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activism, the structures of discursive engagement premised on dialogue with the
state, gave way; their hegemony over political action began to crumble before our
eyes. The mass mobilizations—with their staid, boring formats, their pacifist actions
with no plan for escalation, their constant repetition of the same faces in the same
groups—were replaced by a young, radical crowd largely comprised of people of
color, willing not only to challenge the state, but also to fight back. Over a period
of months, the previous barriers of political identity evaporated—the constructs that
distinguished “activism” from “normal life.” This new force ripped open the streets
themselves, leaving the shells of burned police cars in its wake.

For some of us, this was a long time coming. The global influence of the US has
been in decline since the end of the Cold War; the post-political era that Fukuyama
and Clinton proclaimed so confidently has given way to a history that continues
to unfold unstoppably. The war that the police wage against us every day finally
became a struggle with more than one antagonist. The long anticipated uprising,
the moment of reckoning with the bloody past of the American political project,
seemed to be at hand. We saw the state beginning to fray at the edges, losing its
capacity to maintain control. While we cannot yet see a light at the end, we have at
least finally entered the tunnel—the trajectory that will lead us towards the conflicts
that will prove decisive.

But, just as quickly as this new momentum emerged, we were immediately beset
on all sides by the forces of counterinsurgency. The logic of the revolt is constantly
under attack, sometimes by those we had counted as allies. Some insist that we must
present clear reformist demands, while others aim simply to eliminate us. All the
techniques at the disposal of the state and its attendant political classes—including
those within the so-called movement—are engaged as our adversaries endeavor to
capture the energy of the struggle or exploit it for their own gain.

From the first days, liberal organizers played a core role in this attempt to bring
the revolt back within the structures of governance. Caught off guard, they imme-
diately began a campaign to delegitimize the violence expressed in the streets by
framing it as the work of provocateurs and “outside agitators” They progressed to
trying to capture the momentum and discourse of the movement, forcing the dis-
cussion about how to destroy the police back into a discussion about budgets and
electoral politics. Now, as Joe Biden gets his footing, liberals have completed this
trajectory, arguing that rioting is not a form of “protest” and that the full weight of
the state should be brought to bear on those who stepped outside of the limits of
state-mediated politics.

The truth is that the revolts of 2020 represent a direct response to the failures of
former attempts at liberal capture. During the uprisings of 2014 and 2015, liberals
were able to seize control and force the discussion back to the subject of police re-
form. Consent decrees were implemented across the country; so-called community
policing (a euphemism for using the community to assist the police in attacking it)

29

of the possibilities of political action have expanded to include all the elements of ev-
eryday life alongside traditional forms of activism. In this rupture, we can glimpse
the dynamics of successful uprisings: the breaking down of the limitations that con-
fine conflict within particular bounds, the generalization of this expanded sense of
political conflict throughout everyday life, and the abolishing of the distinction be-
tween political spaces and other spaces of life. To embrace the framework of civil
war in this context, in the ways that this concept has been defined and manifested by
the right, would be to abandon the possibility unleashed by the uprising. It would
mean turning away from a dynamic conflict that has been opaque in its sheer com-
plexity and awe-inspiring in its scale. It would mean abandoning the social terrain,
and, as a result, the dynamic, kinetic possibilities of popular resistance.

Further Reading, Watching, and Listening

A few of the references that informed this analysis or are cited herein.

Theories of the State and the Police

« Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Giorgio Agamben

« Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault

« Security, Territory, Population, Michel Foucault

« The End of History and the Last Man, Francis Fukuyama

« Leviathan, Thomas Hobbes

« Political Theology, Carl Schmitt

« The Leviathan and the State Theory of Thomas Hobbes, Carl Schmitt
o Our Enemies in Blue, Kristian Williams

« Carceral Capitalism, Jackie Wang

« Throughline: American Police podcast

The Uprising and Theories of Resistance

« Treatise on Nomadology: The War Machine, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari
« “How It Might Should Be Done,” Idris Robinson
« Introduction to Civil War, Tiqqun
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with a rising discourse of civil war. This is not the sort of civil war discussed in
texts like Tiqqun’s Introduction to Civil War, which describes, in hyperbolic terms,
a conflict between different “forms of life” Civil war, as understood in the modern
US context, is a widespread frontal conflict between social forces that involves the
participation of the state but also takes place apart from it. The idea that this could
somehow resolve the core social and political differences emerges from a millenar-
ian vision structured around American civilian militarization, which has emerged in
response to the so-called “War on Terrorism,” the realities of social division within
the US, and the rising perception of threats, whether real (people of color dealing
with the police) or imaginary (“rioters are coming to burn the suburbs”). Though
many on all sides embrace this concept, this fundamentally shifts our understand-
ings of strategy, politics, and the conflict itself.

We should be cautious about embracing this concept of civil war; we should
seek to understand the implications first. The framework of civil war might feel
like an accurate way to describe our situation. It can feel cathartic to use this term
to describe a situation that has become so tense. But embracing this concept and
basing our mode of engagement on it could unleash dynamics that would not only
put us in a profoundly disadvantageous situation, tactically speaking, but could also
threaten to destroy the gains of the uprising itself.

Before we can delve into why this is the case, we must review how the frame-
work itself emerged. To do so, we need to go back to the middle of the 20th century.

The Origins of the Push towards Civil War

To consider what civil war could mean in contemporary America, we have to under-
stand how we got here. We have to tell the story of how white supremacy shifted
from being identical with the functioning of the state itself to become a quality that
distinguishes the vigilante from the state, on a formal level, while operating directly
in concert with the state. What we are tracing here is not a history, in the sense of a
chronicle of past events, but rather a sort of genealogy of concepts and frameworks.

We'll start with the shift in political and social dynamics that took place in the
late 1950s and early 1960s in response to the Civil Rights Movement. Resistance to
hegemonic white power began to impact two fundamental elements of white Amer-
ican life during this period: the concept of American exceptionalism—the idea that
America is a uniquely just expression of universal human values—and the notion
of a hegemonic white power structure. This led to a shift in the ways that white,
conservative groups viewed the world. They felt their hegemony to be newly under
threat, not only in regard to their control of political institutions, but also in ways
that could erode their economic and social power.

Previously, in many places, police had worked hand in hand with vigilante
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state is absent, or at least threatened. In US political theory, the concepts underlying
the state are held to be universal, supposedly applicable to all humans. Therefore,
anything outside of the state—even if that outside is geographically internal—is con-
sidered an absolute other that must be destroyed.

Consequently, in the US, the paramilitary is constructed both as a force in social
conflict with any geographically internal enemy defined as outside of the Ameri-
can project, and as a force inherently tied to the preservation of the state and the
prevention of change. Until recently, the concept of the enemy was tempered by
self-imposed limitations, which served to reintegrate rebels through liberal coun-
terinsurgency methods or to concentrate state action chiefly within the legal sys-
tem. Today, these limitations have outlived their usefulness and right-wing militias
are eager to eliminate the “outside.”

Now that the state has dispensed with the niceties that served to conceal its
core as a logistics of raw force, a few things have become clear. First, the structure
of law as a concept that theoretically applies to all people equally was based in the
assertion of a sort of universal inside that included all within the purview of the
state. Dispensing with law except insofar as it can be manipulated to serve as a
weapon, the administration has opened up a space outside of law, a terrain formed
by the state of emergency. Second, the paramilitary is no longer a force separate
from the state. From the perspective of the uprising, there is no distinction between
struggle against the far right and struggle against the state. This is not a horizontal
conflict on the level of society—that would assume that all the forces involved were
part of the “inside.” Rather, this is a material conflict between the state and all those
defined as outside and against it.

With the elimination of the universality of law, framed through the concept of
equal protection, and the overt incorporation of the paramilitary into state coun-
terinsurgency strategy, the language of civil war loses its usefulness. Civil war
is fundamentally a conflict between social factions, but that is not what is occur-
ring here. That framework actually distorts the current dynamics of engagement.
We are not experiencing a conflict between social factions, regardless of how the
right conceives of the conflict. Rather, by incorporating the defense of the state
into paramilitary doctrine and framing this around a rigid set of ideological com-
mitments (termed “freedom,” but which really represent forms of social control),
the right wing has given rise to a political conflict about the state, its role, and the
structure of state and police power.

If we embrace the concept of civil war as it has been constructed in the contem-
porary US context, we will find that this generates tactical problems. Embracing
civil war as a strategic posture could cause us to neglect the terrain of everyday life,
where the state actually operates and most conflicts play out. If we understand our-
selves as contending in a civil war, we will likely look for a linear conflict between
two identifiable forces fighting each other without regard to the material terrain.
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a moralistic framework and a justification for violence, leading to groups like The
Order carrying out armed robberies and assassinations during the 1970s and 1980s.

In more mainstream Republican circles, these ideas of the idyllic America and
its civilizational superiority became policy positions, though they were expressed
only in coded terms. By the time of the 1992 George HW Bush re-election cam-
paign, it was no longer possible to leverage overt racism within polite society the
way it had previously been. As a result, the right began to frame this discourse in
new terms, speaking of “Western” values and civilization, describing a “real” Amer-
ica defending the world against Communism and disorder, which were implicitly
associated with racial and political difference. In place of people like Duke or Wal-
lace articulating overt calls for racial segregation, the right began to use a different
discourse to call for separation on the basis of the concepts of purity and deviance
and the language of law and order.

This served to define a cultural and political space and also the areas of
exclusion—not on the basis of overt concepts of race, but around the idea of a
civilizational difference. The terms of division were sometimes framed through
the lens of religious differences, other times through the lens of a gulf between a
rural and an “urban” America. Some within the right at this time, like Lee Atwater,
discussed this shift overtly with their supporters (though behind closed doors),
articulating how “dog whistle” policies on tax, housing, and crime could serve as
replacements for the overt racism of the past. This concept of a Western civilization
under threat fused with the fervor against “communism” that was revived under
Reagan in the 1980s, along with rising conspiracy theory discourse—a toxic
mixture that would explode, literally and figuratively, in the late 1980s.

Meanwhile, the rise of the religious right as a political force added another
element to this fusion of conspiracy theories, anti-communist paranoia, and the
increasingly armed politics of white grievance. Prior to the Reagan campaign in
1980, the religious right had largely approached politics with suspicion, with some
pastors telling their parishioners not to participate in a political system that was
dirty and sinful. The Reagan campaign intentionally reached out to this segment of
the population, shifting its campaign rhetoric to attract their support and elevating
their concerns into the realm of policy. Consequently, anti-choice campaigns and
the like became a powerful means to mobilize people. This gave the narrative of
social polarization an additional moral and religious angle, using rhetoric about sin
and preventing “depravity.” The result was an escalation into armed violence, with
the Army of God murdering doctors and bombing abortion clinics around the US.

In this move toward armed violence, right-wing terrorist discourse underwent
a few modifications. The first of these was an expansion of the terrain where they
saw the “war” being fought. The tendency towards armed violence expanded from
focusing on civil rights initiatives and the question of whether marginalized groups
should be able to participate in society to sectors that had traditionally considered
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Biden directly declared that riots are not “protests,” essentially asserting that only
attempts to engage in dialogue with the state are acceptable and that the full force of
the state should be used to crush whatever ungovernable elements of the uprising
remain. Biden combined both approaches—both repressing and coopting—by sepa-
rating “peaceful” protesters from “rioters” and “anarchists,” then speaking directly
to the most moderate demands for police reform.

Biden expresses the other element of the core paradox within state strategy: the
state will allow protests, but redefines protesting to eliminate resistant elements.
The goal is to provide an outlet, to allow people the opportunity to express com-
plaints about particular state actions as long as no one challenges the state itself
or the bureaucracies and parties that interface with it. This approach is fundamen-
tally grounded in the concept of containment, according to which the state does not
necessarily attempt to eliminate crisis, but rather aims to keep whatever happens
under control via management and maintenance.

In the response to the George Floyd uprising, these differing approaches to law and
security functioned to undermine each other; this is what set the stage for the emer-
gence of para-state forces in response to the uprising. The “law and order” approach,
based around imposing sovereignty through force, created a situation in which the
forces of the state were empowered to employ increasing levels of violence to sup-
press the uprising. As we have seen in the streets, the use of impact munitions,
beatings, arrests, and tear gas in 2020 has far outstripped any precedent in recent
protest history. In response to these tactics, we saw an escalation on the part of
the rebels in the streets, increasing numbers of whom began to form shield walls,
bring gas masks, throw stones, and set fires, occasionally even employing firearms
or Molotov cocktails. These were not aberrations, but common tactics emerging
across a wide geographical area, fundamentally endangering a liberal counterinsur-
gency strategy based around containment.

As conflict escalates, containment-based approaches encounter two difficulties.
First, it becomes increasingly challenging to identify more moderate or “innocent”
elements and to isolate them from rebellious elements. Likewise, as state violence
intensifies, it becomes harder to make the argument that reformism is valid or effec-
tive. Rebels on the street became more uncompromising as the uprising stretched
on, seeing how increasing police violence indicates the failures of reformist ap-
proaches. Second, containment-based approaches reveal a fundamental contra-
diction. These approaches necessitate legitimizing some element of the uprising,
which means acknowledging the legitimacy of the critique of the American polit-
ical project it articulates. Yet as an uprising becomes increasingly uncontrollable,
legitimizing these criticisms is tantamount to legitimizing the violence of the upris-
ing itself.
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mainstream right. Publications like American Spectator magazine picked up fringe
conspiracy theories from the far right about the Clintons’ financial dealings, the
deaths of their former friends and business associates, and Bill Clinton’s supposed
ties to moderate left-wing activists during the Vietnam War (never mind that he
was an informant while at Oxford). This process accelerated after the government
raids at Waco, which were portrayed by many on the right as an attack against a
religious community over gun ownership issues, and at Ruby Ridge, portrayed as a
state assault on a rural family minding their own business.

The events that played out at Waco and Ruby Ridge, early in the Clinton admin-
istration, began to play a role of being points of condensation around which con-
spiracy theories could form. The efforts to establish global unity under American
political norms, which arose at the end of the Cold War, accelerated the emergence
of narratives about a purported New World Order—a superficially modified version
of some of the anti-Semitic conspiracy theories that the Nazis had previously ad-
vanced. Combined with the narrative of an absolute cultural and political division,
this fueled perceptions that the “traditional” America that the right wing held up as
an ideal was collapsing. Elements of the racist far-right used these conspiracy the-
ories as openings to enter mainstream right wing circles. Mainstream Republican
discourse integrated the former fringes—a move propelled by Newt Gingrich and
Thomas DeLay for the purposes of creating a permanent Republican voting block;
by pushing the narrative of permanent division and existential threat, they could
demonize the Democrats, guaranteeing loyalty among their voters. The populariza-
tion of these narratives extended the Overton window to the right in ways that the
far-right subsequently exploited to extend its influence and recruitment. Many of
these tendencies fuel present-day Trumpism.

Concurrently, in the 1990s, militia movements that had previously been viewed
as fringe elements increasingly came to be regarded as necessary to defend America
from internal and external enemies. As right-wing conspiracy theories reached a
fever pitch and increasingly mainstream Republicans embraced these politics, the
militias grew in size. This tendency, coupled with the right’s historic fervor for
gun culture, popularized the notion of the “patriot” standing up against “tyranny”
to preserve “freedom” and an American (read: white-dominated) way of life. This
language was continuously weaponized over the following decades, pulling more
moderate conservatives into contact with extreme right-wing ideas, which became
less and less divergent from the language of mainstream Republican activists.

Understandings of “freedom” as the preservation of white domination and Chris-
tian supremacy continued to infiltrate the mainstream right, fueled by the conspir-
acy theories about how Clinton was going to destroy the white Christian way of life
in America. In this mutation, the concept of “freedom” was modified to represent
a rigid set of social norms. For example, Christian groups began to declare that
it was a violation of their “freedom” for the state to allow non-hetero couples to
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definition of life and existence. The formal argument in the US political context
is that law must apply to all people in the same way all the time, though we all
know that this is never the reality and that in fact, the administration itself does
not adhere to the law. Under the Trump administration, the state takes the form of
a traditional extra-legal sovereignty structure, via which the will of the sovereign
imposed through force and law serves as a convenient mechanism to criminalize
any form of resistance.

This tendency to employ the state as an extra-legal apparatus for imposing
sovereignty has manifested itself in a variety of forms—including the argument that
people who attack property should spend decades in jail, the use of federal law en-
forcement to protect buildings from graffiti, and the use of federal charges against
protesters, often for actions that local officials would not have deemed worth pros-
ecuting. The goal is clear: to suppress the uprising in its entirety, rather than to
regulate or channel its energy. This approach largely failed, often provoking severe
reactions in places like Portland, where the presence of federal law enforcement
on the streets energized the uprising and inspired some interesting tactical innova-
tions.

The other side of this counterinsurgency puzzle is an emerging form of liberal
counterinsurgency. Liberal counterinsurgency is nothing new. We can trace it to
the attempt to moderate the labor movement after World War II and subsequent
efforts to contain the Civil Rights Movement; the current strategies are familiar
from the later days of the Iraq occupation. The fundamental move here is to provide
an access point through which elements of a political faction or movement can
get involved in the state. Sometimes this is through the mechanism of voting and
the channeling of resistance into electoralism. If that fails, or if the crisis is acute
enough, the state will attempt to incorporate these moderate elements directly by
appointing them to government positions, including them in committees and in the
constructing of policy. Arguably, the beneficiaries of previous applications of this
technique form the core of the contemporary Democratic Party, which is comprised
of the moderate wings of various political initiatives, all of whom were given access
to some element of power. The final move in this strategy is to delegitimize or crush
the ungovernable elements that refuse to compromise.

At its core, liberal counterinsurgency relies on fracturing political initiatives,
uprisings, and organizations, sorting the participants into those who can be recuper-
ated and those who must be eliminated. We saw elements of the state and various
aspiring state actors employ this strategy in response to the George Floyd upris-
ing. Early on, this took the form of conspiracy theories about outside agitators and
agent provocateurs; eventually, it progressed into discourse about the importance
of peaceful protest, a focus on defunding the police rather than abolishing them,
and calls for people to follow the leadership of community organizers who were
attempting to pacify the movement.



& Sur023q ‘9rnynd rendod pa1sjus  pue[pIOY, Y] JO IOPUSJIP USZNID 31} Jo 1dad
-Uu09 Y[, "uoudwouayd [eIn)[no & aUI052q 03 PajIe)s JUSUISAO BII[IUL A} ‘93.)S o[}
W01} PIJRUSIe I9FUO OU :JUSTSAOW BIIIW I} UT PAIINII0 SIUBSSTRUDI JO }10S
-adeospure reonyijod uedtIaury o) ssoloe pajdope A[Surseaiour sem 9JI[ Jo Aem ueor
-Ioury 9y} Ao1jsap,_ 03 J3nos Jey] sJeaIy] USI9I0] WOIj PUR[SWOY, 1]} SUIPUIJap JO
BIPT 91} {SUOTJRZITIAID JO JOT[Ju0d © Jo 3doduod atjy aztrendod o3 padiay way) punore
110191 31[} PUB SIAJISUIAN) sk} e Y], "sasnjeredde WSLI0119)-19JUN0D PUE 99UAIT]
-[o3ut 9y ojut a1[qnd_ a1y3 Jo SumjeIp 9y} pue—ajels 3y} 0] AJ[eLo] Suruorisenbun ur
papunoisd uorounsIp Areurq e—( sn jsurese 10 sn YjIm ) J9I[JUOD UT SJUSUIIS 0M] JO
SATJRIIRU B JO UOTJONIJSUO0D 31f} sem udredured siiyj Jo 2109 ayJ, ‘suorednooo Arejru
SB3SIOAO OJUI SUOI[[LI) [SUURYD 0} PUR ‘SAIUNUILIOD ITJUS Jo8Ie]} 0] ‘SAIA]I] [IAID
JO suorje[olA J1eurd)sAs AJsnf 03 pajro[dxa sem YOTYM SNSUISUOD B— WISLIOLIQ], UO
TeA\,, 9} PUNOIE SNSUISUOD [BUOIIRU B SUTIONIISUO0D U0 Pasndof asuodsar s a1eys oy,
‘Arestyeurerp paSuetd JySLI Iej 9SULI] 9] pue 9)els A} Uamlaq drysuone[ar ay}
‘sypoepe 11 Joqurajdag Ay} pue UONRNSIUTIPE YSTg PU0IS 3} JO JUAAPE ) A

(puepwWO], 3} Surpuaja( Jo AN[eIUIN YL,

‘Y311 oy} Suowre pajdadde AJopim 9q 0] SUIRD SUOTJOR] [RIDOS UIIMJA( JOTJUOD
[BIUOZLIOY B SB Tem [IAID JO BaPI 3] ‘PIZI[RISUAS AJI[RIUSW SIY] Sy WOPISIJ IOy}
9A13s91d 01 19pIO UT DII[9 [eIdqI], [edTuueIA] ® jsurese JZIIqOW P[NOD Jet]) $9010]
ATuo a1} a19M A31[} Je1]} 9AJI[2q 0 PA] ‘UOTIOUIIXD [IIM PIUJBIIY} 2INJ[ND UBILISUIY
Ue JO 9Bl 9} }IM ISSBW U pajuasaid 219m SI9J0A "JeSI} [eIn)[nd 2)njosqe Ue
JO UONOU ST} UO PIseq [ 9I9M SIJJOA dJEATIOW 0} PAZI[IIN AU} SIAIJRIIRU 3} Inq
‘suontsod d113uad-Ao170d padRIqUIS [[T3S SUOIOR] 3sAY} Jo dwog ‘Alred uedrqnday
39U} JO SUOT}OB] 9]BISPOUT JIOUI I} OJUT yoeq padaas pue pazrrejruu A[3urseaour
JWBddq YOTYM DTeJIem [eIn)[no [e30} Jo }daouod e J0J SUOTIIPUOD Y} PaIeaId Alaed
ueodrqnday a3 ‘uojur[) ndIepun o0} sydwene S Ul [ [edIUURIA] B JO ISTI AU}
Surqriosap aanjerreu £109y3 Adeirdsuod peaidsapim ay3 yim pasny ySL1 snordpar
9y} Uy doue[red UOWIWOD SW0J3] PeY YITYM Tem 2Inj[nd e Jo 3deduod ayJ,

Y3
3y} sso1de arnjsod uerLrejLIoyine A[SUIseaIoul ue 10J 95e)s 9y} }9s Sey] SI], ‘Surueawt
renjoe Aue jo paddins uaaq sey wopsalj, Jo uonou Y] ‘prayjrede feroel pue Juawa
-ramoduastp “Ayrenbaur eonyrjod pue [e100s 9AI19s21d 0] PUE SOUSIAYIP SJRUTII[S 0}
QIS9P Y} YIIM PAUIqIIO)) "UOISN[Ox3 Jo sarorjod ysnd o3 31 Lojdws suernjod uaym
Suryeadar saxmbax Ajoreq 11 yery Surm-1ySix oy ym rendod os awodaq sey I Jo
Aem e jo uonearssaid a1) se UIOPaalf JO UONOU SIY], "SJUSWUNDIOP JUSTUUIIAOS
ojur Ayruensty) jo aden3uel Y} 21eI32UI I9Y1INJ 0} pue AJUIPI I9PUSS 10 UoIIe}
-UQLIO [eNXas U0 paseq A3a100s woij ajdoad apnyoxa 0} parjdde Ajpajeadar uaaq sey
orwreuAp st} ‘s1eak og Ised ay) uf "Jooyds ur Aexd o3 USIP[IYD 9010] 0] JOU IO ‘ALrewr

11

anjosqe ay} se me[ Jo 1doouod sy} sjuasaid IspIo pue me[ JO SANJRIIRU Y],
‘93]S 9y} JO UMopeaIq 1y} pue 2o10d Y} JO UOJRZIURSIOSIP
a1} 01 Surpea] A[[enjuass ‘OpeIdap [[Im me[ Jo AUOWIFY Y] ISIMISYJ0—SIS0D [[B
e paddogs aq 3snw ‘Furjoo] pue Junolr uado 03 saydIeW }921)s papruLddun woy
‘“Ay1am3oe [e3a([1 Aue A[3urp1000y ‘20eds 1R[] UIYIIM 2OURISISAI SNID URD A3} Je1])
92139p 9y} 03 ATuo suonouny s1a1dnodo 31} Jo [[Im 31y} asoduwr 03 0103 1Y} Jo AJ[Iqe
a1} pue 20105 SutAdnoo0 a1y} JO 2INJONIIS 3T} ‘DrejTeM UdO UT pUe ADUSSISWD JO 9)e)s
B UT ‘MB[ JO YIOMSWERIJ 3} SPISINO USAY "BIIR UB 0JUT 9010] Surjoafoxd woiy ao170d
a1]3 JuaAa1d 03 9IS [[e SUOTIOR A[I9PIOSTP YIns I9Y)0 PUe ‘Sapedlireq surping ‘@orjod
Sunpeny Jesy a1els ay3 uodn yoeje ue asuas awos ur sT 2o1[0d 21} Jsurede yoene
Aue onIISU0d ST} UIYITA\ "SUSZIIIO [[E JO SUOII. 31f} 91e[N'3a1 03 pue doeds pue awr)
[T 19400 03 papuajur £}1ej0} JeuorjeIidse Jo 110s © S SISIXa ME[ ‘SI} POOISISPU)
WISTURYOIW Yons auo are ao10d
oYL, '9J1 AepA1aad uodn wray} asodwr Ued jey) SWSTUBRYIIW BIA 3JI0] e} AUO
[ uSra19a0s jo suorjisodurr [eSa]-e13xe pue me] ay3 yjog roded jo 2oard e jsnf st
$S2I3U0Y) UI [[I B ‘UOTIeIe[dap SnoIy) A[duIls Uonouny J0u 0p—aInjonijs usaIdA0s
©JO S91e301p Y} ‘9s1021d 2 03 TO—SME[J3X ME[ JO IPISINO SJUIWOUI OU dI€ I} Jer[}
pUE 9[qBI0IOJUD ST ME] 3]} Jey[} 99139p a1[} 01 ‘SPIOM IO UT—ME] 3} 0} suonpdaoxa
9q J0UUERD 2I9Y} JeY} JUIXD Y} 0] SUONOUNJ ME[ JO 2INJoNI)s 3y} ‘A[resrydosoqryg
"3NI} 10U ST ISIIAUOD I} JNq dJe)s
9} JO 9OUDISIXd S} SOJBIISSIOAU SME[ JO UOTIONIISUOD Y], ‘ATerjiqre A[1opn uso
sem ‘9[durexo 10J ‘OWIIGar s UIBIS—SME] JO OUBUIIUTEW PUE UOTONIISUOD 3} UO
pastwaxd jou ST 93e)s Y], oxe AJ[RIN] A3} 9sNBI( SI JT ‘ME[ 3} dA0qE 9 0} Teadde
sdoo Aym Iopuom SISTATIOR [BIDQI] USYA\ “ME[ JO 2INJONIIS Y} SPIIIXI 33eIS A}
‘Toyjoue yoes A[dur yer} euswouayd se me[ pue a3e3s 213 JO NUIY} Ud}jo am y3noyf,
"au0A19A9 0} AJenba A1dde suodeam Furysipuelq pue ‘syeary) Jnesse jsurede sme
ey} BIPI A} Y}1m SuO[e ‘Mme[ AQ paITwI] 2310§ 201[0d © JO JI0MaIUTRI] 3} paUOpUERqe
a7e3s a1} Jo sjuawR[d se ‘Jurstadn pAo[ 281090 o3 Surmp no Aerd sty mes o
IS
arenjadiad o3 1durepye ue ur ‘mey apasiadns 10 ‘me[ puadsns ued ajels Ay, ‘uorssaid
-xa a[qrssod A[uo ay} j0u ST 31 INq—AJUITDI2A0S JO UOISSAIdXa UR SB SISIXD MB[ 9)e)S
31[} JO UOT}ONIISUOD SIY} UTYIA\ "T0T302(01d JeY[} JO UOTIENUIIUOD 3} pue AJUSIoI9A0S
Jo uonpoafoxd ayy Sureq sreod Arewrrad o) yitm ‘passardxa st AJuF1919A08 JO (1M 9}
UoTym Y3NOIY} UOTJRULIOJ B SB 3JBJS 9} 2qLIISIP UBD oM ‘Udquredy orsIor) pue
NruyPg [re) Surmoqo] Me[ AU} pue d3els dY} :SJUSUII[S [BJUIWEPUNJ 0M]} UO S|
-91 9SINOJSIp STY[, 'Wd)sAs uostid Yy} Jo uorsuedxa oY) pue ‘SIOUIIUSS TWINTUTUTU
A107epuew ‘s2210§ 2o1]0d JO UOTIRZLIRI[TU 31} ‘SUTdI[Od SMOPUIM USYOI] 10 Aem
oy} Suraed—suoryerndod uostxd ur astx aa1so[dxe a3 pue xo[dwod [errsnpur-uostid
Arerodurajuod ot} Jo UOTEPUNOJ S} PIULIO S I9PIO PUB ME[ JO ISINOISIP YL,
*21eurSLIo Aot} axoym Suroer) £q urSoq ued om ‘SIUIIIYIP 5}
puejsIapun oF, “AJyuada1 [un uodn parfarx ajess atyy Jey} sanbruyoay o) Yim yeaiq

a4



12

widespread cultural archetype within mainstream conservatism.

The embrace of the tenets that formed the foundations of the militia movement
in the decade leading up to September 11 had profound effects.

First, an ecosystem of conspiracy theories developed around September 11, pro-
pelling Alex Jones from the fringe towards mainstream conservative circles. This
was bolstered by state efforts to spread the narrative that hidden enemies within
the US were waiting for a time to attack. This posture lends itself to justifying social
exclusion and validating conspiracy theories; the threat is not apparent but hidden,
associated with elements of society that diverge from supposed social norms. As
a result, the narrative on the far-right shifted from a framework that was at odds
with the state to a framework in which the right targeted others based on race, re-
ligion, and politics in order to defend the state itself. Conspiracy theorists were
able to exploit increasing Internet use, using online media and the newly formed
mass social media platforms—chiefly Facebook—to spread conspiracy theories to
new social circles.

Second, the incorporation of far-right ideas and personalities into mainstream
conservative discourse brought more traditional conservatives into increasingly
close contact with extreme racism and Islamophobia. Before the rise of social media
and the right-wing idea of the civilian soldier, many people saw these conspiracy
theories as marginal and lacking credibility, or else did not encounter them in the
first place. But now, these fringe elements gained an audience within more main-
stream circles, hiding their intentions within the parlance of counter-terrorism. As
the field of counter-terrorism studies emerged, many of those who initially pop-
ulated that world hailed from the Islamophobic far right; they were able to pass
themselves off as “terrorism experts” simply by presenting themselves as a “think
tank” and making business cards. As the right came to adopt the concept of an
absolute threat and to identify that threat with otherness in general, the fear of
an immediate terrorist threat that politicians had propagated bled over into cul-
tural and political divisions, conveying the sense that the enemy represented an
immediate and physical threat to health and safety. The more this mentality spread
throughout the right, and the more that this was leveraged to demonize difference,
the more the conditions were created for these divisions to be characterized with a
narrative of overt warfare.

Within the right, as the idea of a militarized defense of the state against ene-
mies both internal and external took shape, the definition of “enemy” expanded to
include not just those of different cultural, ethnic, or religious backgrounds, but also
immigrants, Muslims, and “liberals” As the Bush era wore on, this newly empow-
ered militia movement, increasingly aligned with the white nationalist agenda, be-
gan to engage in semi-sanctioned activity, such as the Minutemen patrols along the
Mexican border. Republican politicians incorporated the ideals of these militarized
groups into GOP policy, both nationally and locally in places like Arizona, where
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So the question confronting us is not whether to engage in civil war. Rather, the
concept of civil war, as popularly understood in the contemporary United States, is
a misnomer.

Law and Liberal Counterinsurgency

The emergence of this paramilitary phenomenon must be understood in the wider
context of the development of counterinsurgency strategies as a response to the
George Floyd uprising. Counterinsurgency theory is a vast field, emerging from
colonial powers’ attempts to maintain imperialism in the wake of World War II. Be-
ginning with British tactics during the Malayan Emergency in the 1950s, the model
provided by those attempts to maintain colonial power came to exert profound in-
fluence on subsequent military and policing theory. Both “community policing”
and the approach that the US military took during the later phase of the occupation
of Iraq derive from thinking that originally emerged at that time. The primary goal
of contemporary counterinsurgency, at its most basic, is to separate the insurgents
from the population, and to enlist, as much as possible, this same population in ini-
tiatives to eliminate the insurgency. As French military thinker David Galula wrote
in the 1950s, “The population becomes the objective for the counterinsurgent as it
was for his enemy.”

Unlike the traditional understanding of warfare, which assumes a frontal con-
flict between identifiable, organized forces and the control of territory, counterin-
surgency engages at the level of everyday life, where material action is taken and
politics occurs. The terrain of the conflict is not space, necessarily, but rather secu-
rity—the participants seek the ability to contain crisis in a given area, and then to
expand that area. This has taken many forms—from the British brutally relocating
entire populations to camps and the Americans napalm-bombing Vietnam to the
softer approach of buying loyalty seen in the Sons of Iraq program during the Iraq
War. However, the core of this approach is always a system that creates incentives
for loyalty and negative consequences for disobedience, resistance, and insurgency.
As many historians of US policing have pointed out, there is a cycle in which tac-
tics developed in foreign conflicts are integrated into American policing and vice
versa. Counterinsurgency is no exception; the earliest domestic appropriations of
this approach were used to provide political victories for the moderate elements of
political movements in the 1960s, followed by the emergence of so-called “commu-
nity policing”

The important thing here is to understand how this approach has been modi-
fied during the uprising that began in May 2020. In some ways, the response to
the George Floyd uprising employed longstanding techniques—for example, the at-
tempt to recuperate moderate elements. In other ways, we have seen a dramatic
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were the result of years of social polarization and burgeoning ideas about cultural
warfare, promoted by Republican politicians. Departing from the idea of a lifestyle
under threat, moving through the concept of cultural warfare into conspiracy the-
ories and the framework of civilizational warfare, an overtly racist call to “protect
Western civilization” became the cornerstone of contemporary right wing politics.

The open embracing of conspiracy theory generated several mutations within
right-wing discourse, two of which became prominent.

The first mutation took the form of the Tea Party and the birther conspiracy—
from which Donald Trump’s candidacy ultimately emerged. In these circles, con-
spiracy theories fueled by Facebook and online right-wing platforms spread at an
unprecedented pace, generating theories about everything from “death panels” to
undocumented immigration and eventually culminating in QAnon. The rapid pace
at which these theories proliferated and were adopted by the Republican Party and
their attendant media organizations, such as Fox News, created the conditions for
these narratives to grow increasingly divergent from demonstrable and observable
fact. In these circles, the acceptance of information had less to do with its veracity
than with the declared politics of the communicator. This backlash against “liberal
media”—i.e., any media organization that did not valorize right-wing narratives—
formed the basis of the “fake news” narrative later pushed by Trump.

The second mutation was the emergence of newly empowered militia and white
nationalist movements, which had come to exist in close proximity with one an-
other twenty years earlier when they were relatively isolated during the Clinton era.
These organizations capitalized on their newfound access to people in positions of
power. Narratives about defending the state against “outsiders” continued to spread
online, enabling militia groups to capitalize on populist discontent in the waning
years of the Obama administration. These elements began to organize through sev-
eral different channels, including attempts to carry out attacks against immigrants
and Muslims, the emergence of “citizen’s militias” in places like Ferguson, Missouri
in response to the uprising against racist police violence, and direct standoffs with
state forces such as the one at the Bundy Ranch in 2014. These confrontations pro-
vided a point of condensation, while right-wing media pointed to them as examples
of “resistance” to the supposed internal threat.

Concurrent with the acceleration of activity within conspiracy theory and mili-
tia circles was the rise of the “Alt-Right,” which emerged during “Gamer Gate” in
2014. Largely driven by the Internet and misogynist white grievance, this element
introduced a new and well-funded influence into the right-wing ecosystem. The
Alt-Right is rooted in the white-collar racist right-wing, populated by figures like
Jared Taylor and Peter Brimlow who were often seen as soft and bourgeois by other
elements of the far-right. Taylor, Brimlow, and similar figures are situated in the
universities and think tanks of Washington, DC; they had always operated in a
space between the official Republican Party and the Nazi skinheads and racist mili-
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what we are describing is nothing more than informal policing.

This explains how the contemporary right wing embraces the police, soldiers,
and murderers like Kyle Rittenhouse in the same breath. They understand them-
selves as fighting alongside the state to preserve it. It is not just that Trump has
leveraged them for this purpose; their entire narrative propels them in this direc-
tion, rendering them willing participants in the establishment of authoritarianism
under the banner of “freedom.” All the state has to do to mobilize them is to conjure
an enemy and legitimize extra-legal action.

In calling them forward and sanctioning their actions, the state has employed a
strategy with two clear objectives. First, to compensate for the state’s failure or hes-
itance to mobilize enough force to contain the uprising. Giving leeway to vigilante
forces, the state enters a zone of exception that allows for violence not subject to the
constraints that ordinarily limit what the state can do by force. Second, to construct
the uprising as a threat. Taking advantage of widespread xenophobia, racism, and
citizen militia mentality on the right, the state presented the uprising as something
outside of America, posing a threat to America. This mentality is clearly confined
to one segment of the American population, but that segment is all that is necessary
for the operation to succeed.

For these moves to be effective, it was necessary to construct a threat that was
both outside and internal. The narrative of “outside agitators” was mobilized to
delegitimize Black resistance by denying that it ever actually occurred, insinuat-
ing that “outside agitators” drove the local rebellions. This narrative has been de-
ployed across the political spectrum, from conservative Republicans to progressive
Democrats, in a flagrant attempt to decenter the idea of direct, localized resistance.
This served a number of different agendas. In cities governed by Democrats, it en-
abled local administrations to deny the failures of reformism; in more conservative
areas, politicians used it to deny the profound racism at the core of the American
project and to preserve the narrative of American exceptionalism. This effort to con-
ceal Black resistance was easily debunked, as arrestee statistics around the country
repeatedly showed that the majority of people arrested in local protests were from
the immediate area and were hardly all “white anarchists”

When the falsehood about “outside agitators” collapsed, Trump turned to defin-
ing whole cities as outside the realm of American legitimacy. This included threat-
ening local officials, declaring that they had lost control of cities, and ultimately des-
ignating those cities as “anarchist jurisdictions.” This successfully mobilized right-
wing groups to go into some of these cities and start conflicts, but ultimately, the
reach of this ploy was limited. For counterinsurgency to succeed, it needs to em-
ploy narratives that are widely accepted—and uncontrolled “anarchist jurisdictions”
failed this test. This narrative has been most effective when it focuses specifically
on “anarchists,” defining the term as anyone involved in any sort of direct resis-
tance, including marches. By promoting the idea that Americans face a dangerous



PBY WSIAT)BAIISUOD S}00IsSeId B pling o} sjdurajje I10y) jey} puejsiapun 0} Jwed
Appmb Aoy ‘saporo 1omod ueorqnday [euonipen; Aq pajoafor Auado sem Aoeprp
-ued ST YSNOyj UdA] '9OUBASLIS 9)TM PUER UOISIAIP [e100S Jo sonjrjod ® Ul sem J1
Se UOTJRULIOJUISIP UT Papunois AJJueje[q Se ONSI[BUOIIRU sem ]I se }sioel Afuado
se sem Jey} udredures e uer oym ‘dwini], peuo(y 9sore JuUsWOW SIY} JO INQ
‘J19s31 A1xed a3 1940 Jox3u0d Surso] A1red a3 Jo prens plo a1y} 03 Pa] Jeyf} SUOHHIPUOD
31} PaJeaId Os[e J1 ‘epudde ewreqQ Y} Jo Yonur Jrwl| o} aipadold Arejusurerred
93e124a] 03 suedriqnday Y} pamof[e STy} YSnoy], (i Je jsowye 193ue AIeUO0IoORaI
pue o8e1 azIIqowr 03 WY} Surjqeus ‘paziTeIsA1o Surping sieak juads pey 1ySiI oy
Jey} 2[qqnq, [eI00S ], ‘Peal A3y} S}00(q 1} ‘0] UISI] A1} JISNUI Y} DALIP LY}
SIBD JO puny| Jeym ‘sayjo[d pue pooj Anq ajdoad a1oym—ajif AepAI19Ad Jo 109dse 1049
Surssedwoous AJ[eNJULAS pUR  BIPSW [RISCI], 3} JO UOTJRZIUOWSP Y] Yiim Jutuursd
-9q ‘saanoadsiad 10110 Aue woij paje[ost pue wat) 0} TeAo] A[e3a[durod sem jey)
y}oo[q Sunjoa e jon1isuod 0y Ajruniroddo ue mes At], "93ejueAPESIpP ST} JOBIIUNOD
01 uorssaxddns 19304 pue SurropuewiA1198 pasn A3y} se }sn{—ino Surp A[mo[s sem
Jey) 9seq 1904 © )M Ared uerrejriouruu e 3urodaq sem Ared uedrqnday oy} 1y}
10e] 2y} 10J ajesuaduiod 03 A310us st} asn 0] padoy Aay], "A319Ua S}00IssRIS MBI
PINod A3y Yorym w0l 321nos 3[qissod & se Jurm JYSLI a1f] JO JUSUIS[S MU ST} MBS
suerontjod uedrqnday ‘sapeoap ised ur Ae o pue YoLISUID YHUM SB ‘SAem Auew
uJ "sTe0S SJI 9AATYIE 0] SOT}OE] [BUOTIRIUOIFUOD PIsN JT SAeM U} pUe WSIORI JYSLIIN0
S31 931dSap ‘UOTJRULIO] MAU ST} 9oRIqUID 0] UeSaq suedNI[od 9ATIRAIISUO0D AUBIA
“JUSUIDAOTU BIJI[IL O]}
puUnNoIe 3INJ[ND B JO UOTIONIISUOD JY) pue ‘A3I10Us JSIAN)OR JYSLI-1e] SUISLI ‘A}1R] B3],
1]} YSNOIY] SIATJBAIISUOD 19O JO uoTjezIfiqout 3y} Aq pajuswaddns sem aouasard
suruo sT], ‘WYSrY-1[V Yy} punore Suljquiasse sadI10j auruo a3 ojur Suidde; Aq
PIRIm pnod Aatf) 18y} 1omod Y] pazIrudooal SI9Y)Q "SI9Y101q YO0 31} 3I] SIapunj
[eUOT)IpeI) 2IOW JO SYIOMIAU 1amod d1[) SUIOIIIA0 PUE SIIIID ATJBAIISUOD UTYIIM
1omod ures 0] £357e1)s & sem JS1Y-1[y Y] SUIOBIQUID ‘SIIDISN d1f) I suedrjqnday
10 ‘spunj 23pay SUIUUNI SUOI[Iq SPeW oYM ‘A[TIUR] IDIJ|N Y} Aq papunj pue
‘uouueq 2A93)S juepyuod s dwiniy, Aq uni pqiraig a1 suonjedrqnd Aq paygrdure
sem douanpyut styJ, "Aorjod adeys pinoo A9y} yorym woiy suorjisod paureje pey oym
SIATJBAISSUOD JSIORI [RUOTIPRI} SI0W ‘T9p[o Yiim dn Sutures) Aq saoard uedsrqnday
[eniuanpjur ojur A1jus paures A31) ‘ma1s JYSY-1[y 3y} Jo 2ouasaxd suruo ay} sy
“JeaIY) [RUISIUT U Pajuasaidal sjuaIaype Ioy)
paouIAt0d pet] JYSLI 9] Jet]) sdnoid ay}— JUSYSI[qe]sa [eIdqI], Y] Jo 1red se waty)
pasoddo oym suoAue Surderyrod S[Iym UONBWIOJUISIP PUE SILI0dY} Aderrdsuod ur
ATuado oygern) 01 a[qe sem JYSTY-y o} ‘s1ea4 Surpaoaid atp3 Jo syuswdo[arap ay)
0] syuey], Yd9ads 9a1j Jo J1103aY1 3} Surserass] A[snonuadursip Aq paynsnl Loy
yorym ‘sudredured juswisserey auIuo y3noiyj uorjuajje peardsapim paures Jysry
-1V 2y} ‘uorydadap o1393e13s JO O130] B }IM PIULIE PUR SIPUNJ AI}SNPUIT [EIOURUL PUE
03] WOIJ Ysed YIIM USN[] 'SIPedap 10J 9SuL1j JUSLI-Te] o) PIJRUTOP PeY Jey) ser)

Sl

J9€J UI USUM “JOI[JUOD [RID0S [eJUOZLIOY B JO UOISN[[I Y} SIJBAID ITem [IAIO SB 9)e)s
1]} JO SURJAP Y} SUIQLIISI(] 9]B)S AN} JO UMW uTe}rad Sursoddo SurajoAur Jety)
JT USAS ‘BOLISWIY, JO SISIISJUT o1} UT SURYIOM 9] 0 WIR[D I3} WOIJ SIALISP UOT)
-1s0d Surm-jyS1r ay} Jo AdewIgo] paaradiad oy} AJ[RIDIJoUN I9AIMOY ‘J[3SIT 93elS
a1} JO JudWd[e Ue sk SuIAJuapr AJuado ST JOIJUOd Y} JO JUIWI[S dU(Q ‘IATJRIIBU
1By} YOJet J0U S0P OLTRUIS JUILIND Y], '9Je]S d1f} JO [OIU0D IOAO SISTOSB]-T{Ue pue
s3s1ose] usam1aq 3y uado ue Jo uonydrosap jde ue aq pinom rem [IAD e ‘Spdurexs
10 "PIuIydS [1e) Aq pansIe se Yjoq SAULIP Jet]) AJTUn I9PIM © UIYIIM SUOIIOR] J0UT)
-SIp 0M] U92M19q JIIJU0d B saT[dwl Tem [IAID Jo SUIpUR)SIdPUN [RUOIIPERI} YL
‘udredured uorjoayeax s dwmnag,
Jo Surdessaw a1} YJIm UOTRUIPIO0D Ul 20e[d }00] SIY} [[B I9qUISAON PUe jsndny
U22M19¢ "ULIR JUSUIIDIOJUD [B33] B Sk 20135 Jo Jusurireda( oy} Suisn pue ‘9dusfola
a1} Ajysn( 03 syrodax aouaSI[aIur SHJ SUIAJIpowr QYSII 91BISPOW 3} UTYIIM (OBl
1oy} puedxs pue senIiu ozmunrda] 0y sar10aty) Aderidsuod Surjoword aury sures
1]} J& S[IYM }93I]S A1) OJUT INO $3210] FULM-JYSII 3s3Y] [[eD 0] Ue3aq A[2A1}O® )e)S
S} UTIIM SUOTIOR] ‘0z0z Iourwuns ur SuriIels '91(Qg OUlS peyf I Se ‘SISIOSe)-1jue
pU® s]SIOSBJ Uam]aq oua[oIA 0] dsuodsar ur Joe o} ursnjar Ajdurts 1a8uof ou st
a1e]s Ay, "d9ud[oIA [edorenxa Jurhorduwn sainseawr Aouadnsuriajunod ur Sursesua
Aquado pue 2o170d 3] Y3IM 1190U0D UT SUDIOM ‘D]B]S 3] YIM PIUSI[e SIII0] Je]s
-ered se Suruorjouny suotjoe] (eonyrjod Uas ALY 9M ‘0Z0Z UJ "9T(Z OUIS PUE[)I0J pue
‘Ao[aI9g ‘O[[TASIIIO[TRD) UT UIIS JARY] dMm SAYSB[D o} Uey[} SUTIIY 311} 210w A[pUnoj
-o01d ST OLTRUDDS [eNjOe 3} Jng "d1e]S 1Y) S[ONU0I OYMm A0 JITJuod e A[durs azom
J1 JT U9aq ARy prnom J1 se isnf ‘yde usaq aaey JYSTUW Tem [IAID JO UOIJRZLIDIORIEYD
a3 uayy ‘uontsoddo js1osej-1jue Iy} pue suorjoe] fednyrjod pue [eoos Surm-1y3L
U22M33q JDI[JU0D ® Uaaq Ajdurts pey 0zog Ul s39a13s 9y} ojul papo[dxa Jeyy} 9[33n1s
[e100s oy} J] Xo[duwiod axow ST AJ1[eal a1f] Jnq ‘paSIoUId SBY JIIJUO0d 31} Jey) Aem 3y}
ur o701 A3 & paded aaey Auapr Jo s3deouod pue I1 0] UOIOLAI Y} pue Surstidn
JULLIND 31} Ul AJI[RJUOZLIOY, PIUOTJUIWIOJE Y] JO SJUIWS]I A[TBI[d oI. 213V,
“Ayurus pue dryspuatyy jo uonruygap joexsqe Apind e Aq usALIp a1
SUOT}O® TOTYM UT AJIPISLI [BOIS0[0IPT JO 110S B sawrodaq drysuesnired ‘Apjuonbasuo)
“J[9ST JOT[JUOD SN[} SUYSP JBY} SULId]} Y} I8 A31[] SB POIJU0d Y} JnoyInoIy) d1je)s
urewal pue—Ajrun Jo A10897€d [RUISLIO 9] UM JOT[JU0D Y] JO SISB( J1[} WLI0J A1}
—1OT[Ju0d 31} 9pada1d A[LIBSSII9U SITJUIPT 35 “NIomduresj [en3doouod STy uf 'sary
-TJU J1Je]S pue JuoueuLIad SB SPUSLIJ, INO pue AUIDUD 31} YJ0q AJJUIPT 0] ST ISNED
M sTYI—3yS1I oY) Aq PaoseIqUId TejIem [eIn)nd jo 3daouod oY) Ul Se—sOTWeUAp
[eonfod Tenjxajuod Jnoqe suorisanb Aue Furpadard UOISTAIP [RID0S [BIUSWRPUN] B JO
90UD)SIX? 31y} SuTnNSSe Aq UIGaq oM JJ ‘SULIO] PISLI SB SUOISIAIp [e100s sayoeordde
8uraas Jo Aem sy} ‘9J] ALpPAISAS 0] UOTJR[SI UT PUE JO J[NSI B SB S]JSAJTUBLU JOIJUOD
yorym ut ‘satouadinsut Arerodurajuod AJrd£A] 1y s101[Ju0d d1joUDy ‘OTURUAD S} UBY)]
IaYjey POOISISpUN ST JOIJUOD Y] ABM T[] JO SUIAJIOTRD JO 1I0S B S90I0J T JSIL]

‘suoneinur Jo SarIas

81



16

caused them to lose control over the force that they had helped call into being. The
Overton Window in the US had shifted so far right by this point that the politics of
Pat Buchanan, which the Republican base of the 1990s had rejected as racist, were
now firmly entrenched as core Republican beliefs. The Trump campaign set about
tearing down the remaining elements of the right that resisted his overt politics
of racial division; in the process, it empowered the overtly racist elements within
the right that had been gaining influence for years. Many commentators attributed
this shift to the rise of the Alt-Right and its internet disinformation and trolling cam-
paigns. In fact, the stage had been set for Trump long before, when the narrative
of white communities at risk of destruction gained currency in the years following
the Civil Rights Movement.

Thanks to the overt articulation of racist politics, the isolation of the right in a
media bubble, and the construction of an absolute conflict between the right and all
other political and social groups, the Trump campaign found a ready group of sup-
porters. This mobilization invoked the idea of being under attack by “others,” but
it also invited this base to serve as a force in offensive street action. The forces of
militarization and social polarization that had been gaining ground on the right for
years were unleashed in the street. All around the US, Trump supporters attacked
immigrants, vandalized stores and places of worship, carried out mass shootings in
the name of ethnic cleansing, and organized rallies and marches during which par-
ticipants often attacked everyone from organized opposition to random passersby.

This mobilization enabled Trump not only to win the nomination and the presi-
dency, but to marginalize practically all other factions of the Republican Party. This,
in turn, created a situation in which normal conservatives were willing to consider
taking on counterinsurgency roles on behalf of the state to defend the “homeland”
against opposition to Trump, who has become synonymous with the rise of the
white Christian “true America” to power.

This popularization of formerly fringe ideas has been widespread and terrify-
ing. On the level of society, this manifests as a sort of cultural warfare, instilling
inescapable and constant fear: immigrants fear being rounded up, dissidents fear
being targeted by the state or right-wing vigilantes, targeted groups fear discrimi-
nation and police racism. Over the past four years, elements of the overtly racist
right have openly mobilized in the streets, causing a massive social crisis—yet this
has also driven elements of the left and left-adjacent circles to mobilize against ris-
ing fascist activity, and they have largely succeeded in driving the far right off the
streets again, or at least limiting their gains.

Meanwhile, the Trump administration has not hesitated to use the mechanisms
of the state to crack down on dissidents and harass populations considered to
threaten the re-establishment of white hegemony, while continuously spreading
disinformation to construct a parallel reality. The justification for targeting
dissidents is descended directly from the concept of defending “real America”
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from attack by secretive internal enemies. Narratives that reinforce this portrayal
of the scenario are promoted, regardless of verifiability, by an entire universe
of right-wing media. Trump has positioned himself and the media outlets that
support him as the sole sources of truth for his supporters. Consequently, he has
been able to frame any opposition—even simple fact checking—as an attack against
himself and his vision of America, separating his adherents from all other sectors
of the American public.

What emerged is a sort of final act, a culminating move in the construction of
the concept of civil war on the right. The right transformed from a force opposing
everyone they considered immoral or un-American, including the state, depending
on who was in power, to a force that was completely loyal to the state. In this
transformation, the concept of civil war also underwent a fundamental shift from a
notion of social or cultural conflict between defined social factions, as it was for the
religious right, to a strategy of defending the state against oppositional forces. In
this transformation, the concept of civil war acquired a central paradox, in which
the term came to mean something wholly other than its initial connotations within
right-wing rhetoric. It no longer denotes a conflict that occurs between social fac-
tions outside of formal state power; now it describes a conflict in which one political
or social faction becomes a force operating alongside the state within a framework
of counterinsurgency.

The Concept of Civil War

The concept of civil war, in its traditional sense, presumes that there are two or more
political factions competing for state power, or else, a horizontal conflict between
social factions that are otherwise understood as part of the same larger political or
social category. In this framework, the factions that enter into conflict are either
doing so directly, with the intention of eliminating each other, or in a situation in
which the control of the state is in question, with different factions fighting to gain
that control. The horizontality of civil war distinguishes it from concepts like revolu-
tion or insurgency, in which people struggle against the state or a similar structure
such as a colonial regime or occupying army. To say that a conflict is “horizontal”
does not mean that the factions involved wield equal political, economic, or social
power—that is almost never the case. Rather, in this sense, “horizontality” is a con-
cept used in the study of insurgencies to describe a conflict as taking place across a
society, without necessarily being focused on the logistics or manifestations of the
state. In shifting the focus of struggle away from the operational manifestations of
the state, this understanding of civil war tends to isolate the terrain of engagement.
Rather than centering the struggle in everyday life—in the dynamics of our day-to-
day economic and political activities—this understanding of civil war engenders a



