those who rallied to the Bundys’ defense was a thirty- one- year- 
old ex- con and unemployed construction worker and his wife. Jerad and 
Amanda Miller had traveled in April 2014 from Indiana to participate in 
the standoff. They already “had a reputation for spouting racist, anti- 
government views [and] bragging about their gun collection” on Face-
book and YouTube.68 Jerad proved irresistible to the television reporters 
and other journalists covering the standoff. He gave numerous interviews 
while attired in full combat gear— including a Kevlar vest— lambasting 
the federal government, citing the bloody outcomes at both Ruby Ridge 
and Waco, and proclaiming his willingness to violently defy the authori-
ties even at the risk of death. “So, you know, I feel sorry for any federal 
agents that want to come in here and try to push us around, or anything 
like that,” Miller told one reporter. “I really don’t want violence toward 
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them, but if they’re gonna come bring violence to us, well, if that’s the lan-
guage they want to speak, we’ll learn it.” He was even more specific with 
another. “I’m not afraid of death,” he asserted. “I’m afraid of being a slave. 
I’m afraid of living under tyranny.” 69 Jerad, ironically, was deemed too 
extreme and unstable by the protest’s organizers, who asked him to leave. 
He reportedly took the request poorly and departed crying hysterically. 
“He wanted to do the right thing, but he didn’t know how to do that,” one 
fellow protestor recalled.70

Jerad took his antigovernment animus and frustrations to the internet, 
posting messages on Facebook and videos on YouTube under the user-
name “USATruePatriot.” A self- made YouTube video highlights his 
discontent because of “the New World Order and shit.” In one Facebook 
post on June 2, 2014, Miller averred that “to stop this oppression, I fear, 
can only be accomplished with bloodshed.” Then, five days later, in 
what would be Jerad’s final message, he cryptically wrote, “May all of our 
coming sacrifices be worth it.”71 On June 8, he and Amanda gunned down 
two Las Vegas police officers, Igor Soldo and Alyn Beck, as they ate lunch 
at a Cici’s Pizza parlor. The couple draped a Gadsden flag over one offi-
cer’s body along with a swastika and left a note on the other corpse that 
proclaimed, “This is the beginning of the revolution.”72 The Millers con-
tinued to the nearby Walmart, where they shot to death a shopper 
before being killed in a shootout with police. Their odyssey from the 
Midwest to the Nevada high desert to a Las Vegas strip mall underscored 
the growing power of the internet to radicalize, inspire, and animate 
Americans across the country— a process facilitated by the ease, ubiq-
uity, and modest costs of social media.

• • •

Terrorism, as a renowned book from the 1980s was titled, is violence as 
communication.73 Historically, the most consequential attacks for terror-
ists are the ones that are remembered by the resonance of the attack’s 
message— strategically successful terrorist attacks may change the course 
of political history; less successful ones may be little remembered outside 
the victims’ families’ grief and suffering.74 Media coverage, then, is a 
perennial desideratum of every terrorist attack that aspires to have some 
long- term impact— as well as every group seeking attention, recruits, and 
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other support. That criticality was most dramatically realized by a group 
of organized militants who descended on Munich in the summer of 1972 
and proceeded to take the Israeli Olympic delegation hostage. Indeed, as 
the pioneering terrorism scholar Brian Michael Jenkins famously 
observed: “Terrorism is theater.”75

America’s violent, far- right extremists have long understood the impor-
tance of messaging and have therefore sought to spread their ideology 
through the media and the entertainment industry. The Ku Klux Klan’s 
revival in the early twentieth century was partly attributable to the pop-
ularity of the film The Birth of a Nation. Decades later, the emergence of 
digital technology and desktop computing was enthusiastically welcomed 
by racist, antigovernment extremists as an especially promising, cheap, 
and effective means by which to reach a wider constituency.76 In the 
twenty- first century, Beam’s trailblazing Aryan Nations Liberty Net would 
evolve into powerful internet sites like Stormfront and Vanguard News 
Network. In contrast to the text- only capacity of the Aryan Nations Lib-
erty Net’s slow dial- up modems, these platforms made instantaneous 
communication possible along with the sharing of enormous digital files 
containing photographs, video clips, memes, animation, and other 
graphics.

The internet subsequently then spawned another new innovation— 
social media, which offered an immediacy and intimacy that allowed 
friends, family, and strangers to connect virtually, inexpensively, and in 
real time. Beyond its social impacts, the use of these platforms for politi-
cal organizational purposes proved transformational. Social media played 
a pivotal role in the so- called Arab Spring protests in 2010 and 2011 that 
challenged the Middle East’s and North Africa’s entrenched authoritar-
ian governments and upended the political status quo across the region. 
Mass civil disobedience and outright revolution, for instance, were orga-
nized via virtual platforms that overcame even the most repressive— but 
technologically clueless— regimes in the region. This newfound power was 
not lost on violent extremists elsewhere, who also eagerly adopted the new 
technology for their own villainous purposes.

Breivik was perhaps the first major far- right terrorist for whom social 
media played a central role in his radicalization. Unemployed, single, and 
exhibiting several risk factors— including possible mental illness and a 
history of substance abuse and loneliness— Breivik’s entry into the world 
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of political extremism was facilitated by gaming websites. In 2006, the 
twenty- seven- year- old moved into his mother’s home— a “sabbatical,” in 
his words.77 From his small room in Skøyen, an Oslo neighborhood, 
Breivik spent increasingly more time in front of his computer screen, even-
tually up to seventeen hours a day. In World of Warcraft, his favorite 
game, there was no obvious end— gameplay just continued, hour upon 
hour, day after day, with new tasks to complete, alliances to form, wars to 
fight. For Breivik, the world of gaming was an easy conduit to political 
extremism and racism. Other users Breivik regularly encountered 
espoused blatant prejudices wrapped in highly charged language. Breivik 
both admired— and then emulated— them. Curiosity, joined with his own 
innate conservatism, introduced Breivik to still more extreme sites. Dur-
ing the five years he spent glued to his computer— “hibernating,” one 
friend had called it— Breivik’s fascination with World of Warcraft was 
replaced by neo- Nazi websites like Stormfront and Gates of Vienna, which 
celebrated the Christian victory of the Habsburgs over the invading Mus-
lim Ottomans in 1683.78

In hidden corners of the internet, Breivik found a world where he 
belonged. As a white European man, he was celebrated simply for being 
Caucasian and Christian. “The websites had a strong sense of solidarity, 
of ‘us,’ ” the Norwegian journalist Åsne Seierstad explains in One of Us, 
the definitive story of Breivik’s life and attack. “It’s us against the inter-
lopers. Us as a group under threat. Us as the chosen people. Us against 
them. Us against your lot.”79 This appealed to Breivik’s personal desire 
for respect and fed his ego. His increasing radicalization propelled him 
deeper into a parallel digital universe of racism, conspiracy theories, and 
exultant white pride and power. Breivik now began to castigate others 
whom he encountered online who did not share his vehemence and 
extremism. “If these writers are too scared to propagate a conservative 
revolution and armed resistance, then other writers will have to,” Breivik 
exclaimed in frustration, dismissing those who did not share his commit-
ment to action over words.80

By the mid- 2010s, terrorists from across the ideological spectrum were 
utilizing social media: radicalizing at will on platforms that were either 
unaware of their malignant presence or too engrossed with skyrocketing 
profits to even notice or care. One Stormfront thread published in April 2013, 
for example, heralded “Facebook— An Effective Way to Awaken White 
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People!”81 In 2014, the legendary former CIA psychiatrist Dr. Jerrold Post 
wrote an important, coauthored article published in the scholarly jour-
nal Behavioral Sciences and the Law that warned unequivocally of the ris-
ing danger of what he and his coauthors termed a “virtual community of 
hatred.” Online radicalization, via social media, was transforming terror-
ism by weaponizing the threat in previously unimagined ways. “In this 
age of the Internet, these lonely isolated individuals who so wish to belong 
and be accepted are driven to spend an inordinate amount of time online,” 
Post and his coauthors argued. “Far from being isolated loners, they are 
now members of a group dedicated to a cause larger than themselves.”82

The malicious influence of social media was revealed clearly with the 
so- called Gamergate scandal. A vicious online harassment campaign tar-
geted a female game designer. Her personal details were publicly posted 
online in a phenomenon known as “doxxing” (or “doxing”), alongside 
accusations that she had used sexual favors to advance her career in the 
male- dominated gaming world. This incident laid bare how easily per-
sonal disputes and attendant attacks by one party on another could 
quickly go “viral” and how readily misogynistic and racist language could 
turn an entire network against one person. “A campaign that began as 
revenge against an allegedly cheating girlfriend,” the social media expert 
Talia Lavin explained, “morphed into a retrograde wave that encompassed 
racial minorities, women, and progressive ideology more generally. The 
young men energized by reactionary politics, radicalized by participation 
in harassment campaigns, and ready and able to engage in nimble, hard- 
to- foil propaganda operations were ripe for recruitment by America’s 
organized racist movements.”83 Suddenly, both personal spats as well as 
major global events were first being reported, digested, and discussed 
online, in real time, with no editing, little to no moderation, and often 
no authoritative voice of reason. Three near- simultaneous developments 
would also unfold in the middle of the decade to reveal the reach and 
power of social media.

First, in August 2014, protests erupted in Ferguson, Missouri, over the 
police shooting of Michael Brown, an eighteen- year- old Black teen. Brown 
was the latest young person of color killed by police under highly dubi-
ous circumstances. His death fed into the longstanding racial grievances 
of African Americans and others that had already resurfaced two years 
before as a result of the lethal shooting by a self- proclaimed security guard 
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of another African American youth, Trayvon Martin. Videos of protests, 
unrest, rioting, and looting were posted on Twitter and Facebook feeds 
across the country. For America’s racists and white supremacists, this was 
heralded as the start of a race war: “Please, please, just unleash the [N- word] 
storm,” a white supremacist gushed over social media. “This guy is com-
mitting a grave error; he’s attempting to reason with the negro. All the 
negro really wants is the green light to start destroying everything. GET 
ON WITH IT.”84

Second, much of Europe was engulfed that same year in the political 
and social chaos resulting from an unprecedented influx of migrants 
desperately seeking refuge from the civil wars and attendant unrest 
then raging across the Mediterranean in the wake of the Arab Spring. 
Tens of thousands of immigrants had fled their embattled homelands to 
create a continent- wide refugee crisis. Xenophobes and others seized on 
the flow of migrants into their countries to push the notion of a “crisis” 
in order to capitalize politically on the fraught humanitarian situa-
tion.85 Fears of being overrun by migrants were stoked by conservative 
reporting and media commentary both in Europe and the United States. 
Britain’s right- wing tabloids, for instance, published a steady stream of 
fear- mongering copy. The Daily Express front page on July  30, 2015, 
read, “Send in Army to Halt Migrant Invasion”; while on August 28, the 
lead headline in the Daily Mail asked, “Migrants: How Many More Can 
We Take?”

The political fallout from the migrant “crisis” transformed European 
politics. Radical right parties gained new, unprecedented levels of support 
across the continent, including in France, Germany, and Sweden. In Brit-
ain, 2016 brought to vote a referendum on that country’s continued 
membership in the European Union, in what was popularly known as 
“Brexit.” Less than a week before the referendum, a violent, far- right 
extremist assassinated a Labour member of parliament, Jo Cox, declar-
ing that “This is for Britain!”86 Despite the killing, the Leave campaign 
triumphed. On far- right chatrooms, Chancellor Angela Merkel of Ger-
many was subjected to especially vitriolic criticism. “The length of time 
that Time Magazine’s ‘Person of the Year’ remains on planet earth, walk-
ing and talking and defiling and genociding,” one Stormfront denizen 
pontificated, “is a measure of the courage and understanding and dedi-
cation and patriotism of White European men.”87 Meanwhile, another 
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commenter on the same site suggested that the chancellor’s “head should 
roll for what she has done to Europe.”88

Nor were the political ramifications of the migrant crisis confined to 
Europe. In yet another example of the growing transnational spread of 
far- right extremism, fears of increased migration from the Middle East 
and North Africa became intertwined with longstanding frustrations over 
illegal immigration from Latin America via the United States’ porous 
southern border with Mexico to become a major preoccupation in this 
country. One Facebook thread discussing the arrival of Syrian refugees 
into Idaho in July 2015 prompted the exhortation to “shoot the towel heads 
on their way into the state.” A response read, “They will make good fertil-
izer for the fields. I hope that they do not ruin the taste of the potatoes.”89 
On Stormfront, one post argued that “we should be there when the planes 
arrive, and greet them with bricks and bats. This is the only way the gov-
ernment will understand: NO MORE FOREIGN INVADERS!”90

Finally, the rising threat posed by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS) in 2014 and its lightning conquest of western Iraq and eastern Syria 
was displayed across social media throughout the world. ISIS’s unimpeded 
expansion was widely communicated through hashtags— most notably 
the #AllEyesonISIS tag, which allowed the world to follow their successes 
in real time— and similar innovations.91 ISIS’s enthusiastic and dexterous 
use of social media revolutionized terrorist radicalization and recruit-
ment. It completely caught all its enemies off guard: not only publicizing 
its rise to prominence but inspiring Westerners, many of whom had little 
connection to Islam or the Muslim world beyond their parents’ heritage, 
to heed the group’s clarion call to journey to the Middle East and help 
build the caliphate. In a process that the terrorism analyst Peter Bergen 
has called the “crowdsourcing of jihad,” ISIS’s reach extended across the 
globe: an estimated forty thousand foreign fighters from approximately 
120 countries joined its ranks.92 Through its deft exploitation of digital 
communications, ISIS was able to connect directly with angry and/or 
alienated young Muslims across the world and thus “convert personal 
grievances into what they believe is a righteous holy war.”93 At least five 
thousand Europeans answered ISIS’s summons; others stayed home to 
wage holy war in their countries of origin.

ISIS propaganda was a departure from the more sober, heavily histori-
cal and theological messaging of al- Qaeda. ISIS’s appeal to what the 
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scholars Jessica Stern and J. M. Berger term “ultraviolence”— the exulta-
tion in graphic depictions of executions, suicide bombings, and torture— 
was at once devastatingly simple and stunningly effective.94 With social 
media, jihadis no longer needed to deploy fighters from terrorist bases to 
metropolises in their enemy nations: they just had to inspire and animate 
alienated sympathizers already living in those countries to commit acts 
of violence on ISIS’s behalf and in support of its goals. The first major 
Western terrorist incident of this type linked to the group occurred in 
May 2014, when a Frenchman, of Algerian descent and who had spent 
time in Syria, attacked the Jewish Museum of Belgium in Brussels, shoot-
ing four people to death. A joint DHS and FBI intelligence bulletin sub-
sequently warned that “many of the recent calls by ISIL and its supporters 
on violent extremist web forums and social media for violence in the 
Homeland are being made in retaliation for ongoing U.S. airstrikes in Iraq 
and Syria. These calls could motivate homegrown violent extremists 
(HVEs) to conduct Homeland attacks, particularly against law enforce-
ment personnel.”95 It was indeed not long before ISIS’s propaganda efforts 
resulted in terrorist attacks within the United States. A husband and wife 
carried out a lethal gun attack in San Bernardino, California. Then, a gun-
man attacked a gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida, killing forty- nine. 
And a native of Uzbekistan legally residing in the United States killed eight 
pedestrians in a van- ramming attack in lower Manhattan. ISIS’s success-
ful manipulation of social media to inspire this series of troubling terror-
ist incidents was not lost on America’s violent, far- right extremists, who 
turned to many of the same communications platforms and social media 
techniques to disseminate their own incitements to violence.

ISIS’s rapid rise diverted whatever U.S. government resources might 
have been allocated to counter the rise of domestic far- right extremism 
and violence. But equally significantly, this trio of simultaneous social 
media– related developments provided a new and powerful boost to an 
emerging ideological battle- cry known as the “Great Replacement” theory. 
The Great Replacement theory contends that the global white race is being 
steadily eroded and replaced by people of color. In its more antisemitic 
American variant, the “white genocide” theory, a key additional dimen-
sion to the replacement trope holds that this process is being actively 
orchestrated by Jews aligned with other similarly dark, conspiratorial 
forces.96 The Great Replacement theory has thus infused far- right violent 
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extremism with a profound sense of urgency. The backlash in parts of the 
United States to the Black Lives Matter movement, combined with long- 
existent fears about a wave of nonwhite immigrants submerging histori-
cally white societies and the string of attacks in Western countries by 
homegrown Muslim extremists, all fed into this narrative at an especially 
critical time. These nativist fears and anxieties were effectively weapon-
ized by far- right politicians in Europe and then in the United States— most 
especially during the 2016 presidential primaries following the San Ber-
nardino shootings. For the first time in over a decade, the threat of ter-
rorism again became a key campaign issue. And it all was dramatically 
splayed across social media, in full view of anyone with an internet 
connection.

Indeed, the rise of American domestic terrorism in the twenty- first 
century cannot be understood without also understanding the revolution-
ary impact of the social media echo chamber that ISIS had employed. 
Social media allowed individuals to curate their own community, where 
dissenting views were dismissed not with erudite and fact- based argumen-
tation but by a single click of an “unfollow” or “unfriend” button. The 
result, whether achieved by the most violent radical or most innocent 
teenager— was the creation of a digital universe where only one’s own 
worldview is legitimate, with any debate or discourse suppressed, excluded, 
and thus silenced. “Attacks can now be against anyone; and for any cause,” 
the University of St Andrews scholar Tim Wilson explains. “The dark 
progress of western political violence has taken the form of a relentless 
and irresistible diffusion: from assassination to massacre: from hazard of 
social rank to rank social hazard; from the classes to the masses; from feud 
to fad— an ever widening gyre.”97

The tragedy that unfolded at a historic African American church in 
Charleston, South Carolina, in June 2015 would clearly reveal the lethal 
consequences of hate fueled by digital media.

• • •

The terrorist moved methodically around the basement prayer room. Vic-
tim by victim, gunshot after gunshot, a procession of lives was claimed 
in the name of that most abhorrent and pernicious of ideologies: racism. 
In perhaps the most chilling indication of the killer’s callous disregard for 
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human life, the eldest victim, eighty- seven- year- old Susie Jackson, was 
also shot the most times, suffering eleven hollow- point bullet wounds.98 
Once nine bodies lay dying beneath him, the gunman stopped. “We need 
someone to survive, because I’m gonna shoot myself, and you’ll be the 
only survivor,” he told Polly Sheppard, a retired nurse.99 She was spared. 
The killer then turned his gun on himself— but discovered that it was out 
of ammunition.100 He turned, and walked out of the “Mother” Emanuel 
African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina, and 
into the evening air.

A manifesto explaining the attack surfaced shortly afterward. Posted on 
a website titled The Last Rhodesian, its author, twenty- one- year- old Dylann 
Roof, a devotee of the fabled “Lost Cause” of the South’s short- lived Con-
federate States of America and unabashed white supremacist, gave full voice 
to his litany of grievances. “I have no choice,” he wrote, echoing in identical 
terms the proclamation issued by his ideological forefather, the Order’s 
founder and leader Robert Mathews, thirty years earlier. “I am not in the 
position to, alone, go into the ghetto and fight. I chose Charleston because it 
is [the] most historic city in my state, and at one time had the highest ratio 
of blacks to Whites in the country. We have no skinheads, no real KKK, no 
one doing anything but talking on the internet. Well someone has to have 
the bravery to take it to the real world, and I guess that has to be me.”101 Roof 
styled himself as the latest white martyr in a history of racial warfare— an 
enlightened, altruistic vanguard for whiteness in a depressingly changing 
world. He was, as the title of Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah’s Pulitzer Prize– 
winning profile of Roof and the community he terrorized explains, “A Most 
American Terrorist.”102

Roof ’s radicalization and decision to commit this heinous crime 
reflected many of the ideological and tactical themes that have long char-
acterized American far- right extremism. His attack targeted a histori-
cally important African American church known for hosting many civil 
rights icons, including the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. Roof was par-
ticularly inspired by the news coverage of the 2012 shooting death of 
Trayvon Martin, a seventeen- year- old African American killed by a com-
munity watch coordinator named George Zimmerman, who had then 
been acquitted of murder and manslaughter charges. Roof claimed to have 
been inspired by the incident to search the internet for Black- on- white 
crime, which, he later said, opened his eyes to the violent reality of race 
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relations in America. “I have to do it,” Roof told the worshippers during 
the rampage. “You rape our women, and you’re taking over our country. 
And you have to go.”103 Roof thus invoked one of the venomous shibbo-
leths of the American South, which has inspired both violence and the 
worst miscarriages of justice: the defense of protecting innocent white 
women from the depredations of nonwhites.104

An aspersion prominently profiled in The Birth of a Nation, the pres-
ervation of “white purity” has historically been cited to justify the lynching 
murder of slaves, freed men, and ordinary, law- abiding African American 
males in the South. Indeed, precisely this justification is reflected in the 
lesser- known of David Lane’s “14 Words” slogans: “Because the beauty of 
the White Aryan woman must not perish from the Earth.” The 1921 
Tulsa race massacre, which the Oklahoma Historical Society has called 
“the single worst incident of racial violence in American history,” was 
sparked by a nineteen- year- old African American accidentally stepping 
on the toe of a seventeen- year- old white female elevator operator.105 In the 
1931 Scottsboro Boys case, nine African American boys, one just twelve 
years old, were falsely accused of raping two white women on a train. All 
but one were initially sentenced to death, before their sentences were 
reconsidered and reduced. In August 1955, Emmitt Till, at age fourteen, 
was lynched in Mississippi after being accused of flirting with an older 
white woman. “When a [N- word] gets close to mentioning sex with a white 
woman, he’s tired o’ livin’. I’m likely to kill him,” J. W. Milam, one of the 
confessed killers, raged. Milam was acquitted.106 Roof used this justifica-
tion to explain his violent act. “I have noticed a great disdain for race mix-
ing White women within the White nationalists community, bordering 
on insanity,” Roof wrote. “These women are victims, and they can be 
saved. Stop.”107 And yet, as the antilynching crusader Ida B. Wells explained 
in A Red Record, “In numerous instances where colored men have been 
lynched on the charge of rape, it was positively known at the time of 
lynching, and indisputably proven after the victim’s death, that the rela-
tionship sustained between the man and woman was voluntary and clan-
destine, and that in no court of law could even the charge of assault have 
been successfully maintained.”108

Few twenty- first- century terrorists more emphatically embodied 
accelerationism— and its American roots— than Roof. He hoped to spark 
a race war. Instead, some in Charleston’s African American religious 
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community chose to heal their wounds with mercy and forgiveness. “I 
forgive you,” Nadine Collier, the daughter of seventy- year- old victim Ethel 
Lance, told Roof over video conference at his bond hearing. “You took 
something very precious from me. I will never talk to her again. I will 
never, ever hold her again. But I forgive you. And have mercy on your 
soul.”109 Roof’s savage June 2015 act was a shock to the American system, a 
catastrophic return of racist, white supremacist violence and painful 
reminder of deeply held racial resentment in a country that nearly seven 
years earlier had elected its first Black president. But hindsight paints an 
even bleaker picture: Roof was not, as some hoped, the final, violent spasm 
of a dying ideology. He was a foreshadowing of even darker days to come.

Meanwhile, in the far West, another antigovernment confrontation was 
unfolding. Emboldened by their triumph over the Bureau of Land Man-
agement in Nevada two years earlier, the Bundys in January 2016 turned 
their attention to Oregon. Led by Ammon Bundy, son of Cliven, a band 
of militia members, including people belonging to the “sovereign citizens” 
movement, occupied a building at the Malheur National Wildlife Refuge— 
where the local headquarters of the federal agencies responsible for land 
use, forest service, and fish and wildlife are located. Once again, the pro-
test centered on whether the federal government had the authority to 
determine access and use of public lands— the specific grievance this time 
being the pending incarceration of Dwight and Steven Hammond. The 
Hammonds had been sentenced to five years in prison for setting fire to 
federal lands in protest of government control over access to public 
spaces.110 The standoff continued for forty days and ended only after fed-
eral law enforcement agencies forcibly resolved it. At a police roadblock 
in snowy Harney County, in which the reserve is located, one of the pro-
testors and spokesmen, LaVoy Finicum, resisted arrest and attempted to 
draw his personal firearm. Officers from the Oregon State Police and FBI 
agents opened fire, and Finicum was killed. He was immediately lauded 
as a hero and another martyr to the cause of resisting governmental over-
reach. “I would not be surprised if Mr. Finicum was rubbed out, in other 
words assassinated,” a message left on Stormfront read. “Whether or not 
he was assassinated or killed by police in self- defense, he is now a martyr 
for our race.”111 The confrontation was once more trumpeted by antigov-
ernment extremists as the latest skirmish in its longstanding battle with 
the federal authorities. “I want to emphasize that the American people are 
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wondering why they can’t seem to get ahead or why everything is costing 
more and you are getting less,” Ammon Bundy told CNN, “and that is 
because the federal government is taking and using the land and 
resources.”112 A lawyer for the Hammonds, however, explained that they 
had neither solicited nor welcomed Bundy’s assistance.113

The standoff was noteworthy for the presence of several veterans of the 
U.S. military. They included Jon Ritzheimer, a former Marine twice 
deployed to Iraq, and Ryan Payne, a former army infantryman who also 
served in Iraq.114 “We had counter- sniper positions on their sniper posi-
tions,” Payne boasted. “We had at least one guy— sometimes two guys— 
per BLM agent in there. If they made one wrong move, every single BLM 
agent in that camp would have died . . .  in most states you have the lawful 
authority to kill a police officer that is unlawfully trying to arrest you.”115 
Matt Shea was a veteran who had served in Iraq with both the army and 
the Washington State National Guard. Elected as a Republican to the 
Washington State House of Representatives, Shea became the subject of 
an investigation by the legislature because of his involvement in the stand-
off. A report of Shea’s activities, released in 2019, concluded that the rep-
resentative had “participated in an act of domestic terrorism against the 
United States” at Malheur.116 Shea was specifically found to have “planned, 
engaged in, and promoted a total of three armed conflicts of political vio-
lence against the United States,” according to the state investigation. It 
also found that Shea had participated in training exercises that provided 
instruction on how to wage “holy war” and was responsible for a pam-
phlet titled “Biblical Basis for War.” Shea had argued that a Christian the-
ocracy should replace America’s democratic system and called for “the 
killing of all males who do not agree.”117 Although no criminal charges 
were ever brought against Shea, he was dismissed from the state’s House 
Republican Caucus.118

This second confrontation with the federal government engineered by 
the Bundys not surprisingly resonated throughout the American militia 
underground. Preparations were made for new standoffs with federal 
officials— egged on by increasingly confrontational online fulminations. 
“I’m furious. Absolutely enraged,” one person fumed on Stormfront, cit-
ing especially the killing of Finicum. “This is a direct, frontal assault on 
White America by the hostile, occupation government in Washington, 
D.C.”119 Another warned, “There’s a lot of simmering anger out there. 
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Little brush fires can grow into raging forest fires.”120 The seeds for out-
right resistance and rebellion had also been planted. Reflecting the accel-
erationists’ end goal of full- scale civil war and revolt, a member of a mili-
tant skinhead group observed that “the revolution is lying just beneath 
the surface right now boiling and ready to explode. I can’t wait.”121



7
THE MOVEMENT GOES GLOBAL

This little episode taught me something about political terror. Its very arbi-
trariness and unpredictability are important aspects of its effectiveness.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

On the surface, there was very little remarkable about Alexandre 
Bissonnette. A university student and former cadet in the Royal 
Canadian Army, Bissonnette had no police record and a nor-

mal family life. His father repeats a sentiment often heard in the wake of 
mass murders: “Alexandre is the very last person that we, and all those 
who know him, could ever fathom doing something so out of character.”1 
In hindsight, it was perhaps his ordinariness that made him so danger-
ous. Throughout his life, Bissonnette suffered unrelenting bullying and 
also had untreated mental health issues. He had previously attempted sui-
cide. Bissonnette dreamed of exacting revenge. “He had fantasies to do 
something big so that people would not laugh at him after his death, so 
that people would remember him,” a psychologist who interviewed him 
recalled.2 He was particularly fascinated by murderers who had suffered 
bullying during their childhood and who then had killed themselves as 
part of their attacks.3

Notwithstanding his personal predisposition toward terroristic vio-
lence, Bissonnette is arguably the first mass murderer inspired by both a 
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U.S. presidential campaign and an election that some commentators 
would uniquely characterize as “threatening,” “extraordinary,” and as 
embodying “a kind of white racial backlash.” 4 In the month leading up to 
the attack, Bissonnette searched for Donald Trump over eight hundred 
times on Twitter, Google, YouTube, and Facebook.5 More specifically, Bis-
sonnette was motivated by the response of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau 
of Canada to the Trump administration’s immigration policies. On Jan-
uary 27, 2017, the newly inaugurated president signed an executive order 
banning travel to the United States from several Muslim- majority coun-
tries. Trudeau responded on Twitter the following day, writing, “To those 
fleeing persecution, terror & war, Canadians will welcome you, regard-
less of your faith. Diversity is our strength #WelcomeToCanada.” 6 Then, 
on January 29, Bissonnette walked into the Islamic Cultural Centre of 
Quebec City and opened fire, killing six worshippers using a 9mm Glock. 
Several of those killed were executed by point- blank shots to the head after 
previously being felled by bullets. “The tragic events for which Alexan-
dre Bissonnette has admitted criminal responsibility have not only sad-
dened and distressed the residents of Québec, our province and the entire 
country, but have also torn the fabric of our society,” a Canadian Supe-
rior Court sentencing document read two years later, noting the profound 
social impacts such attacks inflict on communities. “From one day to the 
next, fear and mistrust took hold of a good part of our population. Qué-
bec, a welcoming city, open to the world, wrapped itself in a shroud and 
for a time sank into shame, fear and suspicion.” On the day of the kill-
ings, Bissonnette was drunk and on leave from work because of anxiety.7

From the moment that Trump had descended the gilded escalator at 
his namesake tower on Manhattan’s Fifth Avenue to declare his candi-
dacy for the Republican Party’s nomination for president on June 16, 2015, 
he had employed blatant nativist rhetoric. Trump variously used pejora-
tive and xenophobic language to describe persons of color and those from 
outside the Christian faith. They all were also deliberately caricatured as 
threats to U.S. national security and indeed to Americans themselves. 
Trump’s much- heralded announcement had specifically singled out Mex-
ican immigrants for vilification. “They’re bringing drugs. They’re bring-
ing crime. They’re rapists,” the famed New York real estate mogul declared. 
“And some, I assume, are good people.”8 Following the ISIS- inspired 
shooting in San Bernardino that killed fourteen people six months later, 
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Trump called for a Muslim travel ban. “Donald J. Trump is calling for a 
total and complete shut down of Muslims entering the United States until 
our country’s representatives can figure out what the hell is going on,” he 
proclaimed.9 “We have no choice,” the Republican frontrunner added— 
employing the alarmist language reminiscent of extremists embracing 
nativist positions. Following another ISIS- inspired mass shooting that tar-
geted an Orlando, Florida, gay nightclub in June 2016, resulting in the 
deaths of forty- nine people, Trump tweeted: “Appreciate the congrats for 
being right on radical Islamic terrorism, I don’t want congrats, I want 
toughness & vigilance. We must be smart!”10

The Republican Party candidate’s statements struck a chord with 
America’s far- right extremists. The longtime white supremacist writer and 
editor Jared Taylor gushed that “there will never be another campaign like 
this one” on his American Renaissance website. In an article titled “Is 
Trump Our Last Chance?” Taylor warned, “If Mr. Trump loses, this could 
be the last chance whites have to vote for a president who could actually 
do something useful for them and for their country.” To many white 
supremacists, Trump was helping shift the Overton Window— the spec-
trum of policy deemed acceptable for debate and consideration by the 
political mainstream at any given moment— feeding their ideas and poli-
cies, which previously had been considered too fringe or too extremist, 
into the center of American political discourse and debate.11 As one white 
supremacist writer presciently noted shortly after Trump declared his can-
didacy, “If he can mobilize Republicans behind him and make a credible 
run for the Presidency, he can create a whole new media environment for 
patriots to openly speak their mind without fear of losing their jobs.”12 
Stormfront’s online community also chimed in, with one person observ-
ing in connection with the San Bernardino attack, “At this point, if you 
still don’t support Trump I’m seriously questioning whether or not you’re 
[white nationalist].”13 Another Stormfront post opined how easy it would 
be for the presidential aspirant to inspire racist violence. “Trump gets them 
so riled up,” this post explained, in reference to more violently inclined 
Trump supporters. “They would charge and attack if he told them too. 
They love Trump. He is almost like a Fuhrer.”14

Trump’s surprise electoral victory in November 2016 brought joy to the 
far- right extremist universe. On election night, Stormfront was filled with 
exultant posts like “Michelle [Obama] better get her bitch to sanitizing the 
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White House for the next, authentic family. Ah! It’s now a White house 
once again” and “You can be white again without the requirement to 
express shame.”15 James Mason, the longstanding neo- Nazi writer who 
channeled his admiration of both Hitler and the murderer and cult leader 
Charles Manson into an especially virulent interpretation of accelera-
tionism known as Siege,16 told ProPublica: “With Trump winning that 
election by surprise— and it was a surprise— I now believe anything could 
be possible.”17 The Daily Stormer’s high- profile editor, Andrew Anglin, who 
named his publication after the Nazi tabloid Der Stürmer, could barely 
contain his joy. “Our Glorious Leader has ascended to God Emperor,” he 
enthused. “Make no mistake about it: we did this. If it were not for us, it 
wouldn’t have been possible. . . .  The White race is back in the game. And 
if we’re playing, no one can beat us. The winning is not going to stop.”18 
Within weeks, white supremacists were offering Nazi salutes in celebration 
of Trump’s electoral victory. “Hail Trump! Hail our people! Hail victory!” 
the white supremacist Richard Spencer declared at an alt- right conference 
held in Washington, DC, at the end of November  2016. The attendees 
responded with Sieg Heil salutes.19 And after Trump named Stephen Ban-
non, the former executive chairman of Breitbart News, as White House 
chief strategist and senior counselor to the president, the antisemitic far 
right was especially jubilant. “Stephen Bannon: racist, anti- homo, anti- 
immigrant, anti- jewish, anti- establishment. Declared war on (((Paul 
Ryan))) Sounds perfect. Muhahahaha,” Stormfront rhapsodized. “The man 
who will have Trump’s ear more than anyone else. Being anti- jewish is not 
illegal. Nothing you dirty stinking jews can do to keep him out.”20

As the boasting and threats multiplied into calls for decisive action, 
those early days also proved that words matter— especially now in the 
digital age, given the powerful echo- chamber effect of social media. 
“Extirpate,” one militia blogger wrote on December 9. “It is what is for 
breakfast. And you’d better understand— this is the last chance Liberty 
has in America. If we fail to move now and Go Hard, under the support-
ing fire from on- high that the Trumpening ‘may’ offer, we lose.”21 Indeed, 
much like after Obama’s election, hate crimes began to rise across the 
nation— driven less by previous “great replacement” fears than by the 
opportunities that Trump’s election was seen to present. The Southern Pov-
erty Law Center documented 867 reports of harassment and intimidation 
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in the ten days after the election, and the Anti- Defamation League 
reported “a massive increase in the amount of harassment of American 
Jews” during the first three months of 2017.22 The norms of civility were 
noticeably fraying— as the incident aboard a Portland, Oregon, com-
muter train demonstrated in May, just months into the administration. 
After two young Black girls were taunted with racial and Islamophobic 
epithets, two white men who intervened were stabbed to death by the 
assailant, and a third was gravely wounded. The perpetrator, a white 
power advocate named Jeremy Joseph Christian, had been active on Face-
book, where he pondered whether Trump might be “the Next Hitler” 
and posted declarations such as “Death to Hillary Rodham Clinton and 
all her supporters!” He had also celebrated the anniversary of April 19 by 
declaring Timothy McVeigh “a TRUE PATRIOT!!!”23

Meanwhile, the very nature of truth and falsehood were being repeat-
edly challenged— both by Americans and the country’s foreign adversar-
ies. Throughout the 2016 presidential campaign and immediately after, 
online posts of questionable accuracy were disseminated by overseas 
entities— including the Internet Research Agency, based in Saint Peters-
burg, Russia. Over 30 million American social media users, most unwit-
tingly, spread disinformation about hot- button political and social issues.24 
This intense traffic raised suspicions that Russian government interfer-
ence had helped secure Trump’s victory. Such so- called troll farms were 
but one arm of a massive Russian influence operation, commandeering 
Western social media platforms to promote Trump and his most radical 
policies. Russia’s objective appears to have been to sow national discord 
and to undermine Hillary Clinton, the Democratic Party’s candidate. The 
success of this strategy may be seen in the doubt cast on the veracity of 
America’s own intelligence community after it had confirmed that Rus-
sia interfered in the election. Trump astonishingly rejected the commu-
nity’s assessments— preferring to trust the word of President Vladimir 
Putin of Russia instead. “Every time he sees me, he says, ‘I didn’t do that,’ ” 
Trump said of Putin. “And I believe, I really believe, that when he tells 
me that, he means it.”25 Russia’s electoral disinformation efforts were 
definitively confirmed in the report issued by special counsel and former 
FBI director Robert Mueller in 2019. “The Russian government,” the 
Report on the Investigation Into Russian Interference in the 2016 Presidential 
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Election concluded, “interfered in the 2016 presidential election in 
sweeping and systematic fashion.”26 But the damage had already been 
done. If the president himself was questioning U.S. intelligence conclu-
sions, then who could be believed?

Indeed, the concept of truth or fact was no longer unassailable; truth 
could now be manipulated depending on whatever narrative one chose 
to believe. And from the time Trump entered the White House, he and 
his administration would continually blur the boundary between truth 
and fiction. Senior Counselor to the President Kellyanne Conway’s quip 
about the existence of “alternative facts” in response to claims that the 
president had lied about the size of his inaugural crowd, in addition to 
the president’s persistent use of the term “fake news” (roughly two thou-
sand times during his term in office) to dismiss coverage he considered 
critical of his leadership, corrosively entered the national psyche.27 As the 
disinformation specialists P. W. Singer and Emerson Brooking lamented, 
“Even the term used to describe untruths went from an objective mea-
sure of accuracy to a subjective statement of opinion.”28

Accordingly, by the summer of 2017, this confluence of develop-
ments had set the stage for some kind of tragic confrontation. The 
nativist grievances that had catapulted Trump into office— notably 
rising fears of both legal as well as illegal immigration intertwined 
with the polarizing power of “great replacement” arguments— were 
simultaneously gathering momentum as they spilled into mainstream 
American politics. The violence- prone extremist fringe of this populist 
groundswell was also growing increasingly restive and becoming more 
emboldened, with the string of attacks that had succeeded one another 
over the past six years in Oslo, Charleston, and Quebec City touted by 
racists, antisemites, xenophobes, and other militants as exemplars of what 
was required. And the serial exploitation and manipulation of social 
media— whether by ISIS or Russia— guided new imitators and admirers 
in the homeland seeking to harness and exploit this divisive potential. 
“The xenophobia of the Trump campaign unleashed a whirlwind of hate 
across America,” Heidi Beirich, then director of the Southern Poverty 
Law Center’s Intelligence Project and a leading expert on the American 
far right, warned on August 4, 2017. “It’s only a matter of time until terror 
strikes again.”29
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Fewer than ten days would pass before Beirich’s fears materialized in 
Charlottesville, Virginia.

• • •

On an otherwise quiet, hot weekend in August 2017, America’s most out-
spoken, committed, and violent far- right extremists arrived in the city of 
Charlottesville, the home of Thomas Jefferson’s fabled University of Vir-
ginia. The two- day Unite the Right Rally had been deliberately conceived 
to bring together a unique cross- section of neo- Nazis, white supremacists, 
Ku Klux Klansmen, Christian Identity adherents, Three Percenters, and 
neo- Confederates to protest the city’s planned removal of a statue of Con-
federate General Robert E. Lee.30

A tiki torch– lit parade— in keeping with the alt- right leader Richard 
Spencer’s dictum “Let’s party like it’s 1933”31— wound its way through the 
campus of the University of Virginia on the evening of August 11. Although 
in some ways the march was reminiscent of the Nazi parades made famous 
in such propaganda classics as Leni Riefenstahl’s film Triumph of the 
Will,32 the marchers were clad in preppy- looking polo shirts and chinos, 
not brown shirts and jackboots. But their message was unmistakable as 
they variously chanted “Jews will not replace us,” the Nazi cry of “blood 
and soil,” and “into the ovens.”33 Both the procession and the fist fights 
and worse that erupted drew national media attention, and the following 
morning, Governor Terry McAuliffe declared a state of emergency, and 
shortly afterward the Virginia State Police designated the rally an unlaw-
ful assembly. The protests, counterprotests, and confrontations contin-
ued. Then early that afternoon, a 2010 Dodge Challenger sped down 
Charlottesville’s Fourth Street and deliberately plowed into a crowd of 
demonstrators who had gathered to oppose the far- right rally. Nineteen 
people were wounded, and one, Heather Heyer, was killed.34 A dramatic 
image of the attack was captured by the photographer Ryan Kelly of the 
Daily Progress, showing some victims tossed upside down in mid- air as 
the car plunged through the crowd. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Breaking 
News Photography35— underscoring how gravely America was beginning 
to view the far- right militant threat and how susceptible any community 
was to the centrifugal forces polarizing America. The two- day ordeal was 
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described by the city’s mayor, Michael Signer, as “a coordinated invasion 
of the city by white nationalist paramilitary groups.” He termed Heyer’s 
death an “act of terrorism.”36 Her murderer, James Alex Fields, was a vehe-
ment neo- Nazi who had come to Charlottesville intent on violence. 
When his mother had texted him to be careful just before the rally com-
menced, Fields replied with a photograph of Adolf Hitler and the boast 
that “We’re not the one [sic] who need to be careful.”37 He had served 
briefly in the U.S. Army in 2015 before being discharged, in the words of 
an army spokeswoman, for “a failure to meet training standards.” Fields 
was by then an ardent neo- Nazi.38

In the days that followed the shocking images of neo- Nazis in torch-
light procession in one of the country’s leading college towns, the inces-
sant brawling between demonstrators and counterprotestors, and Heyer’s 
death and the injuries to many others caused by Fields, media attention 
turned to the White House for a call for national unity and a condemna-
tion of the tragic events. Trump, however, seemed incapable of condemn-
ing the attack. In the aftermath of Saturday’s events, the president 
decried the “hatred, bigotry, and violence, on many sides.”39 A few days 
later, Trump doubled down on his refusal to place sole blame on the 
extremists who had descended on the city, averring that there were “very 
bad people in that group, but you also had very fine people on both sides.” 40

Trump’s apparent inability to condemn the racist and antisemitic 
extremism that had convulsed Charlottesville provided an enormous 
boost to the movement. “Thank you President Trump for your honesty & 
courage,” David Duke, the former Klansman turned Louisiana legislator 
and early proponent of the cleaned- up alt- right tweeted.41 He had previ-
ously described amid the melee at Lee Park on Saturday morning that “we 
are determined to take our country back. We are going to fulfill the prom-
ises of Donald Trump. That’s what we believed in. That’s why we voted 
for Donald Trump, because he said he’s going to take our country back.” 42 
One Stormfront denizen could not contain his enthusiasm: “As I have said 
from the start, President Trump is only the beginning, not the end. Yet 
he continues to ring true. I have never abandoned him or criticized him 
and I never will. Meine Ehre heißt Treue,” he concluded, repeating the 
motto of Adolf Hitler’s SS— My Honor Is Loyalty. “It is wonderful having 
this man as President,” another interlocutor swooned. “Moreover, it is high 
time someone stands up to the socialist, multicultural morons who want 
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to destroy our culture and dumb down and adulterate the most intelli-
gent, creative and productive race of people the World has ever known. I 
think everyone who wants to rebuild our European culture should feel 
emboldened by our President’s courageous actions.” 43

Years later, Richard Spencer would recall the galvanizing effect that the 
president’s comments had on the white nationalist movement. “There is 
no question that Charlottesville wouldn’t have occurred without Trump,” 
he observed. “It really was because of his campaign and this new poten-
tial for a nationalist candidate who was resonating with the public in a 
very intense way. The alt- right found something in Trump. He changed 
the paradigm and made this kind of public presence of the alt- right pos-
sible.” 44 The events, however, also provided a political boost to the Dem-
ocratic Party and the left: twenty months later, former vice president Joe 
Biden would use the Charlottesville rally as the opening message of his 
presidential campaign, a video announcement decrying the rally as “a 
defining moment for this nation in the last few years” and lamenting the 
president’s words as having “assigned a moral equivalence between those 
spreading hate and those with the courage to stand against it.” 45

Charlottesville marked the advent of a new far right, one characterized 
by its youthfulness, viciousness, mobilization and free rein online, and 
vehement, passionate support for President Trump. Styling itself as the 
“alt- right,” the movement was noteworthy for its makeover and self- 
constructed veneer of respectability. It represented the apogee of the long-
standing efforts to “mainstream” and make more acceptable odious rac-
ism, antisemitism, and xenophobia. Gone was the stereotype of the loud 
and aggressive skinhead, hate- spewing brownshirt, or hooded Klansman. 
Spencer was the embodiment of the well- kempt, respectably dressed, 
model next- door- neighbor. Charlottesville, then, marked the completion 
of a transition advocated for by Duke nearly four decades before: it’s time 
to “get out of the cow pasture and into hotel meeting rooms.” 46 Breivik had 
offered similar advice to millennials growing up in the digital age: “Appear 
politically correct or at least moderate, dress normally. Try to limit your 
rhetorical activities. Avoid excessive forum posting. Excessive forum 
activity might get you ‘flagged’ by your national government.” 47 As the 
extremism expert Julia Ebner, who had infiltrated the movement, explains, 
“The far- right’s obsession with aesthetics stems from the desire to look 
legitimate and appealing to more mainstream audiences. Fashion and 
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lifestyle serve extremist movements as a gateway to their political ideolo-
gies.” 48 Or, as another observer commented after Charlottesville, “The 
uniform of white hate is now average, mundane, the stuff of everyday 
American life.” 49 But more consequential was the new attitude permeating 
the violent, far- right extremist universe. The events in Charlottesville had 
convinced many that they could get away with their activism and occa-
sional violence— that political leaders would shield them. That message 
was also delivered to the American rural militia movement, when, main-
taining the antiestablishment veneer that propelled him to election, 
Trump in July 2018 pardoned Dwight and Steven Hammond, the ranchers 
whose arson attacks on federal land and subsequent imprisonment had 
triggered the 2016 Malheur occupation described in chapter 6.50

During protests that broke out in reaction to the hate on display at 
Charlottesville, one Holocaust survivor from New York stood defiant. “I 
escaped the Nazis once,” her sign read. “You will not defeat me now.”51 
But darker days were ahead. As Heather Heyer had warned in her final 
Facebook post, “If you’re not outraged, you’re not paying attention.”52

• • •

The rising danger from the far right was perhaps most keenly felt in a bliz-
zard of violence in the ten days leading up to the November 2018 U.S. 
midterm election, dragging media attention away from the peaceful exer-
cise of democracy and toward those who preferred to kill than vote. On 
October 22, an improvised explosive device was found in a New York post-
box belonging to George Soros, the wealthy, Jewish financier and peren-
nially popular target of antisemites and far- right conspiracists. Over the 
course of the next week, postal authorities discovered additional package 
bombs addressed to senior Democratic Party leaders, including former 
president Barack Obama, former vice president Joe Biden, former secre-
tary of state Hillary Clinton, senators Kamala Harris and Cory Booker, 
representative Maxine Waters, former attorney general Eric Holder, for-
mer director of national intelligence James Clapper, and former CIA direc-
tor John Brennan, as well as the actor Robert De Niro, billionaire Tom 
Steyer, and CNN.53 The person responsible for building and mailing the 
bombs, a Florida man named Cesar Sayoc, would later claim that his 
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“intention was to only intimidate & scare.” Most definitions of terrorism 
include this intimidation element.54 Regardless of his claimed nonlethal 
objective and, for that matter, whether the bombs would have actually det-
onated, no other twenty- first- century far- right terrorist had yet been as 
ambitious in plotting to potentially kill most of the Democratic Party 
leadership and others reflecting contemporary left- of- center or liberal pol-
itics in America.

Eventually captured in Florida, Sayoc was a pitiable, broken man who 
had found a purpose in worshipping Trump. The victim of sexual abuse, 
with attendant mental health issues, Sayoc, his defense attorneys would 
later explain, had emerged from a life of darkness to find “light in Don-
ald J. Trump.”55 The day that the bomber— who had previously described 
Trump rallies as “like a new found drug”— was arrested, the subject of his 
adulation had cast doubt on the mail bombs, suggesting in a tweet that 
they were a canard designed to influence the 2018 electoral outcome. 
“Republicans are doing so well in early voting, and at the polls,” Trump 
claimed, “and now this ‘Bomb’ stuff happens and the momentum greatly 
slows— news not talking politics. Very unfortunate, what is going on. 
Republicans, go out and vote!” The statement followed an earlier tweet 
where Trump had abrogated any responsibility for the acute partisanship 
polarizing the country, blaming instead the news media. “A very big part 
of the Anger we see today in our society is caused by the purposely false 
and inaccurate reporting of the Mainstream Media that I refer to as Fake 
News,” he opined. “It has gotten so bad and hateful that it is beyond 
description. Mainstream Media must clean up its act, FAST!”56

The mail bombs revealed the proclivity of the far right to deflect blame 
away from actual violence committed by its exponents as part and parcel 
of some grandiose “false flag” designed to discredit their president and 
party. On Stormfront, one extremist went even further, invoking the per-
sistent myth of Jewish machination and manipulation in reference to the 
targeting of Soros. “I am wondering who found the so called device? How 
big was it? Could it have actually done anything to that old monster? Let’s 
just say I reserve judgement. The Jews have pulled that poor little me I 
am being persecuted crap before. I am not buying it. Someone does need 
to get rid of that old fool.” Another responded, “I think this was a staged 
event. More incidents right before the midterms to show how radical the 
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right is now. Soros likely planted it himself.” Others were just simply cel-
ebratory: “Someone’s finally taking the fight to the enemy.”57

The violence continued to escalate. On October 24, two Black shop-
pers were killed at a Kroger grocery store in Jeffersontown, Kentucky. The 
gunman, fifty- one- year- old Gregory Bush, had initially attempted to gain 
entry to the town’s predominantly Black First Baptist Church but found 
the doors locked. He murdered a man shopping inside with his grandson 
before gunning down a woman in the parking lot.58 Bush reportedly told 
a bystander, “Don’t shoot me. I won’t shoot you. Whites don’t shoot 
whites.”59 Bush suffered from serious mental illness. “On the day of this 
tragedy, Mr. Bush’s schizophrenia was not medicated, so he was tortured 
by voices that threatened to kill him and his family,” his lawyer said. “He 
acted out of his psychosis and his illness.” 60 But even this tragic spasm of 
violence was but a harbinger for still worse to come.

On October 27, a terrorist walked into the Tree of Life synagogue in the 
Squirrel Hill neighborhood of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. That morning, 
three separate Sabbath services were underway in three different sanctuar-
ies. Robert Bowers was armed with a Colt AR- 15 assault rifle as well as with 
three semiautomatic handguns. At 9:50 AM he opened fire. Declaring his 
desire to “kill Jews,” Bowers killed eleven mostly elderly worshippers and 
critically wounded two others.61 He appears to have been motivated as 
much by a profound animus against immigrants as by antisemitism. In 
particular, news about “caravans” of migrants headed to the United States’ 
southern border and the role of a Jewish charity that provides assistance to 
all newcomers to the country in need had prompted the attack, appealing 
to Bowers’s conspiratorial “white genocide” fears. A post from Bowers on 
the far- right social media site Gab shortly before he burst into the syna-
gogue revealed his motivation: “HIAS [Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society] 
likes to bring invaders in that kill our people. I can’t sit by and watch my 
people get slaughtered. Screw your optics, I’m going in.” 62 The attack at 
Tree of Life was the deadliest act of antisemitic violence in American his-
tory. Bowers’s “screw your optics” declamation was his retort to the efforts 
of Richard Spencer and David Duke, among others, to present a more 
socially acceptable face of violent, far- right extremism to the American 
public— arguing, as accelerationists before him, that such efforts had 
plainly failed and that violence was now the only option. The terrorism 
analyst Rita Katz of the SITE Intelligence Group explained, “Bowers’s act 
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was to many in the far right the only way to ‘fight back’ against the chang-
ing world; they saw an existential threat to their race, something the old 
guard of the movement didn’t have the stomach to take on.” 63

The violence that election season finally ended on November 2, when 
two women were killed in a shooting at a Tallahassee, Florida, yoga studio. 
Although motivated primarily by so- called incel ideology,64 the killer, 
Scott Beierle, had also displayed a history of violent rhetoric against 
minorities and Jews and was an admirer of the Aryan Nations. One old 
social group that Beierle belonged to had dubbed him “Nazi Scott.” 
According to someone who knew Beierle, “He’d walk up and just start 
talking about weapons and killing people in the military and how Hitler 
was right to clear the human race of gays and Jews and blacks.” Beierle 
had been kicked out of the army, albeit with an honorable discharge, for 
“unacceptable conduct” after being investigated over his behavior toward 
female soldiers. A Secret Service investigation conducted years later found 
Beierle had showed signs of profound misogynist extremism since his 
teenage years and that his parents had even slept with their door locked 
out of fear of their son.65

Trump’s implicit encouragement of violent, far- right extremists was 
perhaps best depicted by the exculpatory statements offered near the end 
of October by the lawyers for three Kansas militia members convicted ear-
lier that year for plotting to bomb the homes of Somali immigrants. In a 
plea for leniency, the defense attorney for one of the convicted claimed, 
“The court cannot ignore the circumstances of one of the most rhetori-
cally mold- breaking, violent, awful, hateful and contentious presidential 
elections in modern history, driven in large measure by the rhetorical 
China shop bull who is now our president.” 66

The 2018 midterm elections, held on November 6, saw Democrats win 
back the House of Representatives, with a net gain of forty- one seats— a 
popular rejection of sorts of the nation’s rising militant activism. But those 
who believed the violence that fall to be an aberration would soon learn 
how mistaken they were.

• • •

In 1992, in his landmark essay on leaderless resistance, Louis Beam had 
laid out the only white power strategy he felt still stood a chance of 
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success. “Let the coming night be filled with a thousand points of resis-
tance,” he wrote. “Like the fog which forms when conditions are right 
and disappears when they are not, so must the resistance to tyranny 
be.” 67 With the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing, McVeigh had sought to 
position himself at the vanguard of the revolution that Beam had hoped 
his strategy would inspire. Despite its failure then, the promise of leader-
less resistance continued to burn bright in the minds of more violently 
inclined contemporary far- right extremists. And, in 2019, it would again 
dramatically resurface.

An ambitious assassination plot came to light that February. The 
authorities learned of it only because of the poor operational security of 
the would- be perpetrator, a former Marine, Army reservist, and member 
of the Virginia National Guard who was then serving in the U.S. Coast 
Guard. Lieutenant Christopher Paul Hasson had used his work computer 
to compile a hit list of prominent Democratic Party officials and perceived 
liberal media figures as well as to compose his manifesto explaining the 
reasons behind the attacks. Hasson had assembled a small arsenal of 
weapons— including fifteen firearms, two silencers, and over a thousand 
rounds of ammunition68— with which he planned to assassinate Speaker 
of the House of Representatives Nancy Pelosi and Representative Alex-
andria Ocasio- Cortez, Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer, media 
figures including CNN hosts Chris Cuomo and Don Lemon, and others.69 
He was serving as an acquisitions officer at the Coast Guard’s National 
Security Cutter program, and the on- the- job skills he acquired in that 
position may have facilitated Hasson’s plans as he amassed his armory. 
Hasson was another in a succession of far- right extremists directly inspired 
by Breivik. He had studied Breivik’s manifesto for tactical tips and oper-
ational advice.70 Hasson would be arrested at his workplace, the U.S. Coast 
Guard headquarters in Washington, DC.

Like Sayoc, Hasson was also prepared to use what prosecutors termed 
“focused violence” to target his high- profile list of political enemies. His 
plot reflected both longstanding white supremacist accelerationist and 
leaderless resistance strategies in his twisted bid to create a “white home-
land” in the United States— another longstanding white nationalist ambi-
tion. His plans, however, were far broader: “I am dreaming of a way to 
kill almost every last person on the earth,” Hasson had mused. “I think a 
plague would be most successful but how do I acquire the needed / 
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Spanish flu, botulism, anthrax not sure yet but will find something.”71 
Hasson’s hope was that the wave of assassinations would set in motion 
the core accelerationist goal of widespread societal violence, chaos, and 
disorder, eventually leading to the establishment of an authoritarian 
white supremacist state. “Look up tactics used during Ukrainian civil 
war,” he had written. “During unrest target both sides to increase tension. 
In other words provoke gov/police to over react which should help to 
escalate violence. BLM protests or other left crap would be ideal to incite 
to violence.” The detention motion submitted by the government prosecu-
tors was blunt in its assessment: “The defendant intends to murder inno-
cent civilians on a scale rarely seen in this country.”72 Hasson had been 
motivated in part by his anger over congressional efforts to impeach 
Trump because of the latter’s alleged attempts to pressure Ukraine by 
suspending arms transfers into cooperating with an investigation of 
the son of Joe Biden, Trump’s likely 2020 general election opponent. 
Among the search terms used by Hasson on the internet were phrases 
such as “what if trump illegally impeached,” “best place in dc to see con-
gress people,” “where in dc to congress live,” and “civil war if trump 
impeached.”73

The federal charges ultimately brought against Hasson underscored the 
challenges of indicting and prosecuting violent extremists in the United 
States in the absence of specific domestic terrorism statutes, particularly 
with the seditious conspiracy charges having failed so spectacularly at Fort 
Smith. Salafi jihadist adherents of the Islamic State and al- Qaeda, for 
example, can be charged with providing “material support to a foreign ter-
rorist organization” under 18 U.S. Code § 2339B. This includes not only 
support in the planning and execution of terrorist attacks but conspiracy 
to commit these acts of violence, procuring materiel and finances for U.S. 
State Department– designated foreign terrorist organizations (FTOs), and 
recruitment and radicalization of individuals (including oneself) on behalf 
of terrorist groups. No such legal framework, however, exists to prosecute 
domestic extremists planning and plotting identical acts of violence or 
providing material support to violently inclined domestic organizations 
or ideologies.74 Hasson was therefore charged with— and convicted of— 
an assortment of weapons and substance abuse charges. Although he was 
sentenced to more than thirteen years in federal prison,75 Hasson’s ideo-
logical intent to engage in mass murder targeting politicians, journalists, 
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and civilians in the service of accelerationist aims designed to overthrow 
the U.S. government was astonishingly peripheral to the charges on which 
he was convicted.

On March 15, 2019, a twenty- eight- year- old white supremacist attired 
in military fatigues approached the Al Noor mosque in Christchurch, 
New Zealand. Like Hasson, he had amassed a small arsenal of firearms, 
including assault rifles and shotguns.76 He first encountered Haji- Daoud 
Nabi, an elderly man who had emigrated from Afghanistan in the late 
1970s. “Hello, brother,” Nabi welcomed the visitor. Moments later, Nabi, 
beloved father of four, grandfather of nine, and “father and an uncle to 
people who had none,” became the first of the fifty- one people Brenton 
Tarrant would murder over the next twenty minutes.77

Tarrant, an Australian national, was a self- proclaimed “eco- fascist” and 
a creature of the far- right extremist online world. The report of the Royal 
Commission of Inquiry Into the Terrorist Attack on Christchurch 
Mosques on 15 March 2019, convened by the New Zealand government 
and released almost two years later, provided a chilling portrait of Tar-
rant’s radicalization trajectory. He discovered 4chan, an online anony-
mous image board site notorious for its radical discourse, at age fourteen. 
Tarrant was also an avid gamer and regularly expressed extremist views 
to his online friends.78 Tarrant expressed growing anger over political 
opinions different from his own on a Facebook page belonging to the 
United Patriots Front, an Australian far- right extremist group that railed 
against immigration, multiculturalism, and the Islamic religion.79 “Com-
munists will get what communists get,” one of Tarrant’s posts read. “I 
would love to be there holding one end of the rope when you get yours 
traitor.”80 Trips to Europe further propelled his radicalization, confirm-
ing to Tarrant the societal changes affecting whites that he had previously 
read about online.81

Just moments before his attack, Tarrant left a final message on 8chan 
(a platform similar to 4chan): “Well lads, it’s time to stop shitposting and 
time to make a real life effort post. I will carry out and attack the invad-
ers, and will even live stream the attack via facebook. . . .  I have provided 
links to my writings below, please do your part by spreading my message, 
making memes and shitposting as you usually do.”82 The “writings” that 
Tarrant referred to were his own seventy- four- page manifesto, which, like 
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Roof and Breivik before him, Tarrant had posted online in advance of his 
attack. It laid out in chilling detail both his plans and the twisted justifi-
cation behind the violence shortly to be visited on the two mosques. The 
text was a panegyric to accelerationism, arguing that nonviolent political 
activism had failed. It was time for action. “True change and the change 
we need to enact only arises in the great crucible of crisis,” Tarrant wrote. 
“A gradual change is never going to achieve victory. Stability and comfort 
are the enemies of revolutionary change. Therefore we must destabilize 
and discomfort society where ever possible.” Tarrant’s manifesto repeated 
many age- old motifs of the far- right’s ideological lineage. “Goodbye, god 
bless you all and I will see you in Valhalla,” Tarrant concluded, echoing a 
promise reminiscent of the one made by the Order’s Robert Mathews as 
he prepared to face his death on Whidbey Island thirty- five years earlier, 
as well as one by Louis Beam at the Aryan Nations Congress in 1983. 
Again, Trump’s influence was clear: although dismissing his support for 
the U.S. president, Brenton Tarrant’s rant also specifically praised Trump, 
describing the president “as a symbol of renewed white identity and com-
mon purpose.”83

With this attack Tarrant revolutionized terrorism. The entire incident 
was livestreamed on Facebook for seventeen minutes, where an audience 
of at least four thousand watched the slaughter before the video was 
removed. Over the next twenty- four hours, Facebook removed 1.5 million 
copies from its website. During that time period there was also one upload 
of the livestreamed video per second over YouTube.84 According to the 
Royal Commission’s report: “Those who watched the video included sur-
vivors of the terrorist attack as they lay in hospital, [family] of the [mar-
tyrs], witnesses of the attack and ordinary people in Christchurch and 
around the world— adults and children alike.” It autoplayed, meaning 
some people saw it without even clicking on the video link. Gaming fea-
tured prominently, with Tarrant beginning his livestream by invoking the 
name of PewDiePie, a Swedish YouTube gamer. Though Tarrant’s inten-
tion appears to have been deliberately to deceive and confuse law enforce-
ment and analysts, contained within his rant were dog- whistles for the 
broader far- right community from which he emerged— memes and 
phrases recognizable only to those as deeply immersed in the move-
ment as Tarrant was. In the hours that followed, the New York Times 
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technology reporter Kevin Roose wrote that “In some ways, it felt like a 
first— an internet- native mass shooting, conceived and produced entirely 
within the irony- soaked discourse of modern extremism.”85

The far right could now achieve a reach and have an impact that would 
have been unimaginable to twentieth- century white supremacist ideo-
logues and accelerationism advocates like Pierce and Beam. In a highly 
networked and globalized world, far- right extremists of all stripes were 
now able to share strategies, tactics, and calls to arms in real time with 
fellow hate- mongers scattered across the globe. Significantly, it also sig-
naled the erosion of any distinction between domestic and international 
terrorism. Identical ideologies and shared strategies and tactics were now 
inspiring terrorists from America to Europe to Oceania. Tarrant in fact 
specifically cited Breivik’s inspiration. “I have read the writings of Dylan 
[sic] Roof and many others, but only really took true inspiration from 
Knight Justiciar Breivik,” he explained, acceding to Breivik’s desire to por-
tray himself as a modern answer to the Knights Templar, which had 
fought Muslims in the Holy Land during the Crusades. The common 
dream of a whites- only homeland was uniting extremists throughout the 
world and producing a global ideology of hate, intolerance, and violence. 
Tarrant’s call for others to emulate his attack— and, indeed, to escalate fur-
ther by assassinating European politicians, including Chancellor Angela 
Merkel of Germany, President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan of Turkey, and 
Mayor Sadiq Khan of London— was meant to reinforce the transnational 
bonds and interconnectivity of contemporary violent, far- right extrem-
ism. “Merkel, the mother of all things anti- white and anti- germanic, is top 
of the list,” Tarrant declared. “Few have done more to damage and racially 
cleanse Europe of its people.”86

Tarrant’s battle cry echoed those of other terrorists before him. Osama 
bin Laden’s 1998 fatwa, for instance, had asserted that “the ruling to kill 
the Americans and their allies— civilians and military— is an individual 
duty for every Muslim who can do it in any country in which it is possi-
ble to do it.” Tarrant aped bin Laden when he wrote, “Make your plans, 
get training, form alliances, get equipped and then act. The time for meek-
ness has long since passed, the time for a political solution has long since 
passed. Men of the West must be men once more.” And, just as bin Lad-
en’s appeal resonated far beyond his base in Afghanistan, this hitherto 
unknown Australian ecofascist struck responsive chords elsewhere. Like 
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Breivik’s twin attacks eight years before, the armed assault against wor-
shippers at two mosques in Christchurch animated white supremacists 
across the Pacific in the United States and further afield in Europe. Tar-
rant’s theatrical template for violent action— the posting of statements pre-
saging, explaining, and publicizing the violence to come that was then 
accompanied by livestreamed terror— was subsequently repeated in Cal-
ifornia, Texas, Norway, and Germany.87

Only a few weeks had passed before another lone gunman attacked 
another place of worship. On April 27, John Earnest opened fire inside the 
Chabad of Poway near San Diego, California. An accomplished pianist, 
volunteer tutor, dean’s list student at the California state college where he 
was studying nursing, and white supremacist murderer, Earnest brought 
an AR- 15 assault rifle into Sabbath services. Four persons were hit before 
the gun jammed— including the sixty- year- old congregant Lori Gilbert- 
Kaye, who heroically shielded the rabbi and in turn became the only per-
son to die in the attack.88 Like Breivik and Tarrant before him, Earnest 
had also previously posted a manifesto explaining the attack, in this case 
depicting his intense hatred of Jews. “To the Jew. Your crimes— 
innumerable. Your deeds— unacceptable. Your lies— everywhere. The 
European man will rise up,” Earnest proclaimed, “and strike your squalid 
and parasitic race into the dust. And this time there will be nowhere for 
you to run.” Reviving his many predecessors’ proclivity to couch their vio-
lence in religious justification, Earnest declared, “You cannot love God if 
you do not hate Satan. You cannot love righteousness if you do not also 
hate sin.” He also listed Jesus Christ as his primary inspiration— above 
Adolf Hitler, Brenton Tarrant, the Pittsburgh gunman Robert Bowers, and 
an array of other figures.

Like Tarrant, the Poway gunman also dispensed tactical advice 
designed to inspire imitation. “It is so easy to log on to Minecraft and get 
away with burning a synagogue (or mosque) to the ground if you’re smart 
about it,” Earnest advised, employing a commonly used tactic of specify-
ing a threat within a video game context to evade legal culpability by mak-
ing slightly veiled threats. “You can even shoot up a mosque, synagogue, 
immigration center, traitorous politicians, wealthy Jews in gated commu-
nities, Jewish- owned company buildings, etc. and get away with it as 
well,” he continued. “If your goal is strictly carnage and the highest score— 
I’d highly recommend you look into flamethrowers (remember kids, 
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napalm is more effective than gasoline if you want Jews to really light up 
like a menorah).” As part of his attack, Earnest also launched an accel-
erationist appeal to The Turner Diaries acolytes: “Some of you have been 
waiting for The Day of the Rope for years. Well, The Day of the Rope is 
here right now— that is if you have the gnads [sic] to keep the ball roll-
ing.”89 Accordingly, he deliberately copied Tarrant by using firearms as a 
means to achieve dramatic political effects. “I used a gun for the same 
reason that Brenton Tarrant used a gun,” Earnest explained. “In case you 
haven’t noticed we are running out of time. If this revolution doesn’t hap-
pen soon, we won’t have the numbers to win it. The goal is for the US 
government to start confiscating guns. People will defend their right to 
own a firearm— civil war has just started.” A technical malfunction scut-
tled Earnest’s hope to emulate Tarrant by livestreaming his attack.

Earnest’s attack had followed what would soon become a familiar tem-
plate: lone actor, radicalized online, committing a mass shooting at a 
place of worship. But the shooting at Poway was in fact Earnest’s second 
terrorist act. A month earlier, he had set fire to a mosque in Escondido, 
California. The worshippers inside were unharmed, and the fire was 
quickly extinguished.90 Earnest claimed to have also spray- painted a 
pledge of allegiance to the Christchurch murderer and the 8chan forum 
that had inspired them outside the mosque: “For Brenton Tarrant - t. /pol/,” 
he wrote, referencing the shorthand nickname of 8chan’s vehemently rac-
ist and violent “Politically Incorrect” forum.

The next attack occurred on August 3, at a Walmart store in El Paso 
frequented by Latino immigrants. Claiming in a preattack manifesto to 
have been inspired by Tarrant’s example, the twenty- one- year- old gun-
man, Patrick Crusius, described his hatred of people of Latin American 
heritage. Its opening sentences told the whole story: “In general, I support 
the Christchurch shooter and his manifesto,” Crusius declared. “This 
attack is a response to the Hispanic invasion of Texas.” Twenty- three peo-
ple were killed, in the deadliest act of domestic terrorism on U.S. soil 
since Oklahoma City. Through Earnest and now Crusius, the interna-
tional white supremacist terrorist chain reaction that had started eight 
years earlier in Norway had now traveled through New Zealand before 
reaching the United States.91

Europe was next. That same month, a neo- Nazi in Bærum, Norway, 
shot to death his Asian stepsister before attacking a nearby mosque. Philip 
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Manshaus, the twenty- one- year- old Norwegian murderer, was subdued 
by worshippers before he could inflict any harm. There was no written 
manifesto this time, although Manshaus had attempted to livestream his 
assault on the mosque via Facebook.92 Instead he posted a brief message 
on 8chan: “well cobbers [Australian slang for ‘good buddy’] it’s my time, 
I was elected by saint tarrant after all[.] we can’t let this go on, you gotta 
bump the race war thread irl [in real life] and if you’re reading this you 
have been elected by me[.]”93 “Valhalla awaits,” he concluded in Norwe-
gian, echoing several of his predecessors. In a prison interview, Manshaus 
recalled that, like Tarrant, the internet had played the main role in his 
radicalization.

There are a lot of different ways to get the views I have, which are quite 
different from the normal. Some people for example read books, for 
example Mein Kampf, or another fascist literary work, and then in a 
period of maybe 5– 15 years come to a conclusion that things may not be 
as they were brought up to believe. Going through the process I did goes 
significantly faster. I only spent a year, maybe one and a half years, to 
get my view on society. And it really represents the impact the internet 
has. The internet is like a super- highway for ideas, in which ideas and 
opinions can be shared so fast, as we have never seen before. . . .  I can 
safely say that the main actor in my political upheaval was the internet.94

Tarrant and Manshaus had another life story in common— both had a 
parent commit suicide in their youth, Manshaus having lost his mother 
when he was just four.95

The final attack in 2019 that Tarrant’s twin assaults on the mosques had 
triggered occurred on the Jewish high holiday of Yom Kippur (“Day of 
Atonement”) in Halle, Germany. On October 9, a German national named 
Stephan Balliet attempted to enter a synagogue during morning services, 
armed with homemade, 3D- printed weapons and several improvised 
explosive devices he had also built.96 Balliet also livestreamed the entire 
incident. He is shown swearing at the locked synagogue door and then 
gunning down a passerby. Balliet then murdered a patron at a nearby 
kebab shop before fleeing in his automobile. Despite the attack’s multiple 
failures (both in gaining entrance to the synagogue and, similarly to Fra-
zier Glenn Miller, in his only victims being ethnic Germans and not Jews 
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or immigrants), the incident was significant in several respects. First, he 
had deliberately chosen the date, when he knew the synagogue would be 
packed, to maximize casualties. “The best day of action should be Jom 
[sic] Kippur,” Balliet had explained, “because even ‘non- religious’ Jews are 
often visiting the synagogue on this date.” Second, he deliberately sought 
to highlight the homemade, 3D- printed murder weapons he had created 
as a way to inspire other Europeans from “no fun countries”— where strict 
national firearms laws restrict access to weapons— to emulate his exam-
ple by fabricating their own means of attack. Balliet admitted in fact that 
his primary purpose was to “prove the viability of improvised weapons” 
as a means to inspire and encourage more far- right attacks both in Ger-
many and elsewhere.97 Finally, Balliet, like Breivik, Tarrant, Earnest, Cru-
sius, and Manshaus before him, survived. They each sought veneration 
and imitation— not martyrdom.

Tarrant’s attack was among the first perpetrated by a far- right extrem-
ist to effortlessly straddle the divide between the real and virtual worlds. 
With his first- person livestream and references to the gaming world, Tar-
rant succeeded in transforming the mass murder of fifty- one innocent 
worshippers into a real- world reality show of carnage and mayhem delib-
erately choreographed and executed to appeal specifically to his fellow 
inhabitants of extremist online forums. Exactly as Tarrant had hoped, it 
went on to inspire imitation and emulation, as the four consecutive white 
supremacist terrorist attacks that followed throughout 2019 demonstrated. 
Tarrant had transformed terrorism into a real- world video game where 
subsequent attackers encouraged the next to top previous “high scores” 
in terms of dead and wounded— a perverse manifestation of what the for-
mer FBI agent Clint Watts calls “cascading terrorism.”98 Balliet, in fact, 
ended his manifesto with a list of “achievements” he hoped others would 
unlock. According to the priorities that Balliet defined, “points” could be 
achieved for the killing of Jews, Muslims, Christians, Blacks, children, and 
communists, as well as through different tactics and technologies, includ-
ing with 3D- printed guns, grenades, swords, nail bombs, and a “secret 
weapon,” which likely involved the use of a vehicle. Balliet doubtless 
intended that others would be inspired to top his and one another’s “high 
score” and thereby set in motion a macabre contest to outdo the body 
count of each previous attack.99 Balliet’s idea, however, was also far from 
novel. The past was once again prologue, this time in adapting the idea 
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of a “point system” that the Order as well as Frazier Glenn Miller had sug-
gested years earlier as a means to similarly encourage and demystify the 
murder of political and racial enemies. To drive home the gaming point, 
Balliet livestreamed his attack on Twitch, a video game livestreaming ser-
vice owned by Amazon.100

This series of shootings had also focused new attention on a fringe 
online forum called 8chan, which hosted the preattack posts of several of 
the attackers. “Shut the site down,” Fredrick Brennan, the founder of 
8chan, said after the El Paso attack. “It’s not doing the world any good. 
It’s a complete negative to everybody except the users that are there. And 
you know what? It’s a negative to them, too. They just don’t realize it.”101 
The site was dropped by its web security provider, Cloudflare, only to 
quickly reemerge under a new moniker, 8kun.102 Sites like 8chan and 8kun 
abetted the continuing internationalization of the far right, a trend that 
is reflected in the symmetry of ideologies that inspired each of these ter-
rorists. The more local factors that inspired Dylann Roof in 2015— including 
civil rights and gun rights— had become less salient, replaced by trans-
national grievances like immigration and attendant concerns over the 
“Islamization” of one’s country and high “birthrates” among immigrants 
and nonwhite citizens— all allegedly orchestrated by a shadowy global 
conspiracy led and directed by Jewish elites.

This was also a time in which accelerationism entrenched itself as a dis-
tinct, publicly recognized political ideology and strategy. In 2019, Zack 
Beauchamp, a leading journalist covering domestic terrorism in the 
United States, described accelerationism as “the idea that Western gov-
ernments are irreparably corrupt. As a result, the best thing white suprem-
acists can do is accelerate their demise by sowing chaos and creating 
political tension.”103 This strategy was embraced by a new generation of 
tech- savvy neo- Nazis in the group they formed and named the Atom-
waffen Division— German for “Nuclear Weapons.” An offshoot of an 
online forum called Iron March, the group had been founded by a 
Bahamian- American National Guardsman called Brandon Russell in 
2015. Seeking to pursue more violent offline activism, Russell’s main goal 
was to “build a Fourth Reich,” according to a Florida cell member named 
Devon Arthurs. Atomwaffen would eventually inspire an international 
network linking likeminded groups from Canada, Germany, and the Bal-
tic countries.104 Their stated targets included a range of minority groups 
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but also power lines and other infrastructure, as The Turner Diaries had 
advocated and the Order had planned to attack. Another group that sur-
faced around this time, the Base, similarly sought to inspire destabilizing 
acts of violence in order to create disorder and accelerate the inevitable 
coming race war.

Although accelerationism is distinct enough to be considered a con-
temporary strategy followed by far- right extremists, as has been discussed 
throughout this book it is in fact an organizing principle for violence 
adopted decades ago by movement icons such as Robert Mathews, Timo-
thy McVeigh, and James Mason. The short- lived Atomwaffen Division and 
its successor terrorist groups, accordingly, lauded these individuals as pio-
neering figures who understood accelerationism’s power and promise 
potentially to succeed where other movement strategies had foundered.105 
Atomwaffen’s first incarnation fell apart after Arthurs murdered his two 
roommates, who were also group members. When law enforcement offi-
cers searched the apartment they found a framed photo of Timothy 
McVeigh in addition to a variety of explosive materials. The Base, mean-
while, was hoping to pick up where the Order had left off three decades 
previously. An account using the pseudonymous moniker frequently 
employed by the Base’s leader left a tribute on the far- right social media 
app Gab dedicated to the imprisoned Order member Gary Lee Yarbrough 
after his death. “Your sacrifice & those of other Order members shall not 
be in vain. Hail Victory!”106

During 2019, accelerationism was most clearly evidenced both by Tar-
rant’s attack and in Hasson’s thwarted plot. But mercifully, some of the 
more organized groups that had most energetically propagated the accel-
erationist doctrine, including Atomwaffen and the Base, were mostly 
unsuccessful in implementing their sanguinary plans as a result of the 
timely, preemptive actions of U.S. federal law enforcement agencies.107 In 
fact, given the overall diffusion of the domestic terrorism threat in recent 
years, where lone individuals emerged as the main challenge confronting 
law enforcement and intelligence agencies, the tracking of actual orga-
nized entities like Atomwaffen and the Base was comparatively easier 
and more straightforward. Susceptible to infiltration and the cultivation 
of confidential informants, Atomwaffen, for instance, was swept up after 
it undertook an extensive “SWAT- ing” campaign against journalists and 
other political enemies. This entailed calling in phony reports of armed 
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barricade- and- hostage situations at residences that result in aggressive 
responses from police special weapons and tactics (SWAT) units. Mem-
bers of the Base were also identified and arrested after the authorities 
learned of several plots, the most serious of which entailed a false- f lag 
operation planned for January 2020 that would have targeted Trump sup-
porters attending a Second Amendment rally in Richmond, Virginia— in 
the hope that a gunfight would erupt between police and militia members, 
setting off a broader conflagration. The attackers’ intention reflected a 
clear accelerationist mindset: foment chaos and deepen polarization and 
suspicion, thereby encouraging more violence. That cell had fabricated an 
assault rifle for the attack so powerful that one of them remarked, “Oh 
oops, it looks like I accidentally made a machine gun.”108 The Base was 
dismantled in no small part thanks to an FBI undercover operative, 
“Scott,” who had slipped through the group’s operational security defenses 
and embedded with the Base’s Georgia cell.109 Despite nominal efforts to 
separate the group into independent, networked cells, its demise as a result 
of FBI penetration proved Beam correct in his warning that pyramid orga-
nizations were vulnerable to infiltration. As Beam had cautioned two 
decades earlier: “This has been seen repeatedly in the United States where 
pro- government infiltrators or agent provocateurs weasel their way into 
patriotic groups and destroy them from within.”110

Despite these failures, both Atomwaffen and the Base were successful 
in their efforts to resurrect another longstanding trend among American 
domestic terrorist groups. In recent years, newer, younger, more tech- 
savvy far- right groups have again sought out and benefited from the 
combat and related logistical and communications knowledge acquired 
from military service. The Atomwaffen Division’s founding leader, Bran-
don Russell, for example, joined the Florida National Guard in Janu-
ary 2016 — “specifically for the knowledge and the training, and he wants 
to use that training against the government,” his fellow AWD member 
Devon Arthurs explained. “These people join the military specially to get 
training. To get access to equipment.” By that time, Russell was already 
sporting a distinctive tattoo on his upper arm, a radiation symbol inside 
a shield— Atomwaffen’s notorious but then unknown logo.111 He was 
one of at least nine AWD members who had served in the U.S. military. 
The group included active- duty personnel and veterans from the U.S. 
Marines, Navy, Army, Air Force, and National Guard.112 One of them, 
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Joshua Beckett, an Army veteran who served in Afghanistan and who 
went on to train members of the group, recounted both how invaluable 
his combat experience was and more generally the role that the war on 
terror against al- Qaeda and its allies had played in his radicalization. 
“The army itself woke me up to race and the war woke me up to the Jews. 
The US military gives great training,” Beckett explained, “you learn how 
to fight, and survive.”113 Another U.S. far- right group, Identity Evropa, 
reportedly had eleven active or former military service personnel in its 
ranks.114 And Vanguard America was formed by a marine who had 
deployed to both Iraq and Afghanistan.115

However, perhaps no group captures the reverence that military expe-
rience holds within the movement better than the Base. The group’s leader, 
Rinaldo Nazzaro, had been a Pentagon contractor working with U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command as late as 2014— just four years before he 
founded this neo- Nazi group. Nazzaro (aka “Norman Spear” and “Roman 
Wolf”) consulted on counterterrorism and military targeting, held a top 
secret security clearance, and claimed to have deployed on “multiple tours 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.”116 Nazzaro had also worked as an analyst for 
the FBI.117 One of the group’s foremost recruiters was a Canadian Army 
reservist named Patrik Mathews.118 Mathews entered the United States 
illegally in August 2019 to link up with other members of the Base, and 
on at least one known occasion, he provided combat training to members 
of the Base in Georgia.119 Mathews was eventually apprehended in Mary-
land and charged with planning the previously mentioned attack on a 
January 2020 gun rights rally in Richmond, Virginia. Among the two 
other members of Mathews’s own terrorist cell was a U.S. Army veteran 
trained in combat reconnaissance operations.120 Like their predecessors, 
Atomwaffen and the Base actively sought recruits with military experi-
ence for both the credibility and skills they brought to the group.

Data compiled by the FBI reveals the connection between people with 
prior military service and mass violence, including terrorism. Among 
adult active shooters in the United States from 2000 to 2013, for instance, 
nearly a quarter had some level of military experience, almost half of 
whom had served in the army.121 And in an assessment of fifty- two “lone 
offender” terrorists in the United States between 1972 and 2015, the FBI 
concluded that over a third had served in the military.122 These percent-
ages are considerably noteworthy, given that only an estimated 7 percent 
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of living Americans have served in the military.123 This alarming trend 
has led to redoubled education efforts and other measures to counter it. 
In 2019, the U.S. House of Representatives, at the urging of the Maryland 
congressman and retired army colonel Anthony Brown, inserted language 
in the House version of the National Defense Authorization Act for 
FY2020 that required the DoD to track white nationalist activity via Pen-
tagon personnel surveys. Republican senators, however, removed the 
words “white nationalists” from the bill.124 And in February 2020, a House 
Armed Services subcommittee held a hearing titled “Alarming Incidents 
of White Supremacy in the Military— How to Stop It?” In his opening 
remarks, Republican congressman Trent Kelly of Mississippi, himself 
a major general in the Mississippi National Guard who survived the 
June 2017 attack on GOP representatives training for the annual charity 
baseball game against their Democratic counterparts, stated that “extrem-
ist activities of any kind are unacceptable, and cannot be tolerated in the 
military.”125 Kelly’s was a lone voice among his fellow Republican com-
mittee members.

There are many reasons why a veteran might be drawn to extremism 
on return from deployment, including a sense of alienation from the civil-
ian world; an inability to break from the militarily essential “us versus 
them” mentality toward both perceived and actual enemies; a desire for 
belonging or brotherhood among likeminded, objective- oriented individ-
uals; post- traumatic stress conditions; addictions to drugs or alcohol; or 
an inability to find civilian employment.126 And, in many instances they 
are deliberately targeted for recruitment by extremist groups and cells who 
wish to make use of these veterans’ combat as well as communications 
and logistical skills. As the German scholar Daniel Koehler, who has con-
ducted one of the most in- depth studies of far- right extremism in the 
military in North America and Europe, has noted, the size of the mili-
tary means that it will naturally attract a cross- section of society, repre-
senting significant social, economic, and political diversity, and therefore 
inevitably including extremists. “Hence,” Koehler notes, “the question is 
not whether or not right- wing extremists are able to enter the military but 
rather if they are identified in time and if the military reacts adequately 
to the case (e.g., disciplinary action or removal from service).”127

The infiltration of extremist ideologies into the U.S. military and delib-
erate cultivation for recruitment of service personnel and veterans is 
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now receiving increased scrutiny. “Far- right nationalism in the U.S. mil-
itary and veteran community has a destructive effect on civil- military 
relations and how the American people view the armed forces,” the retired 
U.S. Army colonel Jeff McCausland has observed. “It is corrosive to morale 
and security among military personnel. Even non- violent activism from 
soldiers, sailors, airmen, or Marines with extremist views has a negative 
effect on good order and discipline as well as readiness and cohesion.”128 
Against arguments that this threat has been exaggerated, Carter F. Smith, 
an army criminal investigator for thirty years, counters that the Pentagon 
and senior military commanders “always say the numbers are small, and 
because of that, it is not a priority. Well, the numbers might be small, 
but they are like a drop of cyanide in your drink. They can do a lot of 
damage.”129

The importance of the issue, particularly to the future of the military, 
was best summarized by Congressman Kelly. Speaking during the House 
Armed Services subcommittee hearing in 2020, he argued that “no group is 
more diverse or culturally integrated than our United States military. None, 
anywhere. We must keep it that way.”130 A ready and representative U.S. 
military is essential to the country’s foreign policy and to international 
security. It is undermined by the extremists in its midst.

• • •

Reviving tactics pioneered by the American far right in the 1970s and 
1980s, today’s white supremacist and neo- Nazi terrorists continue to rely 
on digital spaces to communicate and recruit while also calling for lone 
wolf attacks against a historically continuous set of defined targets.131 The 
cellular organizational structures of the Atomwaffen Division and the 
Base have mostly been eschewed as operationally insecure and vulnera-
ble to penetration or informants. The repeated resurrection of Beam’s 
twentieth- century leaderless resistance strategy via twenty- first- century 
social media, accordingly, has endowed even the most amateurish, iso-
lated individuals with opportunities to quickly radicalize and commit vio-
lent acts in furtherance of a common political agenda. Tarrant eagerly 
exploited the munificent benefits of contemporary communications to 
become the archetypal twenty- first- century terrorist— broadcasting his 
attack and message across the globe and in real time. He emerged from 
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an eclectic and radical online space with existent extremist ideas about 
race and immigration, combined with fears over environmental degra-
dation, and fed himself back into an endless loop among the denizens of 
these networks by livestreaming his attack and providing a lengthy man-
ifesto. Yet the conceptualization, planning, preparation, and execution of 
his attack were accomplished by Tarrant acting completely on his own. 
“No group ordered my attack,” Tarrant boasted. “I make the decision 
myself.”132

In the first couple of decades of the twenty- first century, lone- actor ter-
rorists have arguably displayed, to devastating effect and across multiple 
continents, an agency and power that rivals that of actual, existing orga-
nizations seeking the same ends. Since 9/11, the two most deadly terrorist 
attacks that took place in the West were ordered and coordinated by for-
eign terrorist organizations— al- Qaeda, in the 2004 Madrid commuter 
train bombings, and the Islamic State, with its simultaneous 2015 suicide 
attacks in Paris. But apart from those two incidents, the deadliest terror-
ist violence over the past two- plus decades has been perpetrated by indi-
viduals and not organized groups:

 • the Norwegian neo- Nazi who claimed seventy- seven lives in his twin 
attacks;

 • the homophobic American ISIS supporter who murdered forty- nine 
in Orlando;

 • the Tunisian immigrant whose vehicular attack a month later in Nice, 
France, killed eighty- six; and,

 • the Australian Islamophobe, white supremacist, and ecofascist whose 
killings in New Zealand resulted in fifty- one deaths.

The internet played a key role in each story.133

Lone- actor terrorism presents an especially formidable challenge to 
those charged with countering this threat. First, there is limited intelli-
gence value in the capture of a lone actor, who likely has little informa-
tion to share, given that there are often few connections to a broader 
network or group or anything similar to a traditional terrorist organiza-
tion’s hierarchy. Second, in a social media world, lone actors have the 
technology and expertise to create their own propaganda platform. As 
previously noted, Tarrant’s livestream was shared on Facebook 1.5 million 
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times during the first twenty- four hours after the attack, depriving gov-
ernment and media organizations of the ability to contain this unim-
peded broadcasting of wanton death and injury.134 And finally, and most 
importantly, lone- actor terrorism turns counterterrorism into a needle- 
in- the- haystack exercise of identifying one individual intent on violence 
amid a vast digital universe of voices. That challenge has been made 
more difficult by modern internet culture. Extremists hide behind a 
façade of “shitposting,” the practice of sharing increasingly inflamma-
tory, extreme, violent, and often humorous material online. Those who 
take offence or flag concerns are mocked as “liberal snowflakes” or 
“social justice warriors.”135 But through that smokescreen, bonds inside 
the in- group are strengthened, and distrust and hatred of the out- 
group crystallizes, as connections solidify between geographically vast 
and diverse extremist networks. Through humor and mockery, radical-
ization intensifies and violence is desensitized— leaving those seeking 
to prevent carnage and mayhem having to wade through a staggering 
multiplicity of bloviating, albeit graphic, threats in order to identify 
those who are not merely shitposting but actually planning to commit 
violence.

The violent far right has been absorbing the concept of leaderless resis-
tance since Beam first articulated the strategy in the early 1980s. But 
contemporary social media has empowered extremists to propagate 
Beam’s message to an array of lone actors seeking agency and influence 
by turning their blood- drenched fantasies into real- life violence. Today, 
even the more organized far- right networks usually prefer the leaderless 
resistance strategy to the traditional top- down/command- and- control 
model of terrorism. “The man that is strongest alone is the prime recruit!” 
Atomwaffen Division’s German offshoot asserted in its internal “AWD 
Program”— the group’s action plan, which was posted onto open Telegram 
channels in early 2020. Indeed, all the acts of violence linked to the AWD’s 
once extensive network— most notably the stabbing murder of a gay Jew-
ish University of Pennsylvania student in California in January 2018— 
were perpetrated by lone actors, without any known coordination by or 
direction from the group’s leaders.136 “We are dedicated to promoting rad-
ical autonomy while fomenting a revolutionary atmosphere,” Atom-
waffen’s successor group, National Socialist Order (NSO), reiterated in 
July 2020.137 In addition to its adherence to James Mason’s idiosyncratic 
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Siege philosophy promoting violence and chaos as part of an acceleration-
ist strategy, NSO’s statement was reminiscent of Charles Manson’s 
“Helter Skelter” prophecy, which called for random acts of violence as a 
necessary prerequisite to the national race war Manson hoped to trigger. 
“Is it a conspiracy that the music is telling the youth to rise up against the 
establishment because the establishment is rapidly destroying things?” 
Manson had explained while on trial. “The music speaks to you every day, 
but you are too deaf, dumb, and blind to even listen to the music. . . .  It is 
not my conspiracy. It is not my music. I hear what it relates. It says ‘Rise.’ 
It says ‘Kill.’ ”138 Not unlike the Islamic State, the violent far right often 
revels in chaotic “ultra- violence.”139

The open promulgation of extremism via social media platforms has 
thus fueled terrorism in the twenty- first century. Whatever guardrails 
once existed that someone would have to surmount as part of their vio-
lent trajectory no longer exist. In the far- right universe, this trend has been 
especially prominent among teenagers on the internet and especially on 
gaming and social media platforms. In these online milieus, young 
people— particularly those who lack a sense of belonging, community, 
or mentorship in their offline lives— are often groomed by older extrem-
ists with the ideological legitimacy to impart compelling tales of the 
adventure and excitement of life underground. Youngsters also have inde-
pendently banded together to create their own extremist forums. The phe-
nomenon has led to all- youth white power groups such as the British 
Hand, a neo- Nazi group led by a fifteen- year- old.140 Perhaps the most 
shocking example of youth radicalization was provided by Feuerkrieg 
(“Fire War”) Division, an offshoot of Atomwaffen located in the Baltics. 
When the authorities arrested the leader of the group in Estonia, he was 
found to be thirteen years old.141

Social media is also providing extremists with a means to speak directly 
to the psychologically vulnerable and lonely— especially those going 
through a difficult adolescence. During its short- lived reign, the Atom-
waffen Division, for instance, was responsible for five murders, perpe-
trated by three killers. News reporting surrounding the individual cases 
confirms that each of the group’s killers— Devon Arthurs, Nicholas 
Giampa, and Sam Woodward— as well as the group’s founding leader, 
Brandon Russell, all suffered from an array of mental health issues, includ-
ing varying levels of autism in every case, in addition to schizophrenia, 
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attention deficit disorder, and depression.142 During Russell’s trial, his 
mother tearfully explained that “he was always looking for something to 
belong to.”143 In another Atomwaffen case, the defense attorney described 
her client as “susceptible to radicalization” because “he has never felt like 
he fit in.”144 Christian Picciolini, a former white power rock musician now 
involved in efforts to turn youngsters away from violence and extremism, 
claims that almost three of every four far- right extremists he has worked 
with suffered from autism spectrum– related disorders. The connection 
is so strong that Picciolini encourages all new cases to see a psychologist 
or counselor.145 With social media and extremist forums now pervasive, 
vulnerable young people are more easily exposed to radical rhetoric and 
a variety of radical communities. And with terrorism no longer the 
domain of organized groups with coherent ideologies, mentally ill lone 
actors have come to play a larger role in domestic terrorism everywhere.

The lowered barriers to terrorism also have tactical implications: the 
bombings that characterized an earlier wave of far- right accelerationist 
terrorism— such as those perpetrated by McVeigh and Rudolph— have 
been superseded by another tactic: the mass shooting. The mass shoot-
ing has sadly become a regular occurrence in America today and an occa-
sional one in other countries. But the United States is a special case, 
where firearms are widely and readily available and armed attackers can 
create havoc and bloodshed on a scale completely divorced from their 
training or expertise, in turn making terrorism more accessible to vio-
lently inclined people with a political axe to grind. Consider the Poway 
Chabad shooting, in April 2019. The gunman, John Earnest, was at least 
on the surface an all- American teenager, having grown up in the idyllic 
suburb of Rancho Peñasquitos, California— or “Commiefornia,” as he 
called it. Earnest radicalized rapidly— as he noted in his own manifesto. 
“If you told me even 6 months ago that I would do this I would have been 
surprised,” he wrote. Earnest admitted to having only limited firearms 
training when he decided to launch his attack. This piano prodigy’s lack 
of technological expertise with firearms likely contributed to his gun’s 
jamming, but he was still able claim one life, injure three more, devastate 
a community he hated, and broadcast his ideology to an audience far 
beyond his San Diego suburb. Earnest used the firearm now almost syn-
onymous with the American mass shooting: the AR- 15 semiautomatic 
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rifle, the civilian version of the U.S. Army’s standard M- 4 carbine and its 
predecessor, the M- 16.

For the would- be accelerationist, mass shootings with a demonstrable 
political motive have the additional benefit of further tearing at the fab-
ric of American society, ripping communities into polarized camps based 
on an individual’s support or rejection of the Second Amendment. Tar-
rant actually planned his attack with an eye on the effect it would have 
on opinion in the United States. “I chose firearms for the affect [sic] it 
would have on social discourse, the extra media coverage they would pro-
vide and the affect it could have on the politics of United states and 
thereby the political situation of the world,” he wrote. “This attempted 
abolishment of rights by the left will result in a dramatic polarization of 
the people in the United States and eventually a fracturing of the US along 
cultural and racial lines.”146

Of course, not all terrorists choose the tactic of mass shooting. Arson 
is a popular tactic among both far- left and far- right extremists. Although 
the tactic has been less common in the United States— although, as pre-
viously noted, Earnest preceded his synagogue shooting by deliberately 
setting fire to a mosque in Escondido— it has been used more widely in 
Europe. Arson has devastated refugee centers and mosques from Bingen, 
Germany, to Eskilstuna, Sweden.147 Stabbings are also more common in 
Europe, where firearms are difficult to acquire. In October  2015, for 
instance, a Swedish neo- Nazi used a sword to stab multiple victims to 
death in a school in Trollhättan. The twenty- one- year- old perpetrator had 
deliberately chosen that particular target because of its large proportion 
of immigrant students and teachers.148 In the United States, however, mass 
shootings are most common. The FBI’s November 2019 study of fifty- two 
“lone offender terrorism” acts in the United States between 1972 and 2015 
found that more than two- thirds used firearms— and that the guns were 
legally purchased by the perpetrator in nearly three- quarters of cases.149

The persistence of the mass shooting as America’s preferred domestic 
terrorist tactic has produced significant changes in the targets— and 
victims— of this violence. In previous terrorism waves, government facili-
ties were often targeted particularly for their symbolism as representing 
the alleged repression that was at the heart of extremist grievances. 
Courthouses, IRS offices, and buildings housing government agencies 
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were attacked.150 McVeigh’s preoccupation with the Alfred  P. Murrah 
Federal Building is the most notable case in point: it contained an office 
of the Bureau of Alcohol, Firearms, and Tobacco (ATF), one of the lead-
ing organizations involved in the federal responses at Ruby Ridge and 
Waco. McVeigh, accordingly, fastened on an improvised explosive device 
as the best means for inflicting maximum damage to the government 
and making his point. As security was tightened at government build-
ings throughout the country in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City 
bombing, these facilities became harder targets to access and therefore 
attack. Eric Rudolph, for instance, targeted nongovernmental facilities 
with his bombs: a public concert venue in a park just outside the Atlanta 
Olympics compound, abortion clinics, and a gay bar.

In recent years, however, American far- right terrorists have continued 
to focus almost exclusively on the same type of publicly accessible soft tar-
gets: places of worship. In a recurring trend spanning the religious spec-
trum, Christian churches, Jewish synagogues, Islamic mosques, and Sikh 
gurdwaras, as well as community centers linked with these faiths, have 
been repeatedly targeted. Those who forgo places of worship might look 
for other locations where their target community typically gathers. Pat-
rick Crusius, for instance, drove ten hours from his home in the Dallas– 
Fort Worth area to commit his attack at an El Paso Walmart that he 
believed would be full with Latino shoppers.151 It is unclear whether Cru-
sius considered other targets, although he did write in his manifesto that 
“the Hispanic community was not my target before I read the Great 
Replacement”— Tarrant’s manifesto.152 The key to effective targeting had 
been laid out years before by James Mason in his white supremacist news-
letter Siege: “His greatest concern must be to pick his target well so that 
his act may speak so clearly for itself that no member of White America 
can mistake its message.”153

Accordingly, often far- right terrorist targeting is no more complex than 
the offensive presence of a “foreigner” or a person of color or different reli-
gion or appearance in a particular locality. In February 2017, an Indian 
immigrant was killed in a shooting at a restaurant in Olathe, Kansas, by 
a gunman who thought he was targeting people from Iran.154 And the pre-
viously cited stabbing on a Portland train in 2017 began with the attacker 
screaming abuse at two young Black girls, a seventeen- year- old Muslim 
Somali and her non- Muslim friend, alongside the demand that they should 
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“go back to Saudi Arabia.”155 The seamless transition between targeting a 
place of worship and the broader minority community is best exempli-
fied by Gregory Bush, the 2018 murderer of two African American shop-
pers in Jeffersontown, Kentucky. Surveillance video footage had showed 
Bush first trying to enter the predominantly Black First Baptist Church 
of Jeffersontown— an attempt that, had he succeeded, would have put him 
on the long list of American terrorists to target a minority group in their 
place of prayer. When that did not work, he focused on a nearby super-
market frequented by African American patrons— the next best target for 
his terroristic intentions.

Elsewhere, mixed- race couples, as has long been the case, remain firmly 
in the cross- hairs of white supremacists. James Harris Jackson, who 
stabbed a Black man to death with a sword in New York City in March 2017, 
had intended to continue his rampage by attacking mixed- race couples 
in Times Square. Jackson, however, surrendered to authorities instead— 
later regretting that decision, castigating himself during his taped police 
interview: “Could have been the champion. The champ.”156 In June 2019, 
two members of the neo- Nazi Sonnenkrieg Division, a British group later 
banned under British antiterror laws, were jailed in part for plotting to 
assassinate Prince Harry— a “race traitor,” they argued, for his marriage 
to the mixed- race actress Meghan Markle.157 White supremacists have also 
established at least one website dedicated to doxxing mixed- race couples— 
“the website names, shames, and effectively promotes violence against 
interracial couples and families,” according to the journalist Tess Owen. 
This publicly posted personal information has often proven difficult to 
remove completely from the internet.158 The mass murder of interracial 
couples was also the topic of a second, lesser- known book penned by Wil-
liam Luther Pierce under his Andrew Macdonald pseudonym. The book, 
titled Hunter, was “dedicated” to Joseph Paul Franklin, a white suprema-
cist serial killer who killed up to twenty people in the 1970s and 1980s.159 
These measures continue a longstanding tradition among the far right, 
as seen in Nazi Germany’s rassenschande policies, to prevent the appar-
ent dilution of the white bloodline through interracial relations.160

Medical centers performing legalized abortions have also remained a 
persistent target of far- right terrorists. These facilities have been attacked 
with both bombs and guns. The most lethal incident in recent years was 
perpetrated in November 2015 by Robert Lewis Dear in Colorado Springs, 
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Colorado. Dear killed three people at a Planned Parenthood clinic and 
during his trial described himself as “a warrior for the babies.”161 Dear’s 
assault was the latest manifestation of the violence directed against pro-
viders of legalized abortion encouraged and perpetrated by a religious 
fringe of the American far right. The early 2000s, for instance, had pro-
duced a website calling itself the “Nuremberg Files”; it posted personal 
information of abortion providers, including home addresses, and kept a 
tally of those killed. This early form of doxxing displayed names that 
would be struck through after they were killed— a macabre “mission 
accomplished” imperative.

Accelerationists know, however, that to achieve their aims— fomenting 
chaos and disorder in order to precipitate the collapse of society and exist-
ing governance— they need to think bigger. Mass shootings at places of 
worship, abortion clinics, or targeting people of color are unlikely to pre-
cipitate the chain reaction of cataclysmic events required to bring every-
thing crashing down. “It’s a war of attrition,” one extremist complained 
on Telegram in a jeremiad over the far right’s penchant for mass shoot-
ings. “When we compare the number of White men willing to kill and 
die for their people to the raw mass of invaders that stink up our home-
land, we lose more proportionally than they do in each attack.”162 That 
might explain why, despite the changes in terrorist targeting just described, 
replicating the Oklahoma City bombing and its record death toll remains 
the aspiration of many far- right terrorists. Breivik sought to emulate the 
carnage and destruction at the Murrah Building by detonating a large 
truck bomb in front of an Oslo government facility that he considered 
the nerve center of Norway’s government. Fortunately, he fell far short of 
the death toll achieved by McVeigh— at least during that phase of his 
attack.

• • •

The El Paso shooting resulted in a dramatic reassessment of the threat of 
domestic terrorism. At the Department of Homeland Security, a new strat-
egy was fast- tracked. Less than a month later the department released its 
new Strategic Framework for Countering Terrorism and Targeted Violence. 
The document provided “an extended assessment of the dangers posed 
by domestic terrorists, including racially-  and ethnically- motivated 



THE MOVEMENT GOES GLOBAL�187

violent extremists, particularly white supremacist violent extremists.” It 
prioritized strengthening federal government support of locally based 
prevention and countering violent extremism (CVE) programs, engag-
ing with private sector stakeholders in countering online extremism, 
working to reduce recidivism among those convicted of hate crimes, and 
enhancing cyber defenses, including against emerging technologies.163

Nevertheless, the new strategy lacked the urgency and White House 
prioritization that some senior DHS officials thought was needed. At a 
congressional committee hearing in February 2020, Elizabeth Neumann, 
the principal architect of the DHS Strategic Framework, observed that it 
“feels like we are at the doorstep of another 9/11— maybe not something 
that catastrophic in terms of the visual or the numbers— but that we can 
see it building, and we don’t quite know how to stop it.”164
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AMERICAN CARNAGE

Actually, it has been true all through history that only small portions of 
a population are either good or evil. The great bulk are morally neutral— 
incapable of distinguishing absolute right from absolute wrong— and 
they take their cue from whoever is on top at the moment.

— EARL TURNER, IN THE TURNER DIARIES

What makes the perfect conspiracy theory? In their seminal 
work on conspiracism, Russell Muirhead and Nancy  L. 
Rosenblum argue that “classic conspiracism tries to make 

sense of a disorderly and complicated world by insisting that powerful 
people control the course of events.” It gives meaning to events that can-
not otherwise be easily explained and thereby “makes sense of things by 
imposing a version of proportionality: world- changing events cannot hap-
pen because of the actions of a single obscure person or a string of sense-
less accidents.”1

In other words, conspiracy theories allow those who are confused, 
overwhelmed with too much information, fearful, or distrustful of cur-
rent events to make sense of it all by inventing simpler explanations of 
their own or adopting those of others. Casting blame on different ethnic, 
religious, or racial groups; on specific government officials or private indi-
viduals; or on governmental or private institutions— whether corporations, 
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think tanks, or philanthropies— at once provides both comfort and 
epiphany. As explanations for otherwise highly complex phenomena 
become clear to them, to their minds, it all suddenly makes sense. In the 
words of the British journalist Peter Pomerantsev: “If all the world is a 
conspiracy, then your own failures are no longer your fault. The fact that 
you achieved less than you hoped for, that your life is a mess— it’s all the 
fault of the conspiracy.”2 The problem is that if even merely a small num-
ber of people decides that the conspiracy must be countered with violence, 
civil society itself can be undermined.

The mysterious virus that spread from the Chinese city of Wuhan and 
resulted in March 2020 in a global pandemic and government- enforced 
lockdowns in many countries, including the United States, infused con-
spiratorial extremists across the far- right spectrum with new purpose and 
focus. The fears of contagion, lockdowns, and overall uncertainty accord-
ingly handed antisemites, racists, xenophobes, and antigovernment 
extremists a new rallying cry. For example, government- mandated initia-
tives to control the pandemic— including business closures and stay- at- 
home orders— were met with complaints that such measures violated fun-
damental constitutional guarantees and civil liberties and sparked major 
protests across the nation. Masking requirements alongside concerns 
about mandatory vaccinations to protect against the virus stoked wide-
spread fear and suspicion within extremist circles that quickly resurrected 
age- old antisemitic conspiracy theories blaming Jews for profiting from 
the pandemic or using it to tighten their control over commerce and gov-
ernance. David Duke, the former KKK leader, for instance, blamed Jew-
ish banking interests for the pandemic: “The Wall Street bankers, and the 
biggest international bankers, which are overwhelmingly, very, very pow-
erfully Jewish . . .  they all made a mint,” Duke declared on his podcast in 
February 2021.3 This web of conspiracies quickly expanded to include 
other religious, ethnic, and racial groups, including through the resurrec-
tion of the age- old canard of disease transmission by immigrants, as 
Asian persons were blamed for the disease’s spread. As one observer noted, 
“pandemics are the perfect environment for conspiracy theories to 
flourish.” 4

While some extremists exploited the pandemic to embellish their pet 
conspiracy theories, others saw an opportunity to deploy the virus as a 
crude bioweapon. Social media posts quickly surfaced encouraging fellow 
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extremists to deliberately infect themselves with the coronavirus and then 
in turn infect politicians and law enforcement officers, Jews, Asians, 
people of color, and Muslims. Public transportation, supermarkets, places 
of worship, street corners— virtually any public venue— were cited as 
examples where the virus could be intentionally spread. Early in the pan-
demic, to cite one especially notorious example, a self- identified neo- Nazi 
posted on Telegram a checklist of how to exploit the pandemic for accel-
erationist ends. “List of things to do if you are unlucky and get Corona-
virus,” the post read.

 • spit on every doorknob or doorbar or handle or whatever you touch
 • lick fruit and vegetables in the local grocery store and put it back
 • spit into a super soaker and start blasting people
 • cough in people’s faces
 • go to your local town hall and start spitting in politicians faces and 

shooting them with the super soaker
 • when you get arrested, spit and cough all over the car and cops
 • don’t wash your hands (i forgot to mention this earlier)
 • try to infect as many police officers as you can
 • if they bring you to a hospital if your symptoms worsen, infect the 

doctors as well; rip off their facemasks and spit at them
. . .  just go to synigog [sic] and do the same . . .  Spray the jews with corona-
virus super soaker5

By late March, this form of incitement, often accompanied by practi-
cal suggestions, had grown so common that the U.S. Department of 
Justice issued a warning that such acts would be treated as biological ter-
rorism and prosecuted accordingly.6 That same month, a New Jersey man 
was charged with making terrorist threats by coughing on supermarket 
workers.7 The virus and its tactical weaponization fit neatly into the 
accelerationist mindset, and many saw the virus as the perfect trigger 
for the dreamed- of societal collapse.

Typical of views expressed across multiple platforms and forums was 
a Telegram post on March 24, 2020, that argued the coronavirus was being 
used by Jews to advance their longstanding goals of replacing white peo-
ple. “I think it’s real, however zog [the Zionist Occupation Government] 
is using it as an excuse to destroy our people,” a U.S. Navy veteran named 
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Timothy Wilson wrote. “They scare people and have society break down.”8 
Later that evening, Wilson would die in a gunfight with the FBI. He had 
been planning to use a truck bomb to attack a hospital in Belton, Mis-
souri.9 According to the FBI, Wilson sought to inflict casualties on a 
massive scale— hoping that the force of the explosion would shatter the 
hospital’s windows, producing lethal shards of glass that would increase 
the death toll.10 Wilson had brought forward the attack’s timeline, fearing 
that the COVID- related government- ordered lockdowns might derail it. 
He had ominously previously contemplated attacking a school attended 
by African American children as well as a mosque and a synagogue.11

The FBI had learned of the plot through a confidential informant who 
was in contact with an active- duty U.S. Army soldier stationed at Fort 
Riley, a base that is about a two- hour drive from Kansas City. The crimi-
nal complaint filed in the U.S. District Court for the District of Kansas 
alleged that Private First Class Jarrett William Smith had “disseminated 
guidance on how to construct Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs)” to 
Wilson and had also “spoken about his desire to travel to Ukraine to fight 
with” a violent far- right paramilitary group in that country. Smith was 
also a member of the Feuerkrieg Division, a far- right terrorist group and 
Atomwaffen Division offshoot. He and Wilson had been in regular con-
tact through an encrypted social media platform.12 Smith was convicted 
in August 2020 and sentenced to thirty months in prison.13

Meanwhile, the government- imposed pandemic lockdowns were also 
generating more militant popular dissent. By mid- April, rolling protests 
against the federal and state mandates had surfaced across the country, 
demanding an end to the restrictions, which were allegedly harming the 
country’s economy. President Trump joined the cacophony, posting a 
series of tweets calling on his followers to “liberate” several states whose 
Democratic Party governors and/or legislatures had imposed public health 
mandates and to reverse these restrictions. “LIBERATE VIRGINIA,” the 
president tweeted. Seizing an opportunity to amplify other causes dear 
to his supporters, Trump added, “and save your great 2nd Amendment. 
It is under siege!”14 His other tweets singled out Michigan and Minnesota. 
Trump’s words were interpreted by some of the more militant protestors 
as a green light for more aggressive resistance to the mandates than the 
hitherto mostly peaceful antilockdown and antivaccination protests.15 
Chatrooms on social media drew exactly this conclusion. On Telegram, 
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for example, a poster highlighted Trump’s tweets to argue that the presi-
dent “did just say you can start shooting and hanging your state 
politicians.”16

An especially disquieting manifestation of Trump’s repeated summons 
to “liberate” state capitols was the series of events that unfolded in Lan-
sing, Michigan, on April 30, 2020. Protestors there broke into the state’s 
capitol building. Many openly carried assault rifles and sidearms and wore 
military tactical gear. Outside, on the statehouse’s lawn, a sign promi-
nently proclaimed: “Tyrants get the rope”17— likely a deliberate reference 
to the infamous “Day of the Rope” depicted in The Turner Diaries. Andrew 
Anglin, a well- known neo- Nazi propagandist, used his Daily Stormer web-
site to publicize the need for even more, intensified violence. Embracing 
a core accelerationist precept, Anglin explained that what happened in 
Lansing “was not a riot.”

But riots are coming. All kinds of riots are coming. Food riots, lockdown 
riots, race riots. Pick your riot genre, and you’ve got it coming up. The 
people are angry now just because they’re being locked in their houses 
and lost their jobs. Imagine how angry they’re going to be when they real-
ize that there is no going back from this, and we’ve fallen into a perma-
nent state of total poverty.18

Then, in the midst of the turmoil and upheaval already generated by 
the pandemic, lockdown, and mask- mandate controversies, an unarmed 
Black man, George Floyd, was killed by police in Minneapolis, Minne-
sota, on May 25 during a routine arrest. Video of a police officer pinning 
Floyd to the ground, with his knee on Floyd’s neck for nearly nine min-
utes, went viral. Demonstrations, some of which degenerated into rioting 
and violence, erupted. Peaceful protestors, Black Lives Matter activists, 
and other demonstrators were increasingly joined by more militant anti-
fascist and anarchist agitators, who reveled in the opportunities for arson 
and vandalism. In Washington, DC, the AFL- CIO union headquarters 
and historical St. John’s Episcopal Church just across Lafayette Square 
from the White House were set on fire— acts of terrorism that shook the 
city’s and indeed the country’s foundations. Like the outcry in previous 
years to the killings of unarmed young Black men like Trayvon Martin 
and Michael Brown, the riots and more widespread peaceful protests that 
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followed Floyd’s killing fed a longstanding white supremacist narrative 
that the white- dominated status quo was being systematically undermined 
by radical leftists and anarchists.

Some far- right extremists took advantage of the unrest to opportunis-
tically embed themselves among protestors in hopes of inciting more vio-
lence and further spreading disorder and upheaval.19 One particularly 
bellicose rioter in Minneapolis, dubbed the “Umbrella Man,” was in fact 
found to be linked to the white supremacist Aryan Cowboy Brotherhood 
prison gang. “This was the first fire that set off a string of fires and loot-
ing throughout the precinct and the rest of the city,” Sergeant Erika Chris-
tensen wrote of the Umbrella Man’s incitement strategy, which included 
vandalism and other actions designed to enflame the mob. “Until the 
actions of the . . .‘Umbrella Man,’ the protests had been relatively peace-
ful,” Christensen argued in an affidavit. “The actions of this person cre-
ated an atmosphere of hostility and tension. Your affiant believes that this 
individual’s sole aim was to incite violence.”20 On the Telegram channel 
associated with the neo- Nazi Vorherrschaft [Supremacy] Division, one 
extremist sought to take advantage of the unrest to commit acceleration-
ist acts of violence: exhorting others to “find a lawless area, look for a small 
group of [N- word], fire on them from a concealed position in GTA [Grand 
Theft Auto, another video game analogy often used to evade legal culpa-
bility] then run.”21 The president’s response to this highly charged situa-
tion was to tweet that “The United States of America will be designating 
ANTIFA as a Terrorist Organization”— disregarding both the evidence 
that this radical left- wing collective was in fact not the sole driving force 
behind the violence and unrest22 and the legal complexity involved in ren-
dering such a designation.23

The ongoing protests coincided with the growing popularity of a pro- 
gun, antigovernment movement calling itself the “boogaloo.” Derived 
from the 1984 movie Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo, the “boogaloo” moniker 
was adopted as a trope to refer to a coming second civil war. “Boogaloo 
bois”— a play on the word “boys”— became a regular feature at protests 
across the country. Incongruously attired in brightly colored Hawaiian 
Aloha shirts with combat webbing, ammunition pouches, and assault 
weapons, these radicals await or actively plan for what they call the com-
ing “big luau” or “big igloo”— both code names for the “boogaloo” used 
to evade online content- moderation algorithms. Between February and 
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April 2020, there was a 60 percent growth of Facebook pages and groups 
advocating such sedition. Their number peaked at 125 such groups 
with over 73,000 followers before Facebook removed and then banned 
these pages.24 Although the ideology first surfaced around 2012, until 
recently the boogaloo movement lurked around the fringes of the inter-
net and was not popularly known.25 That changed during 2020 as a grow-
ing number of boogaloo adherents responded to government- enforced 
coronavirus lockdowns in some states and municipalities and protests 
over George Floyd’s killing. Crucially, the boogaloo bois frequently 
mobilized on both sides of that summer’s divide— often supporting 
police and opposing racial justice activists but sometimes protecting Black 
Lives Matter protesters from threats and harassment by police.26

Contrary to reporting from the conservative media and attendant rhet-
oric from elected officials and others, the lethal violence linked to the 
protests that summer was almost exclusively perpetrated by antigov-
ernment and far- right extremists.27 On May 29, 2020, a DHS advisory 
cautioned state and local authorities to be aware of the possibility of 
“incidents of domestic terrorists exploiting First Amendment protected 
events.” Channels on Telegram, they warned, were intent on fomenting 
chaos and disorder and triggering the “boogaloo.”28 That same day, a 
noncommissioned officer stationed at Travis Air Base murdered a Fed-
eral Protective Service security officer standing guard outside a federal 
office building in Oakland, California— less than an hour’s drive away. 
The perpetrator, U.S. Air Force Sergeant Steven Carrillo, had adopted 
the accelerationist strategy of inflicting random acts of lethal violence to 
incite civil unrest. “Use their anger to fuel our fire,” Carrillo had explained 
in a Facebook post he wrote just before this murder. “We have mobs of 
angry people to use to our advantage.”29 Carrillo was apprehended eight 
days later, after he killed a sheriff ’s deputy in nearby Ben Lomond. 
Wounded in an exchange of gunfire with California Highway Patrol offi-
cers and Santa Cruz County deputy sheriffs, Carrillo had scrawled the 
word “boog” using his own blood on the hood of a car. According to the 
ATF, he had used “a privately made firearm, with no markings or serial 
number. This firearm is a machine gun, which had a silencer attached to 
its barrel.” Carrillo, it should be noted, was a team leader of a specially 
trained unit known as Phoenix Raven,30 whose mission the U.S. Air 
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Force describes as “providing security for Air Mobility Command air-
craft transiting high terrorist and criminal threat areas.”31

A second incident linked to the boogaloo movement took place in Den-
ver, also on May 29. Police in that city intercepted a vehicle of boogaloo 
bois armed with assault weapons who were driving to a “Reopen Colo-
rado” demonstration.32 And on June 2, in Las Vegas, three men were 
arrested on state terrorism charges for a plot to use Molotov cocktails in 
a “false f lag” attack at a Black Lives Matter rally, designed to provoke 
more violence.33 The plotters all had U.S. military experience— with the 
navy, air force, and the army reserve.34 They had reportedly modeled 
their cell and tactics on the Irish Republican Army.35 This series of inci-
dents generated concern that Washington, DC, would be targeted next. In 
June  2020, the National Capital Region Threat Intelligence Consor-
tium, a DHS fusion center, disseminated a threat assessment of boogaloo- 
inspired violence, warning that Washington, DC, was “an attractive 
target for violent adherents of the boogaloo ideology due to the significant 
presence of US law enforcement entities, and the wide range of First 
Amendment- Protected events hosted here.”36

Arguably, no dimension of the American violent far- right evokes the 
accelerationist mindset as stridently and openly as the boogaloo 
movement— given its goal of engineering the federal government’s col-
lapse by fomenting widespread societal disorder. In fact, the entire boo-
galoo raison d’être is neatly summarized in a three- word Facebook post 
left by one of the Las Vegas plotters: “Start. Fomenting. Insurrection.”37 
In this respect, the boogaloo movement in its targeting of law enforce-
ment personnel is reminiscent of the ongoing antiauthoritarian threat 
posed by “sovereign citizens.” Although bogus liens and frivolous lawsuits 
brought against public officials are sovereign citizens’ preferred weapons 
(sometimes referred to as “paper terrorism”) and not guns and bombs,38 
people claiming membership in the movement have committed crimes 
involving murder and physical assault; threatened judges, public officials, 
and law enforcement personnel with physical violence; impersonated 
police officers and diplomats; used fake currency, passports, license plates, 
and drivers’ licenses; and perpetrated a variety of mortgage fraud and so- 
called redemption schemes.39 In 2003, for instance, three people claim-
ing to be sovereign citizens killed two South Carolina police officers after 
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a fourteen- hour standoff over a land dispute with the state erupted in 
violence. Seven years later, two Arkansas officers were gunned down dur-
ing a routine traffic stop, and a Florida deputy sheriff was murdered. For 
this reason, the FBI has regarded the more extreme and violent members 
of the movement “as comprising a domestic terrorist movement.” 40 Ele-
ments of the contemporary boogaloo movement have adopted the same 
longstanding animus against law enforcement. “When a bloody uprising 
in the west comes, the police should be the first to target,” declared one 
post;41 another recommended mailing radioactive material “to your local 
federal agent to make him glow for real.” 42

Inflammatory reports from established news sources heightened soci-
etal tensions and deepened existing polarization. One Fox News item in 
June 2020, for instance, cited a lone, anonymous “government intelligence 
source” as claiming that “agitators behind the rioting that has paralyzed 
the country over the past week want to move into more suburban areas.” 43 
No other evidence was provided, and although the threat did not come 
to pass, that same month the FBI reported conducting a record- high num-
ber of firearm background checks.44 Intensifying fears and tensions did 
lead to terroristic violence— again almost exclusively tied to the far right.

That same June also brought to light new evidence of extremism’s pen-
etration of the U.S. military. Ethan Melzer, a U.S. Army private, was 
arrested and charged with leaking U.S. military troop movements to a 
British neo- Nazi group, the Order of the Nine Angles (O9A). Melzer had 
plotted to orchestrate an attack on his own unit by O9A in league with 
al- Qaeda. O9A is an example of the emergent phenomenon of different, 
though similarly violently oriented ideologies converging to present new 
threats based on the combination of World War II– era national social-
ism with contemporary Salafi jihadism. Members of O9A, for instance, 
venerate both Hitler and bin Laden and regard the U.S. government as 
their preeminent enemy.45 According to Department of Justice prosecu-
tors, Melzer provided the group with intelligence on the unit’s location, 
strength, and weapons. Melzer claimed to not care about his own safety; 
if he died in the attack, he said, he “would’ve died successfully”— 
comfortable in the knowledge his final act had damaged the United 
States and other soldiers.46 Melzer pleaded guilty in June 2022. The DOJ’s 
press release announcing his plea was noteworthy for the attention it paid 
to the accelerationist strategy advocated by the O9A.  U.S. Attorney 
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Damian Williams was quoted explaining that Melzer “believed he could 
force the U.S. into prolonged armed conflict while causing the deaths of 
as many soldiers as possible.” It further revealed how “O9A members are 
instructed to fulfill ‘sinister’ deeds, including ‘insight roles,’ where they 
attempt to infiltrate various organizations, including the military, to gain 
training and experience, commit acts of violence, identify like- minded 
individuals, and ultimately subvert those groups from within.” 47

With the rise of the boogaloo bois and associated plots and violence 
throughout 2020, this pernicious issue again began to garner widespread 
attention, with pressure growing for the military to act decisively to elim-
inate extremism within its ranks. Perhaps the senior- most critic was 
James L. Jones, a retired four- star general who served as Commandant of 
the Marine Corps and as President Barack Obama’s first national secu-
rity advisor: “When the military succeeds in promoting meritocracy and 
banishing prejudice, the benefits accrue to American society as a whole.” 48 
Far- right accelerationist tendencies were also evident among law enforce-
ment officers. In June 2020, at the height of protests against police bru-
tality, the Wilmington (North Carolina) Police Department fired three 
of its officers who were recorded on camera inciting racial violence. One 
of the officers declared he was “ready” for an upcoming civil war, prom-
ising that “we are just gonna go out and start slaughtering fucking 
[N- word]. I can’t wait. God I can’t wait.” The coming uprising, he boasted, 
would “wipe ’em off the fucking map. That’ll put ’em back about four or 
five generations.” 49 And a National Guardsman who was part of a booga-
loo chat on the gaming platform Discord publicly flagged his upcoming 
deployment to Philadelphia on riot control duties in response to protests 
for racial justice to brag about the opportunities to inflict violence on the 
people he was assigned to protect.50

In August, a Black man in Kenosha, Wisconsin, was shot multiple times 
by a police officer in a flash of violence again caught on camera. Again, 
protestors, infiltrated by riotous anarchists, descended on that city— this 
time joined by armed militants on the right who had deployed themselves 
allegedly to protect businesses from looting. Tragedy followed when Kyle 
Rittenhouse, a seventeen- year- old armed with an assault rif le who had 
traveled from Antioch, Illinois, to Kenosha on this self- appointed mission, 
shot to death two demonstrators. The gunman was quickly labeled a hero 
across extremist social media channels— “This man is epic,” one person 
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gushed on Telegram51— embodying the stated dreams of other militants 
to take decisive action against their disparaged enemy.52

Although these lethal incidents involving firearms received the most 
attention that summer, there was also a rise in the use of ordinary motor 
vehicles in attacks— a tactic already demonstrated by James Alex Fields 
at Charlottesville. According to a study by the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies: “From January to August 2020, vehicles were used 
in 11 violent far- right attacks— 27  percent of all far- right terrorist 
incidents— narrowly making them the weapons most frequently used in 
far- right attacks. This marked a significant increase from 2015 to 2019, 
during which a vehicle was used in only one violent far- right attack.”53 The 
deployment of the tactic against Black Lives Matter activists was memo-
rialized in a taunting meme, shared widely on social media, including by 
American law enforcement officials. “All Lives Splatter— Nobody Cares 
About Your Protest,” it read.54

By the fall of 2020, then, America was beset with deep suspicion, pro-
liferating mutually reinforcing conspiracy theories, and repeated calls for 
violence— a dangerous cocktail that would intensify in the run- up to that 
November’s presidential election. “Civil war is here, right now,” the Oath 
Keepers’ founder Stewart Rhodes declared after a Trump supporter was 
murdered by an Antifa activist in Portland in August— at the time of writ-
ing, the only murder conclusively attributed to Antifa. The call to arms 
prompted Twitter to ban the Oath Keepers from its online platform.55

• • •

Two other significant trends in domestic terrorism were also gathering 
momentum: the popularization of the political assassination and conver-
gence of extremist ideologies.

Political assassination has of course long been embraced by terrorists 
seeking rapid political change— as the plots respectively by Sayoc and Has-
son in 2018 and 2019 evidenced. Exactly that point was made by a person 
on a neo- Nazi Telegram channel who criticized the growing incidence of 
mass shootings in the United States as an effective tactic. “So, if a com-
plete madlad grabbed his gun and [REDACTED] high- profile targets one 
at a time over a longer stretch of time,” the anonymous post argued, “he’d 
sow more terror into their soulless hearts than any mass shooter, and he’d 
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shake up the System where it’s more vulnerable. Imagine the headlines!”56 
This fit a pattern of extremist online discourse where even those who 
killed en masse at public venues were criticized for not setting their sights 
on higher- profile targets. In one August 2019 Telegram post, a commenter 
criticized Patrick Crusius for attacking a Walmart store. “Kill powerful 
people,” they implored. “Kill important people. Kill the political opposi-
tion. Kill people at the headquarters of literally any far- left/anti- White 
organization, and kill every motherfucker inside. Wal- Mart, although a 
shithole, is not where High- Value Targets (HVT’s) congregate. We need 
to kill the HVT’s. When a popular HVT is gunned down, it inspires hope 
and dreams.”57

Until the fall of 2020, that plea to likeminded extremists to mount more 
ambitious and even more directly consequential attacks against elected 
leaders and prominent national figures had fortunately gone mostly 
unheeded. The Democratic congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords was nearly 
killed by a mentally unstable would- be assassin in 2011. Despite lacking 
an ostensible political motive, the shooting was nonetheless widely praised 
in extremist circles— not least since Giffords was both a Democrat and 
half- Jewish. “Maybe this will begin what we have all been waiting for, hav-
ing more political turmoil in general sounds good,” a message on Storm-
front read, echoing the age- old accelerationist narrative. “In the end it may 
take us down the road to new civil war.” Another opined, “If you can’t 
beat them at the polls, Assassinate them!”58 Though Giffords survived, a 
federal judge, Chief Judge John Roll of the U.S. District Court for the Dis-
trict of Arizona, was killed in the attack. In July 2020, an assassin failed 
to kill Esther Salas, a Latina New Jersey judge. A radical antifeminist and 
ardent Trump supporter, the murderer had accused Salas of working “to 
convince America that whites, especially white males, were barbarians, 
and all those of a darker skin complexion were victims.”59 Salas was not 
harmed, but her twenty- year- old son was murdered, and her husband suf-
fered critical injuries. And the South Carolina state senator Clementa C. 
Pinckney was the first victim of Dylann Roof’s rampage at Charleston— 
although it is unclear whether or not he was the specific target of the 
attack.

The coronavirus pandemic was reviving discussion of this high- profile 
tactic among violently inclined far- right extremists. In March, for exam-
ple, a man angry at government- imposed lockdowns was arrested after 
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he sent online death threats to several Democratic politicians. “If youre a 
dem or apart of the establishment in the democrats side,” he had written 
in one post, “I view you as a criminal and a terrorist and I advise every-
one to Go SOS and use live rounds.” 60 Dr. Anthony Fauci, the head of the 
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases and a key figure in 
framing the federal government’s response to the pandemic, was provided 
with a personal protection security detail after receiving repeated threats.61 
In April  2020, New York police arrested a weeping woman who had 
traveled to the city intent on assassinating Joe Biden, then a presiden-
tial candidate. She had written on Facebook that “Hillary Clinton and 
her assistant, Joe Biden and Tony Podesta need to be taken out in the 
name of Babylon!” 62

The months when the coronavirus pandemic was at its height seemed 
also to encourage the mixing and matching of different ideologies, as 
evident in Melzer’s idiosyncratic affinities for both Hitler and bin Laden. 
And the boogaloo bois’ sudden popularity exemplified the ideological flu-
idity of a movement that variously made common cause with elements 
on both the far left as well as far right. “Boogaloo retards have been work-
ing together WITH antifa and BLM, the only reason they’re called right- 
wing is because of their obsession with guns and second amendment,” a 
post on 4chan raged. “But they’re libertarian civnat pieces of shit who 
express solidarity with BLM and left wing extremists.” 63 The amorphous 
ideological contours of the boogaloo movement, however, paled in com-
parison to the “big tent” approach of the conspiracy theory– driven QAnon 
phenomenon.

Although “Q,” the supposedly omniscient government insider behind 
the eponymous online posts, first surfaced in October 2017, it was not until 
the pandemic that the movement truly gained momentum. Indeed, by the 
time of the 2020 presidential election, QAnon had become a major 
player on the American— and increasingly European— political stage. After 
emerging as an online community, QAnon amassed a cult- like follow-
ing who eagerly accepted the fantastical conspiracy theory that the 
Democratic Party and the Los Angeles– based entertainment industry, as 
well as banks and the media, were being run by Satan- worshipping 
pedophiles— and that Trump had somehow been divinely chosen to fight 
this treacherous cabal. Its preoccupation with shadowy, nefarious forces 
secretly conspiring to dominate and control the world seemed to resurrect 
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the early- twentieth- century Russian Tsarist hoax The Protocols of the 
Learned Elders of Zion and transpose it to the context of contemporary 
U.S. politics.

The convergence of multiple, sometimes contradictory, ideologies into 
an incoherent, highly decentralized movement appealed to American far- 
right extremists who had long sought to appeal to a broader constituency 
by embracing an array of racist, antisemitic, xenophobic, antigovernment, 
tax- resistance, antiabortion, and white nationalist and white supremacist 
causes.64 The calls for violence that emerged from this mélange of far- 
ranging and far- fetched beliefs not surprisingly led to a less predictable, 
almost illogical range of targets for attack. In November  2016, for 
instance, Edgar Welch, an adherent of the “Pizzagate” variant of the QAnon 
theory, drove from North Carolina to Washington, DC, on a self- appointed 
mission to free children he was convinced were being held captive by 
Democratic Party leadership in a family- oriented restaurant in DC’s 
fashionable— and mostly liberal— Chevy Chase neighborhood. Armed 
with an assault rifle, Welch attempted to shoot the lock off a door of a sup-
ply closet that he was convinced led downstairs to the nonexistent base-
ment, where children were supposedly imprisoned and subjected to sexual 
assault. The Pizzagate conspiracy theory of pedophiles and politicians 
working in tandem has continually inspired subsequent QAnon adher-
ents to mount their own operations to free enslaved children, protest 
government- mandated public health measures because of the coronavi-
rus, and attempt to assassinate elected officials both in Canada and the 
United States.65 One of the more bizarre incidents was the 2019 murder of 
Francesco Cali, a boss of the Gambino crime family, in Staten Island by a 
QAnon devotee who believed Cali was part of the “deep state” working 
to undermine President Trump. The targets of QAnon- inspired attacks 
have been so erratic that researchers at the University of Maryland have 
argued that traditional counterterrorism means may be irrelevant and that 
mental health counseling and intervention might be more effective.66 
Indeed, Cali’s killer was deemed mentally unfit for trial.67

Ecofascism, an ideological convergence between old forms of Nazi and 
fascist ideologies with contemporary environmental extremism, also 
raises the prospect of additional new and hard- to- predict combinations 
of extremists and targets of attacks. In Sweden, for instance, an arson 
attack committed against a mink farm by an ecofascist, neo- Nazi group 
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linked to the Base highlighted the difficulty in predicting the targets such 
combinations would focus on. Neo- Nazis, partly inspired by environmen-
tal and animal rights grievances, had selected a target and a tactic more 
commonly associated with far- left extremists.68 At the same time, it should 
be noted that both Tarrant and Crusius were immersed in ecofascist ide-
ology but attacked more predictable locations.

The emergence of distinctively twenty- first- century extremist move-
ments such as QAnon, the boogaloo bois, and ecofascism presents a dan-
gerous new challenge for law enforcement: U.S. federal agencies and their 
state, local, and tribal counterparts often lack the knowledge, training, 
and human resources to cover every possible target of a conspiracy the-
ory. The coronavirus pandemic has breathed new life into or given added 
momentum to these trends. This was especially evident in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the nationwide lockdown and the violent responses it trig-
gered.69 A hospital was the planned target of a foiled Kansas City plot, as 
previously mentioned. In addition, the USNS Mercy, a hospital ship docked 
in Long Beach, California, was the reason for a deliberate train derailment 
meant to disrupt the ship’s operations. According to federal prosecutors, 
the train’s engineer believed the ship “had an alternate purpose related to 
covid- 19 or a government takeover.”70 Inspired by their European coun-
terparts, North American neo- Luddites also began targeting 5G technol-
ogy, including cell towers, claiming that they were the cause of a variety 
of illnesses. And as a result of the pandemic combined with infelicitous 
comments by President Trump and other elected officials insisting on 
calling the pandemic the “Chinese virus,” Asian Americans increasingly 
became the targets of hate crimes in the United States.71 Stop AAPI Hate, 
a newly founded organization dedicated to preventing hate crimes against 
the Asian- American and Pacific Islander communities, reported nearly 
four thousand incidents during the pandemic’s first year.72

This mixing of ideologies and issues— what the FBI has termed the 
“salad bar” approach to choosing ideologies73 but also known as “fluidity 
of the fringes”74— is facilitated by social media, which lends itself to more 
personal radicalization processes. A wider range of people can therefore 
be inspired by more idiosyncratic ideologies that appeal to more personal 
grievances. This also contributes to the increasing prevalence of teenag-
ers involved with terrorism.75 Unlike in the past, where a potential young 
recruit had to conform to an extremist ideology, they can now plot their 



AMERICAN CARNAGE�203

own path forward, channeling their own frustrations into a violent polit-
ical or quasi- political agenda more easily.

If the pandemic had any kind of a silver lining for counterterrorism, it 
was that the soft targets generally preferred by terrorists were depopulated 
or closed. Data show a high number of domestic terror attacks and plots 
in 2020, with a 69 percent increase from the previous year, but lower fatal-
ities, with an 86 percent drop from the 2019 level.76 In other words, the 
figures suggested a fraught political environment, perhaps coupled with 
frustration over COVID- related restrictions, led to high levels of violence, 
but fatalities were unintentionally modest thanks to stay- at- home orders, 
which drained would- be targets of possible victims.

• • •

The conspiratorial inclinations that both the pandemic and coinciding 
racial protests had fostered also affected the November 2020 presidential 
race. At least seven months before Americans cast their votes, Trump 
tweeted that the coming vote was already “RAMPANT WITH FRAUD.”77 
Copying from a playbook used in 2016, when Trump and others claimed 
electoral fraud long before polls even opened in order to undermine an 
expected Hillary Clinton victory,78 the president warned about the 
impending stolen election again in June, declaring that “This will be the 
Election disaster of our time. Mail- In Ballots will lead to a RIGGED Elec-
tion.”79 And in August he doubled down on this claim, telling a Wiscon-
sin rally that “the only way we’re going to lose this election is if the elec-
tion is rigged.”80 Trump specifically would repeatedly cite concerns of 
widespread electoral fraud involving mail- in voting— an option offered 
in many states because of pandemic- related health concerns over voters 
congregating at the polls— despite the president himself having voted by 
mail in the primaries.81 Other Republicans, the president’s core support 
base, and far- right extremists perpetuated this falsehood— thus laying the 
groundwork to delegitimize the election should Trump lose.82 QAnon’s 
propaganda machine, for instance, kicked into gear, rallying to its sup-
posedly beleaguered commander- in- chief ’s side by describing any possi-
bility of Trump’s defeat as an almost existential threat.83 Muirhead and 
Rosenblum draw a distinction between classic conspiracism and the new 
conspiracism. What distinguishes the latter, they write, is that “there is 
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no punctilious demand for proofs, no exhaustive amassing of evidence, 
no dots revealed to form a pattern, no close examination of operators plot-
ting in the shadows. . . .  What validates the new conspiracism is not evi-
dence but repetition.” Within this new conspiratorial atmosphere, where 
evidence could be drowned out by conviction, Trump repeatedly cast 
doubt on the legitimacy of the 2020 presidential election— both before and 
after the voting on November 3.84

The president also stubbornly refused to condemn, much less distance 
himself from, his most extreme and violent supporters. When asked about 
this during the first 2020 presidential debate that September, Trump first 
claimed that he’d be “willing” to condemn white supremacists and mili-
tia groups. But, then, seeming to address a group classified as bigots and 
“Western chauvinists” by the SPLC85 and as a “right- wing extremist group 
with a violent agenda” by the ADL,86 the president declared, “Proud Boys, 
stand back and stand by, but I’ll tell you what, I’ll tell you what, some-
body’s got to do something about Antifa and the left, because this is not 
a right- wing problem.”87 On Telegram, Proud Boys members were exul-
tant. “Leftist fags are seething right now lol,” read one triumphal post. “It’s 
glorious.”88 Other messages struck a more menacing tone. “Standing down 
and standing by sir.”89 On Parler, a right- wing social media app, the Proud 
Boys leader Joe Biggs enthused, “Trump basically said to go fuck them up! 
this makes me so happy,” as the group starting selling shirts emblazoned 
with Trump’s words.90 Another member later testified that the group size 
“tripled” after the comment.91 The president had previously also refused 
to condemn QAnon. “I don’t know much about the movement, other than 
I understand they like me very much. Which I appreciate,” Trump stated 
at an August 2020 press conference, thus embracing the support of a 
movement that continually demonizes his political opponents as satanic 
pedophiles.92 At a town hall two months later, he basically endorsed the 
movement. “Let me just tell you what I do hear about it is they [QAnon] 
are very strongly against pedophilia and I agree with that. And I agree 
with it very strongly.”93 “This was the biggest pitch for QANON I’ve ever 
seen,” one reaction read on 4chan.94

In October 2020, the potentially lethal consequences of growing anti-
government extremism were laid bare when the Department of Justice 
announced indictments against thirteen men accused of plotting to kid-
nap Gretchen Whitmer, governor of Michigan. Evidence subsequently 
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came to light that the group had also considered kidnapping Governor 
Ralph Northam of Virginia and the Republican Governor Henry McMas-
ter of South Carolina as well. Two of those three governors led states 
mentioned in Trump’s April 2020 “liberate” tweets. The plot was partially 
inspired by boogaloo militancy but also demonstrated the often- scattered 
focus of the antigovernment right’s vitriol.95 Even President Trump was 
mentioned in the group’s plans, one member writing, “I say we hang 
everything currently governing us, they’re all guilty!!!” and more narrowly 
about Trump, “True colors shining through, wanna hang this mf ’er 
too!!!”96 “I’m going to do some of the most nasty, disgusting things that 
you have ever read about in the history of your life,” the same defendant 
promised.97 Adding to this mix of radical causes and ideological beliefs, 
several of the would- be kidnappers had protected protestors at a May 2020 
Black Lives Matter rally in Detroit.98 The contradictory contours of the 
Michigan plot provided a timely reminder of how deep the violent far 
right’s hatred of government and elected officials runs. As far as some 
extremists are concerned, there is no difference between Republicans and 
Democrats but only between “us” and “them”— patriots and tyrants— thus 
evoking the accelerationist mindset found in The Turner Diaries and its 
infamous “Day of the Rope” trope.

As the vote approached and the Democratic candidate Joe Biden gained 
momentum, a new fear consequently now arose: that violent extremists, 
emboldened by the cover provided by a sitting president coupled with his 
claims of electoral fraud, would rally to prevent an orderly transfer of 
power. “A nightmare scenario,” Richard Haass, president of the Council 
on Foreign Relations, tweeted on September 1, envisioning a situation 
where “Election nite shows Trump leading elec college b/c of in- person 
votes; Biden gains lead over weeks w mail ballots. Trump says fraud; 2 vic-
tory/no concession speeches. The question arises as to whether US 
democracy up to the challenge.”99 We foresaw this same possibility. On 
November 1, 2020, two days before Election Day, we warned that

several . . .  groups, including QAnon adherents, are highly motivated by 
President Trump; any appearance of voting irregularities that favor the 
Biden campaign against Trump, whether legitimate or not, may spark 
widespread violence— especially if the president chooses to amplify such 
concerns. But predicting which of these groups is most likely to attack 
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and what targets would be most in danger is not possible. In the absence 
of a clear, comprehensive national strategy, fear and anxiety is increas-
ingly fueled by uncertainty and discord.100

On November 7, 2020, the days of uncertainty and vote tallying finally 
concluded. CNN was the first major network to call the election in favor 
of the former vice president and Democratic candidate Joe Biden. Trump 
immediately escalated his torrent of claims about electoral fraud— styling 
himself as the victim of a massive conspiracy to oust him from office. “For 
years the Dems have been preaching how unsafe and rigged our elections 
have been,” he tweeted on November 13. “Now they are saying what a won-
derful job the Trump Administration did in making 2020 the most 
secure election ever. Actually this is true, except for what the Democrats 
did. Rigged Election!”101 Trump’s allies and apologists were even more 
forthright and blunt in both their defense of the president and allegations 
of a stolen election— and what should be done about it. Twitter banned 
the former Trump chief strategist Stephen Bannon from the platform after 
he suggested that Trump, once he duly assumed office for his second term, 
should behead Anthony Fauci and FBI Director Christopher Wray and 
put their heads on spikes outside the White House “as a warning to fed-
eral bureaucrats, you either get with the program, or you’re gone.”102 After 
Christopher Krebs, the director of the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure 
Security Agency within DHS, was fired for refuting Trump’s claims of 
voter fraud, Joseph DiGenova, an attorney with the Trump campaign, 
declared that Krebs “should be drawn and quartered. Taken out at dawn 
and shot.”103 And Lin Wood, a conspiratorial lawyer who litigated several 
election cases on the president’s behalf, predicted that Vice President Mike 
Pence would be “executed by firing squad.”104 Several rallies in Washing-
ton, DC, billed as “Stop the Steal” protests, drew Trump supporters 
increasingly enraged at alleged voter fraud and their inability to undo the 
election results. On December 12, the white nationalist commentator Nick 
Fuentes led a MAGA hat– wearing crowd in DC in chants of “Destroy the 
GOP.”105

A rally and march in support of President Trump and to protest the 
stolen election were planned to occur in Washington, DC, on January 6, 
2021— the day that Congress would meet to legally certify the electoral col-
lege vote. Another “Stop the Steal” rally, the gathering promised to bring 



AMERICAN CARNAGE�207

together Trump supporters from across the country to expose the elec-
toral fraud and reinstate Trump as president. Trump had enthusiastically 
encouraged his supporters in a tweet on December 19. “Be there, will be 
wild!” he promised.106 The messaging on extremist social media channels 
was more menacing. “We should march into the capital building and make 
them quake in their shoes,” read one Telegram post on December 28.107 
Trump’s allies in Congress declared their intention to nullify the election 
results and warned of revolution, the newly seated Georgia congress-
woman Marjorie Taylor Greene telling Newsmax, “I’ll echo the words of 
many of my colleagues as we were just meeting together in our GOP 
conference meeting this morning: this is our 1776 moment.”108 On Janu-
ary 5, the FBI’s office in Norfolk, Virginia, issued the most unambiguous 
warning of potential violence to date. Its analysts monitoring online 
messaging reported that people arriving in the city were boasting of the 
weapons they had brought amid calls for the use of violence and out-
right sedition. “Be ready to fight,” one online thread implored. “Congress 
needs to hear glass breaking, doors being kicked in, and blood from their 
BLM and Pantifa slave soldiers being spilled. Get violent. Stop calling 
this a march, or rally, or a protest. Go there ready for war. We get our Presi-
dent or we die. NOTHING else will achieve this goal,” read another.109 
Alarmingly, many of these messages were explicitly welcoming the oppor-
tunity to clash with police and wrest control of government as a means to 
derail this final, critical denouement of the 2020 presidential electoral pro-
cess. “Cops don’t have ‘standing’ if they are laying on the ground in a 
pool of their own blood,” someone posted on the TheDonald.win web-
site.110 The final report of the U.S. House of Representatives Select 
Committee to Investigate the January 6th Attack on the United States 
Capitol revealed that a tip emailed to the Secret Service concerning the 
Proud Boys detailed a similar intent: “Their plan is to literally kill peo-
ple. . . .  Please please take this tip seriously and investigate further.”111

The planned protest appealed to all the variegated elements that com-
prised Trump’s constituents— from ordinary supporters intent on display-
ing their fealty to their president and who accepted unquestionably his 
claims of voter fraud to hardened militants, some with military training 
and combat experience, belonging to extremist organizations like the 
Oath Keepers and Three Percenters who had come to Washington look-
ing for trouble. They were united by their unstinting allegiance to Trump 
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fused with a powerful, albeit misguided, belief that a historic moment 
beckoned. As David Neiwert writes:

The key to understanding people who have become drawn into the Alt- 
America universe is the role that the hero myth plays in framing their 
worldview. Dedicated patriots and white nationalists, just like the hate 
criminals they inspire, genuinely envision themselves as heroes. They are 
saving the country, or perhaps the white race, or perhaps just their local 
community. And so anything, anything they might do in that act of 
defense is excusable, even laudable.112

One late- December fundraising appeal sent by the stopthesteal . us orga-
nizer Ali Alexander captured the mood on the far right as the New Year 
approached: “Let’s make history— the right way!”113

• • •

January 6, 2021, was a cold and cloudy day in the nation’s capital. Passen-
gers on buses carrying Trump supporters to DC recited the pledge of 
allegiance. The excitement of the crowd gathering on the Ellipse, just south 
of the White House, and on the National Mall that morning was palpa-
ble: they were there to save the country and keep Trump in office. “It’s 
gonna be a great day, it’s gonna be wild, as Trump says,” one demonstra-
tor predicted.114 Angered by the smaller- than- expected crowd on the 
Ellipse, Trump had instructed the Secret Service to stop screening for 
weapons. “Take the fucking [magnetometers] away,” Trump had report-
edly said. “They’re not here to hurt me.”115 DC Metropolitan Police radio 
transmissions, meanwhile, documented numerous firearms in the crowd 
gathering beyond the metal detectors— including an AR- 15 being held by 
a man who had climbed a tree.116 The president addressed the crowd from 
behind a thick screen of protective glass. “Because you’ll never take back 
our country with weakness,” he implored, “you have to show strength and 
you have to be strong.” He said that they had to fight— and never give up. 
“We fight like Hell and if you don’t fight like Hell,” he declared, “you’re 
not going to have a country anymore.” Trump then dispensed their march-
ing orders. “We’re going to walk down Pennsylvania Avenue, I love 
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Pennsylvania Avenue, and we’re going to the Capitol and we’re going to 
try and give . . .  our Republicans, the weak ones, because the strong ones 
don’t need any of our help, we’re going to try and give them the kind of 
pride and boldness that they need to take back our country. So let’s walk 
down Pennsylvania Avenue.”117 Trump’s own efforts to join the crowd 
marching toward the Capitol were stopped by the Secret Service, who, 
breaking protocol, repeatedly ignored his commands. One aide’s testimony 
at a House of Representatives January  6 committee hearing suggested 
Trump had even tried to grab the steering wheel of the presidential limou-
sine when agents refused to take him to the Hill.118

At 2:24 PM Eastern Time, Donald J. Trump sent one of his final tweets 
as president. “Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have 
been done to protect our Country and our Constitution, giving States a 
chance to certify a corrected set of facts, not the fraudulent or inaccurate 
ones which they were asked to previously certify,” it read. “USA demands 
the truth!” At that moment, less than two miles away from the White 
House, a group of marchers had broken through police lines and forcibly 
approached the U.S. Capitol, where lawmakers in their respective cham-
bers were meeting to certify the electoral vote. Intense fighting broke out 
at several entrances, as retreating police officers fought to hold the line as 
they were attacked with fists, hockey sticks, and American flags. Less 
protected doors and windows were punched through. “Hang Mike Pence!” 
the crowd chanted, as the vice president and his family were rushed out 
of the Senate chamber, just steps ahead of the advancing mob. Members 
of Congress were shepherded toward the building’s basement floors; oth-
ers were left stranded in the House chamber as members of Congress from 
both parties joined together to barricade the door. For the first time since 
1814, when the British burned Washington, DC, the U.S. Capitol had been 
breached.119

Some protestors had come prepared to take members of Congress pris-
oner. In the Senate chamber, cameras captured invaders wielding zip- 
ties with which to cuff hostages. As members of the Oath Keepers moved 
through the Rotunda, they communicated with one another over walkie- 
talkies. On one recorded transmission, reported by the House of Repre-
sentatives committee investigating the attack, an Oath Keeper boasted 
that members of Congress were hunted prey: “There is no safe place in 
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the United States for any of these motherfuckers right now.”120 Another 
member of that group— a navy veteran who had held a top secret security 
clearance since 1979— would later confirm, “If we’d had guns I guarantee 
we would have killed 100 politicians. They ran off and were spirited away 
through their tunnels like the rats they are.”121 The guns were nearby, 
ready to be called into action if required: Oath Keepers had established a 
“quick reaction force” in a hotel across the river in Virginia, and one mem-
ber would later testify that he had “not seen that many weapons in one 
location since [he] was in the military.”122 Both members of Congress and 
police officers who were people of color were especially vilified by many 
of the attackers. They were subjected to racial epithets and threats of 
violence,123 and over 150  years after the American Civil War ended, a 
Confederate flag— a banner still associated with white supremacism, 
secession, and treason— was proudly paraded through the halls of Con-
gress. And a makeshift gallows was erected outside— an unmistakable 
evocation of The Turner Diaries’ summons to “hold accountable” Ameri-
ca’s elected representatives. The appearance of the scaffold conforms to 
the terrorism scholars Andrew Kydd and Barbara Walter’s observation 
about the intimidation element of terrorist strategy. Such images are 
meant to show that “terrorists have the power to punish whoever disobeys 
them, and that the government is powerless to stop them.”124 The mob 
encapsulated the diversity of diehard Trump supporters: from trained 
and armed militia members to lifelong white supremacists to mothers 
who had fallen into QAnon’s orbit along with other ordinary citizens.

It took several hours for the police, now belatedly supported by the 
Washington, Maryland, and Virginia National Guards, to regain control 
of the seat of the U.S. government. The rioters departed only after Presi-
dent Trump released a video calling for an end to the violence and occu-
pation of the building. “Go home, we love you, you’re very special,” he said. 
Reluctantly, they left— with some already warning of renewed violent 
attacks. “If we gotta come back here and start a revolution and take all 
these traitors out, which is what should be done, then we will,” one intruder 
told a journalist covering the mayhem.125 They left behind a trail of wan-
ton vandalism and destruction: shattered windows, broken furniture, ran-
sacked offices, and walls smeared with human feces and stained by 
urine. In addition to the defilement of this citadel of American democ-
racy, there were four deaths: A QAnon supporter was shot by police as 
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she attempted to climb through the broken glass of an entrance to the 
Speaker’s Lobby; a second person died of a drug overdose while being 
trampled by her fellow Trump supporters during one particularly violent 
skirmish with police, as advancing rioters sarcastically chanted a Black 
Lives Matter slogan, “I can’t breathe!”;126 and a third and fourth person 
died from heart conditions.127 In the days that followed, three police offi-
cers also perished— one from a stroke likely caused by bear repellant 
sprayed in his face by rioters and two from self- inflicted gunshot wounds. 
At least 150 other officers were wounded.128

Hours after the attack ended, as members of Congress returned to the 
House and Senate chambers to complete the certification process and ana-
lysts began the postmortem, Trump was back on Twitter. “These are the 
things and events that happen when a sacred landslide election victory is 
so unceremoniously & viciously stripped away from great patriots who 
have been badly & unfairly treated for so long,” he unabashedly tweeted. 
“Go home with love & in peace,” the president continued, before conclud-
ing, “Remember this day forever!” Barely an hour later, Twitter removed 
Trump from the platform— a ban subsequently made permanent until 
new ownership reinstated the former president in November 2022.129 Face-
book followed suit, announcing after removing several Trump posts, 
“We made the decision that on balance these posts contribute to, rather 
than diminish, the risk of ongoing violence.”130

In the hours and days that followed, extremists promised more vio-
lence and made preparations for a new assault on the nation’s capital.131 
“I’m proud as fuck what we accomplished yesterday,” one Proud Boys 
member texted on January 7, 2021, “but we need to start planning and 
we are starting planning, for a Biden presidency.” Another member 
betrayed his group’s fundamental disagreement with mainstream con-
servatives’ historical support for law enforcement, declaring, “if you 
feel bad for the police, you are part of the problem.”132 And, in private 
messaging channels, Stewart Rhodes, the leader of the Oath Keepers 
militia, likened the storming of the Capitol to the opening salvos of the 
American Revolutionary War. “The founding generation Sons of Lib-
erty stormed the mansion of the corrupt Royal Governor of Massachu-
setts, and trashed the place,” he wrote— a call to arms issued in similar 
terms to William Potter Gale’s exhortations nearly thirty- five years 
earlier.
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They also jumped on board a ship carrying East India Tea, and dumped 
it in the harbor. We are actually in a far more deadly situation given the 
FACT that enemies foreign and domestic have subverted, infiltrated, and 
taken over near every single office and level of power in this nation. We 
have one FINAL chance to get Trump to do his job and his duty. Patri-
ots entering their own Capitol to send a message to the traitors is NOTH-
ING compared to what’s coming if Trump doesn’t take decisive action 
right now. It helped to send that message to HIM. He was the most impor-
tant audience today. I hope he got the message.133

It later emerged that the Proud Boys had used similar revolutionary rhet-
oric in their planning. A document circulated among the group in the 
days before the attack was titled “1776 Returns.” “These are OUR build-
ings, they are just renting space,” the document declared. “We must show 
our politicians We the People are in charge.”134 The leaders of the Oath 
Keepers and Proud Boys, Stewart Rhodes and Enrique Tarrio, had met 
in a parking garage in Washington, DC, the day before the riot.135

“The Battle of Capitol Hill,” as the terrorism expert Brian Michael Jen-
kins termed it, was over— but its legacy changed both the stakes and con-
tours of the government’s effort to counter extremism that crossed First 
Amendment boundaries into violence and insurrection. Polling con-
ducted later that month indicated that, astonishingly, over a third of 
Republicans agreed that “if elected leaders will not protect America, the 
people must do it themselves even if it requires taking violent actions.”136 
The rioter who was shot dead, an air force veteran named Ashli Babbitt, 
was quickly elevated into the violent far right’s pantheon of heroes, join-
ing figureheads such as Gordon Kahl and Robert Mathews and the Ruby 
Ridge and Waco dead as martyrs who had fallen at the hands of an over-
reaching government. America’s foreign adversaries, meanwhile, eagerly 
celebrated the developments. Al- Qaeda, among America’s preeminent for-
eign terrorist enemies, rejoiced. A writer for its One Ummah online mag-
azine celebrated the events of January 6, 2021, as having made up for errors 
made on 9/11, declaring, “I realized the wisdom of God almighty in not 
guiding the fourth plane to its target, for their [the American rioters’] 
destroying the citadel of their democracy by their own hands . . .  is more 
damaging to them & more soothing to the hearts of the believers.”137 In 
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al- Qaeda’s eyes, Osama bin Laden’s attrition strategy against the West was 
made all the more effective by the United States wounding itself.

Two cabinet officials resigned after the attack, along with several senior 
national security officials. Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy, an unflinch-
ing Trump defender in the House, reacted angrily to the president’s sug-
gestion that Antifa had caused the riot, telling him, “It’s not Antifa, it’s 
MAGA. I know. I was there.”138 Others placed the blame squarely on the 
president. “Would anybody have marched on the Capitol, and tried to 
overrun the Capitol, without the president’s speech?” Chris Miller, act-
ing secretary of defense for the last months of the administration, asked. 
“I think it’s pretty much definitive that wouldn’t have happened.”139

Many of the insurrectionists arrested after that day themselves blamed 
Trump. The lawyer for one Proud Boy— a marine veteran who, at 2:13 PM, 
had used a stolen police riot shield to break open a window on the Capi-
tol’s west side and was the first rioter to breach the building— cited the 
president’s encouragement as the reason his client had come to Washing-
ton that day.140 “The boss of the country said, ‘People of the country, come 
on down, let people know what you think.’ The logical thinking was, ‘He 
invited us down.’ ”141 A video uploaded to Parler on January 6 similarly 
depicted one insurrectionist screaming at the police, “We were invited 
here. We were invited by the President of the United States.”142 In another 
exchange, one rioter berated a group of police officers: “You’re outnum-
bered! There’s a fucking million of us out there! And we are listening to 
Trump! Your boss!”143 Many therefore asked for presidential pardons in 
the remaining two weeks before the inauguration— and were outraged 
when they were not provided. “I feel like I was basically following my pres-
ident,” one attacker who had traveled from Texas argued. “I was follow-
ing what we were called to do. He asked us to fly there. He asked us to be 
there. So I was doing what he asked us to do. I think we all deserve a par-
don. I’m facing a prison sentence. I think I do not deserve that.”144

The defendants’ own words illuminated perhaps the most important 
and painful lesson of January 6: the singular influence wielded by Trump 
and his veneration by far- right extremists in this country. Trump basked 
in their adulation and praised and celebrated the insurrectionists. “It was 
zero threat. Right from the start, it was zero threat,” Trump told Fox News 
two months later. “Look, they went in— they shouldn’t have done it— some 
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of them went in, and they’re hugging and kissing the police and the guards, 
you know? They had great relationships. A lot of the people were waved 
in, and then they walked in, and they walked out.”145 Three U.S. Capitol 
police officers were dead and at least 150 others had been injured on 
January 6.

The events of that day were perhaps the inevitable outcome of four years 
of patent falsehoods and dissembling.146 “The attack on the Capitol was 
the culmination of four years of conspiracies and lies that Trump and his 
allies had fed to his supporters on social media platforms, in speeches, and 
on television,” Dr. Fiona Hill, the former National Security Council senior 
director for Europe and Russia during the Trump administration, later 
reflected. “The ‘Big Lie’ that Trump had won the election was built on the 
backs of the thousands of little lies that Trump uttered nearly every time 
he spoke and that were then nurtured within the dense ecosystem of 
Trumpist media outlets.”147 Crucially, among these false claims was 
Trump’s repeated redirection of America’s federal law enforcement and 
homeland security resources away from increasingly violent far- right 
threats to focus instead on the far left.148 Trump’s efforts to skewer domes-
tic threat reporting resulted in the former chief of DHS intelligence, 
Brian Murphy, filing a twenty- four page whistleblower complaint over the 
manipulation of intelligence reports to diminish threat assessments warn-
ing of increasing far- right violence to reflect the president’s citing of the 
greater threat posed by far- left extremists.149 The two threats in fact were 
barely comparable. Although a far- left terrorist attack early in the admin-
istration very nearly resulted in the devastating mass murder of several 
Republican members of Congress— if not for then– House Majority Whip 
Steve Scalise’s heroic Capitol Police detail, it “would have been a massa-
cre,” according to Rep. Rodney Davis— Trump’s preoccupation with Antifa 
was misplaced given its comparatively limited potential for violence.150 
Data gathered by the Anti- Defamation League, for instance, has repeat-
edly demonstrated that for more than a decade violent, far- right extrem-
ists have accounted for far more homicides in the United States than their 
radical left- wing counterparts.151 And ongoing research and analysis con-
ducted by New America’s leading researchers on terrorism, Peter Bergen 
and David Sterman, similarly shows that in the twenty years after 9/11, 
far- right extremists have been responsible for over one hundred killings 
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in America; far left extremists are responsible for just one.152 Antifa is a 
loosely organized militant movement that has committed acts of 
terrorism— but these have rarely killed anyone and mostly involved crimes 
like looting and rioting rather than more typical terrorist tactics like 
bombing, shooting, and kidnapping.

But as this historical analysis of the past forty years has revealed, Trump 
is just one factor in the more recent rise of far- right extremism in the 
United States. The conditions dividing and polarizing America today have 
been building for a long time, and as previous chapters have demonstrated, 
one cannot understand accelerationism and its grip on a growing segment 
of the country today without a careful assessment of how past develop-
ments have brought us to this current juncture in American politics. By 
the time each essential cog had rotated into place, it was arguably already 
too late to avert the chain of events that led to January 6, 2021.

No single structure symbolized the generational threat to American 
democracy that emerged that day than the seven- foot wall erected around 
the U.S. Capitol building in the days following the riots— a countermea-
sure reminiscent of dramatic changes in airport security screening after 
9/11 and the implementation of Jersey barriers to protect government 
buildings after the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. Washington, DC, in 
January 2021, moreover, looked like Baghdad in January 2005, when Iraq’s 
first- ever democratic elections were held. As in Baghdad eighteen years 
earlier, troops lined the streets. Some 25,000 National Guard soldiers were 
mobilized to ensure the security of President- elect Biden’s inauguration— 
over twenty thousand more troops than were then stationed in Afghani-
stan, another powerful symbol of how far the terrorism threat had shifted 
from foreign to domestic enemies.153

In his inaugural address in 2017, President Trump had promised, “This 
American carnage stops right here and stops right now.” Although no one 
quite understood what “carnage” he meant, the next four years would 
catalyze a kaleidoscope of extremist violence that brought death and 
harm to Americans as well as those in other Western countries. In just 
four years, America’s formidable counterterrorism bureaucracy would 
pivot almost a full 180 degrees away from the Salafi jihadist threats that 
had dominated national security for nearly two decades and toward 
entirely domestic terrorist threats. “It’s going to take decades to undo the 
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damage,” Elizabeth Neumann, a former senior DHS official during 
Trump’s time in office, observed weeks after the events of January 6.154

• • •

On January 20, 2021, Joe Biden was sworn in as the forty- sixth president 
of the United States. He immediately signaled that countering domestic 
terrorist threats would be a focus of his administration— and that the 
country would have to come together to fight it. In the days after the inau-
guration, various absurd conspiracy theories circulated among Trump’s 
more extremist supporters— while some were convinced that the election 
would eventually be overturned, others argued that Trump had shape-
shifted into Biden’s body and that Biden’s characteristic, occasionally 
slurred voice (caused by a stutter) was actually Trump learning how to 
speak like the former vice president.155 By the time the Biden administra-
tion was two months old, over three hundred people who had participated 
in the January 6 insurrection had been charged with federal crimes rang-
ing from trespassing to conspiracy to injure officers.156

The new administration had an immediate effect. “One of the most 
important changes is one of the easiest— ending the sense that white 
supremacy is tolerated from on high,” the terrorism analysts Daniel 
Byman and Mark Pitcavage argued. To their minds,

though the FBI has been aggressive in recent years in investigating white 
supremacist violence, the Trump administration sent ambiguous signals 
toward the broader movement, at times seemingly reluctantly condemn-
ing it but also defending causes it champions, like the preservation of 
Confederate statues and military bases named after Confederate gener-
als, and promoting conspiracy theories related to immigrants. It has also 
rhetorically labeled enemies of the movement, such as Black Lives Mat-
ter and Antifa, as terrorist organizations, creating confusion and false 
equivalence. High- level support for cracking down on white suprema-
cist violence will ensure that resources are in place to fight white suprem-
acists, that agencies know their roles, and that more mainstream groups 
that are critical of immigration or otherwise share some concerns of 
white supremacists know they must reject the violent haters in their 
ranks.157
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Trump became the only president to be impeached twice. Yet thirty- 
eight days after the riot, Trump— this time impeached for “incitement of 
insurrection”— was acquitted, albeit in the most bipartisan impeachment 
vote of all time. Seven Republicans joined fifty Democrats in voting to 
convict, including senators from deep- red states such as Louisiana, 
Nebraska, and Utah.158 “Former President Trump’s actions that preceded 
the riot were a disgraceful, disgraceful dereliction of duty,” Republican 
Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell seethed, despite voting to 
acquit. “Trump is practically and morally responsible for provoking the 
events of the day.”159 The Monday following the impeachment acquittal, 
February 15, Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi announced a 9/11- style 
commission to investigate the events of January 6.

On March 17, the Office of the Director of National Intelligence unclas-
sified the U.S. intelligence community’s assessments of the shifting ter-
rorism threat. “The IC assesses that domestic violent extremists (DVEs) 
who are motivated by a range of ideologies and galvanized by recent polit-
ical and societal events in the United States pose an elevated threat to the 
Homeland in 2021,” it began. “Enduring DVE motivations pertaining to 
biases against minority populations and perceived government overreach 
will almost certainly continue to drive DVE radicalization and mobiliza-
tion to violence. Newer sociopolitical developments— such as narratives 
of fraud in the recent general election, the emboldening impact of the vio-
lent breach of the US Capitol, conditions related to the COVID- 19 pan-
demic, and conspiracy theories promoting violence will almost certainly 
spur some DVEs to try to engage in violence this year.”160 More specifi-
cally, the report went on to add that “racially or ethnically motivated vio-
lent extremists (RMVEs) and militia violent extremists (MVEs) present 
the most lethal DVE threats, with RMVEs most likely to conduct mass- 
casualty attacks against civilians and MVEs typically targeting law 
enforcement and government personnel and facilities.”

Meanwhile, the threats from many of those who had participated in 
or supported the January 6 insurrection continued. “So that everyone 
knows I go to see the FBI and a judge tomorrow,” one rioter from Utah 
wrote on Facebook on April 28. “I guess peacefully protesting at the Cap-
itol is now illegal and they are trying to hunt us all down to try and teach 
us a lesson. Unfortunately, only one option remains when we return. We 
bring guns and take the Capitol building without intention of being 
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peaceful. This ends with the government bombing their own people. I 
had hopes it wouldn’t. But here we are.”161

The remainder of 2021 was relatively peaceful, but the tensions and 
divisions continued, and several times the familiar calls to violence and 
sedition were again issued. After George Floyd’s killer, Derek Chauvin, 
was convicted on murder charges on April 20, for example, adherents on 
social media forums repeated their calls for a race war: “This was a huge 
win for white america. Now we are free to assassinate all [N- word] we see. 
Cops aren’t going to police [N- word] anymore. [N- word] Slaughter 2021. 
Let the fun begin.”162 The implication was that it was now a public duty 
to protect communities from Black criminality. After the Kenosha killer 
Kyle Rittenhouse was acquitted that November, extremists rejoiced and 
called for more violence. “Don’t let this one victory lull you back to sleep,” 
a White Lives Matter movement supporter implored on Telegram.

That’s what they want. They know small “victories” can placate the angry 
masses more than anything else. Instead let this win fuel your rage. Never 
forget the simple fact that this clear- cut self- defense should have never 
gone to trial in the first place. Muslim, Hispanic, and African invaders 
have raped millions of our women, WHTIE [sic] women. Their time of 
terrorizing our people with 0 consequences is coming to an end. The Rit-
tenhouse verdict was a single tick in the scoreboard on our side. Our 
enemy doesn’t have a scoreboard big enough for their victories. Fight 
harder, stronger, fiercer, and with the same remorse they show us. None.

Get going, White man.163

In June 2021, the White House released its National Strategy for Coun-
tering Domestic Terrorism. The document was the first formal strategy 
ever released by the White House regarding domestic terrorist threats— 
yet another indication of the extent to which terrorism had shifted home-
ward. The administration’s approach was based on four pillars:

 • understand and share domestic terrorism– related information;
 • prevent domestic terrorism recruitment and mobilization to violence;
 • disrupt and deter domestic terrorism activity; and,
 • confront long- term contributors to domestic terrorism.164
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The American political system’s divergent views on the events of Jan-
uary 6 nonetheless grew even wider as 2021 turned into 2022. In Decem-
ber, Trump again insisted that the election was stolen. “Anybody that 
doesn’t think there wasn’t massive Election Fraud in the 2020 Presidential 
Election is either very stupid, or very corrupt!” he wrote in a statement 
on an aide’s Twitter account because he himself was suspended, the acci-
dental use of a double negative inadvertently insulting his supporters. The 
Republican National Committee, meanwhile, voted to censure the two 
Republican representatives serving on the House committee investigat-
ing the January 6 insurrection— Liz Cheney of Wyoming and Adam Kinz-
inger of Illinois. The resolution also described the January 6 attack on 
the Capitol as a form of “legitimate political discourse”— defying both 
logic and evidence.165

On January 12, the DOJ indicted eleven January 6 attackers on the 
same “seditious conspiracy” charge that had been leveled against the Fort 
Smith defendants in 1988.166 Among the defendants was the Oath Keep-
ers’ founder, Stewart Rhodes. On March 2, one of his followers, Joshua 
James, pleaded guilty. “In taking such actions, James intended to influ-
ence or affect the conduct of the United States government or to retali-
ate against the United States government,” a DOJ statement of offense 
explained. “He accomplished this by intimidating and coercing govern-
ment personnel who were participating in or supporting the Congres-
sional proceeding, including Members of Congress, Congressional staff, 
and law enforcement officers with the Capitol Police and Metropolitan 
Police Department.”167 The DOJ thus succeeded where its 1988 predeces-
sors had failed: proving that America’s violent, antigovernment extrem-
ists and their terrorist acts constituted a seditious conspiracy.

In March 2022, the Southern Poverty Law Center released its latest “The 
Year in Hate & Extremism” report. This iteration offered a particularly 
sobering assessment of the continuing threat of far- right extremism. 
“Rather than demonstrating a decline in the power of the far right,” the 
report argued, “the dropping numbers of organized hate and anti- 
government groups suggest that the extremist ideas that mobilize them 
now operate more openly in the political mainstream.”168 Although the 
SPLC’s conclusions pointed to the far right’s pernicious infiltrations of the 
political process, a reminder of the lethal potential of the leaderless 
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resistance threat occurred on May 14 when eighteen- year- old Payton Gen-
dron, of Conklin, New York, opened fire at a Tops Friendly Markets store 
in Buffalo, killing ten Black shoppers and employees. After several years 
of extremism primarily driven by COVID and election grievances 
against the government, Gendron revived the Tarrant model— 
attacking a soft target frequented by a minority group and publishing a 
manifesto that heavily plagiarized the Christchurch gunman’s but redi-
rected its venom toward America’s Black community. Like Tarrant, 
Gendron also livestreamed the attack. “In conclusion from all of this,” 
Gendron’s twisted manifesto declared, “blacks are pre dispositioned to 
have weaker brain ability due to genetics. This is important because it 
leads to the question if blacks should live in a western world built by 
Whites. The answer to this question is no, they simply are not built to 
live in the White world. This advanced human civilization that we have 
today can only be built by Whites, blacks simply hold us down.”169 Spark-
ing the usual banter on far- right chatrooms— with some posts celebrat-
ing a new “Saint,” others deriding his targeting of African Americans 
instead of Jews— Gendron also inspired a new theme for neo- Nazi cha-
trooms.170 Dubbed the “14th  Day Initiative”— a reference both to the 
date of Gendron’s attack as well as the “14 Words”— the plan aimed to 
make the fourteenth day of every month “OUR day” to “Make the news. 
Make the enemy afraid. Hold the guilty to account. Drive out the 
invaders.”171

Throughout the spring of 2022, observers of online extreme chatrooms 
noticed a further intensification of the calls for violence against specific 
public figures, a worrying trend that had originated in the conspiratorial 
cocktail created by COVID lockdowns and the rise of QAnon. In fact, on 
many channels, violence against public figures was becoming the answer 
to virtually every political grievance. Many online forums were deluged 
with death threats targeting politicians and other leaders, relentlessly 
blaming them for every imaginable sleight.172 These threats often targeted 
Republicans deemed insufficiently hardline— so- called “RINOS,” or 
“Republicans In Name Only,” one of Trump’s preferred insults— thus 
highlighting the far right’s animus against not just Democratic politicians 
but to the entire concept of the Western, liberal- democratic nation- state. 
Extremists that March, for instance, threatened Maine’s Republican sen-
ator Susan Collins for voting affirmatively for Ketanji Brown Jackson’s 
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nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court— the first Black female justice. 
“Ballot box isn’t working, time to use the bullet box,” one threat read, with 
another more simply stating “Hang her.”173 In May, the pro- Trump Ari-
zona attorney general Mark Brnovich came under attack after a state elec-
tion fraud report was released, despite the report alleging “concerns” 
with the vote, with one person declaring, “He should be run through his 
ass to his mouth with a spear, raised up on display in front of the voting 
precinct.” Others posted threats targeting his family: “Don’t forget his wife 
and kids. Being a traitor to your country needs to have consequences that 
go beyond one’s own neck.”174 And in June, a group of ten Republican sen-
ators came under fire for helping advance moderate gun control laws 
after the previous month’s deadly school shooting in Uvalde, Texas. 
“Blindfolds. Brick wall. Now,” a thread warned on the far- right forum 
“The Donald.” “Ammo is expensive, but the gallows is free,” another user 
responded.175

The FBI’s search of Trump’s Mar- a- Lago Florida residence on August 8, 
2022, for classified documents allegedly retained by the former president 
emerged as yet another flashpoint. Authorized by Attorney General Mer-
rick Garland after the DOJ was convinced there was sufficient evidence, 
the raid produced a new wellspring of violent rhetoric. As the SPLC had 
warned, this time the calls to arms were also issued by politicians, includ-
ing both high- profile GOP figureheads and fringe hopefuls. “If they try 
to prosecute President Trump for mishandling classified information after 
Hillary Clinton set up a server in her basement, there literally will be riots 
in the street. I worry about our country,” Senator Lindsey Graham of 
South Carolina warned on Fox News before later walking back his appar-
ent incitement after an outcry, saying, “I reject violence.”176 Others were 
more confrontational. Ronny Jackson, a congressman from Texas, 
declared: “Tonight the FBI officially became the enemy of the people!!!”177 
A candidate for the Florida State House of Representatives was banned 
from Twitter after declaring: “Under my plan, all Floridians will have per-
mission to shoot FBI, IRS, ATF and all other feds on sight! Let freedom 
ring!”178 And Steven Crowder, a prominent conservative commentator, 
warned on Twitter, “Tomorrow is war. Sleep well.”179 Later that month on 
Truth Social, a social media platform developed by a Trump- owned busi-
ness, the former president shared voluminous QAnon content— as well 
as photographs of Joe Biden, Kamala Harris, Nancy Pelosi, Barack Obama, 
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Hillary Clinton, and George Soros, with the ominous tagline “Your enemy 
is not in Russia.”180

Genuine threats were also directed against FBI agents and their fami-
lies.181 In Cincinnati, an armed assailant tried to shoot his way into the 
FBI’s office before being killed in a shootout. A Navy veteran and Janu-
ary 6 attendee who had been on the bureau’s radar, the would- be killer 
had posted on Truth Social two days before the attack, “People, this is it. 
I hope a call to arms comes from someone better qualified, but if not, this 
is your call to arms from me. Leave work tomorrow as soon as the gun 
shop/Army- Navy store/pawn shop opens, get whatever you need to be 
ready for combat. We must not tolerate this one.”182 It was an unfortunate 
coincidence, too, that the judge who approved the warrant to search 
Trump’s home was Jewish. His synagogue in Florida was forced to cancel 
services because of threats against the judge and his family.183 In a Polit-
ico op- ed ominously titled “The Real Fallout from the Mar- a- Lago Search,” 
Steven Simon and Jonathan Stevenson warned, “Watching agents search 
Mar- a- Lago could turn a large enough portion of Trump’s far- right base 
decisively against federal authority that its defiance could shift from epi-
sodic to systemic, eventually leading to regular armed resistance to fed-
eral law enforcement on the order of Ruby Ridge and potentially even 
Waco.” Only law enforcement activity that is “both strategically aggres-
sive and tactically restrained,” they argued, can thread the needle between 
combating the far- right extremist threat without inciting further 
violence.184

The most serious incident, though, in the weeks leading up to the 2022 
midterm elections was the home invasion of and violent assault on Paul 
Pelosi, husband of Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. On October 28, just 
after 2 AM, David DePape, a Canadian illegal immigrant steeped in con-
spiracy theories, broke through the back door of the Pelosis’ San Fran-
cisco home. DePape was looking for the speaker, who was on his “target 
list” and whom he viewed as the “leader of the pack” of the Democratic 
Party’s alleged peddling of lies and deceptions. DePape intended to break 
the speaker’s kneecaps, according to the criminal indictment filed against 
him. His intent was that the speaker would therefore “have to be wheeled 
into Congress, which would show other Members of Congress that there 
were consequences to their actions.”185 Paul Pelosi had managed to call 
police during the break- in, and when they arrived, officers confronted 
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DePape and asked him to drop a hammer he was holding and that Pelosi 
was trying to wrestle away. “Um, nope,” DePape said, before bludgeon-
ing the octogenarian Pelosi, who was seriously injured. DePape would 
later call a journalist for the Bay Area’s KTVU television station from 
prison and state, “I have an important message for everyone in America. 
You’re welcome. Freedom and liberty isn’t dying, it’s being killed, sys-
tematically and deliberately. The people killing it have names and 
addresses.” Regretting that he could not target more of his perceived 
enemies, DePape added, “I should’ve come better prepared.”186 Aside 
from the plot against Pelosi, the midterms otherwise passed relatively 
peacefully and were marked by the defeats of several Trump- backed 
Republican candidates, who chose to forgo the former president’s play-
book of refusing to accept defeat. Their grace provided hope that the 
national temperature was at last dropping.187

On November 29, in a stunning development, a jury sitting in Wash-
ington, DC, federal court found Stewart Rhodes— a former army para-
trooper, Yale Law School graduate, and leader of one of the country’s most 
well- known and dangerous militia groups, the Oath Keepers— guilty of 
seditious conspiracy. Unlike in Fort Smith, Arkansas, thirty- four years 
earlier, Department of Justice prosecutors had proven that Rhodes had 
plotted to overthrow the U.S. government. Although it followed Joshua 
James’s earlier guilty plea, Rhodes’s conviction, alongside that of one co- 
conspirator and four more found guilty the following month, demon-
strated clearly that leaders of politically extreme organizations bent on 
violence and revolution would be held accountable for their subversive 
plans and preparations. Speaking to the Washington Post, Tasha Adams, 
Rhodes’s ex- wife and a frequent critic of her former spouse, captured the 
significance of the verdict and its broader implications. “For the first time,” 
Adams said, “he is facing the consequence of his own actions and, bar-
ring any pardon after the 2024 election, he can now disappear into obscu-
rity where he belongs.”188

On December 22, 2022, the U.S. House Select Committee on the Janu-
ary 6th Attack released its final report after a wide- ranging investigation 
and several primetime televised hearings. Leaving little doubt regarding 
the committee’s findings on the former president’s role, the report stated 
that “the central cause of January 6th was one man, former President 
Donald Trump, whom many others followed. None of the events of 
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January  6th  would have happened without him.”189 The committee 
issued a non– legally binding referral to the Department of Justice, rec-
ommending that Trump be prosecuted on four charges, including sup-
porting insurrection.190 Although the committee’s exhaustive research 
accurately portrayed Trump’s galvanizing role in the days and hours 
before the riot, it arguably failed to capture the forty years of violent far- 
right organizing, plotting, and scheming that had preceded the attack.
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COUNTERING FAR- RIGHT TERRORISM

Freedom is a fragile thing and it’s never more than one generation away 
from extinction. It is not ours by way of inheritance; it must be fought 
for and defended constantly by each generation, for it comes only once to 
people. And those in world history who have known freedom and then 
lost it have never known it again.

— RONALD REAGAN, JANUARY 5, 1967

The chain of events that led to the assault on the U.S. Capitol 
Building on January 6, 2021, did not begin with President Trump’s 
baseless “stop the steal” declamations. Nor did they commence 

during the first presidential debate the previous September when Trump 
instructed the Proud Boys to “stand back and stand by.” They were not 
triggered by his assertion that the neo- Nazis, Klansmen, neo- Confederates, 
racists, antisemites, and xenophobes who attended the 2017 “Unite the 
Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, and were responsible for the death 
of a counterprotestor were “very fine people” or by Trump’s 2016 election 
victory over Hillary Clinton. Even the historical milestone of the first 
African American elected president in 2008 did not set in motion the pro-
cess that culminated in that attack on this citadel of American democ-
racy. Their origin, as this book has shown, instead dates back over four 
decades. Then, a longstanding ideology of hate and intolerance was 
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revitalized and infused with new vigor by calls for outright sedition from 
a new generation of white supremacists now allied with militant, antigov-
ernment extremists. The gallows erected on the Mall in front of the Cap-
itol Building that fateful day thus embodied the hopes and dreams of these 
zealots who in an age before digital platforms and social media could not 
have envisioned a scenario in which democracy nearly died.1

At that time, the threat from these extremists was mostly isolated and 
effectively contained by vigorous government action. Louis Beam’s lead-
erless resistance strategy advocating individual acts of violence by lone 
wolves in hopes of provoking a wider conflagration never gained a sig-
nificant following. It admittedly led to the tragic 1995 Oklahoma City 
bombing. But Timothy McVeigh’s spectacularly lethal act of violence did 
not ignite, as he had intended and the leaderless resistance strategy prom-
ised, a nationwide uprising against the U.S. government. Not only was 
no group or person inspired to follow in McVeigh’s footsteps but— with 
the notable exception of the 1996 Atlanta Olympics bombing and the series 
of similar attacks on abortion clinics and a gay bar by the same 
perpetrator— all other inclinations to violent insurrection were suppressed 
by landmark antiterrorism legislation enacted by Congress in 1996 and 
signal action by the FBI and other law enforcement agencies.2

Today, however, such extremist and radical beliefs are both more 
prevalent and more pervasive. Social media has propagated poisonous 
ideologies and spread them wider and faster than Beam and his fellow 
hate- mongers could ever have imagined. They have crossed into and 
become embedded in mainstream politics and public discourse and are 
shared and advocated by more Americans than ever before. As previ-
ously noted, a disturbingly large number of Americans agree that vio-
lence against their government could be justified in certain circum-
stances, more than at any time since this survey question was first posed 
over two decades ago. It is therefore not surprising that fully nine out of 
ten Americans also believe that the intensification of political divisive-
ness and polarization has made politically motivated violence in this 
country more likely. In a country awash with privately owned firearms 
and where, according to the American University scholar Cynthia Miller- 
Idriss’s “best estimate” at least 75,000 to 100,000 individuals are actively 
involved with white supremacist extremist groups,3 in addition to the 
15,000 to 20,000 people who belong to armed militia organizations 
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comprising some three hundred different groups,4 the threat of wide-
spread acts of domestic terrorism— perhaps leading to a sustained insur-
gency campaign and even civil war— is not hyperbolic.

The United States today is thus confronted by a serious domestic ter-
rorist threat in addition to the foreign ones that have commanded our 
attention for the past two decades. Whether because of distraction, 
indifference, or complacency, violent extremism has woven itself into 
the fabric of national, state, and local politics. And, historically, terror-
ism has thrived in environments torn by division and disagreement that 
in turn are consumed by polarization and enmity. A combination of 
apathy and inaction will only encourage further polarization, greater 
extremism, and more violence. Whether this will lead to the civil war 
that scholars, policy analysts, journalists, and pundits have warned of 
is by no means certain. But even if this unfathomable, worst- case- scenario 
is avoided, the current trajectory of domestic unrest and potential 
upheaval presents as grave a threat to our country and its democratic val-
ues and institutions as any since the civil war that consumed the nation 
180 years ago.

Countering domestic terrorism will likely prove far more challenging 
than combating the overseas Salafi jihadist threats that have persisted 
since the epochal September 11, 2001, attacks. The formidable instruments 
of military power successfully employed against al- Qaeda and ISIS and 
their various affiliates and branches— most prominently the targeted kill-
ings achieved by drone strikes and the lethally effective raids conducted 
by special operations forces— are completely irrelevant to countering 
domestic terrorism for the obvious reasons that they cannot and should 
never be deployed against our fellow citizens. Without being able to rely 
on these proven and effective military counterterrorism measures, the 
United States will have to build almost from scratch nonlethal, flexible, 
and innovative measures both to counter violent extremists and address 
new and emerging, entirely homegrown terrorist threats.

But much as military strategists urge targeting an adversary’s “center 
of gravity” to achieve lasting, decisive results, the most vulnerable pres-
sure points of a violent political movement’s weaknesses must similarly 
be the focus of government efforts to counter subversive and seditious 
domestic threats.5 The centers of gravity of the violent extremist right in 
the United States today are evident in themes explored by this book: an 
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obsessive conspiratorial mindset; the exploitation of social media for rad-
icalization, recruitment, and encouragement of violence; and the insidi-
ous injection of ideologies promoting hate, intolerance, and conspiracy 
into mainstream American politics, our military, and law enforcement 
communities. These are the centers of gravity that a domestic counterex-
tremism and counterterrorism strategy must focus on.

The United States today thus requires a comprehensive, wide- ranging, 
institutionalized strategy to effectively counter these threats— including 
measures to strengthen American civil society as well as those that spe-
cifically target violent extremist groups, their activists and supporters, 
their propagandists and sympathizers, and their recruiters and financiers. 
The policy recommendations that emerge from this examination and exe-
gesis of the far- right terrorist threat in the United States fit into three 
categories:

 • short- term measures to create a stronger regulatory framework, with 
relatively immediate effects;

 • medium- term measures to strengthen civil society, with impacts over 
the next five to ten years; and,

 • long- term measures to build national unity, which will break the cycle 
of recruitment and regeneration that has sustained this movement 
across multiple decades and therefore build resilience that will ben-
efit future generations and inoculate them against the allure of 
extremist ideologies.

All these efforts need to commence immediately and not unfold 
sequentially. They should be undertaken without delay but with the expec-
tation that, while some can have more immediate effects, others will take 
years, if not decades, to achieve the desired impact. This range of mea-
sures, it should be emphasized, is applicable to both extremes of the polit-
ical spectrum— left as well as right— and include, as the preeminent 
goal, restoring the integrity of and respect for the American political sys-
tem. To implement this admittedly optimistic but nonetheless crucial goal, 
a series of equally critical additional steps is required, such as enacting 
legislation designed to address all manifestations of extremist violence, 
whether from the right or the left or any other section, and effectively 
counter the ideological and social appeal of extremism and conspiracy 



COUNTERING FAR- RIGHT TERRORISM�229

theories more generally. By taking decisive action today, the United States 
can begin to make meaningful inroads against these highly corrosive and 
insidious threats to our democratic values and ensure the safety and secu-
rity of our fellow citizens in a more secure and inclusive environment 
than currently exists.

• • •

January  6 showed to devastating effect that conspiracy theories that 
demonize government and reject the authority of its institutions and pro-
cesses pose a clear and pressing danger to law, order, and the stability of 
the American political system. Restoring popular faith in our government 
and reinforcing the democratic principles for which this country was con-
ceived is therefore the highest priority. But such a reckoning cannot be 
achieved either organically or quickly. Accordingly, a series of remedial 
legislative steps must first occur to jumpstart the revitalization of a com-
mon national identity. Among these, depriving extremists of the free rein 
they have long enjoyed on social media is imperative. Legislation is needed 
to ensure greater clarity between First Amendment rights to free and open 
expression and the planning and plotting of violent acts of domestic 
terrorism.6

Hence, first and foremost, rebuilding and strengthening American 
democracy will require addressing the pervasive and pernicious impact 
of social media. Digital communication has contributed in hitherto 
unprecedented ways to the rise of lone- actor terrorism. It has in particu-
lar amplified and accelerated Beam’s leaderless resistance strategy. In the 
past, exponents of leaderless resistance were constrained by the limited 
reach of their message through traditional media and generally stymied 
in their efforts to achieve any kind of mass following. But social media 
has facilitated the emergence of a loosely connected global far- right ter-
rorist movement whose grievances and motivations transcend borders 
and national contexts but are linked by a shared belief in the efficacy of 
violence. The posited trope entailing the replacement of the European 
white male through immigration of other races and religions, for instance, 
has become a compelling contemporary battle cry of the violent far right. 
Exaggerated fears of soaring nonwhite birthrates coupled with the 
alleged role that Jewish and associated villainous global and liberal elites 
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play in deliberately pushing and exploiting this trend play into conspir-
acy theories that become increasingly common and accepted as political 
dogma. This online echo chamber’s most significant real- world impact 
has been the erosion of the previously defined demarcation between 
“international” and “domestic” terrorism along with the facilitation of the 
convergence of multiple hitherto divergent ideologies into a combustible 
mélange of new justifications for collective violence. In extremist social 
media bubbles, adherents arguably have more in common with ideologi-
cal brethren an ocean away than with their physical real- world neighbors. 
The result today is an international succession of lone- actor terrorists who 
revel in their use of social media both to presage and advertise their vio-
lent acts and then post their unhinged rants in hopes of inspiring imita-
tion and emulation.7

In their 2018 book The Future of Terrorism, the historians Walter 
Laqueur and Christopher Wall argue that “terrorism is not an exogenous 
feature of the modern nation- state but rather a symptom of bad gover-
nance.”8 Their analysis referred to failed states around the world that have 
allowed extremists to thrive in power vacuums. But, in a contemporane-
ous twist, their analysis can also be applied to social media. For over a 
decade, an ever- growing array of zealots advocating violence and sedition 
has been given free rein on social media platforms. With sometimes tragic 
consequences, they easily acquire access to some of society’s most vulner-
able individuals. The social media titans who have repeatedly watched as 
their products are used and exploited by dangerous actors but who have 
refused to intervene have facilitated and encouraged this process. They 
must do more to moderate extreme speech on their platforms, both to pre-
vent new radicalization and protect vulnerable communities from being 
targeted by hate speech online. Examples include removing content alto-
gether or affixing particularly controversial posts with disclaimers or con-
textual explainers. Greater efforts must also be directed toward helping 
smaller sites, which might be more willing to push back against extrem-
ism but lack the resources to police their platform, better ensure their sites 
are safe from extremist recruiters and radicalizers. Sites that refuse to 
comply should be considered for expulsion from various internet hosting 
providers. International efforts like the Christchurch Call and Delhi Dec-
laration should be multiplied and deepened, while organizations like the 
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Global Internet Forum to Counter Terrorism need more encouragement 
and funding.

But responsibility both wittingly and unwittingly for this malignancy 
increasingly lies with governments, too. First Amendment champions 
maintain that social media cannot be restrained because it would violate 
American citizens’ constitutional rights to freedom of speech. Yet in recent 
years, social media has evolved to a point where an extremist’s right to 
spew abuse online appears to take precedence over their target’s rights to 
be safe from fear and online abuse. This development has to be addressed 
if we are to control this poisonous dimension of social media and check 
its unimpeded incitements to violence. As an example, we can look to 
Great Britain’s efforts to clamp down on online hate through white papers 
and legislation, which has showcased both the challenges and potential 
legal remedies.9 According to the 2019 British government white paper 
detailing its “online harms” initiative, this policy is designed to counter 
“the most serious illegal harms which threaten our national security and 
the physical safety of children.” In the context of terrorism, the white paper 
is explicit about the continuing threats of online radicalization and 
recruitment. It also commendably provides a practical framework within 
which government and industry can work together “to prevent exploita-
tion of the internet for terrorist purposes.”10 Measures to moderate online 
dialogue are easier to implement in Europe, where they do not have the 
stringent free speech laws made sacred in the United States by the First 
Amendment. But, conversely, the social media companies that host hate-
ful rhetoric are private companies and therefore are not constrained by 
the First Amendment. They should not be allowed to hide behind inap-
plicable constitutional protections as an excuse for inaction.

Government efforts to contain the endless spiral of extremism online 
should include encouraging algorithm reform. Social media algorithms 
on major platforms are specifically meant to maximize engagement and 
attract new audiences, thus enabling social media companies to maximize 
advertising revenue from users deliberately drawn into spending more 
time on their sites. Their algorithms thus frequently push users toward 
more shocking or upsetting material, in order to keep them riveted to a 
particular platform’s content. Social media companies should be disincen-
tivized from driving users toward ever more polarizing and radicalizing 
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content. Banning violent extremists from monetizing their content would 
be the most critical positive step in this respect, as would prohibiting the 
advertising of material advocating especially hate- filled, violently inclined 
content.11 Our executive, judicial, and legislative branches might also join 
forces to collectively reform Section 230, the Title 47 provision that pro-
tects social media companies from being held legally liable for material 
posted on their platforms. The safety of social media titans from respon-
sibility for content their platforms disseminate removes any incentive for 
those companies to create a healthier experience for users— a deficit that 
ultimately encourages everything from extremism to teen suicide.12 “We 
expect that companies shouldn’t be allowed to pollute the air and water 
in ways that might hurt us,” Safiya Noble, a communications expert at the 
University of Southern California whose research focuses on how digital 
media platforms affect society, argues. “We should also expect a high- 
quality media environment not polluted with disinformation, lies, pro-
paganda. We need for democracy to work. Those are fair things for 
people to expect and require policymakers to start talking about.”13

Demanding accountability from social media companies would per-
haps also have the critical ancillary benefit of helping curb the rising men-
ace of propaganda from authoritarian states seeking to undermine core 
Western democratic values. Social media in this age of mass online com-
munication has arguably become the most intersectional factor in national 
security today. Through social media, the lines between war and peace, 
diplomacy and competition, and information and disinformation have 
blurred. In creating division and, in select cases, actively supporting 
violent domestic extremist movements in the United States and allied 
countries, America’s rivals have succeeded in undermining U.S. national 
security.14 Russia’s repeated, malignant interference in the 2016 presiden-
tial election, for instance, is a well- documented tactical achievement. But 
since that time the Kremlin’s continued manipulation of Western democ-
racies has delivered to Russia a potential strategic victory: succeeding 
where decades of Soviet- era subversion during the Cold War had failed by 
undermining public trust and confidence in the Western state system 
and the democratic process.15 Whether wittingly or not, Russia’s efforts 
have been abetted and emboldened by repeated claims of electoral fraud. 
As the former FBI agent and information operations expert Clint Watts 
observed: “The American electorate remains divided, government 
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operations are severely disrupted, and faith in elected leaders continues 
to fall. Americans still don’t grasp the information war Russia perpetrated 
against the West, why it works, and why it continues.”16 Russia therefore 
achieved what the Soviet Union could not accomplish despite decades of 
trying— eroding the remarkable bipartisan support for core U.S. for-
eign policy objectives that existed throughout the Cold War. The threat 
of falsehoods spreading online can thus be even more corrosive to 
democracy than terrorism.17 Social media is now one of the defining bat-
tlefields of twenty- first- century conflict, from domestic terrorism to 
international great power competition— and Western liberal democracy 
is in danger of losing ground there.

Part of the challenge in fashioning an effective response to the more 
pernicious effects of social media is that these platforms have also shed 
greater light than ever onto processes of terrorist radicalization, mobili-
zation, and planning. The exploitation of social media as a key law enforce-
ment tool was most clearly evidenced by the arrests of hundreds of 
people who occupied the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, based on their 
own social media posts.18 The ease that governments have in amassing 
and utilizing for prosecution intelligence gathered online has even led 
some terrorist groups to eschew social media altogether— maintaining 
that the risks now outweigh the benefits. An offshoot of the terrorist 
group Atomwaffen, for instance, has a declared “NO social media” pol-
icy. Members are also instructed that “this also means keeping friends/
family in check: making sure that they don’t put your photos on social 
media.” Instead, the group preaches the importance of “keeping your 
communications and electronics encrypted and secure.”19 The New Zea-
land commission investigating the Christchurch attacks concluded that 
Tarrant took a similar approach to his social media interactions. “The 
individual took a number of steps intended to minimise his digital foot-
print so as to reduce the chances of relevant Public sector agencies, fol-
lowing the terrorist attack, being able to obtain a full understanding of his 
internet activity,” the commission’s report explained.20 “In a world of 
secret sources, analysts could be separated from intelligence collectors,” 
the former chair of the National Intelligence Council, Dr. Gregory Trever-
ton, presciently wrote in his 2009 book Intelligence for an Age of Terror. 
“In the world of the Web, analysts are also their own collectors.”21 We 
have thus reached a point where social media is both arsonist and 
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firefighter. A delicate approach, where social media companies better 
moderate their sites without necessarily incinerating all intelligence, 
would be ideal.

In addition to putting more pressure on social media companies to 
police their content, policy makers should consider more targeted legal 
measures to counter the rise of violent extremist movements and their 
ability to both radicalize and recruit newcomers and incite violence. This 
entails enhancing both America’s instruments of foreign policy and our 
domestic laws to more effectively contain and deter the spread of violent 
extremism.

First, Congress should consider the establishment of a high- threshold 
domestic terrorism law to formally criminalize plots and violence target-
ing individuals based on race, ethnicity, religion, national identity, sexu-
ality, gender, political affiliation, and other protected categories. The 
absence of domestic terrorism laws has led to an inequity of sentencing 
depending on whether the crimes were committed on behalf of designated 
foreign terrorist organizations or a domestic violent extremist group. 
There is a substantial sentencing gap today between violent far- right 
extremists convicted of violent offenses in this country compared with 
others convicted of similar crimes for foreign groups. According to the 
Program on Extremism at George Washington University, the average 
sentence for those convicted in the United States of providing material 
support to the Islamic State is 13.5  years.22 Violent, entirely domestic 
extremists, however, currently cannot be charged for providing material 
in support of patently violent domestic organizations or for planning and 
plotting what would otherwise be classified as terrorist attacks were a for-
eign terrorist entity involved. Christopher Hasson, a former U.S. Coast 
Guard officer, is a case in point. Violent extremists like Hasson, who 
amassed a small arsenal with which to assassinate elected Democratic 
Party representatives and media figures, are typically prosecuted for other 
nonterrorist offenses, such as drug and gun charges, in order to ensure 
convictions. Hasson was sentenced to over thirteen years in prison but 
was never tried for his terroristic plans themselves. To get around this gap 
in our laws, in some situations federal authorities have resorted to using 
the name of a designated foreign terrorist organization to secure mate-
rial support to terrorism charges and thus obtain longer sentences for 
those convicted of these offenses. This was evident in the FBI sting 
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operation that resulted in the 2020 arrest and conviction of two Booga-
loo adherents who were apprehended after discussing violence against 
government targets to an undercover agent purporting to represent 
Hamas.23

The comparatively shorter sentences handed to convicted domestic ter-
rorists are damaging for at least two reasons. First, they reinforce a per-
ception that “foreign” terrorists, often distinguishable from “domestic” 
terrorists only by the color of their skin and religion, are treated more 
harshly by an allegedly racist judicial system. This “sows confusion,” 
according to Thomas Brzozowski, Department of Justice counsel for 
domestic terrorism, and also leads to assumptions that international ter-
rorism perpetrated by Muslims, for instance, is a more serious threat to 
the homeland than far- right terrorism— which has been statistically 
untrue in the post- 9/11 era.24 As Helen Taylor, whose scholarly work 
focuses on terrorism and hate crimes, writes: “Labelling an act as terror-
ism serves as an official statement about the severity of the crime. While 
hate crime statutes carry significant penalties, they nevertheless do not 
carry the symbolic weight of a terrorism charge.”25

But second, and even more importantly, domestic terrorists are often 
released after remarkably short prison terms. The founder of the Atom-
waffen Division, Brandon Russell, was sentenced in 2018 to five years’ 
imprisonment on charges of “possessing an unregistered destructive 
device and for unlawful storage of explosive material”— despite arresting 
law enforcement officers believing they had successfully thwarted his 
plans to perpetrate a mass casualty attack.26 Similarly, in 2020 another 
Atomwaffen member, Andrew Thomasberg, was sentenced to a year and 
a day in prison on charges of possessing firearms while a drug user. He 
had participated in the infamous 2017 Charlottesville “Unite the Right” 
rally and when arrested had over a dozen firearms in his home, along with 
fifty loaded magazines. He had previously been arrested as a juvenile for 
firing a weapon at a moving car during a botched drug deal.27 And in 2021, 
two members of the Base, Patrik Mathews and Brian Lemley, pleaded 
guilty to various firearms and immigration charges related to planned 
attacks that entailed “crippling such infrastructure as roads and power 
plants to provoke a White uprising,” assassinating elected representatives, 
killing police officers, and overthrowing the U.S. government. Prosecu-
tors had requested twenty- five- year prison terms. Mathews and Lemley 
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were sentenced to nine years’ imprisonment— and only after the presid-
ing judge invoked special “terrorist enhancement” provisions that 
extended their time in prison to three times that of federal sentencing 
guidelines.28 By comparison, Nicholas Young, a former suburban Virginia 
police officer, was sentenced in 2018 to fifteen years in prison on charges 
of attempting to provide material support to ISIS.29 And in 2022, Jona-
than Guerra Blanco of Miami, Florida, was sentenced to sixteen years in 
prison after he was similarly convicted of attempting to provide material 
support to ISIS.30 With such disparity, recidivism becomes a serious con-
cern when it comes to countering far- right terrorism. In February 2023, 
Brandon Russell was again arrested and charged with an accomplice for 
plotting to attack five electrical power substations in Maryland and 
thereby “completely destroy” Baltimore.31 The Atomwaffen leader had 
been released from his previous sentence on explosives charges in 
August 2021.

However, endowing the U.S. attorney general and the DOJ with the 
ability to designate violent extremist groups and individuals as domestic 
terrorists is both controversial and challenging. Several critics of this 
proposal— including the RAND Corporation’s longstanding terrorism 
expert Brian M. Jenkins and the former FBI agent and now Brennan Cen-
ter analyst Michael German— have argued that the designation of 
domestic violent extremist groups as terrorist organizations would inev-
itably become dangerously politicized and partisan. They fear that, using 
such a law, a future authoritarian president could simply designate any 
group or movement that protested, demonstrated against, or otherwise 
disagreed with that leader’s policies as terrorists.32 Ensuring that only the 
perpetrators of lethal violence— or plots to commit lethal violence— are 
charged could help ensure that the law was never used against peaceful 
protestors or extremists who nonetheless eschew violence. And should a 
far- left extremist then murder somebody in furtherance of their ideology, 
they would be indeed eligible to be charged with the domestic terrorism 
statute. Those fearing overbearing legal remedies should remember that 
in 1870 President Ulysses S. Grant created the Department of Justice spe-
cifically to counter far- right terrorism from the Ku Klux Klan and other 
violent groups active in post– Civil War southern states.33 A new domes-
tic terrorism law seems a small step in comparison and would send a 
resounding societal message of opprobrium that there is no place for 
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political violence in a democracy. Legislation establishing a domestic ter-
rorism legal category would also contain provisions that would ensure 
the improved collection, collation, and analysis of data across states and 
localities throughout the United States, which does not exist in any uni-
form fashion now.

Efforts also need to be directed internationally against violent foreign 
groups that provide operational guidance and ideological encouragement 
to cells or individuals who carry out terrorist attacks whether indepen-
dently or at the direct behest of these organizations. The White House 
should therefore direct the State Department to designate foreign neo- 
Nazi and white supremacist groups whose activities make them candi-
dates for inclusion in its list of foreign terrorist organizations (FTOs). At 
present, of the seventy- three foreign terrorist organizations on the list, no 
relevant neo- Nazi or white supremacist groups are included. This is sur-
prising in view of the fact that the latest iteration of the National Strategy 
for Counterterrorism of the United States of America, released in Octo-
ber  2018, described two violent, far- right extremist organizations— the 
Nordic Resistance Movement in Scandinavian countries and the National 
Action Group in the United Kingdom— as groups “whose use of violence 
and intent to destabilize societies often puts American lives at risk.”34 In 
April  2020 the State Department did designate the Russian Imperial 
Movement— a transnational, violent far- right extremist group— as a 
Specially Designated Global Terrorist, imposing a variety of restrictive 
financial counterterrorism measures.35 The Treasury Department in 
January  2023 additionally listed the Wagner Group, a Russian para-
military group with far- right elements, as a “significant transnational 
criminal organization” for its activities in Ukraine and beyond.36 But 
these categories are a step below FTO designation, and the logic behind 
the decision to use the lesser classifications was never fully explicated. 
The FTO designation would prove particularly useful should the poten-
tiality of white supremacist foreign fighters migrating from one conflict 
to another emerge. The Base, an international neo- Nazi organization run 
from Saint Petersburg, Russia, and responsible for several violent plots in 
the United States, is an obvious candidate for FTO designation.37 Addi-
tional candidates include the Feuerkrieg Division in the Baltics and, as 
noted, the National Action Group in Britain and Nordic Resistance 
Movement in Scandinavia. This would send a powerful message from 
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the United States to other countries that, much as America was in the 
lead in the Global War on Terror against transnational Salafi jihadist 
terrorist groups threatening world security, the United States will again 
be in the lead regarding global efforts to counter the rise of transna-
tional far- right terrorism.

In addition to FTO designations and a domestic terrorism law, lawmak-
ers should also consider measures to enhance the enforcement of exist-
ing gun laws as well as additional steps that make mass shootings more 
difficult to execute and armed insurrection less likely. Mass shootings, 
abetted by the widespread commercial availability of firearms, have in 
recent years become a favored tactic of domestic terrorists— but debates 
over gun control have too often devolved into black- and- white, all- or- 
nothing shouting matches. Instead, the U.S. government should take a 
more nuanced approach, one focused on both preventing and thwarting 
acts of mass casualty violence using firearms while protecting law- abiding 
individual gun owners’ rights to self- defense and guaranteeing Second 
Amendment freedoms. A more exhaustive and better- enforced gun licens-
ing system, including enhanced and more rigorously conducted back-
ground checks; prohibitions against unregistered sales and transfers of 
firearms; and stronger bans on straw purchases need to be considered. 
Legislation to restrict the sale of the most lethal, so- called cop- killer 
ammunition, which can pierce even reinforced ceramic plates, could 
provide a sensible starting point for broader discussions about how to 
discourage or disincentivize ownership of other extraordinarily lethal 
weaponry. Sensible firearms laws that better protect society but preserve 
Second Amendment rights need to be bipartisan and delicately framed 
so as to assuage the concerns that coalesced to produce national trage-
dies like the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. They also need to be designed 
in a way that deprives violent extremist groups of a powerful emotional 
argument with which to rally support and attract recruits. The Biden 
administration’s bipartisan gun control legislation, which was signed into 
law in June 2022 and promised enhanced background checks for young 
gun buyers and also expanded mental health services, was an important 
first step in this direction.38

In addition to these measures to curb overall gun violence, U.S. law-
makers should act to end the production and trade of 3D- printed firearms 
and other lethal homemade weapons. Fearing the future enactment of new 
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gun control legislation in Germany, for instance, the Halle synagogue 
shooter Stephan Balliet claimed in his manifesto, which included details 
on how he had fabricated his homemade weapons, to be providing invalu-
able information to would- be violent extremists in other countries— 
which he termed “no- fun countries.” Balliet, like Breivik, Tarrant, and 
others, deliberately sought to inspire imitation and emulation through his 
attack— in this case with the additional intention of providing guidance 
to others about how to manufacture their own firearms and thus commit 
their own acts of terrorism. Many violent extremists, particularly in 
Europe, already see homemade firearms as an attractive option both to 
undermine and frustrate gun regulation.39 The prevalence of commer-
cially produced firearms in the United States should not deflect attention 
to this issue or obfuscate the need for proactive legislative responses in the 
United States regarding “ghost” guns and 3D- manufactured firearms. Gun 
control has been among the more effective counterterrorism measures 
employed by European governments. Adapting this lesson to the American 
context— while also protecting against homemade circumvention— thus 
remains a pressing need.

Finally, Congress might also consider more aggressive steps to iden-
tify, root out, and perhaps criminalize personnel espousing and adher-
ing to violent extremism in the U.S. military and law enforcement. The 
services have grappled with spasmodic outbursts of racism and violent 
manifestations of hate within the ranks for decades. These efforts, while 
mostly successful, need to be enforced and reemphasized. Following the 
January 6, 2021, attack on the U.S. Capitol, the new secretary of defense, 
retired U.S. Army General Lloyd Austin, the first African American to 
occupy that office, ordered a one- day military- wide stand- down devoted 
to discussing hate and intolerance across the entire military. He also 
appointed a Pentagon task force that was charged with recommending 
measures to raise awareness of and mitigate extremism within the ranks. 
Austin drew on his own experience fighting extremism in the military, 
having served as a lieutenant colonel in the 82nd Airborne when the 1995 
Fayetteville racially motivated killings took place. “We woke up one day 
and discovered that we had extremist elements in our ranks, and they did 
bad things that we certainly held them accountable for,” the secretary 
explained in his confirmation hearing. “But we discovered that the signs 
for that activity were there all along. We just didn’t know what to look for 



240�COUNTERING FAR- RIGHT TERRORISM

or what to pay attention to— but we learned from that.” 40 The Defense 
Department issued revised guidance in December 2021 that imposed 
harsher measures for soldiers actively participating in such groups. Mili-
tary personnel simply “liking” certain social media posts could now face 
disciplinary action.41

Recruitment of U.S. military veterans into violent extremist organiza-
tions should also be a major concern for the Department of Veterans 
Affairs (VA), as it now is for the DoD. Congressional pressure and over-
sight would ensure that both the DoD and VA continue to focus on coun-
tering hatred and intolerance and implement policies designed to address 
the vulnerability of veterans to recruitment by extremists from both ends 
of the ideological spectrum. The VA in particular needs to pay ongoing 
attention to veterans recovering from psychological and physical wounds 
caused by their time in service to protect them from the appeal of extrem-
ist groups advocating violence.42 Additional efforts to address suicide 
among military veterans could have the ancillary benefit of dampening 
the appeal of violent political extremists who prey on vulnerable for-
mer servicemen and women. But the military, too, must remain vigilant 
to infiltration by violent, political extremists and the inadvertent recruit-
ment of extremists, treating it as both a self- defense and readiness prior-
ity. Maintaining recruitment and retention standards along with both 
initial and ongoing screening of enlistees would help keep out those who 
seek to infiltrate the services, while counterintelligence efforts focused 
specifically on violent, political extremism would highlight the threat that 
hatred and intolerance poses to military readiness and performance. 
America’s armed services rightly take pride in being one of the country’s 
most successfully diverse and integrated institutions. Accordingly, any 
measures to root out hatred and intolerance within the ranks should 
take care to protect and celebrate the vast majority of servicemembers 
and veterans who serve honorably and bravely and do not embrace vio-
lent political extremism and its attendant seditious ideologies.

The problem of extremist infiltration of law enforcement agencies and 
departments across the country presents another significant challenge to 
countering violent extremism in the United States. At least nineteen 
current or former police officers, for instance, have been charged with 
violent offences during the January 6, 2021, storming of the U.S. Capitol— 
including assaulting U.S. Capitol Police and District of Columbia 
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Metropolitan Police deployed to protect the building.43 A 2022 report by 
the Anti- Defamation League analyzed leaked membership information 
that the Distributed Denial of Secrets collective, a nonprofit journalist 
entity, obtained from the Oath Keepers. Of the 38,000 names and personal 
details in the membership database, the ADL was able to identify at least 
373 Oath Keepers currently serving in law enforcement agencies and 
departments throughout the United States (there were additionally “117 
individuals who . . .  currently serve in the U.S. military, an additional 11 
people who serve in the reserves, and 31 individuals who hold civilian 
positions or are military contractors”). They range from patrol officers 
to individuals in senior command positions; among them are detectives, 
sergeants, lieutenants, and captains. Some of these officers are alleged to 
have provided information and training derived from their experiences 
in law enforcement to fellow Oath Keepers. In addition, the ADL deter-
mined that 1,100 former law enforcement officers have similarly provided 
training and assistance to Oath Keeper members. Officers knowledgeable 
of police intelligence- gathering techniques, undercover investigations, 
forensics, communications, and other law enforcement tasks are able to 
enhance, improve, and better secure the operations of violent extremist 
organizations and thereby enable them to obviate and frustrate real law 
enforcement.44

Considering that the Oath Keepers organization has reportedly claimed 
to have tens of thousands of members who are either current or former 
law enforcement officers, the ADL’s figures may be far smaller than the 
actual extent of infiltration.45 A first order of business for federal author-
ities should be to determine the number of officers actively involved with 
violent extremist organizations such as the Oath Keepers, among oth-
ers. Then, once that determination is made and active membership in a 
violent and/or seditious movement is defined and determined, legal 
processes, such as decertification of law enforcement officers and that 
individual’s employment termination, should be considered as appro-
priate. A second needed step would be both to require and strengthen 
instruction and training of law enforcement about far- right terrorism, 
including hate crimes— along with threats from the far left as well. 
Many police departments across the United States still lack compre-
hensive national standard training for hate crimes, which are in fact no 
different from domestic terrorism.46 Only eighteen states have statutes 
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requiring training for law enforcement to identify, respond to, and collect 
data about hate crimes.47 Setting nationwide training standards for law 
enforcement to recognize and report incidents of violent extremism 
along with the additional training of victim witness advocates who deal 
with the targets of such violence are essential measures both to under-
stand the dimensions and patterns of these crimes and to provide effective 
assistance to those who have experienced them, whether as victims or wit-
nesses. Ensuring that law enforcement takes the threat of infiltration and 
collusion seriously is especially important considering that most domestic 
terrorist killings of police officers are committed by extremists on the vio-
lent far right of the ideological spectrum and not, as is frequently assumed, 
by anarchists or others associated with far left extremism.48

• • •

Social media regulation and laws criminalizing terrorist plotting and 
other manifestations of extremist violence, though, are wholly defensive. 
Although these measures can hamper recruitment and radicalization in 
the short term, they are unable to achieve tangible, lasting results in coun-
tering violent extremism. They therefore need to be complemented and 
strengthened with more medium- term, active efforts to strengthen civil 
society, including by combating radicalization and extremist ideology. 
While these efforts, it should be emphasized, are unlikely to achieve 
immediate results, they are essential in reducing over time the attractive-
ness of these movements and their violently oriented ideologies.

Countering violent extremism (CVE) addresses the “demand side” (or 
“push factors”) of extremist radicalization— targeting the conditions and 
circumstances that make some people more vulnerable to radicalization 
and recruitment. CVE programs can encompass a range of measures, 
from interventions led by former extremists seeking to deradicalize their 
former comrades to counternarratives shared online and in local commu-
nities to undermine extremist messaging and arguments favoring vio-
lence. Community- based initiatives are also a critical component to 
strengthen and encourage positive engagement in civil society. They are 
typically supported by government grants but organized and implemented 
by nongovernment organizations, often at the grassroots, local level. 
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Greater government resources should therefore be devoted to expand and 
deepen these critical CVE efforts. They should aim as well to proactively 
address potential community vulnerabilities and thus penetrate deeper 
into the extremist ecosystem that encourages, justifies, and celebrates 
violence.

Effective CVE would better address the mental health issues or past 
traumas of those attracted to and by violent ideologies. The roles that per-
sonal histories involving loneliness and isolation as well as bullying and 
harassment play in radicalization remain both poorly understood and 
unaddressed. Terrorist organizations like the Atomwaffen Division, for 
instance, have long prioritized recruitment of loners and other people iso-
lated from mainstream society. James Mason, one of the most important 
proponents of neo- Nazi ideology in the United States, wrote in Siege that 
“to be outside this society is a marked badge of honor” 49— and makes 
it easier for these movements to harness frustration and anger and con-
vert them into violence and revenge. Radicalization today is not just 
caused by longstanding prejudices or hatred and viciousness; it can 
also arise from individual pain and suffering. In the words of the for-
mer white supremacist Arno Michaelis: “hurt people hurt people.”50 
Whenever a violent extremist movement successfully recruits someone 
with a history of developmental mental health issues or who was a victim 
of bullying, the threat to our society consequently also increases.

Improving domestic CVE efforts will require deeper research into the 
violent extremist offline universe. The 2020s have seen the growth of so- 
called free spaces, both online and offline, that have crossed into the gam-
ing world and have now entrenched themselves on social media.51 A 
number of questions with critical counterterrorism implications, however, 
mostly remain unanswered, such as:

 • How does far- right culture, including music and sport, facilitate rad-
icalization into the movement and lead to violence?

 • How do drugs and alcohol as well as mental health vulnerabilities 
encourage one’s self- destructive spiral into increasingly violent 
extremist company?

 • How does the gaming world and the camaraderie and friendship it 
provides introduce violent ideas to new recruits? And,
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 • What makes a life in the shadows, underground, more attractive than 
a productive life in society?

The importance of studying life and culture among violent far- right 
extremists is exemplified by the former neo- Nazi, skinhead rocker Chris-
tian Picciolini’s own recollections of how he drifted into the move-
ment— as well as how he got out. “Music,” he says, “was the common link 
allowing us all to see we were not lost and alone. In it we found each other, 
and through it we collectively directed our teen angst at a grown- up soci-
ety we saw as intolerant of us.”52 Picciolini eventually discovered the white 
nationalist punk rock band Skrewdriver, led by a neo- Nazi named Ian Stu-
art Donaldson, and was further radicalized by the lyrics of the band’s 
songs. But music also helped him leave years later. Opening his own record 
store forced Picciolini to interact with an increasingly diverse clientele, 
which slowly made him more tolerant of people of other sexual orienta-
tions, races, and religions, and this eventually challenged his extremist 
views and commitment to violence. “I’d spent so many years immersing 
myself in the movement that the diversity of my customer base contin-
ued to fascinate me,” Picciolini writes.

I began to meet gay and Jewish customers. Our conversations were brief, 
guarded at first, but slowly we got to know each other through our shared 
interest in music. And they kept coming back. I was indebted to their 
business, and I found myself thinking clearly, “These are good people. I 
don’t want to hurt them.” . . .  I’d started opening up to people who looked 
different from me, and life had become interesting in a way I never would 
have guessed it could.53

There is an understandable proclivity among counterterrorism experts 
and practitioners to focus on ideology, processes of radicalization, and ter-
rorist tactics and strategy. But by ignoring the world behind the violence, 
the lived experiences enjoyed and suffered by the movement’s denizens, 
and the cultural touchstones that cement a sense of community among 
an otherwise geographically and ideologically diverse mass, there is an 
equally great risk of misidentifying the key factors that sustain the move-
ment, drawing in those looking for belonging and a purpose and cement-
ing their membership in such groups. In the words of the terrorist scholar 
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Alessandro Orsini, who successfully infiltrated Italian neofascist groups, 
“the parallel world isn’t a sudden, momentary eruption of violence but 
a symbolic universe that is built up day after day.”54 And while terror-
ism scholars have devoted significant time and resources to studying 
radicalization and to analyzing how and why individuals join extrem-
ist movements and groups, insufficient attention has been dedicated to 
understanding how and why individuals stay in a violent movement. 
The keys to entrenchment might unlock more effective approaches to 
deradicalization and provide a clearer picture of the attraction of living 
life underground, or at least what makes it difficult to abandon it. This 
research could help clarify the narratives that the counterterrorism 
community needs to employ to disincentivize the drift into violent 
extremism. Studying stories like Picciolini’s is thus essential in under-
standing what might encourage somebody to exit the movement— and 
may help shed light on how those qualities can therefore be brought to 
extremists in order to encourage their disengagement.

Toward the end of his 1,500- page manifesto, Anders Behring Breivik 
offers an extract from In Praise of the New Knighthood, written by Ber-
nard of Clairvaux in the twelfth century. Eulogizing the lifestyle of the 
Knights Templar, Bernard writes, “Thus in a wondrous and unique man-
ner they appear gentler than lambs, yet fiercer than lions. I do not know 
if it would be more appropriate to refer to them as monks or as soldiers, 
unless perhaps it would be better to recognize them as being both. Indeed 
they lack neither monastic meekness nor military might.”55 The romance 
with which Breivik saw his act stands in stark contrast to the wanton 
bloodshed that took place on Utøya Island, where sixty- nine people, the 
majority of whom were children, were murdered on July 22, 2011. But the 
counterterrorism implications of Breivik’s allegory should not be dis-
missed or ignored. In every lion, there is perhaps potentially a lamb. In 
every soldier, there may also be a monk. How these nonviolent tenden-
cies within people prone to or already enmeshed in violence could reveal 
new pathways to identify the lamb and the monk and deflect their mis-
guided altruism to nonviolent means of change before they turn to ter-
rorism is thus an important consideration.

Crucially, CVE is best done by nongovernmental organizations. Two 
of the key lessons of this book’s historical analysis of far- right terrorism 
in America are the intense distrust that the U.S. government generates 
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among precisely the target audience of these efforts and the fact that the 
U.S. government alone cannot make lasting inroads against these violently 
inclined extremists. Rather, a truly effective public- private partnership is 
needed to more fully undermine the threat. To maximize credibility in 
the prevention realm, government should arguably play a more passive 
role by encouraging both the private and nonprofit sectors to build strong 
programs, along with metrics that can measure the programs’ successes 
and failures, while managing and ensuring that effective programming 
is both well funded and sustainable. Social impact bonds, which tie addi-
tional funding to tangible programmatic success, may provide an encour-
aging model for ensuring effective organizations and programs retain 
their funding over the long term.56

We must note that CVE efforts have historically also been controver-
sial. Criticism has focused on failures to find viable interlocutors who are 
politically moderate but still have credibility with extremists. Respected 
members of targeted communities have also found themselves in the 
unenviable position of having to explain and justify both programmatic 
failures and the targeted community’s inability to police its own. Finally, 
critics have condemned CVE programs for securitizing teachers and guid-
ance and mental health counselors by turning them into government 
informants or blaming them for failing to identify a budding extremist 
at the earliest possible stage.57 Lessons need to be studied and learned 
from some of the excesses that involved Muslim communities in the 
years following the September  11, 2001, attacks. This responsibility is 
best managed by nongovernmental organizations, who are better 
placed to identify credible, local moderates and interlocutors who can 
effectively engage and communicate with people likely to be attracted 
to violent ideologies.

Both the government and private sector are needed to explore the 
potential for instituting media (also known as digital) literacy training 
into educational programs at all age levels. This would enhance the ability 
of citizens to identify false or malicious online information and hopefully 
impart skills with which to better navigate the digital world— what some 
term “cyber citizenship.”58 Efforts to improve media literacy were specifi-
cally cited in the Biden administration’s 2021 domestic terrorism strategy. 
“Today’s digital age requires an American population that can utilize 
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essential aspects of Internet- based communications platforms,” the docu-
ment states, “while avoiding vulnerability to domestic terrorist recruit-
ment and other harmful content deliberately disseminated by malicious 
actors online, such as international terrorist groups like al- Qa’ida trying 
to incite imminent violence or hostile foreign powers seeking to under-
mine American democracy.” In implementing the strategy, the White 
House pledged to “pursue innovative ways to foster and cultivate digital 
literacy and related programs, including educational materials and inter-
active online resources such as skills- enhancing online games. This can 
prove a useful component,” it concluded, “to forging the resilience that 
may help to stem domestic terrorism recruitment and mobilization to 
violence.”59 Various branches of the U.S. government have begun to cre-
ate and fund media literacy programming,60 and efforts are also being 
undertaken at community levels to strengthen resilience as early as the 
elementary- school age group.61 Several European countries have also 
pioneered media literacy programming— including the United King-
dom, through its RESIST disinformation toolkit.62 Meaningful progress 
in this critical area, however, remains uncertain both in this country 
and abroad.

Strengthening media literacy is admittedly designed more to prevent 
the next generation from radicalizing and being drawn to violent extrem-
ism, but it is also perhaps the only way to effectively counter widespread 
conspiracy theories such as those propagated by QAnon. The movement 
rose to prominence through an imploration to its followers to “do your 
own research”— which resulted in millions of Americans seemingly with-
out the skills to discern fact from fiction uncritically swallowing the per-
vasive disinformation linking the Democratic Party to pedophilia. The 
effects of this conspiratorial mindset were highlighted in a post- arrest 
interview of a QAnon supporter from Iowa who was taped chasing the 
Capitol Police officer Eugene Goodman up the stairs and through the cor-
ridors of the U.S. Senate on January 6. This person had entered the build-
ing in the expectation that he would witness the mass arrests of elected 
officials who refused to invalidate the presidential electoral results.63 “Am 
I being duped?” he asked an FBI agent, a seeming glimmer of realization 
at last reaching him. “Can you guys let me in on that if you know those 
arrests are real?” 64
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A potential countermeasure to such disinformation and its pernicious 
effects is perhaps to embrace QAnon’s suggestion to “do your own 
research”— but by providing guidance and encouragement on how to 
acquire one’s information from accurate and reliable sources. By impart-
ing both education and better skills to identify disinformation and patent 
falsehoods, citizens would be able to make judgments and reach conclu-
sions based on accurate and reliable information sources. Government 
should act as the convener and funder of such efforts but not direct or 
oversee them, as any attempt by federal authorities, for instance, to either 
“teach” or “train” Americans in social media best practices will immedi-
ately be dismissed by precisely the people most in need of this education 
as indoctrination and propaganda— and therefore lose all credibility. Ini-
tiatives such as media literacy need to be pursued, encouraged, and 
implemented through grassroots initiatives— including at schools, places 
of worship, community groups, business associations, and other civic 
institutions. They should also be implemented at home with respect to 
families with children who are increasingly targeted for radicalization and 
recruitment by violent extremists.65 Our educational system, however, nei-
ther prioritizes instruction on these vital tools nor provides guidance to 
teachers on how to educate our students. Social studies curricula, for 
instance, could provide students with skills that are currently rarely taught 
in schools but would greatly enhance their critical thinking and research 
skills, such as:

 • How to identify credible information sources and understand the rea-
sons that they are reliable;

 • How to determine if someone is indeed an expert on a subject and is 
therefore imparting accurate and authoritative information; and,

 • How to identify trusted information sources and find reliable infor-
mation, ideally from multiple sources, on especially contentious 
issues.66

Media literacy training, in concert with steps to moderate social media, 
would also have the benefit of better inculcating U.S. citizens against the 
disinformation promulgated by foreign state adversaries and more gen-
erally in countering the dangerous embrace toward authoritarianism now 
challenging many democratic states.
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Beyond countering extremism through the public health and educa-
tional lenses that CVE encourages, socioeconomic and development ini-
tiatives can also help build resilience against radicalization and counter 
the appeal of antigovernment and antiestablishment conspiracy theories. 
Bringing improved access to broadband in America’s rural communities 
would not only help enhance digital literacy on a truly national basis; it 
would also bring economic growth, better health care, and additional ben-
efits to neglected or forgotten corners of the country.67 According to a 
2018 Federal Communications Commission report, 25 percent of rural 
Americans did not have access to high- speed internet connections, com-
pared with 1.5 percent of Americans living in cities.68 This disparity has 
fueled the resentment already permeating America’s rural areas among 
impoverished communities that feel neglected and forgotten by an uncar-
ing federal government. Such sentiments are grist for the antigovern-
ment milieu that generates violent extremism. As the policy analysts Mark 
Dornauer and Robert Bryce argue: “The lack of broadband in rural areas 
is one of the most striking inequalities in US society.” 69

The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA), passed by Con-
gress in 2022, is an important step in remedying this urban- rural disparity 
of connectivity. Nonetheless, concerns remain that even this important 
legislation will still “leave millions of Americans disconnected, especially 
those already restricted in their economic and social mobilities.”70 A 
concerted effort to improve communication access across the country 
would have significant symbolic and tangible economic and societal ben-
efits. It could prove as transformative for America’s rural areas today as 
President Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal initiatives for the same regions 
were nearly a century ago. In 1930, for instance, nine out of ten rural 
farms and ranches lacked electricity. Both the Public Utility Holding 
Company Act of 1935 and the Rural Electrification Act of 1936 began to 
connect these localities to the electric grid. Within twenty years electric-
ity was brought to nine out of ten rural farms and ranches. Today, 
nearly all rural areas that want access to electricity can obtain it.71 A sim-
ilar investment is needed today to expand broadband and cell phone 
coverage nationwide; this could pay vast dividends in fostering greater 
economic opportunity, enhancing digital literacy, and bringing improved 
access to reliable and trustworthy information sources. More widespread 
broadband of course poses a risk, too, as it could provide easier access for 
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many to the vast quantities of online extremist material. This only rein-
forces why pushing social media companies to create more healthy plat-
forms is the first and most essential step. Such an initiative could also tan-
gibly help heal the divisions in education, medical care, wealth, and 
attitudes that separate rural from urban America. Improved access to the 
communications capabilities enjoyed by the vast majority of the country’s 
population mostly concentrated in and around cities could also mitigate 
the “have” and “have not” mentality that generates resentment toward 
“bi- coastal elites” and fosters great polarization and new corrosive forms 
of populist sentiment.72

• • •

While a healthier social media ecosystem, new laws more harshly pun-
ishing domestic terrorist plotting, a range of countering violent extrem-
ism programming, and development measures to bring greater oppor-
tunities and perhaps prosperity to America’s forgotten communities 
would all help incrementally push back against violent far- right 
extremism, the most critical imperative in fact transcends counterter-
rorism and is instead essential to the broader health of our nation. In 
the long term, the United States needs to restore, reenergize, and 
strengthen its democratic norms and institutions, rebuilding faith in 
the system and encouraging politicians and public alike to once again 
place country above party. The wanton assault on the federal electoral 
system in the wake of the 2020 presidential election sought to under-
mine trust and faith in American democracy— an objective that this 
book has shown has been building for decades. Spreading doubts about 
election integrity for partisan gain without regard to tangible evidence 
of malfeasance, should it continue unimpeded, will systematically 
erode the foundational values of our republic. We now live in a climate 
of crippling political polarization, where anger and distrust are the pri-
mary currency— and where votes and support are not always won 
through cooperation and promises of a better world but often by oppo-
sition to the opposition. Terrorism is, fundamentally, also an inelucta-
bly political process— a strategic decision made by violent extremists 
who no longer believe in the existence of peaceful political solutions to 
address their grievances.73 Overheated language that feeds an increasingly 
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polarized, absolutist mindset thus only serves to encourage violent 
mobilization and terrorist- imposed solutions.

One salient challenge in fighting domestic terrorism today has been the 
inability of many of the former president’s supporters to admit a problem 
actually exists. Over one hundred Republican members of the House of 
Representatives, for instance, responded to the January 6 insurrection by 
nonetheless voting to invalidate the 2020 presidential election results. A 
year later, former Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich declared on Fox 
News that, following a Republican victory in the next election, those work-
ing on the January 6, 2021, congressional committee would be arrested.74 
The persistence of these beliefs is vitiated by the facts, given that elected 
officials of both parties were targeted for assassination on Janu-
ary 6— including Vice President Mike Pence. These political divisions and 
the partisan credulousness they have produced with respect to the events 
on January 6 make any hopes of achieving national unity difficult. They 
are also a dangerous departure from our collective ability to recover from 
past incidents of national trauma. And, there is of course every likelihood 
that America’s foreign enemies will take advantage of domestic divisive-
ness and disunity to advance their own malignant national interests and 
totalitarian aims.

Restoring national unity and the common sense of purpose that once 
existed in American politics will likely prove the most effective means to 
counter domestic terrorism and blunt foreign efforts to undermine the 
power and stature of the United States. There was once an arguably more 
halcyon time, when despite political differences and disagreement, a 
bipartisan spirit of cooperation mostly prevailed— as exemplified by the 
surgeon treating President Ronald Reagan following the attempt on his 
life in 1981, who declared, “Today, Mr. President, we are all Republicans.”75 
And there was the moment not so long ago when members of Congress 
from both parties gathered together on the steps of the U.S. Capitol on 
the evening of September 11, 2001, to sing “God Bless America.” Another 
example of bipartisan comity and national unity worth noting occurred 
in New Zealand in connection with that country’s response to the tragic 
terrorist attacks on two mosques in 2019. The Christchurch Commission 
report, chaired by a Supreme Court justice and presented to the govern-
ment the following year, was titled Ko tō tātou kāinga tēnei— Maori for 
“This is our home”— an ironclad statement of unity across party, race, 
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culture, and language.76 Such grace has rarely been seen in America after 
acts of far- right terrorism. Lawmakers across the aisle in this country 
should emulate their New Zealand counterparts and need to reestablish 
norms that reject the use of divisive language and violence, to ensure that 
those who spread hate are once again marginalized to the fringes of the 
political spectrum.

These bromides might appear excessively idealistic. But at a time when 
fear of civil war has again surfaced, it bears remembering that this coun-
try has faced profound internal strife and division before— and emerged 
intact. The fabric of the nation was stitched back together despite hun-
dreds of thousands of deaths during the Civil War, with many on the los-
ing side putting aside their loss and resentment to build a more promis-
ing future by working to reunite the country. As Amos T. Akerman, a 
former colonel in the Confederate Army, reflected regarding his decision 
to join the Grant administration as attorney general of the newly formed 
Department of Justice, “Some of us who had adhered to the Confederacy 
felt it to be our duty when we were to participate in the politics of the 
Union, to let Confederate ideas rule us no longer. . . .  Regarding the sub-
jugation of one race by the other as an appurtenance of slavery, we were 
content that it should go to the grave in which slavery had been buried.”77 
And the assassinations of leading political and civil rights figures during 
the 1960s, against the backdrop of widespread antiwar and civil rights 
demonstrations, also failed to undermine the country’s march toward a 
more just future. Precedent suggests that America will rise again, its inter-
nal wounds insufficient to diminish the luster of what Ronald Reagan 
called a “shining city on a hill.” For that to happen again, the dangerous 
slide toward the normalization of political violence as a legitimate form 
of activism and the undermining of this country’s hallowed democratic 
processes must end, through a bipartisan commitment from both parties 
and its leaders to a renewed faith in America’s fundamental values of 
democracy, its system of governance, and the rule of law.

• • •

Many of the initiatives outlined in this chapter will not produce immedi-
ate results— some may take decades to mature and prove effective. But by 
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initiating them now, we will begin the groundwork to ensure that future 
generations are not subjected to the same threats of domestic political vio-
lence we face today. By combining short- term measures to better regu-
late social media and create a stronger legal response to violent acts that 
are in fact domestic terrorism, medium- term steps to strengthen the resil-
ience of the American public against extremism and radicalization, and 
a long- term commitment to restoring the faith of the American people 
in their government and elected officials, the United States can build a 
society that is far more resistant to the centrifugal forces of fear, hate, and 
intolerance. Terrorism will still occur. But, even if terrorism cannot ever 
be completely eliminated, America can strive toward a future where polit-
ically motivated violence is not tolerated nor excused— and where those 
who choose the violent option are shunned, shamed, and incarcerated for 
the terrorist crimes they commit and do not provide a heroic example for 
others to follow.

Finally, contrary to the conventional wisdom, terrorism and the prom-
inence of leaderless resistance strategies should be seen not as an indica-
tion of weakness of the Western, liberal state but of its strength. In the 
words of the University of St Andrews historian Dr. Tim Wilson, the resort 
to lone- actor attacks should actually be seen as “an unwilling tribute to 
the power of the state at the dawn of the internet age.”78 The renowned 
terrorism expert Martha Crenshaw similarly argues that “an organization 
or faction of an organization may choose terrorism because other meth-
ods are not expected to work or are considered too time- consuming, given 
the urgency of the situation and the government’s superior resources.”79 
Terrorism is thus embraced by violent extremists who believe they have 
no other viable alternatives to implement their fringe agenda. As has 
always been the case, stressing the availability of peaceful political alter-
natives in a democracy is thus an educational and civics priority of the 
highest imperative.

Terrorism is also a strategy of provocation; it is meant to provoke gov-
ernments to react in ways that play into the terrorists’ narrative of reluc-
tant warriors cast on the defensive against an allegedly predatory, aggres-
sive state.80 “Terrorism has prevailed in the past, but not because terrorists 
vanquished their foes with car bombs or with assassinations,” the his-
torians Laqueur and Wall note. “They succeeded when governments 
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overreacted.”81 Accordingly, less lethal and physically destructive terror-
ist acts than on September, 11, 2001, such as the Oslo attacks of July 22, 
2011, and the January 6, 2021, assault on the U.S. Capitol building, may 
pose greater long- term threats to Western liberal democracy. They force 
domestic audiences to pick sides, to organize against fellow compatriots 
and their homegrown ideologies, complicating cooperation and a nuanced 
government response, and slowly corroding democracies from within. 
Maintaining national cohesiveness when confronting individuals who 
seek to divide societies— a goal that today has become increasingly diffi-
cult— is thus absolutely vital.
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