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Inthisanalysis,TomNomadpresentsanaccountoftheriseofthecontempo-
raryfarright,tracingtheemergenceofaworldviewbasedinconspiracytheories
andwhitegrievancepoliticsandscrutinizingthefunctionthatitservesprotecting
thestate.Alongtheway,hedescribeshowliberalcounterinsurgencystrategies
functionalongsidetheheavy-handed“lawandorder”strategies,concludingwitha
discussionofwhatthefarrightmeanbycivilwar.

TomNomadisanorganizerbasedintheRustBeltandtheauthorofTheMaster’s
Tools:WarfareandInsurgentPossibilityandTowardanArmyofGhosts.

ThebulkofthistextwascomposedinSeptemberandOctober2020,whenthe
GeorgeFloyduprisingwasstillunfoldingandmanypeoplefearedthatTrump
wouldtrytoholdontothepresidencybyanymeansnecessary.Sincethen,the
uprisinghaslostmomentumandtheTrumpadministrationhasfailedtoorganize
aseizureofpower.

Yetthedynamicsdescribedhereinpersist.Theuprisingremainslatent,wait-
ingtore-emergeontothestreets,whiletheformationofanewMAGAcoalitionis
underway.Sincetheelection,aconstellationincludingthepro-Trumpright,con-
spiracytheorists,theremnantsofthealt-right,andtraditionalwhitenationalist
groupshasformedaroundabelatedattempttokeepTrumpinpower.

Thiscoalitionismotivatedbyconspiracytheoriesandnarrativesabout
Democrats“stealing”theelection.AnadditionalsegmentoftheAmericanvoting
populationhasconnectedwiththefarright,openlycallingfortheiropponentsto
beeliminatedbyviolentmeans.Thisisnotjustanewright-wingcoalition,but
aforcewiththeabilitytoleverageAMradio,cablenews,andelectedofficialsto
spreadracism,xenophobia,andweaponizeddisinformation.

Trumpandhissupporterswillberemovedfromofficeshortly,butthiscoalition
willpersistforyearstocome.WhilecentristmediaoutletsdescribedTrumpas
seekingtoseizepower,hissupportersseethemselvesasactingtodefendthe“real”
America.InresponsetoTrump’sremovalfrompower,theyaimtoworkwiththe
“loyal”elementsofthestate—chieflyright-wingpoliticiansandpolice—toeliminate
whattheyconsideraninternalthreattotheUSpoliticalproject.Atitsfoundation,
therightremainsaforceofcounterinsurgency.

Introduction
TheeventsoftheGeorgeFloyduprisingrepresentsomethingfundamentallydif-
ferentfromtheconvulsionsoftheprecedingtwentyyears.Thenormalitiesof
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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. Themass 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
ofmonths, 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 newmomentum emerged, wewere immediately beset
on all sides by the forces of counterinsurgency. The logic of the revolt is constantly
under attack, sometimes by thosewe had counted as allies. Some insist that wemust
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)
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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 theways that this concept has been defined andmanifested 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
• Our Enemies in Blue, Kristian Williams
• Carceral Capitalism, Jackie Wang
• Throughline: American Police podcast

The Uprising andTheories 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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Whatisatstakehereisnotjustaconceptualdistinctionoraquestionofseman-
tics.Thecoreofthedistinctionisimportanttohowwethinkofconflictinrelation
tothewideranarchistproject.

Structuresoflawandcapitalalwaysfunctiontoregulateandchannelactionsto-
wardspecificendsaccordingtothewillofthosewhowieldsovereignty.Resistance
isaconcretequestionofhowtoacttodisrupttheoperationallogisticsofthestate—
i.e.,thepolice,inthebroadestpossiblesenseoftheterm,whichistosay,allthose
whoregulatebehavioraccordingtothesedictates.Ifweembracethepostureof
civilwar,theconflictbecomesconceptuallydisplacedfromtheterrainofeveryday
life,inwhichthestateandcapitaloperate,intoazoneofabstractopposition.

Toframethecurrentconflictasacivilwaristodescribethestateasasecondary
element,ratherthanthefocusofaction,andtoconceptualizetheconflictasalinear
strugglebetweentworigidlyidentifiedfactions,bothofwhicharedefinedpriorto
theopeningofhostilities.Thisapproachwouldproduceasocialconflictinwhich
thestatewillinevitablyplayarole,butinwhichwewillfundamentallymisunder-
standtheterms.Ratherthanseekingtounderstandtheshiftsthathaveoccurred
onthelevelofsocietyandthewaysinwhichtheuprisinghasbeensuccessfully
definedasan“outside”bythestate,wewouldendupconcentratingononlyone
elementofthecollaborationbetweenthestateandpara-stateforces.Essentially,
wewouldreplaceastruggleforeverything—forthewholeoflifeitself—withafar
lessambitiousstruggleagainstotherelementsinthesocialterrain.

Seeingthingsthatwaywouldenduplimitingourtacticaloptions.Ifwebase
ourunderstandingofthetermsofconflictaroundbroadconceptualcategories,it
willbeharderforustostrategizeforakineticconflictwiththestatethatisina
constantprocessofchange.Infact,adoptingaframeworkofrigidlinearconflict
tendstoproduceconditionsinwhichpopularresistancebecomesimpossible.Con-
tagiouspopularresistancepresupposesthebreakdownofthelimitsofthepolitical;
itmanifestsatthemomentthatthedistinctionbreaksdownbetweenthosewho
definethemselvesandtheiractions“politically”andthosewhodonot.Thiswas
whatmadetheuprisingsopowerful,unpredictable,andtransformative,enabling
ittoexceedthestate’scapacitytoimposecontrol.Constructingalinearconflict
betweenpredefinedfactionsaccordingtotheframeworkofcivilwar,wewouldre-
ducethosecurrentlyoutsideoftheself-identifiedpoliticalmovementtobystanders,
lackingagencyintheconflictyetstillsufferingitssideeffects.Reducingourun-
derstandingofthesocialterraintothetaskofidentifyingwhois“us”andwho
is“them”wouldultimatelydistractusfromeveryonewhoisnotalreadytiedtoan
identifiablefactionandfromallthewaysthatwecouldacttotransformthatterrain
itself.

TheGeorgeFloyduprisinghasshownusthepowerlatentinthisconceptofpop-
ularresistance,understoodasadynamicresistance.Overthepastseveralmonths,
thelimitsofthepoliticalhavefundamentallyruptured,aspopularunderstandings
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andpromisesoflegislativereformeffectivelydroveawedgebetweenmilitantsand
activists.Theseattemptsdelayedtheinevitableexplosionsthatwehavewitnessed
sincethemurderofGeorgeFloyd,buttheywerestopgapmeasuresboundtofail.
Thecurrentrevoltconfirmsthatreformismhasnotaddressedtheproblemofpolic-
ing.Theareasofthecountrythathaveseenthemostviolentclashesarealmostall
citiesrunbyDemocrats,inwhichreformwastriedandfailed.Insomeways,the
narrativeadvancedbytheTrumpcampaignthatcitiesareinrevoltduetoDemo-
craticadministrationsistrue—butitisnotasaconsequenceoftheirpermissiveness,
butratherofthefailureoftheirattempttoco-opttheenergyofrevolt.

Atthesametime,weareexperiencinganewattempttosupplementstateforces
withtheforcesofthefarright.Militiagroupsthatpreviouslyclaimedtobeop-
posedtogovernmentrepressionarenowmobilizingtheirowninformalcounterin-
surgencycampaigns.Thisisnotsurprising,giventhatthesemilitiaswerealways
groundedinpreservingwhitesupremacy.Itisalsounsurprisingthatmoretra-
ditionalRepublicanshaveallowedthemselvestobepulledinthisdirection—ever
sinceSeptember11,2001,theirentireethoshasbeenbuiltaroundtheideathatthey
aretheonlypeoplewillingtodefendthe“homeland”fromoutsidethreats.

Yetitissurprisingthelengthstowhichthestateiswillingtogotoaccomplish
thisgoal.Traditionally,thebasisofthestatehasbeenasetoflogisticalforcesable
toimposethewillofasovereign;inAmerica,thatsovereignisliberaldemocracy
itself.Thecontinuationofthisprojectisdirectlytiedtothestate’sabilitytofunction
inspace,logisticallyandtactically;thisrequiresspacestobe“smooth,”predictable,
andwithoutresistanceorescalation,bothofwhichcancausecontingenteffects
thatdisruptstateactors’abilitytopredictdynamicsanddeployaccordingly.In
callingforpara-stateforcestoconfronttheforcesofrevoltinthestreet,Trump
andhiscolleaguesaresettingthestageforaconflagrationthat—ifallsidesembrace
it—couldleadtolarge-scalesocialconflict.Theirwillingnesstoembracesucha
riskystrategysuggestshownearthestatehasbeenpushedtolosingcontrol.It
alsoindicatesthewaysthattheyarewillingtomodifytheircounterinsurgency
strategy.

Therevoltisnowundersiege.Theofficialstateforces—thepolice,federalforces,
NationalGuard,andthelike—areemployingastrategyofconsistentescalation,
whichfunctionsbothasretaliationandrepression.Theforcesofliberalcapture
haveshowedwhichsidetheyareon,affirmingBiden’spromisetocrushthemilitant
sectorsoftheuprisingandrewardthemoderateelements.Theforcesoftheright
havereceivedapprovaltogeneralizethe“strategyoftension”approachthatthey
developedinPortlandintheyearssince2016.Whenthesenewlyanointedforces
ofright-wingreactionarypara-militarismareincorporatedintoanalreadyexisting
patchworkofcounterinsurgency-basedapproaches,thesceneissetforascenario
thatcanonlyendinmassrepressionormassresistance,andlikelyboth.

Theemergenceoftheseconvergingcounterinsurgencystrategieshascoincided
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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 aroundAmerican civilianmilitarization, 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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Astheliberalapproachtocounterinsurgencycontributedtolegitimizingthe
narrativeoftheuprising,itcameintoconflictwiththelaw-and-orderapproach.
Thelaw-and-orderapproachdrovemilitancyinthestreet,whichinturndrovein-
creasinglyegregiouspoliceresponses,renderingitincreasinglydifficulttocontain
thecrisis.Atthesametime,becauseliberalstookthepositionofsupportingthe
corecriticismsarticulatedviatheuprising,theycouldnoteasilyabandonthoseas-
sertions,evenasitbecamedifficulttofindelementsthatwouldabandonthosewho
remainedactiveinthestreet.Thisiswhatcreatedthesituationinwhichelements
ofthestatewerecompelledtoexceedtheboundsofthelaw.Inthiscontext,the
stateresumeditsessentialnatureasanimpositionofsovereignforce,inwhichlaw
isonlyoneofseveralpossiblemanifestations,butatthesametime,italsobegan
tomakespaceforextralegalpara-stateforces.This,inturn,createdtheconditions
forfar-rightelementstoreceiveleewaytooperateoutsideofthelaw.

Theinclusionofsocialforcesfromoutsideoftheformalstatestructureincoun-
terinsurgencystrategiescontainsinmicrocosmseveraldynamicsthathavealways
beenlatentinUSpolitics.Itisfromthisperspective,inviewofthecontradictions
latentinthecounterinsurgencystrategiesdeployedagainsttheuprising,thatwe
shouldunderstandtheemergingdiscourseofcivilwar.

SocialWar,NotCivilWar

Themobilizationofparamilitaryforcesoutsidethelimitationsofthelawpointsto
acoreelementthatisessentialtothisspecificcounterinsurgencyoperationaswell
astothestateingeneral.ThroughouttheTrumpadministration,wehaveseenthe
normsthatformedthefoundationsoftheperceivedlegitimacyofthedemocratic
stateerode.Asthisveneerhaswornaway,thestatehasalsolosttheabilitytocon-
fineconflictwithintheboundsofthelegislativeprocess.Overthepastthreeyears,
therelationshipbetweenthestateandsocietyhasbecomeincreasinglycharacter-
izedbymaterialconflict.TheTrumpadministrationhasusedexecutiveedictand
rawviolencetoimposeanimageofAmericaderivedfromthefarright.Thisisthe
stateasmaterialforce,pureandsimple.UnderObama,repressionwasassociated
withfailedcompromiseorthesurgicalprecisionofsurveillanceanddronestrikes;
underTrump,thenakedrepressiveforceofthestateislaidbareforalltosee.

Inherentinthefunctioningofthestateisthedefiningofwhatisinsideitand
whatisoutsideofit.AccordingtothephilosopherThomasHobbes,forexample,
whatisoutsideofthestateisdescribedasthe“stateofnature”inwhichlifeis
allegedly“solitary,poor,nasty,brutish,andshort.”Thisaccountofthe“outside”
justifiestheexistenceofthestateasamechanismtopreventwhatisoutsidefrom
manifestingitself.Insidethestate,thesovereigntyofthestateisconsideredtobeto-
tal,whiletheoutsideisunderstoodasanysituationinwhichthesovereigntyofthe
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groupsliketheKKKtomaintainracialapartheid.Theday-to-dayworkofmain-
tainingthispoliticalstructurewaslargelycarriedoutbyofficialforces,withthe
underlyingsocialandeconomicsupportofalargepartofthewhitepopulation.
Forexample,duringtheracistmassacrethattookplaceinTulsa,Oklahomain1921,
manyofthewhiteassailantsweredeputizedandgivenweaponsbycityofficials.

Duringthefightforcivilrightsinthe1960s,whentheroleofthestateintheen-
forcementofwhitesupremacybegantoshiftinsomeplaces,manywhiteresidents
adoptedanactiveratherthanpassivepostureinsupportingtheracistaspectsofthe
socialorder.Asresistancereachedacriticalmass,theissueofracialsegregation
becameopenlypolitical,ratherthanunspokenandimplicit,withentirepolitical
platformsstructuredaroundpositionsregardingit.Inresponsetothechallengeto
thehegemonyofthewhiteapartheidstate,thestructureofapartheidcametothe
surface,andwhiteSouthernersenlistedinopenlyracistpoliticalforcesonascale
notseensinceatleastthe1930s.Theseshiftsandthesubsequentwidespreadsocial
responsecreatedthepoliticalandsocialconditionsforthedynamicsweseetoday.

Duringthatperiod,thediscourseofwhitesupremacyalsochangedform.As
oppressedpopulationsroseupwithincreasingmilitancy,thenarrativeofunchal-
lengedwhitesupremacygavewaytoanewnarrativegroundedinanidyllicpor-
trayalofwhiteChristianAmericaandapromisetoconstructracialandeconomic
unityaroundanefforttoregainpowerandrestorethe“lost”America.Thisnarra-
tive,articulatedbypoliticianslikeGeorgeWallace,BarryGoldwater,PatBuchanan,
andlaterRonaldReagan(anddistilledtodayinTrump’sslogan“MakeAmerica
GreatAgain”),wasnotjustacalltopreservewhitesupremacy.Rather,itdescribed
anontologicalconflictinwhichtheattempttooverthrowJimCrowandbringan
endtostructuraldisparitiesrepresentedathreatnotonlytoaneconomicandsocial
structure,butalsotowhiteAmericaitself.Further,itproposedthatthisthreatne-
cessitatedaresponseemployinginformalviolence,mobilizedacrossawideswath
ofsociety,withtheconsentofthestate.Thisnarrativeportrayedtheemergingso-
cialconflict,notasaconflictaboutraceandpolitics,butasanexistentialstruggle,
amatteroflifeanddeath.

Insomecircles,thedemandforapoliticalandsocialunityforwhiteAmerica
wasframedintermsof“civilization”—thisisthecurrentfromwhichthecontempo-
raryfarrightemerged.AsLeonardZeskindargues,thisshiftinvolvedembracing
theconceptsof“Westerncivilization,”theneedtodefendit,andtheincorporation
offascistandNazitropesintothethinkingofthefarright.Manyofthepersonal-
itieswhoweretodriveamilitantshiftinthefarright—DavidDuke,WillisCarto,
WilliamPierce,andotherslikethem—begantopublishnewslettersandbooks,find-
ingahomeintheworldofgunshowsandobscureradioprograms.Thisshift,from
whitepopulationstakingtheirpoliticalandsocialdominationforgrantedtowhite
populationsreactingtoaperceivedlossofhegemony,alsocontributedtotherise
ofarmedright-winggroups.TheideaofdefendingWesterncivilizationprovided
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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 aWestern 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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LiberalshaveattemptedtocompletelyreframewhathasoccurredintheUnited
StatessinceMaywithinthecontextofacceptablepolitics.Theyhaveworkedtire-
lesslytoproducestudiesshowingthatthemajorityofthedemonstrationswere
“peaceful.”Theyhavespokeninthemediainsupportoftheuprising,butonly
mentioningelementsadjacenttotheuprisingwhowerealreadyassociatedwith
theelectoralsystem,suchasthevariouscandidatesandpoliticianswhogottear
gassedforthecameras.Theyhavecondemnedtheactionsofthepolice,butonlyas
violenceperpetuatedagainstthe“innocent.”Themovetoglorifypeacefulprotest
implicitlyexcludesandcondemnsthosewhodonotfitthisnarrativeoflegitimate
resistance.

Oncethemostradicalelementsaredelegitimizedandexcluded,liberalsmoveto
criminalizethem,evengoingsofarastojustifypoliceforceagainst”rioters,”often
inthesamecitieswherepoliticiansstartedbycondemningpoliceviolence.Tohear
themtellit,legitimate“peaceful”protestswerehijackedbyviolentelementsand
outsideagitators:illegitimateparticipantsunderminingthegoalsoftheprotests.
ThoseofuswhowereinthestreetsattheendofMayknowthatthisnarrativeis
absurd—peoplewerefightingbackfromthemomentthatthecopsshotthefirsttear
gas—yetithasgainedfavorinliberalcircles.Thisnarrativeisanattempttohijack
theuprising,todrawwhatwasanungovernable,uncontrollableelementindirect
conflictwiththestatebackintoelectoraldiscourse.

Regardingthenarrativethatfocusesondefundingthepolice—aproposalthat
meansdifferentthingstodifferentpeople—theliberalpoliticalclassimmediately
begantoinsistonarticulatingdemandsthatcouldbeaddressedtothestate.This
followsapatternfamiliarfromtheOccupymovementandtheriotingafterpolice
murderedMichaelBrowninFergusonin2014.Structurally,theactofformulating
demandssuggeststhatthestateisalegitimateinterlocutor;itframesanuprising
asasortofmilitantlobbyingdirectedatthestate.Byinsistingonamodelthat
centersdemands,liberalspositionthestateasthechiefmechanismthroughwhich
“change”occurs,rulingoutthepossibilityoffightingagainstthestateandthepolice
themselves.Thepurposeofthedemandisnotsomuchto“winconcessions”asitis
toforcepotentialuprisingsbackwithintheboundsof“acceptable”politicsmediated
bythestate;thisiswhypoliticiansalwaysinsistthatmovementsmustarticulate
cleardemands.

Byframingthediscussionarounddemandstodefundthepoliceratherthan
attemptstoabolishoreliminatethem,liberalsshiftedthediscussiontotheless
threateningarenaofpoliciesandbudgets.Thisalsoenabledthemtoprovidethe
moderateelementsinvolvedintheuprisingwithaccesstopoliticalpower,inorder
tochannelthatenergyintotheformallegislativeprocess.Theironyisthatthe
GeorgeFloyduprisingisaresultnotonlyofthelonghistoryofracismintheUnited
States,butalsothewaysthatpriorattemptsatliberalreformhavefailed.

Thisliberalcounterinsurgencyledtoaninevitableconclusion:inAugust,Joe
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themselvesdistinctfromovertfascism.Asthemainstreamrightincreasinglyem-
bracedtheconceptoftheculturewars,theyalsoadoptedtheimplicationthatthere
wasafundamentalexistentialconflict.Byframingtheconflictintermsofpurity
anddeviance,coupledwiththeideaofcivilizationalconflictthatwasalreadyemerg-
ingintheright,theconstructionofanabsolutesocialdivisionaroundpolitical
powercametojustifyarisingdiscourseofarmedpolitics.Right-wingattention
wasconcentratedonthosewhodidnotshareright-wingmoralcodes;thiswas
framedasajustificationtousestateviolence(intheformoflegalrestrictions,such
asabortionbans)andarmedforce(intheformoffar-rightterrorism)toeliminate
allgroupsperceivedasthreatstomoralAmericanlife.

Inadditiontotargetingpeoplewhowerepro-choice,whohaddifferentreligious
affiliations,orwhoexpressedthemselvesoutsideofthecis-heteronormativecon-
struct,theseperceivedthreatswerealsodirectedatnon-whitepeople,thoughthis
wasframedinthelanguageofrespondingtosocialandpoliticaldeviance.Theidea
ofanarmedculturalconflict,thetargetsofwhichnowincludedeveryoneoutsideof
whiteChristianconservatism,begantospreadthroughouttherightwing,assome
ofthemoremoderatefactionsembracedoratleastexplainedawayanti-choicevi-
olenceortheformationofmilitiagroups.However,astheviolencebecameamore
significantpoliticalliability,conservativepoliticiansbegantomodifytheextrem-
istrhetoricofarmedfactionsintopolicy,embracingthecultureofthesepolitical
circleswhilerejectingarmedviolence,atleastinpublic.Thiswasevidentinanti-
choicepolitics,inwhichpoliticiansembracedgroupslikeRighttoLifebutrejected
groupsliketheArmyofGodevenastheyincorporatedtheirpoliticalrhetoricinto
policy.

ThedevelopmentofthisbroadpoliticalidentitybasedinwhiteChristianity
andtheattempttorestoreandprotectanidyllicAmericafromall“outsideforces”
broughtthediscourseoffar-rightorganizationsintoincreasinglymainstreamcon-
textsstartingintheearly1990s.However,whiletheirideaswerebecomingmore
andmoregeneralized,armedfar-rightgroupsbecameincreasinglyisolated,espe-
ciallyastheGulfWarprecipitatedrisingmainstreampatriotism.Asallegianceto
thestatebecameadefaultpoliticsontheright,armedviolencewasincreasingly
seenasfringeterrorism.Insomeways,duringthisperiod,therightnolonger
neededthearmedgroups,sinceitheldalmostunchallengedpower,andcouldim-
plementfar-rightvisionsincrementallythroughpolicy.

Duringthisperiodofright-wingascendancyandlastinguntiltheelectionof
Clintonin1992,thearmedfarrightbecamepubliclyostracizedfromthemain-
streamright,whichincreasinglysawtheindiscretionofthefar-rightasaliability.
Increasinglymarginalized,far-rightfringeelementskepttothemselves,breeding
anecosystemofconspiracytheoriesdispersedvianewsletters,pamphlets,books,
andradio.However,withtheriseoftheClintonadministrationandthelossof
RepublicanpowerinCongress,far-rightbeliefswereslowlyreintegratedintothe
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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 NewWorld 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 ofwhite domination andChris-
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 whomwere 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.
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breakwiththetechniquesthatthestaterelieduponuntilrecently.Tounderstand
thesedifferences,wecanbeginbytracingwheretheyoriginate.

Thediscourseoflawandorderhasformedthefoundationofthecontemporary
prison-industrialcomplexandtheexplosiveriseinprisonpopulations—pavingthe
wayfor“brokenwindows”policing,themilitarizationofpoliceforces,mandatory
minimumsentences,andtheexpansionoftheprisonsystem.Thisdiscoursere-
liesontwofundamentalelements:thestateandthelaw.FollowingCarlSchmitt
andGiorgioAgamben,wecandescribethestateasaformationthroughwhich
thewillofsovereigntyisexpressed,withtheprimarygoalsbeingtheprojectionof
sovereigntyandthecontinuationofthatprojection.Withinthisconstructionofthe
state,lawexistsasanexpressionofsovereignty—butitisnottheonlypossibleex-
pression.Thestatecansuspendlaw,orsupersedelaw,inanattempttoperpetuate
itself.

WesawthisplayoutduringtheGeorgeFloyduprising,aselementsofthestate
abandonedtheframeworkofapoliceforcelimitedbylaw,alongwiththeideathat
lawsagainstassault,threats,andbrandishingweaponsapplyequallytoeveryone.
Thoughweoftenthinkofthestateandlawasphenomenathatimplyeachanother,
thestateexceedsthestructureoflaw.Whenliberalactivistswonderwhycops
appeartobeabovethelaw,itisbecausetheyliterallyare.Thestateisnotpremised
ontheconstructionandmaintenanceoflaws—Stalin’sregime,forexample,was
oftenutterlyarbitrary.Theconstructionoflawsnecessitatestheexistenceofthe
state,buttheconverseisnottrue.

Philosophically,thestructureoflawfunctionstotheextentthattherecannotbe
exceptionstothelaw—inotherwords,tothedegreethatthelawisenforceableand
thattherearenomomentsoutsideoflaw.Yetlaws—or,tobeprecise,thedictatesofa
sovereignstructure—donotfunctionsimplythroughdeclaration;aBillinCongress
isjustapieceofpaper.Boththelawandextra-legalimpositionsofsovereignwill
onlytakeforceviamechanismsthatcanimposethemuponeverydaylife.The
policeareonesuchmechanism.

Understoodthus,lawexistsasasortofaspirationaltotalityintendedtocoverall
timeandspaceandtoregulatetheactionsofallcitizens.Withinthisconstruct,any
attackagainstthepoliceisinsomesenseanattackuponthestateitself.Attacking
police,buildingbarricades,andothersuchdisorderlyactionsallservetopreventthe
policefromprojectingforceintoanarea.Evenoutsidetheframeworkoflaw,ina
stateofemergencyandinopenwarfare,thestructureoftheoccupyingforceandthe
abilityofthatforcetoimposethewilloftheoccupiersfunctionsonlytothedegree
thattheycancrushresistancewithinthatspace.Accordingly,anyillegalactivity,
fromunpermittedstreetmarchestoopenriotingandlooting,mustbestoppedat
allcosts—otherwisethehegemonyoflawwilldegrade,eventuallyleadingtothe
disorganizationofthepoliceandthebreakdownofthestate.

Thenarrativeof“lawandorder”presentsthisconceptoflawastheabsolute
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marry,ornottoforcechildrentoprayinschool.Inthepast30years,thisdynamic
hasbeenrepeatedlyappliedtoexcludepeoplefromsocietybasedonsexualorien-
tationorgenderidentityandtofurtherintegratethelanguageofChristianityinto
governmentdocuments.Thisnotionof“freedom”asthe“preservation”ofa“way
oflife”hasbecomesopopularwiththeright-wingthatitbarelyrequiresrepeating
whenpoliticiansemployittopushpoliciesofexclusion.Combinedwiththedesire
toeliminatedifferenceandtopreservesocialandpoliticalinequality,disempower-
ment,andracialapartheid,thenotionof“freedom”hasbeenstrippedofanyactual
meaning.Thishassetthestageforanincreasinglyauthoritarianpostureacrossthe
right.

Theconceptofaculturewar,whichhadbecomecommonparlancewithinthe
religiousright,fusedwiththewidespreadconspiracytheorynarrativedescribing
theriseofatyrannicalelite.InitsattemptstoundercutClinton,theRepublican
Partycreatedtheconditionsforaconceptoftotalculturalwarfare,whichbecame
increasinglymilitarizedandseepedbackintothemoremoderatefactionsofthe
RepublicanParty.Someofthesefactionsstillembracedpolicy-centricpositions,
butthenarrativestheyutilizedtomotivatevoterswereallbasedonthisnotionof
anabsoluteculturalthreat.Voterswerepresentedenmassewiththeimageofan
Americanculturethreatenedwithextinction,ledtobelievethattheyweretheonly
forcesthatcouldmobilizeagainstatyrannical“liberalelite”inordertopreserve
their“freedom.”Asthismentalitygeneralized,theideaofcivilwarasahorizontal
conflictbetweensocialfactionscametobewidelyacceptedamongtheright.

TheMentalityofDefendingthe“Homeland”

WiththeadventofthesecondBushadministrationandtheSeptember11attacks,
therelationshipbetweenthestateandthefringefarrightchangeddramatically.
Thestate’sresponsefocusedonconstructinganationalconsensusaroundthe“War
onTerrorism”—aconsensuswhichwasexploitedtojustifysystematicviolationsof
civilliberties,totargetentirecommunities,andtochanneltrillionsintooverseas
militaryoccupations.Thecoreofthiscampaignwastheconstructionofanarrative
oftwoelementsinconflict(“withusoragainstus”)—abinarydistinctiongrounded
inunquestioningloyaltytothestate—andthedraftingofthe“public”intotheintel-
ligenceandcounter-terrorismapparatuses.Theattacksthemselvesandtherhetoric
aroundthemhelpedtopopularizetheconceptofaconflictofcivilizations;theidea
ofdefendingthe“homeland”fromforeignthreatsthatsoughtto“destroytheAmer-
icanwayoflife”wasincreasinglyadoptedacrosstheAmericanpoliticallandscape.
Asortofrenaissanceoccurredinthemilitiamovement:nolongeralienatedfrom
thestate,themilitiamovementstartedtobecomeaculturalphenomenon.Thecon-
ceptofthecitizendefenderofthe“homeland”enteredpopularculture,becominga
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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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adversarybentonevil,theTrumpadministrationtriedtoconstructthetermsofa
horizontalsocialconflictinwhichelementsoftherightcouldplayadirectrolein
fightingthe“anarchists.”

Callingthemilitiamovementintothestreetsviaanarrativeoftotalconflict
shiftedtheterrainofconflictitself.Wherepreviously,theunrestemergingthrough-
outsocietywasdirectedatthestate,suddenlythoseinrevoltwerecompelledto
contendwithtwoforces,thestateandtheparamilitaries.Inthismobilizationof
socialconflict,thestatewasabletonotonlygainforceinthestreets,oftenlever-
agedthroughthreatsanddirectpoliticalviolence,butwasalsoabletodecenterthe
focusofresistanceawayfromthestate,intotherealmofsocialconflict.

Inmobilizingparamilitaries,thestatebothleveragedandincorporatedtheso-
cialpolarizationofthepastdecades.Thisprovidedthestatewithamechanismout-
sideofthestructureoflawthroughwhichrepressionmaytakeplace.Inembracing
thisinformalforce,thestateadoptedastrategysimilartotheapproachseenin
EgyptandthenSyriaduringtheso-calledArabSpring,inwhichreactionarysocial
forcesweremobilizedtoattackuprisings.

WhenthistookplaceinEgyptin2011,therebelsinthestreetsdidnotallowthis
strategemtodivertthemfromfocusingonbringingdowntheMubarakregime.But
inSyria,theintroductionofparamilitariesintotheconflictnotonlyhamperedthe
uprisingfromfocusingonthestate,butalsorestructuredtheconflictalongethnic
andreligiouslines,divertingtheuprisingintosectarianwarfareandenablingthe
statetorideouttheensuingbloodbath.Thesescenariosweresimilarinthatforces
outsideofthestateweremobilizedforthepurposeofcounterinsurgency,evenif
thekindsofforceinvolvedweredifferent.AsinEgyptandSyria,thestrugglein
theUScouldbedivertedintosectarianviolence.Ifthistakesplace,itwillbethe
consequenceofafundamentalmisunderstandingofhowthestatefunctionsand
whattheroleofparamilitaryforcesis.

Thoughthesesituationsdifferinmanywaysfromtheonewefindourselvesin,
thereisonecommonthreadthattiesthemtogether.InEgypt,Syria,andinthecur-
rentAmericancontext,thenarrativeofcivilwarinitiallydevelopedspecificallyin
communitiesthatwerealignedwiththestate.Thesecommunitiesconceiveofcivil
warinparadoxicalterms.Ontheonehand,thereisanarrativedescribingacon-
flictbetweensocialfactions,a“withusoragainstus”mentality.Ontheotherhand,
thesesocialdivisionsaredrawnalongthesamelinesthatdefineloyaltywithinthe
politicalspace.Thefactionsthatseethemselvesasalignedwiththestateshape
theiridentitylargelyaroundsomesortofideologicalproject(suchasright-wing
ChristianityintheUS,forexample)thattheyseektoimplementthroughthestate,
leadingthemtoseeallopponentsofthestateassocialenemies.Inthisframework,
theconceptofcivilwarbecomesananalogueforafundamentallydifferentphe-
nomenon,thevoluntaryinvolvementofthoseoutsidethestateinitsoperationsas
paramilitaryforces.
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whitenationalistsplayedcriticalrolesindraftingSB1070,andlaterhelpedtopop-
ularizeanarrativeabouttheneedforaborderwall.Followingthepatternsofpast
socialconflicts,thisnarrativeservedtocreatepoliticalconditionsthatcouldrender
increasinglyinvasivestatepoliciesmoreacceptableandsuccessful—includingthe
expansionofthesurveillancestate,themilitarizationofthepolice,andthemilitary
campaignsinAfghanistanandIraq.

Asmilitarismtookholdontheright,thefoundationsofthecontemporarycon-
servativepositionwerelaid.Therightcametoseethemselvesasdefendersofthe
state,andthestateastheforcethatdefendstheir“freedom”—understanding“free-
dom”asthepreservationofawhiteChristianconservativesociety.Consequently,
formerlyanti-governmentmilitiasshiftedtoopenlysupportingrepressivegovern-
mentintervention,andeventhesupposedly“libertarian”elementsoftherightem-
bracedthepoliceandtheforcesofthestate.

WhenObamatookoffice,thestagewassetforthefinalact,inwhichthepolitics
ofwhitegrievance,theviolentpreservationofwhitesupremacy,andwhatwould
becomeastatestrategyofcounterinsurgencycametogetherinavolatilecocktail.
JustastheyhadduringtheClintonera,Republicanpoliticiansbegantocapitalize
onracismandconspiracytheoriesaspoliticalstrategiestoregainpower—butthis
time,theseconspiracytheoriestookonovertlyracialandreligioustones.What
hadbeenimplicitinthe1990swasnowexplicit.

TheprevalenceofconspiracytheorieswithintheRepublicanPartyreinforced
thenotionofa“realAmerica”protectingthestatefrominternalenemies—which,
accordingtothisnarrative,hadmanagedtotakecontrolofthestateitselfinthe
formoftheObamaadministration.ThenecessityofportrayingthethreatasOther,
externaltoa“realAmerica,”isobviousenoughintheriseofthe“birther”conspir-
acy.Therightmergedeverythingtheyopposedintoasingularforceattemptingto
destroyAmerica:recalltheinfamousGlennBeckconspiracyboard,accordingto
whichtheServiceEmployeesInternationalUnionwassellingcopiesofTheComing
InsurrectiontohelpObamainstituteIslamo-FascistLeninism.Thiscompletedthe
processviawhichtherighthadbeguntoviewallwhodisagreedwiththeirdoc-
trinesastheenemyandtoconsiderthemselvesadistinctpoliticalprojectbased
aroundthedefenseofAmerica.

Paranoiatookoverinthemainstreamright.Allsourcesofinformationthat
didnotreinforcetheirviews,allpoliciesthatcouldbeportrayedaspartofa“lib-
eralconspiracy,”alleffortstopromotesocialtolerancewereseenasdirectattacks
againstAmericaitself.TheconspiratorialtendencythatRepublicanshadincorpo-
ratedintothepartyinthelate1990shadmetastasizedintoabeliefthatRepublicans
wereconstantlyunderassaultbyenemiesthatmustbedestroyed.Theentiretyof
societyandpoliticswereviewedastheterrainofanongoingcivilwar,conceptu-
alizedinincreasinglymillenarianterms.Tothoseoutsidetheright,thisnarrative
seemedcompletelydivorcedfromreality—butwithinthesecircles,thesetheories
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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 theywere 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
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seriesofmutations.
First,itforcesasortofcalcifyingofthewaytheconflictisunderstood.Rather

thanthedynamic,kineticconflictsthattypifycontemporaryinsurgencies,inwhich
conflictmanifestsasaresultofandinrelationtoeverydaylife,thiswayofseeing
approachessocialdivisionsasrigidforms.Ifwebeginbyassumingtheexistence
ofafundamentalsocialdivisionprecedinganyquestionsaboutcontextualpolitical
dynamics—asintheconceptofculturalwarfareembracedbytheright—thiswill
causeustoidentifyboththeenemyandour“friends”aspermanentandstaticenti-
ties.Inthisconceptualframework,theseidentitiesnecessarilyprecedetheconflict—
theyformthebasisoftheconflictwithintheoriginalcategoryofunity—andremain
staticthroughouttheconflict,astheyarethetermsthatdefinetheconflictitself.
Consequently,partisanshipbecomesasortofideologicalrigidityinwhichactions
aredrivenbyapurelyabstractdefinitionoffriendshipandenmity.

Thereareclearlyelementsoftheaforementioned“horizontality”inthecurrent
uprisingandthereactiontoit,andconceptsofidentityhaveplayedakeyrolein
thewaythattheconflicthasemerged,buttherealityismorecomplex.Ifthesocial
strugglethatexplodedintothestreetsin2020hadsimplybeenaconflictbetween
right-wingsocialandpoliticalfactionsandtheiranti-fascistopposition,thenthe
characterizationofcivilwarmighthavebeenapt,justasitwouldhavebeenifit
weresimplyaconflictoverwhocontrolsthestate.Buttheactualscenarioispro-
foundlymorefrighteningthantheclasheswehaveseeninCharlottesville,Berkeley,
andPortlandsince2016.In2020,wehaveseenpoliticalfactionsfunctioningaspara-
stateforcesalignedwiththestate,workinginconcertwiththepoliceandopenly
engagingincounterinsurgencymeasuresemployingextralegalviolence.Thestate
isnolongersimplyrefusingtoactinresponsetoviolencebetweenfascistsand
anti-fascists,asithadsince2016.Startinginsummer2020,factionswithinthe
stateactivelybegantocalltheseright-wingforcesoutintothestreet,whileatthe
sametimepromotingconspiracytheoriestolegitimizemilitiasandexpandtheir
reachwithinthemoderateright,modifyingDHSintelligencereportstojustifythe
violence,andusingtheDepartmentofJusticeasalegalenforcementarm.Between
AugustandNovember,allthistookplaceincoordinationwiththemessagingof
Trump’sreelectioncampaign.

Thetraditionalunderstandingofcivilwarimpliesaconflictbetweentwodis-
tinctfactionswithinawiderunitythatdefinesboth,asarguedbyCarlSchmitt.For
example,acivilwarwouldbeanaptdescriptionofanopenfightbetweenfascists
andanti-fascistsovercontrolofthestate.Thecurrentscenariodoesnotmatchthat
narrative.Oneelementoftheconflictisopenlyidentifyingasanelementofthe
stateitself,howeverunofficially;theperceivedlegitimacyoftheright-wingposi-
tionderivesfromtheirclaimtobeworkingintheinterestsof“America,”evenif
thatinvolvingopposingcertainelementsofthestate.Describingthedefenseofthe
stateascivilwarcreatestheillusionofahorizontalsocialconflict,wheninfact
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tiasthathaddominatedthefar-rightfringefordecades.Flushwithcashfromtech
andfinancialindustryfundersandarmedwithalogicofstrategicdeception,theAlt-
Rightgainedwidespreadattentionthroughonlineharassmentcampaigns,which
theyjustifiedbydisingenuouslyleveragingtherhetoricoffreespeech.Thanksto
thedevelopmentsoftheprecedingyears,theAlt-Rightwasabletotrafficopenly
inconspiracytheoriesanddisinformationwhileportrayinganyonewhoopposed
themaspartofthe“liberalestablishment”—thegroupsthattherighthadconvinced
theiradherentsrepresentedaninternalthreat.

AstheonlinepresenceoftheAlt-Rightgrew,theygainedentryintoinfluential
Republicancirclesbyteamingupwitholder,moretraditionalracistconservatives
whohadattainedpositionsfromwhichtheycouldshapepolicy.Thisinfluencewas
amplifiedbypublicationslikeBreitbart,runbyTrump’sconfidantSteveBannon,
andfundedbytheMercerfamily,whomadebillionsrunninghedgefunds.For
RepublicansliketheMercers,embracingtheAlt-Rightwasastrategytogainpower
withinconservativecirclesandovercomethepowernetworksofmoretraditional
fundersliketheKochbrothers.Othersrecognizedthepowerthattheycouldwield
bytappingintotheonlineforcesassemblingaroundtheAlt-Right.Thisonline
presencewassupplementedbythemobilizationofolderconservativesthroughthe
TeaParty,risingfar-rightactivistenergy,andtheconstructionofaculturearound
themilitiamovement.

Manyconservativepoliticiansbegantoembracethisnewformation,despiteits
outrightracismandthewaysitusedconfrontationaltacticstoachieveitsgoals.In
manyways,aswithGingrichandDeLayinpastdecades,Republicanpoliticians
sawthisnewelementoftherightwingasapossiblesourcefromwhichtheycould
drawgrassrootsenergy.Theyhopedtousethisenergytocompensateforthefact
thattheRepublicanPartywasbecomingaminoritarianpartywithavoterbasethat
wasslowlydyingout—justastheyusedgerrymanderingandvotersuppressionto
counteractthisdisadvantage.Theysawanopportunitytoconstructavotingblock
thatwascompletelyloyaltothemandisolatedfromanyotherperspectives,be-
ginningwiththedemonizationofthe“liberalmedia”andeventuallyencompassing
everyaspectofeverydaylife—wherepeoplebuyfoodandclothes,whatkindofcars
theydrive,themusictheylistento,thebookstheyread.Thesocial“bubble”that
therighthadspentyearsbuildingcrystalized,enablingthemtomobilizerageand
reactionaryangeralmostatwill.ThoughthisallowedtheRepublicanstoleverage
parliamentaryproceduretolimitmuchoftheObamaagenda,italsocreatedthe
conditionsthatledtotheoldguardofthepartylosingcontroloverthepartyitself.

OutofthismomentaroseDonaldTrump,whoranacampaignthatwasas
openlyracistasitwasnationalistic,asblatantlygroundedindisinformationas
itwasinapoliticsofsocialdivisionandwhitegrievance.Eventhoughhiscan-
didacywasopenlyrejectedbytraditionalRepublicanpowercircles,theyquickly
cametounderstandthattheirattemptstobuildagrassrootsconservativismhad
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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 ormore
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


