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Abstract: Over the last few years, terrorism has been on the rise in the United States
of America. Most people in the United States would think of foreign agents as the
largest catalysts for terrorism in the country. In reality, domestic agents were and still
are the largest threat to America and likely to remain as such for the foreseeable future.
These domestic agents are part of terrorist groups that have diverse goals and motives
that are very similar yet different from one another. One such motive that is shared
amongst these groups is politics. Domestic extremist groups, predominantly from the
far right, want to influence change in politics so that their views can be included in the
public sphere. This aim is hardly new, already dating back to the nineteenth century,
but there has been a sharp increase since the start COVID-19 pandemic. This paper
provides a brief historical examination of the roots of domestic terrorism in the United
States and analyzes how it has increased over time. It will also use examples of active
right-wing extremist groups to look at whether or not political motives pose a potential
threat for increasing domestic terrorism. The end goal of this research is to make people
aware of the prevalence of domestic terrorism, showcase the different political motives
of domestic terrorist extremist groups in the United States and give recommendations
on how to limit the threat of domestic terrorism.
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Introduction

The Federal Bureau of Investigation defines domestic terrorism as, “vio-
lent, criminal acts committed by individuals and/or groups to further
ideological goals stemming from domestic influences, such as those
of a political, religious, social, racial, or environmental nature” 2%° The
political threats for terrorism have only grown larger over time through
issues involving race and other factors. The threat of domestic terror-
ism dates back to 1871, when right wing extremists were motivated
to fight back against the government due to public policy and taxes?°!.
Politically motivated attacks grew in response to the US government’s
initiative to build highways and hospitals which were perceived of as
“socialist” policies?%2. The focus of this fight against “socialism” blos-
somed into something greater at the turn of the twentieth century.

History of Domestic Terrorism

Domestic terrorism in the twentieth century was fueled by the resist-
ance of black rights and unionization. These issues surrounding race are
still prevalent today with right wing extremists and serve as a source
of motivation for political change. The beginning of modern right wing
domestic terrorist groups started with Franklin Delano Roosevelt and
the New Deal?®3, These white domestic terrorists were against the gov-
ernment using their money as handouts for black men and they thought
that it would bring socialism to the United States?%4. This theme is one
that is often brought up by right wing extremists that has still stayed
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relevant in recent decades. In 1987, the Fairness Doctrine ended which
saw the rise of talk radio that gave right wing extremists a platform to
share their opinions and ideas with citizens surrounding the govern-
ment taking “white money” and giving it to black people. The end of the
fairness doctrine promptly accelerated the rise of domestic terrorism in
the United States and continued to bring many different political mo-
tives to light?%,

Domestic terrorism was prominent in the United States before the
90’s but this was when the number of attacks and death tole started
to increase. One of the first of such attacks occurred in 1992 when
a man from Idaho got involved in a shootout with police over a fire-
arms charge. The man, Randy Weaver, was in Idaho trying to get away
from the “corrupt” American society. The shootout between Weaver
and the police ignited the role of domestic extremists getting involved
in politics. There were numerous right-wing extremists protesting
what happened with Weaver and a similar situation happened a year
later in Waco, Texas, with seventy six people left dead after a 51-day
blockade?®. This would all eventually boil over to the most deadly do-
mestic attack to this day. In 1995, former soldier Timothy McVeigh set
off a bomb in a truck outside the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in
Oklahoma City that killed 168 people?®’. McVeigh’s had his own strong
political motives for the attack, and they were based around the idea
of reforming the government to prevent taxes and government malad-
ministration?, Right before the domestic attack in Oklahoma City, The
Center for Strategic and International Studies started to keep data on
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domestic terrorism in the United States?®. The numbers in their data
shed light to a large surge in domestic terrorism due to evolving politi-
cal motives. Table 1 below provides a visual example to show the large
increase in the number of attacks.

Table 1. Domestic Terror Incidents by Year in the Twenty-First Century

Years Number of Incidents
1994-1999 225
2000-2005 171
2006-2010 74
2011-2015 147
2016-2019 238
2020-2021 127

Source: O’Harrow, Robert, et al. “The Rise of Domestic Extremism in America”.

According to the CSIS data, there have been around 980 domestic ter-
rorist attacks in the United States since 1994. Of this number, ten per-
cent of the attacks occurred in 2020 with 73 being far-right disturbanc-
es and the remaining 25 being far-left. This would seem to coincide with
the increasing political tension in the United States. Barack Obama’s
historical win in the 2008 presidential campaign was a large contribut-
ing factor for the tension between far-right white supremacists and the
government. The campaign win itself can be seen as a motivating call to
action for many domestic extremists with far-right views.

Political Motivations of Right-Wing Extremists

Of the many politically polarizing motives for domestic terrorism, white
supremacy and other racist ideas are some of the most abundant that
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are seen in the country today. Many of these attacks have been covered
by the news and social media since the start of the Black Lives Matter
movement. Like Obama’s presidency, the Black Lives Matter movement
contains lots of politically tied motives that have sparked a string of do-
mestic attacks in the United States. In fact, over a quarter of right-wing
extremist attacks and more than half of the deaths in the attacks were
motivated by the ideology of white supremacy?*°. This politically-racial
motive also led to the plotting of some attacks on fifteen mostly black
churches all over the country with one such church, New Shiloh Chris-
tian Center, being set on fire three times. Furthermore, the COVID-19
pandemic also caused a stir among right-wing extremists which can
correlate to the spike in domestic terrorist attacks in 2020.

With the spread of the coronavirus increasing in the beginning of 2020,
many nonessential businesses were forced to close down indefinitely
and a stay-at-home order was put in effect. The large focus of many citi-
zens during that time was on the pandemic through all of the coverage
on the news and social media. This in turn could be seen as an easy way
for domestic terrorists to get noticed by hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple. An example of one such attempted attack would be the planned
bombing of a hospital in Missouri by Timothy Wilson?'!. Wilson was
a far right-wing extremist and white supremacist who was motivated
to commit a terroristic act by his hatred for government policy?!2. His
plan to detonate a bomb outside of a hospital was very similar to the
attack carried out by Timothy McVeigh back in 1995. Wilson chose to
try and bomb a hospital during the COVID-19 pandemic because he
wanted to get more publicity for his attack?'?. If he had been successful
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in his attempt, he might have triggered more civil unrest in the country
during the pandemic which other domestic terrorists could have taken
advantage of. The pandemic has also created more polarization among
citizens of the United States when it comes to masks and vaccinations.
CSIS reported that both of these topics could lead to more violence by
right-wing extremists?!4. This kind of violence has already been seen in
January 2021 with the attack on the United States Capitol. Even though
COVID-19 has been used as a large source of political motivation for
domestic terrorists, it is not the only factor contributing to the upswing
in attacks.

The increasing popularity of social media over the last decade has
helped many domestic terrorists share their political views and or-
ganize attacks around the country. Over the last five years, right-wing
extremists have been using social media platforms more and more to
communicate with one another and share ideas?'>. The rise in online
communication has unsurprisingly led to more conspiring about po-
tential attacks and targets and the media presence of such extremists
peaked in 2020. Bruce Hoffman, an expert in counterterrorism and pro-
fessor at Georgetown University, said that social media acts as the pro-
pellant for domestic terrorism in the United States. 2 This would make
sense since the use of technology is expanding more and more by the
year. The Washington Post also reported that 24 incidents of terrorism
related violence in 2020 had some sort of social media involvement
with right-wing extremists. That number is also equivalent to one in five
occurrences of right-wing violence in the year. Besides the Washington
Post, the White House also released a strategy on how to combat do-
mestic terrorism relating to social media. They talk about social media
and technology as one of the largest threats that the country has in
regard to domestic terrorism and the online platforms serve as a way
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to mobilize violent extremists?!®. The strategy details how to limit the
effect of social media on the threat domestic terrorism by imposing
harsher terms of service on online platforms as well as sharing relevant
information with countries. That being said, there are still many differ-
ent domestic terrorist groups operating through the use of online social
media platforms with unorthodox politically motivated goals in mind.

Influential Right-Wing Extremists and Domestic
Terrorists

One of the many politically motivated domestic terrorist groups in the
country during 2020 was the Wolverine Watchmen. Like many other
right-wing extremist groups, they share a hatred for the government
and its policies. This Michigan-based extremist group was behind the
conspiracy to kidnap Gretchen Whitmer, the governor of Michigan
during the 2020 pandemic. These domestic terrorists were politically
motivated to carry out their kidnapping of the governor because they
were not happy with all of the shutdowns caused by the spread of the
coronavirus?’. Not only did the Wolverine Watchmen plan to kidnap
the governor, but they also planned to attack the state capitol build-
ing in Michigan to abduct more politicians as well as targeting different
members of law enforcement. * The Wolverine Watchmen blamed the
government for the way the pandemic was being handled because the
group members thought that politicians were using too much power to
control their lives by imposing lockdowns. Moreover, the group used
the momentum of polarizing tensions in politics during the lockdown to
their advantage since lots of people were not happy with the way the
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pandemic was being handled. Dana Nessel, Michigan’s attorney general,
underlined how the group used the civil unrest as a jump start to bring
publicity and awareness to their far-right extremist views. The Wol-
verine Watchmen also saw civil war as a way of revamping society so
that they could hopefully influence policy with their own ideology. This
small group of people posed such a great threat through their political
motivations that they were willing to go to great lengths to fight against
their own government. There are also a lot more right-wing extremist
groups in the United States with their own political goals in mind that
present threats to the country today.

One of the largest right-wing antigovernment extremist groups in the
United States is the Oath Keepers. They were founded in 2009 and most
of its 30,000 members are current and former employees of the mili-
tary, law enforcement, and emergency services?!®. The members of the
Oath Keepers are politically motivated through the means of stopping
the “New World Order,” the theory that talks about the formation
of a socialist government. This extremist group has had a large con-
tribution to domestic terrorism since its beginning. A man from Okla-
homa named Daniel Knight Hayden threatened to attack state govern-
ment officials in 2010 as a way of trying to prevent the “New World
Order”. One of the members of this organization, Matthew Fairfield,
was motivated to store bombs to use for a potential domestic attack in
2011. The Oath Keepers have also tried other plans to try and promote
their political ideas. The organization’s political ideology was seen with
the formation of Citizen Preparedness Teams in 2013. These militias
could be seen as a way to protect civilians and neighborhoods from
the government, but the organization had other underlying political
motives. The Oath Keepers are motivated to revive the American mi-
litia movement as a way of combating the government and political
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policy?!®. The creation of such militias poses a large threat to domestic
terrorist attacks across the nation and especially with those that are
politically motivated through their own ideals. In more recent years,
the Oath Keepers have been more active and vocal in their support for
former president Donald Trump. Many of the members share the same
idea that the 2020 presidential election was rigged against Trump and
this motivated them to get involved in the riots that took place in the
U.S. Capitol in early 2021%2°, The Oath Keepers were inspired to attack
the Capitol building with the goal of disrupting the electoral vote count
that would confirm President Biden'’s victory. The organization contrib-
uted to one of the most public domestic terrorist attacks known to date
and the Oath Keepers motivations showcase how large of a threat do-
mestic terrorism has become.

Another extremist group that has been making headlines in recent years
is the Proud Boys. They have been active since 2016, but former Presi-
dent Trump gave them a boost when he told the right-wing extremist
members to “stand back and stand by”. Trump’s mention of the group
resulted in a large escalation of support resulting in 6,000 members
and 20,000 followers on both Facebook and Twitter??!. The Proud Boys
political motivation is rooted in anti-immigrant and white supremacist
beliefs. Both of these motives coincide with many other far-right organ-
izations that pose as a threat to the upward trend of domestic terrorism
through their violent actions. One such incident that occurred with the
group was when they attacked a group of left-wing protesters in New
York City in 2018. Their pro-violence stance also continued after this
event when chat logs were leaked of members talking to other militia
groups about how and when they should use violence during protests.
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This is rather alarming when thinking about how violent extremists
could contribute to the already growing domestic terrorist landscape.
Some group members also threatened Black Lives Matter protesters
in Portland in August of 2020 and acted out violently. These members
shot protesters with both paintball and airsoft guns and one protester
named Skylor Jernigan drove a car into the crowd of protesters while
firing two gunshots. One week later, Alan Swinney was motivated to
carry out a similar assault on left-wing activists where he pointed a gun
at protesters and used tear gas on them??2, The Proud Boys’ violent at-
tacks also mixed with their support of former President Trump when
they joined other right-wing extremists in the riots in the U.S. Capitol.
Like many other right-wing extremists, the Proud Boys falsely believed
that the 2020 presidential election was rigged against Trump and that
Joe Biden and the democrats were trying to steal the election. This
was more than enough political motivation for group members to act
out against the government. Two group members, Ethan Nordean and
Joe Biggs, were arrested for their role in the attack on the Capitol and
charged with obstructing an official proceeding, entering a restricted
building, and aiding and abetting. After the domestic terrorist attack,
the Canadian government officially labeled the Proud Boys as a terror-
ist entity because of the significant role they played in the violent riots.
The actions of the Proud Boys go to show how driven they are to act
out violently against different left-wing groups and minorities as well as
the role they play in increasing the prevalence of domestic terrorism.

Recommendations for Change

After analyzing the progression of domestic terrorism in the United
States, there are many ways in which people can slow its pervasive-
ness. Even though the threat for domestic terrorism is at an all-time
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high, educating citizens on the political motives of different right-wing
extremists can help to prevent violence. The 2020 presidential election,
COVID-19, and social media all play a part in contributing to the in-
crease of domestic terroristic threats. Social media platforms such as
Facebook and Twitter could flag specific posts related to different right-
wing extremist groups and notify law enforcement of potential threats.
Platforms that do this would limit the communication between extrem-
ists which could stop riots and attacks from being planned. Eliminat-
ing the online communication and educating citizens on social media
threats would be a great start to halting the spike of domestic terror-
ism. People working in law enforcement could also be more proactive
when monitoring social media to stop future threats from happening.
They could do this by posing as right-wing extremists on various social
media platforms in an effort to expose potential domestic terrorism
related plots. Being proactive instead of reactive is crucial in order to
reduce the risk of future threats related to violence and domestic ter-
rorism all over the country. Groups highlighted earlier such as the Oath
Keepers and Proud Boys would have a harder time coordinating violent
politically motivated attacks which would make them easier to stop.

Furthermore, easing the political polarization of COVID-19 would also
limit the danger of domestic terrorism. A recommendation for curbing
the political motivations associated with the coronavirus would be edu-
cating people on the importance of following safety guidelines. Many
right-wing extremists used their hatred of masks and lockdowns as mo-
tivation to advocate for political change, but educating people on the
importance of safety could reduce the likelihood of people choosing
to act out violently. Also, there might not be a need to wear masks or
live in isolation when the country starts to go back to a state of nor-
malcy in a post-pandemic world. This would take away one of the key
political motivations that right-wing extremists could use to start vio-
lence. The easing of lockdown restrictions would also help to eliminate
some of the polarization between both political sides and finding some
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middle groups could help to eliminate some of the domestic threats.
Even though the coronavirus pandemic is near the end, the motivation
of violent extremists could be carried over to future problems associ-
ated with political policy.

Conclusion

In summary, the United States has seen a large rise in domestic terroris-
tic threats in recent years due to many different political motives. Many
of these motives were formulated over a century ago with the focus
on a fear of socialism and black rights??3. These ideas were the building
blocks to some of the more prominent motivating factors of right-wing
extremists in the 1990’s224. The attacks carried out were in favor of the
oppression of black rights that can still be seen today as a cornerstone
for all right-wing white supremacists. Today, these extremists have po-
litical motives that lie in their antigovernment beliefs that their liberties
are being taken and there are new factors that have kept their mo-
tives on the rise. The most abundant motivating factors found in the
research that have caused such an increase in domestic terror incidents
were social media, fallout of the 2020 presidential election, and COV-
ID-19 related issues. The data supported the proposal of an increase
of domestic terrorist attacks, and it was found that a staggering 110 at-
tacks occurred in the year 2020%2°, Most of these attacks were also ob-
served to be politically motivated by right-wing extremists??®. Regard-
ing the increase in domestic terrorism, social media was found to have
played a crucial role with helping organize right-wing attacks as well as
gaining publicity for their actions??’. There were also many domestic
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attacks carried out by right-wing extremists that were part of their own
organizations. Some of the most active ones that were highlighted in
the research were the Wolverine Watchmen, the Oath Keepers, and
the Proud Boys. Each group had their own underlying motives that con-
tributed to the increase of domestic terror attacks, but most of these
concepts were influenced by their disgust with left activists and liberal
political policies. Additionally, there are many different ways to reduce
the surging number of domestic terror attacks starting with a more fo-
cused monitorization of social media and chat rooms. The censoring
and flagging of comments related to domestic terrorism would reduce
the threat and prevent attacks from occurring. Overall, the political mo-
tives from both the past and present are becoming more dangerous
to the United States, but bringing awareness to the issue at hand can
dampen the threat of right-wing extremists for years to come.



