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Abstract 
 

Anti-Government Extremism (AGE) is a phenomenon that has evolved over a period 

of time that spans from the US Reconstruction Era all the way to contemporary times. It 

primarily emerges from a multifaceted interplay that includes historical grievances, 

socioeconomic disparities, and cultural shifts exacerbated by political polarization. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine AGE as a core element deriving from 

right-wing extremism, highlighting its underlying drivers, prominent manifestations, and 

historical trajectory. While acknowledging the broader spectrum of extremism, the study 

will underscore the deeply rooted distrust AGE adherents perceive against the federal 

government, unified under narratives of infringement of personal freedoms.  

Furthermore, a systematic literature review will be employed in order to provide an 

analysis of key themes that highlight the interplay between AGE and right-wing extremist 

ideologies.  Additionally, the dissertation will present how recruitment and radicalization 

methods have evolved and transformed over the years, and how the contemporary digital era 

enabled extremist groups like the Proud Boys and Boogaloo Boys to diversify their appeal 

attracting members across ideological and racial divides.  

Finally, the integration of several theoretical frameworks – including Relative 

Deprivation Theory, Social Identity Theory, Split Delegitimization Theory, Revitalization 

theory, and Moghadam’s staircase model – will be employed to explore how AGE has 

spread and remained resilient over the years. Ultimately the dissertation aims to address 

potential gaps in the literature and provide valuable insights for policymakers and academia, 

signifying the need to mitigate AGE’s evolving and persistent threat, implementing an 

interdisciplinary strategy that will encourage further research.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Anti-Government Extremism (AGE), Right-Wing Extremism, Extremist 
Groups, Historical Grievances, Relative Deprivation Theory, Split Delegitimization 
Theory, Social Identity Theory, Revitalization Theory, Moghadam’s Staircase Model
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 

The phenomenon of Anti-Government Extremism (AGE), particularly in recent 

years has witnessed an emergence on a global scale. In the US this rise has been mainly 

materialized under a right-wing extremism setting. While AGE can also be derived from the 

left-wing side of the political spectrum, its most pronounced manifestations are rooted in the 

far right and its adherents. This dissertation will focus on providing a nuanced understanding 

of AGE focusing on its historical right-wing ideological, socioeconomic, and cultural 

drivers, in order to fully grasp its characteristics, evolution, and contemporary manifestations 

in the US.  

1.1 Research Problem 
 

The research aims to uncover the dynamics that make far-right politics particularly 

susceptible to anti-government narratives, showcasing how these beliefs continue to pose a 

threat to authorities and societal cohesion even today. Furthermore, it will attempt to address 

any ambiguity surrounding the theoretical framework, ideological components, modus 

operandi, and recruitment tactics of AGE, by offering an analysis of its historical trajectory 

through the prism of right-wing extremism. Finally, it will explore prime manifestations 

ranging from the early nativist and racial groups to modern-day Militias in an attempt to 

provide a holistic understanding of this phenomenon and how it manages to transcend and 

remain resilient through the ages.  

 

1.2 Purpose of the Study and Objectives 
 

The rationale behind the study lies in the growing prominence of AGE in the 

contemporary political landscape in the US.  Additionally, there is an urgency to address 

several trends concerning this phenomenon, ranging from its historical roots and direct 

correlation with right-wing extremism to how it transitions from ideological rhetoric to 

extremist action.  Finally, the accelerated proliferation of AGE in the digital age, which 

enables its adherents to “multiply” to an unprecedented degree - transitioning from the 

hierarchical models of the past to decentralized networks - is going to be explored.   

The objectives of the study will: 

➢ Provide a comprehensive analysis of the historical development of AGE and its core 

drivers. 

➢ Highlight the intersection of AGE with right-wing extremist ideologies. 
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➢ Examine how the recruitment methods and the radicalization processes have evolved 

over time. 

➢ Employ a theoretical framework - including Relative Deprivation Theory, Social 

Identity Theory, Split Delegitimization Theory, Revitalization Theory, and 

Moghadam’s staircase model – to provide a nuanced understanding of the resilience 

of AGE through time. 

➢ Conduct a systematic literature review to uncover dominant themes in AGE, 

addressing potential gaps in the literature.   

1.3 Methodology 
 

The dissertation employs a systematic literature review in an attempt to analyze 

relevant and non-academic resources that include historical documentation, policy reports, 

scholarly articles, books, and think tank reports from organizations like the Southern Poverty 

Law Centre (SPLC) and the Anti-Defamation League (ADL). Additionally, the Profiles of 

Individual Radicalization in the United States (PIRUS) tool from the National Consortium 

for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START) has also been utilized to 

provide a deep interdisciplinary perspective.  

 

1.4 Expected Contribution 
 

Ultimately the study will contribute with valuable insights across several domains, 

providing a comprehensive understanding of AGE, and addressing both practical and 

academic considerations. The findings besides identifying the drivers and repercussions of 

AGE are also expected to significantly impact the way anti-government sentiment is 

understood and mitigated. Concerning the academic contribution the dissertation will 

attempt to highlight ongoing trends and recent developments of AGE with a focus on the 

evolving nature of this phenomenon through the lens of right-wing extremism, ultimately 

filling any existing gaps in the literature. Additionally, this study aims to encourage the 

conduction of further research across several fields, particularly because this phenomenon 

transcends academia, impacting matters of national security and democratic resilience. 

All in all, the goal of this dissertation is to raise awareness concerning the rise of 

AGE which historically has been a phenomenon largely underestimated by both 

governmental action and public perception. Unfortunately, these “neglect” patterns that are 

also witnessed today – particularly from a governmental counteraction perspective – have 

led to devastating consequences in the past. 
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1.5 Brief presentation of the chapters that follow 
 

The following chapters explore the complex intersection of AGE with right-wing 

extremist ideologies. The Literature Review delves into the typologies and foundational 

definitions that characterize the concept of extremism in general. Additionally, it provides a 

comparative analysis of AGE highlighting the differentiating factors and characteristics from 

other Extremism types.   

Moving on the dissertation discusses the complexities of defining AGE emphasizing 

how anti-government narratives form a distinct, ideologically fluid, and unifying theme 

motivating its adherents. Moreover, it offers insights into how extremist behavior derives 

from historical grievances by utilizing theoretical frameworks including Relative 

Deprivation Theory, Split Delegitimization Theory, Revitalization Theory, and Moghadam’s 

Staircase model.  

The study then proceeds to focus on mapping the landscape of right-wing extremism, 

tracing its historical trajectory, and identifying the impact cultural and historical shifts had 

on its evolution. The final chapters signify AGE’s enduring existence as a consolidating 

thread for right-wing extremist groups, integrating also the aforementioned theoretical 

frameworks in an attempt to provide a nuanced analysis of the radicalization process of its 

adherents. The dissertation culminates with the Conclusions chapter which provides a 

synthesis of the findings and emphasizes the need to mitigate this threat utilizing an 

interdisciplinary strategy and further research.  

 

 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review  
 

2.1 Understanding Extremism: Definitions, Challenges, and Typologies  
 

When attempting to define extremism, this can certainly be a challenging endeavor 

as there isn’t a clear-cut consensus on the matter. Several key elements encompass the 

definition of extremism with the most prevalent and universally accepted ones being a 

deviation from moderation (Kamali 2015). This manifests in holding extremist beliefs or 

engaging in extremism and is far outside the perceived norms and standards set by modern 

societies. (Borum 2011). Most dictionary definitions more or less describe extremism as the 

“tendency to be extreme; the holding of extreme political or religious views, or advocacy of 

illegal, violent, or other extreme measures” (Oxford English Dictionary n.d.). Immediately 

we can see where this falls short as providing a “simplified” definition does not incorporate 

the fact whether these “extremities” are violent or not or if they are confined only under 

segments of political and religious domains. (J. M. Berger 2018). Take for example that one 
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group may label a specific action as extremism while another views it as insurgency or 

freedom fighting. (Coleman and Bartoli 2009).  Both cases share the “tendency to be 

extreme” but also share other commonalities for example enforcing violence. But does being 

extreme also mean being violent? Or is there an inclination to associate extremism with only 

violent perpetrators? (Schuurman 2020). Take for example a physical attack from an 

organized hate group that does not share the same weight as a random cyber-bullying case 

of a person due to his skin color or other type of discrimination (J. M. Berger 2018), but that 

doesn’t mean that all violent perpetrators are extremists. Despite this, the correlation 

between violence and extremism is prevalent and is also one of the key elements in 

“securing” a consensus of the academic community when attempting to provide a definition. 

(J. M. Berger 2018). All in all, it is safe to conclude that extremism can be broadly defined 

as the rejection of fundamental principles, and values, inherently opposing diverse beliefs 

and fostering societal division (Lowe 2017). 

This raises a question though. Are there different types of extremism? This is again 

navigating through murky waters as there seems to be a combination of elements from 

different often contradictory ideologies (Meleagrou-Hitchens and Ayad 2023). Berger in his 

seminal work (J. M. Berger 2018) identifies several types of extremism: religious, racial, 

nationalist, anti-government, anarchist, classist, single-issue movements, gender/sexual 

orientation/ sexual identity.  Admittedly many of these categories, to Berger's 

acknowledgement as well tend to overlap. A prominent example is the “fusion” of 

nationalist and racial types of extremism with anti-government extremism (AGE). Examples 

include the white supremacy movement in the US (Belew 2018). The same overlap with 

AGE can also be found with anarchist classifications as well (Lubrano 2024).  

 

2.2 Differentiating Anti-Government Extremism: A Comparative Analysis 

 
Categorizing AGE as a distinct type of extremism is challenging, to say the least. 

Prominent dictionary definitions by and large describe it as the act of being opposed to or 

hostile towards governments or a particular government. (Merriam-Webster Dictionary; 

n.d.). Therefore, if the main trait of AGE is fundamental opposition to governments due to 

being corrupt or ineffective, it still does not provide enough clarity for a precise definition 

and distinction from other types of extremism as this element could of course be about most 

types. Nevertheless, if we decided to accept this definition “incontestably” and acknowledge 

the fact that government opposition is the primary element of  AGE, then the key to 

providing a definition might lie in the level of consistency of the fact that AGE extremists 

attribute every single crisis to government action (S. Jackson 2022). Additionally looking at 
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who engages in AGE we can observe that they arise from a plethora of narratives under one 

key characteristic: An us vs them construct.  

Finally, comparing AGE with other types of extremism could provide more clarity 

on the definition. However, there seems to be a lack of a universally accepted exhaustive list 

of types of extremism. Despite this, using J.M. Berger’s (2018) most common and 

consequential categorization, a comparative analysis will be provided. The first is comparing 

AGE with Racial/Ethnic types, which is basically an organized violent discrimination of 

individuals that differ in terms of racial/ethnic backgrounds (Mudde 2005).In this case, 

racially motivated extremism does incorporate AGE beliefs but tends to focus solely on race-

based ideologies and not governmental institutions in particular. Religious extremism on the 

other hand is characterized by strict adherence to religious ideologies by aiming to replace 

the secular system with religious rule (e.g. Sharia). (J. M. Berger 2018). It is true that in 

some cases these two (2) types overlap as both reject governmental authority, the distinction 

however lies in the fact that religious extremists are anti-government when they oppose 

divine laws. Contrarily AGE does not abide by a religious agenda and targets specifically 

the government. When it comes to Nationalists, they tend to focus on promoting a nation's 

interest, often targeting perceived “outsiders” - immigrants for example - and are highly 

critical of globalization and multiculturalism. (J. M. Berger 2018). This support for strong 

exclusionary governments is the prime distinction with AGE, as nationalists only oppose 

governments when their beliefs are challenged, for example when the state is serving foreign 

interests or endangering their national identity. Anarchist’s core beliefs lie in the dissolution 

of all forms of government and not just one specific regime, and this is the main distinction 

from AGE. However contemporary examples of anarchist movements, like Black Bloc (Van 

Deusen 2010), contrary to their historical predecessors, have shown to share more 

commonalities with AGE as they seem to embrace more “hybrid” anarchist beliefs, that 

oppose specific government policies and do not necessarily advocate for an anarchist society 

(Van Deusen 2010). Historical examples of Classist extremists have opposed the 

government in their path to address class oppression and establish a socialist society 

(German Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution 2024). Despite this when it 

comes to comparing it with AGE, there is a clear distinction in the fact that AGE does not 

address these concerns as a central aim and is more focused on dismantling government 

power. When it comes to Single-Issue extremism, there are significant differences observed 

as well, due to the fact that these are not inherently extremist and focus on a singular cause, 

for example, the Covid-19 movements (Heinke 2022). Finally, Gender / Sexual Identity 

extremism targets specific narratives that oppose LGBTQ rights and enforce traditional 

gender norms and not a broader governmental framework (Roberts 2023).  
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2.3 The Complexity of Defining Anti-Government Extremism 
 

The ambiguity of the definition of AGE renders its categorization into types 

challenging. Despite the general lack of research, there have been attempts by the academic 

community. Ideological and Issue-Driven (S. Jackson 2022) is a distinction that can be made 

and this categorization seems to have scholarly consensus with some also including 

conspiratorial beliefs in the mix as a sole category. (Bjorgo and Braddock 2022). This 

however seems to be a misaligned perspective; to say the least, as conspiratorial beliefs are 

more of a driver than a standalone category.  

It is also worth noting that there seems to be a robust correlation with Right-Wing 

ideology to the point of “controversy”, as some scholars claim that there is a definite lack of 

distinction between them and that AGE should only be categorized under Right-Wing 

extremism (Peters 2022). However, from a historical context, there have been instances - 

albeit less frequent - where extremist acts that align with AGE, were carried out also by Far-

Left extremists, like anarchists but were not categorized as such because anarchism was 

viewed as a separate phenomenon altogether (S. Jackson 2022). Also, in contemporary times 

there seems to be a deviation from traditional right-wing extremist “ideals” transforming to 

a more fluid manifestation of AGE. Take, for instance, contemporary hate groups like the 

Proud Boys (Nance, The Proud Boys 2021) which emphasize nationalism and "Western 

chauvinism," often opposing liberal and progressive values, and the Boogaloo Boys (Kenes 

2021) which advocate for libertarian principles and resistance to perceived government 

overreach. Despite their far-right ideological underpinnings, both groups recruit members 

from diverse racial and ideological backgrounds including libertarians and people from 

BIPOC1 communities. For instance, the Boogaloo Boys garnered attention for their vocal 

support of George Floyd and the protests against police brutality following his death 

(Beckett 2020). Also, a study undertaken by the University of Chicago posits that 7% percent 

of the people who participated in the January 6 US Capitol attack were not white (Pape 

2022).  Nevertheless, historically the vast majority of AGE cases do originate from the right-

wing side of the political spectrum, driven by ideologies rooted deep in nativism, racial 

supremacy, and religious fundamentalism. (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism 

and Responses to Terrorism n.d.).  

 

2.4 Unveiling Anti-Government Extremism: Political, Ideological, Single 
Issue and Conspiratorial Catalysts 
 

 
1 Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color. 
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AGE basically reflects deep-seated grievances that are fuelled by a combination of 

political and ideological drivers. From political repression to identity-based ideologies to a 

blend of disinformation and conspiracy theories, these oppositional worldviews challenge 

the legitimacy, authority, and policies of governmental institutions (Piazza 2023).  

Starting off with political repression as one of the key motivators for extremists 

engaged in AGE (Bartusevičius, van Leeuwen and Petersen 2023). Their core beliefs stem 

from the concept of government infringement on their personal freedoms and refuse to 

submit to any form of authority (Bjorgo and Braddock 2022). Notable examples include the 

American Militia Movement (Pitcavage, Camouflage and Conspiracy: The Militia 

Movement from Ruby Ridge to Y2K 2001) and the more contemporary anti-covid measures 

movements all over the world (Hartleb, Schliefsteiner and Schiebel 2023). Concerning the 

latter, AGE was the key denominator of various groups from diverse backgrounds under one 

unified cause to oppose a government that restricts their personal freedoms (Malaz and 

Wouterse 2022).  

Within the same premise, this opposition to particular state policies has been 

identified as one of the prevalent drivers for AGE in contemporary times. Ranging from 

frustrations with public health measures during the pandemic (Carothers and Press 2022), to 

socio-economic grievances (Pawlak 2018), and anti-immigration sentiments (Cameron and 

Owen 2024), extremists managed to capitalize on these “fears” and spread their narratives.  

Populism is another significant driver “infamous” for fuelling AGE. Its foundations 

are normally rooted in narratives of conflict between “ordinary people” and “the elite”, and 

depending on these narratives, populists adopt a “voice of the people” persona that can 

attract followers across both sides of the political spectrum. (Dalibor, Kennedy and Singh 

2018). Contemporary examples of populism overriding democratic rules and fuelling AGE 

include the events leading up to the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol (Viala-Gaudefroy 

2021).  

Finally, conspiracy theories play a significant role in the exacerbation of AGE, by 

interpreting events as being orchestrated by malevolent forces rendering opposition to 

governmental institutions as a “divine mission” against evil (Barkun 1990). Deeply reliant 

on disinformation (Korta 2018), they are frequently associated with Right -Wing ideology 

(Kaplan 1995), and have demonstrated remarkable resilience due to the narratives often 

stemming from a broader conspiratorial framework, adapted to align with contemporary 

issues and local concerns (Molas, et al. 2024). Examples include the QAnon adherents that 

portray the government as a malevolent entity controlled by hidden powers and resistance 

by resorting to violence is thoroughly justified (KPFA 2021). 
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2.5 Theoretical Frameworks for Understanding Anti-Government Extremism 
 

Anti-government extremism represents a crucial sociopolitical challenge that is 

influenced by a plethora of factors ranging from psychological to strategic. There has been 

extensive research from a theoretical perceptive on the concepts of terrorism and extremism 

in general, however when it comes to addressing AGE holistically there appears to be a 

significant gap in the existing research. Therefore, in order to bridge this gap and provide an 

interdisciplinary perspective the most relevant theoretical frameworks relevant to AGE will 

be explored.  

One particularly useful lens is Relative Deprivation Theory which focuses mainly on 

perceived dissatisfactions by people when they witness inequalities compared to others in a 

similar context. Basically, it’s more of a subjective feeling of being deprived compared to 

others. (Gurr 1970) In the context of AGE, this gap between aspirations and realistic 

expectations can lead to extremist action that targets governmental institutions.  Although a 

single-issue movement and not one that “abides” by either side of the political spectrum, the 

Yellow Vest movement in France is a strong example of this dynamic (Lüders, et al. 2021 ). 

This dynamic is also further explored with Social Identity Theory as it illustrates how certain 

people associate themselves with groups based on distinguishing in-groups - which these 

individuals identify - and out-groups, which are perceived as distinct to them. (Hogg 2016). 

A prominent example of this “association” is the Freedom Convoy, a series of mass protests 

in Canada against COVID-19 measures, where participants have aligned themselves under 

a collective group with shared grievances against the government (Sy 2023). 

However, something that can be particularly relevant to the study of AGE due to the 

fact that it posits that people despite not rejecting the broader political system, view the 

government as complicit to the threat they perceive rejecting its legitimacy and justifying 

targeted attacks is Split Delegitimization Theory (Kerodal, et al. 2014). Alongside the other 

two (2) typologies, Transformational Delegitimization and Extensional Delegitimization, 

offer valuable insights concerning the classification of terrorist groups on their pathway to 

violence (Sprinzak 1991).  

This pathway to violence is also illustrated in Fathali M. Moghaddam’s staircase 

radicalization model (Moghaddam 2005), as it showcases how individual grievances 

manifest into acts of extremism. This again is highly relevant with AGE, as extremists 

“ascend” towards radicalization with perceived injustice and frustration against the 

government driving the initial steps. Examples like Timothy McVeigh, who was responsible 

for the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, reflect this progression, transitioning from 

disenfranchisement to radicalization.  
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Finally, a key prominent theory for the study of AGE is Revitalization Theory 

(Wallace 1956), as it explains how societies go through cultural, religious, and political 

transformations in response to crises. This applies to AGE movements as they often emerge 

from socioeconomic pressures and are discontent with government actions. Militias in the 

US are a notable example as they attempt to transform society as a response to governmental 

failure (Whitsel 2005).  

 
 

Chapter 3 – Mapping Right-Wing Extremism in the US 
 

Driven by distinct historical events and cultural shifts, right-wing extremism in the 

US has developed through numerous movements and ideologies. Beginning with the 

emergence of White Supremacy (Zanden 1959) during the US Civil War up to the rise of 

neo-Nazism following World War II, (B. Thompson 2020) these movements have managed 

to adapt their perceptions and tactics continuously, able to remain relevant in an ever-shifting 

socio-political world. Moreover, the emergence of religious interpretations like Christian 

Identity2 (Anti Defamation League (ADL) 2017) has provided a framework for the 

implementation of racial superiority, based on a theological foundation of the divinely 

favored white race. White Supremacy ideology has also been exacerbated, by the “exposure” 

of many individuals to certain environments like incarceration, signifying the emergence of 

groups like the Aryan Brotherhood (Southern Poverty Law Center n.d.) and subcultural 

trends like the Racist Skinheads. (Southern Poverty Law Center n.d.) This worldview had 

been solidified and shaped by drawing from religious doctrines and pragmatic responses to 

specific social conditions.  

Moving beyond these racist “currents,” another trend, particularly during the 50s, 

was the rise of anti-communism exemplified by prominent figures and organizations like 

John McCarthy (Goodheart 2004) and the John Birch Society, (Gilles 2024) respectively. 

This has contributed significantly to the rise of the right-wing ideology, managed to foster a 

climate of fear and paranoia, and eventually become a breeding ground for anti-government 

perceptions and conspiratorial beliefs. This fundamental distrust has spread to contemporary 

anti-government movements such as the Sovereign Citizen Movement (Everytown Research 

& Policy n.d.) and modern-day Militias (Doxsee 2021), all of which share the conviction 

that the federal government directly threatens individual liberties. Finally, newer 

“ideologies” like the Alt-Right (Anti Defamation League (ADL) 2020) and Trumpism 

 
2 Christian Identity, a racist and anti-Semitic interpretation of Christianity, is closely tied to AGE. It frames the 
federal government as controlled and hostile to the "divinely chosen" white populations. Adherents justify 
resistance to government authority through this religious doctrine, viewing themselves as protectors of 
Christian and racial purity. 
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(Nolette 2020) have recently capitalized on populist fears, utilizing social media and 

conspiratorial rhetoric, presenting old doctrines in a new light. Collectively, these 

movements demonstrate how right-wing extremism continues to adapt, persist, and 

influence mainstream discourse. 

3.1 White Supremacy 

The modern manifestations of White Supremacy (Hoffman, American Christian White 

Supremacists 2017), which include notions of exclusion and racial superiority can trace their 

origins to the pro-slavery ideologies that prevailed in the American South prior to the Civil 

War. One of the most noteworthy examples is the infamous hate group the Ku Klux Klan 

(KKK) which formed in response to the efforts undertaken at the time to restore white 

dominance targeting mainly freed black American slaves (Parsons 2015). Over the years, 

and particularly during periods of societal upheaval, e.g. the early 20th century immigration 

influx and the emergence of the Civil Rights Movement (Scheinberg 1997), these groups 

have capitalized on these events adapting their propaganda to maintain their influence. 

Following the conclusion of WW2, and in the footsteps of its predecessors, Neo-Nazism 

emerged, carrying out its anti-Semitic and racist agendas through organizations like the 

American Nazi Party (Simonelli 1995). This eventually laid the groundwork for newer 

“editions”, such as the Atomwaffen Division (Ware 2019) that leveraged online platforms for 

propaganda dissemination and recruitment purposes.   

The most important “branch” of white supremacy though, emerges from its religious 

dimension and is showcased mainly through racial interpretations of Christianity like the 

Christian Identity groups (Hoffman 2017). These groups exemplify this phenomenon, 

preaching bigotry, particularly against Jews and other people of color, advocating for racial 

superiority. However, religious manifestations were not the only “offspring” of white 

supremacy. A striking example during the 80s in the UK was the racist skinhead subculture 

(J. Pollard 2016). Although it started as apolitical and primarily defined by working-class 

solidarity and social isolation, it eventually morphed into something highly linked to far-

right extremist groups, spreading worldwide, including the US.  

Last but not least, white supremacy had managed to flourish under specific societal 

conditions. Particularly in prisons, groups like the Aryan Brotherhood (Pelz, Marquart and 

Pelz 1991) have been thriving since the 1960s blending their ideological perceptions that are 

determined by racial lines and under a unifying belief in white supremacy that is expressed 

through the adoption of racist symbols and slogans. Interestingly their “extremities” are not 
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confined within the sphere of hate crimes only but extend to other forms of criminality 

ranging from narcotics distribution and extortions to racketeering and arms trafficking.  

3.2 Anti-Communism 

Driven by geopolitical conflict in the early 20th century anti-communism emerged 

following the Russian Revolution. This “foreign” ideology embedded a cultural fear in an 

era that was known as the First Red Scare (Schmidt 2000). However, it was after the events 

of WW2, often referred to as the Second Red Scare, that anti-communist sentiments peaked 

(Storrs 2018). During this era, the infamous McCarthyism doctrine (Michaels 2017) , along 

with organizations like the John Birch Society (Dallek 2023) , led to the political repression 

and persecution of perceived communists across the US, which even after the collapse of the 

Soviet Union had managed to influence contemporary movements in their “fight” to defend 

the American constitutional ideals. To this day the fusion of these anti-communist ideals 

with patriotism has a lasting impact on the rise of right-wing extremism.  

3.3 Anti-Government 

Anti-government is another strand of right-wing extremism that encompasses several 

interconnected movements in the US. Driven by their deep distrust of government 

institutions and fuelled by perceptions of government overreach, these movements continue 

to pose significant challenges to law enforcement and public safety. Throughout the years 

they have managed to amass an army of fanatics, with overlapping memberships, and have 

repeatedly defied laws and engaged in violent confrontations with authorities. Prominent 

examples include the Sovereign Citizens Movement (J. M. Berger 2016) which primarily 

“addresses” matters concerning gun rights and constitutional liberties and rejects all forms 

of governmental authority, and the Tax Protest Movement (Anti Defamation League 2017) 

which mostly challenges the legality of federal taxation. Finally, the US Militias (Abanes 

1996), which are primarily defined by their paramilitary and conspiratorial elements, justify 

the use of violence by focusing on their perception of defending constitutional rights against 

government infringement. 

3.4 “Trumpism” and the Alt-right 

Alt-Right (T. Pollard 2018) and “Trumpism” (Gorski 2018) adherents have been the 

main reshaping factor of right-wing politics in contemporary times. The Alt-Right 

movement gained prominence during the 2016 US Presidential elections. Disseminating a 

blend of white supremacist ideals, utilizing online subculture and social media, the Alt-Right 

manages to attract a new generation of right-wing extremists, disseminating xenophobic, 
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racist, and anti-Semitic content under the guise of free speech (Goodwyn 2017). Parallel to 

this and in close relation to it, “Trumpism”, which comprises political ideologies associated 

with US President-elect Donald Trump, employs a blend of nationalistic and populist 

rhetoric, repeatedly targeting governmental institutions like the FBI and the Department of 

Justice under the Deep State conspiratorial narrative3 (Lucey and Superville 2018). This new 

“doctrine”, amplified by President-elect Donald Trump's polarized speeches and 

confrontational demeanor, focuses particularly on matters of policing and immigration and 

constantly frames political opposition as existential threats to national sovereignty and 

personal freedoms.  

 
 

Chapter 4 – Underpinnings of AGE 
 

4.1 The Shifting Sands of Hate: Ideological Evolution of Right-Wing   
Extremism in the US 

Historically far-right extremism in the US reflected a dynamic interplay of extremist 

ideologies within an ever-changing socio-political landscape.  Over the years and despite 

these changes the underpinnings of these ideologies have managed to remain remarkably 

durable and consistent “upholding” their primary objectives which include conservatism, 

white supremacy, nativism, and opposition to federal government (Pitcavage 2019). These 

ideological shifts span from the Reconstruction Era4 in the South (Winter 2018), and the 

second resurgence of the Ku Klux Klan in the early 20th century (McAndrew 2017), to 

eventually shifting their focus to the Cold War’s anti-communist narratives (Heale 1990). 

Particularly the latter was marked by a pivotal transition with racial and xenophobic5 

foundations to targeting a “new” enemy: communism, broadening the appeal of right-wing 

extremism to a wider societal conservative base. 

Moving on and closer to the dawn of the 20th century, white supremacy groups like 

the Aryan Nations and the Aryan Brotherhood emerged and gained significant traction 

within the US correctional system (Montaldo 2019) . While these groups primarily 

advocated for white nationalism, a core tenet of their beliefs also revolved around anti-

 
3 The Deep State is a conspiracy theory that refers to a hidden network within government, involving officials 
or agencies operating outside elected control. President Trump often invokes this conspiracy theory in his 
speeches.  
4 The Reconstruction Era (1865–1877) followed the Civil War, focusing on rebuilding the South, readmitting 
Confederate states to the Union, and securing rights for formerly enslaved Black Americans. 
5 This period saw the Klan expand its targets beyond African Americans to include Catholics, Jews, and 
immigrants, reflecting broader anxieties about demographic and cultural shifts. 
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government sentiments. This was highly appealing to incarcerated individuals who were 

feeling unjustifiably punished by law enforcement and the justice system in general. 

However, the most dangerous offspring of right-wing extremism during this era was 

the birth of the Paramilitary Movement which emphasized constitutionalism, defending gun 

rights, and strict interpretations of the Second Amendment6 (Kates 1986). At the same time 

“doubling down” on anti-government sentiment – as a result of the perception of 

infringement upon their freedoms by the federal authorities – is the cornerstone of their 

beliefs. Events like Ruby Ridge, Waco, and the Oklahoma City bombing serve as prominent 

examples (Pruitt 2018) of how militant ideology in conjunction with anti-government beliefs 

can generate devastating consequences.     

In contemporary times and particularly post-9/11, we have a rise in anti-Islamic 

sentiments (Panagopoulos 2006) accompanied by a surge in broader anti-immigration 

narratives from right-wing extremists (Miller Idriss 2021). As a result, this led to an increase 

in targeted attacks against immigrants including Muslim Americans. Following the election 

of Barack Obama, the first black American president, we also witnessed a significant surge 

in the Militia movement (Potok 2009) marked by the emergence of new “distinguished” 

groups like the Oath Keepers (McQueen 2021) and the Three Percenters (Sunshine 2016). 

Once again, these groups capitalized on heightened fears of governmental overreach, often 

infused with conspiratorial elements, justifying the use of violence and positioning 

themselves as defenders of constitutional rights. 

Alongside this surge, there was also the emergence of a new “iteration” of right-wing 

extremism, one that embraces digitalization (Kor-Sins 2023).  The rapid rise of the Alt-Right 

(Lough 2018) is a prominent example of this phenomenon, illustrating how online 

dissemination of extremist ideologies facilitated a decentralized structure, amplifying the 

influence of this movement, and enabling recruitment and mobilization on an unprecedented 

level.   This shift precisely underscores the evolution of right-wing extremism into digital 

web-driven movements, signifying the departure from the traditional and more hierarchical 

structures of the past. Prominent manifestations of this new form include hate groups like 

the Proud Boys and the Boogaloo Boys which interestingly, despite having a direct 

correlation with White Supremacy and Christian Identity ideologies, managed to attract a 

 
6 The Second Amendment was originally established as a safeguard against tyranny, “empowering” the 
historical militias, that consisted of civilians and acted as a counterbalance to standing armies. The right to bear 
arms was considered essential in order to resist government overreach or corruption. In contemporary times, 
modern-day Militias portray themselves as protectors of constitutional rights, particularly the Second 
Amendment, which they interpret as a mandate for armed resistance against perceived government tyranny. 
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significant number of individuals with diverse ideological and racial backgrounds7 (Beckett 

2020, Rhodes 2023). This reflects a new form of modern militias not bound by racial or 

political boundaries, that operate within an ideologically fluid and decentralized 

organization, often united under shared perceptions of anti-government narratives. These 

movements in recent times often rallied around highly influential and controversial figures 

such as President-elect Donald Trump (Kunzelman and Whitehurst 2023), whose Trumpism 

rhetoric resonates with their beliefs.8 Unfortunately, this polarization as witnessed during 

the events of the storming of the US Capitol on January 6, 2021 (Thompson, Hassan and 

Hajj 2021), showcases how divisive rhetoric can lead to violent action and pose a significant 

threat to democratic institutions. 

4.2 Roots of Resentment: The Socioeconomic, Cultural, and Psychological 
Drivers 

Throughout time right-wing extremism in the US drew from a diverse cross-section 

of individuals characterized by their individual perspectives and personal experiences across 

socioeconomic, cultural, and psychological factors. This “multilateral” process fuelled 

certain inclinations and formulated a specific mindset among these individuals creating a 

sense of identity, purpose, and even convenient scapegoats – be it the government or other 

social groups - for their grievances. From a socio-economic perspective, these inclinations 

were particularly prevalent among struggling communities found in the Midwest, like the 

Rust Belt region (Clarke and Broekaert 2024), where the closing of the manufacturing 

industry, in the post-1950s exacerbated local economies. From a cultural aspect, rapid 

societal transformations, influenced by the effects of mass immigration (Behdad 1997), 

starting in the early 20th century all the way to the contemporary migration flows of the early 

21st century (McNeil 2020) have contributed to creating a sense of dislocation among these 

populations that yearn for a more “prosperous” reality like the one they had in a bygone era. 

Every single aspect and “modification” to the socioeconomic, cultural, and psychological 

patterns, fostered a particular mindset characterized by an “us vs. them” dichotomy that 

resonates with far-right extremist narratives. This is something “cunningly” manipulated and 

 
7 An example of this diversity is the Proud Boys leader, Enrique Tarrio, who is of Cuban descent. 
8 A prime example of President Trump's controversial and populist narratives was undertaken during his 2024 
presidential campaign. Trump marked the beginning of his campaign at Waco, Texas drawing attention for its 
symbolic timing and location. The rally coincided with the 30th anniversary of the events on the Branch 
Davidians compound, constantly framing himself as a victim of political persecution, rallying his supporters 
against ongoing legal investigations and federal authorities. The rally highlighted his enduring influence among 
his base, which resonated with anti-government narratives.  
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fuelled by political polarization and religious beliefs and collectively serves to direct 

grievances against the federal government and other marginal groups.  

Socioeconomic factors can be considered a “cornerstone” of radicalization, and this 

dynamic is certainly not confined only to right-wing groups (Nawaz 2024) . In the US a 

prominent example was the decline of the manufacturing industry particularly in the Rust 

Belt region. Following the economic growth that started back in the mid-19th century all the 

way to the 1950s, the automotive and steel industries flourished providing a thriving local 

economy that drew numerous families across the country seeking the “American Dream”. 

Following the decline though, which was accompanied by the closure of many of these 

industries, led to economic hardships and a massive population decline in this region as 

people sought to migrate, in search of better opportunities elsewhere. Those left behind were 

faced with the harsh realities of not only grappling with financial struggles but also the loss 

of community cohesion and a lifestyle that was tied to certain traditions. As a result, this led 

to devastating social consequences, ranging from a rise in criminality to an unprecedented 

opioid crisis. Within this reality of erosion is where the rise of right-wing extremism 

flourished as these marginalized people started directing their resentment and frustration at 

corporations, immigrants, BIPOC communities, and the government (Berlet and Sunshine 

2019).    

The 2008 global financial crisis serves as another illustrative example of a period 

that was already riddled with pre-existing tensions due to the economic strains on the 

American middle-class family (Hershbein 2018). Many businesses collapsed; people saw 

their long-hard savings lost whereas by and large government measures proved inadequate 

to mitigate the issue. The situation was also exacerbated by the unfulfilled promises of 

revitalizing the economy from politicians, reinforcing perceptions of a corrupt system and 

solidifying political alienation. An “us vs them” mentality once again took hold, particularly 

among blue-collar families who viewed the government’s actions as detrimental to their 

interests. Finally, there seems to be a strong correlation between these harsh socioeconomic 

conditions and the creation of a radical environment especially receptive to narratives that 

offer clear-cut “scapegoats” to blame, often migrants, minorities, and governmental 

institutions (Delgado 2024).  

Rapid societal change that produces cultural anxieties also plays a pivotal role in 

shaping right-wing extremist views. Contemporary phenomena like multiculturalism and the 

rise of movements like the LGBTQ movement in the late 20th century have somewhat 

generated a sense of unease among certain populations - primarily white - that are more 
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clung to traditional values (Balleck 2018). These changes are after all perceived as a direct 

threat to their cultural norms, and this is where right-wing extremist adherents step in to offer 

“protection” of their traditional American ideals.  

Religion also adds another level of complexity to the matter. Strong Judeo-Christian 

traditions have been a main characteristic of the US society ever since the founding of this 

nation9 (Biagni 2021, Smith 2024) . However, sometime around the mid-20th century, a cross 

to extremism was witnessed with the emergence of extremist interpretations of these 

religious ideologies. Take for example Christian Identity (Balleck 2018) that embraces racial 

hierarchy and antisemitism, Norse Paganism10 (Carless 2017) that references Viking culture 

to vindicate white superiority and even some Evangelical offshoots (Balleck 2018)  that 

emphasize conservative values to the point that turn into militant rhetoric, exemplify this 

alarming trend. All of these manifestations have been actively recruiting supporters even 

more so today labeling any divergence from cultural norms as a decline in morality. 

Finally, cultural tensions are heavily influenced by immigration. From the early 20th 

century influx of migrants coming from the European peninsula to the contemporary flows 

flocking from the third world to Europe and the US, have ignited fears of cultural 

displacement. Particularly in areas that are unaccustomed to large-scale migratory flows, 

immigrants are depicted as a direct threat to the safety and well-being of the “homogenous” 

population, with many right-wing narratives like xenophobia and racism flourishing and 

fostering paranoia and even outright hostility towards these people. A prime example was 

the anti-immigrant narratives during the Tea Party Movement11 (Balleck 2018), regarding 

the claims that immigrants received financial benefits, they did not work for, from the 

government (Foner and Simon 2015) .   

4.3 Who are these Extremists? Demographics of Right-Wing Extremism 

When it comes to demographic patterns, data illustrates that individuals resonant 

with right-wing extremism tend to exhibit pronounced commonalities in terms of ideological 

alignment and mobilization. Firstly, from an ideological perspective White Supremacists, 

Anti-Government extremists, and Milita adherents account for the vast majority of violent 

 
9 This perception is highly popular among conservative circles. The opposite view though  - liberal – claims 
that this perception is false based on the fact that the US Constitution does not mention Christianity as a 
founding principle of the nation.  
10 While traditional Norse Paganism is a spiritual practice that celebrates Norse mythology and cultural 
heritage, it has been co-opted by AGE groups as a symbol of cultural identity and resistance. 
11 The Tea Party Movement is a political movement in the United States that emerged in early 2009, primarily 
in response to the federal government’s fiscal policies, particularly the bailouts and stimulus measures enacted 
during the 2008 financial crisis. It represents a populist, conservative branch of the Republican Party and is 
deeply rooted in the principles of small government, fiscal responsibility, and individual freedoms. 
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attacks, which primarily favor targets like government institutions, law enforcement, and 

private property (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to 

Terrorism n.d.) .  

 In terms of offenders, there seems to be a clear indication that the majority of them 

who are associated with right-wing extremism are middle-class individuals (National 

Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism n.d.). Key findings also 

underscore the prominence of young males to right-wing extremism with a heightened 

propensity to engage in violence ranging from minor offenses to mass casualty attacks 

(National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism n.d.).This 

accurately reflects the “perilous” fusion of perceived grievances, and ideological 

radicalization when it combines with an impressionable age. Finally, despite men having the 

“largest piece of the pie” when it comes to engaging in right-wing extremism, women also 

assumed significant roles within this phenomenon, with a notable shift towards increased 

participation in recent years (Sciarone 2024). 

Furthermore, individuals with military backgrounds and subsequently with tactical 

and weapons knowledge, tend to be overrepresented among right-wing extremist groups 

(National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism n.d.), with an 

inclination also to induce mass casualty crimes as well (Jensen, Kane and Akers 2023). 

Additionally, evidence indicates the trend of violent crimes being committed by lone actors, 

with over two-thirds of extremist crimes being attributed to individual action showcasing a 

trend in isolated radicalization (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and 

Responses to Terrorism n.d.). Interestingly this overrepresentation is associated with the 

propensity of these individuals not having criminal records, as the vast majority have never 

served time in prison (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to 

Terrorism n.d.).  

In terms of education, right-wing extremists are often portrayed as working-class 

people with little to no education. However empirical analysis challenges this assumption 

by presenting data that showcases a notable concentration of right-wing adherents with high 

school and even post-secondary education (National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism 

and Responses to Terrorism n.d.). These findings underscore that right-wing extremism 

transcends traditional educational misconceptions and encompasses broader educational 

levels.   

When it comes to regional distribution patterns, research indicates that far-right 

extremism movements maintain a strong presence across regions like the South and the 
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Midwest (Roth 2021). Particularly rural areas are “preferred” as operational hubs due to 

reduced law enforcement “control”12 (Farris and Holman 2024), but mostly due to 

“elevated” nativist beliefs. In terms of target locations, despite the recent decentralized 

nature of attacks that span across several states, there is a clear tendency to target large urban 

centers, particularly in states like California, Texas, and New York (National Consortium 

for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism n.d.). These states besides their 

symbolic importance13, collectively account for a substantial share of these attacks due to 

population density which basically translates to more available targets. 

In terms of structure and leadership, right-wing extremism over the years has 

undergone significant transformations, primarily influenced by historical shifts in 

ideologies, organizational structure, recruitment methods, and tactics. In the past, we 

witnessed more military-style organizations, with a robust chain of command – like the Ku 

Klux Klan – driven by rigid ideological directions. Furthermore, we had the presence of 

strong “charismatic” leaders - like Hiram Wesley Evans14 (A. Jackson 2024) and George 

Lincoln Rockwell15 (Balleck 2018) - who besides serving as a unifying force, also directed 

the actions of these groups for many years under a centralized hierarchical command. 

In contemporary times, right-wing extremism evolved with the emergence of 

digitalization that facilitated a more decentralized-leaderless structure, while still 

maintaining its ideological underpinnings. From early online platforms like Stormfront 

(Bowman - Grieve 2009) in the 1990s to modern forums like 8chan (Baele, Brace and Coan 

2020), this digitization amplified right-wing extremist narratives broadening their appeal. 

Additionally, through this transformation, we witnessed the rise of new charismatic figures 

that, unlike their predecessors who had direct organizational ties, leveraged these platforms 

to disseminate their political agenda (Parris 2023). In recent years, from Alt-Right political 

influencers to even President Donald Trump, there are clear examples of how this 

 
12 Primarily in rural areas of the US, law enforcement is carried out by the Sheriff’s office which is known to 
employ a more lenient approach to enforcing federal legislation, concerning the activities of right-wing 
extremist groups (e.g. gun safety policies). 
13 California, Texas, and New York hold symbolic importance for right-wing extremists as centers of federal 
power, progressive policies, cultural diversity, and economic influence. Targeting these states amplifies anti-
government messages by striking at perceived hubs of liberalism, multiculturalism, and centralized authority. 
14 Hiram Wesley Evans was one of the key figures responsible for the second resurgence of the KKK in the 
1920s. He served as the Imperial Wizard, which is basically the national leader of the KKK, and under his 
leadership, the group reached the height of its influence, with millions of members across the US. 
15 George Lincoln Rockwell was an American neo-Nazi and white supremacist who founded the American 
Nazi Party (ANP) in 1959. Rockwell was one of the most infamous figures in the post-World War II far-right 
movement in the US and is often regarded as the father of the modern white supremacist and neo-Nazi 
movements in America. 
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“symbolic” leadership operates effectively without the need for a traditional hierarchical 

foundation.   

Recruitment methods have also evolved alongside technology. Traditional methods 

of recruitment and dissemination of propaganda such as pamphlets, word of mouth, and print 

media, gave way to more sophisticated and encrypted communication apps - like Telegram 

- and information forums on the dark web (Conway, Scrivens and Macnair 2019). The 

utilization of these technologies facilitated the rapid spread of right-wing extremism, 

radicalizing individuals, and transcending geographic and cultural boundaries. 

Furthermore, ever since the post-Vietnam War era, individuals with military 

backgrounds and subsequently with tactical and weapons knowledge, tend to be 

overrepresented among right-wing extremist groups. In the past, this inclination was more 

evenly divided, as military veterans also showcased significant representation in left-wing 

movements – like the Vietnam Veterans Against the War (VVAW) group – which mainly 

promoted political activism and was by and large peaceful (Rowe 2011). However, by the 

1980s there was an overwhelming shift towards right-wing conservative politics. This was 

mainly due to the election of Ronald Reagan which marked a resurgence of conservative 

values in American politics, including strong patriotism, anti-communism, support for the 

military, and even anti-government narratives16 (Dreier 2011). Within this context, many 

veterans resonated with Reagan's emphasis on restoring national pride, honoring them after 

years of feeling marginalized and criticized during the war. In contemporary times right-

wing military veteran overrepresentation still exists and in part is due to several reasons 

ranging from political discontent to psychological and socioeconomic factors (Boguslaw 

2024). Finally, this representation has also been linked with the tendency to engage in acts 

of extremism as showcased in the events of the January 6 Capitol Attack (Dreisbach and 

Anderson 2021).  

When it comes to patterns of violence from right-wing extremists, during the early 

20th century we witnessed a surge of attacks particularly driven by racial, nativist, and white 

supremacy beliefs. These groups constantly targeted black Americans and other minorities 

like Jews. Their modus operandi remained the same over the years and had even intensified, 

during the Civil Rights Movement in the 1950s and 1960s (Heikkila 2021). Throughout the 

1970s and the 1980s, the same extremist beliefs that resonated with white supremacist and 

nativist groups still accounted for the vast majority of right-wing extremism attacks, albeit 

 
16 One of Reagan’s most famous statements “Government is not a solution to our problem. Government is the 
problem” which was said during his first inaugural address has become an unofficial slogan for right-wing 
extremists. 
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significantly decreased in terms of frequency compared to the past. In the 1990s however, 

we witnessed a significant escalation of anti-government extremism, marked by high-profile 

incidents like the Ruby Ridge, Waco, and Oklahoma City bombing events (Pruitt 2018). 

Finally, in contemporary times the government still remains a primary target for right-wing 

extremists that also expanded their target “audience” to include immigrants and 

marginalized communities like the LGBTQ (Gabbatt 2022). They have even turned to 

targeting critical infrastructure like power grids signifying a broader disruption pattern 

transcending symbolic types of attacks (Wendling 2023).  

 

Chapter 5 – A Unifying Theme Across the Ages 
 

 Historically, starting from the Reconstruction Era federal oversight, particularly in 

areas in the South, “legitimized” grievances against the government by framing it as a threat 

to traditional American values, that incorporate racial hierarchy and personal liberties. 

Policies aimed at freeing black Americans faced widespread rejection with hate groups such 

as the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) capitalizing on the spread of racist propaganda and fears of 

demographic change. These nativist sentiments managed to continue into the early 20th 

century as well, intensifying with the influx of European migrants, promoting once again 

opposition to the government and specifically federal immigration reforms. McCarthyism 

and the Second Red Scare epitomized anti-communist beliefs and laid the foundations of 

widespread paranoia. Reinforced by conspiratorial elements, the government was deemed 

“compromised” by foreign influences seeking to subvert traditional American values in 

favor of an advancing communist ideology. The same elements remained further along time 

with the rise and expansion of white supremacy which intertwined with racially charged 

interpretations of Christianity. The government once again is portrayed as a tool of liberal 

elites and hostile foreign forces with one thing in mind, to undermine white heritage and 

eradicate the divinely favoured status of the white race. However, in order to fully grasp the 

correlation that reinforces the argument of how right-wing extremism embedded anti-

government narratives as its primary element, it is crucial to explore the most critical 

manifestation of AGE. The American Militias.  

 

5.1 American Militias: A Legacy of “Resistance” 
 

The American Militias can be defined as a collection of private organizations that are 

characterized by paramilitary elements. Deeply tied to anti-government sentiments and strict 

interpretations of constitutional liberties, these groups often cite patriotism and self-
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preservation as their core tenets challenging democratic institutions through extremist means 

(Pitcavage 2001). The origins of the US Militias can be traced back to the colonial history 

of the US where militias were formed to participate in the Revolutionary War under the 

Second Amendment. In contemporary history, these groups have evolved into something 

different than their historical counterparts, as they have developed their own interpretations 

of the historical Second Amendment, infused with resistance against the federal government 

(Pell Center 2019).   

In the 1970s movements like The Covenant, the Sword, and the Arm of the Lord17 

(CSA) (Hamm 2007) and the Sovereign Citizens Movement18 (J. M. Berger 2016) laid critical 

groundwork for the rise of modern Militias by solidifying anti-government narratives into 

their core beliefs. It was in the 1990s though that Militias gained momentum largely due to 

a series of high-profile incidents that amplified the attention surrounding these groups. The 

events of Ruby Ridge19 (Wilson 2017) and Waco20 (Wilson 2023) were pivotal moments in 

their confrontation with the federal government, reaching a tragic apex with the Oklahoma 

City bombing21 (Chermak and Freilich 2008, Anti Defamation League (ADL) 2020).  To 

signify the severity of this resurgence in the '90s, it’s important to note that some of the most 

prominent militias, like the Michigan Militia and the Militia of Montana had quoted over ten 

thousand (Levitas 2002), and twelve thousand members (Hoffman 2017) respectively.  

Following a short period of decline, in the Post 9/11 period and particularly after the 

election of President Obama these groups experienced a significant revival once again 

 
17 The CSA, founded in 1976 by James D. Ellison, began as a peaceful commune but quickly evolved into a 
paramilitary group. Central to this transformation was Ellison’s adoption of Christian Identity teachings, which 
combined apocalyptic visions with White Supremacy and Antisemitism. Its members amassed weapons and 
trained for violent confrontations with the government, culminating in the 1985 siege of the CSA compound 
by the FBI. Although the group disbanded following Ellison’s arrest, its anti-government legacy influenced 
future acts of domestic terrorism, including the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing. 
18 The Sovereign Citizens Movement does not rely as heavily on overt racial or religious doctrines, yet it shares 
a profound distrust of federal institutions. Adherents of this decentralized network challenge legal norms with 
pseudo-legal claims and “paper terrorism,” contending that a hidden authority replaced the legitimate 
“Common Law” government. The diversity of Sovereign Citizens’ membership, spanning various ethnic and 
socioeconomic backgrounds, does not diminish their collective hostility toward perceived government 
overreach.  
19 During the events of Ruby Ridge, the killings of both Weaver’s son and wife sparked widespread criticism, 
with many viewing the deaths as a result of excessive use of force by Law Enforcement Authorities. The 
Weaver family deaths became a symbol of the perceived government overreach with even the infamous anti-
government extremist Timothy McVeigh sharing personal information about FBI sniper Lon Horiuchi who 
killed Weaver’s wife, at gun shows hoping someone would assassinate him.  
20 The event sparked significant backlash particularly from the political far-right citing how the entire operation 
and siege was a disproportionate response to a situation that could have been resolved with peaceful means. To 
this day the incident remains a pivotal moment in US history that has forever shaped the public perception of 
law enforcement and fuelled perceived government overreach narratives, becoming a symbol to militias and 
AGE groups. 
21 The Oklahoma City bombing was the most horrific incident in the history of anti-government extremism 
(AGE) in the US having a profound impact on the severity, view, and perception of domestic terrorism and the 
dangers it carries. The bombing caused public panic and managed to bring AGE groups, like the US Militias, 
to the forefront, shifting them from obscurity and placing them on the radar as a serious domestic threat. 
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fuelled by perceptions of government overreach and a continuous narrative of anti-

government sentiments (NBC News 2012). The emergence of groups such as the Three 

Percenters22 (Nance 2021, Chicago Sun Times 2023) and the Oath Keepers23 (Nance 

2021)—both of which still continue to exert lasting influence through their deeply rooted 

anti-government ideologies—underscores the persistent and enduring sway of these 

narratives within modern right-wing extremism. 

Furthermore, the Alt-right and “Trumpism” era has provided a platform for 

“understanding” and the spread of their ideological agenda under the guise of free speech. 

Within this context, Alt-right influential figures (e.g. Richard Spencer24 and Steve Bannon25) 

alongside President Trump who is perceived as the new patriotic leader, validate their 

existence. Trump's rhetoric often resonates with these groups, incorporating narratives of 

government overreach along with conspiratorial elements (Russell 2024), and even paving 

the way for the rise of new groups like the Proud Boys26 (Nance 2021), and the Boogaloo 

Boys27 (Nance 2021), highlighting the growing appeal of anti-government ideologies, which 

have attracted adherents from both sides of the political spectrum. 

Again, in order to showcase the contemporary severity of this phenomenon it is worth 

mentioning that in 2023 there were still 52 active Militias across the US. (McAdam 2024). 

While this number might suggest a decline in their presence compared to the past, what is 

truly troublesome is the rapid rate at which these groups tend to form, often influenced by 

political events.  For example, Militias grew explosively after President Obama's election, 

expanding from 42 groups in 2008 to an all-time peak of 334 in 2011. (Southern Poverty 

Law Center (SPLC) 2016).  

Right-wing extremism in the United States has historically been defined by a shared 

hostility towards the federal government. Despite different strands that resonated with 

 
22 The Three Percenters were founded in 2008. Their name derives from the days of the American Revolution 
and the alleged claim that only three percent of colonists fought the British. They are particularly known for 
stockpiling weapons and military training, attracting civilians, military veterans, and active law enforcement. 
The group’s involvement in violent activities, ranging from shootouts to bombings, exemplifies how anti-
government extremism characterizes contemporary right-wing militias in the United States. 
23 Founded in 2009 by Stewart Rhodes, the Oath Keepers oppose federal overreach, emphasizing strict 
constitutionalism and gun rights. Their involvement in armed standoffs and the January 6 Capitol attack reflects 
their anti-government stance. Similarly to the Three Percenters they also draw heavily from individuals with 
military and law enforcement backgrounds. 
24 Richard Spencer is an American white supremacist and far-right political activist who is one of the leading 
figures in the modern Alt-Right movement. He is particularly known for his extremist rhetoric advocating for 
a white ethnostate. 
25 Steve Bannon is an American political strategist, media executive, and far-right activist. He is best known 
for his role as Chief Strategist to President Donald Trump during the early months of Trump's 2016 
administration. He resigned after internal clashes and public controversies due to his far-right, nationalist, and 
anti-immigration rhetoric.  
26 The Proud Boys are often considered one of the more prominent far-right extremist groups in the United 
States, vocally endorsing Trump. 
27 The Boogaloo Boys are another AGE group that despite not being pro-Trump explicitly, they do find common 
ground with the vast majority of his rhetoric.  
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various groups—ranging from white supremacy and anti-communism to religious and 

nationalistic underpinnings—anti-government sentiment by and large seems to remain a 

constant unifying theme across them all. This is particularly evident in modern 

manifestations of right-wing extremism, which increasingly transitions from “traditional” 

narratives to AGE and conspiracy theories. This shift that embraces themes of personal 

freedom and anti-elitism also seems to appeal to a more diverse crowd, including individuals 

with libertarian and liberal views, and even minority backgrounds. This ideological 

broadening of anti-government narratives while maintaining its extremis underpinnings has 

become a unifying feature of contemporary right-wing extremism, with has cross-

demographic appeal. 

 

5.2 Pathways to Rebellion: Theoretical Insights into Anti-Government 
Extremism 
 

To fully understand the persistence and evolution of AGE within right-wing 

extremism, it is crucial to bridge historical patterns with theoretical frameworks. The 

historical trajectory of right-wing extremism in the US demonstrates a consistent reliance on 

anti-government narratives as a unifying theme. However, the drivers require deeper 

theoretical insights to explain why these sentiments endure and adapt over time. 

Relative Deprivation Theory identifies that grievances that lead to radicalization 

often derive from people who perceive a gap between their lived reality and their socio-

economic anticipations. This is particularly relevant to the socio-economic conditions of 

individuals who were affected by the Rust Belt region decline and the 2008 economic crises 

that developed anti-government sentiments. In the case of the Rust Belt region, people grew 

up expecting stable livelihoods within thriving communities. After the closure of many 

industries people were feeling deprived of this expectation and as a result of their grievances, 

they immediately sought out scapegoats for the situation (e.g. federal government, 

corporations, migrants, etc.). More or less the same happened in the 2008 economic crisis 

where people lost their savings and homes and were left helpless by the government. 

Contrastingly though major banks were favoured with bailouts. This disparity between the 

realities of financial troubles and the expectations of governmental protection cultivated an 

anti-government climate, where the federal government was viewed as complicit or even 

orchestrated the situation. In both cases, Relative Deprivation Theory signifies the gap 

between individual expectations and what the people actually receive. Within this context, 

AGE is particularly “alluring”.  

Social Identity Theory focuses on the classification people tend to give themselves 

within in-groups and out-groups. Within the context of AGE, an “us vs them” concept is 
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devised that designates the government as the dangerous out-group. In order to reach this 

outcome, there are two (2) processes present. First, there is the identification process where 

marginalized individuals in their search for a sense of belonging, seek out collective 

identities that will offer an interpretation of their perceived grievances. AGE movements 

which are founded around notions of collective patriotism, personal freedoms, and distrust 

of authorities form a powerful alluring in-group. The second element here is the comparison 

and differentiation process. AGE classifies federal authorities as an out group due to their 

beliefs of infringing on personal freedoms. Within this context, AGE adherents compare 

themselves with individuals or entities that are also under the “auspices” of the government 

(e.g. immigrants, banks, etc.) and are subsequently considered part of this “dangerous” out-

group. This differentiation from their “enemies” reinforces their moral superiority and 

strengthens the in-group’s cohesion.      

In the case of Split Delegitimization, Ehud Sprinzak conceptualized how some 

groups tend to reject and oppose specific institutions but not necessarily all forms of 

authority. This is highly relevant with AGE groups as for instance Militias might reject the 

authority of federal agencies like the FBI but respect local law enforcement (e.g. Sheriff’s 

Office). Also, modern-day hate groups like the Oathkeepers and Proud Boys reject the 

legitimacy of the government by opposing and targeting state officials, but at the same time 

rally around political figures like President Donald Trump and other right-wing officials who 

are sympathetic towards their cause. Ultimately this selected rejection of authority that is 

demonstrated by AGE adherents is what drives targeted acts of extremism.     

 The “ascent” to extremist action is signified in Moghaddam’s Staircase Model which 

illustrates how discontent individuals rooted in feelings of perceived injustice climb up the 

stairs towards violent action. On the ground floor, we have individual grievances driven by 

feelings of cultural displacement, economic hardships, or societal change. As they ascend 

they start feeling betrayed by the government due to their needs being ignored and 

undermined. Climbing up the stairs they seek explanations that would offer viable solutions 

to their problems, and this is where they encounter extremist groups ultimately resonating 

with their narratives as it validates their grievances. In turn, this “connection” deepens their 

feelings of injustice and resentment towards federal authorities. Finally, on the top floor, 

their worldview becomes increasingly “black and white” where the use of force is deemed 

justifiable to rectify the injustice that was brought upon them. Timothy McVeigh's trajectory 

is a prime example of this progression as he moved from personal grievances to frustrations 

over incidents like Waco and Ruby Ridge culminating with the Oklahoma City bombing.  

Finally, Anthony Wallace, argues that Revitalization Movements emerge in response 

to socio-cultural crises, promising to restore or “revitalize” an idealized version of the past.  
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Within this context AGE extremists, drawing from the US Revolutionary past often present 

themselves as defenders of the “founding principles” and constitutional rights. This narrative 

posits Anti-Government Extremists within a romanticized interpretation of American 

history, as the only “moral denominator” establishing their legitimacy, portraying at the 

same time federal authorities as corrupt and having deviated from traditional values. 

Additionally, this narrative is further “enhanced”, as these groups view themselves as the 

“drivers” for a revamped society in an attempt to restore a long-lost golden age. This is 

carried out by any means possible including extremism. All in all, Revitalization Theory 

precisely identifies how economic, demographic, or cultural crises often trigger surges in 

AGE. 

 

Conclusion 
 

Coming to a conclusion and as the foregoing analysis identified, interestingly across 

all these right-wing strands, there seems to be an overarching theme: that of opposing 

government authority. Ever since the post-Civil War and the opposition to slavery abolishing 

policies all the way to the emergence of contemporary US Militias, anti-government 

sentiments seem to be the underlying factor that characterizes all these right-wing extremism 

manifestations. Government overreach and restriction of constitutional freedoms and gun 

rights are some of the common narratives among AGE adherents. This in turn precisely 

encapsulates a broader widespread belief of the perceived threat the federal government 

poses, with events like Ruby Ridge, Waco, the Oklahoma City bombing, and the January 6 

Capitol attack being stark reminders of the imminent risk of AGE. 

Furthermore, the digital era has reshaped the organizational structure of these groups, 

transforming them from a strictly hierarchical organization to decentralized networks able 

to attract more members utilizing the widespread availability of social media and the 

internet.  This narrative is exacerbated by populist rhetoric which interestingly also resonates 

with people from diverse backgrounds - other than traditional white supremacists - including 

but not limited to BIPOC communities and libertarians.  This diversification stems directly 

from a common theme of Anti-Government narratives which profoundly emphasizes 

individual liberties, anti-elitism, and conspiracy theories, that precisely define the 

contemporary elements that Alt-right followers and new iterations of right-wing extremism 

like the Proud Boys and the Boogaloo Boys uphold.  

Additionally, the critical analysis of the reviewed literature revealed how the 

phenomenon of AGE has proven to be an evolving threat, that historically continues to 

reinvent itself blending different right-wing ideological strands ranging from nativism, white 

supremacy, and anti-communism to religious fundamentalism, and populist rhetoric. The 
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dissertation explores AGE within this broad framework of right-wing extremism strands in 

order to showcase its contemporary relevance and manifestations in the US. Additionally, it 

illustrates how AGE evolved over time, highlighting why it is particularly “responsive” at 

an overwhelming rate, to the right-wing side of the political spectrum. 

Furthermore, employing a theoretical perspective the dissertation offers a 

comprehensive understanding of the ideological, socioeconomic, and cultural 

underpinnings.  Taken together, these theoretical perspectives converge to show that AGE 

is driven by perceived deprivations (Relative Deprivation Theory), augmented by strong in-

group vs out-group dynamics (Social Identity Theory). Moreover, AGE adherents selectively 

reject specific governmental institutions while retaining others (Split Delegitimization), 

proceeding along a gradually ascending path towards violence (Moghaddam’s Staircase), 

that seeks to revitalize an idealized long-lost past that would bring an end to their perceived 

injustices (Revitalization Theory). 

Finally, concerning the strategy to address this phenomenon, it is imperative to 

account for the historical changes in US culture and how it has evolved over time. Historical 

instances of economic destabilization, demographic changes, migration influx, and cultural 

shifts in general have offered a growing fertile ground for anti-government narratives to 

flourish. As a result, this conveniently also creates scapegoats for the situation often found 

among migrants, political elites, and of course the federal government itself. All in all, by 

exploring the historical underpinnings alongside the socio-economic and cultural disparities 

of the US society, an interdisciplinary approach should be adopted that aims to highlight the 

interconnected drivers and manifestations of AGE. Showcasing these dynamics will enable 

policymakers and academia to implement a comprehensive strategy to mitigate the evolving 

threat of AGE.  

At the end of the day, this dissertation besides providing a nuanced understanding of 

the evolutionary dimensions of AGE hopes to attract further inquiries on the matter, 

ultimately leading to policy innovations and interdisciplinary interventions.  In line with the 

objectives of the dissertation, the aforementioned findings underscore the enduring and 

resilient capabilities of AGE highlighting the fact that it cannot be considered anymore as 

an isolated fringe phenomenon. Treating it as a non-isolated phenomenon is the key to 

confronting it and like with every “pathogenic” situation we first need to identify and address 

its distinct drivers that span socioeconomic, cultural, and psychological dimensions.  
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