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128 BARBARA F. WALTER

and weak compared to the opposition. It’s at this point that
violence breaks out: when citizens become convinced that
there is no hope of fixing their problems through conven-
tional means.

Fueled by social media, they come to believe that com-
promise is simply not possible.

CHAPTER 6

HOW CLOSE ARE WE?

Wearing winter coats and MAGA hats, the crowd of
Trump supporters began to gather at the Ellipse, a park
just south of the White House, early on the morning of
January 6, 2021. They had traveled to Washington from
every corner of America. As they waited for the president to

~ appear, they surveyed their country’s venerated ground: the

Washington Monument to the south; the Lincoln Memorial
to the west; the Capitol to the east. The lawn where they
stood had once served as a campsite for Union troops. This
was fitting because they too—they told themselves—were
patriots. They loved America too much for it to be taken
away.

By noon, when President Trump came out to address
them, the “Save America” rally had swelled to several thou-
sand. The crowd was restive. In the weeks since the presi-
dential election in November, Trump had refused to concede
that he’d lost to Democrat Joe Biden, insisting instead that
widespread voting fraud had cheated him of his rightful
landslide victory. Democrats, he claimed, had worked be-
hind the scenes, state by state, to ensure his loss. After the
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election, Trump had rallied an army of lawyers to contest the
results, and he had bullied governors and election officials to
try to alter vote counts. He had also asserted, falsely, that
Vice President Mike Pence had the power to overturn the
votes of the electoral college. But his efforts had gone no-
where, and that morning, as he stood before his supporters,
lawmakers were gathering at the Capitol to certify Biden’s
victory.

This did not have to be, Trump told his supporters.
Standing on a dais, surrounded by American flags, he told his
listeners he was not giving up. Congressional Republicans
could still overturn the vote, he claimed. For more than an
hour, supporters listened with a mix of adoration and pride,
their anger and energy growing with Trump’s every word.
They waved flags with his name, and placards with his rally-
ing cry: “Stop the Steal” As he stood looking at them, chants
of “USA, USA, USA!” broke out across the crowd.

Trump was delighted. Grassroots groups, along with Re-
publican funders and operatives, had helped to organize the
rally, and Trump had done his part to ensure a large turnout,
tweeting on December 19: “Big protest in D.C. on January
6. Be there, will be wild!” On the first day of the new year,
he’'d tweeted again: “The BIG Protest Rally in Washington,
D.C., will take place at 11.00 A.M. on January 6th. Loca-
tional details to follow. StopTheSteal!” Trump became even
more insistent when Vice President Pence signaled he would
not interfere with the certification. On January 4, at a rally
in Georgia, Trump declared: “If the liberal Democrats take
the Senate and the White House—and they’re not taking
this White House—we’re going to fight like hell. . . . We’re
going to take it back!”

“Today is not the end!” the president shouted into the
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crowd on the Ellipse. “It’s just the beginning!” The crowd
contained a mix of people: veterans, business owners, real
estate agents, grandfathers, mothers, a state legislator, a for-
mer Olympian, members of the Proud Boys wearing orange
hats. Most were white. Most were men. Some wore T-shirts
that said “God, Guns, and Trump.” Others carried Bibles.
(At a rally the night before, pastor Greg Locke had told the
crowd that God was raising up “an army of patriots.”) To the
approving roar of his listeners, Trump urged his followers to
march to the Capitol and press lawmakers to do what was
right. “We're going to try to give them the kind of pride and
boldness that they need to take back our country,” he said.
And then he pledged to join them.

In fact, he returned to the White House. But his support-
ers knew what to do: For weeks, spurred by Trump’s tweets,
they had been preparing for this moment on Facebook and
Parler, a right-wing social networking service. There they
had coordinated their travel as they shared their fury over the
“stolen” election. They had outlined the best streets to take
to the Capitol to avoid the police, and shared advice about
what equipment and tools to bring to break into the build-
ing. Some of the more extreme voices online had called for
the arrest of Pence, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, and other
lawmakers. Many came armed for battle, wearing bulletproof
vests, carrying gas masks and zip ties (to use as handcuffs),
and loaded handguns.

Political violence had long been encouraged as legitimate
by their leader himself—as far back as 2016, in fact, when
he’d run his presidential campaign against Hillary Clinton to
chants of “Lock her up!” While campaigning, Trump had
discovered that crowds became delighted at his belligerence.
Months before the 2016 election, Trump told supporters in




132 BARBARA F. WALTER

Cedar Rapids that he would cover their legal fees if they
tussled with people protesting his campaign rallies. That
same month, when a rally in Las Vegas was disrupted by a
heckler, Trump crowed: “I'd like to punch him in the face,
I’ll tell you.” Later, Trump stunned the nation by hinting that
gun owners could prevent Clinton from becoming presi-
dent. “If she gets to pick her judges, nothing you can do,
folks. Although the Second Amendment people—maybe
there is, I don’t know.”

The presidency had emboldened him. Six months into
his tenure, when white nationalist demonstrators converged
in Charlottesville and a counterprotester was killed, Trump
had shrugged off the violence, saying there were “very fine
people” on both sides. And though he’d decried the rioting
in cities such as Minneapolis and Portland during Black Lives
Matter protests in 2020, he’d then escalated tensions by call-
ing protesters “terrorists” and threatening to unleash federal
agents on them. That spring, as the COVID-19 pandemic
forced states to shut down businesses, he’'d called on “patri-
ots” to “liberate Michigan” by going to the state’s capitol and
demanding that Governor Gretchen Whitmer, a Democrat,
lift restrictions. After photos circulated online of armed pro-
testers staring down at Michigan lawmakers in the Senate
chamber, Trump praised them on Twitter, again calling them
“very good people.”

Trump’s supporters at the higher echelons—R epublican
lawmakers, evangelical leaders, conservative media elites—
had for years dismissed the rhetoric, insisting that he was just
a bombeastic, charismatic leader. But to the crowd standing
on the Ellipse that January morning, the president’s words
were not an abstraction. He was giving them a mission: to
save the integrity of their glorious Republic. “If you don’t
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fight like hell,” he told them, “you’re not going to have a
country anymore.”

They were streaming toward the Capitol before he’'d even
finished his speech. They didn’t bother with side roads, in-
stead marching along Pennsylvania and Constitution avenues
and straight down the Mall, taking selfies and videos of one
another. The night before, someone had placed pipe bombs
at the nearby headquarters of the Republican National
Committee and the Democratic National Committee. Con-
verging on the Capitol, they surrounded the building, look-
ing for a way to enter and interrupt the count of the electoral
college votes. Some wore tactical gear; some wielded auto-
matic weapons. They carried Confederate flags, American
flags, flags that said “Fight for Trump” and “Veterans for
Trump,” and “Jesus Saves” signs. A fake gallows was erected.

On the west side, the mob quickly knocked barricades
over, violently clashing with police officers. Others scaled
walls. Still others sprayed chemical agents and broke win-
dows. Some climbed window-cleaning scaffolding to the
second floor. On the east side, they breached the largest bar-
ricade. Ten minutes after Vice President Pence and the rest
of the Senate were hustled off the Senate floor, Trump
tweeted, “Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what
should have been done to protect our Country and our
Constitution.” Energized, the protesters finally broke down
the main door on the west side. Pushing their way into the
rotunda, they chanted the names of their targets: Pelosi,
Schumer, Pence.

As police barricaded the House chamber and lawmakers
scrambled to evacuate, protesters streamed through the hall-
ways, taking more selfies. They were confident, unafraid.
They walked through the Capitol as if they belonged there,
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deserved to be there, and would be protected by the law;
They had nothing to hide, nothing to fear. They ransacked
offices, smashed furniture, stole a podium with the seal of the
Speaker of the House, stole laptops and a framed photo of
the Dalai Lama. They defaced statues and ripped Chinese art
off the wall. They live-streamed themselves to the world:
breaking into the House chamber, invoking God from the
Senate dais, and posing next to a life-sized statue of Gerald
Ford on whom they had placed a red MAGA hat and a
“Trump 2020 No More Bullshit” flag. They were exultant.
They were the true American patriots saving the Republic
from a stolen election.

At around three p.m., Trump tweeted: “No violence!”
But by then it was too late. One rioter had already been fa-
tally shot. Another had been crushed by the mob. Numerous
police officers had sustained physical injuries. The siege
would last more than four hours, and by the end, five people
would be dead. At 4:17 .M., after multiple pleas by his staff
and by President-elect Biden, Trump tweeted a video. He
had watched the siege on television from his dining room off
the Oval Office. “It was a landslide election, and everyone
knows it,” he announced. But it was time to go home, he
told the rioters. “We love you, you're very special.”’

A couple of hours later, he tweeted again. This time, he
excused the riot, claiming that it was the natural conse-
quence of an election victory being stripped away from
“great patriots” who had long been mistreated. “Remember

"’

this day forever

LIKE ALL AMERICANS, I was shocked by what happened on
January 6. But it was, at the same time, deeply familiar. Pres-
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ident Trump’s defiance after losing the 2020 election re-
minded me of other presidents, from Nicolas Maduro, who
in the months before Venezuela’s 2015 election declared he
would not relinquish his post no matter the outcome, to
Laurent Gbagbo, who refused to concede after Ivory Coast’s
2010 election because he claimed it was stolen. Venezuela
slid toward authoritarianism; the Ivory Coast descended into
civil war. A part of me did not want to accept the implica-
tions of what I was seeing. I thought of Daris, from Sarajevo,
who, even years later, still struggled to understand how the
people of his multicultural, vibrant country had turned so
violently on one another. This is America, I thought. We are
known for our tolerance and our veneration of democracy.

But this is where political science, with its structured ap-
proach to analyzing history as it unfolds, can be so helpful.
No one wants to believe that their beloved democracy is in
decline, or headed toward war; the decay is often so incre-
mental that people often fail to notice or understand it, even
as they’re experiencing it. If you were an analyst in a foreign
country looking at events in America—the same way you'd
look at events in Ukraine or the Ivory Coast or Venezuela—
you would go down a checklist, assessing each of the condi-
tions that make civil war likely. And what you would find is
that the United States, a democracy founded more than two
centuries ago, has entered very dangerous territory.

The first condition—how close we are to anocracy—is
best understood through our polity index score, which, as
you’ll recall, places countries on a fully autocratic to fully
democratic scale of —10 to +10. The middle zone covers the
—5 to +5 zone. Polity data has been collected on the United
States since 1776. The last time America was an anocracy
was between 1797 and 1800, when it was rated a +5, mostly
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for its limited political competitiveness (the Federalists had
dominated government since their party’s inception in the
1790s). America’s polity ranking increased to +6 in March
1801 with the inauguration of Thomas Jefferson, a Democrat-
Republican, and then increased to +10 in 1829 with the
inauguration of Andrew Jackson, a Democrat.

In the years that followed, the country experienced only
two large dips in its polity rating. The first happened in 1850,
when Southern Democrats were pursuing take-no-prisoner
politics against Northern Republicans in the years that led to
the Civil War; the U.S. polity score dropped as low as a +8.
It did not recover until 1877, when the heavily disputed
election of 1876 was settled. The second dip came during
the civil rights era of the 1960s and early "70s, when mass
demonstrations increased, Martin Luther King, Jt., and Rob-
ert E Kennedy were assassinated, President Richard Nixon
began to pursue more predatory tactics, and the government
began to direct violence against its own people. Once again,
American democracy was downgraded to a +8. Civil rights
legislation, the Watergate investigation, and Nixon’s resigna-
tion brought it back to a +10.

And then it dropped again: In the wake of the 2016 pres-
idential election, America fell to a +8. There are four major
factors that the Polity Project uses to assess democracy: how
free elections are from government control, how constrained
the executive branch is, how open and institutionalized po-
litical participation is, and how competitive the recruitment
for the presidency is. Though international observers deemed
the 2016 election free, they decided it was not entirely fair:
Election rules had been changed as a result of partisan inter-

ests, and voting rights were not guaranteed for all citizens. In
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,ddition, U.S. intelligence agencies detailed a systematic on-
line campaign by Russian agents to interfere in the election.

Within months of his inauguration, Trump and the Re-
publican Party also began to erode the constraints on the
executive branch. Trump unilaterally purged government
figures he found disloyal and leveraged bureaucratic opera-
tions to benefit his administration and punish opponents. As
his tenure progressed, he sought to expand executive powers,
refused to release his tax returns, instituted a rash of execu-
tive orders, and pardoned guilty friends of crimes. America
had become an “imperial presidency”—as presidential histo-
rian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., once put it—with its presi-
dent ruling by executive order rather than consulting with
Congress. In terms of executive constraints, the United
States is now classified in the same category as Ecuador, Bu-
rundi, and Russia.

In 2019, after Trump refused to cooperate with Con-
gress, especially during its impeachment inquiry, America’s
democracy score dropped to a +7. Congress has the right to
investigate and oversee the executive branch; as William P.
Marshall, a law professor at the University of North Caro-
lina, has noted, “We’re supposed to be in a system of checks
and balances, and one of the biggest checks that Congress
has over the executive is the power of congressional over-
sight” But the White House refused to turn over any infor-
mation, sued to block subpoenas, and instructed officials to
ignore the subpoenas they did receive. Republicans in both
the House and the Senate, meanwhile, willingly followed the
president’s lead, allowing the executive branch to run rough-
shod over their own branch.

The year 2020 brought crises that would have stressed
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even the most robust democracy: a global pandemic, a tee-
tering economy, and riots in the streets over systemic racism,
sparked by police killings of Black citizens. But rather than
shore up citizens’ trust in their country’s institutions, Trump
deliberately undermined them. He challenged governors
who tried to contain the spread of COVID-19 by turning
shutdown measures into a political issue. (In April 2020, he
tweeted: “LIBERATE MICHIGAN! LIBERATE MIN-
NESOTA! LIBERATE VIRGINIA!, and save your great
2nd Amendment. It is under siege!”) As Black Lives Matter
protests roiled the country, he attacked city mayors for being
ineffectual and threatened to use government force against
protesters. He then wielded it for his own purposes: On June
1, Trump had police officers use an irritant (likely tear gas)
to clear out hundreds of peaceful protesters in Lafayette
Square for a photo op. “If a city or state refuses to take ac-
tions that are necessary to defend the life and property of
their residents,” he told journalists, “then I will deploy the
United States military and quickly solve the problem for
them.” As he reached the end of his term, he sowed distrust
in the election by undermining voting by mail. He then
questioned the peaceful transfer of power, a hallmark of
American democracy. On January 6, 2021, he encouraged
the crowd at the Ellipse to “fight like hell.” And fight they
did. But instead of saving their country, they degraded de-
mocracy even further. That day led to America’s polity score
dropping from a +7 to a +5, the lowest score since 1800.
The United States is an anocracy for the first time in
more than two hundred years. Let that sink in. We are no
longer the world’s oldest continuous democracy. That honor
is now held by Switzerland, followed by New Zealand, and
then Canada. We are no longer a peer to nations like Can-
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ada, Costa Rica, and Japan, which are all rated a +10 on the
polity index. |
There is some good news. A few of the guardrails that
protect democracy remained firm in the face of challenges.
Though Trump and the Republican Party filed more than
sixty lawsuits claiming election fraud in swing states, more
than fifty of those were dismissed or denied (the handful
that did make it through were overturned in higher courts).
The Supreme Court, which has a majority of conservati\Te
judges, also rejected Trump’s election challenge. Republi-
can state officials on the receiving end of the president’s
bullying—Trump threatened to sideline Arizona’s governor
for certifying election results and pressured Georgia’s secre.—
tary of state to “find” the votes he’d need to win—held their
ground. o
So, too, did the military. Trump catered to Americas
generals throughout his time in office, but rather than vali-
date his bids for more power, they distanced themselves from
his agenda at key moments. In 2020, Secretary of Defense
Mark Esper refused to use active-duty troops to control
Black Lives Matter demonstrators (he was later fired). And
on January 3, 2021, the ten living former defense secretaries,
including James Mattis, Mark Esper, Dick Cheney, and Don-
ald Rumsfeld, issued a statement in The Washington Post
making clear that they would defend the Constitution, not
the president. They concurred with a statement made
months earlier by General Mark Milley, chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff: “There’s no role for the U.S. military in
determining the outcome of a U.S. election.”
There are other reasons for hope. On January 6, after the
Capitol was again secure, members of Congress immedia'tely
returned to work. They certified the results of the election,
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ensuring a peaceful transfer of power and safeguarding the
rule of law. The FBI immediately launched investigations
into the rioters, filing its first conspiracy charge against the
leader of the Oath Keepers. The agency vetted National
Guard troops in charge of security at the inauguration, and
the Pentagon ramped up efforts to eliminate far-right ex-
tremism within its own ranks. Biden and his vice president,
Kamala Harris, were sworn into office peacefully.

Still, we cannot ignore what has happened, or the speed
at which it’s happened. Americans are used to thinking of
their democracy as the best in the world—we’ve even ex-
ported our Constitution to countries in eastern Europe and
Latin America—but we have transitioned from a full democ-
racy to an anocracy in just five years. That’s not quite as fast
as the countries that have found themselves in civil wars
(they usually see a six-point or more drop in their polity
score within three years), but it’s close. “A drop of five points
is considered borderline,” Monty Marshall has noted, and it
signals potential “regime change.” In the words of Anna
Lihrmann, the deputy director of the V-Dem Institute, the
democratic decay in the United States has been “precipitous”
and, at least in the U.S., “unprecedented.”

A partial democracy is three times as likely to experience
civil war as a full democracy. Recall, too, that the risk of civil
war for a decaying democracy rises significantly soon after it
enters the anocracy zone. A country standing on this thresh-
old—as America is now, at +5—can easily be pushed toward
conflict through a combination of bad governance and in-
creasingly undemocratic measures that further weaken its in-
stitutions. The question for America moving forward is
whether voters can be persuaded that their democracy works
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(and is critical to their safety)—and whether leaders will

choose to reinstate its guardrails.

JAMES MADISON AND Alexander Hamilton believed that if
American democracy were to die, it would happen at the
hands of a faction. The greatest threat to the republic, wrote
the authors of the Federalist Papers, was not an outside ad-
versary but 2 homegrown group ravenous for control. Given
the chance, the leaders of such a faction—*“adverse to the
rights of other citizens or to the permanent and aggregate
interests of the community”—would consolidate power and
clevate their own interests over the public good. The type of
faction the founders saw as the greatest threat was based on
class; they worried that property owners might seek to con-
centrate political power to protect their wealth and prevent
its redistribution. The Madisonian model of creating sepa-
rate, powerful branches of government—executive, legisla-
tive, judicial—was designed to counteract this threat.

What America’s eighteenth-century leaders couldn’t have
predicted was that the factionalization they feared would ‘t.>e
rooted not in class but in ethnic identity. That’s because in
1789, at least at the federal level, all American voters were
white (and all of them were men). Today, the best predictor
of how Americans will vote is their race. Two-thirds or more
of Black, Latino, and Asian Americans consistently vote for
Democrats, while roughly 60 percent of white Americans
vote for Republicans. That represents a dramatic shift from
the middle part of the last century, when the ethnic minority
vote was split roughly between the two parties, and m(?st
white working-class Americans tended to vote Democratic.
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In fact, as late as 2007—the year before Barack Obama was
elected president—whites were just as likely (51 percent) to
be Democrats as they were Republicans. Today, 90 percent
of the Republican Party is white.

The shift toward identity-based politics began in force in
the mid-1960s, when Lyndon Johnson—the bawdy, bigoted,
and politically savvy Texan—betrayed white southerners by
backing the Civil Rights Act. Voters in the eleven former
Confederate states had been faithful Democrats for over a
hundred years, still angry that Republican president Abra-
ham Lincoln had refused to accept secession. But Johnson’s
legislation, in 1964, led to a seismic change. (“I think we just
delivered the South to the Republican Party for a long time
to come,” Johnson said to his special assistant, Bill Moyers.)
Though the Democrats won the presidency that year in a
landslide, Johnson’s Republican rival, Barry Goldwater—
who opposed the Civil Rights Act—was the first R epubli-
can candidate to win all of the Deep South’s electoral votes
since Reconstruction. Richard Nixon, a former presidential
candidate himself, had already seen the implications from
afar. As he told a reporter for Ebony magazine in 1962, “If
Goldwater wins his fight, our party would eventually be-
come the first major all-white political party. And that isn’t
good.”

It didn’t take long, however, for Nixon to change his
mind. Running for president in 1968, Nixon decided to
capitalize on racial resentment himself, leveraging white fear
with calls for “law and order” and a pledge to fight the “war
on drugs.” This so-called Southern Strategy helped the GOP
win the presidency and later retake the Senate after being out
of power for almost thirty years. Future Republican candi-
dates would rely on similar appeals to win the presidency,

HOW CIVIL WARS START 143

though always with coded language, whether it was Ronald
Reagan shaming “welfare queens” or George H. W. Bush
disparaging Willie Horton. George W. Bush’s campaign was
accused of spreading rumors of John McCain fathering an
illegitimate Black child.

Over the following decades, other identity markers be-
came politicized. Religion was next. In an effort to secure
the support of evangelical leaders and their increasingly mo-
bilized flock, Republican elites staked out more and more
pro-life positions. People like Jerry Falwell, Sr., the leader of
the Moral Majority, a political organization associated with
the Christian right, grew increasingly powerful. Democrats,
seeing a chance to win over more atheists, agnostics, and
culturally liberal voters, came out more and more in favor of
women’s rights and access to abortion. By the early twenty-
first century, if you were Christian or evangelical, you had
little choice but to vote Republican. Early partisan divides
on abortion were followed by increasingly polarized posi-
tions on gay rights and eventually transgender rights. Wealthy
Republicans used these issues to capture the white working-
class vote, and they largely succeeded, even though voting
Republican was often not in workers’ economic interest.
Moral imperatives and cultural identities were now, more
than ever, driving voting patterns. White evangelicals now
represent two-thirds of the Republican Party. By contrast,
non-Christians—including agnostics, Jews, and Muslims—
represent half of the Democratic Party.

By appealing to their core policy concerns like gun rights
and by playing on their anxieties about immigration and
America’s changing racial demographics (whites are pro-
jected to be in the minority by 2045), Republicans have
been able to win over larger and larger shares of the white
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rural vote. Likewise, the Democratic Party has become an
increasingly urban party by doing essentially the opposite—
trying to reduce violence by restricting access to guns and
embracing the diversity that is reshaping urban America.
Today, the rural-urban divide is really a divide between citi-
zens whose orientation is national and citizens whose orien-
tation is global.

By the time Obama came into office, political division
had become deeply intertwined with a host of ethnic and
social identities. Your group affinities—who you liked and
who you didn’t—were becoming much more important po-
litically than how you felt about policy and whether, for ex-
ample, you favored higher or lower taxes or supported school
choice. This phenomenon was epitomized by the inordinate
attention Obama received not for his policy positions but for
identity-related concerns, such as whether he was a Muslim
(he was not) and whether he was a citizen (he was). The re-
sult was two tribes that increasingly fought over almost
everything—and were increasingly willing, especially on the
Republican side, to subvert democracy to win.

All of this was exacerbated by social media. Just as the two
parties were diverging on identity, Twitter exploded, Face-
book went mainstream, and social media became an ever
present part of our lives. Critically, a network of gleeful eth-
nic entrepreneurs realized that they could gain ratings and
influence by emphasizing this division. Media titans whose
bottom lines were enhanced by each of those clicks fed us
more and more polarized content. Savvy TV personalities
like Tucker Carlson and Sean Hannity were only too happy
to spread conspiracy theories and use hatred and division to
increase their own ratings. They were joined by conspiracy

HOW CIVIL WARS START 145

theorist Alex Jones, who promoted distrust of the political
system altogether; by 2010, The Alex Jones Show was attract-
ing two million listeners each week. Keith Olbermann, for
his part, stirred up left-leaning voters.

Into this political morass stepped the biggest ethnic entre-
preneur of all: Donald Trump. And in his bid for power, he
quickly realized that appeals to identity could galvanize his
political base. He had already, in the past, made a racist cru-
sade of questioning Obama’s birthplace. Now he embraced
identity politics explicitly and with gusto. He painted Black
Americans as poor and violent. He referred to Mexicans as
criminals. He spoke of Christian values, despite numerous
accusations of sexual assault. He called women “horseface,”
“fat” and “ugly.”” Once sworn into office, he quickly insti-
tuted a travel ban on Muslims, and called Haiti, El Salvador,
and African nations “shithole” countries. His policies were
nativist policies: He started building a “big, beautiful wall”
along the border with Mexico, pulled out of international
agreements, and started a trade war against China. Trump
retweeted a video of a retiree in Florida chanting “white
power.” And he threatened to veto a defense spending bill in
order to protect the legacy of Confederate generals on U.S.
Army bases.

In all of these ways, Trump was encouraging ethnic fac-
tionalism. It’s exactly what Tudjman did when, as part of his
plan to become president of an independent Croatia, he
began to consolidate Croatians into an ethnic faction in
1989. It is what Hutu extremists did when they character-
ized Tutsis as cockroaches and Hutus as the chosen people.
It’s what President Henri Konan Bédié did in the Ivory Coast
in the mid-1990s, when he reversed his pro-immigrant poli-
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cies to gain more votes from native citizens And it is what
Modi in India still does, when he promotes an India primar-
ily for Hindus.

No Republican president in the past fifty years had ever
pursued such an openly racist platform, or championed
white, evangelical Americans at the expense of everyone
else. At first, it wasn’t clear that the Republican leadership
would go along—during his own presidential campaign,
Texas senator Ted Cruz blasted Trump, calling him “utterly
amoral”—but in Trump they saw a way to enact their own
agendas. This included tax cuts for the rich, business deregu-
lation, and environmental rollbacks, With Trump in the
White House and Republicans controlling the Senate, the
party could also stack the Supreme Court and the judiciary
more generally with conservative Judges who could poten-
tially stymie democratic initiatives for years to come. Though
gerrymandering was a tactic on both sides, Republican gov-
ernors and Republican state legislatures have made con-
certed efforts to enact voter ID laws, purge voter rolls, limit

polling stations and hours, and even withhold food and drink
from people waiting in lengthy voting lines. -

As you’ll recall, the level of factionalism In a country
is based on a five-point scale, with 5 being the least fac-
tional and 1 being the most (a 3 puts a country firmly in
the danger zone). In 2016, the United States dropped to
a 3—factionalized—and it remains there today, alongside
Ukraine and Iraq. (The United Kingdom also fell to a 3
in 2016.) We’ve seen this level of political factionalism only
twice before: In the years before the Civil War, which were
marked by the intransigence of Southern Democrats and
their willingness to exclude non-whites from equal protec-
tion under the law; and in the mid-1960s, when the coun-
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was roiled by civil rights demonstrations, t.he Vietnary
4 d a corrupt government intent on crushing the ar%nl—
i ar; ent movement. Both times, the country’s politi-
- 'm had radically different visions of America’s future:
y partl(flsﬂd the country be? What should the country be?
Wh;thz same is happening today. Just ?s in the pa;sl,]ti,nortlz
group is increasingly becon;ing mor.e ;Zicii,tr;o;z ::uit ng its
more Vio
u.'se' eXtr";ledgjl rtn}feasfliree;l;lr;can Party is behaving like a preda-
VmOIfL ti(Z)n yin 2 2019 survey that asked nearly two thousand
o r: to Ilate the world’s political parties, the GOP \7\.733
CXPZ ost similar to radical right anti-democratic parties
;altceh arsnTurkey’s Justice and Develo;.)ment Party (knov;n ;Z
he AKP) and Poland’s Law and Justice Part§.r (.known (317 iy
:cronym PiS). It is primarily ethnic and-rehgm'us ‘tl);ie ;h—
has supported a populist who .p.ursued V\;hiltt:ehzl:t;)er‘l; tedpper—
cies at the expense of other citizens, an craec per
ity above principle. The annual Conservative ol
i‘??tilr?’ éonferfnce (CPAC) in February 2021 showcasez;iez
golden statue of Donald Trump; a poll of attendeels rea\; o
that 68 percent of them wanted Trump to ,run ag:n;nd 2
percent wanted the GOP to pursue Trump’s agenda P
ici ing forward. . .
1C1C;I§;Z;lig;ans are now in a state of desperate sglr:inzals epoi:c
tics where they are playing to anhincreain;gkllzfs r:n ;re Zvi Cient
to their seats. Nowhere w . vid
Eiaioi(t}teznthe 2020 election, when Repubhcan’ p:llalic;clzar;sf
openly supported—or tacitly approved—Trump FSOX e
fraud, against all evidence. ;LR;SI C'zulza a\:;;j; (())rio o e
rning Futures wit ari
i(b)l?ecf:a}f}razl\l/[;. Of]anuary 6, as Trump supporters z:verz C};Zi;
ing at the Ellipse, Republican senators Ted Cruz,
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Braun, John Kennedy, Ron Johnson, Steve Daines, Jameg
Lankford, Marsha Blackburn, and Bill Hagerty made a final
attempt to overturn the votes. One hundred and thirty-nine
Republican members of the House of Representatives (66
percent) voted against certifying Joe Biden as president. Two
House members—Mo Brooks from Alabama and Madison
Cawthorn of North Carolina—had spoken at the rally on
the Ellipse. It was James Madison and Alexander Hamilton’s
worst fear: the dismantling of democracy by a faction’s cyni-
cal bid for power.

FOR AMERICA'S FIRST 219 years, every president was a
white man. So was almost every U.S. senator, representative,
Supreme Court justice, and cabinet member. That the early
founders had sanctioned mass genocide of Native Ameri-
cans, or that many of them were slaveholders, were inconve-
nient chapters in a mythic narrative of freedom and unbound
opportunity. Serbs had their Battle of Kosovo, Russians had
Kievan Rus (the belief that mother Russia originated in
Ukraine), Spaniards had the Reconquista, which claimed
their land for Catholics. We had our Pilgrims seeking a new
life. According to our founding story, it was the manifest
destiny of our people—at least those who were white and
Protestant—to expand across the continent and harvest its
riches.

The election of Barack Obama, a dark-skinned president
with a Muslim middle name, shattered that myth. His vic-
tory was clear evidence that America’s demographics and
balance of political power were changing. Americans not
only had their first Black president, but the majority of

i . .
Obama’s cabinet was non-white as well. The seismic change
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reflected in the faces of the new administration was con-
firmed by the 2012 Census Bureau population estimate,
which revealed that, for the first time, a majority of babies
porn in the United States were non-white. Hispanic and
Asian populations had grown by 43 percent in the previous
ten years, while the white population had grown by just 6
percent. By around 2045, minorities in America will likely
outnumber the white majority. The census, according to
Andrew Cherlin, a sociologist at Johns Hopkins University,
was a “watershed moment. It show[ed] us how multicultural
we’[d] become.”

In 2015, Lin-Manuel Miranda, a composer from New
York City of Puerto Rican and Mexican descent, premiered
Hamilton on Broadway. All the founding fathers were played
by people of color. It was a smashing success. But for those
who had once felt secure in America, it signified a radical
departure from tradition. Many white citizens, particularly
those in rural areas, were already feeling left behind eco-
nomically. Since 1989, the quality of life for the white work-
ing class with no college education had been declining
according to almost every measure: Their share of income
had fallen, their homeownership and marriage rates had
plummeted, and their life expectancy had dropped. (The
same was not true of working-class Latinos or Black families,
or of households headed by white college graduates; living
standards for these groups remained steady or improved
slightly between 1989 and 2016.) Increasingly open global
trade had hollowed out U.S. manufacturing. Citizens of
Homestead, Pennsylvania, and Youngstown, Ohio, saw
union jobs at the local steel mills disappear, then the steel
mills shut down entirely. They saw their children go off to
foreign wars and come back to minimum wage jobs with no
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benefits. They were losing friends to opioid addiction or suj.
cide.

Working-class whites had been hailed as the backbone of
America, their ways and values memorialized in Norman
Rockwell paintings. And now, it seemed, the governmeng
was abandoning them. Global trade agreements were signed
that benefited coastal elites and city dwellers at their expense,
Immigration continued, and allowances were made for ille-
gal immigrants. To whites experiencing real economic and
social decline, the U.S. government was like the Indian gov-
ernment that encouraged Bengalis to migrate to Assam, the
Indonesian government that encouraged Javanese to migrate
to West Papua, or the Sri Lankan government that had en-
couraged the Sinhalese to migrate to Tamil regions. White
Americans were seeing young people from countries like
India and China—whose first language wasn’t English,
whose religion was not Christianity—get lucrative tech jobs
and live an American dream that no longer existed for them.

Trump intuitively understood that this deep feeling of
alienation could carry him to power. And so he didn’t just
focus on division, denigrating Muslims or Black Americans
as the “other.” He also emphasized the downgrading of the
former white majority—America’s own sons of the soil. Like
other ethnic entrepreneurs before him, he put the grievances
of white, male, Christian, rural Americans into a simplified
framework that painted them as victims whose rightful leg-
acy had been stolen. He spoke often about what was being
taken away: religious rights, gun rights, job opportunities.
His campaign slogan promised a return to glory: “Make
America Great Again.” In him, people saw someone unlike
any other candidate, someone who recognized their lives. In

January 2017, in his inaugural address, he described their
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experience as an “American carnage.” “Their pain is our
Pain’” Trump told the nation. “Their dreams are our dreams,
and their success will be our success.”

In the United States, white Americans are now dispro-
portionately concentrated in rural areas throughout the
Northeast, Midwest, and mountain states, while non-whites
tend to be concentrated in urban areas, the South, and along
the coasts. This urban-rural divide has become a critical fea-
ture in other far-right movements, such as in Turkey and
Thailand, where the territorial distribution of power and
economic resources increasingly lies in the major cities,
which also tend to be more multicultural than the more ho-
mogenous rural regions. Movements that are geographically
concentrated and predominantly rural are more likely to
mobilize violent resistance because it’s easier to recruit sol-
diers, collect funding, and evade police in areas far from the
capital. This was true of the Sunnis in Syria, the Moro peo-
ple in Mindanao, and Papuans in West Papua. Extremists
exist in American cities, but they are more often located in
rural areas—areas that also contain a higher percentage of
military veterans and where gun culture has strong roots.

The grievances of sons of the soil are often deeply felt, if
not always legitimate. It’s what makes the appeals of political
leaders such as Trump so effective. The leaders of the Provi-
sional IR A tapped into Irish Catholics’ genuine anger at eco-
nomic and political discrimination at the hands of Protestants.
The leaders of Hamas tapped into Palestinians’ deep resent-
ment at losing their land. The Republican Party, by embrac-
ing white Americans’ grievances, has become like other
political parties that have championed sons of the soil move-
ments around the world: the Serbian Radical Party in Yugo-
slavia, the Islamic Party of the Philippines in Mindanao, the
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Tamil National Alliance in Sri Lanka, and the far-right par-

ties that have emerged in Europe. The Sweden Democrats

campaigned, and won votes, on the issue of immigration,
After Europe’s Syrian refugee crisis, in 2015, Germany’s
populist Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD) went from 1
failed party to the country’s second largest. And Austria’s
Freedom Party, after struggling in the early 2000s, had enor-
mous success in the 2017 election with its anti-immigration
platform. It now shares power with the center right.

Trump’s emphasis on grievance has been amplified by
other ethnic entrepreneurs, whose conspiracy theories and
half-truths have fed a vulnerable audience that was already
convinced it was under attack. Breitbart News, led by
Trump’s chief campaign strategist Steve Bannon, emphasized
what Bannon called “alt-right” news. This included a focus
on the perils of immigration and the coming of American
sharia. Mike Cernovich, a social media personality, gained
hundreds of thousands of followers on Twitter and had Fox
pick up his stories by spreading conspiracy theories such as
Pizzagate, which claimed that Democrats were Satanists and
pedophiles.

Social media algorithms—and Trump’s rapid-fire
tweeting—have reinforced the sense of aggrievement among
white conservatives. A 2016 study by researchers at Prince-
ton and New York University found that self-identified con-
servatives and Republicans were more likely to share false
news than Democrats and liberals. Researchers at the Uni-
versity of Oxford similarly found that conservatives were far
more likely than liberals to spread information that is inten-
tionally misleading or not true. This pattern was present in
the most recent 2019 election in the United Kingdom.
Claire Wardle, a leading expert on social media, found that
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the Conservative Party was running ads in which 88 percent
of the content was labeled as misleading by a fact checker.
The same was not true of other parties.

Trump showed future candidates how to lock in a subset
of white voters and rally them to go to the polls. One par-
ticularly compelling study showed that the best predictor of
voters who switched from Obama to Trump was not a
change in financial well-being—which had little impact on
candidate preference—but instead concerns about status
threat, including deep anxiety about the rise of a majority-
minority America. Justin Gest showed that the best way to
predict Reepublican support was simply to ask white working-
class Americans how much power and status they felt they
had lost in the past few decades. White Americans who per-
ceived that they were losing power voted overwhelmingly
Republican. In another study, researchers found that by ex-
perimentally triggering threats to whites’ social standing,
they could greatly increase whites’ support for punitive poli-
cies against minorities.

Almost everyone who scored highest on a widely re-
spected racial resentment measure voted for Trump in 2016,
while almost everyone on the opposite end of the scale sup-
ported Hillary Clinton. Even after taking into account parti-
sanship, whites’ resentment at Black gains and Black demands
for equal rights had an oversized impact on the vote. Ac-
cording to one analysis, Republicans with high racial resent-
ment scores were about 30 percent more likely to support
Trump than their less aggrieved Republican peers. Perhaps
most convincing are studies showing that attitudes on race
strongly predict party defections. Those who are racially re-
sentful today are especially likely to become Republicans to-

IMOITOwW.
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The scholars who created the racial resentment scale
argue that the racial views of white Americans have changed
radically over the last half century. The United States, they
write, has shifted from a nation where most of the popula-
tion believed that racial minorities were inferior to one
where many Americans believe that all races are equal but
resent African Americans and other minorities for demand-
ing too much in the way of special favors and accommoda-
tions. Along with being anti-Black, these attitudes are fueled
by reverence for rugged individualism: Racially resentful
whites feel that, by asking for government support and pro-
tection, Blacks are not adhering to values associated with the
Protestant work ethic. In the 2016 American National Elec-
tion Study, about 40 percent of Americans (and almost 50
percent of white Americans) could be categorized as racially
resentful—figures that suggest this new, more subtle form of
prejudice is widely held. Remember, it’s not the desperately
poor who start civil wars, but those who once had privilege
and feel they are losing status they feel is rightfully theirs.

People throughout history have spent a lot of time and
energy justifying their claims to a place. American Southern-
ers did this after the Civil War: Unwilling to accept the real-
ity of defeat, groups such as the United Daughters of the
Confederacy, the United Confederate Veterans Association,
and the Ku Klux Klan carefully crafted a narrative of a gen-
teel South whose culture and way of life had been destroyed
by the money-grabbing, industrial North. Symbols of the
Confederacy—memorials, plantations, flags—advanced the
“Lost Cause” narrative: a nostalgia for a better, simpler time
in America, when the South’s dominance was uncontested.

Trump spun a similar narrative in the wake of his 2020

presi
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dential loss. Just as the Confederates clung to the story
of the Lost Cause—the South had better Tne.n,. they were
never truly defeated—so, too, did Trump, 1ns1st1ng.that he
hadn’t really lost and, more critically, that the election ha-d
been stolen from its true heirs. After the attack on th? Capi-
tol failed to produce the results he wanted, TrumPs myth
would offer him and his followers just the story-hne they
needed. They didn’t shut out immigrants; they just made
them play by the rules. They weren’t intolerant; t}Tey hon-
ored God. They weren’t extremists; they were pz}tr1oFs who
cared about their country. That’s what they were fighting for.

THE 2020 ELECTION was devastating for Republicans. .They
turned out in record numbers for an incumbent prem.de.nt,
but still lost the White House by more than seven @H19n
votes. Two months later, a pair of Democratic victories 1n
Georgia, a key flip state in the presidential el'ectlon, made the
new vice president, a Black and South Asian woman from
California, the deciding vote in the Senate.

A movement turns to violence when all hope is lost.' As
the storming of the Capitol made clear, citizens on the right
are not just resentful of their declining status, they now be-
lieve that the system is stacked against them. Everyone they
trust—from Fox News to their senators—has told them so.
In a poll conducted days after the Capitol siege, nearly three-
quarters of likely Republican voters continued to doubt the
presidential election results. Polls also revealed that 45 Per—
cent of Republicans supported the attack on the .Ca.p1tol.
And more than six months after the election, a majority of
R epublicans surveyed still claimed that the election had been
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stolen and that Donald Trump was the true president. The

peaceful inauguration of President Biden did not change

their views.

Americans across the political spectrum are becoming ‘

more accepting of violence as a means to achieve politica]

goals, not less. Recent survey data show that 33 percent of

Democrats and 36 percent of Republicans feel “somewhat

Justified” in using violence. In 2017, Just 8 percent of people

in both parties felt the same way. Another recent survey

found that 20 percent of Republicans and 15 percent of

Democrats say the United States would be better off if large
numbers of the other party died. But when does sporadic
violence escalate into civil war? How do you pinpoint the
moment when hope is lost?
The CIA has been studying this question for decades, in

an effort to quell insurgencies around the world—in effect,
to stop civil wars before they start. Though the agency’s mis-
sion is to provide intelligence about foreign countries, a de-
classified report from 2012 sheds light on how homegrown
extremism tends to evolve. Most insurgencies, the report
notes, “pass through similar stages of development during
their life cycle.” In the pre-insurgency phase, a group begins

to identify a set of common grievances and build a collective

identity around a gripping narrative—the story or myth that

helps them rally supporters and Justify their actions. They
begin to recruit members, some of whom even travel abroad
for training. They begin to stockpile arms and supplies.

The United States probably entered the pre-insurgency
phase in the early 1990s, with the formation of militias in the
wake of the deadly standoffs at Ruby Ridge in Idaho—when
federal agents killed right-wing activist Randy Weaver’s wife
and son—and the fifty-one-day siege in Waco, Texas, which
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Jeft eighty dead, including twenty-two children, after the
;ranch Davidians set fire to the compound as the FBI at-

| mpted to raid it. By the mid-1990s, militias were active. in
: tirtgally all fifty states, peaking just after Timoth.y McVeigh
| ‘l;illed 168 people in Oklahoma City in the deadliest domes-

dic terror attack in U.S. history. The m.lmber of militias in thltz
United States began to grow again in 2008, when Baraz3
Obama was elected president. Prior to 2008, only about
militias existed; by 2011, there were 334. .
Today’s militias are different in nature from those .1n the
past. In the 1970s, most violent extremist groups in the
United States were left leaning. Today, less than a quarter are.
During Obama’s presidency, the cour‘ltry be.gan to s.ee ag
increase in far-right organizations plotting rac1a11y. moFNat;e1
attacks. About 65 percent of far—right' extremists in the
United States today have white supremaasF elements. Thes:.l
groups are, in the words of the FBI, “motivated by a hatred
of other races and religions,” and they have more guns an
more members than militias of the past: A subset—29
percent—are also part of the sovereign citizen movement,
which rejects the authority of the federal gox.rernment. Tv;flo
of the most high-profile militias in the United States, ; e
Oath Keepers and the Three Percenters, \.Nere founded a tz
Obama became president, out of the belief thfxt the feder.
government was “working to destroy the libe'rtles of Ameri-
cans.” A more recent addition is the anti—immlgranF, all—rn'illf1
Proud Boys. As of March 2021, ten people z.lssoaated W?t
the Oath Keepers have been arrested for helpm.g to orga;nze
the January 6 siege of the Capitol. Moré troubling, me.m 'ers
of all three organizations had been actively cor%imum?atmg
in the lead-up to January 6, suggesting a ?0551ble alliance.
According to J] MacNab, one of the world’s experts on ex-
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tremist organizations, “You have had distinct groups in the
past—sovereign citizens, tax protesters, militia, survivalists,
Oath Keepers, Three Percenters—and I think they are just
becoming one big messy family right now.”
Right-wing terrorism used to rise and fall depending on
who was president: It decreased when a Republican was in
the White House and increased when a Democrat was in
power. President Trump broke the pattern. For the first time,
violent right-wing groups increased their activity during a
Republican administration. The president encouraged the
more extreme voices among his supporters rather than seek-
ing to calm or marginalize them. To these followers, Trump’s
2016 victory wasn’t the end of their fight; it was the begin-
ning. As Trump put it in his first presidential debate against
Democrat Joe Biden, they were to stand back and stand by.
The second stage of insurgency, which the CIA calls the
incipient conflict stage, is marked by discrete acts of vio-
lence. Timothy McVeigh’s attack in Oklahoma City could
be viewed as the very earliest attack, in some ways years be-
fore its time. The insurgents’ goal is to broadcast their mis-
sion to the world, build support, and provoke a government
overreaction to their violence, so that more moderate citi-
zens become radicalized and join the movement. The second
stage is when the government becomes aware of the groups
behind these attacks, but according to the CIA, the violence
is often dismissed “as the work of bandits, criminals, or ter-
rorists.” Timothy McVeigh seemed to many Americans a
lone wolf actor. But McVeigh and his accomplice, Terry
Nichols, were suspected members of the Michigan Militia.
In 2012, the number of right-wing terrorist attacks and plots

was fourteen; by August 2020, it was sixty-one, a historic
high.
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The open insurgency stage, the final phase, acc.ording to
the CIA’s report, i characterized by sustained Ylolence as
increasingly active extremists launch attacks that. mv.olve ter-
rorism and guerrilla warfare, including assassmauon.s .and
ambushes, as well as hit-and-run raids on police and .m?htary
anits. These groups also tend to use more sophlsnc'ated
weapons, such as improvised explosive devices, an.d begin to
attack vital infrastructure (such as hospitals, bridges, a.nd
schools), rather than just individuals. These attacks also in-
volve a larger number of fighters, some of whom h?tve com-
bat experience. There is often evidence “of msu.rgent
penetration and subversion of the military, police, and .1ntel—
ligence services.” If there is foreign support for the' insur-
gents, this is where it becomes more apparent. In this stage,
the extremists are trying to force the population to choose
sides, in part by demonstrating to citizens that the govern-
ment cannot keep them safe or provide basic necessities. The
insurgents are trylng to prove that they are the ones who
should have political power; they are the ones who. shoPld
rule. The goal is to incite a broader civil war, by denigrating
the state and growing support for extreme measures.

Where is the United States today? We are a factionalized
anocracy that is quickly approaching the open insurgency
stage, which means we are closer to civil war than any of us
would like to believe. The siege on the Capitol has made it
impossible for the government to dismiss the t.hreat that far-
right groups pose to the Uhnited States and its democracy.
January 6 was a major announcement by at least solme
groups—such as the Oath Keepers—that they are movmg
toward outright violence. Many in the crowd declared this
intention with black signs and T-shirts that said “MAGA
Civil War January 6, 2021.” In fact, the attack on the Capitol
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could well be the first of a series of organized attacks in an
open insurgency stage. It targeted infrastructure. There wera
plans to assassinate certain politicians and attempts to coordi..-
~ nate activity. It also involved a large number of fighters, some
of whom have combat experience. At least 14 percent of
those arrested and charged are thought to have connectmng
to the military or law enforcement.

As Tim Alberta, chief political correspondent for Politico,
tweeted after the insurrection: “The stuff I've heard in the
last 72 hours—from members of Congress, law enforcement
friends, gun shop owners, MAGA devotees—is absolutely
chilling. We need to brace for a wave of violence in this
country. Not just over the next couple of weeks, but over t:he ‘
next couple of years.”

We do not yet know whether the attack on the Capitol
will be replicated or become part of a pattern. If it does,
Americans will begin to feel unsafe, unprotected by their
government. They will question who is in charge. Some will
take advantage of the chaos to gain through violence what
they couldn’t gain through conventional methods. That’s
when we’ll know we've truly entered the open insurgency ]
stage. For now, one thing is clear: America’s extremists are
becoming more organized, more dangerous, and more de-

¥

termined, and they are not going away.

CHAPTER 7

WHAT A WAR WOULD LOOK LIKE

: On the morning of Tuesday, November 14, 2028, Wis-

consin House Speaker Justin Lawrence steps to the po-
dium to call the state legislature to order. Before he can
speak, a bomb explodes, shattering the enormous skylight
and showering the ornate second-floor room with shards of
glass. Amid the smoke and splintered furniture, the mangled
bodies of twelve legislators lie on the red carpet—among
them Lawrence, nearly ten feet from where he’d been stand-
ing. A security guard, covered in blood, also lies motionless
on the floor. Two thousand miles away, another bomb ex-
plodes in the state capitol in Salem, Oregon. Reports circu-
late of large explosions in or around capitol buildings in
Denver, Atlanta, Santa Fe, and Lansing, Michigan. People
are already on edge, with fires raging in California and sev-
eral Category 4 hurricanes having hit the East Coast in quick
succession, causing catastrophic damage.

As word of the bombing spreads, Americans stop what
they are doing to watch the news and frantically scroll
through their social media feeds. No one understands what
is happening, or whether they can even trust what they’re

- seeing. One video, apparently from inside a large auditorium
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at the University of Texas in Austin, shows students scream-
ing and running. It’s blurry, but it looks like there’s a body in
a pool of blood on the stage. It’s later revealed that someone
opened fire in the school’s largest lecture hall, killing the
head of the biology department as he was teaching a class on
molecular immunology. Videos stream in from all across the
country with scenes of blood and chaos. It seems like every-
thing is exploding at the same time.

James Demick, CNN’s chief news correspondent, reports
that seven state capitol buildings have been hit. CNN has
also received reports that, earlier in the day, Secret Service
agents foiled plans to assassinate President-elect Kamala Har-
ris as she gave a speech announcing her intention to ban as-
sault weapons, and Fox News reports that another failed
assassination attempt targeted the Democratic governor of
California.

By the next morning, Americans have a better sense of
the extent of the damage. Wisconsin’s Democratic governor
and attorney general, a Republican, are in critical condition,
and it’s not clear whether they will survive. Unexploded
bombs have been discovered in Topeka, Salt Lake City,
Phoenix, and Albany. The main courthouse in downtown
Philadelphia has also been hit, killing four judges, and has
- been closed indefinitely. Looting has begun.

It is unclear who is behind the attacks or why these tar-
gets were chosen. In fact, the range of methods and weap-
ons—an army grenade in Denver, a car bomb in Santa
Fe—suggests that multiple groups are behind it. But no one
comes forward. Instead, stories quickly emerge and spread
on Rumble, Gab, and MeWe, as well as Telegram, Face-
book, and Twitter, that a left-wing group—Blacks for Anar-
chy (“blaKx”)—is to blame, and that this is part of a
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coordinated attack by minorities to take over the cour%try_
yiral YouTube videos show Black youths throwing bricks
through store windows and setting cars on fire. In one par-
ticularly disturbing video, a Black Lives Matter leader threat-
ens further violence and calls on Black Americans to “prepare
for the war we all know we need to fight.” QAnon’s net'\Nork
s on fire with rumors that blaKx is working with Mexicans,
Salvadorans, Puerto Ricans, and Muslims, and that profes-
sors at America’s elite universities are directing the move-
ment behind the scenes. That afternoon, YouTube announc§s
that the Black Lives Matter video is a deepfake, and takes it
down after 3.7 million views. |
Three days later, an anonymous fourteen-page manifesto,
called “Cast off the Yoke,” appears on 8kun. The language,
rambling and combative, celebrates the carnage, and appears
to take credit for some of it, insisting that violence is an over-
due corrective to the “radical-left politics” of America’s cit-
ies, which are ruled by a “corrupted, self-hating elite” that is
“killing the country in darkness with their silent blades.” The
manifesto repeats conspiracy theories that have circulated on
Telegram in the past few years: that Democrats, suppc.)rted by
immigrants and Jews, plan to confiscate all guns, abolish lo.cal
police and declare martial law, turn churches into abortion
clinics, and seize land from white farmers to hand over to
Black families as reparations. They must be stopped, the user
declares, before they take over the country and turn the
United States into a mixed-race, secular, socialist state. The
next day, authorities trace the 8kun account to the Céuntry.—
men, a right-wing militia. The two competing narratives—is
the country under siege from the left or the right>—are al-
most impossible to sort out, but the FBI determines that the

Countrymen are almost certainly behind the attacks.



164 BARBARA F. WALTER

Government offices, schools, places of worship all close—
everything grinds to a halt. People stay at home, afraid to
shop or go to work. Americans across the country wait for
help. President-elect Harris calls for calm and tries to dis-
suade her party from sending in federal troops, fearing it
would just incite more violence by groups she believes are
already anti-government. Congress is deadlocked.

Over the next ten days, sporadic attacks continue, this
time in Los Angeles, Boston, Tallahassee, Miami, and New
Orleans. The scope is widening, too, with attacks on schools,
churches, and big-box stores. People feel as if their govern-
ment has collapsed. Jennifer Lawson, a working mother who
lives in Maplewood, New Jersey, appears in an interview on
CNN. Staring into the camera with tired, glazed eyes, she
says, “I feel like no one is there for me and my family. I have
no idea who to trust.”

Militias grow more visible, often claiming to be neigh-
borhood watchmen, but in fact selectively harassing young
Black men, Latinos, and Asians. They have even begun to
threaten National Guard troops, judges, politicians, and po-
lice officers that they can’t persuade to join them. They seem
determined to take control of local governments and limit
the federal government’s ability to enforce any laws the mili-
tants dislike. Black-clad men with automatic weapons force
abortion clinics to close and intimidate customers who fre-
quent minority-owned shops. No one stops them.

Americans on the left begin to form their own militias to
protect their families and neighborhoods. Local law enforce-
ment and federal agents increasingly fade into the back-
ground, becoming secondary players in a larger contest
between local militias as more and more Americans are
forced to choose with which group to align.
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On January 13, 2029, a week before the inauguration,
supporters of soon-to-be President Harris march in Detroit,
demanding even stricter gun control legislation and the de-
ployment of federal troops to safeguard their city. But an-
other crowd has also gathered near the capitol. The militiamen
include individuals who appear not to speak English, some
of whom have insignias associated with the AfD in Germany
and the far-right Russian Imperial Movement (RIM). Soon
drones can be heard overhead, whirling ominously above the
protesters. As pro-Harris demonstrators advance down the
street, the militiamen step into their path. The pushing and
jostling starts almost immediately. “Go back to Portland!”
someone is heard to yell. “This is a true-Patriot state!” A
rock flies through the air and a nearby storefront shatters.
People are climbing over cars. Firecrackers explode.

Suddenly, someone fires two shots, and the crowd scat-
ters. Undercover federal agents step in. They spray tear gas
into the hyped-up crowd, and then fire rubber bullets into a
group of militiamen who appear to have started the s?oot—
ing. Videos of bleeding militiamen quickly reach the inter-
net. Angry supporters erupt into side streets, taking baseball
bats to windshields as they flee. A “Black Lives Matter” flag
is set on fire and thrown through a car window; the vehicle
is engulfed in flames. Twelve-year-old Emma Jones, t.he
daughter of one of the militiamen, is rushed to the hospl.tal
with burn wounds. The next day, she dies in the intensive
care unit. Across the Midwest, her name becomes a rallying
cry for white nationalists, who accuse “radical left crazies.” of
stoking violence. The hashtag #Fight4Emma goes viral,
spreading on social media. On YouTube, QAnon influencers
warn followers that the Storm has finally arrived.

On Twitter, Senate Majority Leader John Cornyn and
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other prominent Republicans call for national unity. Byt j

doesn’t rise above the cacophony of competing messages;
The radical left is taking over the country. White nationalists plan
to kill any minorities who protest. The government is colluding wigy

the right. The government is colluding with the left. The govern.

ment is doing nothing. Gun and ammunition sales spike,

Canned goods fly off grocery shelves.

After nine consecutive nights of protests and riots, De-

troit residents begin to flee the city. The streets are choked

with smoke. “My daughter’s afraid to sleep at night,” says
Anna Miller, who has lived in the city for thirty years. De-

troit’s faith leaders call for peace and healing. But the vio-

lence doesn’t subside; it spreads to Milwaukee, Philadelphia,

and Atlanta. “We don’t want a fight,” says Elijah Lewis, a

protester from Milwaukee, “but if Harris doesn’t step up, I
just don’t see what else we can do.” '

WHEN WE IN the United States think of civil war, most of us
think about our country’s first Civil War, which lasted from
1861 to 1865. We picture officers on horseback, and blue-
and gray-clad infantrymen charging each other on enor-
mous battlefields. We see in our minds the photograph of
President Lincoln at Antietam, consulting with officers out-
side a Union tent in his long coat and stovepipe hat. Or we
remember Pickett’s Charge, commemorated in paintings,
when a mass of Confederate soldiers attacked a wall of Union
soldiers on the last day of the Battle of Gettysburg. We think
of bodies littered upon empty fields. We think of muddy

embankments and cannons.

A civil war like this, we conclude, could not happen
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ain. For one thing, the U.S. government and its @litary is
much stronger today. The U.S. military was weak in 1860,
with only sixteen thousand soldiers spread out Ve the enor-
mous continent; most of them, in fact, were stationed W.CSt
of the Mississippi, to neutralize the “threat” posed by Native

Americans. Today, the U.S. military has about 1.3 million

soldiers under arms, an additional 900,000 in reserve, and

roughly 450,000 in the National Guard. It also has the ability
to move these soldiers quickly to problem areas. It was not
crazy for Confederates to think they could take on the

| American military in 1860. It is crazy for militias to think

that today.
There’s also the matter of geography. By 1861, Confeder-

stes were unified in their decision to secede; the leaders of all
eleven states of the South agreed to create their own separate
country. This was possible, in part, because the states were
concentrated geographically in a single region. Most of the
South’s citizens supported secession; by 1861 there was very
Jittle disagreement about what they should do in the W.ake. of
Lincoln’s election. Today, by contrast, would-be secessionists
are dispersed around the country, and attempts to separate—‘—
from the Alaskan independence movement to the Cascadia
secessionist movement (which would join Oregon and
Whashington State with British Columbia)—seem far-
fetched. There are also large and powerful pockets of left-
leaning citizens living in urban areas of even t.he most
conservative states, which means that a sizable contingent of
citizens would oppose such a move.

But to think this way—to think of civil war only in thes.e
terms—is a failure of the imagination. That’s because civil
wars look entirely different today. Those who wage war
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against their governments in the twenty-first century tend to

avoid the battlefield entirely; they know they will almogt
certainly lose in a conventional war against a powerful goy-

ernment. Instead, they choose the strategy of the weak:
guerrilla warfare and terrorism. And, increasingly, domestic -

terror campaigns are aimed at democratic governments.
Terror can be effective in democracies because its
targets—citizens—have political power: They can vote

against politicians who are unable to stop the attacks. The
Provisional IRA, Hamas, and the Tamil Tigers all believed
that the more pain they inflicted on average citizens, the

more likely governments would be to make concessions to
the terrorists in exchange for peace. Either way, extremists
benefit: They either convince the incumbent leader to pur-
sue policies more favorable to the extremists (no gun control,
stricter immigration policies), or they convince enough vot-
ers to elect a more extreme leader who is ideologically closer
to them. Terror is also surprisingly easy to pull off in democ-
racies, where there is more freedom of movement and less
surveillance. There are also numerous constitutional con-
straints against labeling domestic groups terrorists, giving
them more leeway than foreign terrorists would have.

If America has a second civil war, the combatants will not
gather in fields, nor will they wear uniforms. They may not
even have commanders. They will slip in and out of the
shadows, communicating on message boards and encrypted
networks. They will meet in small groups in vacuum-repair
shops along retail strips, in desert clearings along Arizona’s
border, in public parks in Southern California, or in the
snowy woods of Michigan, where they will train to fight.
They will go online to plan their resistance, strategizing how

to undermine the government at every level and gain control
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of parts of America. They will create chaos and fear. And
then they will force Americans to pick sides.

EXTREMISTS TYPICALLY FIND inspiration for their beliefs
in certain canonical texts. The members of al-Qaeda had
Osama bin Laden’s thirty-page manifesto, titled Declaration of
War Against the Americans Occupying the Land of the Tw? Holy
Places. The Nazis had Adolf Hitler's Mein Kampf, which he
published in 1925, fourteen years before the German army
:nvaded Poland. Libyan terrorists would refer to Muammar
Gaddafi’s Green Book—an homage to Mao’s Little Red Book—
which laid out Gaddafi’s radical vision for remaking Libyan
iety.
SOCIntythe United States, there is The Turner Diaries, which
the FBI has called the “bible of the racist right.” The book is
2 fictional account of an Aryan revolution that overturns the
U.S. government. But the narrative—written in 1978 bY
William Pierce, who led the National Alliance, a neo-Nazi
group—offers a playbook for leveraging racial resentment
into a race war, offering a specific picture (terror attacks,
mass casualty bombs) for how a band of fringe activists could
take down the federal government and “awaken” other white
people to the cause. Its themes—the media can’t be .trusted,
the feds are coming for your guns, violence is inevitable—
form a “heady heroic narrative that appeals to would-be reb—
els, patriots, and martyrs for a cause,” as journalist Aja
R.omano has noted. “It teaches its adherents not just to adopt
the mentality that they are at war with progressives, but that
a real-life war is inevitable.”
The Tiurner Diaries has directly inspired far-right terror-
ism. Pages from the book were found in Timothy McVeigh’s
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truck after his attack on the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Build-
ing in Oklahoma City. Both Patrick Crusius, the alleged E]
Paso Walmart gunman, and John Timothy Earnest, accused
of shooting up a synagogue in Poway, California, echoed
ideas from the book in their manifestos. And the influence of
the book was evident during the Capitol insurrection. It de-
scribes bombing FBI headquarters, attacking the Capitol

building, and instituting “the Day of the Rope,” in which |

“race traitors”—including politicians, lawyers, TV newscast-
ers, judges, teachers, and preachers—are strung up on a gal-
lows. In one video from January 6, 2021, a Proud Boy can be
seen telling a journalist to read The Tirner Diaries.
But there is also Siege, by neo-Nazi James Mason, a fan of
cult leader Charles Manson. In the 1980s, Mason—who is
still alive—wrote a series of newsletters for the American
Nazi Party, in which he advocated murder and violence to
create the kind of chaos that would destabilize the U.S. gov-
ernment. Mason’s writings were then collected into a book.
As reported by ProPublica, Mason encouraged his disciples
to launch a clandestine guerrilla war to bring down “the
System.” He envisioned a mobile, decentralized White Lib-
eration Front that would execute “hit-and-run” raids while
hiding out “in wilderness areas.” Mason even publicized
what Americans were likely to experience first. “If I were
asked by anyone [for] my opinion on what to look for,” he
writes, “I would tell them a wave of killings, or ‘assassina-
tions’ of System bureaucrats by roving gun men who have
their strategy well mapped-out in advance and well-nigh im-
possible to stop.”
In 2017, a new 563-page edition of Siege was released,
and in June 2020, The Tiurner Diaries was number 46 on Am-
azon’s “Bestselling Literature” list. You could purchase both
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pooks on Amazon, where the site’s recommendation engine
would suggest you also purchase White Power, Hunter (an ac-
tion novel about race), Mein Kampf, Revolt Agc'zmst the .Z\/Io.dem
World, and International Jew. (Amazon is the biggest distribu-
tor of self-published books and as such has.become' a popula;
site to sell and distribute far-right m:jlterlal.) This chanf.e
only after the attack on the Capitol in ]anuarY 2'021, a t.er
which Amazon removed Siege and The Turner Diaries from 1ts
Slte.Increasingly, civil wars involve some type of ethnic cleans-
ing, and—thanks in part to these texts—'there is ev.ery refa;on
to suspect that this is where an escalating campaign of far-
right terror in the United States Would. lead. In the'lr quest to
reset the country’s social order, terrorists Wogld aim to turn
citizens against the federal government; con'vmc.e.mc')derates
to accept the new status quo; intimidate minorities mto.re—
maining silent; and deter new immigrants from. coming.
They would also try to persuade regt.ll'ar Amerlcans that
they’d be safer if certain people—minorities, 11.berals, anyone
deemed a “socialist”—left their cities and their states, creat-
ing a set of white ethno-states in the rural heartland.
Consider the recent decision made by the town clerk
in Stratton, Vermont, to use the following language on the
cover of the town’s annual report: “You came here from
there because you didn'’t like there, and now you war'lt to
change here to be like there. We are not racist, ph'ol?lc or
anti-whatever-you-are, we simply like here the way it is and
most of us actually came here because it is not like there,
wherever there was. You are welcome here, but please st'op
trying to make here like there. If you want here to be like
there you should not have left there to come here, and You
are invited to leave here and go back there at your earliest
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C(.)nvenience.” Internal migration alters the ethnic and rejj
gious makeup of an area, often in ways that local inhab; ]
ants don’t like, and ethnic cleansing—whether forceful 4
subtle—is designed to roll it back. 4

Citizens almost never believe that ethnic cleansing could

happen in their country—remember Daris and Berina in Sa-

rajevo. But this is where a document by Gregory Stanto
the president of Genocide Watch, proves extremely usefuln,
The document, titled “The Ten Stages of Genocide,” argue;
tbat countries go through eight steps before they reac’h geno-
cide, and forcibly moving minorities out of a region is one of
th-em. The Indian government, in an attempt to ensure that
Hindus would be a majority in the Jammu region of the
state, forced Muslims to flee to Pakistan between October
?nd November 1947. The displacement quickly devolved
into the killing of hundreds of thousands of Muslims b
mobs and paramilitaries. Soon enough, Muslims, who haz
previously composed 60 percent of the population’of_]ammu
W minority in the region. What is striking—an(i
alarm.mg—about Stanton’s framework is how normal and
seemingly innocuous many of the early stages of genocide
are.. Muslims in Jammu were initially told that they were
being “evacuated.” Only later, once they were rounded up
arlld put on buses, or attempted to cross the border, were the
killed. If you are in a country in the early stages of ethni}c’
cleansing, you might not even notice the dangerous path
your country is on.
) The first two stages are known as “classification” and
sy@bolization.” This is when an identity group in power
begins to highlight differences among a country’s citizens
categorizing them by groups—as Belgian colonizers ir;
Rwanda did when they created identity cards for the previ-
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ously indistinguishable Tutsis and Hutus—and then adopting
certain markers for themselves or others (as the Nazis did
when they appropriated swastikas and forced Jews to wear
yellow stars of David on their clothing). Already, the United
Sates has moved through both of these stages. Consider our
deep ideological divide: We have classified ourselves by race,
geography, and beliefs. Members of America’s far-right fac-
tion have appropriated symbols—think of the now ubiqui-
tous Confederate flag, the orange hats of the Proud Boys, or
even the Hawaiian shirts flaunted by extremists in Char-
lottesville or at the Capitol. And members of both parties
have proposed issuing national ID cards that would be synced
to a government database. Stage three is “discrimination,”
which is when a dominant group denies or suppresses the
rights of others by means of law or custom—as the Buddhist
majority did in Myanmar, stripping the Rohingya of voting
rights, jobs, and citizenship. Stage four, or “dehumaniza-
tion.” easily follows: Those in power use public discourse to
turn regular citizens against the targeted minority, denigrat-
ing them as criminals (as Serbs did with Bosniaks) or subhu-
man (as when Hutus called Tutsis “cockroaches”).

The United States has already passed through these stages,
too. Racial discrimination has long been a fact of American
life. Research has shown that Blacks are half as likely as
whites to get a callback when applying for a job, even when
their qualifications are exactly the same. Another experi-
ment showed that legislators are much more likely to re-
spond to and act on an email from a white-sounding name
than from an identical email with a Black-sounding name.
Black families get fewer loans to buy homes than whites and
are redlined into poorer neighborhoods. And the recent
wave of voting restriction laws in Georgia, Alabama, Wis-
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c9nsm, Florida, and likely Texas, have been desi |
cifically to target and reduce minority turnout atge:l;led‘sp
Trump—‘as well as the R epublican lawmakers and ¢ u
tive media figures who abetted him—ushered us ?ris(fr:;

denigrating his Black former White House aide Om
) arosa

l\l/)lamgault Newman, as a “dog” In May 2018, Trump said
f‘l ou: undocumented immigrants, at 2 White House i:ald
ing: j i )
ng: “You wouldn’t believe how bad these people are Thet |
. These

aren't people—these are animals”’

(13
@) ization,”
rganization,” the fifth stage, comes next. This is wh |
] ere

an
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to ex i 1 W W y \% ¢
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lmer supreme commander of the Bosnian Serb Army
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Yale Law School graduate, founded the Oath Keepers in
9, and has been talking about civil war ever since. When
old Kyle Rittenhouse allegedly killed two
sha, Wisconsin, Rhodes called him
nd after a Trump supporter was killed
he tweeted, “The first shot has been
fired brother. Civil war is here, right now.” Extremists 1n the
Republican Party, as well as their followers, are increasingly
choosing to amplify po airwaves
ternet. Marjorie Taylor Greene, a rece
Republican member of Congress from Georgia, has repeat-
edly endorsed using violence against Democrats, saying that
“the only way you get your Freedoms back is it’s earned with
the price of blood” Moderates who resist or refuse to es-
pouse these views, such as South Carolina Republican rep-
resentative Tom Rice and Wyoming representative Liz
Cheney, have been censured by the GOP, or have even had
their lives threatened, as happened to Peter Meijer, 2 Repub-
lican representative from Michigan after he voted to impeach

Donald Trump.

yenteen-year-

larizing propaganda over the
ntly elected

S EXTREMISTS TODAY subscribe to an idea

AMERICA
alyptic belief that mod-

known as accelerationism: the apoc
ern society 1 irredeemable and that its end must be hastened,
hat a new order can be brought into being. In a way, it’s

so t
their language for pushing the country up the insurgency
hnic cleansing. Adherents

scale and perhaps also toward et
believe that they are not making enough progress through

regular means—rallies, election of right-wing politicians—
and as a result must precipitate the change through violence.
As the terrorism expert JJ MacNab has explained, they are
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looking for any excuse, from COVID lockdowns to

for racial justice, to incite conflict. The hope is that tl}):imes |
set off a chain reaction of violence, which will, in turn 3
mod.erate citizens—their eyes now open to g(;vernme,n:aus
pression and social injustice—to join their cause. MacI:)IpT
even sees a possibility of far-right extremists joining with tﬁz

far left: “Some of the groups that are traditionally left-wing’

extremist, I think, have realized that they are in the samy
e

boat. They are equally unhappy. They feel disenfranchised,

T
hey do not have any control over their lives, the govern
ment, or anything else. This is their way of acting out.”

A o
tomwaffen Division (AWD) was the first accelerationist

. . o
group to gain notoriety, in part because of a documentary

film released by ProPublica and PBS’s Frontline in 2018,
Founded two years earlier on Iron March, a fascist Wel:; i

forum linked to Russian nationalist Aliser Mukhitdinov. At
omwaffen, which means “nuclear weapons” in German’ is ]
neo-Nazi, anti-Semitic, fascist, and national-socialist ;oua
whose members believe that widespread violence Wﬂlgcausz
. .

u;a;:iz .War and allow them to rebuild society into a white

Experts estimate that AWD has between fifty and one

hundred members, all of whom are young white men James
Mason’s book is mandatory for new recruits, and AWb mes-
sage l?oards teature countless references to The Turner Diaries
Des;'nte its small size, the group is one of the most violen;
a.lt—rlght groups in the United States. It’s been linked to mul
tiple killings and attacks in the United States. (When forme;
AWD member Devon Arthurs was arrested for killing his
two roommates in Florida in 2017, he left a shrine to The
Turner Diaries above their bodies.) The group is currentl
located in Texas, where they gather at “hate camps” to traiZ

members.
far—right groups. In 2019 and 2020, the FBI arrested mem-

bers across the country, and James Mason declared the orga-

~ pizatio
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It has also traveled to Europe to train with other

n dead. (Mason, though idolized by the group, is not
, member.) In the summer of 2020, however, reports of new
AWD cells spread across news platforms. In August 2020, the
group rebranded and changed its name to the National So-
cialist Order (NSO), creating a new leadership structure.

Members of AWD were among those who participated
in the Unite the Right rally in Charlottesville, yelling “You
will not replace us!” as they marched with torches. Soon after
the rally, the hashtag #R eadSiege spread like wildfire on
Twitter. Some in the group found Charlottesville—and the
subsequent arrests, deplatforming, and bad press—to be dis-
heartening, proof that Mason had been right all along: They
would not be successful if they stayed within the bounds of
the law. As one former AWD member later told investigative
journalist A. C. Thompson (who made the ProPublica doc-
umentary), Charlottesville sparked the group’s shift toward
violence, because members felt their efforts had been inef-
fectual. “Huge rallies don’t work,” he explained. “All that
happens is people get arrested, people lose jobs, and you get
put on some FBI watch list”” The answer, he continued, was
to go underground, and to pursue a form of cell-style terror-
ism known as “leaderless resistance.”

The term “leaderless resistance” originated in the 1950s
with a former CIA officer named Ulius Amoss, who was
analyzing ways to protect CIA-supported resistance cells in
Eastern Europe. The concept was picked up by Louis Beam,
2 soldier in the Vietnam War who, after returning to the
United States, became a Ku Klux Klan member. In 1983,
Beam published an essay advocating leaderless resistance as
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the.best way for white nationalists to continue their str '
a.gamst the far more powerful U.S. government. Bea -
lieved that the movement could survive only i.f it bm "
decentralized. As J. M. Berger recounts, Beam envisioeri:z1 :

collection of small, independent groups, and even lone ac.
tors 1 3
° ! :lv}.m would loosely coordinate their activities based on
S ; . .
ared information distributed via leaflets and newspap
Crs. .

Beam felt it was important to keep the numbers small, b
cause the FBI would find it impossible to identify; inﬁl;r te ]
ind investigate so many individuals and tiny, dispare’tte grm:1 1
A thousand small phantom cells . . . is an intelligence ni 1
mare for a government,” he wrote. -
It turned out to be difficult for small, disconnected cell
to c9mmunicate and recruit primarily through printed leafs
lets in a pre-internet age. But this changed with social medi :
Su#dedy groups could not only coordinate—via 4chaz.
Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and Telegram—but they co l(i
also attract thousands of new members. Two grou syon ?h
forefront of this internet revolution have been al—Qpaeda a :1
the Islamic State; al-Qaeda even created an online ma azin
callec? Inspire, which contained step-by-step instructiogns fn i
carrying out terrorist attacks. Both terrorist groups have enjf
‘.braced the idea of leaderless resistance. Al-Qaeda’s decentral
ized strategy has come to be called “leaderless jihad.” 1
In the United States, perhaps the best example (;f a lead
erle'ss resistance movement is the Boogaloo Bois. A lo ]
aﬁililation of different types of far-right groups—‘ ro- o
radical right, anarchical—it coalesced first on 4chan znd tim,
later on Instagram, Reddit, and Facebook. The Boo alzn
moverne'nt has no leadership structure, no local chaptersg anz
no manifesto, or even a fully articulated ideology—at ,least
not yet—and its ultimate goalé differ depending on which
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Facebook or Telegram group you are following. Members,
however, are unified in their desire to drive America to civil
war in order to change the status quo. Most of the members
are young white men who believe that a revolution in Amer-
ica is imminent and necessary. They call this showdown Civil
War 2: Electric Boogaloo, after a 1984 breakdancing movie
called Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo. (The movie is the basis for
2 longstanding internet joke about sequels, and the floral Ha-
waiian shirts that members have adopted as a uniform came
about after references to “boogaloo” got contorted into “big
luau.”) Subscribers to the movement urge people to be
“hoogaloo ready’ or to “bring on the boogaloo.” Adam Fox,
one of the men behind the plot to kidnap Governor Whit-
mer, talked about Boogaloo as “the battle that would erupt if
the government tried to take away Second Amendment
rights.” Another man charged in the Whitmer plot, Joseph
Morrison, the leader of the Wolverine Watchmen, referred
to himself as “Boogaloo Bunyan” on social media.

It’s not clear exactly how the Boogaloo Bois plan to
achieve their goals. Some individuals simply want to create
chaos. Others see civil war as necessary to counter govern-
ment overreach, especially related to guns. Others want to
kill immigrants. What is clear, however, is that they can turn
out in force. The first time most Americans heard anything
about the Boogaloo movement was in January 2020, when a
bunch of white men wearing Hawaiian shirts and carrying
assault rifles showed up at a massive pro-gun rally in Rich-

mond, Virginia. The Hawaiian shirts caught people’s atten-

tion; there were too many of them for it to be a coincidence.

The movement then grew rapidly during the COVID pan-
demic as some people reacted to what they saw as tyrannical

moves by government officials to strip Americans of their
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liberties. Men with Hawaiian shirts started showin ;
gzzj(:serlr:lutr}rllbers .at anti-lockdown protests across thegUlll)Ij)t :
- m.boo aleos(f)”n;lg of 2020, one watchdog group identiﬁz
125 o f o Ofatclzlebook groups. According to the reporg.
e et 2e groups had been established betweeI;
ebruary wnd / ep(r:Ou ri)tZO, gs mask mandates and shutdowng
than ten thousand adhe?;nts}.l S B -
booi)sn aizciiitc;i, t].3oogaloo members share military play-
e anl gcr 013;1 6zf:f:;lrrlluals foi; developing homemade
com 1
(g:oviegr;)megt supply lines so that F;V:jpzriozzzl (:rin(;llel:'li'ing
erorlllmen: (I:;Tlifi:ir:ld if necessary, and a hit list of potential ;:;r_l
ment offc s t103target or assassinate. The group’s bible is
o hov;i 3—.page doc?lment covering the steps to
e }: o guide for winning public sympathy and
upport th atg al}])iropaganda. Boogaloo Bois have engaged
s e 1arr ei, kllleq law enforcement officers, and
oreesred | ger p (I)t.s.agamst the government. (The Wol—
— g 1mer.l militia group involved in the Whitmer
S g CII) f)t includes Boogaloo supporters. And three
rested in Las Vegas for trying to incite viol
pro;ests are also part of the movement.) i
" r:iﬁgr 2230, Facebook banned the use of “boogaloo”
. Caurris Whlen used together with mentions of
. s to action. It then changed its recommenda-
s i o e, o omed Bocpl o
: ent, and banned Boogalo -
;czrclitalorrll1 1:- platforms. But members have ﬂocke%l toooctc}):::r
edia networks such as Gab and Telegram, which are

enc : .
lryp‘ ted. This means that it will become only more dj
cult to curb their reach and influence y o= i

diers- There are hundreds o
today that believe the count
jtself. Their
Percenters,
momen
~ federal gove
and restrictions on their

them
pelieve that violence is the way to m
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¢ civil war, these will be its sol-
f far-right groups in America
ry needs a major conflict to right
names may change—the Proud Boys, the Three
and the Oath Keepers are the biggest at the
t—but they agree on similar goals. Most want the
rnment out of their lives. They want fewer laws
freedom. An increasing number of

want white Christian men in charge. And all of them
ake their vision a reality.

And yet, if there’s anothe

THE RAPIDLY EVOLVING, ever-more-diffuse mnature of
s can make them difficult to

But a look at how terrorists
d, battle in other democracies

il war might unfold here. Just
the myriad fac-

homegrown extremist group
penetrate and hard to predict.
have prepared for, and execute
can help us imagine how a civ
a5 there are multiple large datasets examining
tors leading to civil war, so, too, are there datasets examining
the many dimensions of organized terror campaigns. Hun-
dreds of studies have looked at who tends to engage in terror,
when they tend to do so, and how effective it is in achieving
a rebel group’s goals. Though these studies cover terrorism in

eneral—not specifically the homegrown variety—they can

g
help us identify common tactics and strategies.
that insurgents tend to

There are a number of strategies

use against powerful democracies. One is essentially a war of

ady stream of attacks against both
ructure: federal buildings, markets,
schools, courthouses, transportation systems, and electrical

This sort of campaign is designed to inflict pain on
plead for celief and demand that the gov-

attrition, involving a ste
people and public infrast

grids.
citizens until they
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ernment give in to the terrorists’ demands. Hamas employeg
this strategy for years, detonating bombs on buses in Jerusa.
lem, Nablus, and Beersheba; launching suicide attacks
cafés in Tel Aviv; booby-trapping cars on busy streets

Haifa; and bombing medical clinics, shopping malls, and se;
curity checkpoints. Al-Qaeda’s attack on the United States
on 9/11 was also part of a war of attrition; it came after 5
series of attacks on other U.S. targets, including two US,

embassies in Africa and the USS Cole. The strategy sucal
ceeded: It convinced the United States to pull its soldiers oyt

of Saudi Arabia, a key goal of al-Qaedas.

If the demands of far-right groups in America are ig-
nored, they could resort to the same strategy. A classic war of

attrition campaign would target high-value buildings, infra-
structure, and people—anything that could inflict financia]
or psychological pain on the U.S. population. This would
include not only churches and subway systems but places like
Federal Reserve buildings, state capitols, or monuments in
Washington, D.C. It would also target citizens who are likely
to vote for liberal candidates, such as immigrants or those
who live in cities or swing states. Violent extremists would
continue to target these sites and individuals until those in
power offered the terrorists the concessions they wanted, or
voters replaced existing politicians with ones who were more
sympathetic to the extremists’ cause.

Another strategy is intimidation. If you cannot topple the
central government, then you can use violence to goad the
population directly into submission. Targeted violence can
be used to intimidate agents of the federal government—Jaw
enforcement personnel, civil servants, members of Congress,
and the judiciary—convincing them not to enforce existing
rules. That’s one of the things that death threats to Republi-

who

: i 1 ro-
b _uled in favor of abortion rights, or police officers who p
b r

tec

I ra . . . - t
;d'l'tias become a form of vigilantism designed to preven
- Mili
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embers of Congress such as Peter Metjer are designed
m . . . . -
Carzio Violent extremists can target and kill liberal politicians
to Ao-

have voted in favor of gun control, judges who have

i od-
¢ immigrants’ civil liberties. But they can also target ’m.
Republicans who do not toe the extremusts line.
te

. mplementation of social change. Mexican d.rug cartels
- eg this strategy against the judges and police officers
whourefused to be bribed into turning a blind eye to t}.le 11.1—

rative drug trade. Once headless bodies began appearing in
C cets of Ciudad Juirez and Tijuana, government agents
- ch more hesitant to enforce the law, and drug

pllI'S

became mu .
cartels and their leaders had freer reign. i
We've already seen this kind of strategy in the nKll
States. Intimidation was the preferred tactic of the ,Ku u)f
Klan, which responded to the federe.ll government’s e;cpartlo
sion of civil rights by turning to violence an(':l murder °
suppress the Black vote, win control of stat.e lfagls.latur;:s, 3;1
enforce white supremacy in the South.. Intimidation has a so'c
been the tactic of anti-abortion terrorists, when they zrge
Planned Parenthood clinics or the doctors WhO. pe <;rm
abortions. If the government won't outlaw abortions, E en
these extremists turn to violence to prevent Wor'nent }:;)nn:
having the procedures and docto'rs from Performmg » El
This same thinking animated Patrick Crustus, the accus .
Paso shooter. In his manifesto, he wrote that the massac

“1 ive” for Hispanics to leave
was meant to serve as an —icentive p

the country. - ]
In a country flush with guns, legal militias, and open

i each
afraid. This is even more true in rural areas, where the r
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.of Fhe. fe'deral government is weaker, and where
Jurisdictions between the federal, state, and lo:‘;eﬂapp.
?;CHCS leave ClFiZCHS uncertain about who is reall aingove '
ne of America’s unique attributes is its decent}r’alizzc}ila; ;’
-l

eral structure, but thi
, but this also leaves i
es it vulnerable t b
0 rogue ele.

ments taking contr :
ol of a region s g
—even gaining the
Suppo

of 1 '
o ocal law enforcement. State-level militias are legal 3
’ .n.ty—two states, and during the pandemic, they fre v
positioned themselves as defenders of small businesquen}:la |
ses t

1s. ll’l i i V

council memb i
er Kevin Math
ewson for arm iti
ed citizens t
)

protect the city i

protect he city in the wake of Black Lives Matter prot
ests
oro g uélnd;eds of men to town. After Kyle Rittenh 3
accused of killing two ol
- protesters and I |
s aceu w0 wounding another,
wyer argued that his involvement in the militia w 1

as nec-

essary. “ .
prosit hI;ISeCZV;s Hiznli(enos;la as part of his right and duty to
had totally failed in dtl};i\iv ere the state and local government
Laor and anlog® most basic responsibility to provide

Ano .

e t::;dt:;;or strateg?f is known as “outbidding.” This
eroups to com 0 e ml.htant group competes with other
bombing in paretnttolt-S dzlmnal?ce' Hamas embraced suicide
Palestinian cause thSIgn- that. 1t was more committed to the
Imic State. bk an 1tls main competitor, Fatah. The Is-
switched to’ brutal k?:ias at(-e to enter the civil war in Syria,
entiate itself £ nappings and killings in part to differ-
groups that e :)om a rival group, Jabhat al-Nusra. Rebel
do better in vrs::lrrtfe an extreme ideology and methods often
they often att an more mf)derate groups. This is because
ract a more dedicated fighting force and more

greater
Honor, martyr s

- gremt
cause, reducing

swit
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psychological power by offering greater recompense:
tatus, and glory in the afterlife, and an ex-

e ideology weeds out those who are less committed to a

the problem of poor performance, side
ching, or betrayal.

We have not yet seen the ou

the United States, but it’s easy
ups proliferate. What ISIS did in Iraq and Syria provides
ed heavily in internet propa-
strength and publicizing both

tbidding strategy take hold in
to imagine it as right-wing

gro
5 blueprint: The group invest

ganda, advertising its military

the brutal acts it was willing to commit and the public ser-

vices it was willing t0 provide to local populations. When it

entered a town, 1t quickly targeted leaders of the opposition.

If this was to occur in the United States, you would see one

extreme group, such as Atomwaffen, escalating to ever-more
prove that it was stronger, more

brutal acts of violence, to
capable, and more dedicated to the cause than other groups.

A final terror strategy 1 “spoiling.” Terrorists wield this

ractic when they fear that more moderate groups—those that

would put aside violence in exchange for, say, concessions
tion—will compromise

from the government on immigra
and subvert the larger goal of establishing a new ethno-state.

This strategy usually comes into play when relations between

more moderate insurgent groups and the government are

ace agreement seems imminent. Terror-

improving, and a pe
going vio-

ists know that most citizens will not support on
lence once a deal is in place. When Iranian radicals kidnapped
fifty-two Americans in Tehran in 1979, it wasn’t because
relations between the United States and Iran were worsen=
ing, but because there were signs of rapprochement: Three

days earlier, Mehdi Bazargan, Iran’s relatively moderate

prime minister, and Zbigniew Brzezinski, the U.S. national
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security adviser, had a .
shakin ) photograph ¢ ‘
tween gthhands' The radicals knew that reconfﬂiat'ogeth
5 1 L

e two countries would be disastrous for thOn

em’

they did whateve
r they could to .
.. prevent it. Arab- 1
negot ab-Isr.
gotiations, and talks between Protestants and Caiflh 1;iw:ac
olics in

N
orthern Ireland, have also been “spoiled” in thi
is way.

In the United Stat
es, one could imagi
th agine the P
e Three Percenters, and the Oath Keepers r;)ud BOYSa'I
ventuauy b

’

join f .

Jm ightffc;c:es, if ley temporarily) The new wnified

ernmenten decide to sign a peace deal with the fe(1emlgroup .
, guaranteeing no future gun control legislati 2oV~

a significant ion 1
e . : :
duction in Immigration—or any set of t
erms

orters. e
Evhjte Ssu];zeifil.lmon, the most radical anti-government and
e 1:st groups would be left out of this deal be-
mate goal: theP om;sc'e would help them achieve their ulti-
only reco;rse V:Stal lishment of a white ethno-state. Their
best way to acc qu be to try to scuttle the deal. And the

To do this Z?;}P’)li}; t?; t]"licvciuld be to trigger a civil war.
Provision , , y need foreign support.
Smanen] iilljl: S;erlVf:d‘ in large part because ofp jlbstari?aj
Siates. Ths Con% rom Irllsh Americans living in the United
ghting ouly b ra rebels in Nicaragua were able to continue
their way szelec?ause the United States funneled mone
I assistsa ;ri ;}zl fl);r;l;as regio;rl of Ukraine dependezi’
sia. And power from neighborin "
<hip by S;{;Zlb;)r]lah has succeeded largely thanks to Spii;s__
A , Iran, and Le‘banon. Here in the United Stat

groups could be aided by America’s enemies (C hai rt:s,
a,

Russia, a
, and Ir.
an), as well as by sympathetic white suprema

cist 8O
Ukraine, the
would be easy to
money
Ukraine could supply tr
cural Canada could provi

: coul
Movement (RAM), a white supremact
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ps in other white-majority countries (Canada,

United Kingdom). Thanks to the internet, this

facilitate. China and Russia could supply

with little trouble.

and materials to far-right groups
at experience. And

aining and comb
de a safe haven from which groups
ach. The Rise Above

st group based in Cal-

Ukraine for training with Azov Bat-
e, Azov has handed out
Europe, created propa-
s in Scandi-

d escape the U.S. government’s re

ifornia, has traveled to
talion. As Tim Hume repor
pamphlets at neo-Nazi concerts in
ganda videos, and headlined far-right conference

ia. They’ve sold the war in Ukraine as 2 way for far-right

Jin combat experience, which they can then use
nalyst Mollie

ir own militants. As intelligence a
“You have a global network of violent

who can easily keep in touch on dif-
k home, spread that propaganda,
o the next fight”

ts in Vic

nav
groups tO &
to train the
Saltskog told Hume,
white supremacists nOw
ferent platforms and go bac
conduct training—or move on t

THE STEPS TOWARD ethnic cleansing are often so gradual
as to feel imperceptible. But according to “The Ten Stages of

ide.” there’s a noticeable shift that takes place with

“sreparation’ stage, this is when a
prep g

my. Leaders also indoctrinate
e victim, claiming that

Genoc
stage seven. Known as the
up forms an ar
becoming th
ey will kill us”’ It’s after this indoc-
lode quickly into stages eight
cmination”—and then

dominant gro
the populace with fear of
«if we don’t kill them, th

trination that a country can exp

and nine—“persecution” and
the final stage, «“denial,” whic

“exte
h is when perpetrators deny
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] - . ] ] - - T ] -]] E—
a“lllg COIIHluttE t CIr Crimes [ 5 Etl e Llses tO

knowledge the A '
rmenian : AC
the fact. genocide one hundred years afy

St o s
Whena%; eselzez(:)’rilC 12 fmgmﬁce-mt, in other words, because it|
e et genoa‘de develops as a means of selfe
e Tt ha? to think that ethnic cleansing is driye .-.
A g, gfes, but the real fuel is fear—fear ths :
e e an V1‘11.nerable. Violence entreprene
e lz}rr, exploiting the survival instinct that cues
oy eflemy before he can destroy you. Dy 3
remberg trials, Hermann Goring was interviewerd '

i
by a young American psychologist, Gustave Gilbert, who
:

tol . :
old Goring that he didn’t think the average person wanted
anted

] 9, "X’
a

farm want 'to. risk his life in a war when the best th
get out of it i to come back to his farm in one pi at?he |
:OilV;zYS att 51cr1nple matter to drag the people alilri;e' | AIII

ve : . il
nounce th(j pa(c)iflisstt;e?oi}llz n; t};ey ar.e l?eing attacked and de-
the country to greater daflge(;.”pamousm’ and [for] exposing
Thi i -

Whiciline::z:imil feal;i leads to' a domestic arms race, in
M Sec}:lrse n}a e to f(?e?l '1nsecure and, in an attempt
which in turn make,s t(})lrms- militias and purchases weapons,
too, forms militias and pflrr:;i irjvup teel insecure, and so it,
ers the oficd . eapons—which then trig-
l%elieve ih(;ji:ilzde ;O - itself even more. Both sidges
create ever more insr;g .f?fensme. measures, but the effect is to
age Serbs in Bosnia ;’?inty’ which can spiral into war. Aver-
Hutus in Rwanda T}ll 'nOt vl ek, JNsisher dul everags
P - Their leaders, however, needed average
7 ght on their behalf to secure power. Their solu-

10
: compting many to jump 1
senocide in Rwanda used
i read false ideas: that Tu
d im to the land, that they were p

erishment, an
A report by Human Ri

'~ in mobilizing attacks on
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he To tell their followers that they would soon be attacked,

into action. The organizers of the

newspapers and then state radio to
tsis were newcomers who had no
erpetuating Hutu impov-
d that Hutus had a right to protect themselves.
ghts Watch concluded that “it was

a—that [the] Hutu were threatened

articularly the last ide
and had to defend themselves—that proved most successful
Tutsis from 1990 through the 1994

al

genocide.”

An armed population inCreases the likelihood of this kind
of security dilemma. U.S. gun sales hit an all-time high in
1 million firearms sold between January

2020, with seventee
who tend

and October. Buyers were primarily conservatives,
to buy guns 1n response to Democratic electoral gains (16.6
million firearms were sold in 2016, driven by the candidacy

of Hillary Clinton, who advocated strong gun control legis-

Jation). But it is also the greatest number of guns sold in any
e chief econ-

single year 1n America’s history, according to th
Arms Analytics. Many sales were to first-time
gests, and researchers at the University of
rs were driven

omist of Small

buyers, data sug
California, Davis, found that new gun Owne

predominantly by fears of lawlessness and government insta-

bility. According to Kareem Shaya, 2 Second Amendment

“The common thread is just uncertainty, 2 feeling

advocate,
o take care of me,

of, hey, if nobody else is going to be able t

push comes to shove, I want to be able to take care of my-

self”
Whether or not the United States will find itself in a se-

emma depends on whether those on the lett—

curity dil
«—decide they should also

liberals, minorities, city dweller
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arm Y t Vi e
.themsel es. There’s some evidence that this is already
starti : i w. ti 3
ng to happen: The loose affiliation of left-wing actiy; |
Vst

k.nown as. antifa, who define themselves in opposition ‘
cism, nationalism, and racism, have grown more activet'0 fas;'
i:)ast few years. In the spring of 2017, for example 1;:;@
aunched hammers, pipes, and homemade explosives, at :11:

r1.ght protesters in California; two years later, the poli
killed an antifa member before he could detonaice a rpohce
.tanllc at a U.S. Immigration and Customs EnforcemeIrDltOfp ar'le
ity in Washington. 3
' A broader movement among the left appears to be

ing. In 2019, only 8 percent of terrorist incidents we ool
petrated by left-wing groups; in 2020, it was 20 preici(:t‘

Ar
med groups, such as the Socialist Rifle Association—

.Wthh is.dedicated “to providing working class people th
1nformat1lon they need to be effectively armed for szlz ; z
:izrm(n;;;ty(fj ;iefense”——and the Not Fucking Around Coazllrlli
n , a Black nationalist militi 4
self-policing and firearms training 111:11 aBglzllipctilzniupP?rts
have made appearances in Louisville, Kentucky, in thl::mm;s,
o.f Breonna Taylor’s killing, and in Stone Mou,ntain Gwa 3
gia, to protest the nation’s largest Confederate mor;umeor_
The Redneck Revolt, which stands “for organized defeerj1 3
o}f our communities,” was founded in 2009 and re-formed 1551
the SUIES of 2016. Members have shown up at protests t
pr(:ltect minorities and at gun shows, flea markets, state fair:)
:11’11 NAS.CAR races to try to counter recruitment into Whitf;
premacist groups.
. Even as they arm themselves, however, it won’t be left
wing groups that instigate the ultimate clash. This is in 3
because their members, who are often ethnic minoriltoiael;t

have histori i
storically experienced repression; Black militias have

not
le

i also MOTE diverse, including everyone from anarchists, rad-
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been tolerated in the same way as white militias. The

f-wing movement, with its loose association of subgroups,

ical enVironmentalists, and animal rights Jctivists to anti-
globahsts, anti-capitalists, and gun rights advocates, which
makes coordination more difficult. Most critically, howevet,
|eft-wing groups simply have less to lose in a changing world,
and less to gain from violence. The coalition of minorities
who support the Democratic Party, and the extremists who
would fight on their behalf, know that time is on their side:
a5 long as the system is’t heavily rigged against them, they
Jre the future maj ority. :

Still, the specter of left-wing radicals flexing their muscle
will be what right-wing extremists invoke—to stoke fear
and, ultimately, justify their own violence. It will be the evi-
dence they use to gain even more support for their move-
ment. Trump already set the example when he and his
national security team insisted that the main domestic terror
threat in the United States came from antifa, devoting re-
sources to eradicating leftist groups while ignoring those on
the far right. That the left is violent and filled with terrorists
s a useful narrative of fear—it creates a common enemy and
supports the idea of self-defense.

A country does not need a large percentage of the popu-
Jation to be involved for violent ethnic cleansing to occur.
Small numbers of heavily armed citizens—together with
help from law enforcement and the military—are often
enough to move to stage nine, the “extermination” phase. In
fact, Dartmouth’s Benjamin Valentino found that a remark-

ably small aumber of people can organize and mobilize to
commit mass genocide. You just need the rest of the popula-
tion to remain passive, which can easily be accomplished
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through intimidation. In Bosnia, for example, Vi§egrad’s;
olence was perpetrated by one man, Milan Lukié, and § 2
well-armed buddies, including his brother and cousin, ‘
citizens did not join in the fighting. 3

The United States is not on the verge of genocide. Byg
militias were to rapidly expand, and violence entrepreney
were able to work citizens into a frenzy over the need fo
self-defense, stage seven could be on the horizon. If militia
become more brazen, and a sense of insecurity grows, righ
wing terrorism in the United States could accomplish a mg
immediate objective: It could shift the country even more
willingly toward authoritarianism. Sustained campaigns of

terror typically move citizens ideologically to the right, in
favor of law-and-order candidates; this often brings even

more conservative politicians to power. This is what hap-

pened in Israel during the second intifada. Terror shifted the
Israeli public to the right, in support of a far-right pro-

security agenda. Something similar happened in the United
States after 9/11; a large study found that the attacks, though
unleashed by foreign terrorists, caused citizens to become
more active in politics, more involved in the military, and
more likely to change their affiliation from independent to
Republican.

There is evidence that Americans would, in fact, support
a more authoritarian government. The number of people
who have a negative view of democracy has grown from 9
percent in 1995 to 14 percent today. Meanwhile, a recent
study by two Yale political scientists found that only 3.5 per-
cent of Americans—R epublican or Democrat—would re-
fuse to vote for their preferred candidate if he or she did or
said something anti-democratic, like shutting down polling
stations. Faith in government has plummeted: From 1964 to

201
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1 ge of Americans who
ba

ate tO make good po
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in Washington
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e of Americans W
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CHAPTER 8

PREVENTING A CIVIL WAR

classm W
ates and I were asked to identify here in th .
L.

- .
& ;’id‘;vllinvz: was n;OSt likely to break out. Without hesita-
oEapardieid th%x}jct y: South Africa. The country’s system
depee ethr,li ite enforced.segregation among government-
under increa(f groups—white, Black, and mixed race—wvas
pushed back smg. stress as. the majority Black population
oty s agzmst r_estrl-ctions, and the dominant white
bad fired intI:)OH ed with violence. In 1976, the government
e C;rowds of Black schoolchildren, killing at least
her 1refoen'c that caused international outrage. But

icy of “total O;ill:l}i,?iagr;heitdg?gime fiad pursued 2 pold
ns 24 .
Ztate of emergency in 1985 that auﬁe:tzirz d(.ied.a“_ng 2
rressts, police killings, and torture. M
o .

. ;}: ifz;c: had all the risk factors associated with civil

decadés o I'y was an anocracy in 1988 and had been for

nority ’OV:rngUSt *4 on the polity scale. There was a mi-

on raceg anc;nvr\lflh?tt tc};: tz excluded people from power based
. ? 1zens sa

rightful heirs. They uﬂderstoZZl ttizrtnzil}‘:e;ziethtz Crzu-n try :

ajority

back fro
jmportant trading

- South Africa was already s
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s in their political status. Similar condi-

¢ would mean 2 los
odesia, a country just north of South

:ons had existed in Rh
: 1l civil war had occurred there.

ica, and 2 brut
But then something happened that brought South Africa

m the brink. In 1986, in response to the escalating
apartheid government, South Africa’s most
partners—the United States, the Euro-
an—imposed economic sanctions.

oppression by the

ean Community, and Jap
uffering a recession, and in 1989,

when E W. de Klerk became president, replacing the inflex-

ible P. W. Botha, he made an important calculus: to focus on

his country’s survival. Though a member of the ruling Na-

tional Party, de Klerk was also a pragmatist. If the economy
collapsed, so would white wealth. Three out of four South
he continued to insist on white rule,
the ensuing civil war would be, for whites, unwinnable. In-
stead, de Klerk lifted the twenty-nine-year ban on the Afri-
ational Congress and other Black liberation parties,
nd released political prison-

Africans were Black; if

can N
cestored freedom of the press, 2

ers, including ANC leader Nelson Mandela.

South Africa was closer to civil war- in 1989 than the

United States is today. The apartheid state that white South

created to suppress Blacks was far more repressive

Africans
than the pseudo—apartheid state the United States had until
h Africans to marry white

1965. It was illegal for Black Sout

people, to establish their own businesses in white parts of
town, Or to access beaches, hospitals, and parks that were
hite only.” Also, South Africa’s history as an anoc-
er than that of contemporary America,
cades. The United States has only just
South Africa also had two major
selves sons of the soil: both

marked “w
racy was much deep
having lasted for de
entered the middle zone.
groups that considered them
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Blacks and whites claimed a historical stake to the land. In
the United States, only one group (besides the marginalized

and relatively small population of Indigenous peoples) makeg
that claim. The threat of bloody conflict in late-1980s South

Africa dwarfs the danger in America today, and yet South

Africa avoided war.

South Africa reminds us of the power of leaders—business

leaders, political leaders, opposition leaders. Leaders can

compromise in the face of danger, or they can choose to
fight. Botha chose to fight. De Klerk and Mandela chose to

work together. Mandela and other Black leaders could have
rejected terms that allowed whites to retain significant po-
litical and economic power. De Klerk could have refused to
give Blacks full civil rights and majority control of the gov-
ernment. Botha hadn’t been willing to do what de Klerk did.
The same is true of President Assad in Syria. He chose not
to compromise with the majority Sunnis despite the enor-
mous costs of remaining firm. Ulster Protestants didn’t com-
promise with Irish Catholics. Maliki didn’t compromise with
Irag’s Sunnis. Mandela, who had originally been in favor of
violent resistance, could have advocated ethnic violence—he
could have been an ethnic entrepreneur, tapping the anger
and resentment of his Black countrymen to seek full control
of South Africa through civil war. But instead he preached
healing, unity, and peace. It was the leaders in charge who
spared South Africa more conflict and bloodshed.

In 1993, both de Klerk and Mandela received the Nobel
Peace Prize. Critics have argued that de Klerk did not de-
serve the award; he had been part of the system that had op-
pressed Black South Africans for decades and had
compromised only to survive. It was Mandela, they argue,
who saved the country. This is only partly true. Mandela

HOW CIVIL WARS START 197

tainly had the moral high ground; most leaders who had
cer

ent twenty-seven years in a prison cell would have wljz;-ced
iﬁ exact revenge, especially with such al..’l overwhe 1ngS
demographic advantage. But de Klerk’s actions were not' ::e
critical. Had South Africa’s new lea‘der refuse<.i .to neio 1
in 1990, had he not agreed to significant political re ?ilms,
Black South Africans would have eventuall.y rebel_lec} w12tO 1cir
without Mandela. This is what we s.aw in Syria .m. h ;
when Assad chose to start bombing his people. This 15 \:\; Oa
we saw in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s and early ! s,
when the British government sent tro'ops rather than media-
tors. De Klerk made a different decision. o N
Violence often springs from a sense of 1n_]ust‘1ce, inequ .
ity, and insecurity—and a sense that those grievances an
fe;rs will not be addressed by the current s.ystem. But s;tisjcems
can change. No one thought that .VVhlte South A r1(:§s
would reform a system designed spec1ﬁ'call§.7 t.o cemen:1 t e'1r
dominance. But when the costs of maintaining that o;m—t
nance became too high, and business leaders who were hur

by sanctions insisted on reform, they dismantled it. If South

Africa could reform, so can the United States.

I wish I could take all the facts and figures that experlts
have collected over the past half century and tell .you exal:t y
what will happen to our country. But even W1Fh the1 est
data, we cannot predict the future. All we can do is try, a o?g1
with our fellow citizens, to shape it in a p051t'1ve, }f)eice 1;
way. Political scientists have spent decades stud?rmg. t he orf:n—
behind civil wars and the dynamics of terrorism; these t1it
sights can be used not just to anticipate war but t(;1 t ;va;on;
We know why democracies decline. Wc? know w. gf -ac 1\)(/e
emerge and the conditions under which they thrive.

know the early warning signs and the tactics of violent ex-
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tremists. Groups like the Proud Boys have a playbook. By
there is no reason why we, the people of the United Stateg
cannot choose to carve out our tuture; we, too, have 3

book.

CIVIL WARS ARE RARE—in any given year, less than 4 per-
cent of countries that meet the conditions for war actually
descend into armed conflict—but where they do happen,
they tend to repeat themselves. Between 1945 and 1996,
over a third of civil wars were followed by a second conflict. :

Since 2003, with the exception of conflicts in Libya and

Syria, every civil war has been a sequel—a repeat of a previ-
ous war. Leaders of these movements (or their modern in-

carnations) will go underground or disappear, waiting for a
moment when grievances are reignited or the government is
once again weak. Then they will begin to build a new move-
ment. Even if the original leaders and soldiers are long dead,
old fault lines often haven’t been repaired, and the myths and
stories live on. Ethnic groups, especially those in decline,
often fight a second civil war because the conditions that
drove their original grievances either haven’t been addressed
or have worsened. The next generation of fighters has lived
with the loss, and witnessed the further downgrading of their
people. They are determined to take back what they believe
is rightfully theirs. Croats and Serbs have fought multiple
times throughout history. So have the Sunni and Shia in Iraq.
And the war between the Moros and the Philippine govern-
ment has gone through several iterations as various groups
have disappeared, only to reemerge in new forms. Ethiopia,
Myanmar, and India have experienced multiple civil wars.
Experts call it “the conflict trap,” and while it’s of course bad

play 3 enced only one civil wa
study the conflic
- 1945 and 200
| that were

strengt
down on democracy and move
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he combatants, it’s good for outside observers. Countries
or the 9

China and the United States, which have eac'h experi-
r, can learn from others’ mistakes.

Back in 2014, I was commissioned by t.hc'a World Bank to
¢ trap. I looked at all civil wars betwe.en
9, and what I found was this: Most 001‘11.1tr1es
able to avoid a second civil war shared an ability to
hen the quality of their governance. They doubled
d up the polity scale. Mozam-

bique did this after its civil war ended in 1992, when the

country moved from one-party rule to @ultiparty ‘eblec.uo.r:—.
In the wake of a conflict that ended 1r'1 2093, Liberia 1nd
creased institutional restraints on presidential lpov:zr are_
pushed for more judicial independence. Cour'lt.nes t at. ¢ ©
sted more transparent and participatory p(?hucal en;l/lro )
ments and limited the power of their fzxecutwe branch wer
less susceptible to repeat episodes of v1f)1ence. .
Improving the quality of a c01.1ntrys gove.mance wa il
nificantly more important than improving 1ts econlc()mz;nes
another large study commissioned by the World Bank, J e
Fearon considered the economic question. \X/helrz1 a rect
country had a worse government thz%n experti Wc?u | gz;i N
given its prosperity, he found tha‘t it faced “a signi e
greater risk of civil war outbreak in subsequent years.

like the United States is more likely to ex-

countr
e ’ nt becomes less effec-

perience a civil war when its governme

9,
if 1 ita i e doesn’t
tive and more corrupt, even if its per-capita 1MCOML

hange.
C slUgntil this study, we knew that anocracy left a country at

higher risk of civil war, but we didn’t know exactl.y Whly.
What was it about anocracies that made them particularly

i i f de-
vulnerable? Or to put it another way, which features o
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mocraC}.f were more or less important? Fearon found that «
fZ?d‘ ‘tl}dlmgs tend to go together” but that three features zt ~
lega.l ;r jczlélsr:)fj lé‘l‘VV”. (the equal and impartial applicatioz ‘,«:

; voice and accountability” (the extent t‘

which citizens are able to participate in selecting thej '
e.rm‘“nent, as well as freedom of expression, freedom ltI: govr
ciation, z%nd a free media); and “government eﬁ‘ect'o 5 ..
C(1the quality of public services and the quality and irizzness
d:;::e (z(f; tv};i;:j service). These three features reﬂecf :}r:;'

government serves its people and the de-

e S iy
gree to which its political institutions are strong

duce the subsequent risk of war.

) T};e quality of American governance has been declinin
nce 2016, according to the Polity Scale and since 2015 acg

cordin - 1 l
g to V-Dem’s scale. One of the most obvious ways has

been in ili I
> faccountablhty. Free elections are the central mecha
Sm 0 - . 1
o accountability in a democracy, but unlike man
er 1 1
o lcountrles, America lacks an independent and centralY
1zed electi I
= .ec;on Mmanagement system. According to the political
1entist Pippa Norris, a 1
, an elections expert and i
enes ™ el pert and the founding
e of Harvard University’s Electoral Integrity Project
ost eve i
N trz; r'wzv democracy going through a transition set;
ntral independent electi
10n management s
B s . . : ystem to
fh 1 t the integrity of elections. This helps to build trust in
ee
e ;c}tl(zral process. Uruguay, Costa Rica, and South Korea
id t i
- s Wh'en they created their democracies. Large fed-
' hemocrac1es such as Australia, Canada, India, and Ni
ria hav 1 1 ’ , )
o e also managed their elections this way. Canada’s
election system is run b i .
y Elections Canad
o a, and all voters
ZW t.he same procedures no matter where they live
n I ‘
independent and centralized election management

sys

gree « . legitimate,
countable. Improvements in governance tend to 1
re-
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tem establishes a standard procedure for designing and
rinting ballots and tabulating votes accurately and securely,
antainted by partisan politics. It can handle legal disputes
without the involvement of politicized courts. In a 2019 re-
port, the Electoral Integrity Project examined countries’
electoral laws and processes and found that the quality of
U.S. elections from 2012 to 2018 was “lower than any other

established democracies and affluent societies.” The

long-
ore as Mexico and Pan-

United States received the same sc
ama, and a much lower score than Costa Rica, Uruguay, and
Chile. This is the reason why it is easier to spread claims
about voter fraud in the United States, and why Americans
are more likely to question the results.

The right to vote has also been increasingly politicized,
with Republicans repeatedly stacking the deck against mi-
norities. Strengthening the Voting Rights Act would go a
long way toward eliminating voter suppression and deepen-
ing people’s trust in the system. Another important reform is
Jutomatic voter registration (AVR), where anyone who in-
teracts with the Department of Motor Vehicles is automati-
cally registered to vote unless they opt out. In states that have
already adopted AVR, including California, Oregon, and

Washington, the measure has led to major increases in voter

turnout. It is the single easiest thing that we could do to

make our government more participatory and, therefore,
more democratic. These measures won’t assuage the far
right—their vision of a white Christian nation depends on

disenfranchising minorities—but shoring up the system as a

whole could earn the support of moderate Americans and

deepen their trust in the legitimacy of their leaders.
ght also take inspiration from the small wave
even as democ-

America mi
of democratic rejuvenation that is occurring,
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:;cey vzztrezts W;)rldwide. Canada and Scandinavia are leadin
e Cen};er—lirf?;bfocused on reaffirming voting rightsa !«
s A 1- eral Party won a majority of votes in 2 -

ections Modernization Act eliminated vOl |

identiﬁc i i an ]n |
: ation requirements, restricted pOlitiC&l party d |
dependent i i V. |
: 1 cal-npalgn spendmg and donations, expanded ()t\
ng 1 ghtS to 1nclude all Canadians abroad (CVCI’I thOSe VVh 7

(o}

have liv i
ed ou'ts1de the country for more than five
are not planning to return) -

banned i '
s é(::;lgenadonatlons, and required online platfor
a nd Facebook to “create a regi i ms
political advertisements” so that citi .
e o sements” O that citizens could see who was
o Mt ; elections. In 2020, Canada received one
. edom and democracy scores in the Freedo
eport. 3
In ou
. COng;c:;r;t;y:;igir.rymandering—the practice of redraw-
e congressio Cams:1 -ZCtS to favor one party—tends to bring
gt b 1 ?tes to th-e forefront, since getting
in those districts Tilqel:lerf:oatifseihng oot o B ey
oo , urn out in higher numb
s fee ;}elzfl tlearif n‘iokbe more pas§ionate about the outcorr?:
et a ers—.Amerlca’s own de Klerks—have
o o to sl li;e a. national reform of this system. Doing
e relen e influence of extremist voters in both
o Sg catly increase the potential for bipartisanship
i b avéjc:cf)erfgir:te—ntb could also. illeI"eaSC bipartisanship—
e confice Yy reexamining the electoral college
g o Am i s own way, 4 form of political gerry-
e diVideer;can .S}Tstem 1s structured to exacerbate
e ¢ by giving small states disproportionate
ate. Since 2000, two presidents have lost the

‘opul
torie
- mines
virtually impossible to
' Jines. Want to know how to undercut destructive ethnic fac-

1 g
commissioner of Canada el n‘lPIOVed voter privacy, gave the
elections more 1 i :
nvestigatory p
ower,
b
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ar vote but won the election after electoral college vic-

s. Switching to a system where the popular vote deter-
who is president would prevent that, and also make it
win without appealing across racial

he United States? Make each citizen’s vote count

tgons 1n t
er than giving preferential treatment to the white,

equally rath

rural vote.
This type of reform, however, is unlikely. Eliminating the

electoral college through a constitutional amendment would
ority support, and this will be hard to
oning the current system will put the Re-
disadvantage. But Congress could work
tor in Americans’ loss of faith in de-

require SUpermaj
achieve, since jettis
publican party at a
to resolve another fac
mocracy: the idea that government Serves special interests
more than voters. Thanks to the Supreme Court’s 2010 rul-
ing in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission, individ-
unlimited amounts of cash to tilt
£ candidates aligned with their
best interests. The handful of

ual donors can contribute
the political scale in favor o
own, rather than the country’s,
individuals who donate billions of dollars to float dubious
ore ideologically extreme

campaigns also tend to be far m
To prevent this, the fed-

than the average American citizen.
eral government should close fundraising loopholes for can-
didates and officeholders, as Canada and other countries

have done, and reinstate campaign finance rules.
All of these electoral problems damage the perceived le-
gitimacy of the government, weaken America’s democracy,

and worsen governance. They also move the country deeper

into the anocracy zone. Today, Americans are distrustful of

overnment. They believe, quite rightly, that their

their g
ple’s inter-

democratic institutions often don’t serve the peo

|
!
1
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m TOV 1 1 V 1 ‘
(¢}

* @ore transparent, more accountable to voters
equl'tabI‘e and inclusive of all citizens. Rather th; . n.lo
lét? Institutions to serve a narrower and nzu'rovve::1 o
citizens and corporate interests, the United States o 1
::i::e course, amplifying citizens’ voices, increasirrlle;dS b
icadnenCt:CCOu.ntablhc% improving public services, and eng:i’:‘
are allgow Zupnon' We need to make sure that all Americang
those votZs i;zl:’:r::, th;t; all voFe§ count, and that, in turn? :
R ew ch POhc.:les are enacted in Washing-
only when 2 b going to regain trust in their governmeng

1t becomes clear that it is serving them rather i

than lobbyists, billi i I.
yists, 1onaires, and a declini
. eclining group of rural
Ameri . 3% 'V of
: icans must be educated about the ke levers
power 1 W, W
; ln our democracy and the ays in which they can be
manipulated. Accordin 1 nmizer Eric Liu
5 . g to community organi ic Lj
! d gani 1c Liu,
[ 00 many people are profoundly—and willfully—illit
t y . P Y- V- erate
about] pOW’ er: what it is, what forms it takes who has it
who doesn’t, why that is, how it is exercised.” And if Ame '—,
hS d 1t . r1
cans remain ignorant about how power operates in Ameri-
can politics, then people wi 1 w ]
5 ple with nefarious pu i
: li : purposes will step in
and take it away from them. A 2016 survey led by the An-
nenberg Public Policy er-
b Center found that one i
| ne in four Am
icans co Vi n
a5 uld not name the three branches of government
This is w ivi i W n or.
s why civic education, which has been declini g fc
ecades, must be reinst mer oulh how
decad 1cas y
our dem W % ; a
ocracy works, and the alues, habits, and norms that
are n intain i , edu-
° ecessary to maintain it. A group of six former U.S. ed
cation 1 " n
secretaries, both Democrat and Republican, rece tly
2

made t I 1
e the case for revamping civics through a project called

he Roadmap
sointed out
' STEM education than we
roadmap
patriotis
tutions

= centu
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to Educating for American Democracy. They
that we spend 1,000 times more per student on
do on history and civics. The
“cultivates civil disagreement and reflective
m”—an urgent task now that our democratic insti-
are so vulnerable and precarious. A twenty-first-
ry civics curriculum would not only create a stronger
te to balance the power of elites, but also lead to

electora

greater faith and trust in the system. “Our democracy,” ac-
cording to Liu, “works only if enough of us believe democ-
racy works.”

MOST PEOPLE DON'T realize they are on the path to civil
war until the violence is a feature of everyday life. Noor in
Baghdad, Berina and Daris Kovac in Sarajevo, and Mikhail
Minakov and Anton Melnyk in Ukraine—all confess that
they didn’t see war coming until it was too late. By the time
they grasped that something had changed, militias were op-
erating in the streets and extremist leaders were hungry for
war.

And these leaders, of course, have an incentive to keep
the average citizen distracted from the work of the militias.
At first, at least, they operate not by upending normal life
but by reshaping it gradually, protecting their larger aims
against possible countermeasures. This is a historical pattern.
Milton Mayer, an American journalist who traveled to Ger-
many in 1951, asked ordinary citizens about daily life in the
years Hitler rose to power. One man, a baker, repeated a
common refrain: “One had no time to think. There was so
much going on.” Another German, a philologist, recounted
that people could no more see it “developing from day to
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day than a farmer in his field sees the corn

it is over his head” . {

Our ow i i fr
own ps chologlcal biases often prevent us fro |
y m rec

-

know—m whi —
o os.t often, white communities than by those th
o ) ) )
s familiar with. It is no surprise that we tend ¢
O re-

g o 1
hlle

domestic 1Sm i
terrorism is thought of as rare and 1solated. In fact
. C 5

unlike i i l

g
gg
) ) as th

are 1
currently more virulent and dangerous

e If we are to avert

Wi
neutrahzmge }z:;t devote the same resources to finding and
neu egrown combatants as we do to forei
Alread ' i
L e 6}:, ;ve a‘re be.hmd. The United States has been slow
N : ar-right infiltration of our security servic
reat that is common in the buildup to civil war. A 26(?‘),0;1

gn

e ——

(hat “right-
hind the report, led by Daryl Johnson, had begun to scour

extremist websites and message boards in 2007 and were sur-

AW enforce. prised by what they found: bomb-making manuals, weapons

minimize the

danger posed by individuals living in communiti h % training,
es they

YouTube). Johnson’s report suggested that veterans might be
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_ort from the Department of Homeland Security observed

wing extremism’”’ was on the rise. The team be-

and hundreds of militia-recruitment videos (on

especially susceptible to recruitment, based on a 2008 FBI
assessment that found that more than two hundred individu-
Jls with military experience had joined white-supremacist
organizations since the 9/11 attacks. The report, however,
Jed to an outcry among congressional Republicans and vet-
erans groups, and the DHS was pressured to withdraw it.
But Johnson was on to something. Though the networks
of the armed services and law enforcement are vast, and
white supremacist sympathies are far from dominant, there is
nevertheless some overlap. An FBI report written in 2006,
“White Supremacist Infiltration of Law Enforcement,” de-
wiled the influence of white nationalism on police forces.
“Having personnel within law enforcement agencies,” the
report said, “has historically been and will continue to be a
desired asset for white supremacist groups seeking to antici-
pate law enforcement interest in and actions against them.” A
follow-up report, in 2015, found that right-wing and anti-
government ‘‘domestic terrorists” appeared to be using con-
tacts in law enforcement to access intelligence and avoid
detection.

Indeed, the recruitment of former fighters appears to
strengthen a movement. Janet Lewis, a civil war expert from
George Washington University, found that almost all the
rebel groups that were able to grow and endure in Uganda
did so, in part, because they were able to enlist former sol-
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Fhers and police officers to their cause. Ex-milit |
1n. lﬁw enforcement offer a ready-made band1 2?; a;l‘ d'th ’
;VOl(t) . tgc; It):lrltr1111lng anc; experience to be effective sol;lielr‘:d '
e e oent of Homeland Security report also id.en
hed s men.on and concluded that “rightwin '

s [in the United States] will attempt to mcruizt’7 1‘

radicalize returni
ng veterans in ord ‘
er : : :
and knoWledge.” to eXplOlt thelr ski

agen i i y 1 II
2 t e

government’s policy,
Islamic terrori
e C11~101’1srn. When he was pressed on domestic terro
peatedly portrayed left-wing militants as the real d ;
anger,

FBI di i W |
. ridz*tecto'r Christopher Wray highlighted the threat posed
ght-wing groups, and Trump’s response was to pufl))h'sel |

cly

criticize hi
i gt :Slr:)ln :ﬁlee (r:nufldled reaction by law enforcement to
erasp the true men apitol revealed the widespread failure to
ica. After the att ;Ce_and reach—of extremism in Amer-
mittee thar oo ;c ,feriY told the Senate Judiciary Com-
over the course f(})l white supremacists had almost tripled
domestic terrori:)mt £ laft three Y.ears. He warned them that
Stopping this was “metastasizing across the country.”
militias after the (;chlr st .be a priority. The decline in
dhe resalt o % oma City bombing was in large part
by both. Demnt iga;esswe counterte'rrorism strategy Supported
immense scale of thC ljlnd Repubhcan administrations. The
FBL: In less thar a e on}llblng led to real change within the
Forces (JTTE) do}’:llr,d the number of Joint Terrorism Task
Gosartiss ifeienn uble .—these are units that draw on the
s agencies and levels of law enforcement—

and there wa :
$ an 1increase in h
azardous-devi ini
O_

g
An
Jeading to the hiring of hundre

FBI. In 1997, various of
‘ preventing domestic ter

white supremacist group
ing, the FBI enlisted more than

through three tons of evi

since 9/11, of focusing aggressively on |
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ms for local, federal, and state police officers. In 1996, the
dterrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act was passed,
ds more investigators by the
the new JTTFs were responsible for
rorism acts by the KKK and other
s. After the Oklahoma City bomb-
1,400 investigators to sift
dence to find the bomber Timothy

ut any digital photographs. Deputy Attorney

McVeigh witho
harge of the

General Merrick B. Garland was the man putin ¢
investigation, and as the Biden administration’s new attorney
al, he will also oversee the investigation of the Capitol
he will help shape the American response

gener
attack. In this way,
to domestic terror over the next decade.

WHAT SHOULD AMERICA'S response look like? If we know
what terrorists are after, and how they are likely to pursue
their goals, we can formulate our own counterstrategy, draw-
ing on the experiences of other countries around the world.
In the same way that extremists wield common tactics to
destabilize democracies, sO toO are there field-tested meth-
ods of undermining, and disabling, their efforts.

The best way to neutralize a budding insurgency is to

a degraded government: bolster the rule of law, give
ove the quality

d Kilcullen—

former special adviser for counterinsurgency in George W.

terrorism strategist

reform
a1l citizens equal access to the vote, and impr

of government services. In the words of Davi

Bush’s administration and chief counter
for the U.S. State Department—the most important thing
medy grievances and fix prob-

governments can do is to “re
e the conditions that extremists

lems of governance that creat
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exploit.” If America does not chan
gers loom.

In the case of the United States
should renew its commitment to p
nerable citizens, white, Black, or
fifty years of declining social servic
human capital across racial and re

ge its current course, da.

, the federal governm
roviding for its most vy
brown. We need to ,,‘
es, invest in safety nets .=
ligious lines, and Prioritiza
high-quality early education, universa] healthcare, apq
higher minimum wage. Right n
middle-class Americans live their lives
catastrophe,” and that makes them read
tants. Investing in real political reform a2
rity would make it much harder for whit
sympathizers and would prevent the rise
of far-right extremists.

Y recruits for mjlj-

This is how most governments respond when faced with

the possibility of insurgency—they institate the reforms nec-
essary to avoid war—and it usually works. The Provisional
IRA actively pursued a war of attrition against Great Britain,
demanding fairer treatment, and they continued to launch
terrorist attacks until Westminster eventually agreed to re-
form. The U.S. government shouldn’t indulge extremists—
the creation of a white ethno-state would be disastrous for
the country—nor should it exempt them from federa] laws,
but it could address grievances that affect a broad range of
citizens, improving living standards and increasing social mo-
bility after decades of decline. As Robert A. Johnson, head
of the Institute for New Economic Thinking, put it: If
America put “much more money and energy . . . into public
school systems, parks and recreation, the arts, and healthcare,

it could take an awfiul lot of sting out of society. We’ve largely
dismantled those things.”

emists to radic
ity of ext‘reml
offer services.
Provided t

Israei ii:lians On some level, the support of the population
[srac ’

OW many working-class anq. comes d
“one small step from
nd economic secu-
€ nationalists to gain .

of a new generation
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nts that work to show they’re effective receive
A fit. Not only do they make it harder for e?c—
| 1tiize moderates, they also undercut the abil-
st:l to step in and compete with the sta;e tiot
Hamas’s popularity was built on the ben; 1ttshe
o Palestinians who were being neglected by e
ernment, not on the attacks it launched agai

own to who can provide the best services and t}11:
tection. Today, U.S. lawmakers could, for examp _,
g immigration laws, laying out a path Fo citi
reforn'l emszlmriducing the number of illegal immigrants,
Zenislhlin:zring that all citizens—white, Black, and brov]\lrz—e
}‘:;}ireeaﬁordable housing, the opportunity tohgo (t)(:leizm;gn,t
and access to effective addiction ltreatmer:;.u;fceeogn -
1 -tolerance
ShOl'ﬂfl zﬁjrllce)?tsilcytzgizr?srjrzuttoit could weaken support for
unis

P

iti ' that many
extremism by addressing the legitimate grievances
Citiz"l?}rlls ha::c': times. however, when the demands of insur-
o , r democracy, leaving a govefrn-
- Vlv'mlﬂd cb}fo(iica: gkijfc)u:ofoengage in targeted re'taLliatlc?nl’.l
r;:slitdeﬁt eLincoln was correct to r}elfuse toesneggzileartjm vz;tts
over slavery. In these cases, .
i(;rizdziz: t;ifsecute, and seize the assets of ;rllts;l;glzr:ltls(;
king it harder for them to operate‘. Gover?m' Jhould
e a strategy called “leadership decapltatlon', W
?ilssofvirssii;prisoning the leader or leade.rs 1of 21 tz(rzzzzeg‘r;);]i
to hasten its collapse. Sometimes there is elg recoune: T~
lowing the Unite the Right rally at Chafc})lt e " ,demon-
from Georgetown Law School sued the. rig t—\tn; eg N
strators, citing an archaic state law prohibiting g
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(43 8.
of “unauthorized militias’

" Most of the
o groups th. f
p? e(‘i in the rally are now barred from ever rft ‘tlt g
city i an armed group of two or more .

In the United Stat i .
. es, lawsuits have b i .
If{CJCtlve against the Ku Klux Klan. In 198362 iy .
o : . » A Zroup of thye
. Chl;ten went on a shooting spree in a Black neigﬁb(z) h :
ne 'flnooga. They burned a cross on the train traclzs 3
Blad,{ using 2a shotgun loaded with birdshot injured T
W :

e f(}n;en who were two blocks away. Flying ol !‘
iith. The women sued and were awarded $5%5a5850
,U00,

b t

was abducted by two members of the United Klans of Am
er-

ica wh i '
o I:V o ;Vere seeking retribution for the acquittal of a Bl I
. a
in the shooting of a white police officer Donald 3
. ald was

beaten, had his throat slit, and was han
, ged; he was ni
I}S::;ssoi?.;n}iz $outhern Poverty Law Center sued t;: 182:3
e ;CT, then one of the largest KKK groups, on
il B ;e s mother, Beulah Mae Donald, using’ the
e miu.ct o‘f 1870 as the basis. Ms. Donald was
oy 10;10? d:limages for the loss of her son. This
oot headquartei p, leaving Ms. Donald the owner of
. Governments can also undermine extremists’
O L . remists’ atte
latilérrlllc(iiaot:.s rf’rtlt;rn;’datlon works only because the localn;pc:;lz(—)
P te 1ieve that th.e government can take care of
emer ct them from violence. The best way to coun-
1s not only by reestablishing people’s trust in the 1:—

timacy of gover

enforce

unishing the per
zens
|often the first step in switching
gens in rural
ernment is in charge, as op
might be less apt to support
| could also backfire, particu

ar
" Jand or freedom. In this ca

CH

Klan, preventing it from engaging in vi
g in violence i :
Zzzgz.vziit tmea'ns that if members of the Klan 11]:1 SEZ::‘:
poosa v anotﬁ v1olate.the order they would be crirninall-"
S er. case, in 1981, a man named Michael Do ’ .~
g Into a store in Mobile, Alabama, when }Ill; v
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nment, but also by ensuring adequate law
ment and justice. This signals that the government is
pable of protecting the population and identifying and
petrators of crimes. It also discourages citi-

from seeking protection from the extremists, which is
moderates’ allegiance. If citi-

Nevada or Oregon know that the federal gov-
posed to a far-right sheriff, they
2 militia. This strategy, however,
larly in the West, where people

e more likely to be fearful of federal encroachment on their
se, the government could enlist

ents who are from the area, or it could shore up
itimate by local

federal ag

local security forces that are viewed as leg
citizens. This could go a long way toward building trust and

acceptance of government even in places skeptical of govern-

ment overreach.
What about outbidding? Local citizens will gravitate to

the group they believe is more likely to deliver security and

success. If you make sure my family is safe, and I believe you will
support you. Governments can undercut
ng grievances, providing
ing hard evidence that

give me a good job, ri
support for extremists by reduci

benefits for all citizens, and supply
e system 1s more fruitful than defecting.

playing within th
The U.S. government, with its enormous wealth and institu-

tional capacity, has the ability to outbid any insurgent group.
If people feel that the government is on their side, they won't
Delivering basic services can help the

need the insurgents.
e cycle of loss of hope and loss

United States break out of th

of faith in government.
What happens when insurgents want to p

promise with the government? Moderate lawmakers and

revent a COI-
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take th
e form of gun control legislation

form &F § : |
1 .

, and members of Congress woul mmigration pe

ou

enough t . d need t
o publicly support such measures Nor(t)hfeel 3
’ ern Jre_

land’s pe
Jne S;; aittcer;i;z; etge Belfast Agreement, succeeded, in
i the passage of a popular refe,rendpart,
s e revealed O\C/;erwhelming Catholic and Protesltlm,
P hOIdmg legiSIat.i overnments can prevent extr é'mt
on hostage by advertising publice -
sup-

port for refor
m : e
hreaten Or. , and b?/ identifying and punishine th
resort to violence in an effort t g those who
O stop it.

WE LIVE IN d
. : :
o eply partisan times, and it is com
10n 1 N
ponn: escribed as the root of our probl el
come more li .
e ecome dre 11be.ra1, conservatives have becom .
. Tdn there is little chance of the two sid ool
e middl 1zati -
. ' e. Polarization, many pundits h el d
Wil 1ts have argued, is
But politi .
tical 1Zati
Pt W}piola‘mzatlon does not increase the likelih
factionahzati.on—at IHCI'efISCS the likelihood of civil Oo'd
ottonal: when citizens form groups based ol
, religious, or ic di nd 5 o
geographic distinctions—and 2 i
country’s

political parti
es
become predatory, cutting out rival
vals and en-

acting policies that pri
. primarily benefi
stituents, And . efit them and thej
s much a6 o zlothlng abets and accelerates factionell.r Cc_)n_
rve: Wihiat shy C11d media. After January 6 people k .-
' should we do? D ’ ept asking
domestic t ¢ Do we need better policing?
fiiore & er.ror law§? Does the FBI need toz Cmg' Bet.ter
r-right militias? My first answer ngr:jswdy n
as always the

sart
dow
' disinfo
mocC
mediately,

read
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2 bullhorn and you turn
iracy theorists, bots, trolls,
and enemies of de-

e. Take away the social medi
n the volume on bullies, consp
mongers,
ger would drop almost 1m-

as it did when Donald Trump could no longer

ty times a day, every day. (As the

oted on Twitter: “It’s kinda
just like completely worked
) Curbing the dissem-
uld greatly reduce the

rmation machines, hate-
racy. America’s collective an

ch every American twen
. surnalist Matthew Yglesias n
weird that deplatforming Trump
with no visible downside whatsoever.”’
ination of hate and disinformation wo

risk of civil war.

A central driver to facti
acy theories. If you want to incite peop
them an “other” to target. Emphasize a behind-
plot designed to hurt their group. Convince them that an
enemy is steering the country to their disadvantage. This is
exactly what slaveholders in the South did in the years before
the Civil War. They portrayed abolitionists as an existential

threat to their way of life. Online platforms have made con-
t, more powerful. Modern conspiracy

£ Infowars have painted immigrants
d, “Those

u commit

onalism has always been conspir-
le to action, give
the-scenes

spiracies more virulen

theorists like Alex Jones 0
and Jews as an existential threat. As Voltaire once sal

who can make you believe absurdities can make yo

atrocities.”

This kind of par
American life. But a new conspiracy theory to0

ing the Trump era: QAnon, a fringe moveme
that a secret cabal of prominent pedophilic De
plotting to take down Trump. A December 2020 poll found
that fully 17 percent of all Americans—almost orie in five—
e statement ‘A group of Satan-worshiping

hild sex ring are trying to control our

anoia has always been part of the fabric of
k hold dur-

nt claiming
mocrats are

agree with th
elites who run a ¢



216
BARBARA F. WALTER

olitics.”

}Izav :j;ni;rti; eve'n.more destructive, QAnon fonc,j
oG e—rmliho_ns of other Trump supporter ,
oot B the idea .that the 2020 election Wwas s‘
o and mocrats are intent on cheating to pr 2
pone YouTj l:veeksd after. the chaos of January 6, 2021 61: :‘
o ot net, and Twitter cracked down on QAn(,) ‘
s and pages associated with -9

IF doesn’t have to be this way. America i
media industry was born, and it’s home 11:s
tech companies that control most of the in

spread on social media. The U.S, government regul
gulates

the group,
where the SOCis

o the five maj X

al]

kinds of industri
es—from utilities and d I
1 r ..
f;Od I;{rOCessmg plants—to promote the Cozlgm:;mpan;es
e ‘
platfia e of democracy and societal cohesion Schi:_lo ; F
rms should be added to the list. The iml;act Wi I?;(::ﬁ:
ould be

global. Indeed, events i i
e s in Charlottesville and els

mocracies around the world

It woul Inimi i '
e ioajiz) minimize factionalism by inhibiting foreign
e Fore ng;rn gfov'er.nments have long sought to influ-
Berese o CCCL .c1v11 Wé.lrs' The United States sent bil-
Mao’s communi:)t rebzrslgEIij:;hek o o S
: €an countries i
;}tl:te(sjctinfeieracy during our own Civil Wafnrlt“lslzpfjhe's tz
ought proxy battles with the Soviet Union innclit:ﬂ

' Cambodia,

| yse the internet to des
- Unite
through supp

sides. Vladimi
stood the power of disinf

I The Empirical Studies of
formation that i

. ewhe 4
right movements around the world The Crfa;ivi
. 0ol

Insurrection brought to light how U.S.-based mov !
iziec;f jn ilrcj)laldn;mork of extremism. As pro—T:Iilz; tssuarf ;
A zd- 01.n the White House to the Capitol allz— -
e prop gd 1sts in Berlin cheered them on. In To,kyo |
o ; e.monstra‘tors rallied under Rising Sun fl 3

gulating social media would likely strengthen liberal iiges. |
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ars in Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, Peru, Angola,

Vietnam, and Laos.

But now any country, any group, and any individual can
tabilize an adversary. Rivals of the
d States are deeply invested in stoking civil conflict,
ort for a preferred group or by inciting both
r Putin, an ex-KGB officer, has long under-
ormation. Others have caught on.
Conflict Project—together with a

£ scholars at Princeton—found that Russia, together

team O
ed clandestine social

with China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia, us
media campaigns fifty-three times between 2013 and 2018
to try to influence the internal politics of another country.
Most of the campaigns examined by the Princeton team (65
percent) simed to denigrate a public figure, usually a politi-
cian, in order to get his or her opponent elected. (Between
2012 and 2017, for example, seven of the ten most-read on-
line pieces about Angela Merkel were fabricated, according
to BuzzFeed.) The United States was the main target of these

ot the only one. Great Britain, Germany, Aus-

attacks but n
all the attacks

tralia, and others were also targeted. Almost

were aimed at democracies.
Social media has created the perfect conditions for fac-

tionalism by making it easy for outsiders to sow distrust and
division. In 2016, a Facebook account called Blacktivist,
supposedly run by Baltimore-based Black Lives Matter orga-
nizers, shared videos of police brutality and information on
upcoming rallies. It also hawked “Blacktivist” merchandise
with T-shirts emblazoned with “Young, Gifted, and Black.”
The page had received 360,000 likes—even more than the
official BLM page. CNN later reported that Blacktivist was
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expf.:rts believe, was to inflame racial regional
tensions here in the United States

po
g €

naries t i 1
B (0) ﬁght on U.S. soil. Amerlca is a technological d
. ang
mili ary giant, but the mternet and social media have left
our

a .

ou . :
you wanted to aid a radical movement in another coy
ou ]
Z would drop leaflets from planes, distribute books
ews I 1
papers, send advisers to instruct soldiers, and smugg]
arms 1ti ! :
o and ammunition across borders. Now all you ha g
o . : ve to
— c.iommate the narrative on social media. and
tionalism take root. | e
The Uni i
i bUmted States is supposed to be a model of democ
C -
¥ a beacon of freedom, but we have allowed money and
extremi 1 1t o
‘ sm to infiltrate our politics. We can strengthen ou
em . . . . r
o Ocratic institutions and our society: We did this with th
ew De e
o al, v;;hen our government put people back to work
€d many Americans out :
of poverty, and res i
. : ; tored A
cans’ fai I hopll
o didd-l 1f1 th}ellr economic system, reviving a sense of hope
1t 1n the civil rights iti .
era, when citizens d
e emanded
qual rights and freedoms for African Americans, and the

over 1sfyi
government responded, satisfying a desire for e

o quity and jus-

bA'nd 'We can do it again, by reclaiming and mediating ou
public discourse so we can get off the path of self-seore gt r
predatory factionalism and restore hope in th lg ol
health of our country. We are already seej s 2t the Lo
level, where groups of citizens i oy e e o lorg
ol o & ens In every state are for

Tganizations to try to restore civic values. One such
group 1s Citizen University, started by Eric Liu, the son of

ming

fami
Both have dedicated their lives to rebuilding America’s civil

and
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Chinese immigrants, and Jena Cane, the granddaughter of a

ly who owned slaves and fought for the Confederacy.

society, one block, one neighborhood, one town at a time.
“{We want to put an end to the myth,” Cane said, “that we're
» rugged, individualistic society, when the truth is that

throughout our history, when disaster strikes, when a com-

munity needs rebuilding, when people are in need, Ameri-
cans come together to help one another. That’s who we
really are.”
One of the programs run by Citizen University is called
Civic Saturday. Jen Boynton, a reporter, attended a Civic
Saturday in Athens, Tennessee, in 2019. Almost seventy peo-
ple attended the event in a dilapidated downtown park.
What she found was the civic version of a church service:
local citizens coming together to worship the Constitution
and build their faith in our democracy. Instead of opening
with a prayer, they opened with the Pledge of Allegiance.
Instead of singing a hymn, they read a poem from an Amer-
ican author. Instead of reading a Bible passage, they read the
Declaration of Independence. The first Civic Saturday was
held in 2016 in Seattle, and Liu and Cane (who happen to be
married) hoped—prayed—that people would show up. They
came in droves; more than two hundred crowded into the
bookstore that was hosting the first event. Five months later,
eight hundred people came. What people are hungry for,
said Liu, is community. Today, Civic Saturdays are being held
in over thirty cities and towns around the country, both red
and blue, from Indianapolis, Phoenix, and Kansas City to
Southern Pines, North Carolina. “The great majority of
people in America,” said Liu, “want to be part of a healthy

version of us and not the January 6th version.”

.
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And then there is EmbraceRace, a small nonprofit b
1t Dased

in Amherst, Massachusetts. It was founded in 2016 b
izz:n:s of mined—race children whose goal is to hel i
emb?az erslsg rliczjls_l in la .World where race is appreciatlt)ec;) ta}:; .
Tennessee. P dea; is another nonpartisan group based i ;
jomnesee that s eK1cated to strengthening civic participa~ |
i g 9 ate Tuck?r, who helps lead the groy
e n‘F now 1£ Tennessee is a red state. We do know .13’ »
Angelsvl;)(zltzg st.ate. Living Room Conversations and Bra;z
pair people from the left and the right in order

to begin to rehumanize “the other.”

Th i '
- ;1;; eacrzu;cs rrznz orgamzations like this emerging
o democ?:c : mericans ha.ve begun to realize how
e our democ y is and take action to preserve it. It is at
: evel—in churches, voluntary associations, and
g e;ssroots groups—that we can once again come t ’ 111
a}rll rele?rn the power of citizenship and communioget 4
shared history and ideals can inspire and guide us rzi\?i;;

our national pride in a s -
ystem that is trul
the people, and by the people. ruly of the people, for

LAST 1

hquanSdUI\ZII(IillhER, ;n the lead-up to the 2020 election, my
e I;S had, and I found ourselves asking a question nei-
ot ha ever contemplated before: Were we nearing

viiahin n We Would have to leave our country?
town}jf So e immigrated to the United States from a tin
- n W1errland where women in her home canto d'Zif
’ ;:f;ta;hi right to vote until 1991. Her life on a small Zaul'y
o movedete;n ;;ard, and thére was no possibility of college.
o moved & ew York Clt?’ in 1958 and fell in love with
, business, and the friendliness and ease of Ameri

. New York from a sm
~ through World War II. He started a small business and built
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never wanted to go back. My father journeyed to

cans. She
all town in Bavaria where he had lived

:+ into a success. “Only in America,” he says, “could this have
it : Y

happened.”

Zoli, who came from Canada to attend college in Amer-
ica, has his own immigrant story. His father fled to Canada
in 1956 from Hungary, after the Russians moved in and

cracked down on student protesters. Between us, Zoli and 1

have many passports: Swiss, Canadian, Hungarian, German.

But the United States is home. The most joyous holiday at
our house in San Diego is Thanksgiving. It embodies every-
thing we are grateful for: friends, family, food. America has
given our family the gift to pursue our dreams. The gift to
be ourselves. The gift to feel safe and free and to prosper.

This is where we want to live. But in November, after the
election, Zoli and I began to actively discuss a plan B. Joe
Biden had won, but Trump and many Republicans were
doing everything they could to overturn the results. When
the attack on the Capitol took place, on January 6, it seemed
that America might be at a turning point. I knew from my
research what happened to people who waited too long to
leave combat zones. Daria was lucky enough to survive the
siege of Sarajevo. Many of his neighbors were not.

Over the Christmas holidays, Zoli renewed our passports.

We considered whether it made sense to apply for Hungar-

ian citizenship for our daughter, Lina. In the end, we de-

cided on Canada, because we could drive there in less than a
witzerland would be the backup. We were

day if necessary. S
used to making emergency plans while traveling to conflict-

prone countries: “If a coup happens in Zimbabwe while we

are there, what do we do?” But now, suddenly, we were




