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Introduction: 
Approaching the Militia Movement 

Rage is a powerful, angry emotion. It is a passionate, intense ex- 
pression of frustration and aggression. It is almost always triggered 
by some event that may or may not be related to the root causes of 
the explosion and so is an unfocused, frighteningly irrational ex- 
perience-both for the person feeling rage and for those who suf- 
fer its effects. 

"Rage" is also a very powerful word. To say that someone is in a 
rage is to imply that he is feeling and expressing an emotion that is 
exceptional, out of control. It is to say that his actions are in a 
unique category; that however justified the person in the rage state 
feels in his behavior, to an outside observer it is clear that he is in 
fact behaving inappropriately, even dangerously. Accordingly, the 
word rage should not be used lightly. 

As will be explored throughout this book, rage is a central prin- 
ciple of the modern American militia movement. This movement, 
which is also sometimes known as the Patriot movement, swept 
across the rural areas of western, midwestern, and southern states 
in the 1990s. It became an important dimension of American polit- 
ical life. Indeed, at its most extreme, members of the movement en- 
gaged in acts of intimidation and terrorism across the country, 
most notably epitomized in Timothy McVeigh's destruction of the 
Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, 
on April 19, 1995. 

Motivated by values core to American democracy, the move- 
ment's members hold a set of beliefs that encourage violence and 
other extreme forms of political behavior. While the rest of this 
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2 Introduction 

work addresses the cultural, ideological, and behavioral dimen- 
sions of the American militia movement in detail, a brief introduc- 
tion to the argument that follows will set the stage for the analysis 
to follow. 

In short, the character of American political culture informs mili- 
tia ideology, activities, and potential influence in American political 
life. The contemporary militia is not "alien" or "exceptional." In- 
stead, militia members invoke core principles that are commonly 
recognized as central to American political life. They then interpret 
these values in a way that ultimately justifies their actions and atti- 
tudes. Members believe they are struggling to protect America as 
they think it ought to be, and no price, including violence, is too 
high. In particular, militiamen and -women argue that the federal 
government has been corrupted. Its activities, controlled by some 
conspiracy of bankers, international agencies like the United Na- 
tions and the International Monetary Fund, American political 
elites that members of the militia movement refer to as the "Shad- 
ow Government" or the "New World Order," and others, are aimed 
at the destruction of American liberties and freedoms. Members 
claim that the federal government has passed a series of laws that 
improperly limit the rights of Americans to, for example, own guns, 
associate with (and discriminate against) anyone they wish, or use 
their land as they please. Resistance, including violent resistance, 
against these corrupt laws is believed to be appropriate and moral. 

As the rest of this book makes clear, the ideas and values that 
shape militia activity tend to encourage and legitimate the use of 
violence for political ends. Moreover, these ideas, while informed 
by principles, myths, and historical events that are common in the 
United States, are actually well outside the political mainstream. 
By closely examining the contemporary militia movement, this 
book seeks to understand the threat the militia poses in both the 
near and the long term. It also explores the ideas and attitudes that 
shape the militia movement and link it to broader traditions in 
American political history. 

Social Movements and the Militia 

This book takes the position that the modern militia movement can 
best be understood as a culturally embedded social movement. In 
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order to clarify this point, some attention to the nature and content 
of social movement theory is necessary. However, since this is a 
book not about social movement theory but about a particular so- 
cial movement, and since the literature in this field is so extensive, 
the following brief discussion of the field will serve to frame this 
work. 

Social movements involve challenges to established political and 
social institutions and practices. Groups form to oppose the ”nor- 
mal” way society works. In addition, movements often use tactics 
that fall outside the political mainstream in order to achieve their 
goa1s.l For example, the civil rights movement used mass rallies, 
economic boycotts, and civil disobedience, rather than voting, to 
challenge established patterns of racial discrimination in the Unit- 
ed States. Such tactics were necessary because the racism that was 
central to U.S. society guaranteed that activities like voting would 
not lead to the changes the civil rights movement sought. Move- 
ments, then, link individuals into groups that work to change soci- 
ety through nontraditional means. 

So why do social movements form? Why do some people break 
established patterns and norms of behavior in order to challenge 
the status quo? First, as might be expected, it is generally the case 
that those who form and participate in social movements are moti- 
vated by ideas and values. In particular, as della Porta and Diani 
put it, ”social action is driven largely by the fundamental princi- 
ples with which the actor identifies. Values influence the ways in 
which the actor defines specific goals and identifies behavioral 
strategies which are both efficient and morally acceptable.”2 In 
times of social stability, then, individual values correspond, at least 
in general, with the individual’s perception of the general goals of 
the broader community. But when social and individual goals 
begin to diverge, the individual may be motivated to try to change 
society so that its actions correspond with the individual’s  belief^.^ 
This is particularly likely to occur when individuals perceive injus- 
tices, suffered either by themselves or by others with whom the 
actor is ~ympathetic.~ In other words, individuals who perceive 
that injustices have been committed against the values and ideals 
through which they define the purpose of their lives, the nature of 
right and wrong, and the purposes and ends of the community’s 
shared life are likely to react and push for social change. 

Second, the literature on social movements often emphasizes the 
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role(s) the mobilization of resources plays in group formation, ac- 
tion, and outcomes. For example, external forces, sometimes 
known as structural conditions, can also shape movement forma- 
tion? A social crisis like economic chaos, losing a war, or the mass 
migration of populations into or out of a particular country can 
make it difficult for the government or other groups to provide ser- 
vices to a people. Under such conditions, individuals may rise up 
to demand changes intended to fix the problems they believe soci- 
ety is facing. Thus, when structural conditions are tense, when es- 
tablished patterns of social norms and behaviors are under stress, 
social movements rise to remake the social order in light of new- 
or resurrected-ideas about what rules, behaviors, and values 
ought to organize society. 

Similarly, changes in the existing political system can serve as re- 
sources that can be mobilized by emerging social movements. New 
leaders capable of mobilizing previously latent groups can arrive 
on the scene. The wealth embedded in societies or groups experi- 
encing significant levels of economic growth may provide previ- 
ously inactive groups with the means to organize and struggle for 
change. Shifts in patterns of support for the dominant regime may 
provide formerly weak groups with potential alliances that may 
advantage their group’s interests, thereby encouraging group for- 
mation and activity. Thus, when examining a social movement, it is 
important to consider the resources that were available to it and 
how group members and leaders used these resources to attempt 
to achieve their goals. 

From a resource mobilization perspective, the late 1980s and 
early 1990s were a time of remarkable economic and social transi- 
tion in the United States. Globalization and economies of scale in- 
creasingly led to the transformation of the American farming in- 
dustry from family- to corporate-owned enterprises. This, in turn, 
caused many family farmers to search for explanations of their 
loss; militias and similar groups provided answers.6 Similarly, a 
shift in political power to the suburbs, with the attendant values- 
shift to postmodern attitudes regarding appropriate  lifestyle^,^ led 
to the assertion of new rules for land use, restrictions on hunting, 
and other examples of nonrural people shaping policies for rural 
land usage that undermined the traditional patterns of local life.8 
Thus, at the same moment the social-political order was remaking 
itself (the power shift to the suburbs combined with the rise of the 
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globalist economy), it stimulated policies that caused feelings of 
injustice to rise among many who saw their way of life under- 
mined and attacked. 

In addition, as is developed in chapter 3, the existence of previ- 
ous movements played a crucial role in militia formation. Long- 
standing right-wing groups like the Ku Klux Klan and the John 
Birch Society established a pattern of antigovernment activity and 
rhetoric. Groups like the Order, the Aryan Nations, and other hate 
groups that emerged in the 1970s and 1980s but were substantially 
eliminated prior to the militias’ rise in the 1990s nonetheless pro- 
vided a template of paranoia and anger from which the militias 
drew their ideas and organizational structure? And, of course, the 
original militias of the Revolutionary War stood as a model for 
militia formation and action: whatever the reality of the Revolu- 
tionary militia, the modern militias constructed an idealized image 
of citizen-farmers arming themselves, leaving their homes, and de- 
feating the occupying British Army. These historical foundations, 
when linked to the events described in detail in chapters 4,5, and 
6, provided significant resources for the development of the militia 
movement. 

Another important consideration when engaging in social 
movement analysis is why movements take the organizational 
forms they do. Two factors, previous movements and the response 
of the political system, can be seen as particularly important in the 
construction of particular movement organizations. 

Like individuals, movements are embedded in cultural, histori- 
cal, and ideological contexts. New movements inevitably are in- 
spired by, draw on the language of, and develop the successes of 
earlier movements and social challenges through mechanisms like 
cultural frames and long-standing activist subcultures.lO Thus, 
rather than forming entirely new modes of organization and oper- 
ation, movements develop systems of action and goals that mimic 
previous movements. 

In addition to previous movements, newer movements are also 
shaped by the reaction of the established authorities to the group’s 
challenge. Thus, if the state responds to social challenges with vio- 
lence-arrests, coercion, or other means of isolating the deviant ac- 
tors-there is a tendency for the movement to react with violence 
or to go underground, hiding its operations. If the state fails to re- 
spond in any way, the movement’s members may be emboldened, 
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pressing their challenges publicly and actively. Or if the state acts 
to co-opt the movement, addressing some of its concerns while ig- 
noring others, the result may encourage group members to use es- 
tablished means of political participation, such as voting, lobbying, 
and the 1ike.l' 

In the case of militias, organizational forms have varied over 
time. In their formative period, the "typical" militia group consist- 
ed of a central leader, often referred to as a colonel regardless of for- 
mer rank, if any, in the armed forces of the United States. Such a 
group purchased or used the land of a member as a training com- 
pound in which its members practiced guerrilla warfare tactics 
against agents of the federal government. Members came to the site 
at some predetermined period to train. In addition to weapons 
training, the group also engaged in education of members and 
sympathizers. Finally, all groups maintained an active Internet 
presence-some more sophisticated than others-to recruit new 
members and raise funds for their operations. These organizations 
formed the nucleus of an armed resistance to the evil intrusions of 
the corrupted government-the Shadow Government. 

In its early days, there were few, if any, connections among dif- 
ferent parts of the militia movement. It was less a unified move- 
ment than clusters of individuals who shared values and attitudes. 
Two groups, the Militia of Montana (MOM) and the Michigan Mili- 
tia, were the early progenitors of the militia model: isolation, guns, 
and ideology. These groups then provided a template that hun- 
dreds of other groups and individuals followed.12 However, these 
groups did share a common reliance on the Internet to advance 
their ideology: its existence has provided members and leaders the 
opportunity to spread their messages quickly, easily, and cheaply 
around the world. This common ideological front tended to give a 
greater appearance of movement unity than was really the case; 
there were limited, if any, institutional structures linking different 
groups. 

In recent years, particularly after the Oklahoma City bombing, 
the shape of the movement has changed in two significant ways. 
First, as the number of groups and overt members has declined, 
group activities have gone underground. (These events are de- 
scribed in detail in chapter 7.) Indeed, like the French Resistance in 
World War 11, some groups have moved to the model of leaderless 
resistance, with cell members knowing the names and personal in- 
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formation of only a few others in the movement. Thus, in theory, if 
one is captured (a real fear in terms of their ideology), that person 
cannot betray more than a few other members of the group. Second, 
many militia groups and sympathizers have reopened an ideologi- 
cal and political dialogue with the reemergent components of the 
racist right. Thus, the militia movement is transforming itself into a 
more explicitly racist movement that is organized, ominously, for 
violent resistance to the operations of the federal government. 

Finally, some sense of how and why movements succeed-and 
how and why they fail-is important if the way(s) the modern mili- 
tia movement is likely to affect the United States is to be under- 
stood. Several key factors, like the breadth of the movement’s goals 
and the relations between the movement and the dominant culture, 
are relevant here. For example, specific social movements can lead 
to the development of “master protest frames.”13 These are ideolo- 
gies of legitimate protest activity that come to be shared by a vari- 
ety of social movements. These frames can promote movement 
success over time as new modes of life are recognized as legitimate 
and appropriate by large segments of the community. Alternative- 
ly, social movements can lead to the foundation of new identities 
within a community. Thus, as more and more people identify 
themselves with the movement’s ideals, the movement becomes 
embedded in a given society. Successful social movements can also 
serve as examples of techniques that future social movements can 
use to advance their own protests and political activities. Thus, 
while a specific movement may or may not achieve its goals, the 
legacy of ideas and strategies it leaves behind can inform other, po- 
tentially more successful, movements. Finally, when a group has 
broad goals it is more likely to be a powerful influence in society; 
such goals provide a platform on which large segments of society 
can stand for shared political action, thus enhancing the move- 
ment’s chances of success.14 The successes and failures of the mili- 
tia movement are discussed in chapter 7. 

Social movements, then, involve collective action by individuals 
and groups dissatisfied with current conditions to reshape the po- 
litical and/or social order. This transformative enterprise is in- 
evitably shaped and informed by the institutional, political, and 
cultural contexts in which it operates. The broader environment 
similarly contextualizes its successes and failures. In order to un- 
derstand any social movement, then, it is necessary to engage the 
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goals it pursues (and why these goals are chosen), the organiza- 
tional form it takes (and why this is the case), and the cultural and 
political context in which it exists. 

A note on methods. This project involves an ethnographic, inter- 
pretive examination of the militia movement in th.e broader context 
of American culture. In particular, it focuses on several related 
questions: (1) How do militia groups explain their ideas, ideals, 
and programs? (2) How do militia members define their enemies? 
(3) What is the relationship between the ideas, ideals, and values 
militia members espouse and the values contained in American po- 
litical culture? The purpose of focusing on these questions is to ex- 
pose the interaction between militias’ self-presentations and Amer- 
ican political culture. In explaining their ideas and programs, 
militia groups can draw on values inherent in American political 
culture. In defining their enemies, such groups articulate a particu- 
lar version of ”the good life” that contrasts with some ”wrong” al- 
ternative. Combined, these questions provide insight into the cul- 
tural values that shape militia group formation, values, and, 
ultimately, action. 

Ethnography is an approach aimed at understanding how indi- 
viduals perceive the world. Its focus is on how individuals explain 
events to themselves and how they justify their actions in terms of 
their own values and ideals. As a consequence, the analytic pur- 
pose is to recognize the systems of meaning by which individuals 
live. Questions like ”What do people say they believe?” and ”How 
do individuals legitimize their actions and behaviors in their own 
lives?” are the analytic lenses through which individuals and 
groups are studied.15 

To do ethnographic research, it is necessary to gain access to in- 
formation about individuals’ beliefs and values. The primary 
source of information gathered for this project was the Internet. 
Militia groups have a substantial presence on the World Wide Web. 
Their sites typically explain what the militia group believes and 
what activities its members think are justified and why and offer 
commentaries on government and other mainstream groups’ ac- 
tions that the militia group finds troublesome. They are, in short, 
exactly the kinds of self-presentational material that make it possi- 
ble to carry forward ethnographic analysis. As such, militia web- 
sites provide a treasure trove of information waiting to be mined. 

In addition to Internet sources, this project relied on media and 
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other accounts of militia group activities. Journalistic approaches 
provide a good day-to-day record of what group members do. 
They also provide an up-to-the-minute record of what members 
say about why they undertake the actions they do. Accordingly, a 
survey of major newspapers-for example, the New York Times, the 
Los Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune-was conducted for the 
dates of major militia events like Randy Weaver’s mountaintop 
stand and Timothy McVeigh’s destruction of the Murrah Federal 
Office Building. The focus was not on the commentary such 
sources provide on the events; rather, it was on gathering first-per- 
son statements from group members and self-identified supporters 
about why they undertook such actions and how they justified 
these behaviors to themselves. Newsmagazines like Time and 
Newsweek were also covered for similar information. 

Plan of the Book 

The remainder of this book is organized into seven chapters and an 
epilogue. The first chapter examines three core components of the 
work‘s analysis: culture, ideology, and myth. It explores the nature 
and content of American political culture and builds a framework 
of ideas, values, and ideals that shape political action in the United 
States. 

Chapter 2 relates this foundation to the organization and actions 
of the contemporary militia movement. It examines the myth of the 
militia in the American Revolution as the foundation of the con- 
temporary militia movement, finding that the actual events of the 
Revolution do not conform to the elements of the myth. It then cri- 
tiques the process by which the myth was constructed over time, 
providing a means to understand the way current believers use the 
myth to justify and frame their actions and ideas. 

Chapter 3 provides a detailed analysis of militia ideology. The 
ideas that militia members bring with them to the political system 
profoundly shape their actions, goals, and political plans. To study 
militia ideology is to focus on the heart of the modern militia 
movement. 

Chapter 4 examines the actions surrounding, and the political 
impact of, the standoff at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, in 1992. Arguably, the 
siege of Randy Weaver’s mountaintop cabin by the Federal Bureau 
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of Investigation and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms 
lit the match that ignited the militia movement. This event requires 
careful attention if the militia movement is to be properly under- 
stood. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the next significant event that shaped the 
movement: the conflagration at the Branch Davidian compound in 
Waco, Texas. This incident spread antigovernment fervor through- 
out the nation and was the ”final straw” that drove many antigov- 
ernment sympathizers into the militia movement. Moreover, it 
made right-wing ideology seem credible in the eyes of many Amer- 
icans. It is a central source of the modern militia movement. 

Chapter 6 considers what might be seen as the logical culmina- 
tion of antigovernment extremism: the destruction of the Alfred P. 
Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. While Timothy 
McVeigh and his coconspirators were not militia members, their 
actions symbolized the level of hatred and paranoia that some ele- 
ments of militia beliefs engendered. Additionally, the nationwide 
shock that accompanied this attack undermined and transformed 
the movement, and so must be addressed. 

Chapter 7 discusses the decline of the movement after Okla- 
homa City. Neither the militia movement nor right-wing extremist 
groups have disappeared; however, the way they organize and act 
has changed. Four factors are shown to have encouraged the move- 
ment’s downward turn: the extremism of militia actions alienated 
many potential supporters; state action undermined militia ideolo- 
gy and activities; militia groups were successful in promoting core 
ideas in the political system, particularly their opposition to gun 
control; and parts of the movement were co-opted by established 
political forces, particularly the conservative wing of the Republi- 
can Party. 

The epilogue assesses the prospects for resurgence of militia 
groups in the future, particularly in light of the terrorist attacks in 
New York City, Washington, D.C., and Pennsylvania on September 
11,2001. While many might assume that an antigovernment move- 
ment cannot survive in an era of high patriotism, this is not neces- 
sarily the case. Given the nature of American political culture, such 
groups can be expected to survive and influence American politics 
for a long time to come. Where things go from here is, quite literal- 
ly, a matter of the choices we make as a society. 



1 

Fuel: 
The Cultural Foundations 
of the Militia Movement 

When Timothy McVeigh lit the fuse that fired the bomb that de- 
stroyed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, 
Oklahoma, on April 19, 1995, most Americans asked, “Why?” 
“Why,“ people wondered, ”would anyone do such a thing?” 

This book sets out to answer the question Timothy McVeigh’s 
horrible act inspired. While the details of the answers it provides 
will be developed in the next six chapters, an outline of the answer 
can be sketched here as an introduction and a prologue. 

The Oklahoma City bombing and a host of other, less destructive 
but similarly violent events are linked not by people but by ideol- 
ogy and culture. There is today a new social movement in the Unit- 
ed States, a movement grounded in the context of American polit- 
ical culture and motivated by an ideology of fear and hate. Thus, 
many individuals-both activists and sympathizers, some open 
and others latent-believe the government of the United States has 
been completely corrupted. They believe that the goals and pur- 
poses of the American experiment-meaning, from their perspec- 
tive, rights and freedom for the individual, the sacredness of prop- 
erty rights, and the nonintrusion of the federal government on the 
private lives of ordinary citizens, among other things-have been 
literally stolen by agents of what they call, adopting President 
George H. W. Bush’s phrase, the ”New World Order.” Alternative- 
ly, members of this new social movement refer to the source of the 
corruption affecting American life as the “Shadow Government.” 

11 
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This shadow government is believed to serve the interests of some 
”other”-the United Nations, the international banking communi- 
ty (and thus, according to some militia rhetoric, the Zionist con- 
spiracy of Nazi ideology), or the preferences of some other inter- 
national elite. The rulers of this shadow government have hired the 
agents of the U.S. government to enforce their will. Bent only on 
gaining power for its own sake, this conspiracy uses the language 
and institutions of American government to legitimize what are, 
for the members of this new social movement, corrupt and evil 
policies such as gun control, the abandonment of the gold stan- 
dard, and the assertion of women’s and minority rights through 
programs like affirmative action. Each of these programs, and 
many more, is seen to violate the sacred intent of the Founders to, 
in the mind of the militia, create a political system that promotes 
individual rights and autonomy above all else. 

There are obviously many dimensions to this outline. Two in par- 
ticular deserve brief introduction here. First, as will be explored in 
more detail in this chapter and the next, it should be admitted that 
at least some of what the new right argues about the nature of the 
American founding is true. The American colonies were, to some 
degree, settled by people who were trying to assert their individual 
rights and escape apparent tyranny. Moreover, the settlers’ story 
has become a central theme in American political culture. Thus, the 
new right’s complaint that contemporary American policies have 
tended to concentrate power in the hands of governing officials 
rather than individuals has ”traction”: it expresses values, ideals, 
and perceptions that, however much they may be distorted and 
misremembered by contemporary actors, make sense in American 
political life. Accordingly, the contemporary militia movement, and 
for that matter the new right in general, has the potential to have 
significant influence in the American political system by drawing 
supporters and encouraging action. 

Second, the new right is virtually unique in contemporary 
American politics because its ideology justifies and encourages vi- 
olence-the use of force to promote and defend its adherents’ point 
of view. As will be seen, this, too, is informed by their interpreta- 
tion of American political culture and history. Thus, not only do 
militia members and other right-wing-group adherents tell a story 
that has meaning in the context of American political culture, but 
also they tell it in a way that promotes extremism. Their actions, 
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then, may encompass more than conventional political activity like 
voting, interest-group membership, and media relations. They may 
also be deadly. 

The rest of this chapter lays out the theoretical foundations on 
which this study rests. It focuses on three concepts that are central 
to the work's approach culture, ideology, and myth. Interacting as 
a system, culture provides the vessel in which are held all possible 
ideas, attitudes, values, and actions that make sense in a given 
community; ideologies shape cultural raw materials into specific 
forms; and myths imbue these particular ideological constructions 
with a sacred, enduring significance. This chapter explores key di- 
mensions of American political culture that are relevant for under- 
standing the modern militia movement and highlights certain as- 
pects of American political culture that have been mythologized 
and from which militia groups draw inspiration. 

Political Culture, Ideology, 
and Myth in Political Life 

This work rests on the interaction of political culture, ideology, and 
mythology. Each of these elements plays an important role in shap- 
ing the nature of the militia, the dimensions of support the move- 
ment enjoys in American political life, and the prospects for its con- 
tinued significance in the future. Accordingly, some discussion of 
these concepts-and their interrelationships-is necessary before 
moving the study forward. 

The Power of Political Culture 

Political culture can be conceived of as a set (or, for that matter, 
sets) of relatively shared ideas, ideals, concepts, stories, and myths 
that orient citizens within their political systems, that explain how 
and why people act as they do within a given polity.' In other 
words, political culture constitutes the broad array of options, 
questions, and attitudes that groups of people in specific societies 
accept as politically relevant and meaningful. 

Embedded in this definition is a set of assumptions about the na- 
ture of human conduct and thought that deserves brief attention. 
First among these assumptions is: Nothing is given. Nothing has an 
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obvious meaning and significance in and of itself. It is only through 
association and interaction with others that terms, concepts, or ac- 
tions become meaningful. 

By way of illustration, take the ubiquitous handshake. Upon 
meeting another person, most Americans will extend their right 
hand in an attempt to shake the other person’s right hand. This ac- 
tion is so common that it is remarkable only if it is not immediate- 
ly reciprocated. That is, handshakes are so expected in normal con- 
duct that it is only their absence that really draws attention to the 
artificiality and yet profound significance of this symbolic gesture. 
After all, what is there in the grasping of two hands that makes it a 
valuable act? And why the right hand? Is there any reason that hu- 
mans might not use some mechanism other than the handshake to 
exchange greetings? The answer to all of these questions, of course, 
is that nothing makes the handshake meaningful except that peo- 
ple who believe it to be significant find it to be important. A hand- 
shake is a symbol of friendliness, respect, and trust because that is 
what people who shake each other’s hands believe it to mean. Con- 
versely, the failure to shake hands when another expects it is an in- 
sult only because either the recipient, the community, or even the 
person who refuses to shake hands believes it to be an insult. 

It is important to note that, despite the artificiality of the sym- 
bolic insult of not shaking hands when a handshake is expected, it 
is an insult nonetheless. Humans do not, as a practical matter, in- 
tellectualize gestures and decide that, since the handshake is a so- 
cial construct, its absence has no inherent meaning. Instead, sym- 
bols, ideas, stories, myths, and concepts have meanings that orient 
understanding and motivate action. Thus, a second assumption 
embedded in the definition of culture offered above is: Human be- 
ings make sense of their world in symbolic, referential terms. Just as 
nothing is given, it is only through understanding the contextual 
meanings of gestures, words, concepts, and symbols that humans 
can make sense of the world with which they interact. 

Returning again to the handshake, once a human understands 
that an extended right hand is an invitation/expectation to extend 
his or her own right hand, that person has both a guide to person- 
al action and a baseline from which to anticipate the actions of oth- 
ers: once I extend my right hand, the understanding is that the 
other person will extend his or her right hand. If the person ex- 
tends his or her hand, I can then assume the person holds a partic- 
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ular set of attitudes and values, at least to the degree that I can as- 
sume the person understand the rituals of polite greeting in my 
culture. By contrast, if he or she fails to extend a hand, I can just as 
easily make a different set of assumptions about that person’s ig- 
norance, rudeness, or both. The contextual meanings and patterns 
of action associated with gestures, symbols, concepts, and ideas 
thus provide tools through which humans can understand what is 
going on and can orient themselves for action and interaction. 

Third, the symbolic, referential terms through which human beings 
understand life and orient action contain embedded evaluative criteria by  
which appropriate action can be judged. Actions, statements, attitudes, 
and even concepts are inevitably associated with evaluations of 
their appropriateness or inappropriateness. The refusal to shake 
hands, for example, is likely to be considered inappropriate be- 
cause it is a behavioral signal of attitudes and ideas that people 
who believe in the importance of shaking hands find objectionable. 
More broadly, any socially constructed term, concept, act, or sym- 
bol is embedded in complex patterns of evaluation. For those who 
share similar understandings of what certain behaviors and atti- 
tudes mean, then, there will also be a shared interpretation of 
whether given acts or statements are appropriate or not. 

The point that contextually constructed terms and symbols are 
bound up in concepts of evaluation leads to a fourth dimension of 
the definition of culture offered above: Sanctions are associated with 
particular understandings of appropriate and inappropriate conduct and 
attitudes. Humans do not simply evaluate behaviors or ideas as 
right or wrong and then move on with their lives. Rather, as part 
of the general process of socialization, human beings sanction 
those who deviate from what is normal, expected, and generally 
held to be appropriate. Such sanctions can range from verbal chal- 
lenges, to possibly ostracism of someone who is believed to inap- 
propriately refuse to shake another’s hand, to the execution of 
someone who has transgressed shared understandings of appro- 
priate conduct. To violate local norms, then, is to face the wrath of 
the community. 

Fifth, there is a virtually infinite variety of meanings, behavioral as- 
sumptions, and evaluative standards that can be associated with specific 
gestures, concepts, terms, symbols, ideas, or acts. It does not follow 
that, because one community views extending the right hand to be 
a symbol of openness and friendship, all communities will do so. 
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Instead, particular groups and communities may share relatively 
similar understandings of the meaning and appropriateness of a 
range of ideas, attitudes, behaviors, concepts, symbols, and ges- 
tures. Such groups can be said to share a culture. Groups that as- 
cribe different meanings and evaluative standards to the range of 
human activities constitute different cultures. The potential varia- 
tion, at least theoretically, is infinite. 

This possible endless variety of cultures is perhaps best demon- 
strated by discussing basic human needs that would seem to tran- 
scend culture. Everyone, for example, needs to eat. Thus, all living 
people have the potential to get hungry. Yet whatever the biologi- 
cal basis of hunger is, different groups and communities have wild- 
ly divergent ideas about how it is appropriate to satisfy that need. 
Some groups think nothing of eating meat; others find such behav- 
ior to be disgusting. Adherents of some cultures fry and eat mag- 
gots as the norm; adherents of other cultures cannot conceive the 
circumstance that would lead a person to eat bugs. Accordingly, 
the sixth dimension of the definition of culture offered above is: 
Cultures shape what is admitted as an appropriate question, choice, or act 
in a particular group and so shape the kinds of issues that concern the 
group and motivate it to action. 

To return to the example of food, human experience demon- 
strates that people will go hungry rather than eat a convenient 
product considered appropriate for consumption in some cultures 
but excluded in their own. Even starving persons may reject meat 
in a vegetarian culture, for example, and cannibalism is taboo al- 
most everywhere. This is true because the culture defines what is 
and is not a food product as such. A product not on the cultural 
checklist of appropriate foods is, essentially, inedible because it is 
conceived to be edible. 

By extension, in the political sphere, a political culture delimits 
what are political issues and what are not, establishes what kinds 
of actions are appropriate and what kinds are not, and shapes the 
universe of the possible in a given polity. Moreover, despite the ar- 
tificiality of specific cultural constructions, individual political cul- 
tures contain evaluative criteria through which its members inter- 
pret right and wrong. They also embody and define sanctions 
through which these conceptualizations are enforced within the 
group. Thus, within their limits, specific cultures provide clues for 
appropriate action and establish standards by which individuals 
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can justify and legitimate their actions and ideas-including the 
imposition of sanctions on social deviants. 

The Role of Ideology 

Ideology can be defined as ”a value system or belief system ac- 
cepted as fact or truth by some group. It is composed of sets of at- 
titudes towards the various institutions and processes of society. 
An ideology provides the believer with a picture of the world both 
as it is and as it should be, and, in doing so, organizes the tremen- 
dous complexity of the world into something fairly simple and un- 
derstandable.”2 Put another way, ideology is ”an agenda of things 
to discuss, questions to ask, hypotheses to make. We should be able 
to use it when considering the interaction between ideas and poli- 
tics, especially systems of ideas that make claims, whether justifi- 
catory or h~rtatory.”~ Whereas political culture is the vessel of all 
possible political goals, ideals, and values, ideologies take the raw 
material of political culture and construct it into specific forms that 
define what concepts mean, what actions ought to be taken, and how 
individuals ought to behave. 

In addition, ideology simplifies reality. It links the abstract to the 
concrete. For example, ”liberty” is a broad concept. A specific ide- 
ology, however, may define liberty as ”freedom from government 
interference in all areas of life,” whereas a separate ideology may 
define it as ”freedom of the individual from fears of hunger, cold, 
and other human needs.” Within a specific ideology, the concept 
means what the ideology holds, thus linking the ideational to the 
concrete. 

Ideology further embodies power relationships. It establishes 
certain patterns of policies, programs, ideas, and interests as ap- 
propriate and proper while denigrating others. To study ideology, 
then, is to assess which power interests are being promoted by the 
ideology’s concepts and which are being limited. 

Ideology performs these roles through three processes that Paul 
Ricoeur has labeled distortion, legitimation, and integration. Dis- 
tortion means that the particular ways ideas, beliefs, values, and 
attitudes combine in specific ideologies inevitably distort reality. 
No ideology describes truth; rather, ideologies link condensed, 
composed, and simplified versions of experience into coherent 
wholes available for humans to use to organize their lives. Thus, 
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all political understanding is distorted, untrue at some fundamen- 
tal level-which, as will be seen throughout this book, provides 
fodder for endless debates, challenges, and vitality in political life.* 

Further, Ricoeur argues that ideology performs the function of 
legitimation. Legitimation in this context means one’s accep- 
t a n c m r  rejection-f another’s power and authority. Ideology 
constructs terms in which the appropriateness of obedience and 
opposition are made clear to both leader and led.5 Thus, ideology 
may enhance authority or may undermine it in favor of some coun- 
tervailing force or position. Importantly, it is the ideology, not some 
objective or structural force, that establishes the legitimacy of par- 
ticular political relationships. 

Finally, according to Ricoeur, ideology performs the function of 
integration. Integration in this sense means that it provides a 
means by which individuals and groups establish, protect, and pre- 
serve their social identities.6 ”We” believe this, an ideology estab- 
lishes; ”they” believe something else. Thus, the particular distor- 
tions of specific ideologies are linked to legitimation values of right 
and wrong to construct “our” group as right and decent and 
”their” group as wrong in an integrated whole.7 

It is important to note that in the definitions offered above, the 
concept of ideology is stripped of the negative connotations with 
which it is often associated. Ideology is not a term used to deni- 
grate an opponent’s point of view as ”false”; instead, it is used to 
describe particular relationships of terms, concepts, attitudes, and 
beliefs. Ideologies thus can differ; but everyone has one, and every- 
one interprets the political world through the particular construc- 
tions of ideas and meanings that are incorporated in the ideologies 
he accepts. Indeed, everyone requires an ideology: it is precisely 
because ideologies take complex terms and concepts like freedom 
and equality and imbue them with an empirical content-for ex- 
ample, equality of opportunity and not equality of outcome; free- 
dom from government pressure and not freedom in the form of 
government provision of the basic needs of life-that political life 
becomes manageable. Ideologies make it possible to make as- 
sumptions about others’ attitudes, beliefs, and likely behaviors 
even as they provide evaluative criteria through which individuals 
can quickly decide to support or oppose specific political programs 
and policies. They provide guides for action by defining what 
kinds of steps can and should be taken (or not) in specific contexts. 
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And, perhaps most important, ideologies provide standards by 
which one can legitimate one’s own political preferences. 

Accordingly, it is crucial to understand any group’s or individ- 
ual’s ideology if the goal is to recognize what motivates the group 
to act or what shape any political action is likely to take. Further, it 
is important to recognize that the terms and values of any group’s 
ideology are meaningful to its members no matter how absurd 
they may seem to outsiders-whether outsiders believe and are 
likely to act on the terms of the group’s ideology is not the point. 
Members of the group take it seriously. Adherents will use it to 
evaluate the politics they experience and establish the kinds of ac- 
tions they will or will not take. And members of the group will le- 
gitimate their choices in terms of their ideologies. 

The Construction of Myth 

Myths are often conceptualized as fictional stories with some moral 
lesson. This perception, however, misses the depth of importance 
myths play in human life. Extending the images of culture as a ves- 
sel and ideologies as particular forms into which selected cultural 
values are shaped, myths serve to imbue ideologies with meanings 
that have broad social effect. Myths promote the extension of one’s 
private point of view to the community at large as a moral duty. 

As Henry Tudor has noted, myths are stories that may or may 
not be grounded on factual events. A myth is an interpretation of 
reality, whether fictionalized or not, that the mythmaker (and be- 
liever) takes to be fact. Myths, then, are true not because they are 
factual but because they are believed to be true by their adherents.8 

Moreover, myths have structure: they have protagonists who ex- 
perience beginnings, middles, and ends. Political myths focus on 
how the politics of a society ought to be configured and how par- 
ticipants in that society ought to act. Thus, by extension, mythic 
protagonists serve as models of ideal public action, at least for the 
members of the group who believe in the myth and its teaching. 
Myths and their heroes place a particular community in an ongoing 
dramatic struggle that, the lesson explains, the community can win 
if it follows the model of the hero. They also provide a common 
way members of communities can recognize themselves as neigh- 
bors and friends, as ”us” versus whatever ”them” is challenging 
”our” way of life. Myths, then, take the stuff of culture and the logic 
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of ideology and make them the foundation of a public, communal, 
proper way of life for an entire society9 

One particularly important myth for understanding the militia 
movement, as was implied above, is the myth of the hero. The 
hero’s journey, as Joseph Campbell has explained, is inevitably a 
struggle against multiple challenges, enemies, and even self- 
doubts. Yet, through will, action, and the timely intervention of 
others (including gods), the hero is able to achieve his-almost al- 
ways his-goals and ”save” the community. This occurs despite 
the daunting odds facing the hero, and indeed the difficulty of the 
challenge is itself the cause and measure of the hero’s greatness.1° 

The interaction of myth, ideology,, and culture can be seen to 
frame and profoundly influence the formation, actions, and future 
course of the militia movement. American political culture will be 
shown to contain raw materials from which the movement could be 
constructed. Militia ideology takes these resources and shapes 
them into a form that establishes meaning for movement members. 
Then, specific myths of American political life, particularly the Rev- 
olutionary myth of the militia, imbues the movement with a model 
for action that inspires confidence in its ultimate success and an un- 
derstanding of what the ”right” structure of society ought to be. 

American Political Culture 

To undertake any foray into the question of a nation’s “culture” is 
to enter dangerous territory. Challenges to specific arguments can 
be raised from a host of perspectives. One can claim, for example, 
that a particular interpretation is empirically inaccurate, that it is 
ahistorical, that it is insensitive to the dynamics of gender, race, 
ethnicity, region, and other subcultural factors, or all of the above 
in any combination. This problem is particularly acute in the case 
of the United States, given the complexity of its political, econom- 
ic, and social systems. 

Describing the nature, complexity, and meaning of all the values, 
ideas, myths, and stories extant in American political culture is be- 
yond the scope of this book, of course, and indeed is well beyond 
the scope of any single book. The number of key concepts within 
U.S. political culture-democracy, liberty, freedom, antiauthoritar- 
ianism, political tolerance, and the like-are in and of themselves 
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too numerous to allow for easy identification and are often in suf- 
ficient tension with each other to make the discovery of an ax- 
iomatic relationship between some value and some political action 
problematic at best.ll Moreover, each of the concepts, stories, 
myths, and values embedded in American political culture is itself 
vague enough in language and expression to support multiple in- 
terpretations and attitudes within the American polity.12 As a con- 
sequence, different actors can draw on different dimensions of po- 
litical culture to support their agendas or can provide different 
interpretations for terms and concepts that competitors use in com- 
mon. A simple correlation between beliefs and outcomes cannot be 
expected in such circumstances. 

One possible path through the minefield of ”national culture” 
studies is to distinguish between public and private culture. Rather 
than extrapolating from survey data to determine modal private 
characters within different polities and claiming that this mode 
represents the national culture, as was done in the early cross-cul- 
ture studies, public culture refers to the common terms of refer- 
ence, symbols, and ideologies within which different groups and 
individuals press their claims for power, policy and identity.13 Such 
terms are not a matter of private conscience; instead, they can be 
found, among other places, in public documents, speeches and 
campaigns, and political symbols referred to by others as they pro- 
mote their agendas. Such public cultural symbols can constitute a 
shareable language through which different groups and individu- 
als can press for their goals in intersubjectively recognizable-and 
supportable-terms.14 Importantly, this sharing can go on regard- 
less of the private values, attitudes, and motives of the actors ref- 
erencing the public culture. As a practical matter, the public culture 
sets the terms in which political debate and struggle can occur. 

While the specific dimensions of any public culture can and 
ought to be the subject of serious debate and attention, some fac- 
tors can, with little debate, be seen as significant in the American 
case. For understanding the militia movement, two values seem 
particularly important. The first of these is the liberal character of 
American public life. As many analysts of American politics have 
found, liberalism is at the core of the American experience.15 In spe- 
cific, the American version of liberalism is characterized by the as- 
sertion of individual rights versus the state, representative and lim- 
ited government, political universalism, political equality among 
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all citizens (egalitarianism), political tolerance, and capitalism. 
American public culture contains an array of symbols, rituals, prac- 
tices, and policies that tend to favor the rights of individuals to act 
with few constraints on their behavior whether the arena of action 
is political, economic, or social. Moreover, the public culture Val- 
orizes these rights as universally applicable to all persons every- 
where. Accordingly, American public culture tends to favor those 
policies, proposals, or ideas that are understood to advance indi- 
vidual liberty in whatever context people find themselves acting. 

This favoring of a certain type of plan or program does not trans- 
late into an axiomatic linkage of culture and policy, however. It 
does not follow that, because American public culture insists that 
capitalism is the "best" way for individuals to maximize their lib- 
erty, all Americans will decide that any government regulation of 
the economy is inappropriate. Instead, the specific policies, pro- 
grams, and decisions that can be seen to derive from liberal princi- 
ples are many. Thus, American "liberals" today insist that the best 
way to achieve political equality is through government programs 
like affirmative action, while American "conservatives" assert that 
affirmative action makes it impossible to achieve real political 
equality. Similarly, eighteenth-century Americans argued that Slav- 
ery and the oppression of Native Americans were acceptable since 
such people were not "persons" capable of self-government, while 
twentieth-century reformers artfully recast liberal language to ac- 
commodate the rights of African and Native Americans.16 In both 
cases, the core principles were liberal: the debate was over how 
best to achieve the liberal ideal, not whether liberalism was an ap- 
propriate approach to social and political life in the first place. 

Public culture thus provides tools and approaches to political 
life that adherents can recognize even when they disagree about 
the specific policies and programs that ought to derive from shared 
principles. In its liberalism, then, American public culture valorizes 
those plans and ideas that cun be seen, by the actors of the time, to 
advance individual rights-however those rights are defined in 
context. Liberalism is a broad, interpretable, shareable concept 
even among those who may derive dramatically different plans 
and programs from its principles. 

In addition to its liberalism, American public political culture is 
also remarkable for its exceptionalism. American liberal public cul- 
ture is exceptionalist in the sense that its universalism is linked to a 
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religious, proselytizing urge. Rather than believing that everyone, 
regardless of race, religion, creed, or national origin has "unalien- 
able Rights" and that political systems ought to recognize and en- 
courage this fact and then going home, American public culture 
manifests the ideal that Americans have a mission-in the religious 
sense of the word-to spread the fruits of liberty around the world. 
It is not enough to believe in liberty in American public culture. In- 
stead, one must achieve it, both for oneself and for the rest of the 
world. 

The source of this missionary zeal is complex but can be outlined 
briefly. The religious founding of many of the early European 
colonies on the North American continent encouraged many 
Protestant sects to view themselves as working in a "New World" 
to make whatever kind of society they wished free from the limita- 
tions of the old, corrupted order. America would be a "shining city 
on a hill"-the new Eden. These sects established the language 
through which many generations of succeeding immigrants came 
to press their interests. Then, once the religious sects lost much of 
their influence in New England, the mission to create a new 
Jerusalem was updated: with the mission to tame a continent while 
"civilizing" Native American populations (Manifest Destiny); to 
remake nature and order it as desired (the scientific and technolog- 
ical revolutions); and ultimately, by the twentieth century, to 
"save" the world for democracy (World Wars I and 11, as well as the 
Cold War). Hence the significance of the frontier in American po- 
litical culture: its existence meant that it was always possible to 
make things better for yourself if you were willing to move-it was 
possible to complete the mission of creating real liberty in political 
life, if only elsewhere. Cumulatively, such factors created a lan- 
guage that gives political actions in America a religious tone, 
meaning that one was either sinner or saved, good or evil, pun- 
ished or punishing.17 

Together, liberalism and exceptionalism create a language 
through which Americans, in making public appeals for public 
support for public policies, can find the kinds of intersubjective un- 
derstandings that make political life possible. While specific ap- 
peals may shade the terms of reference differently, casting them in 
different lights and illuminating different features, the underlying 
structure of the appeals, if they are to be successful, must be framed 
in terms of the common, public culture. 
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Moreover, these pillars of American political culture tend to 
promote a politics of self-reliance, action, and responsibility. They 
are not neutral, available to adherents of any political ideology for 
equal use. Rather, liberalism and exceptionalism have been con- 
structed to favor conservative models of individual responsibility, 
personal morality, and the potential for individual actions to 
change social structures as the foundation of “proper” political ac- 
tion. For example, Americans are generally more opposed to taxes, 
even in return for substantial welfare and other social benefits, 
than are most Europeans. Similarly, Americans impose much 
harsher penalties for individuals’ illegal drug use than do most 
European nations. Both of these policies can be seen as manifesta- 
tions of the underlying American cultural predisposition to em- 
phasize personal responsibility for one’s own well-being, includ- 
ing poor individual choice-making as a source of drug use. Thus, 
as will be seen throughout this work, the militia movement had 
fertile ground in which to grow in the United States: its construc- 
tion of American values into a specific, mythically embedded ide- 
ology draws life from the conservative strain of individualist, ex- 
ceptionalist politics in the United States. 
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Heat: 
The Myth of the Militia 

in the American Revolution 

As many scholars have noted, a powerful myth shapes many 
Americans’ interpretation of how the American Revolution was 
fought and w0n.l In this myth, gentle, selfless people (including 
women, African Americans, and even Native Americans) leave 
their homes (taking their weapons, of course) to volunteer to fight 
an oppressive foe. They have no ambition to impose their political 
will on others; rather, their dream is to be left alone to take care of 
their farms and families. They are motivated only by the kind of 
righteous rage against oppression that inspires heroism but avoids 
the oppression of others. And while they are overmatched in mili- 
tary terms, they find a way to harass and defeat their superior 
enemy. Then, when the war is over, these citizen-warriors depart 
the field of battle to return home and make their own ”American 
Dream’’ rather than use their success to enhance their political or 
economic positions. Thus, according to the myth, American 
democracy was won by small groups of patriots who had the 
courage to face, and the wisdom to effectively fight, the world’s 
most powerful nation. 

This myth is deeply ingrained in American political life. Politi- 
cians invoke it in campaign speeches. Movies, books, and songs 
have all valorized the hero-citizens who drove the British from 
American shores. Ordinary Americans, from Nathan Hale to Ethan 
Allen to Molly Pitcher and more, have become icons of the Revolu- 
tion, and of America. Schools, public buildings, and even roadways 
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celebrate the militiamen and -women who are believed to have 
won freedom for the nascent United States. Perhaps most obvious- 
ly, the battles at Lexington and Concord are taught to generation 
after generation of schoolchildren as the battles that started the 
Revolution-and as proof that militias armed with muskets and a 
spirit of freedom could defeat the world’s most powerful army. In- 
deed, the date of these battles, April 19,1775, is an important date 
both in American history and in the brief history of the modern 
American militia movement. As such, the myth has provided fertile 
ground in which the modern American militia movement has 
grown. 

Notably, the Revolutionary myth of the militia has grounded the 
modern movement despite the fact that it is not a very accurate de- 
piction of how the American Revolution was won. In reality, mili- 
tia forces were not effective on the battlefield. They were a source 
of constant concern for the Revolution’s military leaders. Most of- 
ficers in the American army, including George Washington, repeat- 
edly complained that militia forces were ineffective. These com- 
plaints were grounded in experience: in an era in which military 
forces stood in tightly packed rows a few hundred yards apart and 
were assailed by several exchanges of musket and artillery fire be- 
fore finally charging across the remaining open ground to attack 
their enemies with bayonets, most militia units broke ranks and 
ran when confronted by the first volley of fire from their better- 
armed, better-trained, and more disciplined British opponents. Bat- 
tles involving militias thus usually turned into destructive, demor- 
alizing routs.* 

Not only were the militias not particularly effective in battle, 
they were also often poorly armed, if they had weapons at all. As a 
result, Washington and other officers regularly complained about 
the militias’ lack of eq~iprnent.~ In the context of the needs of a pro- 
fessional military, then, the militias were a drain on their already 
scarce resources-and a drain that was untrustworthy and under- 
prepared. While some militia units might serve as sharpshooters or 
scouts, in general they were not an important part of the Revolu- 
tionary War effort. 

The militias were, as a rule, simply not suited to eighteenth-cen- 
tury warfare. Instead, by the end of the war the standing army 
Washington created looked in demographic profile very much like 
the standing army of any European nation. Instead of being beaten 
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by the militias, then, the British were defeated by organized, pro- 
fessional armies-and navies. After the hard winter in Valley 
Forge, the American army professionalized: it trained repeatedly in 
tactics of eighteenth-century warfare, it moved to three-year enlist- 
ments to guarantee that it had the experienced manpower to en- 
gage British forces, and it acquired stores of muskets and artillery 
appropriate to fighting on contemporary battlefields. It was this 
professional army, in combination with the presence of a profes- 
sional French army, that engaged British units in the later years of 
the war, substantially keeping the British tied to their coastal 
bases.4 And, importantly, it was only after a French fleet arrived off 
his base on the Yorktown peninsula in Virginia that Cornwallis felt 
compelled to surrender his army to Washington: so long as the 
British navy had been able to keep his forces supplied by sea, Corn- 
wallis had been content to wait for an opportunity to attack the 
American forces or to transport his troops by sea to another loca- 
tion. Whatever role the militias played in harassing enemy com- 
munications, it was not the reason the United States won its revo- 
lution. 

However, after the war the militia myth became a convenient 
way to resolve certain political tensions. It then served as a foun- 
dation for the transformation of American culture in ways that ul- 
timately inspired the modern militia movement. This chapter ex- 
plores the construction of the militia myth in order to explain its 
contemporary use. 

Creating the Myth of the Militia 
in the American Revolution 

Given the relative unimportance of militias in the Revolution, it is 
fair to ask how and why the myth of their significance has grown 
to the point that it can ground contemporary political activity. 
Three factors can be seen to have particular importance in explain- 
ing the militia story. One is the empirical success that some militia 
units had during and after the war. A second is the way later polit- 
ical, social, and economic actors reinvented the history of the 
American frontier and the American Revolution during the mid- 
and late 1800s-a reinvention that has been continually reasserted 
as "fact" ever since. Of crucial importance were early political and 
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cultural leaders who wished to serve their ideological agendas, 
later interpreters of the militia experience, and the development of 
a cultural acceptance and emphasis on guns. The third is the way 
this reinvented story resonates with particular values, ideas, and 
assumptions that ground American political culture. 

Militia Acts: The Foundation of the Myth 

It is important to admit that some militias did have limited success 
during the Revolution and in early American history. Indeed, the 
mythology that has been created about the militias’ significance 
would have been very difficult to construct in the absence of any 
positive militia acts. For instance, examples of militia effectiveness 
during the Revolution are relatively easy to list. The citizens who 
fought British forces at Lexington and Concord, Daniel Morgan’s 
sharpshooters, Francis Marion’s swamp fighters, and Ethan Allen’s 
Green Mountain boys all achieved noteworthy accomplishments 
during the war. Militia units harassed British forces and made their 
operations more difficult than they otherwise would have been. 
These successes, while not typical of most militia units, served as 
useful examples that future militia advocates could inflate to epic 
significance. 

In addition, during the early years of American history the mili- 
tias performed a function that generally assured their popular sta- 
tus: crime control, whether defined as stopping violence committed 
by citizens against one another (and their property), by Loyalists fo- 
menting rebellion, or by slaves in rebellion. Militia units performed 
these functions from well before the beginning of the American 
Revolution through the middle of the nineteenth century? Accord- 
ingly, the notion of the militia saving the community was cultural- 
ly well entrenched even before later actors drew on this imagery 
and developed the myth of the militias in the Revolution? 

Constitutionalism and 
the Construction of the Myth 

While these examples of militia success are part of the explanation 
for the myth‘s growth, they are not sufficient to account for its 
broad acceptance in society. Of more importance were the ways the 
leaders of the new American polity constructed the myth to fit their 
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political preferences. The radical Republican objection to standing 
armies was of particular significance in this context. For radical Re- 
publicans-opponents of centralized political authority like James 
Madison, for example-standing armies were dangerous for both 
practical and civic reasons. Practically, standing armies gave cen- 
tral political authorities the power to impose their will on citizens, 
thereby threatening individual liberty. This likelihood was further 
enhanced when the economic and social characteristics of profes- 
sional armies were recognized: drawn from the relatively poorer 
parts of society, career soldiers were thought to lack the commit- 
ment to individual rights and freedoms that social ”betters” had.7 
In a revolution aimed at the protection of individual rights, a 
standing army was therefore a problem. 

Civically, Republican theory held that individual freedom could 
be guaranteed only when individuals controlled all power-in- 
cluding military power. Thus citizens needed to be armed for their 
own protection against even a state in whose name a war was 
being conducted: the state was as much a potential enemy as some 
foreign power, especially if it had a permanent army. Additionally, 
free men fighting in their own defense could be expected to fight 
more effectively than hired ”mercenaries”: the defense of liberty 
would encourage greater effort than would salaries. Citizen armies 
were believed to create and protect citizen polities.8 

The fear of central political authority and the reluctance to es- 
tablish, equip, and maintain a permanent military are well-known 
facets of the American Revolution and its political aftermath. 
George Washington, for example, constantly struggled to assemble 
and maintain an army capable of fighting the British. In addition, 
the initial document defining American government after the war, 
the Articles of Confederation, contains no provisions for a standing 
army or navy. Its successor document, the U.S. Constitution, estab- 
lishes an elaborate set of procedural and formal limits on the scope 
of the central government’s powers-in part because it allows for 
the establishment of professional military institutions. Antiprofes- 
sional, pro-militia sentiments were thus at the heart of the early 
American political experience. 

Intellectually, the militias’ inadequacy during the Revolution 
presented the designers of the new nation’s government with a 
challenge: their practical experience emphasized the importance of 
permanent, professional military institutions even as their ideology 
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insisted that such forces were dangerous. In response, even Feder- 
alist supporters of a strong central government and professional 
military forces came to assert the significance of the militias-par- 
ticularly the right of private citizens to own guns that could be used 
in defense of liberty-in their constitutional theory. Two quotes 
from the Federalist Papers can illustrate this move. Writing in de- 
fense of the establishment of a standing army, for example, Alexan- 
der Hamilton, as strong an advocate of centralized government 
power as could be found among the Constitution's creators, 
nonetheless insists that militia power could be used to check the 
power of a professional military by using tactics that mimicked 
those allegedly used effectively by the militia during the war: 

If the representatives of the people betray their constituents, there is 
then no resource left but in the exertion of that original right of self-de- 
fense which is paramount to all positive forms of government. . . . If the 
federal army should be able to quell the resistance of one State, the dis- 
tant States would be able to make head with fresh forces. The advan- 
tages obtained in one place must be abandoned to subdue the opposi- 
tion in others; and the moment the part which had been reduced to 
submission was left to itself, its efforts would be renewed, and its resis- 
tance revive? 

James Madison makes similar arguments, even going so far as to 
claim, against all immediate experience, that the Revolution was 
won by the armed militias: 

Let a regular army, fully equal to the resources of the country, be 
formed; and let it be entirely at the devotion of the federal government: 
still it would not be going too far to say that the State governments with 
the people on their side would be able to repel the danger. . . . To [this 
army] would be opposed a militia amounting to near half a million cit- 
izens with arms in their hands, officered by men chosen from among 
themselves, fighting for their common liberties and united and con- 
ducted by governments possessing their affections and confidence. It 
may well be doubted whether a militia thus circumstanced could ever 
be conquered by such a proportion of regular troops. Those who are 
best acquainted with the late successful resistance of this country 
against the British will be most inclined to deny the possibility of it. 

This is virtually guaranteed, Madison continues, because U.S. citi- 
zens have "the advantage of being armed, which the Americans 
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possess over the people of almost every other nation.”’O The myth 
of the militia thus became a tool with which early political leaders, 
even those who advocated relatively centralized political power 
and who had experienced the inadequacy of the militias during the 
Revolution, could resolve the needs of modern political systems for 
organized militaries while answering the demands of republican 
ideology. 

Popular Culture and 
the Construction of the Myth 

The early political valorization of the militia was followed in later 
years by creative writers and filmmakers who turned the militia 
myth into cultural fact through works of fiction and historical 
imagination. Michael Kammen has found, for example, that the 
militia myth and its variants-stories of individuals reluctantly 
taking action and then overcoming their enemies-have been cen- 
tral components of popular literature and culture in three distinct 
periods of American history: the 1820~-1840s, the 1890~-1950s, and 
the 1970s-present.ll (Kammen’s chapter was published in 1978; 
however, as films like The Patriot [discussed at the end of this chap- 
ter] and many others suggest, the contemporary period is sympa- 
thetic to the militia mythos.) In the earliest period, novelists like 
James Fenimore Cooper romanticized the actions and importance 
of individual frontiersmen during the Revolution.12 Claiming that 
he was writing ”hi~tory,”’~ in books like The Spy (1821) and The Last 
of the Mohicans (1826), Cooper tells stories that place quiet, compe- 
tent volunteers as central figures of the Revolution. In the second 
period, novelists like Robert Chambers and William E. Griffis in- 
sisted that romantic treatments of the Revolution were actually bet- 
ter histories of the Revolution than were academic tomes: only fic- 
tion, they argued, could capture the spirit of the people who made 
a new America.I4 Authors (and, once the technologies developed, 
filmmakers and television producers) of the third period recon- 
structed and re-presented these themes in powerful and appealing 
ways in novels and on television and in the movies.15 Works of 
popular fiction have thus taken the plastic material of the Revolu- 
tion and helped to mold it into its present, mythical form. 

Importantly, it is not even necessary for a work of popular fiction 
to focus on the Revolution to recognize it as a manifestation of the 
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militia myth. While the American Revolution has served as the 
foundation for some motion pictures, it has not spawned as many 
films and television shows as has the western genre. But what is 
the plot of a typical western? While there are many types of west- 
erns-hero, antihero, spaghetti-as presented in High Noon, Shane, 
The Outlaw Josey Wales, or The Alamo, the mythic story is instantly 
recognizable: a reluctant hero is forced to take his gun to defend his 
family, country, or other valuable thing against some evil intruding 
force. By remaining strong and true to (usually) his moral princi- 
ples, the lonely hero overcomes great odds and achieves success. 
The hero then returns to private life. It is the classic hero’s adven- 
ture set in the Old West and adapted to militia sensibilities. Thus a 
modern version of the militia myth survives and repeats through 
historical and technological contexts that earlier generations of 
militia mythologizers might never have imagined. The story never 
changes, just the cast. 

Gun Culture and 
the Construction of the Myth 

This evolution and cultural transmission of the militia myth is even 
more evident when the development of the gun culture in the Unit- 
ed States is recognized and integrated into the myth. While gun 
ownership was common, at least in relatively rural areas, through 
much of American colonial history, guns were not celebrated as an 
essential part of American political life until after the Civil War. 
Largely because of Samuel Colt’s influence, guns were heavily ad- 
vertised throughout the United States in the period from just before 
the Civil War through the 1880s and 1890s. This advertising had the 
effect of generating a market for guns: whereas prior to the war 
many Americans had not owned guns, after it gun advertising 
(seeking to enhance the market for a product that had been cheap- 
ly mass produced during the war but that faced a significant over- 
supply problem in the war’s aftermath) promoted gun ownership 
as popular and appealing-even defining one’s status as an Amer- 
ican. Colt, in particular, worked hard to link the ”taming” of the 
West with his weapons, and he engaged in numerous dubious 
schemes to compel the military to buy his guns just so he could 
make the romanticized claim that his were the pistols and rifles 
that had settled the West. “God created men,” a popular slogan of 
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the day insisted, ”Colonel Colt made them equal.”16 Guns and gun 
ownership, then, were depicted as heroic tools for a society of 
equals. 

Notably, this marketing scheme neatly linked the already devel- 
oped myth of the militia with American political culture in the con- 
text of contemporary political circumstances. Guns were seen as 
the equalizer in a society undergoing rapid industrialization, with 
all the class-based inequities that inevitably accompany the con- 
centration of wealth in corporate hands. Thus citizens could be- 
lieve that they remained equal, free to pursue their individual des- 
tinies, because they, like their forebears, had weapons with which 
to challenge and defeat central political authority. Guns made the 
militia myth real. 

The spread in gun ownership was accompanied by the develop- 
ment of an ideology legitimating their proliferation. The most im- 
portant force in shaping this new ideology was the National Rifle 
Association (NRA). Formed in 1871, the NRA in its earliest days 
was intended to serve as a social club in which Civil War veterans 
could maintain their shooting skills. This instruction in the accu- 
rate use of handguns was particularly resonant at this time given 
the amount of labor unrest in the period-like their ancestors, these 
Americans could use guns for crime suppression and public safe- 
ty.17 Thus, as the NRA grew, it spread a message that gun owner- 
ship, whether for purposes of self-defense or sport, was important 
for every American.ls 

Over time, however, the NRA’s mission to educate citizens to 
own and use guns as a part of their civic duty to the nation evolved 
into a harder, antigovernment form. Of crucial importance in en- 
acting this change was Harlon Carter. In the 1970s, just before the 
rise of the contemporary militia movement, Carter led a move- 
ment to take control of the NRA. Moving beyond defending the 
right of citizens to own guns for sport or hunting, Carter’s NRA in- 
creasingly drew on arguments expressing fear and outrage over 
the power of the federal government. Like proponents of radical 
Republican theory at the time of the writing of the U.S. Constitu- 
tion, the NRA and other gun rights advocates insisted that gov- 
ernment was threatening private liberties-especially, of course, 
the right to own guns. In response, they offered gun ownership as 
the answer to the question, How can ordinary citizens protect 
themselves from an increasingly repressive government? Guns 
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could be used to protect individual rights and liberties against the 
authority of an intrusive government. Like the founding militias, 
then, contemporary citizens could stare down their government 
and demand justice and freedom.19 

This pattern of NRA defense of guns on grounds of personal 
freedom has become a commonplace in contemporary America. 
Newspaper editorials, letters to the editor, television talk shows, 
and websites ranging from the NRA’s own to ones less well known, 
such as www.gunssavelife.com, are awash in similar arguments 
about the linkage of guns and freedom. Perhaps the most vigorous 
recent articulation of this theme came from NRA president and 
actor Charlton Heston in 1997. Making an argument that runs 
counter to the bulk of historical evidence, Heston insisted, speak- 
ing to the National Press Club: 

Just about everything I hope is good about me-who I am, what I’ve 
tried to do-can be traced back to those smoking muskets and the rad- 
ical declaration of independence by those ragtag rebels. Wearing thread- 
bare coats and marching on bleeding feet, they defeated the finest army 
in the century, and they gave the world hope. Within them flowed an 
undertow of personal freedom, a relentless sense of what is right, so ir- 
resistibly strong they simply could not resist it?O 

Importantly, guns were central to the militias’ accomplishments: 

Our ancestors were armed with pride, and bequeathed it to us-I can 
prove it. . . . Because there, in that wooden stock and blued steel, is what 
gives the most common of common men the most uncommon of free- 
doms. When ordinary hands are free to own this extraordinary, sym- 
bolic tool standing for the full measure of human dignity and liberty, 
that’s as good as it gets. 

It doesn‘t matter whether its purpose is to defend our shores or your 
front door; whether the gun is a rite of passage for a young man or a tool 
of survival for a young woman; whether it brings meat for the table or 
trophies for the shelf; without respect to age, or gender, or race, or class, 
the Second Amendment right to keep and bear arms connects us all- 
with all that is right-with that sacred document: the Bill of Rights. 

”And no amount of oppression,” Heston rages, ”no FBI, no IRS, no 
big government, no social engineers, no matter what and no mat- 
ter who, they cannot cleave the genes we share with our founding 
fathers.”21 Thus, militia plus guns equal freedom. The individual- 
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ism and exceptionalism at the core of American political culture is 
linked to gun ownership as the means by which freedom and lib- 
erty can be protected at home while being spread around the 
world. That this formula has never been true is not the point. Po- 
litical and social actors from the time of the Revolution to the cur- 
rent day have worked hard to construct it for their own purposes. 
Thus it is understood to be true and is the mythic stimulus to rad- 
ical political action even today. 

The ”American” Militia Myth 

To illustrate the way the militia myth has become informed by, and 
deeply ingrained within, American political culture, the movie The 
Putriot serves as a useful foil. In 2000, Me1 Gibson, a quintessential 
Hollywood good guy in movies ranging from the low-budget Mud 
Max to his Academy Award-winning Bruveheurf, starred in The Pu- 
friot. Loosely integrating events from the lives and careers of Revo- 
lutionary War figures Francis Marion and Daniel Morgan, the 
movie chronicles the events that lead a reluctant citizen-farmer to 
join the fight against the British invasion of South Carolina during 
the American Revolution. It shows the hero, Gibson, begin as an 
opponent of fighting, organize a militia unit after one of his sons is 
murdered by a British officer, become the unit’s leader, use his skills 
to win the battle that ends the British advance through the South, 
and then witness the British surrender at Yorktown. In so doing, 
whether consciously or not, it also articulates a version of American 
history and culture that is central to the modern militia movement’s 
identity and self-asserted legitimacy. Accordingly, the movie serves 
as a useful place from which to summarize and express the contin- 
uing power of the militia myth in American political life. 

As the film opens, Benjamin Martin (Gibson) is a member of the 
South Carolina legislature debating whether to send troops to join 
George Washington’s forces in the North. Despite (or perhaps be- 
cause of) his prior military experience in the French and Indian Wars, 
Martin is a strong opponent of joining the fighting. He reminds his 
fellow legislators that the war will be fought among their homes and 
families, that it is impossible for them to protect their children from 
the sights and sounds of violence. Instead, he advocates negotiation 
and peace. Despite the passion of his appeal, he loses. 
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Once the legislative session is over, Martin emerges from the 
statehouse to find that his oldest son has joined the force South 
Carolina is forming to send north. While he is opposed to this 
choice, Martin accepts it and returns home to his plantation. By im- 
plication, he will not bother the British so long as the British do not 
bother him. 

With the British invasion of South Carolina, however, Martin's 
noninterference policy is shattered. When Martin's oldest son is 
wounded in a battle near the family homestead, he stumbles home 
for care. Dozens of other wounded American soldiers also make 
their way to Martin's plantation. When British forces occupy the 
plantation, their commander, Colonel Tavington, orders that all 
American prisoners be killed, that Martin's oldest son be taken to 
prison and hanged as a spy, and that the plantation be burned. In 
the ensuing clamor, one of Martin's younger sons is shot in the 
back and murdered by Colonel Tavington. 

In response, Martin undergoes an immediate character transfor- 
mation. His placid, pacifist self is replaced with righteous rage. He 
orders his daughters to take the youngest children to a relative's 
home; he then takes his two oldest remaining sons and attacks the 
British squad escorting his oldest son to prison. Catching up with 
this group in the woods, Martin makes use of the skills he had 
learned in the past and, with the help of his sons, kills all the British 
soldiers and rescues his oldest son. This killing is brutal, involving 
not only muskets but axes and knives, as Martin rescues his son 
from his unjust fate. It is also, the film makes clear, justified as the 
only way to save a wrongly accused man. 

Now a confirmed partisan, Martin organizes a militia that hides 
in the swamps of coastal South Carolina and makes highly success- 
ful, if brutal, hit-and-run raids against British units and supply 
lines. The militia is mostly composed of farmers who, like Martin, 
would have preferred to be left alone but who were swept up in the 
fighting as British forces abused their rights and liberties. In addi- 
tion, one is a slave who ultimately hopes to win his freedom. An- 
other is a local preacher, linking God to the project of universal 
human emancipation. As fierce and as angry as these men are, then, 
the film clearly depicts them as justified in their rage. Such men are 
not killing for killing's sake. Instead, they are honorable, righteous 
men motivated to act in defense of their values and freedoms. 

In the film, two factors limit the effectiveness of Martin's cam- 



Heat 37 

paign: the superiority of the organized British military against its 
American army opponents, and the tactics of the British cavalry 
commander, Colonel Tavington. British forces defeat the American 
army in successive battles, and Colonel Tavington’s cavalry con- 
ducts a savage campaign to punish supporters of Martin’s forces. 
In a penultimate symbol of Tavington’s ruthlessness and moral cor- 
ruption, the film depicts him ordering the inhabitants of a small 
town into a church, which is then locked and set on fire. In anoth- 
er scene, Tavington kills the son Martin had rescued earlier in the 
film. This campaign undermines the militia’s effectiveness by at- 
tacking the civilians who support their operations. 

Tavington’s tactics do not force the militia to quit, however. In- 
stead, they re-form to avenge their losses. They are driven to defeat 
the British oppressors who have harmed their lives so completely. 

Moreover, the organized American military’s fortunes begin to 
turn when Martin and his militia forces join their operations. While 
most militiamen are seen to run away after facing the first volley of 
fire from British troops, Martin’s soldiers provide effective service. 
In the crucial battle that is shown to stem the British advance 
through the South, for example, Martin conceives a plan in which 
the militia’s propensity to retreat is turned against the British: 
when Colonel Tavington leads his troops to attack the apparently 
retreating militia, his cavalry is drawn into a trap and slaughtered. 
Martin himself kills Tavington with a final, savage bayonet strike 
through the stomach. Martin’s catharsis is evident: having de- 
stroyed the evil that Tavington represents, he can go home and 
enjoy the life he always sought. 

Once Cornwallis surrenders, Martin returns home to rebuild his 
life-a life, it is clear, that he would never have left had the British 
simply left him alone. Arriving back in South Carolina, he finds his 
old militia compatriots, including the now-freed former slave, 
working to rebuild his house. One informs him that they knew 
they had to start rebuilding the country somewhere, his house 
seemed like a good place to start. The war, then, is over. Martin can 
let go of his rage and make a new life and family, free from the pre- 
varications of an oppressor government. 

A number of dimensions of The Patriot express values, attitudes, 
and beliefs that appeal to and inspire members of the modern 
militia movement. Moreover, many of the film’s themes are popu- 
lar within the broad parameters of American political culture. In 
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particular, questions of motives, tactics, and outcome that are cen- 
tral to The Patriot are also crucial to understanding the contempo- 
rary militias-and the way(s) the new militias have affected and 
will affect the broader American polity. 

In terms of motive, Martin’s actions manifest a version of prop- 
er political action that will be seen as central to the American polit- 
ical experience-and that modern militia members use to justify 
their actions and beliefs. Martin, for example, wishes only to be left 
alone. He has no ambition, no imperial desires. Instead, if he is al- 
lowed to farm his land, he will interfere with no one else’s life. 
When aroused by an aggressive, immoral, irredeemable govern- 
ment agent (Colonel Tavington), he is enraged. This rage, however, 
rather than reducing his ability to act effectively, makes him firm, 
confident, and successful. But once the source of the rage is gone- 
in this case, the British army that would not leave him alone-he 
cares only about returning home and going about his business in- 
dependent of others’ actions. His actions are seen as pragmatic, ap- 
propriate, and moral. As such, he is the archetypal individualist- 
a man interested only in pursuing his personal goals, with no 
desire to impose his preferences on others. 

A second major theme of The Patriot that is culturally relevant 
and serves as a foundation for modern militia action and ideology 
is that of tactics. The American army, importantly, is shown to be 
overmatched. When American forces confront well-disciplined, ex- 
perienced British forces, they nearly always lose. The militias, how- 
ever, when properly used, are a powerful and effective force. This 
means that when militia forces are included as part of convention- 
al stand-and-shoot battle plans, they tend to fail. But when un- 
leashed to harass enemy lines of communication and supply, the 
militias are very effective. Even the mighty British army-argued 
to be the most powerful, most experienced and best trained army 
of the era-cannot handle the militias. Indeed, it is because of the 
army’s frustration with the local militias that Lord Cornwallis, 
commander of the British army, is seen to unleash Colonel Taving- 
ton’s antimilitia raids. The militias, then, can counter, frustrate, and 
challenge the power of even the world’s most powerful military. 

The Patriot also teaches that not only can militia tactics be an- 
noying but they can also defeat a well-organized, powerful foe. For 
example, Colonel Tavington’s antimilitia raids ultimately fail. Even 
his cruel step of murdering a village full of civilians by burning 
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them to death in their church does not deter the militia’s activities. 
Instead, a reinvigorated militia eventually defeats Tavington and 
exploits its predilection for fleeing the battlefield to draw the 
British into the trap that checks their advance through the South. 
Despite the power and viciousness of the enemy, then, militia tac- 
tics can lead to victory. 

Cumulatively, The Patriot takes the liberalism and exceptional- 
ism of American political culture and links them to the Revolu- 
tionary myth of the militia all over again. Martin as mythic hero- 
and thus a cultural example of ideal behavior and values-is an 
individualist and a democrat. He believes in the power of hard 
work and individual morality. His courage provides a model 
around which his community can form for action. He has a vision 
of the proper structure of society and is willing to act aggressively, 
even ragefully, to defend and construct his preferred way of life. 
Then, at the height of his power, his innate goodness and trust- 
worthiness demonstrate themselves and he goes home, leaving be- 
hind the trappings of power he accepted only as a necessity. He 
will again be what he apparently always wanted to be: a gentleman 
farmer, husband, and father-an American icon. 

The militia myth, then, makes sense in the context of American 
political culture. It is constructed in, and shaped by, terms and Val- 
ues inherent within the broader U.S. political culture. It promotes 
an understanding of what it means to be a “good” American that, 
as the succeeding chapters of this book make clear, motivates ac- 
tion in line with evaluative criteria that are clear and powerful for 
modern militia members. Thus, since contemporary militia mem- 
bers believe these ”right” values to be under assault from other 
parts of the political system, they wish to impose sanctions on the 
broader community in order to promote their idealized polity. U1- 
timately, the existence and activities of the modern American mili- 
tia movement are a sign that the Revolution is not over. Its values, 
or at least a version of its values, remain points of pride, con- 
tention, and action for many Americans. It is for this reason that the 
rest of this book examines how and why this Revolutionary story 
has, and will, influence American politics for years to come. 
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Friction: 
Militia Ideology and 

the Rationalization of Rage 

It is to the task of understanding the ideology of the contemporary 
militia movement that this chapter is dedicated. As will be seen, 
this ideology is linked to a tradition of right-wing populism in the 
United States; however, it contains some characteristics, particular- 
ly its advocacy of gun ownership and violent resistance to govern- 
ment authority, that deserve special attention. Moreover, militia 
ideology has the potential to significantly influence U.S. politics 
given both its dimensions and its cultural location. Militia ideolo- 
gy may seem absurd to most Americans, but it makes sense to mili- 
tia members. It also makes sense to millions of other Americans. 
Unless this fact is recognized, the militia movement cannot be un- 
derstood. 

Dimensions of Ideology 
in Right-Wing Populist Movements 

To speak of ”right-wing” ideology opens up a number of Pandora’s 
boxes in the realm of ideology studies, and while it is not the pur- 
pose of this chapter to provide an exhaustive critique of ideology 
and right-wing politics, some definition of terms and concepts will 
be useful here. In general, following Sara Diamond, ”right wing” is 
used to refer to those groups that generally support the state as an 
enforcer of political, social, and economic order but that oppose the 
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state when its policies promote the distribution of wealth and 
power downward through s0ciety.l This careful definition recog- 
nizes that so-called right-wing groups may oppose the state under 
certain conditions and admits a wide range of groups to the gener- 
al category of rightist organizations: for example, the Ku Klux 
Klan, white supremacists, militias, John Birchers, Christian conser- 
vatives, and, importantly (see chapter 7), conservative members of 
the Republican Party. Thus, while this book examines the militia 
version of right-wing ideology in America, militia ideology should 
not be taken to represent the whole range of rightist ideologies in 
American politics. Moreover, as will be examined in more detail in 
chapter 7, the common foundation and theoretical linkages among 
militia and other right-wing ideologies make the militia movement 
more influential than it perhaps would otherwise be. 

In addition to a common position regarding appropriate (and in- 
appropriate) government action, rightist ideologies-particularly 
those with a populist tone-can be seen to share additional charac- 
teristics that link them across groups. Chip Berlet and Matthew N. 
Lyons have recently outlined a useful set of dimensions that right- 
wing populist ideologies generally share. Producerism is the delin- 
eation of those who are productive in society versus those who are 
not, with the obvious political effect that producers are good, while 
others are not. Demonization and scapegoating are interactive con- 
cepts in which some ”other” is dehumanized and then blamed for 
the bad things that occur in individuals’ lives. Conspiracism ele- 
vates the scapegoat to the role of an organized plotter engaged in 
systematic acts of evil to deny rights and freedoms to the “good” 
people in society. Finally, apocalyptic narratives and millennial visions 
presage the holy war that many groups believe is necessary to 
purge the evil from social life and promote the coming of the new 
age.2 While not all rightist groups share all of these ideological 
characteristics in the same intensity, they all tend to embody sig- 
nificant components of these dimensions, linking them together 
through multiple points of agreement. 

As a last point of introduction, populism can be defined as a 
movement in which groups promote the people as the ideal moral 
and political force in society even as they express hatred of-and 
indeed often scapegoat-the elite.3 In this tradition, ordinary citi- 
zens are seen as just and trustworthy; however, elites pervert the 
decent and moral intentions of the mass to serve some power-hun- 
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gry, narrow purpose. Importantly, populist movements can emerge 
from the left, right, or center of the political spectrum. This book 
focuses on one right-wing populist movement, the militia, and its 
interconnections with other groups and dimensions of American 
politics. It should not be assumed, however, that all populist 
groups are right-wing. 

Combined, these discussions of right-wing politics, populism, 
and the characteristics of rightist ideologies can serve as a useful 
starting place for an examination of contemporary militia ideology. 
Moving immediately into such a project, however, would lead to a 
lack of attention to the historical and theoretical foundations on 
which militia members build their worldview. While this book 
does not intend to provide a comprehensive history of right-wing 
movements in America, social movement theory makes it clear that 
it is important to understand that the particular dimensions of mili- 
tia ideology emerged from a specific context. A description of this 
context is crucial to understanding both contemporary militia ide- 
ology and its relationship with broader patterns of American polit- 
ical life. Accordingly, a brief history of rightist movements in the 
United States is offered here so that the particular genesis and mo- 
tives of the militia can be understood better. 

Right-Wing Populist Movements 
in American History 

While Berlet and Lyons argue that the Jacksonian era (1820s-1850s) 
constitutes the first example of rightist populism in post-Revolu- 
tionary US. political history, the rise of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK)- 
a racist, antigovernment group whose ideology drew supporters 
from a broad spectrum of U.S. society both in the South and else- 
where-after the Civil War provides a better model of early right- 
wing populism on the militia model. The first Klan, organized in 
Pulaski, Tennessee, in 1865 or 1866, insisted that racial segregation 
was just, argued that any African Americans who exercised author- 
ity or took property constituted a threat to the "proper" social 
order, and resisted federal "reconstruction" of the South. Northern- 
ers became the scapegoats for the overturning of the social and po- 
litical order associated with Reconstruction. Since the Union army 
could not be attacked after the war ended, the Klan manifested its 
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anger and rage against the beneficiaries of federal intervention: 
blacks. While the Klan’s founder, former Confederate general 
Nathan Bedford Forrest, formally disbanded the Klan in 1869, 
claiming that its purpose had been ”perverted” by racists more in- 
tent on savagery than defending the appropriate social order, the 
pattern of scapegoating by race and hating central government au- 
thority had been set for subsequent groups’ use: 

In the decades that followed, other racist and ethnocentrist 
movements rose in the United States. Whether it was the anti-Chi- 
nese movement of the late nineteenth century: or the imposition of 
temperance and associated values on central and south European 
immigrants at the turn of the twentieth century: various groups 
have promoted views that scapegoat often powerless groups and 
seek to impose ”right” values on them. Then, when post-Darwinian 
ideas of ”race suicide” were introduced during the Progressive Era, 
leaders such as Theodore Roosevelt worried that white people 
might be losing their strength and capacity to rule the world as they 
were exhausted in the burgeoning factories built during the indus- 
trial rev~lution.~ Scapegoating by race was thus a well- 
entrenched dimension of right-wing populist thought by the turn 
of the twentieth century. 

Right-wing populist ideologies added anticommunist, anti-im- 
migrant, pro-fascist, and anti-civil-rights components to their theo- 
ries during World War I. The rise of communism, the integration of 
African Americans into the industrial labor force in the North, the 
passing of repressive, ”pro-American” anti-immigration and sedi- 
tion laws by both federal and state governments, and the emer- 
gence of fascism provided concepts and language that right-wing 
populists could use to define their political ideals and shape their 
political actions. Thus, for example, groups like the American Le- 
gion articulated near-fascist views of the importance of white racial 
supremacy and military preparedness even as they insisted that 
Jews and Communists were making an assault on the kinds of tra- 
ditional values whites held most dear. Similarly, the Federal Bu- 
reau of Investigation (FBI) under J. Edgar Hoover became an insti- 
tution convinced that “America” was under attack from 
Communist infiltrators and acted as if any protest--even civil 
rights or union protest-could only occur under Communist, and 
often Jewish, sponsorship.8 (Interestingly, the FBI would adopt the 
same position during the 1960s civil rights protests-it investigat- 
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ed protesters, rather than the crimes committed against protest- 
ers-on the grounds that the protests were Communist-sponsored 
efforts to undermine the American regime.)9 The second Ku Klux 
Klan was also formed in this period, and, while race remained its 
central focus, its ideology expanded to include a defense of "Amer- 
icanism" against immigrants, Jews, and any group not white, 
Protestant, and of north-European heritage. Thus, an ideology that 
had been focused largely on internal enemies in the nineteenth cen- 
tury was adapted to recognize the international position-and vul- 
nerability-of the United States in world affairs.1° 

Movements since World War I have continued to emphasize the 
role of international actors in undermining American life. For ex- 
ample, Henry Ford expressed his racist and anti-Semitic views by 
using one of his newspapers, the Dearborn Independent, to publish 
articles derived from the forged anti-Semitic work The Protocols of 
the Elders of Zion; a collection of these articles published under the 
title The International Jew sold over five hundred thousand copies in 
the 1920s. Similarly, he used his factories to socialize workers into 
proper "American" attitudes: foreign-born workers were taught 
English and appropriate political values in Ford-run schools. Such 
actions, he thought, were crucial to defending America from its po- 
tential demise.ll 

The New Deal period, too, was suffused with rightist populist 
thought. In its earliest days, Franklin Roosevelt scapegoated big 
business as the foundation of the contemporary economic crisis- 
a typically leftist position. However, many of his programs, most 
notably the National Recovery Administration, included controls 
on labor in terms of employment rights, freedom to organize into 
unions, and wage limits. During the same period, the radio priest 
Father Coughlin, who began his career as a political liberal, com- 
bined anti-Semitism with antiunionism to build a model of a cor- 
poratist state in which all members participated and kept their 
place: a core element of fascism. Similarly, groups like the Liberty 
League and the KKK argued that Jews and Communists were re- 
sponsible for the stark economic state of affairs. Even the anti-in- 
terventionist movement that delayed U.S. entry into World War I1 
was grounded on right-wing populist thought: the United States 
must stay out of the war, the anti-interventionists argued, because 
it was only by defending properly American values at home that 
the nation could avoid being corrupted by alien cultures.12 
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The rise of the Cold War and its associated competition between 
the West and the Soviet bloc provided the next impetus for right 
wing populism in the United States. Practiced by Joseph McCarthy 
during the Red Scare of the 1940s and 1950s, its ideology was es- 
poused aggressively by the John Birch Society and the Liberty 
Lobby. Rightist thought in this period took core ideas derived from 
fascism, Henry Ford, and The Protocols of the Elders of Zion and de- 
veloped conspiratorial explanations of contemporary U.S. social 
and political problems. For Birchers, collectivism associated with 
megacorporations was destroying the natural liberty that the pio- 
neer lifestyle had engendered among Americans. Instead of indi- 
viduals doing for themselves, Americans were being dominated by 
business and intellectual elites more interested in the needs of in- 
ternational capital than of the American people. Then, building on 
the ideological foundation laid by Henry Ford, fascists, and others, 
Birchers claimed that Communists dominated the international 
conspiracy-although they did not blame the Jews. Instead, it was 
the Liberty Lobby that added anti-Semitism to the international 
conspiracy in the American context, claiming, with Ford and the 
Protocols, that Jewish control of the international banking order 
gave them the power to manipulate the international political 
order to their benefit and against the interests of ordinary Ameri- 
c a n ~ . ~ ~  

Cumulatively the historical elements of right-wing populist ide- 
ology outlined so far-anti-Semitism, anti-Communism, racism, 
ethnocentrism, individualism, and conspiracism-can be labeled 
the "old" right. From the 1820s through the 1970s, right-wing pop- 
ulist movements combined different elements of these strains of 
thought in varying combinations to create their particular version 
of the "right" political and social order. Starting in the 1970s, how- 
ever, innovative elements emerged in right-wing populist thought 
derived from fundamentalist and evangelical Christianity. React- 
ing to the rise of secular humanist politics in the 1960s and 1970s 
that had led to government decisions like the ending of prayer in 
school and the constitutional protection of abortion rights, evan- 
gelical and fundamentalist Christians began to participate in poli- 
tics to promote their preferred policies. Importantly they combined 
several dimensions of old right thought with a religious spirit in 
advancing their program. Thus the international conspiracy of 
old-Jews and Communists-was understood to be an explicitly 



Friction 47 

secular effort to undermine America’s true, Christian heritage. 
Similarly, collective business structures like megacorporations that 
were the source of John Birch Society concerns about the destruc- 
tion of natural American liberty and freedom became central com- 
ponents of Christian right thought as fundamentalists and evan- 
gelicals came to believe that such corporations were the agents of 
secular values and so were part of the international conspiracy 
against their ideal America.14 

In addition to linking traditional conservative values with reli- 
gious dictates, the Christian right introduced apocalypticism and 
millennialism to right-wing populist ideologies. Millennialism 
refers to the end times, the t h e  when the Antichrist is to rise, ac- 
cording to Christian doctrine, and Armageddon-the Apoca- 
lypse-is to occur. Armageddon is a good thing for Christians since 
it signals the return of Christ and his kingdom on earth. However, 
Christians differ as to whether Christ will return only after Ar- 
mageddon (postmillennialists) or will return only when Christians 
have taken action to establish and enforce Christ’s law on earth 
(premillennialists). Premillennialists tend to argue that Christian 
values must be imposed on the world at large, since such imposi- 
tion is actually an act of love: by establishing Christian law in prac- 
tice, premillennialists insist, they are helping sinners enter the 
Kingdom of Heaven.15 

One other dimension of much of Christian right thought de- 
serves consideration here: its racism and anti-Semitism. Some ex- 
treme strains of Christian theology, such as Christian Identity and 
Catholic Marianism, argue that whites are God’s chosen people, 
that Jews are the agents of Satan, and that an international con- 
spiracy of Jews and others are attempting to destroy white Chris- 
tians on behalf of the Antichrist.16 Such values are obviously close- 
ly related to those of old-right conservatism and have provided 
another link between activists of the old and new right. 

A last, non-Christian development in rightist populist ideology 
deserves discussion: the rise of survivalists and white supremacists 
in the 1970s and 1980s. These two groups took many elements from 
both old- and new-right thought, added materials relevant to con- 
temporary politics, and formed a new branch of right-wing pop- 
ulism in the United States. Survivalists, for example, linked appar- 
ent Soviet expansionism in places like Nicaragua, Angola, and 
Afghanistan to the continuing chaos in American cities-crime, 
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drugs, and, not coincidentally, racial and ethnic diversity-and cre- 
ated an apocalyptic vision of the nation’s likely future that clearly 
related to that of the Christian millennialists. The world would 
soon come to an end in a nuclear nightmare, survivalists held; only 
those who escaped to rural areas and prepared for Armageddon 
would survive both the war and the teeming hordes of crazed ur- 
banites that would invade the heartland once the war had ended. 
White supremacists similarly linked the crime and drug problems 
of the nation’s diverse urban centers with the federal government’s 
largely successful efforts to destroy the KKK during the 1970s. For 
white supremacists, the government was a conspirator in destroy- 
ing the racial and political superiority of ”real”-white-Ameri- 
cans. Thus white Americans needed to resist the egalitarian poli- 
cies of the government and needed to work to protect the racial 
purity and superiority of the white race. Only then, supremacists 
argued, could America be saved from its corrupted g0~ernment.l~ 

While many Americans might prefer to think that the various 
movements described in this section are deviations from “normal” 
American politics and values, they are not. Right-wing populist 
groups have simply taken the material of American political cul- 
ture and constructed it in ways to promote their racist, ethnocen- 
tric, and religious values. For example, individualism suffuses each 
of the movements described here: it is individuals, not the govern- 
ment, who are seen as responsible for protecting their well-being 
and status, for example. Indeed, government actions aimed at soft- 
ening the suffering or difficulties of individuals-bilingual educa- 
tion, civil rights laws, affirmative action, or even simple welfare- 
are used as evidence that the government has a plan to destroy the 
”real” liberty of the deserving, hardworking class of (white) Amer- 
icans on behalf of undeserving, unproductive racial minorities and 
ethnic newcomers. Moreover, the millennialism of Christian 
thought neatly links to the exceptionalism of American political 
culture: the conflict over government policies becomes a struggle 
for control of the destiny of all of humanity in the continual story 
of good versus evil. Individualism and exceptionalism, then, stand 
at the core of right-wing populist thought. Such groups, as social 
movement theory suggests, both are framed by, and find life with- 
in, the context of the culture from which they emerge. 

It is in the context of this history of right-wing populist ideology 
that militia thought must be understood. As will be seen, much of 
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militia ideology parallels, draws on, and is informed by rightist 
populist thinking. However, militia members have added new di- 
mensions, like the sanctity of the “sovereign” citizen and the pri- 
macy of armed resistance to government, to this intellectual tradi- 
tion. These new ideas, mated to principles that have broad 
significance throughout U.S. society and to institutions like the 
conservative wing of the Republican Party, have the potential to in- 
fluence the entire political system well into the future. 

Militia Ideology 

As was noted in chapter 1, Paul Ricoeur suggests that, when ana- 
lyzing ideology, it is important to focus on its distortive, legitimat- 
ing, and integrative functions.18 Within the terms of this project, it 
is also important to link the content of specific ideologies to the cul- 
tural conditions that support their construction. This section will 
undertake such a task in relation to militia ideology, particularly 
focusing on the ways militia members describe the world of poli- 
tics (distortion), justify their existence (legitimation), and promote 
their ideal vision of the way things ought to be (integration). These 
factors will then be linked back to the model of American public 
political culture offered in chapter 1. 

Before beginning this examination, however, it is important to 
admit that accessing a set of core texts from which to derive mili- 
tia ideology is not really possible. Unlike traditional political theo- 
ry, where thinkers’ works are usually compiled in books and arti- 
cles that are generally accessible to others for review and 
commentary, most militia thought is expressed by diverse individ- 
uals in varying formats ranging from the Internet to newspapers to 
speeches made at group meetings. Thus, a central problem in in- 
terpreting militia thought is gaining access to appropriate texts for 
consideration. 

Further, as is suggested by the review of right-wing populism in 
U.S. history offered above, militia thought inevitably links to, 
draws on, and blurs into other traditions from traditional conser- 
vatism to racist xenophobia. Determining that a text is an example 
of militia thought alone is difficult at best. This is particularly the 
case with a line of thinking associated with, but arguably separate 
from, militia ideology: the Patriot or common law movement. 
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Accordingly, it is important to decide how one is going to access 
and interpret militia thought within these complicating conditions. 

Here, the question of access is largely answered through use of 
the Internet. Major militia groups, such as the Militia of Montana 
(MOM) and the Michigan Militia, have had a constant Internet 
presence since the movement rose in the early 1990s. Hundreds of 
other Internet sites exist, and while they may all be created by in- 
dividuals representing separate groups, there is a remarkable de- 
gree of coherence among the sites in terms of the values they ad- 
vocate and the programs they promote. These sites, in combination 
with interviews in newspapers, magazines, and other sources, con- 
stitute a set of texts available for interpretation and review. All such 
information will be appropriately cited throughout this chapter for 
anyone interested in following or challenging the interpretations 
offered. 

The question of whether the text comes from a ”militia” group 
or something else is answered by arguing that the notion of scien- 
tifically separating a militia text from other types of rightist ideolo- 
gies is largely inappropriate. Indeed, the likely influence of the 
militia movement in U.S. politics and culture derives from its in- 
terconnections with other right-wing groups and institutions. Spe- 
cific interpretations may be subject to challenge-this is the point 
of providing appropriate citations for the information presented. 
Keeping clear lines of demarcation among groups whose ideolo- 
gies interact would miss much of the richness and significance of 
militia populism. 

Distortion 

According to Ricoeur, distortion is the process by which ideologies 
shape empirical reality to fit defined conditions and parameters. In 
other words, ideology misrepresents the real world. Importantly, 
distortion in this context is not meant as a pejorative term. Instead, 
since a22 ideologies necessarily mold reality to fit the parameters of 
the theory, and since everyone has an ideology, it follows that no 
one or group understands ”truth” in the face of others’ lies. Distor- 
tion is used as an analytic concept, as a way of drawing attention to 
the specific patterns of meaning individuals who share an ideolog- 
ical perspective ascribe to events, actions, ideas, and va1~es.l~ 

The specific distortions central to militia ideology center on three 
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themes. The first is the corruption of the proper role and scope of 
powers of the U.S. federal government. The second is the rights 
and powers of individuals in political affairs. The third is the 
power and significance of armed resistance in American political 
history. 

The Shadow Government and the Conspiracy to Destroy America 

In simple terms, militia ideology holds that agents of what is vari- 
ously termed the ”Shadow Government’’ or the “New World 
Order” have corrupted the government of the United States. Evi- 
dence for this corruption is, for militia members, evident in the 
overreaching policies that the federal government has enacted 
since the end of the Civil War. Cumulatively, militia ideology in- 
sists that agents of the Shadow Government have perverted the in- 
stitutions of American government away from their original pur- 
poses. Accordingly, American government has become illegitimate 
and must be resisted. 

As evidenced in websites and interviews, militia members argue 
that ”the Constitution that has protected our rights and liberties for 
more than 200 years is now in greater danger of being overthrown 
than at any time in our history.’’ But it is not ”Drug lords . . . Ter- 
rorists. . . . Hungry hordes of foreigners . . . Economic or ecological 
collapse . . . Nuclear proliferation” or ”Space aliens’’ that is the 
source of this threat to American governance. Instead, it is govern- 
ment itself ”We have the evidence that for more than 60 years 
much of the legislation that has been passed, and much of what of- 
ficials have done, is in substantial violation of the Constitution. 
Federal and State governments, especially the Federal, have as- 
sumed powers that have no foundation whatsoever in any of the 
provisions of the Constitution.”20 

As outlined by the militia, the federal government has inappro- 
priately expanded its powers in the face of the many complex 
problems it has faced: war, communism, civil rights, and the like. 
Acts like the passage of the Fourteenth Amendment; the creation 
of the income tax in the Sixteenth Amendment; legislation creating 
the Federal Reserve Bank; the policies and programs associated 
with the New Deal; the centralization of political, economic, and 
military authority under federal control during World War 11; the 
development of the national security state as the Cold War took 
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shape in the post-World War I1 years; the rise of centralized na- 
tional media controlled by only a few major corporations; and the 
civil rights movement gave the agents of the Shadow Government 
opportunities to expand the powers of the national government 
beyond the limited boundaries originally intended by the 
Founders.21 (The specific understanding of the proper role of the 
federal government offered by the militia will be addressed later in 
this section.) 

Take, for example, the concept of emergency powers. Adopted 
by Congress through established institutional procedures to pro- 
vide government with the power necessary to respond to crises like 
war (including a nuclear strike) and national disasters like floods 
or tornadoes and for other purposes, emergency powers are, for 
militia members, nothing but a pretext for the expansion of the fed- 
eral government’s authority into the private lives of ordinary citi- 
zens. ”They have adopted legislation such as an amendment to the 
Trading with the Enemy Act and various Presidential directives 
such as the 1933 War and Emergency Power Order which treat the 
People as the enemy of the Government, and orders which illegal- 
ly seek to suspend the Constitution under ill-defined ’emergen- 
cies.”’ Or, as the same document later explains, ”They have adopt- 
ed secret legislation and appropriations of funds, and kept official 
activities and documents secret, ostensibly for the purpose of ’na- 
tional security’ but in fact often for the purpose of concealing their 
crimes and preventing the prosecution thereof.”22 

Other apparently innocuous developments in U.S. legal and con- 
stitutional traditions are also seen as tools for the inappropriate ex- 
pansion of federal power. Clauses of the Constitution such as the 
ones that allow Congress to regulate interstate commerce have 
been warped by the Shadow Government to its insidious ends: 
”They have exceeded their limited authority to regulate interstate 
commerce to improperly encompass prohibition thereof, criminal 
prosecution for violations, or to regulate or prohibit activities that 
are not commercial, or have not yet crossed a state boundary. . . or 
which ’affect’ interstate commerce.”23 Similarly, treaty commit- 
ments to foreign governments or-worst of all-the United Na- 
tions, are seen as ”selling out” the American way of life: “Doing 
nothing assures domination to the United Nations. Communism 
will achieve its dream of ruling the world. We know this because 
the New World Order, the beast of Revelation 13, appears in an- 
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other prophecy in Revelation 17. In Revelation 17:3 the beast is red. 
Red is used by God in another prophecy on Communism. And 
why not? Red is the official color denoting Communism-Red 
China, and Red Russia.”” 

Perhaps no other policy exemplifies federal government abuse 
of authority better than gun control. Militia members insist gun 
ownership is legal. They also argue that any government attempt 
to limit gun ownership is an unconstitutional trampling of funda- 
mental political rights. Finally, and most ominously, militia ideolo- 
gy  holds that unless the people have guns, government can abuse 
human rights and individual liberties. 

The militia theory of the legality of gun ownership centers on a 
creative interpretation of the Second Amendment to the U.S. Con- 
stitution. Rights, for example, are seen as sacrosanct: ”[Rlights are 
God-given and governments are formed to protect rights, not to 
grant them or take them away.” Consequently, ”the right to bear 
arms is not something that the government can legitimately legis- 
late away through gun regulation, registration, licensing, taxation, 
or prohibiti~n.”~~ Thus, the right to keep and bear arms is absolute, 
and no amendatory clause- ”A well regulated militia, being nec- 
essary to the security of a free state,” the first clause of the Second 
Amendment+an limit that right: 

Infringe means to encroach upon and does not necessarily mean to to- 
tally do away with. There are many ways that the right to keep and bear 
arms can be infringed: regulation limits gun ownership by controlling 
the production and sales of firearms. Licensing means that an individ- 
ual is permitted to own or carry weapons. Registration means that an 
individual’s possession of a particular weapon with a serial number is 
recorded. (Gun businesses are regulated, gun owners are licensed, and 
guns themselves are registered.) Taxation restricts gun ownership, par- 
ticularly among the poor, by increasing the cost. Prohibition is either an 
outright ban of gun possession or the limitation of guns that can be 

The right to own guns, then, is basic, and no government action 
may interfere with this right. 

This dry, dispassionate accounting of the foundation of gun 
rights in America does not really capture the intensity with which 
militia members advocate their rights to ownership and their ha- 
tred of government intervention against this right. More often 
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than providing detailed legal justifications of gun ownership, mili- 
tia websites and commentators articulate a vision in which a pop- 
ulace stripped of guns is laid helpless before a hateful, vicious 
government. Many sites make claims similar to, or in fact directly 
link to, a site titled ”Gun Control and the First Million Mom 
March.” This site presents rhetorically inflammatory language re- 
garding the evils of gun control while linking prior efforts at gun 
limitation to events like the Holocaust, Stalin’s massacres in the 
Soviet Union, and other examples of genocide worldwide. ”All 
You Squeamish Bleeding Hearts-Pay Attention!!!!” the site rages. 
”Puke or pee in your pants if you must, but Pay Attention!!!!’’ This 
demand is followed by pictures, ostensibly from German sources, 
of naked men and women waiting to be slaughtered in the Holo- 
caust. The caption describing these pictures reads: ”Their dis- 
armed husbands were sent to Nazi labor camps. Then these terri- 
fied moms, many holding babies, were forced to wait in line before 
being slaughtered by German soldiers and Ukrainian collabora- 
tors.” Lest readers miss the point, the caption continues: ”On May 
14, 2000, the so-called ’Million Moms’ marched to stop civilians 
from owning guns. Here’s what happens when they get their 
wish-the site then shows Holocaust victims in a mass grave. 
”These moms paid the price for gun control,’’ the caption con- 
c lude~.*~ 

Militia ideology links more than just the Holocaust to gun con- 
trol. The following extended quote demonstrates the breadth of 
their understanding of the significance of gun ownership in de- 
fending individual life and liberty. 

Well over 56 million innocent civilians have been murdered, and bil- 
lions have been “neutralized” in fear of brutalization by their govern- 
ments this last century as a result of ”Gun Control” laws . . . . 

CONSIDER THIS . . . This is just part of the known tally. . . . 
In 1929 the Soviet Union established gun control. From 1929 to 1953, 

approximately 20 million dissidents, unable to defend themselves, were 
rounded up and exterminated. 

In 1911, Turkey established gun control. From 1915-1917,1.5 million 
Armenians, unable to defend themselves, were rounded up and exter- 
minated. 

Germany established gun control in 1938 and from 1939 to 1945,13 
million Jews, gypsies, homosexuals, the mentally ill, and others, who 
were unable to defend themselves, were rounded UD and exterminated. 



Friction 55 

China established gun control in 1935. From 1948 to 1952,20 million 
political dissidents, unable to defend themselves, were rounded up and 
exterminated. 

Guatemala established gun control in 1964. From 1964 to 1981, 
100,000 Mayan Indians, unable to defend themselves, were exterminat- 
ed. 

Uganda established gun control in 1970. From 1971 to 1979,300,000 
Christians, unable to defend themselves, were rounded up and exter- 
minated. 

Cambodia established gun control in 1956. From 1975 to 1977, one 
million "educated" people, unable to defend themselves, were rounded 
up and exterminated. 

That places total victims who lost their lives because of gun control 
at approximately 56 million in the last century. Since we should learn 
from the mistakes of history, the next time someone talks in favor of 
gun control, find out which group of citizens they wish to have exter- 
minated.28 

Militia ideology makes it clear that the United States is not ex- 
empt from this problem of corrupted governments slaughtering 
their own citizens. First, many sites insist that modern gun con- 
trol legislation is grounded on similar legislation passed in Nazi 
Germany in 193tIz9 Further, as was noted earlier, the federal gov- 
ernment is depicted as an evil, power-seeking entity controlled by 
corrupt agents of the New World Order: "When a government no 
longer fears the people, atrocities become possible such as the 
murder of members of Randy Weaver's family by U.S. Marshals 
and FBI agents. Emboldened by the lack of resistance when mur- 
dering women and children in Idaho, the Feds moved to Waco, 
Texas and slaughtered nearly 100 people, including four of their 
own agents."30 "It's time to state it plainly," another site asserts, 

guns in the hands of honest citizens save lives and property and, yes, 
gun-control laws only affect the law-abiding citizens. Take action before 
it's too late, write or call your State and Federal Representatives and 
Senators. 

It ain't about controlling guns in the hands of criminals, folks, it is 
about CONTROL of you and me by the REAL CRIMINALS-The Inter- 
national Oligarchy!! ULTIMATE CONTROL!! 

Defend Liberty and the Constitution for the United States of America 
and the Second Article of Amendment! Your very life depends on it!!!31 

"Had the Feds feared a militia as active as the one in Lexington on 
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April 19,1775,” notes a different site, ”it is entirely possible that the 
massacre of Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas on April 19, 1993 
would never have occurred. Long live the militia! Long live free- 
dom! Long live government that fears the people!”32 

Taken together, the increase in federal government power in the 
twentieth century has created a condition in which the American 
dream has been perverted into a totalitarian nightmare, according 
to militia ideology. ”What had developed was beginning to look 
more and more like the system of political control that prevailed in 
the Soviet Union, in which the real decisions of government were 
made not by the official organs of government, but by the parallel 
structure of the Communist Party, backed by the KGB. In compet- 
ing with the Soviets, we had taken on their methods and attributes 
of political control.”33 Or, in a pick-your-totalitarian-state-as- 
founder argument, another site exclaims, the federal government is 
Nazi-inspired: 

The National Socialists and their offspring, the Democratic Party of 
today in the 21st century, have called for nearly all of the ”uplifts” 
brought into play over the last 68 years and unctuously baptized as the 
“New Deal”-employment by the United States for the unemployed, 
help from the Federal Treasury for the needy, public improvements to 
provide work, nationalization of utilities and some industries, ”devel- 
opment” of many fields not before thought to be within the compe- 
tence of government, insurance for health, accident, old age, death, and 
other things insurable, and practically anything else that anybody 
wanted. 

“A Chicken in every pot!!” (While they totally raided the henhouse 
and financially enslaved the entire population of the nation.)34 

Ultimately, then: 

Our government has adopted its own policy in complete disregard to 
our Constitution and Bill of Rights that government is to be served by 
the people, rather than the government serving the people. The Gov- 
ernment has assumed the role of a dictatorship, telling the people only 
what the bureaucracy thinks the people need to know. We have become 
a controlled society. Every aspect of our lives fall under government 
control media: radio, television, newspapers, education, food, religion, 
medicine, health, utilities, industry, commerce, finance, insurance, 
standing armies, law enforcement, courts, and taxes. We have been con- 
ditioned to accept the socialist principles of communism fed to us by the 
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federal government, which now enshrines our local churches, school 
boards, city governments, county and state  government^.^^ 

The mechanism by which this Shadow Government maintains 
control is the occupation of key positions throughout government, 
the economy, and public life. ”Shadow control . . . consists largely 
of the placement of shadow agents in key positions in all of the in- 
stitutions that are to be ~ontrolled.”~~ These include significant ex- 
ecutive, legislative, and judicial branch positions; the staffs that 
support these positions; the intelligence agencies; military agen- 
cies; the Internal Revenue Service; police departments; major cor- 
porations, especially banks, insurance agencies, public utilities, se- 
curity services, and credit bureaus; major media, both print and 
broadcast; communications networks like telephone and satellite 
services; organized crime; educational institutions, especially high- 
er education; public interest groups focusing on civil rights, gender 
rights, and labor issues; international organizations like the United 
Nations, the International Monetary Fund, and NATO (the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization); and select foreign governments. Cu- 
mulatively, the Shadow Government is seen to ”bring most of the 
assets and revenues of the economy under the control of fewer and 
fewer people.”37 With such power, then, the relatively few people 
who are inside the conspiracy can manipulate hundreds of millions 
of people in ways that undermine individual rights in favor of the 
new oligarchy. 

Why does this conspiracy exist? Among other reasons, militia 
ideology argues that the Shadow Government seeks ”the disarm- 
ing of the people.” This would be a precursor to the overthrow of 
American democracy itself ”There are indications that after things 
settled down, the Shadow Government would allow the establish- 
ment of a parliamentary system that would provide a facade of 
democracy. . . . Such a system is not a republican form of govern- 
ment, based on the Rule of Law, or a representative democracy, but 
merely a tool for control by an oligarchy.’’ Then, with their power 
augmented by ”the development and use of mind control tech- 
nologies, both electronic and chemical, which allow the elite to dis- 
able or discredit dissidents and keep the people compliant and pro- 
ductive,” the Shadow Government can enact any evil plan its 
members can concoct: “There is also suspicious circumstantial evi- 
dence that part of the plan is the release of diseases, of which 
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HIV/AIDS is one, to reduce world population, ~electively.”~~ In the 
end, then, militia ideology insists that the federal government has 
become the enemy of the American people. 

Limits on the Federal Government: Sovereign Citizens 
and Constitutional Intent 

An additional distortion embodied in militia thought involves the 
proper role of the federal government in political life, especially in 
relation to the true rights and freedoms of particular-usually 
white and male-citizens. In simple terms, militia groups argue 
that the federal government was created with limited powers, and 
no change to those powers can be legitimate without an amend- 
ment of the Constitution-and in some cases, not even then. This is 
particularly the case in relation to the rights of sovereign citizens, 
those individuals whose rights the Constitution was intended to 
protect, that never can be violated. 

As outlined in militia thought, the federal government was un- 
derstood to have a very limited role in the lives of American citi- 
zens. Focusing extensive attention on the Tenth Amendment, 
which states, “The powers not delegated to the United States by the 
Constitution, nor prohibited to it by the States, are reserved to the 
States respectively, or to the people,” militia groups offer very sim- 
plistic analyses of constitutional interpretation, reinterpretation, 
original intent, and authority. As one site puts it: 

In Judge Cooley’s Book, Constitutional Limitations, on page 706 it says: 
“In the American Constitutional system, the power to establish the or- 
dinary police regulations has been left with the individual States and it 
cannot be taken from them, either wholly or in part, and exercised 
under legislation of Congress. Neither can the National Government 
through any of its departments and officers, assume any supervision of 
police regulations of the States.” 

What is meant by ’police powers’? The States’ powers were health, 
education, welfare, family affairs and police protection. . . . Collectively 
they are referred to as ’the police powers of the States.’ Clearly and un- 
mistakably our founding fathers intended the States to be in full control 
of health, education, welfare and police protection, and not subject to 
federal government interferen~e.~~ 

Or, as another site puts it, while the federal government is granted 
certain powers by the Constitution-for example, to regulate inter- 
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state commerce and immigration, to fix the standards of weights 
and measures, to coin money, to pay the debt, to raise and employ 
military forces, and, significantly, to ”lay and collect import du- 
tiesN-the government is also denied sipficant powers, of which 
the primary one is “[nlo exercise of powers not delegated to it by 
the Con~titution.”~~ 

Militia ideology backs up this ”strict constructionist’’ interpreta- 
tion of constitutional law with an interesting understanding of lim- 
itations on the amendment process. For the militia, no interpreta- 
tion or amendment that violates the original intent of the founders 
can be legitimate even if it is passed through legal channels: 

In Article V there is the right to amend but not to make new. It would 
not be an amendment to abolish the Constitution and adopt the Com- 
munist Manifesto or the laws of another country. An amendment has to 
be germane to the instrument; it must be something already in the Con- 
stitution or it fails the test of an amendment. . . . 

What this means is, no one can alter the 10th Amendment nor twist 
it to suit their own purpose, nor can the federal government constitu- 
tionally and legally do anything which is not in its delegated powers.41 

Thus, whether passed by constitutional amendment or legal in- 
terpretation, policies like the income tax, federal enforcement of 
civil rights law, the abandonment of the gold standard, or other 
“modern” government programs like welfare are unconstitutional 
because they violate the intent of the founders: 

It may be argued that these actions were taken by ‘duly elected‘ or ap- 
pointed officials on behalf of the people. To this we say no governing 
body, who have taken an oath to protect and defend the constitution, 
has the right or the authority to alter or change the express directives 
of that constitution, except by means provided for within the constitu- 
tion itself. Changes in the name of ‘States of Emergency,’ ‘Executive 
Order,’ ’Treaties,’ ’Initiatives,‘ ’Acts,’ ’Proclamation,’ ’Presidential Di- 
rectives,’ ’Strategic Alliances,’ or any other avenue outside of constitu- 
tional amendment, properly ratified by the people of the several States, 
represent a violation of oath of office and establishes those involved as 
enemies of ’We the People.’ In addition, no governing body or majori- 
ty can amend or legislate away the unalienable rights of the people in 
any case without the original intent of the founders, who themselves 
broke from a government that was involved in the same, being stimu- 
lated in the hearts, minds and actions of the liberty loving segments of 
the citizenry.42 
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This vision of limited government is further linked to an under- 
standing of the particular rights and freedoms held by a special 
class of citizens-sovereign citizens. Sovereign citizens are those 
whose forebears entered into the social contract that created the 
U.S. Constitution: “The Republic has Citizens of its own called 
American Nationals. Those are the Sovereign Citizens who qualify 
as such by being Members of the Posterity referred to in the Pre- 
amble and can only be the Natural Born or Naturalized White In- 
habitants of each state whose forefathers delegated by solemn 
agreement certain powers to the Congress of the ’United States.”’43 
(The tension between militia groups’ insistence that they are not 
racist and this vision of the demographic characteristics of the sov- 
ereign citizen will be addressed in the last section of this chapter.) 
Such citizens hold a unique position in the polity in that they are 
not bound by the laws of the national government since their true 
identity was as citizens of states that merely delegated powers to 
the national authority: ”By metaphysical refinement, in examining 
our form of government, it might be correctly said that there is no 
such thing as a citizen of the United States. . . . In the Constitution 
for the United States, the term was used to identify state Citizens 
who were eligible under the suffrage laws to hold office, and they 
were required under the Constitution to have primary allegiance to 
one of the several states.”44 Thus, since states originally had the 
right to nullify acts of the federal government (an argument militia 
members assert to be true with little legal grounding), federal laws 
that violate the contract between the government and the ”poster- 
ity” of the founders cannot apply to citizens of states that made the 
original ~onstitution.4~ At most, militia ideology holds, the federal 
government has authority over territory it directly controls-that 
is, the District of Columbia-or over people, like African Ameri- 
cans, who have become citizens of the United States since the adop- 
tion of Others must be left alone by the national 
government. 

Ultimately, then, it is not the national government, or the state 
governments, or the Supreme Court, or political practice, or any 
other force that determines the proper limit on federal government 
authority over the lives of private citizens. It is sovereign citizens 
who, as the posterity of the original contract makers, get to decide 
what is and is not appropriate government action. Moreover, any- 
thing that these sovereign citizens decide is inappropriate is, ips0 
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facto, wrong, unconstitutional, and corrupt-an assault on the fun- 
damental values of the nation. Thus, as was discussed earlier, the 
importance of guns in militia thought: when attacked, one has the 
right of self-defense, and in the case of American politics, one’s de- 
fensive acts will have the additional virtue of reestablishing the na- 
tion on its true and righteous path. 

The Power of Armed Resistance 

A final noteworthy distortion expressed in militia ideology is an in- 
flated sense of the capacity of militia action to resist and overcome 
the federal government. This belief derives from a misreading of 
the American Revolution and an understanding of the role the 
militia was expected to play in political life. 

As might be expected given the discussion of the militia myth in 
American political history offered in chapter 2, militia ideology 
idealizes the role the militia played in the American Revolution. In 
a fundamental misreading of the reality of the Revolution, for ex- 
ample, one site insists: 

When the Reverend Josiah Clark met the British forces at Lexington on 
April 19,1775, he was serving as the elected commander of a well-reg- 
ulated militia. He had well-regulated his men many a Sunday afternoon 
following church services. The British had made the importation of 
powder (semi-automatic rifles?) illegal and General Gage had sent his 
men to confiscate colonial stockpiles, along with other war material 
such as muskets and food stores. . . . 

The militias of the communities outside of Boston had been alerted 
from Boston the night of April 18. Paul Revere was one of these mes- 
sengers, although he was captured before he got very far. The British 
were defeated rather soundly by the militia at Lexington and the other 
companies that came from surrounding areas answering the ~a l l .4~  

Or, as another site explains, “Do we believe Paul Revere’s militia 
unit was part of the organized government of his time? We think 
not! It was clear to the early patriots that the militia was indepen- 
dent of the organized government and made up of the people who 
stood ready to repel a tyrannical government from denying the 
rights of liberty under the C~nstitution.”~~ This same site continues, 
”Furthermore, the founders of our government believed that power 
should remain in the hands of the people to stop the usurpation of 
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power of government. For this expressed reason, they believed in 
the militia system where all citizens should keep and bear arms.”49 

What worked for the founders will work today, contemporary 
militia members insist. In the ”Can we win an armed conflict?” 
subsection of a longer document, one militia text evokes the lan- 
guage of radical Republican political theory as it lays out a strate- 
gy that mirrors the logic of guerrilla warfare: 

Suppose you join us. Suppose we mobilize. Can we win? The enemy po- 
lice and military forces under the control of a growing autocratic gov- 
ernment will have and wield great might. . . . But we can win! Initially, 
the potential enemy will be greater in numbers, have superior firepow- 
er, better training, more equipment, and closer coordination. But we 
have three things in our favor that they do not have: the people, our 
own advantages, and a cause.5o 

There are, for example, ”between 100 and 200 million firearms in 
the hands of private citizens of this country. . . . who, almost by de- 
finition, would side with the Constitution rather than the govern- 
ment in a struggle.”51 Indeed, even police and military forces 
would join the crusade since they ”love their personal liberties.” 
”So it would not be long until we are the ones with superior num- 
bers and perhaps even superior firepower,” the document asserts.52 
Thus, like radical Republican theory, militia ideology insists that 
militia members will have advantages like dependable supporters, 
motivated fighters, superior knowledge of the area of conflict, and 
better communications than the government, thus mirroring con- 
ditions in the Revolution and advantaging the militia in a real con- 
f l i ~ t . ~ ~  Finally, the cause for which the militia fights-freedom and 
liberty-will guarantee the superior performance of militia war- 
riors: “But while the patriot will not desire to risk or sacrifice his 
life in vain, he ’has’ to fight to win. He will be willing to go beyond 
the call of duty because he is energized by an idea, not by self- 
preservation or selfish ambition.”54 As another writer vividly in- 
sists: “Let me give a VERY powerful fact that every high ranking 
officer knows. . . . [I]n 400 years of recorded military history 
NEVER has a corrupt government defeated an indigenous guerilla 
force. In a nut shell, what that means is that the power rests with 
the people!”55 

Taken as a whole, militia ideology offers a distorted vision of the 
corruption of the federal government, the appropriate relationship 



Friction 63 

among federal, state, and individual authorities, and the capacity 
of militia members to challenge and defeat organized military and 
police forces. This vision serves to place militia members in a cen- 
tral position in the political system both in terms of their power- 
they, as sovereign citizens, have authority to defy the govern- 
ment-and as moral agents-the militia are exposing the 
corruption that has undermined real American democracy and, as 
will be discussed in the next section, are working to save America 
from its current occupiers. Accordingly, militia ideology valorizes 
militia members as moral actors aimed at saving the community 
and reconstructing the nation in terms established at its founding. 

However distorted this image is, it is important to understand 
that it makes sense in the context of American political culture, es- 
pecially to conservatives. Just as the myth of the militia links ideal- 
ism and exceptionalism to political practice in a way that makes 
armed citizens mythic heroes and models for action, militia ideol- 
ogy links individual freedom and the protection of American liber- 
ties to gun-owning citizen leaders. It is up to us as individuals to 
save America, militia ideology insists. We have done it before, and 
we can do it again. Thus, the distortions inherent in the move- 
ment’s ideology tend to encourage other citizens imbued with the 
militia myth to join the contemporary movement’s ranks: it builds 
on the preexisting biases of culture and prior social movements in 
a way that provides a plausible explanation for current political 
problems and an inspiring model for political action. 

Legitimation 

Ideology also serves to legitimate one’s own worldview, according 
to Ricoeur. Thus, while ideologies necessarily distort reality, they 
also offer terms by which their adherents (and any converts) can 
recognize the appropriateness of their point of view. In militia ide- 
ology, the legitimation function is manifested in militia members’ 
insistence on the legality of their operations and the justice of their 
goals. 

Militia sites insist that contemporary militias, organized by pri- 
vate citizens and operating without formal government sanction, 
are legal and important. The legal argument takes two basic forms: 
an interpretation of the Bill of Rights (particularly the Second 
Amendment), and an analysis of U.S. law as it relates to the concept 
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of militias. The constitutional argument, for example, rests on an 
”original intent” understanding of the place of the militia in U.S. 
life. ”Opponents of the individual right to keep and bear arms have 
greatly misunderstood the initial clause of the Second Amend- 
ment,” one site explains. 

For many in our time, it is inconceivable to think of anything being well- 
regulated without a law mandating the regulation and a bureaucracy to 
conduct the regulation. In the 18th century, the word regulation did not 
at all require government involvement. The actions of the American 
colonists make it plain that a well-regulated militia was well-rehearsed 
and well-drilled without the control of the g~vernment .~~ 

Another site explains, “What the Second Amendment also does is 
recognize the right, power and duty of able-bodied persons (origi- 
nally males, but now females also) to organize into militias and de- 
fend the state.”57 

’A well regulated Militia’ does not refer to the regular army. It would be 
absurd to recognize the federal government’s prerogative to raise an 
army in the Bill of Rights since: (a) It is presumed that all governments 
raised armies. (b) Since Article I1 amends the Constitution which al- 
ready recognizes this prerogative. And (c) since the Bill of Rights is in its 
entirety a limitation upon, not an empowering of the federal govern- 
ment. Nor does it refer to a state’s national guard. Had the Framers 
meant state militias, they would not have connected the militia with the 
right of the people to bear arms. It does mean a well-organized army of 
the people by the people. The word militia originally legally meant 
(Virginia Bill of Rights, Section 13) and still legally means (U.S. Code, 
Title 10, Section 31) the whole able-bodied citizenry of the country, not 
the formal armed forces of the United States. Therefore, ‘A well regulat- 
ed Militia‘ is a well organized citizens’ army, not a well-controlled 
standing army.58 

Citizen militias, then, are understood to be constitutionally pro- 
tected. 

For any who might doubt the constitutional interpretation legit- 
imating the militia, the ideology also appeals to contemporary 
law-in specific, U.S. 10 section 311, incorrectly cited in the last 
quotation. (Ironically, that this is a federal law passed by a cor- 
rupted government does not make it illegitimate in militia thought. 
As is suggested by the notion of the sovereign citizen, so long as 
the citizen decides the law is not in violation of constitutional 
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rights, it is acceptable.) Section 311 states: 

(a) The militia of the United States consists of all able-bodied males 
at least 17 years of age and, except as provided in section 313 of title 32, 
under 45 years of age who are, or who have made a declaration of in- 
tention to become, citizens of the United States and of female citizens of 
the United States who are members of the National Guard. 

@)The classes of the militia are 
(1) the organized militia, which consists of the National Guard and 

(2) the unorganized militia, which consists of the members of the mili- 
the Naval Militia; and 

tia who are not members of the National Guard or the Naval 

Thus, drawing on this code and diverse other laws, militia ideolo- 
gy insists that citizen militias are legal and appropriate: 

The ’unorganized’ or reserve militia is a legal and lawful part of the 
armed forces of this nation. It is a military organization recognized by 
the Second Amendment of the Constitution; Title 10, Section 311 USC; 
the Dick Act of 1903; the National Defense Act of 1916; and affirmed by 
numerous court decisions. 

There is no ambiguity. The ’unorganized’ citizens militia is not the 
National Guard or the state ’select’ militia under the governor, or part 
of the ’organized’ armed forces of the federal government. It is literally 
the entire body of armed citizenry. 

Although the ’unorganized’ militia can be called up for lawful (Con- 
stitutional) purposes, it is not under the jurisdiction of any state or po- 
litical jurisdiction. It represents the authority and power of the People 
over the government and stands as the last defense of the citizens of this 
country against domestic tyranny.60 

As the last paragraph of the previous quotation suggests, there is 
more to the legitimation function in militia ideology than the ap- 
peal to constitutional or legal authorities. The self-asserted goals 
and purposes of the militia are also central to their understanding 
of their significance in American life. Of particular importance to 
the militia is their belief in their role in preventing the federal gov- 
ernment’s abuse of authority and their vision of an ideal America. 

Militia ideology legitimizes the power of gun-owning private 
citizens against any competitive authority. Militia ideology holds 
that the militia is the ultimate line of defense for American free- 
doms against a tyrannical government. As the North Carolina Cit- 
izen Militia explains: 
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We believe that the truths and ideals represented in the Declaration of 
Independence, our Constitution and Bill of Rights express the core be- 
liefs at the very heart and soul of America and her citizens. Therefore, 
the militia is pledged to uphold the ideals expressed in these docu- 
ments and does not owe its loyalty to any political party, individual, or 
organization. We believe that America, and her republican form of gov- 
ernment, administered with fairness, honesty and integrity, is worth 
saving.. . . 

The primary purpose of the North Carolina unorganized, or reserve 
militia, therefore, is to defend the Constitution of the State of North 
Carolina and the United States against all enemies, foreign and domes- 
tic. Further, it is to uphold and guarantee all Constitutional guarantees 
as documented by the Bill of Rights to ensure that all citizens regardless 
of race, color, religion, sex or national origin retain the inalienable rights 
and opportunities established by the Founding Fathers of this great na- 
tion.‘jl 

As another site explains, “MILITIAS ARE NOT ANTI-GOV- 
ERNMENT. . . . MILITIA MEMBERS ARE NOT CRIMINALS. . . . 
MILITIA MEMBERS ARE NOT EXTREMISTS. . . . No militia par- 
ticipated in the siege at Ruby Ridge, Idaho, in 1992. . . . No Militia 
set fire to any religious group’s communal home in Waco, Texas, in 
1993.” Instead, “The Militia seeks to preserve and practice. . . rights 
and liberties.”62 Other sites mirror this language: “The Free Mili- 
tia’s ’agenda’ is the Bill of Rights. Our purpose is solely to defend 
these rights for ourselves and our neighb01-s.”~~ ”[Tlhe People, as 
the militia have the right to fight, if necessary, oppressive govern- 
ment, to prevent the usurpation of the Constitution (the supreme 
law of the land), by anyone, including the federal government.”64 
And finally, as an example, ”Like it or not, the only reason a civil- 
ian or unorganized militia exists is in order to keep government in 
check in order that the government may remain in the hand of the 
people.”65 In the end, then, legitimate power rests in the hands of 
ordinary, gun-owning citizens, not in the federal government. 

Beyond simply asserting their right to protect the Bill of Rights, 
militias also assert a positive program, sometimes directly, some- 
times through exposing the ”wrongs” of contemporary society. 
While there is no single set of goals to which all militia groups as- 
pire, those encompassed in the following list clearly embody much 
of what the militia wants. Importantly, it is precisely because they 
see this list as reasonable and constitutional that the militia see 
their formation and action as necessary and legitimate: 
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We the People of this great Republic: 
Demand the immediate removal of all foreign troops stationed on 

the sovereign soil of the united States of America. 
Demand that the War Powers Act, the Emergency Powers Act and 

the Federal Reserve Act be rescinded. 
Demand an end to the unconstitutional practice of Executive Or- 

ders which carry the force of law, and a rescission of all such Orders. 
Demand any acts and agencies derived from the War Powers, 

Emergency Powers, or Federal Reserve Acts or Executive Orders be dis- 
solved. 

Demand the immediate removal of the United States from the for- 
eign body known as the 'United Nations.' 

Demand an end to all United Nations funding both military pro- 
grams and all other UN programs. 

Demand a rescission to all acts, and legislation that in any way in- 
fringes on the right to keep and bear arms. 

Demand a rescission to all acts, legislation and agencies that exceed 
the powers described in the constitution according to the 10th amend- 
ment. 

Demand that all educational concerns be returned to the several 
states directly and that all federal involvement in the same cease. 

Demand all local government and educational institutions to dis- 
avow the blackmail and social restructuring of federal funds. 

Urge all citizens to become self sufficient as individuals, as families, 
as localities, as counties and as states. 

Urge all liberty loving citizens to prepare, with God's help, to take 
the same course of action that our forefathers took in fighting tyranny.66 

Our goals are just, the militia thus claims, and we have the legal 
and constitutional rights to operate. Thus, militia ideology insists, 
their existence-and their actions in support of their goals-is le- 
gitimate. 

As was the case with the distortions inherent in militia ideology, 
the legitimating functions of militia thought also draw life from the 
broad spectrum of American political culture. The idea that indi- 
viduals are the true sovereign authority in any polity clearly de- 
rives from liberal thought and is a core component of both the in- 
dividualism that lies at the heart of American political culture and 
the Revolutionary myth of the militia. Moreover, this individual- 
ism is linked to a good-versus-evil struggle that draws on the lan- 
guage of Christian millennialism in defining the exceptionalist pur- 
pose of the American experiment. The individual's rights and 
powers must be sacrosanct if the polity, and thus American liberty, 
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is to survive. The militia is, and must be, legitimate. In a culture 
suffused with pro-individualist liberal and exceptionalist values, a 
program legitimated in terms like those offered by the militia has 
the potential to find many supporters. 

Integration 

For Ricoeur, integration refers to the way ideology promotes group 
identity in a complex, often hostile world. This function links dis- 
torted visions of reality to legitimacy claims in a way that validates 
the adherent's identity. In other words, the worldview expressed 
and legitimated by specific ideologies causes followers to under- 
stand themselves as members of a group privileged to know the 
truth and empowered to act upon that knowledge. 

This constructive power of ideology is fundamental. In defining 
who a person is, the integrative power of ideology provides a 
model of behavior and action that establishes one's values and 
ideals as right and proper and moral. It establishes "us" versus 
"them" and links this dyad to a moralistic construction of the 
"right" kind of society. Moreover, it links one's preferences to par- 
ticular relationships of power and privileges some set of power in- 
teractions as natural, necessary, and good while at the same time 
delegitimating alternative formulations. What "I" believe, then, 
who "I" am, is good, moral, and just; and I am like people who are 
like me. Everyone not a part of "us" is "them" and can constitute a 
threat to who "we" are. 

In militia thought, this integrative function is most clear when 
members or ideologues define themselves as ordinary people act- 
ing in heroic defense of the "real" America. It appears clearly, for 
example, in a website offered by the California militia as it explains 
"Who We Are": 

Contrary to what you may have read in the newspapers, or heard on the 
radio, or even seen on the television news, we are not a group of 'goose 
stepping' anti-Semitic racists with single digit IQs. And in spite of what 
the government, and its lackeys in the media would have you believe, 
we are not a bunch of mad bombers. We are not out to destroy the gov- 
ernment. We are hoping to restore it. 

Our members represent every racial group, every major religion, and 
both sexes. Many of our members are college graduates, and a substan- 
tial number possess advanced degrees, while others lack a high school 
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diploma. Most of our people are veterans and many have actual combat 
experience. From professionals to laborers, and teachers to law enforce- 
ment officers, we have come together because we have something in 
common, something that transcends race, or religion, or sex. We love 
America. We know where she’s been, and we fear where she’s heading. 

We are graybeards who remember the cops that walked a beat in our 
neighborhoods, and who knocked on the door when they wanted to 
talk to us. We are young blacks who tremble at the sight of a police car 
in their rear view mirror. 

We are lawyers who still choke up when we read the Constitution, 
and we are factory workers and house-wives who refuse to believe that 
sacred document, the Constitution, has become obsolete. 

We are ordinary people who have done an extraordinary thing. We 
have read the writing on the wall, and we have said no. We have read 
the writing and said ’Hell no!’ ’Hell no, I’m not giving up my country,’ 
and ’Hell no, I’m not giving up America,’ not to the socialists, and not 
to the United Nations, not without a fight! 

And we pray. And our prayer is that somehow those who would take 
away our liberty, that those who have placed themselves above our 
Constitution and the supreme law of the land will read the writing on 
the walls, and give America back to us before it’s too late. 

But most of all, we are Patriots, sworn to protect and defend the Con- 
stitution of the United States of America against all enemies foreign and 
domestic. 

So who are we? We are your neighbor, your secretary, your doctor, 
the mechanic who fixed your car, and yes, maybe even the face that 
stares at you from the mirror every morning. 

We are Americans.67 

”Our strategy is simple,” the same group offers on another page: 
“Prepare to rebuild America.”68 Similarly, another site explains, 
”Citizen militias are made up of ordinary Americans who love 
their country”69 To be a good American, then, is to be an active 
militia member willing to sacrifice all for the good of the nation. 
Anything less makes one an agent of the evil that has occupied 
America’s government and is working to destroy ordinary citizens 
as well. 

This integrative vision is obviously embedded in particular rela- 
tions of power and identity. The ”us” in question is patriotic, gun- 
wielding Americans who are unwilling to have their rights tram- 
pled on in the name of physical comfort. ”Them,” clearly, is 
everyone else: anyone who fails to see that freedom is under as- 
sault from the actions of government. Importantly, this dynamic 
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privileges the militia: its members are the ”real” Americans whose 
actions and beliefs can be the foundation of liberty in the United 
States. It understands which is more important-the freedom to 
own and use guns, for example, or the opportunity to live a healthy 
life free from fear of hunger-and this preference becomes the 
”American” attitude. Such beliefs are then linked to a moral call for 
action: real heroes, real patriots, will fight the actions of those who 
would corrupt their ideals and limit the prospect of the realization 
of the American promise. This, in turn, establishes a particular po- 
litical order-one that is embedded in masculine, racist values-as 
true and right for all Americans. Indeed, it is an order worth dying 
to defend-or create. Militia ideology thus builds its followers into 
promoters of the real American identity. 

As has been made clear above, the terms in which militia ideol- 
ogy performs this integrative function are central to American po- 
litical culture. Individual rights and liberties are seen as the central 
components of good citizenship. Such values are under assault 
from a government other, thus necessitating a struggle to maintain 
the American mission-government of, for, and by the people, in 
Abraham Lincoln’s evocative rhetoric at Gettysburg. Real Ameri- 
cans-those who believe in individual rights and fear excessive 
government-must join the militia. 

Militia Ideology and the Populist 
Justification of Rage 

Taken as a whole, militia ideology constructs a remarkable vision 
of an American politics corrupted by agents of the New World 
Order intent on destroying “the American way.” However, this ide- 
ology offers a path of hope in the face of this crisis: heroic, real 
Americans who have the legitimate right to interpret and restore 
proper constitutional government can save the nation if they strug- 
gle together in the name of freedom and liberty. Fortunately, most 
Americans can participate in this militia effort-while only a few 
are sovereign citizens, all have rights and liberties that they can rec- 
ognize and work to protect. Thus, in the end, the militia is an ex- 
ample of American values and truths in action. Together, the mili- 
tia concludes, we can make America what it ought to be. 

There are, obviously, many dimensions of this ideology that beg 



Friction 71 

for analysis and discussion. Some of these-whether the govern- 
ment of the United States is actually occupied by an enemy elite, 
for example, or whether gun control is a Nazi-inspired plot to make 
it easier for government to kill ordinary Americans-are essential- 
ly unchallengeable: they are beliefs founded on a lack of evidence 
as much as truths established by proof, and no amount of counter- 
argument will convince followers of militia ideology that no con- 
spiracy exists. Indeed, the absence of direct evidence is proof of its 
sophistication and power. Similarly, militia readings of the limits of 
constitutional reform-the notion that an amendment cannot fun- 
damentally alter the nature of a document being amended even if 
appropriate procedures are followed, or the idea that some citizens 
are ”sovereign citizens’’ due special places of importance in the 
constitutional system-can only be refuted with detailed discus- 
sions of constitutional history and legal theory that are likely to de- 
flect this book from its project: understanding the cultural location 
of the militia and assessing its likely importance in U.S. politics. 
After all, it does not matter whether what militia members believe 
is true in a constitutional sense; it only matters that militia mem- 
bers believe that it is true. Thus, rather than undertake a point-by- 
point refutation of the details of militia ideology, this section ad- 
dresses how militia ideology relates to the history of right-wing 
populism in the United States, how it differs from that populism, 
and what the impact of its ideology is likely to be on militia actions 
and behaviors in the future. 

As Berlet and Lyons suggest, militia ideology is rife with pro- 
ducerism, demonization and scapegoating, conspiracism, and 
apocalyptic revelations and millennia1 visions.70 In the militia ver- 
sion of right-wing populism, ordinary Americans-particularly 
white, non-(recent)-immigrant Americans-are good, productive 
citizens, whereas the agents of a corrupted government are the un- 
productive demons whose predatory laws and practices favor un- 
worthy people and the interests of the international conspiracy. 
These evil officials, serving a political order directed from the out- 
side, are promoting policies that will either destroy the citizenry’s 
lives or, if certain members of the community resist, promote the 
final confrontation between the inheritors of the American tradi- 
tion and its mortal enemies. Fortunately, from the militia point of 
view, this battle is likely to see the creation of a new America freed 
of its corrupted masters, since millions of arms-bearing ordinary 
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citizens will eventually overwhelm and defeat the elites dominat- 
ing the New World Order and their paid lackeys. Thus, militia ide- 
ology embodies principles of premillennialism in linking action in 
defense of a holy ideal to the construction of the Edenic state that 
will follow. 

At least two dimensions of militia thought deserve special atten- 
tion here since they do not appear in the ideologies discussed in the 
section of this chapter dealing with the history of right-wing pop- 
ulism in the United States. These are the significance of guns and 
the militia members’ insistence that they are not racists or sexists 
even as militia thought privileges certain citizens over others. As 
will be addressed in chapter 7, these themes provide many of the 
linkages among the militia and the more mainstream groups in 
U.S. politics. They also define terms through which militia mem- 
bers insist on the nature and legitimacy of their actions in the po- 
litical system. 

As was discussed earlier, guns are central to militia thinking. 
After all, militia members argue, it is only their status as armed cit- 
izens that makes it possible for them to defend themselves from a 
predatory government. Moreover, it is only guns that make it pos- 
sible for them to save the nation from the evil actions of the Shad- 
ow Government. To limit one’s access to guns, then, is to limit one’s 
prospects of defending either one’s own interests or the nation’s. 
Indeed, efforts at gun control can be seen as direct attacks on liber- 
ty itself. As in the militia myth, guns and freedom are inextricably, 
and necessarily, linked. Ultimately, then, militia ideology, in a way 
new to the tradition of right-wing populist thought, insists on the 
righteousness of the defense of gun ownership as a dimension of 
protecting and advancing American liberty. 

Similarly, militia thought deviates from much of right-wing pop- 
ulist thinking in its insistence that militia members are not racists 
or sexists. The Missouri Fifty-first Militia, for example, states 
”Under no circumstances will the Missouri 51st Militia tolerate any 
criminal behavior or racism.1171 Other militia sites make similar eth- 
ical statements central to their statements of purpose and goals. Yet 
these statements run counter to the insistence on categories like 
”sovereign citizens,” white males whose forebears created the Con- 
stitution and who therefore enjoy special rights in the political sys- 
tem. They also challenge the political reality that many avowed 
racists have used an insistence on ”states’ rights,” “strict construc- 
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tionism,” and ”original intent” to argue against civil rights laws 
that forced state and local governments to ensure women and mi- 
norities basic rights like suffrage, equal opportunity for work, and 
a decent education. How, then, do militia members square the cir- 
cle and insist they are not racists even as they take acts and make 
arguments regularly associated with racism, and to what effect? 

It is possible to construct militia arguments in a way that shades 
their racist components and paints members as civil rights defend- 
ers worthy of the nation’s support. (Note that it does not matter 
whether others agree with this interpretation; it only matters that it 
makes sense to militia members.) In brief, from the perspective of 
militia ideology, only certain citizens are sovereign, and so only 
they have the right to assess, consent to, or nullify government’s 
actions. However, all citizens have rights guaranteed by the Con- 
stitution. Yet, if an African American disagrees with an action of the 
federal government, he or she has no right to reject the decision 
since it is the national government that guarantees that person’s 
rights through the Fourteenth Amendment. By contrast, those peo- 
ple whose forebears signed the original social contract that became 
the Constitution are in a position to evaluate and accept or reject 
the decision since their rights are protected by the original social 
contract that no government can harm. In militia ideology, then, 
the differential application of rights is not racist. It is constitution- 
al. Further, this system is understood to guarantee everyone equal 
rights in practice-African Americans, women, and other minori- 
ties have the same right to free speech as do sovereign citizens. All 
that differs is where the final authority to judge the limits of rights 
lies. For the militia, it is in the sovereign citizen, whose actions in 
defense of human liberty will bring benefits and protections to 
everyone, including minorities. Thus, militia members insist, they 
are not racist. Indeed, they are the nation’s truest defenders. 

It is this last sentiment, that the militia are the nation’s last, best 
hope, that establishes the final significance of militia ideology in 
American politics. Like their Revolutionary forebears, militia mem- 
bers become benevolent hero-warriors motivated by patriotism 
and human rights to make-or restore-America into its ideal 
form. They are all the more heroic because they are willing to use 
guns and face threats of death from a manipulative, evil govern- 
ment to save the nation. Indeed, militia ideology encourages its ad- 
herents to adopt a righteous rage directed at the evil of the Shadow 
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Government and intended to purify the nation as a whole. Rage is, 
in other words, both justified and purgative. 

Accordingly, the militia takes a unique place among right-wing 
populist groups in that their ideology promotes an activist, violent 
agenda as a means of redeeming the nation and saving it for its true 
heritage. Moreover, the terms of their ideology position them close 
to many mainstream groups in U.S. politics and to the cultural val- 
ues that many Americans have learned to value from childhood. As 
a consequence, it is important to realize that the militia is not made 
up of a bunch of "kooks" who can be gawked at and not taken se- 
riously. Their ideas, and the ways these ideas link to those of the 
polity at large, have the potential to shape the politics of the Unit- 
ed States for a long time to come. 



4 

The Spark: 
Randy Weaver and the Standoff 

at Ruby Ridge 

It can be fairly said that the specific event that led to the rise of 
modern American militia movement occurred in August 1992, as 
Randy Weaver and his family engaged in an eleven-day standoff 
with agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), US. Mar- 
shals Service, and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms 
(ATF) trying to serve a warrant for Weaver’s arrest. The warrant, 
charging Weaver with failing to appear for trial in 1991 on a charge 
of selling an illegally sawed-off shotgun to a federal informant in 
1989, provided the legal justification that brought federal agents to 
Weaver’s isolated mountaintop cabin on Ruby Ridge, Idaho. 
Weaver’s response, along with that of his family, generated sup- 
port for his cause from local residents and from ideological allies 
across the nation. The events on Ruby Ridge, taken as a whole, laid 
the groundwork on which thousands of Americans would form 
militias. 

Yet the events at Ruby Ridge were only a piece of the puzzle 
leading to the rise of the militia movement. Militias would not have 
formed after Ruby Ridge had not thousands of Americans already 
believed in the kinds of antigovernment, pro-individualist ideas 
that Weaver was understood to represent. As chapters 1,2, and 3 
explained, Weaver’s standoff occurred in the context of a culture 
primed to believe that government was an inherently oppressive, 
dangerous force for evil. But Weaver himself was not a member of 
a militia when he barricaded himself into his mountaintop cabin, 
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nor did he ever join one: his ideology stood squarely in the tradi- 
tion of white supremacy that most militias explicitly reject. Ironi- 
cally, then, while Weaver’s standoff made the militia movement, he 
himself never wished for such an outcome. 

Coming to Ruby Ridge 

The path that brought Randy Weaver and his family-wife Vicki, 
older daughter Sara, son Samuel, and younger daughter Rachel- 
to Idaho in 1983 was long and indirect. The elder Weavers both 
grew up in highly religious families in rural Iowa, Vicki as a Mor- 
mon and Randy as a conservative Protestant. Both were imbued 
with visions of a harsh and judgmental God punishing those who 
violated his law while protecting true believers. Additionally, both 
were educated to the idea that the battle between good and evil 
was active and ongoing in daily human 1ife.l God’s judgment, then, 
was constant and was to be actively feared. 

Such beliefs, as was noted in chapter 3, are fairly common in the 
United States. They exist within the broader orbit of right-wing 
populist ideologies and movements in the United States. Moreover, 
they do not in and of themselves cause one to hate the government, 
fear those of different races, and use violence to resist federal war- 
rants. Nor can many other parts of their lives together suggest ex- 
actly what shaped the Weavers’ lives in the way that led them to 
Ruby Ridge. Randy enlisted in the army in 1968, graduated from 
the advanced training program for the Special Forces but never 
served in Vietnam, and got a good job working for John Deere and 
married Vicki in 1971. They settled in Cedar Falls, Iowa, soon there- 
after, and their first child, Sara, was born in 1976. Samuel followed 
in 1979, and Rachel was born in 1982.2 They were a fairly ordinary 
family of conservative Christians. 

If any single event can be seen to have led the Weavers down a 
new path of conservative Christianity and explicit racism-the val- 
ues that would lead them to Idaho-Vicki’s reading of Hal Lind- 
sey’s Late Great Planet Earth in 1978 is the most likely   and id ate.^ 
Lindsey’s book tells an apocalyptic story of the forces of good fight- 
ing the forces of evil in a great religious struggle. The forces of evil 
are represented by foreigners, especially those of color, Commu- 
nists, and Jews who refuse to accept Jesus as Messiah; the forces of 
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good are ”true” Christian literalists who accept God’s word as the 
absolute law governing their lives. At the end of Lindsey’s book, 
Earth is consumed in apocalyptic fire, true believers are raptured to 
Heaven, and Christ returns to establish a new Garden of Paradise 
on Earth.4 

While both Randy and Vicki Weaver had expressed racially 
tinged sentiments prior to reading Lindsey’s work, they adopted 
more extreme positions regarding race and religion after 1978. They 
became what they called ”Legalists”: those who took the Bible lit- 
erally. They rid their house of photographs on the grounds that 
such pictures are graven images; associated the coming of one 
world government and the Antichrist with the spread of computers; 
and stopped celebrating Christmas, insisting that it was a pagan 
holiday. In addition, Randy began denying the Holocaust. He and 
Vicki also began watching evangelical Christian television pro- 
gramming like the PTL Club and came to believe that a Masonic- 
derived conspiracy had made it possible for groups like the Illumi- 
nati, the Council on Foreign Relations, and the Trilateral Commis- 
sion to take over control of the U.S. government on behalf of Jewish 
servants of the Antichrist. Moreover, Randy began aggressively ex- 
pounding his views at work, where he had risen to a supervisory 
position. This brought him into conflict with his employees and his 
supervisors; their resistance and orders that he stop proselytizing at 
work intensified his sense that Iowa was no longer a safe and com- 
fortable home, especially as the end times approached. According- 
ly, the family left Iowa in 1983, intending to move to Montana and 
its perceived comparative freed~m.~ 

Unable to find affordable land in Montana, the Weavers crossed 
the border into northern Idaho. There, they felt comfortable amidst 
the jagged, isolated peaks, distant neighbors, and almost entirely 
white population. They bought land on Ruby Ridge in September 
1983 and worked through the winter to build a cabin on its most 
isolated point. The cabin, cobbled together with plywood and 
scrap from a lumber yard, was ready for occupancy in March 1984. 
The family then moved in to their new home, cutting themselves 
off from what are considered standard amenities for most Ameri- 
cans: electricity, indoor plumbing, and similar facilities.6 

The Weavers’ physical isolation from mainstream American so- 
ciety was mirrored by an increasing ideological distance. What had 
been a low-grade racism in Iowa became explicit in Idaho. Jews 
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and minorities became preferred targets of Weaver family rhetoric; 
Randy was pictured in 1989 wearing a T-shirt with the slogan, ”Just 
Say No-To ZOG.” (ZOG stands for Zionist Occupied Govern- 
ment.) Beginning in 1986, Randy started attending the annual 
Aryan Nations World Conference held in Naples, Idaho. The 
Aryan Nations, led by Richard Butler, provided Randy with an out- 
let for his racist beliefs as well as further validation of them: whites 
were the true inheritors of America, Butler preached, and its land 
was naturally theirs. Unfortunately, the ZOG was destroying 
America through its control of the federal government and its 
agents. Thus, policies aimed at protection the rights of Jews and 
other minorities were really assaults on white people by national 
a~thorities.~ 

As Weaver’s racism grew, so did his connection to the religious 
movement known as Christian Identity.8 Christian Identity 
preaches that Jews are the children of Satan while whites-gener- 
ally understood as people of north European heritage-are the 
true Israelites, the real chosen of God. Accordingly, the coming Ar- 
mageddon would restore whites to their proper place at God’s 
right hand in the Garden of Paradise. The final battle would pit 
God-fearing, literalist whites against Communists, Asians, 
Africans, and any white person who failed to follow God’s law. 
Linked to the politics espoused by the Aryan Nations, Christian 
Identity served to prove that Weaver‘s racism was ordained by 
God and that any challenge to his way of life meant that agents of 
Satan were engaged in an effort to destroy his soul. 

While these views are clearly outside the American mainstream, 
and indeed run counter to a public culture that celebrates the inte- 
grative ethos of Martin Luther King’s ”I Have a Dream” speech 
with a national holiday in his honor, it is worth noting that these 
ideas are fairly common in the United States. As was shown in 
chapter 3, many dimensions of Weaver’s philosophy have been in- 
troduced, grown to prominence, and evolved throughout Ameri- 
can political history. Thus, there was nothing distinctive about 
Weaver‘s thought or actions (through the mid-1980s) that would 
necessarily bring him into direct conflict with the federal govern- 
ment or that would make him a symbol around which a new polit- 
ical movement might rally. 

In addition, it should be emphasized that Weaver was not a mili- 
tia member in either form or ideology. He was a white supremacist 
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and religious racist-nationalist. Moreover, his lifestyle was that of a 
survivalist trying to escape the corruption of contemporary society. 
He did not say, as militia members claim, that his intent was to save 
society. Thus, even when he came into conflict with the national 
government, it did not follow that Randy Weaver would become a 
hero to the newly emerging militia movement. Instead, as will be 
seen later in this chapter, it took a combination of federal govern- 
ment mistakes, a skillful legal defense, and the work of the self-ap- 
pointed leaders of the emerging militia movement to make Randy 
Weaver the militia poster boy opposing the evils of the federal gov- 
ernment. 

Randy Weaver first came to the attention of the federal govern- 
ment in the mid-1980s when a neighbor who lived near Weaver’s 
Ruby Ridge land moved out of the area and wrote several letters to 
the U.S. Secret Service, the FBI, and other agencies claiming that 
Weaver was warehousing guns on his property and had threatened 
the life of the president. These charges were eventually investigat- 
ed and found baseless; however, Weaver did write a letter to the 
federal authorities to defend his antigovernment point of view. 
Weaver claimed that he bore no hostility to the government: if it left 
him alone, he would leave it alone. He would defend himself if its 
agents-and the evil they represented-came on his land, howev- 
er. From the perspective of local federal agents, then, Weaver ap- 
peared to be dangerous but fortunately isolated? 

In the mid-1980s, however, something changed in the Weaver 
family. They reduced their isolation from their fellow citizens and 
moved to a rented house at the bottom of their hill. Randy ran as a 
Republican for Boundary County sheriff in 1988; he lost in the pre- 
dominantly Democratic county by a wide margin despite a cam- 
paign tactic that included handing out cards with the slogan ”Get 
out of jail free” printed on one side. It appeared that the Weavers 
were returning to more mainstream society.1° 

The year 1989 turned out to be pivotal in Randy Weaver’s story. 
While attending the Aryan Nations World Congress, Weaver was 
again introduced to Gus Magisono, whom he had met at the 1986 
Aryan Nations conference. Weaver believed Magisono to be a fel- 
low white supremacist. In fact, Magisono was a private detective 
and sometime federal informant named Kenneth Fadeley. At some 
point in one of their conversations, either Weaver or Fadeley sug- 
gested that Weaver sell several sawed-off shotguns to Fadeley. 
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They agreed, and on October 24,1989, Weaver handed Fadeley two 
shotguns that he had illegally shortened by five and one-half inch- 
es in his workshop. Fadeley gave Weaver $300 for the guns and 
promised to pay an additional $150 later. This was the only sale of 
weapons Weaver made, although there were subsequent discus- 
sions about selling more guns.ll 

In fall 1989, the Weavers returned to their mountaintop home 
and left whatever kind thoughts they might have had about their 
fellow human beings behind. They broke off multiple, long-term 
friendships, intensified the nature and frequency of their racist 
rhetoric, and even participated in an armed effort to prevent coun- 
ty agents from evicting a neighboring family from their home.12 
Their religious values turned more extreme as well: by the late 
1980s, first Vicki and then Sara would spend the week they were 
menstruating in a movable shed built away from the home in order 
not to defile the home with their fluids.13 Thus, when ATF agents 
approached Weaver in June 1990 and asked him to become an in- 
formant against white supremacists and other extremists (includ- 
ing David Trochmann, who Weaver did not know, but who would 
later form the Militia of Montana, one of the first militia groups) or 
be charged with selling illegal weapons, Weaver rejected their offer 
out of hand.14 His belief that the government was the agent of evil 
trying to destroy ”real” Christians left him little choice. 

Unsurprisingly, the ATF attempt to turn Weaver into an infor- 
mant deepened his suspicion of government. The family became 
more reclusive. Thus, when the government finally decided to ar- 
rest Weaver on the weapons charge, it had to get access to him. Re- 
luctant to pursue him onto his hilly, easily defended property, 
which had only one winding, narrow access road, agents set up a 
capture scenario away from Weaver’s home in January 1991. Out 
riding snowmobiles one day, the Weavers noticed a vehicle broken 
down by the side of the road. Because it was snowing, they 
stopped to help. When Randy walked to the front of the truck to 
talk to the person leaning over the engine with the hood up, the 
apparently stranded driver stood up, put a gun in Weaver’s chest, 
and arrested him. Weaver was arraigned and released on a bond 
secured by his property the next day; Weaver later became con- 
vinced that if he were convicted, he would lose his land.15 

Upon his return to Ruby Ridge, Weaver and his family made the 
decision that they would not leave the mountain again. They ig- 
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nored a court summons that, importantly, mistakenly ordered him 
to report for trial on March 20; his actual trial date was February 19. 
By March 1991, then, Weaver faced a charge of failure to appear as 
well as the original weapons charge.16 

The Weavers remained on their property for over a year. U.S. 
marshals and Weaver family friends made occasional efforts to 
convince Weaver to surrender; all were unsuccessful. The Weavers‘ 
fourth child, Elisheba, was born in October 1991.17 Weaver was es- 
sentially self-imprisoned. 

In March 1992, Weaver’s story became national news. Several 
newspapers, including the New Yovk Times, found out about 
Weaver’s defiance of the federal government and reported on it. In 
response, the agencies trying to arrest Weaver-primarily the US. 
marshals and the ATF-held a meeting on March 27,1992, at which 
they decided to intensify their efforts to capture the fugitive. They 
initiated Operation Northern Exposure-named for a popular tele- 
vision series filmed in the Cascade Mountains town of Roslyn, 
Washington-to observe Weaver‘s patterns, establish his routines, 
and create a plan to achieve his arrest with the least risk to his fam- 
ily and to the agents involved. By April, surveillance cameras were 
installed in locations around Weaver’s home, and many ATF agents 
and U.S. marshals patrolled Weaver‘s land, establishing observation 
posts. Additionally, the FBI’s elite Hostage Rescue Team was inte- 
grated into the planning process for Weaver‘s eventual capture.I8 

These operations were remarkably successful, and the govern- 
ment learned a great deal about Weaver’s lifestyle. Moreover, the 
surveillance helped convince the investigating agents of Weaver’s 
irreconcilable hostility to their work. Weaver and his family never 
left the house unarmed, one surveillance camera was stolen (its re- 
mains were found on Weaver’s property after the standoff), and 
the family was heard shouting angry statements at the agents they 
presumed were watching them. When several agents of the ATF 
walked onto Weaver’s land before dawn on August 21,1992, then, 
they were well armed and concerned about Weaver’s potential for 
violence. However, such operations were routine, and there is little 
credible evidence that the agents expected a confrontation that day. 
Indeed, nothing might have come of it if the Weavers had not 
owned a dog named Striker. Instead, the events at Ruby Ridge be- 
came the specific, proximate cause of the rise of the modern Amer- 
ican militia movement. 
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Eleven Days in Idaho 

Six U.S. marshals in full camouflage walked onto Randy Weaver’s 
property in the predawn hours of August 21,1992. They split into 
two groups of three when they came to a turn in the long driveway 
to Weaver‘s home that had come to be known as the Y. Three 
moved to an established surveillance post off Weaver’s land but 
with a good view of his home; three others moved closer to the 
Weaver home for more direct observations. Finished with their 
work by late morning, the three agents who had been engaged in 
close-in observations of the Weaver household were walking down 
the dirt drive leading from Weaver’s home when Weaver, his son 
Sammy, and a family friend named Kevin Harris, who had lived 
with the Weavers on and off since 1984, left the family home carry- 
ing rifles. They were following Striker, who appeared to be follow- 
ing a scent. Sammy raced straight downhill after the dog. Kevin 
Harris gave chase, and Weaver followed more slowly using the 
main access road.19 

Lower on the mountain, the three U.S. marshals heard Striker’s 
baying bark get closer and knew they were in trouble. They began 
running down the hill; however, at one point in their retreat they 
realized they were going to have to cross a clearing that afforded 
anyone higher on the hill a good chance to shoot them. Rather than 
retreat into a shooting alley, they took cover in nearby trees and 
hoped the dog and the family would miss them. 

The tactic failed. One agent, Arthur Roderick, decided that he 
should shoot the dog to protect his fellow agents. Another, William 
Degan, emerged from behind a tree and confronted Randy Weaver, 
either by identifying himself as a U.S. marshal or not, depending 
on which account of the story one believes. As Weaver turned and 
ran back up the hill, Kevin Harris fired on Degan, hitting him in the 
chest. Degan died a few minutes later but only after firing seven 
shots of his own. Sammy, angered at Striker’s death, cursed the 
agents but responded to his father’s call to come back up the hill. 
As he ran back toward the cabin, he was struck and killed by a bul- 
let from Marshal Degan’s gun-a fact that federal agents did not 
know until August 24. Kevin Harris rejoined Randy Weaver and 
the Weaver family at their cabin and informed them that Sammy 
was dead.20 

All of these events occurred very quickly. The firefight was over 
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in minutes. Indeed, at least part of the ensuing confusion about 
who did what, who shot first, etc., can be easily attributed to the 
chaos of this few minutes. However, this fact did not make its way 
to the headquarters of the U.S. Marshals Service, the FBI, or the 
ATE Instead, when the second group of agents sent to observe 
Weaver on August 21 reached a telephone and placed a 911 call that 
shots had been fired and that a federal officer had been shot and 
killed, command personnel believed that there was a running gun 
battle on Ruby Ridge. This belief was reinforced by the inability of 
the remaining U.S. marshals to pull William Degan’s body off the 
mountain: they remained on the hill, ostensibly under fire, until 
after eleven o’clock that evening, when an Idaho State Police team 
went up the hill to assist in extracting Degan. There had been no 
gun battle, however; agents had remained on the mountain be- 
cause Degan’s body was too heavy and too wet from a storm that 
had come to the mountain. The remaining agents simply could not 
move him down to their vehicle.21 

From the perspective of the commanders in Washington, D.C., 
however, the events that occurred on August 21 proved Randy 
Weaver’s irreconcilable hatred of the federal government. From the 
perspective of those inside the Weaver home, the events, including 
Sammy’s death, proved the federal government’s irresponsible 
evil. Much of the tragedy that followed was grounded in these 
fixed, rigid worldviews. 

As the U.S. marshals lay in the woods waiting for help on Au- 
gust 21, Richard Rogers, commander of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue 
Team, was in transit from Washington, D.C., to Idaho. He ordered 
his team to join him there. On the way, believing the Weavers to 
constitute a serious and immediate threat to all officers with whom 
they came into contact, Rogers revised the FBI’s rules of engage- 
ment governing the use of deadly force. Instead of simply permit- 
ting FBI agents to defend themselves or innocent persons through 
deadly force-the normal rules-Rogers drafted rules that allowed 
FBI agents to shoot any armed person in the Weaver compound on 
the grounds that the individual’s being armed constituted an im- 
mediate threat to the life of all federal agents. Tentatively approved 
by Rogers’ supervisor, Larry Potts, these rules were ultimately re- 
vised to allow and encourage federal officers to shoot and kill 
armed adults in the Weaver compound on sight after the FBI had 
made a surrender demand of Weaver; prior to this demand, the 
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rules allowed the shooting of any armed adult male. (These final 
rules were never approved by Rogers’s supervisors, who did not 
see the final draft before it was posted.)22 

The rules of engagement became a central concern to the small 
army of federal agents who arrived near Weaver’s property 
overnight from August 21 to August 22. They were particularly im- 
portant to the snipers of the Hostage Rescue Team because they, as 
a practical matter, were likely to be the first agents to have a chance 
to shoot anyone on Weaver’s property: well-trained, snipers could 
be more than half a mile away and out of view of the Weaver fam- 
ily while they took their shots. Arriving on August 22 and briefed 
on the new rules of engagement, the snipers deployed around the 
Weaver cabin late in the day on August 22. 

Around 6 P.M. on August 22, FBI sniper Lon Horiuchi saw two 
men and one woman leave the Weaver cabin and head for the shed 
in which Vicki and Sara had lived during their menstrual periods. 
As Randy Weaver approached the shed, Horiuchi fired at him, 
wounding Weaver in the right arm. As the three people rushed 
back to the cabin, Horiuchi aimed another shot. He thought he was 
aiming at the same person he had hit before, but in fact he was aim- 
ing at Kevin Harris, who was rushing to return to the cabin. Hori- 
uchi led the fleeing man enough to compensate for his speed and 
the wind conditions and fired just as the man dove into the cabin’s 
front door. He later told his supervisors he thought he had hit and 
probably killed this second suspect.23 

He had not. Instead, his second shot penetrated the door of the 
Weaver home and shattered Vicki Weaver’s head. She was killed 
instantly. The same bullet and some shrapnel hit Kevin Harris in 
the arm and chest, wounding him severely. Weaver returned to his 
cabin without further injury. 

An hour later the first FBI attempt at negotiation began. A tele- 
phone was taken up to the outskirts of the Weaver cabin by a robot 
controlled from an armored personnel carrier and dropped in front 
of the door. FBI negotiators called Weaver by megaphone and 
asked him to pick it up, and when he didn’t, they repeatedly called 
the number to let the phone ring in the dirt.24 No one ever an- 
swered. 

Once negotiations were initiated, a pattern emerged in the 
standoff. FBI negotiators called the Weavers repeatedly; no re- 
sponse came from the family. Armored personnel carriers were sta- 
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tioned around the perimeter of Weaver’s home; a microphone hid- 
den in the telephone picked up muted sounds from the Weaver 
household; and searchlights were turned onto the Weaver home as 
loudspeakers asked Vicki to send her children out so they could be 
properly fed. (Agents did not know that Vicki Weaver was dead; 
believing that the FBI knew it had killed Vicki, the Weavers took 
these requests as cruel taunts from a vicious, untrustworthy gov- 
ernment. The Weavers became convinced that the federal govern- 
ment intended to kill them too.) 

One further piece of information convinced the Weavers that 
their deaths were imminent if they began negotiations with the 
FBI: the robot that had dropped the telephone in front of their door 
had remained parked next to the cabin. In what the FBI later 
claimed was an oversight, the robot was equipped with a 12-gauge 
shotgun aimed directly at the cabin’s entryway. Seeing this, Randy 
Weaver concluded that he was dead no matter what he did and so 
refused to retrieve the FBI’s phone.= 

In the meantime, there was a great deal of commotion at the bot- 
tom of the hill. Federal agents had established a roadblock to pre- 
vent anyone from attempting to assist the Weavers. This barrier be- 
came a rallying point for skinheads, white supremacists, 
antigovernment libertarians, and anyone else in the area with an ax 
to grind against the authorities. They began a ten-day vigil in 
which Weaver supporters threatened agents, accused authorities of 
being ”baby killers,” and vented their rage against what they saw 
as inappropriate intrusion of the federal government in the life of a 
small mountain community and one of its families.26 This small 
community of protesters stood as a portent of things to come as the 
militia movement developed. 

The barricade also became ground zero for a large contingent of 
television, newspaper, and magazine reporters who, in the absence 
of any news from the mountain itself, interviewed protesters and 
took pictures of the growing contingent of federal agents, heli- 
copters, and armored vehicles that were descending on Ruby 
Ridge. Weaver’s message, thus, was carried to the nation even as 
he remained quiet on top of his hill. 

The first break in the standoff occurred on August 24, when, in 
an effort to improve their view of Weaver’s home, the FBI decided 
to move the shed near the home. Several agents entered the build- 
ing, having come to the site in armored personnel carriers, and 
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found Sammy Weaver’s body wrapped in a sheet. This was the 
moment when agents learned that Sammy had been killed, and this 
provided them with a sense of why the Weavers might have been 
reluctant to come out and pick up the phone. After removing 
Sammy’s body, the FBI asked Weaver to pick up the phone and 
provide any instructions for his care; while Weaver did not answer, 
the FBI’s tone toward the family became more sympathetic and un- 
derstanding after August 24.27 

While the FBI’s tone became more conciliatory after the discov- 
ery of Sammy’s body, the rhetoric of rage among the protesters at 
the bottom of the mountain escalated. What had been alleged was 
made real. Children appeared at the barricade wearing hand-let- 
tered signs asking whose child was next and reminding viewers 
that the federal government might do the same thing to other chil- 
dren that it had done to Sammy Weaver. Over the next few years, 
this powerful image of federal agents threatening the lives of chil- 
dren would become a legitimating and motivating symbol of the 
growing militia movement. 

The next key moment in the standoff came on August 26 when 
Bo Gritz, a former colonel in the Special Forces and a leader of the 
white supremacist movement in the United States, arrived at the 
roadblock and offered his services as negotiator. Gritz claimed to 
remember Weaver from the 1960s’ and Weaver, who had by this 
point engaged in several shouting matches with FBI negotiators, 
agreed to let Gritz come up to the cabin. Gritz made his first trip on 
Friday, August 29.** 

It was on this initial visit that Gritz, and subsequently the FBI 
and local onlookers, learned that Vicki Weaver was dead. The reac- 
tion among the crowd of protesters stationed around the roadblock 
was angry and aggressive. More protesters arrived, and they 
seemed increasingly out of control and ready to act. The situation 
appeared to be getting out of 

In response, the FBI’s negotiators became convinced that the 
standoff needed to be ended quickly. Agents decided that the 
longer they stayed in north Idaho, the more explosive the situation 
would become. Agents had already stopped and arrested a group 
of skinheads carrying weapons and trying to get through to the 
Weavers; they feared more would be coming. Gritz agreed, but 
noted that Sara, not Randy, was really the force holding the family 
together locked in the cabin. Sara would be the one who required 
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convincing if the standoff were to end peacefully. Gritz asked for 
another chance to negotiate, and the FBI agreed. 

There was not universal agreement among the FBI agents on the 
scene about how best to end the standoff, however. Agents of the 
Hostage Rescue Team reacted to the increasing tension on the bar- 
ricade by becoming more aggressive and belligerent. In a move 
they would later repeat at Waco, Texas, leaders of the team insisted 
that unless the Weavers quickly left the cabin of their own free will, 
the team would assault the home and pull Weaver and Harris out. 

The standoff began to come to an end when Gritz convinced 
Randy and Sara that if Kevin Harris died-his health had deterio- 
rated badly as a result of the wounds he had received when Vicki 
Weaver was killed-Randy would be charged with murder for fail- 
ing to let Harris leave the cabin. On August 30, Harris left the cabin, 
was arrested, and was taken for medical treatment before being 
placed in jail.30 

Later that same day Gritz convinced the family that it was time 
to have Vicki’s body removed from the house, where it had lain 
under the kitchen table since August 22. Vicki’s body was taken out 
and turned over to the FBI on August 30.31 

With Vicki’s body gone, the symbolic rallying point that had 
kept the family together was removed. Randy Weaver’s wound 
was very painful, and he needed medical treatment as well. Thus, 
when Gritz returned to the cabin on August 31, the family was re- 
sponsive to his promise that the children would not be sent to fos- 
ter care if Weaver surrendered that day. Instead, they would be al- 
lowed to live with relatives. Gritz had also received a promise from 
prominent defense attorney Gerry Spence that he would represent 
Weaver if Randy left the cabin peacefully. Weaver agreed, and 
shortly after noon on August 31, Randy Weaver walked out of his 
mountaintop home and submitted himself for arrest. The standoff 
was over.32 

The Aftermaths of Ruby Ridge 

When assessing the impact of the standoff at Ruby Ridge on the 
militia movement, it is important to consider its multiple after- 
maths. There was, for example, an aftermath for Randy Weaver 
and his family. This was arguably the least important aftermath, 
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but in it lay the seeds of many a future conspiracy theory. There 
was also an aftermath for the FBI, the U.S. marshals, and the ATF, 
although this finish would not fully manifest itself until after the 
fire that consumed the Branch Davidian compound in Wac0 had 
long since burned out and cooled. The militia movement, too, can 
be seen as an aftermath of the Weaver standoff, although its rise re- 
lates to a fourth, most important, aftermath: the way the events at 
Ruby Ridge resonated with millions of Americans inclined to be- 
lieve that the federal government was an abusive, evil presence in 
their lives, particularly after the fire at Mount Carmel. This last af- 
termath will be more fully explored in chapter 5, but its outlines 
will be sketched here. 

The Aftermath, the Weaver Family, and Kevin Harris 

After ending the standoff, Randy Weaver was arrested and jailed 
pending trial. Kevin Harris joined him there once his wounds were 
treated. The three surviving Weaver children left Idaho on Septem- 
ber 2 and moved to Iowa, where various family members would 
care for them as they finished their educations, this time in public 
schools.33 

Weaver and Harris were ultimately charged with ten crimes: 
conspiring in creating the standoff, illegally shortening a shotgun, 
failing to appear on the original trial date; attacking federal mar- 
shals; murdering William Degan; firing at a U.S. helicopter; har- 
boring Randy Weaver, a known fugitive; violating terms of bond 
release; and using a weapon in the commission of a crime. At trial, 
their defense attorneys, Gerry Spence (Weaver) and David Nevin 
(Harris), poked holes in the prosecution’s case by wondering out 
loud, for example, how Weaver and Harris could, while hiding in 
Weaver’s cabin, have conspired to force agents of the federal gov- 
ernment to come to the Weaver land, surround it, and engage in an 
eleven-day standoff. Spence and Nevin understood that the Idaho 
jury was likely to be filled with citizens largely sympathetic to the 
idea that the federal government should not interfere with the ac- 
tions of private citizens no matter what those people believed. 
Thus, while insisting that Idahoans were not racist, Spence and 
Nevin focused on the idea that the federal government intruded on 
a private citizen’s property, entrapped the citizen into selling an il- 
legal weapon, and generally abused its authority. Whereas the 
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prosecutors focused on the evils of Randy Weaver‘s ideology and 
the link between his ideology and his actions, the defense made 
Weaver the victim-a case much easier to make with Sammy and 
Vicki’s deaths.34 

The defense case rested on more than just appealing to the jury’s 
sense of the appropriate limits of federal authority, however. The 
defense also spun a conspiracy theory to explain the federal gov- 
ernment’s actions. Diverse elements added up to an apparent gov- 
ernment plot to “get” Randy Weaver on his mountain. For exam- 
ple, the agents were carrying silenced machine guns. Why? If they 
were not planning a major confrontation with the family, why carry 
machine guns? The lawyers noted that the agents threw stones at 
one point in their walk off the mountain. Why did agents suppos- 
edly walking down the road on their way off the property stop and 
throw stones unless it was to see if they could attract the attention 
of one of the Weaver dogs and so draw the Weavers out of their 
home? After all, agents knew that every time Weaver heard his 
dogs bark, some family member investigated, and the person who 
followed the dog always carried a gun. Why did agents claim that 
someone had fired at a hovering FBI helicopter (the excuse Lon Ho- 
riuchi gave for firing at Randy Weaver and Kevin Harris on August 
22) when no such shots were ever fired? Why did Horiuchi claim 
that he did not see anyone inside the Weaver cabin when he fired, 
even though on September 1,1992, he drew a sketch of the door of 
the Weaver cabin as he saw it when he fired-a picture that shows 
the tops of two heads in the window? How could the government 
claim that its snipers were experts who would never miss a target 
and then claim that the shooting of Vicki Weaver was accidental? 
Why did the FBI resist turning over evidence like after-action re- 
ports from Horiuchi and their general plan of action? Why did the 
government fail to disclose that a member of the Idaho State Police 
Critical Response Team who had extracted the marshals from Ruby 
Ridge the night of August 21,1992, had reported that the govern- 
ment had shot first by killing Striker, the dog? And, finally, wasn’t 
the original gun charge a set up, anyway?35 

Cumulatively, this conspiracy theory, along with the mistakes 
the government made in its prosecution and the skill with which 
the defense countered the prosecution’s points, had two important 
effects. First, simply, it made the prospects of gaining a conviction 
against either Randy Weaver or Kevin Harris very unlikely. Indeed, 
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when the jury finally got the case and finished its deliberations, it 
found Kevin Harris not guilty of all counts he faced-including, on 
grounds of self-defense, the murder of U.S. Marshal William 
Degan?6 (Harris was indicted for the murder of Marshal Degan in 
state court in 1997; this charge was dismissed by a higher court on 
grounds of double jeopardy.)37 The jury found Weaver guilty only 
of failure to appear, even finding him not guilty of the original 
weapons charge that started the chain of events that led to the 
standoff. In October 1993, Weaver was sentenced to eighteen 
months in jail and given a $10,000 fine. Having already served 
fourteen months, he was released on December 17, 1993, after a 
supporter paid the fine.38 He returned to Iowa and filed a wrong- 
ful death civil suit against the U.S. government. It was settled in 
April 1995 for $3.1 million: $1 million for each of the Weaver girls 
and $100,000 for Weaver himself.39 

Second, and far more important in the context of this book, the 
conspiracy theory laid out in Weaver’s trial formed the foundation 
on which millions of Americans who were already inclined to be- 
lieve in government’s malfeasance could find validation for their 
paranoia. Indeed, the skillful way Spence, Nevin, and the other 
defense attorneys kept the intensity of Weaver’s racist and reli- 
gious beliefs out of the trial meant that Weaver could become a 
symbol of innocence before a rampaging government, an Every- 
man whose fate could, if unchecked, become yours-or mine. 
Vicki, too, moved from radical adherent of offbeat and offensive 
political and religious opinions to an innocent mother killed with 
a baby in her arms. Thus, people who might have been horrified 
by the federal government’s actions at Ruby Ridge but who might 
also have been turned off by Weaver’s racist, sexist religious ide- 
ology did not face that dimension of Weaver’s life. Instead, people 
could read into Weaver what they wished. Weaver’s story seemed 
to fit the patterns of demagoguery, libertarianism, and individual 
resistance to abusive authority that are and have been shared by 
millions of Americans. Weaver became an innocent in no way re- 
sponsible for the events that shattered his family. The U.S. gov- 
ernment took the role of King George’s oppressive army; Weaver 
became the hero-farmer harmed only because he desired to live 
free of government harassment. As such, his story could be used 
to ground a new movement that, ironically, Weaver himself did 
not support. 
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The Aftermath and the FBI 

The events at Ruby Ridge also had effects on the FBI-effects that 
were generally negative, ultimately serving the interests of con- 
spiracy theorists. For example, several investigations were 
launched into the FBI’s actions in Idaho. One was conducted by the 
FBI and focused specifically on the process by which the rules of 
engagement were articulated and acted on during the standoff. 
This investigation argued, and several courts later agreed, that 
these rules were violations of the citizens’ constitutional rights and 
should never have been promulgated. The investigation also 
demonstrated the inadequate systems of communication and con- 
trol that existed between Washington, D.C., and commanders in 
the field.*O The report might have been viewed as a serious attempt 
of a federal agency to recognize the mistakes it had made. Similar- 
ly, its recommendations and findings-that no FBI officer should 
be allowed to develop independent rules of engagement on site 
and that several agents involved in standoff be reprimanded or de- 
moted, for example-might have been viewed as a serious attempt 
to fix a troubled system. Unfortunately, the FBI classified this re- 
port and resisted releasing it even to Congress. Thus, it became a 
simple matter to assume that the report constituted a cover-up of 
the FBI’s mistakes in Idaho. This perception was advanced when 
FBI Director Louis Freeh promoted the supervisor of the Ruby 
Ridge incident, Larry Potts, to the second-ranking position in the 
FBI: permanent deputy director. Many other agents involved in the 
standoff at Ruby Ridge received light, if any, punishment.4I 

The perception that the FBI was engaged in a cover-up was fur- 
thered in 1995 during a congressional investigation of the events at 
Ruby Ridge, as well as by a number of journalistic inquiries into 
the incident. These examinations revealed a number of mistakes, 
lies, and active attempts by agents to cover up what had occurred 
in Idaho. For example, in the hours after Lon Horiuchi had shot 
Kevin Harris and Vicki Weaver, the snipers who had been de- 
ployed around the Weaver home were recalled and left to sit to- 
gether unobserved. For conspiracy theorists, this is taken as proof 
that the agents shaped their stories to fit a common theme. Addi- 
tionally, another FBI agent, Michael Kahoe, pleaded guilty to ob- 
structing justice when he destroyed an after-action report in which 
Horiuchi had described his actions on August 22.42 Much attention 
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was focused on Horiuchi’s claim that he fired only because he saw 
someone on the ground fire at a hovering FBI helicopter. No such 
shots were ever fired, so Horiuchi’s shots were legal only if the re- 
vised rules of engagement were legal. Courts established that these 
rules were unconstitutional, meaning that the FBI illegally shot 
American citizens. Moreover, Horiuchi’s claim that his shooting of 
Vicki Weaver was accidental was repeatedly challenged, first by 
those who claimed that she was fully visible in the doorway of the 
Weaver cabin and second by those who argued that since the FBI 
had a prior report in which Vicki was alleged to be the moral leader 
of the family, her death must have been an intentional effort to 
break the family’s willj3 In light of claims by the attorneys prose- 
cuting Weaver and Harris after the incident that the FBI withheld 
crucial information that would have assisted in convicting the two, 
a pattern of FBI obfuscation, denial, and irresponsibility emerged 
as fodder for the radical right. This image would be hardened less 
than a year later with the disaster in Wac-which, ironically, coin- 
cided with Weaver and Harris’s trial. 

Ultimately, in many ways Horiuchi became the public face of the 
FBI’s oppressive evil for right-wing ideologues in the United States. 
From the right’s perspective, here was a camouflage-wearing, so- 
phisticated-gun-toting, highly trained representative of the evil fed- 
eral government using his power to destroy the life of an otherwise 
innocent person. This anger manifested itself in murder charges 
against Horiuchi, a rare event for a government agent acting in ac- 
cord with duly issued orders. The image of the FBI, in addition, had 
been profoundly tarnished. Elliott Ness was replaced with Lon Ho- 
riuchi, at least in the minds of the militia. The New World Order had 
a face and a mode of operation. (After years of indictments, court 
appeals, and a change in Boundary County prosecutors, all charges 
against Horiuchi were finally dropped in June 2001.)44 For those 
Americans who believed that government was dangerous to liber- 
ty-a core cultural value-Ruby Ridge was proof. Horiuchi’s actions 
thus made sense to those who hated government, even as the militia 
myth provided a model by which such evil actions could be resisted. 

The Aftermath and the Militia Movement 

As was shown in chapters 1,2, and 3, the antigovernment, pro-gun, 
isolationist individualism and apocalyptic Christianity Randy 
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Weaver practiced was not unique in the United States. Moreover, 
once the details of the standoff at Ruby Ridge were presented in a 
way that emphasized Weaver’s innocence and the government’s 
evil, his story could serve as a rallying point around which hun- 
dreds of thousands of Americans could decide that they needed to 
organize a counterforce. 

This potential was enhanced by the mistakes, lies, and cover-ups 
of the FBI and by the skillful way Weaver’s lawyers and support- 
ers stripped the most offensive religious- and gender-specific com- 
ponents of his ideology out of his story and instead cast Weaver in 
the role of the innocent victim of a government conspiracy. Thus, 
Randy Weaver and his family became symbols of Every Family 
U.S.A. rather than representatives of a kooky religion who sold il- 
legal weapons. In this role, the government might target anyone, 
might kill anyone’s wife as she held a baby in her arms. According- 
ly, in line with the Revolutionary myth of the militia, thousands of 
Americans came to believe that if they did not defend themselves 
and their families against the federal government, the government 
would attempt to destroy them, just as it had Randy Weaver. 

In a portent of things to come, one week after Randy Weaver sur- 
rendered, a white drifter opened fire on a black man and a white 
woman at a bus terminal in Spokane, Washington. The drifter had 
been enraged by the events in Idaho and had hoped to join the 
protests there, but he had arrived too late. When he was caught the 
next day, he explained that he had shot the two people-both of 
whom survived with permanent injuries-because white people 
and black people were not supposed to mix together.45 

The movement grew from there. For example, on October 23, 
1992, Pete Peters, a leader in the Christian Identity movement, 
sponsored a meeting of other believers to articulate a response to 
the incident at Ruby Ridge. The gathering, in Estes Park, Colorado, 
was attended by representatives from the radical right in American 
politics ranging from members of the Ku Klux Klan and the Aryan 
Nations to Gun Owners of America leader Larry Pratt. The outcome 
of the meeting was the creation of a common language in which the 
events at Ruby Ridge were to be presented and developed. This lan- 
guage deemphasized Weaver’s racism and anti-Semitism in favor 
of a more neutral, antigovernment rhetoric. One of the organizers of 
the meeting, Louis Beam, thus constructed the Weavers as being 
victimized by “the tender mercies of a government gone mad.”46 
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Further, attendees were encouraged to reduce the racist rhetoric in 
their ideologies in favor of terms that would be more popular in 
mainstream s0ciety.4~ 

Style was not substance, however, for Peters’s allies. As quoted 
by Morris Dees, Louis Beam gave a vitriol-laced speech aimed 
squarely at the evils of the federal government: ”I warn you calm- 
ly, coldly, and without reservation that over the next ten years you 
will come to hate the government more than anything in your life. 
. . . The federal government in north Idaho has demonstrated bru- 
tally, horribly, and with great terror how it will enforce its claim 
that we are religious fanatics and enemies of the state.”48 Beam fur- 
ther urged those attending the conference to organize to fight the 
government while harking back to the myth of the militia in Amer- 
ican political culture: 

We bear the torch of light, of justice, of liberty, and we will be heard. . . 
. We will not yield this country to the forces of darkness, oppression, 
and tyranny. . . . 

So if you believe in the truth, if you believe in justice, then join with 
us. We are marching to the beat of the same drum. The beat of that 
drum, like those heard at Valley Forge and at Gettysburg, has called 
good men everywhere to acti0n.4~ 

The public face of the movement, then, would focus on the victim- 
ization of innocent citizens by an abusive government. Motivating 
the membership, however, would be grounded on profound hatred 
of the national government. 

In addition to providing a common ideological core around 
which groups might form, the Estes Park meeting also led to the 
creation of a new type of political protest organization in the Unit- 
ed States. Larry Pratt reportedly called for the abandonment of tra- 
ditional lobbying techniques and conventional political action in 
favor of the formation of small, armed militias that could resist 
government’s illegal actions directly.50 Beam then offered the no- 
tion of “leaderless resistance,” a concept borrowed from the French 
Resistance of World War I1 that refers to each cell making its own 
choices about what to do, even as all cells agree on a general goal 
of action. Thus the militia need not be a highly organized, bureau- 
cratized structure. Instead, multiple cells might form, and if the 
government were to destroy one, its members could not betray the 
members of other militia groups.51 Taken together, the ideological 
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and organizational innovations offered in the Colorado meeting 
laid the groundwork for the new militia movement. 

The effect of this construction of the events at Ruby Ridge was 
to make it possible for hundreds of thousands of Americans to 
support the militia movement without feeling themselves to be 
racists, or wackos, or crazies. After all, it was the federal govern- 
ment that, by its own admission, had shot and killed an unarmed 
woman; it was (allegedly) the federal government that had lured a 
dog and a boy into a trap on their own land; it was the federal gov- 
ernment that had (probably) entrapped Randy Weaver into selling 
illegal weapons in the first place. By obscuring the racism and anti- 
Semitism of Weaver’s ideology, the Estes Park meeting construct- 
ed a template on which groups could form in a way that might 
draw support from the general community. Indeed, as was seen in 
chapter 3, the essential components of militia ideology correspond 
closely with the terms established in Colorado. Additionally, it was 
now possible join an actual group whose members shared your 
goals-in other words, as was discussed in chapter 2, individuals 
could join the same kinds of revolutionary militias that created 
America’s freedoms. To be in the militia, then, was to be part of an 
organization dedicated to saving America from its abusive gov- 
ernment, not to support the hate crimes of a few hard-right isola- 
tionis ts. 

This ideological reconstruction of the Weaver family’s values 
corresponded closely with the version of events that Gerry Spence 
and David Nevin presented at the Weaver and Harris trial in 1993. 
Thus, when the jury found Harris not guilty on all counts and 
Weaver guilty only of the failure-to-appear charge, it put a legal 
seal of approval on the new Weaver image. Moreover, this legal 
outcome meant that militia organizers could easily claim that the 
Weavers were innocent victims whose plight might portend one’s 
own fate. The fact that the Weavers only came under government 
scrutiny after Randy was alleged to have threatened the life of the 
president, had attended several white supremacists’ meetings, and 
agreed to sell illegal weapons-acts very few Americans would 
ever engage in-faded into the background. As constructed by 
skilled lawyers and canny political activists, Weaver’s story be- 
came the tool militia leaders could use to motivate new generations 
of resistance to federal government actions. 

The Trochmanns, friends of the Weavers who would, on January 
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1,1994, announce the formation of the Militia of Montana, certain- 
ly focused on this antigovernment rhetoric in their construction of 
the events at Ruby Ridge. Carolyn Trochmann, for example, argued 
in an interview during the standoff that federal agents ”provoked” 
the conflict by intruding on the Weavers‘ land.52 ”He just wanted to 
be left alone,” she insisted in another interview, continuing, ”He’s 
willing to die for that.”53 Indeed, she pointed out, “Most of us are 
willing to die for that.”54 This is the case, she noted, because ”[hlere, 
we don’t roll over. . . . Biblically, it’s wrong whenever we allow the 
government to take another law from All in all, she 
claimed, the Weavers were perfectly normal people who deserved 
to be left alone: “We read from the Bible, laughed, played games. . 
. . They were living one day at a time, and were not the least afraid 
to die.”56 

Other witnesses and protesters at the time of the standoff made 
similar arguments about the Weavers. ”Randy Weaver just wanted 
to be left alone,” noted Chuck Sandelin, a preacher in northern 
Idaho. ”[Blut the government went after his property, after his 
firearms, and now they’re paying for it.” ”That man,” Sandelin 
continued, “Randy Weaver, is a patriot, not a criminal.”57 

Similarly, Roke Sherman, an area resident, claimed that ”Randy 
Weaver ain’t a damn bit different than most folks living in this 
county. . . . He just wanted to be left alone.”58 Swiss immigrant and 
area restaurant owner Lorenz Caduff asked, ”What’s going on 
here? In Switzerland we saw the Wild West on television, but I 
thought that was a fantasy. Now it’s happened right in front of us. 
It’s very scary. My wife is screaming, ’I want to go back to Switzer- 
land!”’59 Even Bob Miller, managing editor of the Bonner’s Ferry 
Heruld, joined in the construction of the new Weaver myth: ”While 
people do not condone Weaver’s beliefs, there is quite a bit of sup- 
port for his stand against the Federal Government. People think he 
was set up.”6o 

Ultimately, in a move that suggests the way the Weaver myth 
eventually came to shape public opinion in large parts of the Unit- 
ed States (for more details, see chapter 7), the perception that 
Randy Weaver and his family were victims of a corrupted federal 
government eventually found its way into the public discourse of 
elected Idaho politicians. Representative Helen Chenoweth, for ex- 
ample, a conservative swept into office as part of the Republican 
Party takeover of the U.S. House of Representatives in the 1994 
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elections that followed Ruby Ridge and Waco, intoned: ”Mr. Speak- 
er, the issue of how our Government is maltreating its citizens 
while ignoring the effects of its own unjust actions is very much on 
the minds of millions of Americans. . . . They are wondering just 
where our Government is placing its values when it gives the high- 
est commendation possible to an individual for shooting a child in 
the back as he is running to the comforting arms of his father.”61 
Senator Larry Craig made a similar, if less melodramatic, point 
when he noted: 

The virtual exoneration of the two defendants was seen as proof that the 
Federal Government had acted improperly. Fairly or unfairly, the pub- 
lic expected the Government’s law enforcement experts to be just that- 
experts. Even one misstep would have raised questions. The cumulative 
effect of these blunders was devastating with public opinion in my 
State. Not only did they diminish the value of the physical evidence and 
the credibility of the law enforcement testimony, but they strengthened 
the popular notion of the case as an example of powerful, corrupt Gov- 
ernment pursuing vulnerable citizens and trying to cover up its own 
misdeeds.@ 

Even powerful actors in government, then, articulated a version of 
the standoff that minimized Weaver’s responsibility for the events 
on Ruby Ridge even as it legitimated the formation of militias 
pledged to prevent such abuses. 

In a final irony, the ideological and organizational lessons that 
the growing militia movement drew from Randy Weaver‘s conflict 
with the federal government ran counter to Weaver’s actual goals 
and desires. Even after moving back to Iowa after being released 
from prison, Weaver remained an adherent of the basic tenets of 
Christian Identity and its racist, anti-Semitic values. He became, at 
most, a reluctant hero for a militia movement that rejected the 
racism that was at the core of his ideology. The movement’s Every- 
man thus was a creation of the militia’s making, using the stuff of 
American culture and myths linked to right-wing populist thought, 
not Randy Weaver‘s. But his story, combined with the events from 
February to April in Wac0 and linked to long-established right- 
wing ideological principles in a culture convinced that private gun 
owners had defeated the world’s most powerful army during the 
American Revolution, would lead to the rise of the modern militia 
movement in America. 
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The Fire: 
David Koresh, the Branch Davidians, 

and the Fire at Wac0 

What the standoff at Ruby Ridge sparked, the fire at Waco, Texas, 
on April 19,1993, inflamed. Hundreds of thousands of Americans 
culturally and ideologically inclined to believe that the govern- 
ment was a corrupt agent of the New World Order found their 
proof in the deaths of at least seventy-five members of a religious 
movement known as the Branch Davidians. The events at the Da- 
vidian compound, known as Mt. Carmel, placed the Bureau of Al- 
cohol, Tobacco, and Firearms and the Federal Bureau of Investiga- 
tion-especially its Hostage Rescue Team-at center stage once 
again. Thus, believers in the evil of the federal government not 
only had evidence of what government might do to anyone who 
deviated from its rules-especially regarding guns-but also had 
proof of who the primary actors in the coming oppression would 
be. Ultimately, the formation of armed, trained militia groups 
would, for many Americans, seem the only way to resist a heavily 
armed and oppressive government-just as the militia had op- 
posed and defeated the British army in the American Revolution. 

Coming to Wac0 

Unlike Randy Weaver, who was a recent immigrant to Idaho when 
his troubles with the federal government began, the religious sect 
that came to be known as the Branch Davidians had been in Wac0 
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for almost sixty years when its final showdown with the federal 
government began. The group’s leader in April 1993, David Kore- 
sh, had lived in Wac0 since 1981 and was a native Texan.l Thus, for 
those people who wanted an example of federal government in- 
trusion in the lives of ordinary citizens who were tolerated in their 
community, the standoff and fire of February-April 1993 would 
provide a clear case. 

As was the case with Randy Weaver, David Koresh and the 
Branch Davidians were not in a militia, nor did their ideas corre- 
spond very closely with those of the militia movement. Instead, the 
events at Wac0 were constructed to promote the militia cause by 
entrepreneurial leaders of militia groups and by sympathetic polit- 
ical and cultural figures. 

The disconnect between who and what the Branch Davidians 
were and the role they were assigned in the emerging militia move- 
ment can be illustrated by an examination of Davidian thought and 
practices, especially under their final leader, David Koresh. The 
Branch Davidians are an offshoot of Seventh-Day Adventism. Ad- 
ventism, founded in 1818 by William Miller, holds that the current 
generation of people are living in the ”end times,” that period of 
time just before Christ’s tumultuous return to Earth heralded by 
the Battle of Armageddon and the rise of a new Eden. In addition, 
Adventism insists that the Bible is a living, contextually based 
work that requires the interpretation of a series of living prophets 
to be understood properly. Indeed, prophecy itself makes things 
happen: prophets do not just tell the future; instead, the act of link- 
ing past words to current contexts makes the words come true at a 
specific time. Finally, Adventists believe that 144,000 ”branches”- 
individuals who properly understand the Bible and God’s mes- 
sage-will serve at Christ’s right hand when the new Garden of 
Paradise is 

The group that eventually became the Branch Davidians was 
founded as the Davidian Adventists in 1929 by Victor Houteff. 
While subscribing to the main tenets of Adventism, he added two 
dimensions to Adventist teachings. First, he argued that the 
church, which had already grown quite large, needed to be puri- 
fied to achieve the 144,000 true believers who could serve during 
Christ’s rule. Second, he taught that the new Eden would literally 
rise in Palestine, eventually necessitating a move there by the 
144,000 elect Adventists. These preachings led to a schism between 
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the Seventh-Day Adventists and the Davidian Adventists that 
caused a formal separation in 1934.3 

In 1935, Houteff bought land near Wac0 for the purpose of build- 
ing a religious complex. He called it Mt. Carmel. In 1955, when 
Houteff died, the surviving members of his group sold the original 
Mt. Carmel to buy another piece of property near W ~ C O . ~  It was at 
this later Mt. Carmel that David Koresh and his followers died in 
1993. 

David Koresh was born Vernon Howell in August 1959. His 
mother raised him in the Seventh-Day Adventist church in Tyler, 
Texas, but in 1981 he joined the Branch Davidians in Waco. His in- 
sistence that their church was corrupt led to his expulsion by the 
Tyler Adventists in 1983.5 

Despite the fact that Howell was a shy, retiring young man, he 
captured the attention of the Branch Davidians' leader, a woman 
named Lois Roden. Roden recognized Vernon as her successor in 
1983, even though she had an adult son, George.6 

Howell was, at this point in his life, an intense, profoundly reli- 
gious person totally committed to Adventist theology. He was also 
a young man in love with his guitar and rock music. The possible 
tension between these passions seemed to manifest itself in an ide- 
ology of sexuality that would both complicate his life at the Branch 
Davidian compound and eventually bring him to the attention of 
law enforcement authorities. Specifically, Howell believed that sex 
and sexuality were evil even as he experienced sexual desire. This 
tension led him to justify his own sexuality while insisting that his 
followers-even married couples-abstain from sexual conduct. To 
achieve this position, Howell drew on passages in the Bible that 
suggest that the person who would lead the world to the Second 
Coming would be a "Sinful Messiah: an ordinary human rather 
than an immaculately conceived child of God. In engaging in sex- 
ual acts, then, Howell was preparing himself to create the condi- 
tions for the Second Coming. In denying his followers their sexu- 
ality, he was protecting their entry into the new Garden of Eden. 

Howell legally married the fourteen-year-old daughter of a Da- 
vidian, Rachel Jones, in 1984. He would later illegally marry multi- 
ple women in the Davidian church even as he segregated most 
males from most females regardless of marital ~ t a t u s . ~  These mar- 
riages were part of the justification later used to charge and at- 
tempt to arrest Koresh in 1993. 



102 Chapter Five 

Howell’s marriage to Rachel Jones provoked a schism among the 
Branch Davidians at Waco. Lois Roden, unsurprisingly, was upset 
on hearing the news, and her subsequent revelation that she had 
had an affair with Howell caused many followers to lose faith in 
his leadership. George Roden, Lois’s son, took advantage of this 
situation to garner support to have Howell thrown out of the com- 
pound in 1985. Howell and his supporters left Mt. Carmel for prop- 
erty in Palestine, Texas, for the next several years. (Lois Roden died 
in 1986.)8 

Being thrown out of Mt. Carmel was not the only important 
event for Howell in 1985. He also visited Israel that year. He later 
claimed that God spoke to him in Israel and told him that he, Ver- 
non Howell, was the last prophet. His prophecies would foretell 
the Second C ~ m i n g . ~  It was from this apocalyptic frame of mind 
that Koresh later negotiated with the federal authorities trying to 
arrest him. 

In 1986, Howell announced a nonlegal marriage to Karen Doyle, 
the fourteen-year-old daughter of another Branch Davidian. He 
also married Michele Jones, Rachel’s twelve-year-old sister, and fa- 
thered a child with her. This was followed by at least three more 
marriages in 1987.1° 

It is worth noting that each of these marriages was supported by 
most Branch Davidians. Convinced, like Koresh, that the coming 
end times would be prophesied by a sinful Messiah, they perceived 
his sexuality as proof of his having been chosen by God. His 
preaching that even married couples should live apart likewise 
was understood by the Davidians to be properly based in biblical 
interpretation. Thus, acts that would seem deviant and statutory 
rapes to outsiders were seen as appropriate and godly among Ko- 
resh’s followers. 

In November 1987, a series of bizarre events culminated in How- 
ell’s return to Mt. Carmel. In that month, George Roden dug up the 
remains of a former Branch Davidian and challenged Howell, if 
Howell was the last prophet, to raise the man from the dead. How- 
ell reported the illegal exhumation to the police, and when the po- 
lice demanded proof, Howell organized a raid on the Mt. Carmel 
compound to take pictures of the exposed corpse. Howell and his 
supporters were discovered by Roden and his allies on the night of 
their raid, and a forty-five-minute gun battle that led to several in- 
juries ensued between the two forces. Howell and his fellow com- 
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mandos were arrested and charged with attempted murder. In 
April 1988, all of Howell’s followers were acquitted of the attempt- 
ed murder charges, and Howell himself went free when the jury 
could not agree on a verdict. George Roden then became enmeshed 
in another legal controversy when he was accused of murdering a 
fifty-six-year-old man. Roden escaped conviction on grounds of in- 
sanity and was committed to a mental hospital. At this point, How- 
ell returned to Mt. Carmel and became the dominant figure of the 
Branch Davidian movement.ll 

In 1990, Howell changed his name to a biblical one: David Kore- 
sh-David for King David and Koresh after King Cyrus, who freed 
the Jews from bondage.12 He preached that he, not the historical 
Jesus Christ, was the Lamb of God who could open the seven seals 
of prophecy contained in the Book of Revelation. He argued that 
the entire Bible constituted the seven seals and that he was the final 
prophet who would interpret and thus cause the Second Coming. 
He insisted that the term ”Christ” was a title, not a condition, and 
so he could be the new Christ. And, perhaps most important in 
light of the coming events, he taught that resistance to evil was re- 
quired by the Bible and was a necessary precondition for the es- 
tablishment of God’s rule on Earth.13 As such, his ideology was 
tightly linked to premillennialist Christianity. 

Throughout this period the Branch Davidians recruited new 
members from around the world. The group drew an ethnically di- 
verse membership and owned property in California in addition to 
the Wac0 compound.14 Regardless of how far outside the main- 
stream of American religious movements the Branch Davidians 
were, then, they were moderately successful and reasonably well 
integrated into the communities in which they operated. 

The Branch Davidians first came to the attention of federal law 
enforcement authorities in September 1990 when two Branch Da- 
vidians left the group and reported that Koresh was engaged in 
mass child abuse and was accumulating a vast stockpile of illegal 
weapons in his Wac0 compound. The child abuse charges stemmed 
from his multiple ”marriages” to very young girls: despite the fact 
that the girls’ Branch Davidian parents consented to his liaisons, 
many were with girls under the age of consent in Texas.15 The 
weapons allegations were more complex but emerged from two 
practices the Branch Davidians had followed at least since George 
Roden had controlled the group. First, the Branch Davidians had 
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made substantial amounts of money to support their activities by 
selling weapons, dried foodstuffs, and even a David Koresh line of 
camouflage clothing at gun shows. At any point in time, then, they 
might be storing a significant number of weapons on their 
grounds. Second, the group had purchased and probably installed 
a number of kits designed to convert semiautomatic weapons to 
fully automatic.16 

Other information emerged that suggested Koresh was engaged 
in more at Mt. Carmel than simply teaching religion. A driver for 
United Parcel Service reported that he had seen a grenade and a 
quantity of black powder gunpowder in a package that broke open 
as he was delivering it. In January 1992, an Australian television 
program broadcast a lurid documentary of Koresh‘s sexual prac- 
tices and religious extremism. This story heightened the federal au- 
thorities’ attention to David Koresh and his group. By June 1992, 
the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) began an in- 
vestigation into Koresh’s weapons sales and sent an undercover 
agent to join his group.17 

It was on the basis of allegations made by the former Branch Da- 
vidians and the ATF’s own informant that the local agent for the 
ATF filed an affidavit to get an arrest warrant for David Koresh. 
While the agency is charged with investigating weapons viola- 
tions, much of its affidavit for a warrant to arrest Koresh focused 
on his sexual practices.18 Once the warrant was granted, the agency 
decided that it would take an aggressive ”dynamic entry” to arrest 
Koresh since neither he nor any of his followers were expected to 
give up quietly. Operation Trojan Horse was launched at 9:48 A.M. 

on Sunday, February 28, 1993.19 The modern American militia 
movement was its outcome. 

Fifty-one Days in Texas 

Like their ancient Greek predecessors, the ATF agents intended to 
surprise their opponents and capture their goal quickly. Several 
dozen agents would be hidden in cattle trucks that would pull up 
close to the Mt. Carmel buildings as if lost. Then, when the Branch 
Davidians least expected it, the agents would deploy, execute a dy- 
namic assault on the property, and arrest KoreshFO 

Nothing went as planned. Surprise was never achieved; indeed, 
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the Branch Davidians were well aware that the raid was coming at 
its appointed time. In an example of inept planning, for example, 
the undercover agent in the Mt. Carmel compound had been dis- 
covered as a plant early during his time in the group: he and a 
group of men in their mid-twenties and mid-thirties had moved 
into a house across the road from Mt. Carmel and claimed that they 
were college students renting the house, although they were too 
old to be ordinary students, drove cars that were far too nice for av- 
erage college students, and were living in a house that the owner 
had promised neighbors to never rent. On the morning of the raid, 
Koresh told the undercover agent, Robert Rodriguez, that he knew 
the assault was coming and asked Rodriguez to leave the com- 
pound to try to stop the attack. Rodriguez informed his superiors 
of Koresh’s foreknowledge an hour before the raid began.21 

Other signs pointed to an attack. In the days prior to the raid, 
Waco’s hotels had filled with heavily armed ATF agents. On the 
morning of the twenty-eighth, a television reporter stopped a local 
postman and asked for directions to Mt. Carmel. In the course of 
their conversation, the reporter told the mailman that a raid was 
being launched later that morning. The mailman, who was a 
Branch Davidian, immediately returned to the compound to warn 
Koresh. Finally, helicopters began circling the property at 9:30 in 
anticipation of the coming conflict.22 Something was obviously 
about to happen. 

In a move that would ultimately fuel many conspiracy theories, 
the ATF leadership’s response to the news that their raid had been 
exposed was to go forward as fast as possible.23 Thus, an assault 
that was entirely dependent upon surprise for success was to pro- 
ceed in the absence of surprise against a group that agents believed 
were heavily armed and likely to resist. For conspiracy theorists, 
this is proof that the raid was deadly in its intent: if the ATF only 
wanted to arrest Koresh, they insist, the ATF would not have risked 
an assault. Getting fired upon, however, gave the ATF the right to 
use deadly force. 

As the raid began, David Koresh opened the door of Mt. Carmel 
and called out to the agents to stop their assault. Agents fired at 
him, and he shut the door. Other agents then climbed onto lower 
parts of the building in an effort to break into the compound. Gun- 
fire poured into and out of the building for several hours, ulti- 
mately killing four ATF agents and six Branch Davidians while 
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wounding twenty officers and four Davidians. Koresh was among 
the wounded. A cease-fire was arranged by 

On March 1, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) took over 
control of the scene at Mt. Carmel and deployed its Hostage Res- 
cue Team (HRT) to Wac0 despite the fact that no one in the com- 
pound was a hostage. Special Agent in Charge Jeff Jamar asserted 
that the FBI would wait the Branch Davidians out no matter how 
long they stayed in their compound. However, as had been the case 
in Idaho, the HRT had a strong antinegotiation bias: as the name 
suggests, the HRT is designed to rescue people, not wait for nego- 
tiations to play 

Unlike Randy Weaver, David Koresh proved very willing to talk 
to the FBI’s negotiators. Indeed, he would spend hours discoursing 
on his theories of biblical interpretation and his prophetic role in 
the coming days. Ultimately, FBI negotiators would grow tired of 
Koresh’s long orations, referring to them as ”Bible Babble.”26 

It is worth noting that the religious principles Koresh advocated, 
while well outside those espoused by mainstream Christian 
groups, are relatively common among right-wing religious tradi- 
tions. As was addressed in chapter 3, millennialism and apocalyp- 
ticism are common components of right-wing thought. Thus, while 
Koresh was promoting values that many Americans (including the 
FBI’s negotiators) did not agree with or even understand, his ap- 
proach to God was understood by millions of conservative reli- 
gious leaders and followers. 

It is also worth noting that little in Koresh’s approach linked to 
militia ideology. His theory of sexuality, the notion of prophetic in- 
terpretation making God’s plan manifest in the world, and the spe- 
cial privilege of 144,000 believers as an elite group with a special 
role in God’s plan all fell outside militia ideology; at best, the 
144,000 elect relate indirectly to militia ideology’s emphasis on the 
importance of sovereign citizens. Thus, as had been the case with 
Randy Weaver, Koresh’s role in the formation of the militia move- 
ment derived from how his ideology and actions were interpreted 
by others after the fact. 

In retrospect it is clear that the FBI’s negotiators and Koresh had 
profoundly different frames of reference regarding the purposes of 
the negotiations. For the FBI, the conversations were an opportuni- 
ty to try to persuade members of the community to leave Mt. 
Carmel, as well as to convince Koresh to surrender. For Koresh, the 
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phone calls were a chance to spread his understanding of biblical 
truth to the world. This disjunction in purpose manifested itself at 
many points in the negotiations, to deadly effect. 

One such gap between the FBI’s goals and Koresh‘s manifested 
itself early in the standoff. Koresh promised to surrender if he were 
allowed to broadcast a message on the Christian Broadcasting Net- 
work (CBN). This request was granted; however, Koresh reneged 
on March 2, claiming that God had told him to wait. For the FBI, 
this was proof that Koresh was a charlatan hiding behind a reli- 
gious facade For Koresh, the FBI’s failure to recognize the legiti- 
macy of his position as the Lamb proved that he could not trust the 
agency to keep its promises to him.27 

Despite this disjunction, the first week of the standoff was a pro- 
ductive one from the government’s point of view. Twenty-three 
Branch Davidians left the compound, including most of the chil- 
dren who were not Koresh‘s own. While Koresh himself did not 
seem in a hurry to give up, the FBI had developed a relationship 
with his second in command, Steve Schneider, who engaged in ne- 
gotiations that were more explicit than Koresh‘s were.28 

During this period the FBI sent in a video camera and asked the 
Branch Davidians to describe their values and ideals. This tape, 
which was not released to the media during the standoff, showed 
groups of relatively happy, dedicated supporters of Koresh talking 
about their inability to understand why the raid was ever 
launched. It also showed Koresh surrounded by his children.29 

As time passed, however, the FBI’s tactics hardened. On the day 
of the raid, for example, several of the mothers at Mt. Carmel had 
stopped lactating. Their children needed milk. Thus, on the same 
day that many children left the compound, the Branch Davidians 
gave the FBI $1,000 to pay their bills and to buy milk for the re- 
maining children. FBI negotiators took this as an opportunity to 
convince the Davidians to release more children in a milk-for-chil- 
dren exchange. The Davidians took this as a betrayal, especially 
when they learned that the released children were not being sent to 
live with relatives or being fed according to the strict dietary pro- 
tocols that Koresh demanded. Negotiations soured on both sides.30 

Shortly after the milk-for-children demand, the FBI cut off com- 
munications from the Branch Davidian compound to the outside 
world. This angered Koresh, who had used multiple interviews 
with various press sources to teach the world about the coming 
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Armageddon. Bradley armored vehicles then began patrolling the 
grounds of Mt. Carmel, and the FBI increased its psychological 
warfare against the Branch Davidians by turning spotlights on the 
buildings twenty-four hours a day and by playing tapes of annoy- 
ing, aggravating sounds at high volume. The most shocking of 
these were the sounds of rabbits being ~laughtered.~~ 

As anyone familiar with Koresh’s religious values might have 
expected, these attempts to pressure the Branch Davidians to leave 
the compound only enhanced their conviction that the end times 
were near. Rather than splitting Koresh from his followers, then, 
the FBI’s actions encouraged the group’s belief that government- 
the Whore of Babylon-was acting on the Antichrist’s orders. As 
the FBI increasingly treated Koresh as a criminal, it established the 
truth of his arguments in his followers’ minds. 

Interestingly, there were no religious experts involved in the ne- 
gotiations. While several academic specialists in millennialist reli- 
gions offered their help in interpreting Koreshs ”Bible Babble,” the 
FBI generally refused their help. Instead, the government’s nego- 
tiators relied on analyses offered by anticult activists and other 
criminal psychologists. These experts agreed that Koresh was an 
out-of-control thug hiding behind his religious rhetoric. Accord- 
ingly, when Koresh made a promise to leave-on April 14, he of- 
fered to surrender as soon as he had finished a commentary on the 
seven seals-the FBI assumed that the promise was just: another 
ploy. Koresh‘s original promise to leave after broadcasting his mes- 
sage on CBN was taken as proof of this interpretati~n.~~ 

On March 21, several Branch Davidians left the compound. Only 
three more would leave before the end.33 The FBI began planning 
another assault on the property to arrest Koresh and anyone who 
had been involved in the original firefight. Armored vehicles de- 
stroyed several outbuildings in the compound, and by early April 
over 660 FBI agents, 35 ATF agents, 5 customs agents, 15 U.S. Army 
troops, 130 Texas State Police, 10 Texas National Guard members, 
and 30 Texas Rangers had arrived in W ~ C O . ~ ~  

It was in this context of a force buildup that Koresh‘s surrender 
offer of April 14 was made. Koresh claimed that he would surren- 
der to authorities as soon as he finished his commentary on the 
seven seals; those who believe this claim note that by April 17 the 
community was almost out of water. By April 19, Koresh had fin- 
ished his commentary on the first five of the seven seals.35 
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As the FBI planned its final assault, it had several consultations 
with U.S. Attorney General Janet Reno. These discussions included 
the plan to use CS (chlorobenzalmalononitrile) gas in an effort to 
force the Davidians to leave their home. CS gas burns skin on con- 
tact and causes mucous membranes to swell; nausea is a common 
side effect. Such suffering was expected to pressure the Davidians, 
particularly the mothers, to flee the compound with their children. 
However, neither Reno nor FBI Director William Sessions was in- 
formed that CS gas was not approved for use inside buildings. Nor 
was either official informed of Koresh’s surrender offer. They ap- 
proved the FBI’s planned assault, which was scheduled for April 
19, 1993.36 

April 19 is a significant day in American and world history. It 
was on April 19,1775, that local volunteers responded to Paul Re- 
vere’s midnight ride and attacked a column of British troops trying 
to seize stockpiles of weapons in Lexington and Concord, Massa- 
chusetts. Some accounts give Adolf Hitler’s birthdate as April 19, 
1889. On April 19,1943, the German army began its assault on the 
Warsaw ghetto.37 And it would be on April 19,1995, that Timothy 
McVeigh destroyed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Okla- 
homa City, Oklahoma, as an act of vengeance for the FBI assault on 
Mt. Carmel on April 19, 1993. 

The FBI’s assault on the Branch Davidian compound began early 
in the morning of April 19. At 5:59 A.M., FBI negotiators called the 
Branch Davidians, demanded their surrender, and informed them 
that a tank was going to inject tear gas into the compound. They 
also insisted that the tank’s action was not an assault since the tank 
was not going to enter the building. At 6:04 A.M., a specially 
equipped Bradley fighting vehicle began knocking holes in the 
walls of the Mt. Carmel Center and injecting CS gas into the build- 
ing through a long metal tube sticking over the front of the tank. It 
made holes and injected gas in several places throughout the com- 
p l e ~ . ~ ~  

As the morning passed, no Branch Davidians escaped. Occa- 
sionally, gunfire came from the buildings; in response, FBI tanks in- 
serted more gas. The plan was to move the people into the center 
of the building where they would not be able to fire on any ap- 
proaching agents if an assault was necessary.39 

Throughout the operation, the FBI had a sense of what was 
going on inside Mt. Carmel because several listening devices were 
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stationed on or near the building. As tanks began inserting the CS 
gas, Koresh and other leaders were heard telling their followers to 
put their gas masks on. No gas masks were available for the chil- 
dren, however-a fact that the FBI knew and assumed would en- 
courage the mothers to e~cape.~OAt 11:42 A.M., as more gas was 
being inserted, FBI tape recordings indicate that the Davidians 
began discussing whether, where, and when to start fires to try to 
destroy or trap the Bradley tanks in the compound.41 

Although CS gas is flammable and would be highly concentrat- 
ed as it was injected into the Branch Davidian compound, the FBI 
had not alerted the local fire department to the possibility that a fire 
might occur at Mt. Carmel. Thus, when fire did break out, there 
was no firefighting equipment on the property.* Whether firefight- 
ers could have stopped the blaze is an open question, of course, 
and if there were continuing gunshots coming from the building, it 
is not clear that the firefighters would have even made the effort. 
The lack of firefighting equipment on scene would be a central 
point in subsequent conspiracy theories, however. 

The first fire was detected by an FBI observational airplane using 
forward-looking infrared radar (FLIR) at 11:42 A.M. It was not near 
any of the Bradley vehicles. By 12:07 P.M., three more fires were de- 
te~ted.4~ The flames quickly consumed the dry plywood building. 
In fire temperatures reaching 2,000 degrees Fahrenheit, the complex 
burned to the ground in approximately twenty-five minutes.44 The 
FBI called for fire trucks at 12:12. By 12:22, two engines had arrived. 
They were not allowed to pass the FBI checkpoint until 12:37. Five 
minutes earlier an agent on scene had informed his superiors in 
Washington, D.C., that the building had been fully destr0yed.4~ 

While nine Branch Davidians ultimately survived, at least sev- 
enty-five were killed. (Since no one knew exactly how many peo- 
ple were in the building, no one knows exactly how many died. Es- 
timates range as high as eighty-six.) Some appear to have been 
asphyxiated, some burned to death, and several others, including 
Koresh, died of gunshot wounds. The standoff at Wac0 was over. 

The Aftermaths of Wac0 

As was the case with Randy Weaver’s standoff in Idaho, the events 
that occurred at Wac0 were constructed in ways to legitimate and 
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advocate the new militia movement. While the ATF raid, FBI nego- 
tiation, and final assault on the compound had immediate effects 
for the Branch Davidians, their families, and the agencies involved, 
their broadest effects were manifested in the rapid spread of the 
modern militia movement throughout most of the United States. 

The Aftermath and the Branch Davidians 

Eleven surviving members of Koresh’s group, some of whom had 
left the compound before the final fire, were charged with murder, 
attempted murder, conspiracy to commit murder, and possession 
of illegal firearms-specifically, forty-eight machine guns and 
other destructive devices, such as hand grenades. They were tried 
in federal court since the agents killed had been US. employees. As 
the prosecution had done in Idaho, the Wac0 prosecution tried to 
prove that simply by going to Mt. Carmel, Koresh’s followers had 
engaged in a conspiracy to kill federal agents. The number of 
weapons owned by the Branch Davidians was used as proof that 
the group was armed and looking for a fight.46 

In contrast with the defense strategy in Idaho, the defense in the 
Wac0 case did not articulate an elaborate conspiracy theory to jus- 
tify their clients’ actions. That would come later, through the work 
of militia and other antigovernment leaders. Instead, they ap- 
pealed to Texans’ sense that gun ownership was natural and ex- 
pected. The defense pointed out that the guns were an investment; 
testimony was offered that the guns had in fact increased in value. 
Defense lawyers also insisted that, under Texas law, if law enforce- 
ment authorities use unreasonable force in making an arrest, citi- 
zens have the right to self-defense. Thus, even though the Texas 
law did not apply in federal court, the defense was able to intro- 
duce the idea that the original ATF raid had been improper since 
agents did not identify themselves. Any subsequent violence 
against the government, then, was justified.47 

In a sign of the deep public tension about the government’s ac- 
tions at Wac0 and during the trial, a controversy emerged during 
the trial involving a Texas-based interest group, the Fully Informed 
Jury Association (FIJA). The judge sealed the names of the jury pool 
in the Davidian case, and FIJA protested. As an organization, FIJA 
argues that juries have the right to nullify government acts and 
laws if jurors find that the government has behaved improperly. 
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The group demanded the opportunity to mail information to the ju- 
rors so they could consider this point of view. When the judge re- 
fused, FIJA members conducted daily protests outside the court- 
house.48 

The jury rejected the prosecution’s case. The Davidians were 
found not guilty of most of the serious charges-murder, conspir- 
acy, attempted murder, and the like. Several were convicted of 
possessing illegal weapons, others were found to be in violation of 
immigration law, and some were convicted of involuntary 
man~laughter.~~ Compared to the possible verdicts, the jury’s de- 
cision was seen as a repudiation of the government’s case. 

The jury’s verdict did not stand, however. The judge set it aside 
on grounds that the members had failed to follow his instructions. 
One charge, for example, was possession of illegal firearms in the 
commission of a crime. Thus, the judge reasoned, being guilty of 
possessing the weapons meant that the Branch Davidians were also 
guilty of committing a crime. Similarly, he reasoned that the process 
of acquiring the weapons proved that the Davidians had engaged in 
a conspiracy. In response, he sentenced five Davidians to forty-year 
terms, and one each to twenty-, fifteen-, and five-year sentences. 
Three were freed. In addition, each of the convicted Davidians was 
ordered to pay $1.2 million in restitution to the FBI and the ATF?O 

The verdicts were upheld on appeal.51 Today, several groups of 
Branch Davidians live on or near the Mt. Carmel grounds and con- 
tend for leadership of the group. One has run tours of the bull- 
dozed facility. The group has largely di~appeared.~~ However, the 
justification offered for their actions-that they were essentially in- 
nocent gun collectors who had the right to practice their religion 
free from government interference and who were brutalized by a 
corrupt government-had been established as fact for many Amer- 
icans. As had happened with Randy Weaver, the extremism that 
led the Davidians to their marginal lifestyle was obscured. What 
was left was a story that, in combination with the evident errors of 
the ATF and the FBI, could become the foundation of the militia 
movement. 

The Aftermath for the FBI and the ATF 

Two major actions in nine months left both the ATF and the FBI 
subject to public scrutiny and review. Both the Treasury Depart- 
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ment-home of the ATF-and the Justice Department-home of 
the FBI-prepared special after-action reports on the incidents. In 
1995, congressional inquiries also followed, with Wac0 being in- 
vestigated even before Ruby Ridge. 

The Treasury Department and Justice Department reports were 
remarkably similar in their findings. Both essentially cleared their 
agencies of causing the terrible series of events that culminated in 
the fire. Treasury found the ATF guilty only of mismanaging the 
original raid and revealed that some of its agents had tried to cover 
up their mistakes. The FBI was not found to have violated rules or 
procedures in either the negotiations or the final assault; the lack of 
coordination between the negotiating and tactical units at Wac0 
drew the report's major criticism.53 

The congressional investigation was much harsher. Questions 
emerged, particularly from Republicans on three committees-the 
House Judiciary Subcommittee on Crime, the House Government 
Reform and Oversight Subcommittee on Criminal Justice, and the 
Senate Judiciary Committee-about whether the government had 
abused its authority in attacking people simply because they had 
offbeat religious ideas and happened to own guns. Moreover, holes 
in the FBI story were exposed: evidence had been destroyed or was 
missing, and the disjunction had become clearer between the FBI's 
negotiating strategy and the on-scene conduct of the Hostage Res- 
cue Team using Bradley fighting vehicles to destroy Davidian 
property in the weeks before the final assault. (The details of the 
missing evidence will be addressed in the next section.) Some evi- 
dence appeared only under testimony, such as the fact that the FBI 
had recorded the events of April 19,1993, from the FLIR-equipped 
aircraft. The tapes were not released even then. The fact that the FBI 
used pyrotechnic tear-gas grenades capable of starting fires during 
the raid would not emerge for years.54 

The reputation of the FBI, and particularly of its Hostage Rescue 
Team, was seriously damaged in the aftermath of these events. 
Richard Rogers, commander of the HRT, was removed from his po- 
sition in June 1993.55 Subsequently, new strategies for dealing with 
extreme religious or ideological groups were implemented. These 
were grounded on a negotiate-for-as-long-as-it-takes model. In- 
deed, one of the ironies of the subsequent growth in the militia 
movement was that it came in response to a style of law enforce- 
ment the FBI largely abandoned after the catastrophe at Waco. 
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Yet the FBI’s slow release of evidence like the FLIR tape and its 
use of tear-gas grenades on April 19 caused the incident to remain 
alive in the minds of antigovernment ideologues. As a result, in 
September 1999 Attorney General Janet Reno appointed former 
Senator John Danforth as independent prosecutor to investigate 
the government’s actions at Waco, including allegations that FBI 
agents shot at Branch Davidians during the fire. (This part of the 
conspiracy theory will also be addressed in the next section of this 
chapter.) Danforth‘s report, released in July 2000, concluded that 
the government had done nothing wrong. By this time, however, 
the image of federal agents burning down Mt. Carmel and abus- 
ing their authority was already well established in American pub- 
lic opinion. Indeed, Danforth‘s report noted that 61 percent of 
Americans believed that the government started the fire at Mt. 
Carme1.56 

The long-term impact of Americans’ perception that the govern- 
ment caused the fire that killed the Branch Davidians will be ad- 
dressed in chapter 7. The short-term effect, however, was inflam- 
matory. As constructed by defense attorneys and leaders of 
antigovernment groups, the ATF and FBI became vicious symbols 
of the New World Order. This new political order was believed to 
be so savage that it would even kill innocent children to achieve its 
goals. Thus, regardless of which agency was responsible for what 
actions at Waco, and indeed regardless of whether Koresh himself 
started every fire and shot every victim in the Mt. Carmel complex, 
for those Americans convinced that government would take and 
cover up any action as part of their shadow agenda, Wac0 was 
proof. 

The Aftermath and the Militia Movement 

The militia response to the events at Wac0 began even as the stand- 
off was continuing. Linda Thompson, an Indianapolis attorney 
who promoted militia values, sent a fax to sympathetic people in 
the name of the ”Unorganized Militia.” In this fax she asked mili- 
tia members to assemble in Wac0 “with long arms, vehicles (in- 
cluding tracked and armored), aircraft, and any available gear for 
inspection for fitness and use in a well-regulated militia, at 9:OO 
a.m. on Saturday, April 3, 1993.”57 While few militia members ac- 
tually responded-Thompson’s former boss, Patriot leader Gary 
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Hunt, sent out a counterfax requesting that everyone stay 
home5*-Koresh‘s transformation into a militia hero had begun. 

Thompson would be a central player in constructing the myth of 
Waco. In this myth Koresh and the Branch Davidians, like the sim- 
ple Americans of the Revolutionary myth, became innocent, God- 
fearing, ordinary citizens victimized by the evil forces of an op- 
pressive, corrupted government. Thus, as had happened in the 
case of Randy Weaver, the possibility that Koresh and his followers 
were in any way complicit in the events at Mt. Carmel was ignored 
in favor of a new story that could galvanize sympathetic Ameri- 
cans to join the developing militia movement. Creative story- 
telling, entrepreneurial group leaders, government mistakes, and 
significant mainstream political and cultural leaders would com- 
bine to make Wac0 the symbol of everything dangerous about gov- 
ernment. As such, it would make the necessity of a citizen militia 
obvious. 

Thompson’s primary role in the reconstruction of the Wac0 story 
came through her production of two videotapes about the events at 
Mt. Carmel: Wuco: The Big Lie and Wuco: The Big Lie Continues. These 
videotapes asserted many points that antigovernment advocates 
would take as ”truth.” For example, Wuco: The Big Lie insisted that 
government tanks actually shot fire from their turrets, rather than 
just gas. The government is seen to want to kill the Davidians. The 
tape emphasizes the deaths of the children. Similarly, Wuco: The Big 
Lie Continues shows an ostensible government memo that outlines 
plans to deliberately attack churches with machine guns. Without 
evidence, it claims that a gap in news coverage of the final raid 
must contain an edit of government wrongdoing. And, perhaps 
most remarkably, it notes that three of the four agents killed in the 
initial, February 28 raid had been bodyguards for President Clin- 
ton. The tape asserts that these men were shot through the head, at 
close range, “professional execution style’’ by other government 
agents.59 Why this was done is left unexplained. 

A longer video released in 1997, Wuco: The Rules of Engagement, 
makes similar claims to Thompson’s, but with greater presenta- 
tion of evidence. The religious extremism of the Branch Davidians 
is completely downplayed, as is any reference to Koresh’s Bible 
Babble. In fact, the video presents only the portions of the tapes 
made of the Koresh-FBI negotiations in which Koresh is attacking 
the government for assaulting his house; the hours of religious 
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discourse are passed over. Of particular emphasis are portions in 
which Koresh and his supporters allege that gunfire came from the 
helicopters circling Mt. Carmel during the initial raid. Extensive 
use is made of a videotape the Branch Davidians made of them- 
selves during the standoff; the Davidians are shown to be decent, 
caring people committed to their values and lifestyle. The pro- 
gram also presents extensive footage of the final assault recorded 
by the FLIR aircraft. It uses this tape to make the allegation, based 
on flashes apparently outside the Davidian compound, that FBI 
agents had fired at Davidians to force them to remain in the burn- 
ing building and die. (Ironically, one of the HRT snipers in posi- 
tion around the Branch Davidian compound on April 19 was Lon 
Horiuchi, who had been a central figure in the Ruby Ridge inci- 
dent and its aftermath.) The tape also alleges that ATF agents shot 
at Davidians from helicopters during the initial February raid. 
Such indiscriminate killing and inattention to life is shown to 
prove the government’s indifference to the lives of its citizens.60 

These and other allegations became the core of the ”government 
did it” myth about Waco. Other events combined with the allega- 
tions made in these videotapes to ”prove” the government’s venal- 
ity for those who desired such proof. Cumulatively, this list of 
events was constructed in a way that made the government guilty 
and the militia necessary: 

Three days after the fire, state troopers in Texas arrested re- 
porters with the Associated Press and the Houston Chronicle 
and seized film they had shot of the burned compound. 
Texas Rangers were not allowed onto the Mt. Carmel proper- 
ty until after federal agents had completed their investigation. 
The Branch Davidian compound was bulldozed just days 
after the fire. This was ostensibly done so that the Texas De- 
partment of Health could work on the property; however, the 
department’s work did not commence for a year. 
A safe found onsite with $50,000 in cash and precious metals 
was signed over to the FBI by Texas authorities; neither the 
safe nor the money ever appeared in FBI evidence lockers. 
Autopsies were performed quickly and carelessly. In one case, 
a fifty-year-old woman was identified as a ten-year-old girl. 
Koresh’s commentary on the seven seals was withheld for 
months. 
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The FLIR tapes were withheld for years, and only one tape has 
ever been released, even though antigovernment activists in- 
sist there must have been more. 
The FLIR video is alleged to show a second airplane operating 
at lower altitude over the compound. Neither the existence of 
that airplane nor any tapes or evidence it collected has ever 
been acknowledged by the FBI. 
A television camera with a long-range lens filmed what ap- 
peared to be an HRT member filming the final operation; that 
tape, if it exists, has never been released. 
The ATF began a shooting review thirty-six hours after its 
February raid; the person directing the review was ordered to 
stop his investigation on the grounds that it might produce 
Brady material-that is, material helpful to the defense that 
the prosecution is obliged to turn over. 
HRT’s actions in bulldozing and running over cars and other 
property on the Branch Davidian compound is alleged to have 
destroyed evidence from which bullet trajectories and other 
information injurious to the government might have been col- 
lec ted . 
A Branch Davidian posted to an outbuilding on the property 
on the morning of February 28 is alleged to have been assas- 
sinated by government agents. Killed March 1, Mike Schroed- 
er was pictured after his death wearing a blue wool watch 
cap. This cap, which might have contained gunpowder and 
other evidence if he had been shot at close range as in an exe- 
cution, disappeared before his autopsy. 
Half of the front door of the main building at Mt. Carmel- 
the right side of a two-door opening-is missing. The ATF al- 
leges that Koresh and his supporters fired through this door 
as the ATF launched its original raid. Antigovernment actors 
believe the right side of the door proves that ATF agents fired 
first. 
Tapes of the final hours of the Branch Davidians made by the 
eleven listening devices positioned around Mt. Carmel were 
altered to imply that the Davidians had started the fire. 
Only one alleged machine gun in the Davidian arsenal was 
ever examined by experts, and the defense was not allowed to 
have its own experts test the weapon. 
Surviving Branch Davidians and supporters allege that holes 
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in the roof of Mt. Carmel were made by gunfire from the heli- 
copters circling the property on the morning of February 28.61 

As noted earlier, independent prosecutor John Danforth rejected 
most of these allegations in his report of July 2000. For militia 
members and antigovernment sympathizers, however, such find- 
ings were irrelevant. Already disposed to believe the worst of 
government and embedded in a culture that insists on the rights of 
the individual-especially gun-owning individuals-against the 
machinations of the government, the dual events of Ruby Ridge 
and Wac0 were all the proof they needed. The movement exploded. 

The Militia of Montana (MOM) was the first to form in the after- 
math of the Wac0 disaster. Founded in February 1994 by the 
Trochmann family-several of whom had been friends with Randy 
Weaver before his standoff with the government in Idaho-MOM 
was based in the small town of Noxon, Montana. Angered by the 
government’s actions at Ruby Ridge and using rhetoric clearly in- 
formed by the Revolutionary myth of the militia, John Trochmann 
asserted, ”Next time, we’ll throw up fifteen hundred militia on a 
moment’s notice in a circle of protection.” And if there is gunfire, 
Trochmann further asserted, harking back to the Revolution, ”it 
will be the shot heard ’round the world.”62 

In addition to being first, the Militia of Montana was significant 
because Trochmann and his allies marketed literature detailing 
how to organize militia groups. The organization sold a “Blue 
Book for $75 that reprinted militia doctrine and articulated the 
conspiracy theories that are core to the movement. MOM also de- 
veloped and marketed a militia manual that included sections on 
how to organize, lead, arm, train, and legitimate militia groups. 
They sold a manual on how to escape from the concentration 
camps that militia members insisted were being built around the 
nation for the imprisonment of God-fearing, gun-owning Ameri- 
cans everywhere. And they sold a series of conspiracy-theory 
videotapes, including America in Crisis, a tape in which Helen 
Chenoweth, a former conservative lobbyist and recently elected 
congresswoman, argued that environmental policies sponsored in 
Washington were destroying property rights in favor of the inter- 
ests of the ”shadow g~vernment .”~~ 

The core market for the Militia of Montana’s message was gun 
owners fearful of government regulation. In the context of the re- 
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cently passed Brady bill, which for many gun owners constituted 
an unconstitutional limitation of their rights to buy and sell as 
many weapons as they wished, concerns over further limits on gun 
rights became a rallying cry around which the militia movement 
could form. As a political choice, this emphasis on gun rights was 
brilliant: Trochmann himself was a white supremacist who had met 
Randy Weaver through his association with the Aryan Nations.@ In 
its public literature, however, MOM downplayed the racial com- 
ponents of its founder’s message in favor of a politically more lu- 
crative position. As is anticipated by the analysis of militia ideolo- 
gy offered in chapter 3, Trochmann insisted: 

The security of a free state is not found in the citizens having guns in the 
closet. It is found in the citizenry being trained, prepared, organized, 
equipped and lead [sic] properly so that if the government uses its force 
against the citizens, the people can respond with a superior amount of 
firearms, and appropriately defend their rights.65 

The tactic worked: in 1995, Bob Fletcher, spokesman for MOM, 
claimed that the group had developed a communications network 
that could send messages to five hundred thousand people in thir- 
ty minutes. Further, the group claimed it sent out two hundred 
packets every week about how to create one’s own militia.66 

Montana remained a hotbed of militia activity even as groups 
other than MOM were formed. The North American Volunteer 
Militia, which was based in Indiana, also had members in Mon- 
tana. They regularly threatened county and state officials with vio- 
lence and death if the officials made rulings or interpretations that 
violated the group’s sense of what was and was not constitutional. 
The Montana Freemen, a constitutionalist group with ideas similar 
to the militia’s, threatened a judge who was hearing a case involv- 
ing a traffic violation with trial in a ”common law” court. The judge 
was sufficiently scared to have her children moved from her home 
several times in the belief that she was about to be kidnapped. She 
also received a briefing from local law enforcement officials about 
where she and her children should hide in the event her home was 
fired on by Freemen  activist^.^^ (The Freemen’s ultimate standoff 
with the federal government will be addressed in chapter 7.) 

What began in Montana soon spread nationwide. By 1995, mili- 
tia groups were operating in at least thirty-six states.68 One county 
in the state of Washington, Stevens, had Most were small, 



120 Chapter Five 

but one, the Michigan Militia, founded in April 1994, became as im- 
portant in the militia movement as MOM. Its leaders, Ray South- 
well and the Reverend Norman Olson, had no strongly racist be- 
liefs to deemphasize; however, they articulated the same 
government-conspiracy and gun-ownership-rights theories that 
were common to militia ideology. Moreover, these men, in addition 
to a third group leader, Ken Adams, were not shy: they appeared 
on Phil Donahue’s television talk show to expound their beliefs. 
Accordingly, the Michigan Militia became the public face of the 
movement. Thus, rather than having to hide the racist roots of 
some militia leaders, like John Trochmann, the movement was 
fronted by individuals who could claim only that they loved the 
Constitution and wanted to protect their fellow citizens from the 
prevarications of the federal government. As Ray Southwell put it 
on the Donahue show: 

I’m afraid . . . at some point the government will cross the line and it will 
be neighbor coming to the aid of neighbor. Just like at Lexington and 
Concord. . . . There is one last hope to avoid armed confrontation, and 
that’s if our state governments rise up and tell our federal government 
to back off. If the state does not rise up . . . the American people will.” 

This message of noble Americans resisting evil just as their forefa- 
thers had in 1775 resonated in a culture educated in the militia 
myth and convinced of the centrality of guns in the American po- 
litical experience. By late 1994, Southwell’s group asserted that it 
had organizations in sixty-three of Michigan’s eighty-three coun- 
ties. It further claimed to have some ten thousand active mem- 
b e r ~ . ~ ~  

The twenty-four months that passed between the destruction 
of the Branch Davidian compound in Wac0 and the bombing of 
the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City would 
constitute the golden era of the militia movement. As will be dis- 
cussed in the next chapter, while Timothy McVeigh’s horrific act 
did not lead to an immediate reduction in militia-group forma- 
tion and activity, it was a factor that set the decline of the move- 
ment in motion. But in 1994 and early 1995, those people con- 
vinced of the venality of government believed that they had 
found a legal, constitutional, American way of stopping the com- 
ing repression. 
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A brief chronicle of militia activities in the year following Wac0 
can emphasize how many people rallied to the militia cause: 

In the summer of 1994, three hundred people in Catron Coun- 
ty, New Mexico-a community with only twenty-five hun- 
dred residents-formed a militia to stop the federal govern- 
ment from enforcing regulations limiting cattle grazing on 
federal lands. In response, the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) ordered its agents to travel in pairs and decided not to 
attempt to enforce the new regulations. In 1995, BLM extend- 
ed its travel-in-pairs order and recommended that all its em- 
ployees in the West do s ~ . ~ ~  
Linda Thompson, whose tapes Wuco: The Big Lie and Waco: 
The Big Lie CoMtiMued had done much to popularize antigov- 
ernment conspiracies regarding events at the Branch Davidi- 
an compound, styled herself the ”’Acting Adjutant General’ 
of the Unorganized Militia of the United States.” She called 
on the militia to arrest Congress on September 19, 1994. 
Charges ranged from continuing U.S. participation in the 
Federal Reserve system to passing the Fourteenth, Sixteenth, 
and Seventeenth Amendments to the Constitution. Congress 
members were to be tried in citizens’ courts. The event was 
ultimately canceled after substantial discussion among mili- 
tia groups.73 
Jim Rodgers, a militia leader in California, urged his group’s 
members to attend local board meetings and intimidate mem- 
bers into complying with the group’s wishes: “They’re going 
to assume someone in the back has a rope.”74 
A leader of a North Carolina militia known as the Citizens for 
the Reinstatement of Constitutionalist Government called on 
its members to stockpile what he called the ”Four B’s-Bibles, 
bullets, bandages, and beans” as part of the group’s efforts to 
stop the shadow g~vernment .~~ 
The Florida State Militia published a pamphlet for distribu- 
tion to its five hundred members that encouraged recipients to 
stockpile ammunition because it would soon be banned from 
the market.76 
Two Minnesota Patriots’ Council members were convicted in 
1995 of a plan to murder law enforcement figures and federal 
agents with the poison 
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As had happened in Idaho, the events in Wac0 had been shaped 
by entrepreneurial movement leaders and cultural and political 
figures into a story that resonated with many Americans. Govern- 
ment was seen to be a corrupt captive of an evil New World Order 
and could not be trusted. The fact that the government was trying 
to extend its control over guns in the United States with measures 
such as the Brady bill was taken as proof that the government had 
evil intentions to destroy the liberty of innocents like Koresh and 
his followers: the raids at Ruby Ridge and at Waco, after all, had 
been undertaken to enforce gun laws. Thus, since government was 
evil and afraid of guns, it was obvious that only armed resistance 
to government’s actions could save American freedom. And as the 
examples of Lexington and Concord were alleged to prove, Amer- 
icans had used guns to defeat a powerful enemy before. Join us, 
came the militia call, and save America again. 

This ideological strategy resonated with the liberalism and ex- 
ceptionalism of American political culture. Individual rights were 
emphasized; the struggle between the forces of freedom and the 
agents of evil were cast into ultimate contests of right and wrong, 
truth and lies, with real consequences for Americans (both the 
Idaho and Texas confrontations ended in the evil government 
killing innocent Americans, after all, militia ideologues insisted); 
these ideas were linked together with a model of heroic, mythic ac- 
tion that has been deeply ingrained in American political life. In 
such a context, the militia movement found fertile ground for 
growth. 

It would take Timothy McVeigh and the destruction of the Al- 
fred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City to make many 
of the Americans who heeded the militia’s call begin to question 
their choice. 



6 

The Inferno: 
Timothy McVeigh and the Bombing 

in Oklahoma City 

When Timothy McVeigh lit the fuse that led to the bomb that de- 
stroyed the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, 
Oklahoma, he manifested the values and attitudes of the militia 
movement enraged. Combining racism with extreme antigovern- 
ment paranoia, McVeigh and his fellow conspirators took an action 
that made sense to them in the context of militia ideology and val- 
ues, even as most militia groups disavowed both the bombing and 
McVeigh. 

While the horrible destruction of the Murrah Building made 
sense for many militia members, it began the process of undermin- 
ing the militia movement. Like all infernos, it consumed the mate- 
rial that fed it and turned its fuel into something else. Millions of 
sympathizers were forced to confront the potential consequences 
of ideological rage unleashed. Yet, McVeigh’s crime did not destroy 
the militia movement, for even two years later there were still hun- 
dreds of militia groups operating in the United States. 

Coming to Oklahoma City 

Many writers have examined how and why Timothy McVeigh, 
along with his coconspirators, Michael Fortier and Terry Nichols, 
could have conceived of the plan to destroy the Murrah Building. 
Commonly, these authors look to the childhoods of these figures, 
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apparently hoping to identify some seminal moment that turned 
ordinary citizens into creatures of evil. Such explanations are usu- 
ally unsatisfying because, frankly, most of the individuals who 
committed the crime in Oklahoma City lived relatively ordinary, if 
not always happy, lives as children. In other cases, authors look to 
drug use or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) to account for 
the shift in attitudes that turned Timothy McVeigh, in particular, 
from a ”normal,” if somewhat gun-focused, young man into what 
one describes as an ”all-American monster.”’ These explanations, 
too, are unpersuasive because they do not recognize the power of 
ideology to shape behavior, and thus they miss the real danger that 
McVeigh and his fellow conspirators represent: anyone with an ex- 
tremist ideology may commit horrible crimes, not just those who 
are on drugs or who have fought in a war. The real problem posed 
by the militia or any fundamentalist group lies in its conviction that 
all truth and all justice are contained by its values, while all evil is 
represented by the ”other.” This problem is much deeper and more 
intrinsic in the whole of U.S. society than is drug-induced behavior 
linked to PTSD, and so is much more serious, as is discussed in 
chapter 7. 

Timothy McVeigh was born April 23,1968, in upstate New York. 
He was a personable, engaged child, active in school, with many 
friends. He was a good student, was known to pay attention in 
class, and had a good attendance record. Yet school never really in- 
terested McVeigh, and after his high school graduation in 1986 he 
did not go to college.2 

Instead, what fascinated the young Timothy McVeigh was guns. 
He received his first rifle at thirteen and his first shotgun at fifteen. 
Unlike many of his peers, however, McVeigh did not hunt. He was 
interested in target practice. After graduating from high school, he 
began to focus on gun rights and to oppose any legislation limiting 
a citizen’s right to own weapons. He also got a job as a security 
guard.3 

In 1988, bored and with little focus to his life, McVeigh enlisted 
in the army. There, for a while, he would appear to find the direc- 
tion his life ought to take. He also met eventual Oklahoma City co- 
conspirators Michael Fortier and Terry Nichols. And he read the 
book that would change his life, Andrew MacDonald’s Turner Di- 
a r i e ~ . ~  

In his early days in the army, McVeigh was an exemplary soldier. 
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He worked harder, trained more seriously, kept his weapon and 
clothing cleaner, and lived more ascetically than any other soldier 
in his unit. When his fellow soldiers went off base to bars and strip 
clubs, McVeigh stayed on base, worked out, and hoarded his 
money. (As a consequence of this latter behavior, McVeigh became 
a "bank," loaning money, at interest, to his less-disciplined com- 
r a d e ~ . ) ~  

Yet his asceticism caused McVeigh problems, particularly as he 
grew more racist on base. The restraint that kept McVeigh from 
joining his unit during their off-base partying caused most of his 
fellow soldiers to dislike him. In addition, the quiet racism that had 
suffused his thinking as a child in rural, almost exclusively white, 
upstate New York became explicit as he was confronted with the 
racially mixed, ethnically diverse army. McVeigh made numerous 
racist comments during his time in service, even after he was pro- 
moted to sergeant for his high-quality work.6 

McVeighs antigovernment philosophy, which until this point 
had been largely a matter of rage against gun control legislation, 
began to evolve to include a dislike of civil rights and other race- 
mixing policies. The army, after all, is one of the most integrated 
aspects of contemporary U.S. society. For McVeigh this meant that 
the government was engaged in racial homogenization-some- 
thing he opposed. Thus, even as he excelled as a soldier, McVeigh 
remained isolated from his fellow soldiers, the institutional prac- 
tices that made the army effective, and the policies of the govern- 
ment that created and funded the army in which McVeigh was 
finding success. 

The relative isolation McVeigh felt within his unit was limited 
only by his friendships with Terry Nichols and Michael Fortier. 
McVeigh met Nichols in basic training. Nichols had been raised on 
a farm in rural Michigan and, after graduating from high school in 
1973, had knocked around at a number of odd jobs and farming ef- 
forts before joining the army. He became an older brother to 
McVeigh. They spent hours together during the slack periods of 
basic training and then in regular military life. Many of their con- 
versations reinforced their inherent r a ~ i s m . ~  

Michael Fortier was added to the mix when McVeigh and 
Nichols were posted to Fort Riley, Kansas, after completing basic 
training. A friendly, likable person, Fortier had been raised in 
northern Arizona before graduating from high school in 1987. He, 
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too, was a racist and found kindred spirits in Nichols and McVeigh. 
They spent hours together during their time at Fort Riley.8 

Whatever chance there might have been that McVeigh would 
give up his racist, antigovernment beliefs was ended when, during 
his time in the army, someone gave him a copy of The Turner Di- 
aries, a hate-filled work by Andrew MacDonald (a pseudonym for 
racist leader William Pierce). The Turner Diaries tells the story of a 
federal government so corrupted by civil rights and antigun pro- 
grams that a law (the Cohen Act, tellingly) is passed to eliminate all 
private gun ownership in the United States. This stimulates a re- 
bellion on the part of white, race-loving Americans concerned for 
real freedom and liberty. (The government fails to stop this rebel- 
lion or find the guns that keep it going because the African Ameri- 
cans who have taken over the Federal Bureau of Investigation [FBI] 
under affirmative action are completely incompetent.) As part of 
this rebellion, race-loving whites launch a guerrilla campaign of 
terror and violence to destabilize the regime and bring real free- 
dom for white men and women. Among these terrorist acts is the 
destruction of FBI headquarters by men who use a truck bomb 
packed with diesel fuel and fertilizer. Ultimately, these white su- 
premacists gain control of nuclear weapons and launch a final as- 
sault that purges the world of the inferior races and saves it for 
white p e ~ p l e . ~  

McVeigh became a strong advocate of The Turner Diaries. He 
urged fellow soldiers to read it and, once he left the army, traveled 
the gun-show circuit selling the book below cost in order to pro- 
mote its message.1° Guns, racism, and a hatred of a government 
that seemed to favor one group at the expense of another became 
the target of his attention. 

In contrast with Randy Weaver and David Koresh, McVeigh es- 
poused an ideology that corresponded closely with the values as- 
sociated with the then nascent militia movement. His locating guns 
as the central focus of American liberty and concern that the gov- 
ernment was abusing its powers in improperly mixing the races 
clearly link to the ideas and attitudes discussed in chapter 3. Even 
his racism, which was perhaps more explicit in McVeigh's daily life 
than militia ideology recommends, seems a manifestation of the 
general parameters of militia thought. Accordingly, his ideas, while 
outside the mainstream of American political culture and practice, 
were in line with conservative interpretations of right and wrong 
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in American political life. Of course, in 1989 McVeigh could not 
have called himself a militiaman since, as a practical matter, the 
movement had not yet formed. But it would be from people who 
shared McVeigh's racist, pro-gun, and antigovernment attitudes 
that the militia movement would ultimately spring. 

The path from Timothy McVeigh, successful if racist soldier, to 
Timothy McVeigh, terrorist, took five additional steps between 
1989 and 1995. First, he grew even more lonely after Terry Nichols 
was discharged from the army and Michael Fortier's service in an- 
other unit kept him away for extended periods of time. This left 
McVeigh increasingly isolated from his fellow soldiers, and to fill 
the time, he focused more and more on right-wing magazines that 
espoused antigovernment, racist, and pro-gun positions.'l 

Second, McVeigh's desire to transfer out of the regular army and 
into the Special Forces was interrupted by the Persian Gulf war. As 
early as his original enlistment, McVeigh had hoped to join the Spe- 
cial Forces. (His enlistment officer tricked him into signing con- 
ventional papers; this was one of the sources of his hatred of the 
government.) By 1989, McVeigh began doing supplemental train- 
ing to prepare for the rigors of Special Forces camp. His fitness test 
for entry into the Special Forces was scheduled for July 1990.12 

Instead of reporting for his fitness test, however, McVeigh and 
his unit were ordered to Saudi Arabia as part of the buildup of 
forces that later fought against Iraq in Kuwait. By the time he re- 
turned from the war in April 1991, reporting for Special Forces 
training later that month, he was exhausted, bitter, and badly out 
of shape. He dropped out of the fitness test on the first day, con- 
vinced that his participation in the Persian Gulf war had ended his 
chances of entering the Special Forces. He was further convinced 
that the test was unfair, given his wartime service. He would never 
trust the army again. (It is not clear that McVeigh would ever have 
been admitted for Special Forces service: his psychological profile 
was reported to have indicated his unsuitability for the unique 
work Special Forces soldiers undertake.)13 

McVeigh's service in the Persian Gulf war was the third step on 
his journey to rage. His participation was minimal, even though 
both he and his unit received special commendations for their ser- 
vice. At one point they were even assigned to guard the comman- 
der of U.S. forces in the gulf, Norman Schwarzkopf. While 
McVeigh was disappointed at the limited role he played in the war, 
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he was in fact opposed to the war as such. He saw it as a sham war 
designed to make Republicans look g00d.l~ For McVeigh, any gov- 
ernment that would send its army to fight in a war like that in the 
Persian Gulf could not be trusted. 

Fourth, once he returned home from the gulf, McVeigh began to 
drift. He reenlisted but isolated himself physically from most of his 
fellow soldiers by living with a series of friends and acquaintances 
off base. He was so dissatisfied with army life that he finally filed 
for a discharge and left the army in January 1992. Moving home for 
a period, he drifted through a series of low-thought, low-energy 
jobs. He joined the New York National Guard and insisted to James 
Nichols, Terry’s brother, that the federal government kept track of 
his location through a computer chip it had implanted in his but- 
tocks one night while he slept. He quit the National Rifle Associa- 
tion ( N U )  because he decided the organization was not vigorous 
enough in protecting Americans’ gun rights. His concerns were 
those of gun rights and antigovernment conspiracies; nothing in 
”normal” life made such issues important or even put them on the 
agendas of his friends and family.15 Thus, he was no more connect- 
ed at home than he had been in the army. 

The fifth and final step McVeigh took toward the Oklahoma 
apocalypse was deciding, in June 1992, to leave the National 
Guard, quit his security job, and move in with Terry Nichols in 
Michigan.16 From that point on, he would live in a circle of antigov- 
ernment conspiracy theorists who watched the government raids 
in Ruby Ridge, Idaho, and Waco, Texas. Whether living with Terry 
Nichols and his family or Michael Fortier and his, whether living 
in Michigan or Arizona, McVeigh would enter a world of hate and 
rage against the government justified by-from his perspective- 
its race-mixing, antigun, antifreedom policies. Within this context, 
and for these people, the bombing in Oklahoma City would make 
perfect sense. 

An Inferno in Oklahoma 

In the second half of 1992, McVeigh moved to Michigan to live with 
Terry Nichols. It was there that he watched, with growing rage, the 
government standoff with, and final surrender of, Randy Weaver 
and his family in Ruby Ridge. McVeigh, already convinced of gov- 
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ernment’s evil, had his beliefs confirmed during the Weaver oper- 
ation.17 He became totally convinced by the Weaver myth that gov- 
ernment agents were solely to blame for attacking an innocent man 
and his family living lives of quiet solitude, practicing their reli- 
gion, and freely owning guns. For McVeigh, if the Weavers could 
be the target of government oppression, anyone could be. 

In the aftermath of Ruby Ridge, McVeigh interacted with many 
militia groups that began to form in the area and in nearby states. 
Drifting again, McVeigh stayed with friends or, for brief periods of 
time, in places he rented. If he found people to talk to, they were 
members of the militia and/or racist undergrounds in American 
life.lS 

What Ruby Ridge began for McVeigh, Wac0 finished. The gov- 
ernment raids and ultimate destruction of the Mt. Carmel complex 
in early 1993 were all the proof of government’s evil that McVeigh 
would ever need. He visited Wac0 during the standoff he was 
videotaped at Mt. Carmel by a crew filming a documentary made 
during the siege. He visited Wac0 again after the fire had destroyed 
the Branch Davidian compound.19 For McVeigh, something had to 
be done to stop such evil acts on the part of the government. 

The rough structure of what would finally be a conspiracy to de- 
stroy the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City was 
set sometime in 1993. In early 1993, McVeigh visited Michael Forti- 
er in Kingman, Arizona.*O McVeigh would spend most of the next 
two years in and around the Kingman area, although his drifting 
ways never fully ended until he was arrested for speeding and dri- 
ving without appropriate license tags on his car in the hours after 
the bombing. 

The conspiracy was both simple and time-consuming. McVeigh 
knew he had to gather sufficient funds to purchase the ingredients 
for his bomb, and he also knew he needed help to construct the 
bomb and carry his plan forward. He began placing ads in military 
surplus and right-wing magazines offering to sell replica antitank 
launchers to interested people; the real purpose of these ads was to 
identify and recruit fellow conspirators. In addition, McVeigh 
robbed banks and gun dealers to raise money; both Terry Nichols 
and Michael Fortier are known to have helped McVeigh at various 
times in these operations. McVeigh also established multiple aliases 
during this period and worked hard to cover his tracks by, for ex- 
ample, purchasing prepaid phone cards under a pseudonym and 
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using these to conduct his dealing and trading operations.21 
Nonetheless, he was convinced the government was following him. 

Final planning for the bombing of the Murrah Building began in 
December 1994. It was then that McVeigh began placing bulk or- 
ders for ammonium nitrate, a fertilizer that, when mixed appropri- 
ately with diesel fuel and ignited, can make a powerful explosive. 
These bulk purchases were stored in various facilities waiting for 
use. In addition, McVeigh and Fortier visited the Murrah Building 
over Christmas to examine their target.22 

So why the Alfred P. Murrah Building? In The Turner Diaries, it is 
FBI headquarters in Washington, D.C., that gets destroyed, and in- 
deed gets destroyed fairly early in the book. Given that McVeigh 
was fixated on The Turner Diaries, some contemporary conspiracy 
theorists assert that the operation could not have been undertaken 
by McVeigh: they insist he would have duplicated the actions of his 
hero. However, as a practical matter, FBI headquarters was far too 
heavily guarded in the aftermath of the attempt two years earlier 
to destroy New York’s World Trade Center by a truck bomb. Addi- 
tionally, and more significantly for McVeigh, the FBI office that led 
the Wac0 assault, as well as the office for the spokesman for the Bu- 
reau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) who directed Wac0 
operations, was supposedly in the Murrah Building. (The FBI office 
had, in fact, been moved since the Wac0 fire, and the spokesperson 
for the ATF during the Wac0 disaster no longer worked in the Mur- 
rah Building by the time of the bombing.) McVeigh and his fellow 
conspirators did not know this, however, and perceived the build- 
ing to be a highly vulnerable, highly desirable target.23 

It is also not clear that even had they known that the FBI and 
ATF offices of interest had moved, the conspirators would have 
changed their plans. In addition to some offices for the ATF, the 
Murrah building also housed the America’s Kids Daycare Center, a 
credit union, and offices of the Oklahoma Highway Administra- 
tion, the Social Security Administration, the Agriculture Depart- 
ment, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the Se- 
cret Service, the Drug Enforcement Administration, the Marine 
Corps, military recruiters, and the General Accounting Office.24 
These symbols of a corrupt government were located in a building 
close to a busy public street-one from which it would be compar- 
atively easy to launch a truck-bomb attack while anticipating max- 
imum damage and the creation of maximum fear. Thus, if 
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McVeigh’s intent was to kill, cause fear in the hearts of ordinary cit- 
izens, and harm agents of a corrupt government, the Murrah Build- 
ing was an attractive target quite separate from its position as a 
home for the ATF and the FBI. 

Unfortunately for the victims of the attack, it is possible to design 
and build a remarkably powerful bomb using relatively ordinary 
materials. As his heroes had done in The Turner Diaries, McVeigh 
made his of a mix of ammonium nitrate fertilizer and diesel fuel. 
These products were mixed in large blue barrels and loaded into 
the back of a Ryder rental truck; linked to a fuse, they would create 
a blast capable of shattering a nine-story building in seconds.25 

Through early 1995, McVeigh and his fellow conspirators mixed 
their lethal broth and stored it. On April 12, McVeigh drove from 
Kingman, Arizona, to Junction City, Kansas. There, he sold his car 
and purchased an older, well-used 1977 Mercury. He then checked 
into the Dreamland Motel. The next day, he drove to Oklahoma 
City and left the car near the Murrah Building. He then called Terry 
Nichols for a ride back to Junction City. On April 17, McVeigh rent- 
ed a Ryder truck in Junction City using the alias Bob Kling. (Some 
accounts say that McVeigh rented the truck with a second man, 
subsequently known as John Doe 2. His existence, or not, will be 
addressed in the next section of this chapter.) On the eighteenth, he 
drove the Ryder truck to Geary State Fishing Lake, where he and 
others were observed loading numerous blue barrels into the back 
of the truck. In all, twenty half-filled fifty-five-gallon drums went 
into the back of the truck. When he and his compatriots were fin- 
ished, the truck was carrying nearly five thousand pounds of ex- 
plosives, and its floor had been extensively drilled to pass fuses to 
the various components of the bomb.26 

At 8:30 A.M. on April 19, McVeigh asked a passerby for direc- 
tions to a street corner near the Murrah Building. At 8:40 A.M., a 
parking meter reader saw a bright yellow truck near the property. 
At 8:55 A.M., three people saw a man fitting McVeigh’s description 
standing next to a Ryder rental truck. At 9:OO A.M., a driver had to 
hit his brakes to avoid hitting McVeigh as he crossed the street be- 
tween intersections. At 9:02 A.M., the bomb exploded, ripping the 
face off the building and ultimately killing 168 men, women, and 
children.27 Timothy McVeigh had had his revenge against his 
hated government. Ironically, he also began the process of under- 
mining the modern militia movement. 
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The Aftermaths of Oklahoma City 

As was the case with the events at Ruby Ridge and Waco, the hor- 
rible crime of the bombing in Oklahoma City is relevant here only 
because of the way(s) it influenced the militia movement. In order 
to explore this point, this section examines the aftermath for the 
participants, the affected communities, and the broader militia 
movement. As will be seen, there is not a linear relationship be- 
tween the bombing in Oklahoma City and the decline of the mili- 
tia movement. 

The Aftermath for Timothy McVeigh 
and the Other Conspirators 

One hour and seventeen minutes after the bomb destroyed the 
Murrah Building, Timothy McVeigh was stopped outside Okla- 
homa City for speeding and driving a vehicle without license 
tagsz8 As McVeigh was leaning over to give the officer his driver’s 
license, the trooper noticed a bulge under his jacket. He ordered 
McVeigh to exit the car and remove his jacket. McVeigh warned the 
trooper he had a gun. The officer then arrested McVeigh for speed- 
ing, driving without tags, driving without insurance, possession of 
an illegal weapon, and transporting an illegal weapon. McVeigh 
was taken to the Noble County 

Tellingly, the driver’s license McVeigh gave the state trooper list- 
ed a false birthday: April 19, 1972.30 That date-April 19-was as 
central to McVeigh’s thinking as it is in militia ideology. In addition 
to memorializing the events at Lexington and Concord in 1775, and 
those in Wac0 in 1993, the particular April 19 of 1995 was signifi- 
cant to Timothy McVeigh for two reasons. First, it was National 
Militia Day, as every April 19 since 1993 had been. Second, April 19, 
1995, was the day scheduled by the state of Arkansas for the exe- 
cution of Richard Snell, a white supremacist who had been con- 
victed of murdering a white male he thought was Jewish and an 
African American Arkansas State Police officer.31 

In the immediate aftermath of the bombing, national attention 
focused on likely suspects. A consensus rapidly formed that this at- 
tack must have been the act of Middle East terrorists. In response 
to this assumption, the FBI threw out a substantial dragnet that, at 
its most extreme, led to the searching of a Palestinian man waiting 
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for an international flight at the Detroit airport, the search of his 
bags when they made it to Rome, and his detention and question- 
ing in London, where he flew after missing his original flight.32 It 
seemed impossible that an ”American,” especially a white person, 
could commit such a horrible crime. Meanwhile, McVeigh lan- 
guished in jail, waiting for a bail hearing. 

The process that led to McVeigh‘s arrest for the Murrah Building 
bombing began with an axle. The rear axle of the Ryder truck 
McVeigh had rented was found intact near the blast site. Its vehi- 
cle identification number was still legible. With this information, 
the FBI was able to trace where the vehicle was rented and to 
whom it was rented-Robert Kling, one of McVeigh’s false identi- 
ties. With the Kling name, the FBI was able to establish McVeigh’s 
real identity.33 

Once they knew who they were looking for, the FBI conducted a 
computer search to see if they could find McVeigh. They found that 
he was in jail in Perry, Oklahoma. His bail hearing was imminent. 
An FBI agent called the local facility and asked that McVeigh be de- 
layed from attending this hearing. Local prosecutors got the bail 
hearing judge to agree to a delay, and McVeigh, who was prepared 
to be released, was told he had to wait.34 

Once the FBI agents arrived, their interview with McVeigh did 
not mirror the stereotypical ”third degree” depicted in popular cul- 
ture. Agents asked McVeigh if he knew why they were interview- 
ing him. Without any further prompting, he replied, ”Yes. That 
thing in Oklahoma City, I guess.”35 All that remained for the FBI 
was to define the dimensions of the conspiracy. What remained for 
the American people was the struggle to understand why. 

For Timothy McVeigh, April 19,1995, was the last day he began 
outside a jail cell. Once arrested for the Oklahoma City attack, 
McVeigh was transferred to jail in Oklahoma City. After much liti- 
gation, his trial was moved to a federal court in Denver. This 
change of venue was undertaken because he was charged with one 
count of murder for each federal agent killed in the blast and be- 
cause his defense attorney, Stephen Jones, claimed McVeigh could 
not get a fair trial in Oklahoma City.36 

The evidence against McVeigh was extensive. Once his multiple 
identities had been exposed, tracing the fertilizer and fuel purchas- 
es, truck rental, and gun sales that were part of the conspiracy was 
comparatively easy. In addition, in return for a promise he would 
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not face the death penalty, Michael Fortier agreed to testify against 
McVeigh. He was able to detail gun thefts (and sales) as well as fer- 
tilizer purchases that were central to the c~nspiracy.~~ 

McVeigh was convicted of murder on June 2,1997. He was sen- 
tenced to death and transferred to federal prison in Terre Haute, In- 
diana. After his appeal for a new trial was denied, he was execut- 
ed on June 11, 2001, the first federal prisoner to be put to death 
since 1963.38 

McVeigh’s death did not end his story, however. His original 
date of execution was delayed by Attorney General John Ashcroft 
when the FBI revealed that it had found thirty-five hundred pages 
of documents related to the investigation of the Murrah bombing 
that it had never turned over to the defense. While no evidence 
emerged from these documents that in any way suggested 
McVeigh’s innocence-and he himself insisted on his guilt-the 
fact that they had never been disclosed lent continued credence to 
those conspiracy theorists who argued that the FBI would do any- 
thing it had to do in its relentless effort to destroy American liber- 
ties. Suggestions that the trial might be reopened were quieted only 
when McVeigh chose to prevent all appeals on his behalf. 

In addition, as had been the case with the Randy Weaver trial, 
the defense in McVeigh‘s trial worked hard to establish McVeigh’s 
innocence by articulating a number of conspiracy theories. These 
were quickly supplemented by right-wing antigovernment 
spokespersons. Stephen Jones, for example, argued that McVeigh 
was not guilty of the crime. After all, millions of people distrusted 
government-especially in the aftermath of Ruby Ridge and 
Waco-but distrust hardly constitutes motive. He derided Michael 
Fortier’s testimony, noting that Fortier had a reason to lie and had 
been, until the time of the bombing, a heavy drug user. He also em- 
phasized the government’s failure to find ”John Doe 2,” a person 
who was originally alleged to have rented the Ryder truck with 
McVeigh. (The government’s case insisted that John Doe 2 had vis- 
ited the truck rental place; however, it identified him as a man who 
visited the next day and argued that the clerk who reported that 
McVeigh was accompanied by another man had made a mistake.) 
The possible existence of a John Doe 2 meant, Jones insisted, that 
there was a broader conspiracy involved in the attack, one that did 
not include McVeigh. He then supplemented this argument with a 
discussion of the comparative lack of forensic evidence against 
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McVeigh found by the FBI's crime lab: there were few traces of fer- 
tilizer or other bomb-making substances in McVeigh's clothes or 
hair. Thus, Jones concluded, McVeigh was not involved, and the 
government had focused on the young antigovernment activist as 
a convenient target for its case.39 

While the jury was not convinced by these arguments, many 
Americans found them-and derivations of them-persuasive. As 
had happened in both Idaho and Texas, the events in Oklahoma 
City led to the rise and spread of a number of conspiracy theories 
about who was responsible for the bombing and why they did it. 
Most fed off the cultural assumption that government was an evil, 
oppressive force that had to be resisted if liberty and freedom for 
the individual were to be saved. For example, one theory alleged 
that the bombing was sponsored by, or at least had the tacit consent 
of, President Bill Clinton. Its actual aim, the theory held, was the 
death of a former Clinton Secret Service bodyguard who, along 
with an ATF agent killed in Waco, "knew too much  about Clin- 
ton's actions and behaviors. Combined, the federal actions at Wac0 
and Oklahoma City saw the deaths of four people who had worked 
closely with Clinton while he served as governor or president. 
Thus, obviously-at least to those who were inclined to believe 
that those with power would do anything to protect and extend 
their positions-clinton caused their deaths in order to shut these 
potential witnesses up.40 

Other theories held that the United Nations was involved. The 
plot was part of a plan to destabilize the United States in order to 
encourage a UN coup. Or, alternatively, some government had to 
be involved in the plot because the bomb was highly sophisticated, 
well beyond the abilities of novices like McVeigh, Nichols, and 
Fortier to construct. Another theory held that two bombs were 
used to destroy the building. Evidence for this point was adduced 
from a seismograph taken by an office of the U.S. Geological Sur- 
vey that showed two tremors.41 The fact that the second tremor was 
likely caused by the building collapsing was irrelevant for conspir- 
acy theorists. Primed to believe that the government was evil, they 
would use any evidence to prove the case. 

Finally, another theory insisted that the government blew up the 
Murrah Building to frame the militia movement. Unable to stop it 
by other means, the federal government is understood to have de- 
stroyed one of its own properties, in the process killing both people 
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it employed and many innocent children, in order to come up with 
a legitimate means to destroy the militia movement. McVeigh, then, 
was a patsy, and the movement had one more piece of evidence that 
the government would do anything to achieve its goals-evidence 
that, in the context of the liberalism and exceptionalism of Ameri- 
can political culture, encouraged gun ownership, training, and an 
ideology of hate: if the government would kill children, the militia 
movement was even more important if American freedoms were to 
be protected. 

McVeigh’s fellow conspirators also faced justice. As noted ear- 
lier, Michael Fortier agreed to testify against McVeigh in ex- 
change for avoiding the death penalty. His testimony was central 
to the prosecution’s case, and he pleaded guilty to charges of fail- 
ing to warn authorities about the plot, lying to the FBI, and trans- 
porting stolen weapons. His original sentence of twelve years in 
prison was overturned when a federal judge ruled that his pun- 
ishment was based on federal rules governing first-degree mur- 
der when the appropriate guidelines were those associated with 
involuntary manslaughter. He was released from prison for time 
served.42 

The case involving Terry Nichols was more complicated and bit- 
terer. McVeigh and Nichols had had a falling-out before the bomb- 
ing; however, Nichols faced trial as a coconspirator Also, the fact 
that McVeigh had been tried in federal court angered many Okla- 
homa City residents, who wanted both McVeigh and Nichols to 
stand trial in Oklahoma for the deaths of Oklahoma citizens, not 
just the deaths of federal employees. 

As McVeigh’s attorneys had done, Nichols’s defense counsel 
tried to shift blame for the attacks elsewhere. They emphasized 
McVeigh’s extremism in an attempt to suggest McVeigh’s motives 
and distinguish them from Ni~hols’s.4~ They also pushed the John 
Doe 2 theory, especially focusing on the remarkable differences in 
the physical characteristics of Doe and Nichols. They also intro- 
duced evidence that McVeigh had carried on a surreptitious com- 
munication with an ”SC,” Steve Colburn, an antigovernment ideo- 
logue who was also a chemist wanted on federal firearms 
charges.& Such themes reinforced the conspiracy theories already 
well entrenched since the bombing. 

Nichols’s case was further complicated by its outcome. Nichols 
was tried in federal court and found guilty of involuntary 
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manslaughter and conspiracy to bomb the Murrah Building. The 
court did not find him guilty of either first- or second-degree mur- 
der, however.45 He was subsequently sentenced to life in prison, a 
sentence that angered many in Oklahoma. In reaction, in March 
1999, Oklahoma County District Attorney Bob Macy filed 160 first- 
degree murder charges against Nichols and promised to seek the 
death penalty. This led to a series of court battles over venues that 
remains undecided as of December 2002. In September 2001, 
Nichols offered to end his appeals of his federal sentence in return 
for avoiding trial in state Through December 2002 no deci- 
sion had been made regarding this pledge. 

In the end, then, the trials and sentencings of McVeigh, Fortier, 
and Nichols served multiple ends. As had been the case in the trial 
of Randy Weaver, justice was formally handed out by the legal sys- 
tem. Due process of law was validated. Ironically, however, the im- 
pact among antigovernment extremists ran counter to the legal 
findings: no matter how explicitly the government followed its 
own rules for finding people guilty (or not, in Randy Weaver’s 
case), the very fact of the confrontation was seen as proof of the 
government’s insidious intent. This ironic outcome of the McVeigh 
trial can be seen in the impact it had on the militia movement itself, 
as explained below. 

The Aftermath, the FBI, and Oklahoma City 

For the FBI, Oklahoma City did not constitute an end to the 
agency’s troubles. It was not until after Oklahoma City that the 
House and Senate conducted investigations of the agency’s han- 
dling of the events at Ruby Ridge and Waco. (The political effects 
of these hearings will be addressed in the next chapter.) Further, 
questions emerged regarding the agency’s possible mishandling of 
Oklahoma City crime scene evidence, particularly at its forensics 
laboratory. Later, the FBI’s failure to disclose thirty-five hundred 
pages in documents relevant to Timothy McVeigh‘s trial would 
rise up as yet more evidence of the agency’s incompetence and 
hostile motives, at least for those already convinced of the agency’s 
venality. This, combined with the questions raised about the FBI’s 
mishandling of the cases involving Randy Weaver and David Ko- 
resh, not to mention the conspiracy theories that hit the agency 
during the trials related to the two incidents, caused the FBI to lose 
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much of the political shine it had enjoyed as a crime-busting orga- 
nization that captured Mafia bosses and Soviet spies. 

Ironically, however, this image of the agency as a civil-liberties- 
abusing failure was, by the time of Oklahoma City, largely inaccu- 
rate, at least in terms of the agency’s response to the militia move- 
ment. As the cases of the Montana Freemen and Republic of Texas 
show (see chapter 7), the FBI abandoned its aggressive, confronta- 
tional style when encountering militia and related groups. Ques- 
tions of group motivation, ideology, and the need to isolate groups 
from public support became paramount in the agency’s operations. 
Thus, since Waco, the FBI has not engaged in a violent raid against 
a heavily defended militia or other site. This has undermined the 
antigovernment activists’ conspiracy theories: with confrontations 
ending in peaceable arrests, violent resistance no longer seems like 
self-defense. 

Similarly, the FBI began an extensive intelligence-gathering op- 
eration across the United States in an attempt to undermine the 
militia movement. As will be discussed further in chapter 7, this ef- 
fort prevented many incidents of militia violence and brought 
down many militia organizations. Thus, the FBI became very suc- 
cessful at dealing with the militia in spite of the agency’s reputa- 
tion. This reputation, however, endures, a fact that will likely shape 
the prospects for a resurgence of the movement. This prospect will 
be addressed in the epilogue. 

The Aftermath and the Militia Movement 

For the militia movement, Timothy McVeigh‘s act was both antici- 
pated and the beginning of the end. For some leaders, it became a 
symbol of the evils of the federal government. For others, it became 
a sign that it was time to abandon the militia label and advance 
their values in new ways. Regardless of their reaction, however, the 
Oklahoma City bombing took place in a context that must be un- 
derstood if the ultimate shape and decline of the militia movement 
are to be more fully explained. 

The months leading up to the Murrah Building’s destruction 
were tense ones in the movement. Early in 1995, the militia news- 
paper The Register reported that it had received a memo leaked 
from the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms. The ATF was 
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purportedly on the verge of launching nationwide raids against 
militia compounds and members. While some militia leaders, like 
Linda Thompson, denounced the report as a lie, others insisted that 
it was true. Some even specified a date for the raids-March 25. In 
addition to planning raids on the homes of militia leaders and their 
supporters, the memo was also alleged to list a range of offices to 
be bombed and to provide the names of legitimate, uncorrupted 
law enforcement and judicial officers to be arrested. Government 
agents were expected to act as provocateurs whose outrageous ac- 
tions would become the foundation of the government’s subse- 
quent arrests, killings, and repression. 

In response, militia supporters sprang into action. Montana mili- 
tia leader Calvin Greenup asked the militia to come to his proper- 
ty to shoot down any government helicopters that might bring 
agents coming to arrest him. John Trochmann of the Militia of Mon- 
tana was arrested at a Montana courthouse with guns, armor-pierc- 
ing bullets, and other weapons. A young militia member shot an 
Oregon State Police officer and the officer’s passenger rather than 
place himself under the officer’s control. The office of the Toiyabe 
National Forest Service in Nevada was hit by a bomb. The leader 
of the Escambia County, Florida, Militia’s Alligator Chapter re- 
ceived multiple offers from fellow members to hide him in their 
homes. The U.S. Marshals Service informed John Bohlman of Mus- 
selshell County, Montana, that a group of militia were coming from 
Oregon to Montana to protest Trochmann’s arraignment and to 
blow up a power station. 

The government, too, responded to this increased activity. 
Power plants throughout Montana, Idaho, North Dakota, South 
Dakota, Washington, and Oregon were placed on heightened secu- 
rity. Other federal agencies increased their levels of preparedness. 
Some confrontation seemed inevitable. 

In this context of heightened confrontation with a government 
they did not trust, the conspiracy theories articulated by the militia 
movement’s leaders-or by McVeigh’s, Fortier’s, or Nichols’s attor- 
neys-in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City bombing made sense 
to militia members. First to explain the attack as a crime committed 
by the federal government was Mark Koernke of the Michigan 
Militia. On April 19, 1995, just hours after the bombing, Koernke 
said: 
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[Wle’re one day closer to victory for all of our brothers and sisters be- 
hind the lines in occupied territory. . . . [Olur enemy, the New World 
Order crowd, has a tendency to turn every event on its ear, and they 
have tried to do it once again. Of course, we all know that two years ago 
on the nineteenth of April there was the final destruction of the Wac0 
church and home. . . . 

[Mlany of you are glued to your radios or are watching television to 
observe what happened in Oklahoma City today. . . . [This] is yet an- 
other foot-stomp on the part of the New World Order crowd to manip- 
ulate the population. . . . We watched Bill Clinton make his public state- 
ment. . . . ”We are going to hunt down these individuals who performed 
this bombing in Oklahoma City.” What is Bill going to do then? Punish 
them the way he punished his murderers at Wac0 by putting letters of 
reprimand in their files? . . . 

For those of you who are skeptical. . . [tlhese people have butchered 
our cities. They have killed whole population groups. They are greedy. 
They are power-mongers. And they EAT THEIR YOUNG! So, for those 
of you who don’t think that there is a little bit of manipulation in- 
volved here-this is a propaganda campaign, and FEMA [the Federal 
Emergency Management Agency], as we expected, is right in the mid- 
dle of it.47 

Similarly, Linda Thompson, who had rejected the idea that the 
federal government was about to launch a series of raids against 
the militia in March 1995, argued that ”I genuinely believe the gov- 
ernment did this bombing. . . . I mean, who’s got a track record of 
killing innocent children?” Bo Gritz, the white supremacist who 
had negotiated an end to the standoff at Ruby Ridge, asserted that 
the bombing had to be an act of government since the bombing was 
clearly well planned and executed and used a sophisticated de- 

While some militia leaders resisted the urge to blame the gov- 
ernment, others insisted government--even perhaps a foreign gov- 
ernment-was involved in the attacks. Norman Olson and Ray 
Southwell asserted that the attack was planned by the Japanese 
government as an act of revenge for alleged American involvement 
in a terrorist gas attack on the Tokyo subway system. (Olson and 
Southwell later resigned from the Michigan Militia when their al- 
legations were refuted; Olson started another group and argued 
that the Michigan Militia was no longer radical enough to be true 
to its values.)49 Lyndon Larouche’s political followers insisted that 
the attack had been plotted by the British g~vernment .~~ 
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One other group found itself blamed for the attack Jews. One 
militia flyer insisted "Clinton Ordered Oklahoma Bombing" on be- 
half of the Jewish conspiracy to control the world. 

With the help of his two co-conspirators, Attorney General Janet Reno, 
the cigar-smoking "butch lesbian who owns 47 pet peacocks, ALL 
named "Horace," and the Communist-Jew FBI Director Louis Freeh (ap- 
pointed the day BEFORE the suspicious death of Clinton crony Vince 
Foster), Clinton used Jewish CIA agents who had infiltrated certain pa- 
triotic militia organizations to orchestrate and carry out this murderous 
crime.5I 

Spotlight, a magazine run by the Liberty Lobby, claimed, "Timo- 
thy McVeigh was in close, and probably sustained longtime, con- 
tact with an agent of the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) of B'nai 
B'rith operating in McVeigh's immediate Whatever the re- 
sponsible party-the U.S. government or some other-one thing 
was clear to the militia: the bombing was not their fault. Instead, it 
was an excuse that was likely to be used by a corrupt system to 
once again assault American lives and freedoms. 

Tellingly, millions of Americans found these explanations of the 
bombing persuasive, or at least plausible. In a culture shaped by an 
insistence on the rights of the individual as a sacred pact, govern- 
ment could be framed as a force of evil and oppression quite easi- 
ly. Thus, while many Americans might prefer to believe that the 
shock and horror of the events at Oklahoma City led to the quick 
demise of the militia movement, this is not what happened. In- 
stead, while some groups did cease operations and many sympa- 
thizers pulled back from open support of militia values, the move- 
ment actually sustained itself for at least two years after Oklahoma 
City. Understanding this point is crucial to recognizing the com- 
plex factors associated with its ultimate decline and assessing the 
likelihood of i ts-or  a similar movement's-return to the United 
States. 

At the end of 1997, U S .  News and World Report chronicled activ- 
ities undertaken by militias and associated groups like the Patriot 
and common law movements. In November 1995, for example, the 
leader of an Oklahoma militia was arrested while building bombs 
and planning to attack civil rights centers, abortion clinics, welfare 
processing centers, and even gay bars. From April through July 
1996, a group calling itself the Phineas Priests robbed several banks 
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and bombed the offices of the Spokesman Review newspaper in 
Spokane, Washington. Members of the Viper Militia, active in Ari- 
zona, were arrested in July 1996 for possession of 300 pounds of 
ammonium nitrate-the chemical Timothy McVeigh used to de- 
stroy the Murrah Building-and possession of illegal automatic 
weapons and blasting caps. In October 1996, agents arrested mem- 
bers of the Mountaineer Militia in Clarksburg, West Virginia. They 
were allegedly planning to destroy the FBI’s fingerprint facility in 
West Virginia and possessed sufficient quantities of TNT, grenades, 
and the plastic explosive known as C-4 to make the threat credible. 
A militia member in Kalamazoo, Michigan, was arrested in March 
1997 for providing an undercover informant with eleven pipe 
bombs as part of a plan to destroy local government offices, near- 
by armories, and a television station. Yuba City, California, was hit 
the following month by a blast that led police to an apparent mili- 
tia storehouse of 550 pounds of a gelatin form of dynamite known 
as Petrogel. In addition, a number of antigovernment activists de- 
cided to attack Fort Hood, Texas, as part of a plot to stop the Unit- 
ed Nations from, as the activists believed, practicing a coup aimed 
at overthrowing the government of the United States. The activists’ 
plan was to be implemented on July 4; however, the group’s mem- 
bers were arrested and their machine guns and pipe bombs were 
confiscated before the attack could begin.53 Cumulatively, by 1997 
there were more than nine hundred domestic terrorism cases open 
in the United States, compared to only one hundred open in 1995.% 

Further, in a case to be examined in detail in chapter 7, a group 
of Montana common law activists calling themselves the Freemen 
confronted federal officials in an eighty-one-day standoff through 
the summer of 1996. Likewise, the Republic of Texas group de- 
clared war on the federal government in April 1997 (for details, see 
chapter 7). 

There were other examples of the continuing impact of the mili- 
tia in the late 1990s. By 1997, many federal and state agents indi- 
cated that they no longer felt safe trying to enforce laws and regu- 
lations across much of the West. Such officials reported being shot 
at, either in their vehicles or as individuals, as they patrolled. Sim- 
ilarly, collecting taxes became almost impossible in certain areas. 
Even firefighters expressed concern about having their helicopters 
shot down if they attempted to fly over militia members’ property 
as part of a firefighting effort.55 In addition, evidence emerged that, 
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following McVeigh’s own efforts, other militia associates worked to 
recruit members who were on active duty in the U.S. military. Ac- 
cording to a confidential survey of 17,080 soldiers, 3.5 percent 
claimed to have been contacted by members of extremist organiza- 
tions; 7.1 percent claimed to know a soldier who was a member of 
a right-wing group.56 

One particularly insidious technique that emerged in militia ha- 
rassment of federal, state, and local officials was the use of liens. 
Militia members would file false liens against the property or other 
assets of officials, and if the county clerk accepted the paperwork, 
sheriffs and other agents would discover that if they wanted to sell 
their houses, for example, there were huge outstanding claims 
against the property that had to be cleared. If militia members 
could not slip these false liens by a local clerk, they often used the 
threat of violence to force the clerk to accept the document: many 
county officials had vehicles shot, tires slashed, and threats made 
against their homes and families if they refused to place the coun- 
ty seal on a lien. The militia message, then, was clear: don’t tread 
on me, or else. 

The number of militia and patriot groups increased between 
1995 and 1997, with 1996 being the year of greatest growth. By 1997, 
there were active militia movements in all fifty states.57 Moreover, 
the groups and members that remained were, in the words of the 
Southern Poverty Law Center’s (SPLC) InteZligence Report, ”hard- 
er.”58 Adherents were clearly more willing to use violence against 
the corrupted government than had been the case two years previ- 
ously. While Oklahoma City had diminished some public sympa- 
thy for the movement, it galvanized a new rush to antigovernment 
groups among the far right wing of American political life. 

The year 1998 saw its share of militia-related violence as well. In 
March, for example, a southern-Illinois-based organization known 
as the New Order was broken up when several of its members 
were arrested in a plot to blow up a number of buildings as well as 
to commit murder. On the group’s target list was Morris Dees, 
whose Southern Poverty Law Center works to expose and under- 
mine racist, hate, and other right-wing groups across the United 
States. Similarly, the offices of the SPLC were to be destroyed, as 
was the Simon Wiesenthal Center in Los Angeles. Also in March of 
1998, members of southwestern Michigan’s North American Mili- 
tia were arrested for plotting to destroy several federal buildings 
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and murder several federal agents.59 
Yet as the 1990s neared their end, the militia movement began to 

decline. As Kenneth Stern notes, some militia members left the 
movement in reaction to the Murrah Building bombing. Two 
groups shut down operations on April 19, 1995. Other organiza- 
tions recast themselves as political action groups rather than as 
armed militias. Some established more intimate relationships with 
groups that are part of the explicitly racist right.60 The number of 
militia and related groups declined from their peak of over 800 in 
1995/1996 to 194 in 2000. Of these, only 72 fit the model of the mili- 
tia explored in this book.61 The reasons for this decline will be ex- 
amined in chapter 7. 

The Aftermath and Oklahoma City 

It should be noted that there was an aftermath for the people of Ok- 
lahoma City as well. Until September 11,2001, they were the vic- 
tims of the worst act of terrorism in the history of the United States. 
As happened in New York City and at the Pentagon in the after- 
math of the later tragedy, the site of the Murrah Building quickly 
became a shrine. People left offerings of pictures, memorabilia, and 
white and yellow ribbons to commemorate those who had died. 
On May 25, 1995, explosives were used to bring the remaining 
parts of the building to the ground.62 On April 19,2000, the site be- 
came a park featuring 168 stone chairs facing a reflecting pond. 
Each chair represents a victim of the blast of April 19,1995. A cen- 
tral rectangular mass records the time 9:01, one minute before the 
bomb went off-the last minute the militia movement operated 
without serious challenge in the United States. 
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Embers: 
The Decline of 

the Militia Movement 

The decline of the modern American militia movement was, like its 
growth, rapid. Born in anger after Ruby Ridge and Waco, it ex- 
pressed its rage in the inferno in Oklahoma City. Like all fires, how- 
ever, it consumed itself, leaving little more than embers, remnants 
that might flare up again if more fuel is added but that may go out 
if left alone. 

As has been suggested throughout this book, the reasons for the 
decline of the militia movement are several. This chapter seeks to 
explain the decline in militia membership. It identifies four major 
factors that shaped the movement’s cooling: alienation of many po- 
tential sympathizers by the extremism of its hard core; state actions 
that undermined group recruitment and operations, driving it un- 
derground; success in achieving key goals; and co-optation of cer- 
tain militia principles by mainstream political forces. Combined, 
these factors shaped the contemporary state of the militia move- 
ment. 

One of the least-investigated areas in social movement research 
is why movements decline. Whether because movements are more 
interesting when they are active than when they are over, or be- 
cause the impacts movements have on the political and social sys- 
tem are considered more intrinsically important, the actual sources 
of the decline of movements have rarely been examined closely. 

As Doug McAdam notes, there are three dominant theories of 
social movement decline: the classical, resource mobilization, and 

145 



146 Chapter Seven 

political process perspectives.l Classical theory predicts that move- 
ments will decline for a combination of three reasons: an oligarchy 
that is interested more in retaining power than in radical goal 
achievement emerges within the movement; the movement is in- 
creasingly institutionalized so that members have formal responsi- 
bilities that serve to reduce enthusiasm and spontaneous action; 
and the movement’s leaders become more conservative over time, 
thus reducing their desire to challenge the established order.2 

Resource mobilization theory lacks an explicit explanation of 
movement change and decline; however, one can be deduced from 
the theory’s logic. Resource mobilization theory holds that move- 
ments emerge whenever the system provides sufficient resources 
for the movement’s development. Such resources can include the 
emergence of splits in the dominant governing consensus within a 
community, the defection of large numbers of people from tradi- 
tional patterns of political support and participation, or sudden 
problems that emerge that government cannot address. In such cir- 
cumstances, movements can be expected to grow. Logically, then, if 
the regime becomes capable of handling the problems it is facing, 
or if popular support is withdrawn from movement proponents, 
the resources necessary to movement formation no longer exist, 
and the movement can be expected to de~line.~ 

Political process theory holds three variables to be crucial in ex- 
plaining movement decline. First is the organizational strength of 
the movement. A well-organized, well-supported movement can 
be expected to last longer than a weaker, less popular one. Second 
is the political context-the distribution of groups and individuals, 
capacities of state agencies to address movement demands, and the 
like that influence whether or not a movement can succeed, or even 
has a logical reason to exist. Obviously, when many individuals 
and groups support a movement’s goals at a time when a state may 
lack the capacity to repress the movement and its supporters, the 
prospects for a movement’s success are enhanced. Opposite cir- 
cumstances can be expected to have dramatically different results. 
Third, how other groups respond to the movement also influences 
its survival or decline: when different components of the political 
system respond favorably to the group, it is more likely to succeed; 
when opposition is encountered, it is more likely to fail.4 

As will be seen in the rest of this chapter, little evidence sup- 
porting a classical explanation of movement decline can be found 
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in the case of the militia movement. The movement did not grow 
more conservative, nor was it institutionalized. Nor is it clear that 
resources had much to do with the movement’s decline: if any- 
thing, the rise of the Internet made it easier for militia members to 
express their message, and the penetration of computers and Inter- 
net connectivity into mainstream society grew even as the move- 
ment declined. Instead, the movement’s weakening can best be 
seen as the result of political changes that enhanced the popularity 
of the state at a time that movement radicalism undermined its ap- 
peal. However, the increased popularity of the state was in part the 
result of the state’s acceptance of some of the militia’s goals: once 
mainstream political forces began adopting parts of the militia 
message, potential movement sympathizers returned to traditional 
political participation. Moreover, the current reshaping of the mili- 
tia movement is taking place in a context similar to the one that en- 
couraged its growth, suggesting that the decline might not be per- 
manent. 

Extremism and the Isolation 
of the Militia Movement 

It is clear that at least part of the reason for the militia movement’s 
decline lies in its extremism. The hateful ideology and enraged ac- 
tions of many militia members, leaders, and groups alienated these 
organizations from the American mainstream over time. 

As was noted in chapter 6, this change in public support for the 
militia occurred slowly. The movement continued to grow for at 
least two years after the destruction of the Murrah Building in Ok- 
lahoma City. This growth, however, can be seen to derive from a 
polarization of opinion about the militia in the United States: those 
on the extreme right were mobilized to join or support militia 
groups, while less ideological conservatives-along with most 
other Americans-recoiled from the movement in shock and hor- 
ror. Over time, this polarization led to the marginalization of the 
movement, encouraging its decline. 

Opinion polls focused on public perceptions of terrorism cer- 
tainly support the claim that most Americans came to view the 
militia movement and its companion right-wing groups as a threat. 
(The polls discussed in this chapter were taken before the attacks on 
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the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11,2001, 
and were focused on domestic rather than international terrorism.) 
Polls consistently demonstrated that in the aftermath of the Okla- 
homa City bombing, Americans became more concerned with 
being victims of terrorism, worried more about being in public 
places, and were less likely to consider work to be a safe place. Sev- 
eral polls, for example, demonstrated that the percentage of Amer- 
icans who believed terrorism was among the most important, most 
serious issues facing the United States increased from as little as 33 
percent in March 1993 to as much as 90 percent in August 1996.5 
Similarly, only a month after the attack, in May 1995,25 percent of 
Americans worried about themselves, family members, or friends 
being a victim of terrorism; three years later, in August 1998, that 
number had risen to 32 percent.6 The workplace, too, was increas- 
ingly perceived as a place of danger: whereas only 12 percent of 
Americans considered their place of business potentially danger- 
ous in March 1993,57 percent did in August 199€L7 

Increased concern with terrorism was linked to decreased con- 
fidence in the ability of the government to solve or prevent terror- 
ist activity in the United States. Where as many as 64 percent of 
Americans had a great deal of confidence or a good amount of 
confidence in the government's capacity to prevent terrorist at- 
tacks before Timothy McVeigh committed his horrible crime, the 
number had fallen to as low as 33 percent by August 1996.8 When 
asked if there were any actions that the U.S. government could 
take to prevent future acts of terrorism, only 45 percent thought 
such actions were possible in April 1995; a year later, in July 1996, 
only 49 percent were h ~ p e f u l . ~  Meanwhile, more Americans be- 
lieved that internal groups were a greater threat to security than 
were external actors throughout the whole period 1995-1997.l" 
Clearly, for those Americans not inclined to support the militia 
movement, its extremism and propensity to violence were fright- 
ening. In such a context, declines in support for extremist ideas 
could be expected. 

There was a context for the public perception of the militia 
movement's extremism beyond Oklahoma City, of course. As the 
list of militia and militia-related activities in the aftermath of the 
bombing presented in chapter 6 suggests, there were many active, 
violent groups and individuals pursuing the militia agenda 
through the period 1995-1997. Perhaps the most aggressive and 
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dangerous of these groups was an organization that called itself the 
Viper Militia. Active in Arizona in the late 1990s, the Vipers were 
actually thrown out of the Militia of Arizona for the extremism of 
their rhetoric. Viper members practiced using explosives, openly 
discussed the vulnerabilities of several federal buildings and sug- 
gested procedures for destroying each of them, and advocated 
"OPLAN American Viper"-a plan to use guerrilla war tactics 
against invading troops and agents of the oppressive federal gov- 
ernment. Acts like assassination, sniper assaults, and biological 
and chemical warfare were addressed in OPLAN. When twelve 
members of the group were indicted on weapons charges and six 
were charged with conspiracy to provide bombs to promote civil 
disorder, they were arrested. One member had a personal collec- 
tion of ninety-five guns. Another owned a .30-caliber machine gun 
he took to bed at night and called Shirley.ll The actions of such 
groups contributed to public concerns about the extremism of the 
militia. 

Meanwhile, activists in the movement were engaged in a process 
of purging and transformation. Some groups softened their 
rhetoric after Oklahoma City, while others became more extreme. 
John Trochmann, the leader of the Militia of Montana, for example, 
deemphasized the military war games his organization had prac- 
ticed and instead reconceived his group as an educational tool. He 
began speaking at high schools, among other venues, in an effort to 
shape public opinion rather than fight the federal government. 
Similarly, the Michigan Militia emphasized the need to build new 
political institutions that could deal with the problems that would 
arise when, as the group predicted would happen, the U.S. gov- 
ernment collapsed. Military training, when it occurred, was deem- 
phasized in the group's activities.12 

The remnants of militia groups often became more extreme, 
however. Even as the core of the Michigan Militia moved to soften 
its image, opponents of this change demanded increased radical- 
ism from the movement. Norman Olson, the founder of the Michi- 
gan Militia who was forced from office when he accused the Japan- 
ese government of being responsible for the Oklahoma City 
bombing, resisted the more mainstream transformation of his for- 
mer organization. "I've been trying to influence the militia in 
Michigan to be bold, to be decisive and stand their ground," Olson 
insisted. "The militia is getting more fierce and more angry as the 
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days go by. I think they’ve broken free of the ’adopt-a-highway’ 
and ’hug-a-tree’ philosophy.”13 Anyone needing proof that the 
militia had grown too extreme needed only to consider statements 
like Olson’s to find their proof. 

Testimonials of former group members further served to estab- 
lish the extremism of the movement. The story of Floyd Cochran, a 
former white supremacist who had lived at the Aryan Nations 
compound in Idaho where Randy Weaver had his racist beliefs en- 
couraged and validated, is a useful example. Cochran, who had 
served as spokesman for the Aryan Nations and who had later 
been alleged to have been involved in a plot to kill a civil rights 
leader, began to doubt the group’s message when it insisted that 
anyone born with a deformity should be put to death. Cochran had 
a son who had been born with a cleft palate. Over time, and after 
extensive discussions with civil rights activist Loretta Ross, among 
others, Cochran came to reject his racist past. He went on to speak 
against the Aryan Nations’ message with an insider’s kn0w1edge.l~ 
Such messages carried great credibility among both those opposed 
to right-wing movements in the United States and potential sym- 
pathizers who were forced to confront the negative aspects of the 
groups’ ideas and actions. 

Cumulatively, American public concerns, group infighting, the 
exposure of group plots to commit violence, and even former 
members’ testimonials can be seen to have contributed to the de- 
cline of the militia movement, at least in the sense that they can be 
seen to explain why the movement ceased gathering active or tacit 
supporters after about 1997. After all, extremism does not really ex- 
plain why active members, particularly those who were extremists 
themselves, dropped out of the movement. Yet, given the precipi- 
tous drop in the number of active militia groups between 1997 and 
2000 described in chapter 6, some explanation of why even ex- 
tremist members of the militia movement abandoned it during 
these years must be developed. Extremism is only part of the story. 

State Action and the Decline 
of the Militia Movement 

Another dimension of the explanation of the decline in the militia 
movement is the way the state-especially the Federal Bureau of 
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Investigation (FBI) and the courts-reacted to militia activities in 
the late 1990s. A combination of improved detective work, more 
measured responses to confrontations, and various legal actions 
worked to undermine both the logic and the resources of some 
right-wing groups, including the militia. Thus, by the end of the 
1990s, many potential movement supporters had nowhere to turn: 
many organizations had been broken up, and the actions of the FBI 
no longer seemed likely to inspire paranoia and hate. 

In chapter 6 a list of militia activities after Oklahoma City was 
presented. Many of the events involved the arrest of militia mem- 
bers, usually before they were able to commit acts of violence. This 
was certainly the case with the Viper militia. Such arrests empiri- 
cally demonstrated a change in U.S. government policy toward the 
militia that took place after the Murrah bombing. The Justice De- 
partment formed the Executive Working Group on Domestic Ter- 
rorism, which met every two weeks to share information and plan 
strategy for combating home-grown vi01ence.l~ Rather than inves- 
tigating militia crimes after the fact, then, the FBI turned toward 
the active infiltration of militia groups with the aim of stopping vi- 
olence before it occurred. The use of informants, wiretaps, moni- 
toring of gun and munitions sales, and the creation of special mark- 
ing pellets that could be included in purchases of ammonium 
nitrate to track where products were bought and used followed 
Timothy McVeigh’s crime. In support of these activities, an antiter- 
rorism bill was passed in 1996 that enhanced the government’s 
ability to install wiretaps, check mail, and monitor the movement 
of products like ammonium nitrate. 

This federal activity was linked to investigations by state police. 
Information about arms and other shipments was shared at the 
federal, state, and local levels. FBI investigations stimulated greater 
attention to militia groups on the part of state and local police au- 
thorities. 

This combination of federal, state, and local police work made 
substantial progress against the militia movement. It became in- 
creasingly difficult for even hard-core activists to plan violence, if 
for no other reason than the plotters could not be sure if one of 
their members was an informant. Tighter controls on the distribu- 
tion, purchase, and use of ammonium nitrate limited the ability of 
militia groups to plan follow-up acts of terrorism to Oklahoma 
City. In such circumstances, membership in a militia group became 
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more dangerous. Many members quit, and new members stopped 
joining organizations in large numbers. 

The change in state responses to the militia movement entailed 
more than direct police work, however. In the aftermath of Waco, 
the FBI undertook a systematic review of its tactics and strategies 
in confrontations with armed, ideologically passionate groups. 
Rather than treating group leaders as criminals and group mem- 
bers as innocent victims needing to be freed from a hostage situa- 
tion, for example, after Wac0 the FBI emphasized negotiation, pa- 
tience, and the isolation of the group from the mainstream. In so 
doing, the FBI undermined the conspiracy theories espoused by 
militia and other right-wing leaders convinced that the FBI and the 
rest of the federal government were out to get ordinary, decent cit- 
izens. Ultimately, this change in policy made it more difficult for 
militia sympathizers to garner evidence for their hatred of the fed- 
eral government. 

Two major post-Wac0 events demonstrated the FBI's new, more 
patient strategy in dealing with the militia and similar groups: the 
standoff with the Freemen of Montana in the spring of 1996 and the 
confrontation with the secessionists of the Republic of Texas in 
spring 1997. The Freemen standoff lasted for eighty-one days in 
1996, including the infamous date of April 19. In contrast with 
Ruby Ridge and Waco, it ended peaceably with the active help of 
other right-wing organizations. 

The Freemen were followers of the common law movement, a 
variant of the militia movement. Believing themselves to be sover- 
eign citizens not subject to the laws of the United States, they wrote 
millions of dollars in bank drafts and other bogus checks on the 
basis of liens they filed against local and state officials. They threat- 
ened local judges. They put $1 million bounties on the heads of 
Garfield County sheriff Charles Phillips and attorney Nick 
Murnion. When Edwin Clark faced a foreclosure proceeding on his 
ranch near Jordan, Montana, the other members of the group bar- 
ricaded themselves on the property. They renamed the ranch Jus- 
tus Township and declared themselves a sovereign territory not an- 
swerable to the laws and jurisdiction of the United States.16 

The confrontation between the Freemen and the FBI began when 
two Freemen leaders, LeRoy Schweitzer and Daniel Peterson, were 
arrested in March on bank fraud and other charges.17 When the 
Freemen retreated to the Clark ranch-Justus Township-with 
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their children, the FBI's Critical Incident Response Group mobi- 
lized to capture the remaining fugitives.18 

The people of Garfield County,, Montana, were unsympathetic to 
the Freemen. Eastern Montana is an area of ranches and farms, and 
local residents generally believed that the Freemen had adopted 
their separationist ideas only in the aftermath of bad business de- 
cisions that cost many their property in foreclosure proceedings.19 
Thus, in contrast with the situation in Idaho where many support- 
ers of the Weaver family came out to protest FBI activities, no such 
anger was expressed toward the FBI during the Freemen standoff. 

Also in contrast with Ruby Ridge and Waco, the FBI moved 
slowly in handling the Freemen. The Clark ranch covered nearly a 
thousand acres, and FBI leaders decided that negotiations would 
be the primary focus of their actions. Moreover, in a move very dif- 
ferent from what had occurred in Idaho and Texas, they noted that 
the Freemen were effectively contained so long as they remained 
on their property.20 There was, in other words, no reason to take ag- 
gressive steps to end the confrontation. 

There was yet another significant difference in the FBI's ap- 
proach to the Freemen confrontation compared to events like 
Waco. Whereas the FBI had generally ignored the advice of religion 
experts in their negotiations with David Koresh and the Branch Da- 
vidians, the agency actively sought the advice, help, and interven- 
tion of several right-wing leaders to bring an end to the Montana 
crisis. Agents called on Bo Gritz, the former army officer who had 
finally brought Randy Weaver off his mountain in 1992, as well as 
Jack McLamb, a former Phoenix police officer who recruited police 
personnel to join the Patriot movement, to talk to the Freemen. The 
FBI also brought in Colorado state senator Charles Duke, a public 
supporter of militia and common law groups, to try to work out a 
deal with the Freemen.21 

While none of these individuals was able to work effectively 
with the Freemen, another group, CAUSE, a legal firm that defends 
white supremacists and other right-wing group members, had 
more success. CAUSE leaders were brought to Montana at the gov- 
ernment's expense, and a CAUSE-sponsored proposal put in mo- 
tion the steps that eventually ended the standoff A CAUSE leader 
suggested that the FBI take one of the leaders of the encircled 
Freemen to meet with the group's leader, LeRoy Schweitzer, who 
was in jail in Billings. FBI officials initially reacted in surprise. "Let 
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me get this straight,” one asked. ”You want us to take a man who 
is technically under arrest, fly him in an FBI plane to a jail we hope 
to see him incarcerated in, bring him home, and then put him 
under siege again?” Incredulity was put aside, however, and the 
FBI agreed. After this meeting, Schweitzer wrote a note encourag- 
ing his followers to submit to arrest. The end came quickly. With an 
agreement that the Freemen would have the right to turn over doc- 
uments to a Montana state legislator rather than directly to the FBI, 
the standoff ended in June 1996.22 No one was hurt or killed in the 
longest standoff in U.S. law enforcement history. 

The FBI’s cooperation with right-wing groups extended beyond 
its decision to integrate such figures in negotiations. Both govern- 
ment officials and militia leaders across the United States urged 
members to stay at home or to leave their guns behind during the 
standoff. In contrast with militia leaders’ insistence that, after 
Waco, the militia movement would mobilize to prevent any further 
assaults on citizens, many militia leaders called for the deescalation 
of the Freemen standoff. For example, John Parsons, a leader of the 
South Dakota-based Tri-State Militia, asked his fellow militia 
members to “stay home and let the negotiators and the people on 
the site handle this problem, so we don’t have a Wac0 or a Ruby 
Ridge.”23 

The FBI’s confrontation with the members of the Republic of 
Texas took a similar, if shorter, course. The Republic was led by its 
self-styled ambassador, Richard McLaren, and was based in the 
rural west Texas community of Fort Davis. Although the group had 
only twenty active members, as many as eight hundred people 
claimed citizenship in the Republic.24 

Like the Freemen, members of the Republic of Texas insisted that 
they were not subject to the authority of the federal government be- 
cause Texas had never legally joined the United States. Thus, for 
example, they were not obliged to pay taxes.25 

The Republic of Texas’s confrontation with the government 
began on April 27, 1997. In response to the arrest of one of their 
members, three members took two local people hostage. The group 
then declared war on the United States.26 

As had been the case in Montana a year earlier, the local popu- 
lation was not sympathetic to the Republic. Likewise, authorities- 
in this case the Texas Department of Public Safety and the FBI-re- 
sponded carefully. Their emphasis was on negotiations. For 
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example, law enforcement officials made an early decision to re- 
turn the arrested group member to the Republic compound in ex- 
change for the group’s two hostages. In addition, authorities used 
language that made McLaren and his followers comfortable, refer- 
ring to the negotiations as diplomacy and McLaren’s compound as 
an embassy. Agents agreed that McLaren and his followers could 
file any petition he desired with a federal court-a right any citizen 
holds but an issue that was important for the Republic leader. They 
agreed that he could petition the United Nations for support-yet 
another opportunity anyone has but a significant issue for 
McLaren. Finally, in an attempt to end the confrontation peaceful- 
ly, negotiators focused on McLaren’s wife, hoping that if she could 
be convinced to leave, her husband would follow. She left the com- 
pound at 11 A.M., Saturday, May 3; McLaren followed five hours 
laterF7 

Authorities took other steps to make sure that violence did not 
occur during the standoff. Officials asked many local residents to 
leave the immediate area around the Republic compound and 
stopped and arrested seven armed militia members in nearby 
Pecos, Texas. These activists were coming to intervene in the stand- 
off, thus possibly exacerbating the crisis.28 

The only violence during the standoff took place when two 
group members tried to leave the compound. They were confront- 
ed by agents from the Texas Department of Criminal Justice, and 
one was killed in the ensuing gun battle.29 In contrast with Wac0 
and Ruby Ridge, this shooting involved fugitives leaving or off 
their land, rather than individuals encircled on their own property. 

There are other examples of changed government tactics in deal- 
ing with extremist groups. In September 1997, a woman from Roby, 
Illinois, who was ordered to undergo a court-mandated psychiatric 
evaluation barricaded herself in her house with a 12-gauge shot- 
gun after confronting police who had come to escort her to her ap- 
pointment. Despite efforts of local militia groups to construct the 
following standoff as ”Roby Ridge,” the incident was resolved 
peacefully after police cut off her electricity and gas and waited her 

That same month, a white supremacist in Utah wanted on a 
weapons charge barricaded himself into his property in rural La 
Verkin, Utah.3l Rather than raid the fugitive’s home, Saint George 
police acted on a tip that the suspect was in a local apartment. 
When the man left, the police blocked his car and arrested him 
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pea~efully.~~ In 1999 it was revealed that the Clinton administration 
canceled a planned raid to break up a logging protest in Oregon in 
1996 for fear the protesters would be hurt, thus deepening antigov- 
ernment sentiments in the regi0n.3~ Even militia members urged 
patience in this new context: Bradford Metcalf, a militia member 
from Michigan who was arrested and tried for planning to blow up 
several federal buildings, told codefendant Kenneth Carter, ”I real- 
ly hope everybody keeps their cool.” He hoped this was the case, 
he said, surprisingly, ”because I want to clean these guys’ clocks in 
the co~rtroom.”~~ Such a statement makes sense only if militia 
members believed they could get a fair trial from the govern- 
ment-a sentiment that would have seemed inconceivable during 
the previously confrontational relationship between the govern- 
ment and the militia. 

Cumulatively, the change in government tactics in confronta- 
tions with right-wing groups delegitimized the claims of those 
militia members who insisted that the government was engaged in 
aggressive plans to undermine citizen rights. Whereas Ruby Ridge 
and Wac0 provided the materials that made conspiracy theories 
make sense, the standoffs with the Freemen and the Republic of 
Texas made such theories seem overblown. Thus, a central premise 
of militia ideology was challenged, if not refuted. 

A final dimension of the government-movement relationship 
that worked to undermine the militia was the use of court cases by 
private citizens to break up right-wing organizations. The most no- 
table of these was a case filed against Richard Butler’s Aryan Na- 
tions, the group through which Randy Weaver met the informant 
who facilitated the weapons sale that started the militia movement. 
In July 1998, Victoria and Jason Keenan were shot at by security 
guards while they were driving past the Aryan Nations compound. 
When at least five bullets struck their car, a punctured tire forced 
the vehicle to swerve into a ditch. Three Aryan Nations security 
guards forced the pair from the car and threatened to kill them. 
Through their attorney, Morris Dees of the Southern Poverty Law 
Center, the Keenans accused Butler and his organization of being 
negligent in the selection, training, and supervision of the guards. 
They asked for more than $11 million in punitive damages. A jury 
ultimately agreed, awarding the Keenans $6.3 million. The Aryan 
Nations compound was closed in 2000, and Butler lost the right to 
use the name Aryan Nati0ns.3~ 
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The combination of enhanced police work, changed tactics, and 
the use of civil court cases to undermine the organizational capac- 
ity of right-wing groups had a powerful effect on the militia move- 
ment. Membership became dangerous in light of increased surveil- 
lance and more active arrests. The legitimacy of militia ideology 
was challenged by more careful government-group confrontations. 
And leaders of militia and other groups could face legal action if 
their followers broke the law; accordingly, leadership became as 
dangerous as followership. Much of the decline of the militia 
movement can be accounted for as a result of this new matrix of 
government action. 

It is important not to grant too much credit to changed govern- 
ment tactics when explaining the decline of the movement, how- 
ever. The idea that government action exclusively led to the decay 
of the militia, or even the notion that it was a combination of the 
government’s policies and the movement’s extremism, would lead 
to the false conclusion that the militia movement did not achieve 
any of its goals. As will be seen in the next section of this chapter, 
militia members and their more mainstream political sympathizers 
were very successful in realizing one important goal: many pro- 
posed new gun control bills were defeated in the aftermath of the 
rise of the militia. Ironically, then, the militia were at least tangen- 
tially successful in achieving a central purpose of their movement. 
In being successful, however, they undermined their own justifica- 
tion for their existence. 

The Success of the Movement: Gun Control 

As was shown in chapters 1,2, and 3, no issue was a more impor- 
tant symbol to the militia of the federal government’s evil than gun 
control. Gun control was seen as the first step in a developing plot 
to destroy the Constitution and impose foreign rule over the Unit- 
ed States; guns were to be taken away so that private citizens could 
no longer defend themselves and their loved ones from the coming 
conspiracy-sponsored genocide. 

In this context, major pieces of gun control legislation such as 
the Brady bill, passed in 1993, were anathema to the militia. The 
Brady bill, which established a waiting period between the pur- 
chase of a gun and the buyer’s right to take it home, leaving a time 
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for background checks of the purchaser, was extremely unpopular 
among militia groups. Its provisions, particularly the requirement 
that background checks be conducted to limit the chances that a 
convicted felon or other inappropriate person could buy a 
weapon, were seen by the militia as a violation in their private and 
absolute right to buy and sell as many guns as they wished. 

It is worth noting that as unpopular as gun control legislation 
was among the militia, it was equally popular among the vast ma- 
jority of American citizens. In the aftermath of widely publicized 
school mass murders in Columbine High School in Littleton, Col- 
orado, in April 1999 and Santana High School in San Diego, Cali- 
fornia, in June 2001, along with many other similar incidents, polls 
regularly showed that two-thirds of Americans supported stricter 
gun control laws.36 

One area in which additional legislation was proposed lay in an 
attempt to close the gun-show exception to the Brady bill's waiting 
period. In the Brady bill, sales of guns between private individuals 
at gun shows were exempt from the background check require- 
ments. Other attempts were made to create a system that could 
support instant background checks, thereby avoiding the problem 
at gun shows that clients might wish to purchase guns but, if forced 
to wait, would not be able to complete the sale since the gun show 
might have moved on to another location by the time the back- 
ground check was complete. These changes, which seemed accept- 
able and useful to most Americans, particularly after Columbine 
and the other school shootings, were vigorously opposed by mili- 
tia groups and other gun-rights supporters on the grounds that 
they violated the Second Amendment's protection of the rights of 
private citizens to own guns. 

No piece of federal gun control legislation has been passed by 
the U.S. Congress since 1994-the same year the militia began its 
mass mobilization in American political life. While it is not possi- 
ble to directly tie the rise of the militia to the failure of gun control 
legislation-even bills that have substantial support among the 
general population-it is possible to trace the process by which 
passing additional gun control legislation was stopped. The role of 
militia groups, and more particularly the mobilization of their sym- 
pathizers, throughout the United States made passing more gun 
limitations politically difficult. As a consequence, one of the main 
issues that energized the militia lost significance as the 1990s pro- 
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gressed: in undermining gun control legislation, the militia 
achieved one of its major objectives. In so doing, it also lost part of 
the foundation on which its relevance rested. The movement’s de- 
cline, then, was the partial result of its success. 

A major push for anti-gun-control mobilization began in 1995, 
when National Rifle Association (NRA) executive vice president 
Wayne LaPierre sent out a fundraising letter to the organization’s 
members. This letter invoked militia rhetoric and strong antigov- 
ernment attitudes as it drew a metaphorical line in the sand against 
further gun control in the United States. ”Dear Fellow Americans,” 
the letter begins, ”I’ve worn out a lot of shoe leather walking the 
halls of Congress. I’ve met key leaders, I’ve talked with old allies, 
I’ve met with new Congressmen and many staff leaders. What I’m 
hearing concerns me.” What concerns LaPierre, the letter goes on 
to say, is that the government is using legislation like the Brady bill 
to violate citizens’ rights. Speaking against ”anti-gunners”-select 
representatives and senators like Charles Schumer (D-New York.), 
Ted Kennedy (D-Massachusetts), and Dianne Feinstein (D-Califor- 
nia)-LaPierre notes, ”It doesn’t matter to them that the Brady Bill 
is a failure.” Moreover, in language mimicking that examined in 
chapter 3 as core to militia ideology, LaPierre insists: 

It doesn‘t matter to them that the Brady Law has become one more tool 
that government agents are using to deny the Constitutional rights of 
law abiding citizens. 

It doesn’t matter to them that the semi-auto ban gives jack-booted 
government thugs more power to take away our Constitutional rights, 
break in our doors, destroy our property, and even injure or kill us. 

”President Clinton’s army of anti-gun government agents con- 
tinues to intimidate and harass law-abiding citizens,” LaPierre ar- 
gues. 

In Clinton’s administration, if you have a badge, you have the govern- 
ment’s go-ahead to harass, intimidate, even murder law-abiding citi- 
zens. 

Randy Weaver at Ruby Ridge . . . Wac0 and the Branch Davidians. 
. . . Not too long ago, it was unthinkable for Federal agents wearing nazi 
bucket helmets and black storm trooper uniforms to attack law-abiding 
citizens. 

Ultimately, like militia members, LaPierre links the NRA’s battle 
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against the ”anti-gunners” to the battle for American liberty itself, 
a new opportunity for the militia to save the nation: 

Most Americans don’t realize that our freedoms are slowly slipping 
away. 

They don‘t understand that politicians and bureaucrats are chipping 
away at the American way of life. 

They’re destroying business, destroying our economy, destroying 
our property rights, destroying our moral foundation, destroying our 
schools, destroying our culture. . . . 

. . . Destroying our Constitution. 
And the attack, either through legislation or regulation, on the Sec- 

ond Amendment is only the first in a long campaign to destroy the free- 
doms at the core of American life. 

You can see it in the gun bans, certainly. But you can see it in closed 
ranges, closed hunting lands, confiscated collectors’ firearms, banned 
magazines and ammunition taxes. 

You can see it when jack-booted government thugs, wearing black, 
armed to the teeth, break down a door, open fire with an automatic 
weapon, and kill or maim law-abiding citizens. 

America’s gun owners will only be the first to lose their freedoms. 
If we lose the right to keep and bear arms, then the right to free 

speech, free practice of religion, and every other freedom in the Bill of 
Rights are sure to follow. . . . 

This, the battle we’re fighting today, is a battle to retake the most pre- 
cious, most sacred ground on earth. This is a battle for freedom.37 

While his analysis of the relationship between guns and freedom 
mirrored that offered by the militia and examined in chapter 3 and 
is grounded in the myths and cultural conditions explored in chap- 
ters 1 and 2, Lapierre’s political strategy was very different from 
the militia’s. Lapierre’s plan was for gun-rights activists to over- 
whelm the political system with petitions that would be so numer- 
ous that politically vulnerable incumbents would be afraid to defy 
the NRA and its supporters by voting for additional gun control 
legislation. ”I need you to sign the enclosed Petitions to the United 
States Congress,” LaPierre says. ”Please be sure to sign all five pe- 
titions, then fold them and place them in the enclosed, postage- 
paid envelope addressed to me at NRA headquarters. . . . I want to 
personally deliver your five petitions, and the petitions of all 3.5 
million of your fellow NRA members-17.5 million petitions in 
all-to Congress.” This drive, LaPierre continues, will essentially 
intimidate members of Congress elected with small margins of vic- 
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tory into compliance with the NRA’s gun-rights agenda: 

Your Petitions to Congress also sends another message-a message not 
spelled out on the Petitions themselves. 

Each Congressman, on average, will receive 8,000 Petitions from 
NRA members demanding action. 8,000 messages from angry voters 
sounds an alarm in every Congressman’s head. 

You see, most Congressional elections were won or lost by 5,000 
votes or less. So, they’ll realize that failing to defend the Second Amend- 
ment and failing to retake the Constitutional freedoms lost to the anti- 
gunners, could result in big losses in the next election! 

Using such pressure, LaPierre insists, will protect gun rights- 
and other American freedoms-into the future: 

These petitions are our D-Day. 
Armed with these petitions and our First Amendment rights, we are 

going to storm Congress, knock out anti-gunner strongholds and recap- 
ture every bit of ground we lost since Bill Clinton took office. 

And if we’re successful, these petitions will be the turning point in 
the history of the Constitution. . . . A day when our sacred right to keep 
and bear arms will be secure for the next generation of law-abiding 
Arnerican~.~~ 

In addition to mobilizing voters, gun-rights groups also threw 
money at their cause. Groups opposed to increased limits on gun 
ownership or registration spent $3.7 million in political action 
committee, individual, and soft-money contributions in just the 
1999-2000 election cycle. Such groups gave over $13 million in the 
1990s. The National Rifle Association accounted for over 90 percent 
of these contributions. By contrast, pro-control groups and indi- 
viduals contributed only $394,000 to political campaigns in the 
same period. Since 1990, advocates of greater gun control have 
given only $1.3 million to  candidate^.^^ 

One other arena of combat remained open in the gun control de- 
bate: courts. Mirroring the strategy used by organizations like the 
Southern Poverty Law Center in combating racist groups nation- 
wide, individuals and even cities across the United States began to 
sue gun manufacturers. These suits held that the manufacturers 
were liable if a gun was used in a way that promoted crime, vio- 
lence, or death. Their intent was to end the production of guns by 
driving the companies that produced weapons out of business. 
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In 2001, however, the U.S. Supreme Court let stand a lower-court 
ruling that a city, in this case New Orleans, could be blocked from 
suing gun manufacturers by state law. Accordingly, while the issue 
of court actions against weapons producers had not been resolved 
by December 2002, manufacturers that can persuade state govern- 
ments to oppose city-sponsored lawsuits will be protected from fur- 
ther actions. 

In the end, in addition to manufacturers’ success in court, the fail- 
ure of gun control legislation in the United States since 1994 can be 
attributed to the core insight of the NRA funding letter: mobilized 
minority populations that emphasize one or two key issues to the 
exclusion of nearly every other concern can constitute formidable 
electoral threats to vulnerable elected officials. Put simply, while 
majorities of Americans favor various gun control schemes, the 
issue is not important enough in their political thinking to dominate 
their behavior. Other concerns, from education through child care, 
have greater salience for most voters. Accordingly, elected officials 
are faced with a choice to satisfy the interests of vaguely concerned, 
relatively unmotivated voters who cannot be expected to unfailing- 
ly support the official in a future election, or to satisfy the interests 
of a highly mobilized constituency engaged enough and numerous 
enough to prevent the official’s reelection if they grow disenchant- 
ed. In such a context, mobilized minorities regularly win their way 
in the U.S. political system, particularly if they are backed up by 
substantial campaign contributions. 

This pattern of mobilized minorities holding disproportionate 
influence in the political system is exacerbated by the federal 
structure of American government. As has been noted throughout 
this book, militia members and their supporters generally live in 
rural, relatively isolated communities across the United States 
Elections for every federal office, whether congressional or presi- 
dential, are ultimately contests for the plurality of votes in a given 
region, whether it be a congressional district or a state: the winner 
of the plurality of votes in the district is automatically elected to 
Congress, while the winner of the plurality of votes in a given state 
almost always wins that state’s electors in the electoral college in 
the presidential election. Thus, congressional and presidential 
elections-not to mention state, county, and local ones-are really 
contests for sufficient support among localized constituencies to 
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finish at least slightly ahead of everyone else. In such circum- 
stances, highly mobilized constituencies can have a great deal of 
political influence. And when the ideas of such an active group 
are also popular, as is the case with anti-gun-control sentiments 
throughout much of the rural United States, the combination of 
strong organization and political popularity can become over- 
whelming. Given that even federal officials are elected in local 
districts and states, or by an electoral college dominated by states, 
it is obvious that representatives from predominantly rural areas 
can be expected to represent the gun-rights lobby in Congress. 
Aggregate polls that show that 70 percent of Americans favor 
greater gun control are ultimately irrelevant: the groups that elect 
large numbers of congressional officials and cause presidential 
candidates to win a state’s electoral votes are important in local 
areas to a degree that far exceeds their numerical percentage 
among all Americans. 

It is, of course, impossible to prove that the militia movement 
caused the shift in gun control policies in the United States. Indeed, 
the attempt to find such a link between an individual group and 
any policy is usually a fruitless effort. However, it is reasonable to 
assume that, given a choice between supporting pro- and anti-gun- 
control candidates in elections, those militia members who chose to 
vote voted for the gun-rights candidate. Indeed, their role in the 
districts in which they lived was likely to be influential precisely 
because they were mobilized and motivated. 

Whether or not the militia movement caused the end of increased 
limits on gun ownership that characterized the late 1990s, it is clear 
that the success of the anticontrol lobby ultimately undermined the 
relevance of the militia. As was the case with the change in federal 
government actions toward right-wing groups after Waco, the fail- 
ure of legislation promoting increased regulation and registration 
of firearms knocked one of the pillars on which the militia move- 
ment’s self-described importance rested. It became difficult to 
argue that the federal government was on a path of removing all 
guns from Americans’ homes when the government itself continu- 
ally defeated legislation with such an intent. In the end, then, the 
success of the gun-rights lobby, however related it was to militia 
activism, made the movement seem unnecessary and promoted its 
decline. 



164 Chapter Seven 

Co-optation and the Militia 

A final reason for the decline of the militia movement in the late 
1990s was the co-optation of many of its core issues and ideologi- 
cal perspectives by mainstream political forces, usually Republican 
elected officials and conservative political commentators. By the 
end of the 1990s, in contrast with the early years of the decade, 
antigovernment activists would have a means to influence the fed- 
eral government through traditional political activities like voting, 
lobbying, and media-agenda setting. Accordingly, support for al- 
ternative action declined. 

The logic of co-optation is grounded in the structure of Ameri- 
can elections. As was explained in the last section, elections are 
won by gaining the support of pluralities of voters in particular 
districts or states. Highly mobilized groups that deliver substantial 
percentages of votes at crucial times can have a disproportionate 
influence on a particular campaign. This is especially true in less- 
populated areas in which a few hundred votes can make a pro- 
found difference in the outcome of an election. As groups of voters 
adopt new political positions that do not easily correspond with 
the dominant platform of major parties, third parties or counterpo- 
litical movements tend to form. The established parties, then, face 
a choice: see potential supporters leave their alliance to join a new 
organization, or shift their platforms to accommodate, to the fullest 
extent possible, the interests of the newly mobilized voters. Gener- 
ally, parties shift platforms to protect their positions by co-opting 
the core ideas of the new movement. If possible, the platform of the 
established party is adjusted to appeal to groups currently not sup- 
porting its positions. This process of co-optation, in turn, leaves 
supporters and potential allies of the new movement with a choice: 
support an established institution with a credible chance of elec- 
toral success that also generally supports their personal values, or 
support a new group with declining support and limited prospects 
for victory. More often than not, the new movement is abandoned, 
and the recognized party takes the lead in supporting many, if not 
all, of the movement’s goals. 

The groundwork for the co-optation of the militia movement 
was laid by Republicans from western states. Helen Chenoweth (R- 
Idaho), among others, used her position in Congress to advocate 
positions favored by the militia. For example, in 1995 she spon- 
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sored legislation that would require federal authorities to gain per- 
mission from county law enforcement agents, particularly sheriffs, 
before conducting searches, making arrests, or undertaking any 
federal law enforcement action even if it was supported by a feder- 
al warrant. Chenoweth argued, ”They [federal agents] shouldn’t be 
armed unless they are deputized by the local sheriff .I’ This stunning 
reversal of the Constitution’s supremacy clause is strongly favored 
by common law and militia groups on the grounds that the county 
level is the highest level in which law enforcement power can be le- 
gitimately located. Her bill, which ultimately failed, was cospon- 
sored by numerous, mostly western, Republicans: Steve Stockman 
(Texas), Roscoe Bartlett (Maryland), Wes Cooley (Oregon), John 
Doolittle (California), John Hostetter (Indiana), Jack Metcalf (Wash- 
ington), and Linda Smith 

Chenoweth’s ideas extended beyond reversing Article 6 of the 
U.S. Constitution. She also linked the federal government to the 
Shadow Government of militia ideology and, in rhetoric that 
played on the worst fears of conspiracy theorists, insisted that the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service was using “armed agency officials 
and helicopters” to enforce the Endangered Species Act. Addition- 
ally, she claimed-in yet another reversal of the constitutional 
guarantee that it, and not state constitutions, was the law of the 
land-that legislation like the Endangered Species Act was illegal 
because it violated the Idaho state constitution. The Militia of Mon- 
tana sold a tape of one of Chenoweth‘s speeches-made in 1993 be- 
fore she was elected to Congress-in which she says, ”We are in a 
day and an age now when we are facing an unlawful government 
from time to time.” Environmentalists, she claimed, were a ”Com- 
munist threat” to the United States, and endangered-species legis- 
lation would cause a ”breakdown in state sovereignty and possibly 
[lead] to One World G~vernment.”~~ 

Even Chenoweth‘s reaction to the bombing in Oklahoma City 
expressed pro-militia thinking. After the Murrah Building was de- 
stroyed, Chenoweth noted: 

I don’t think violent acts like that can be condoned and must be pun- 
ished. While we can never condone this, we still must begin to look at 
the public policies that may be pushing people too far. . . . I’m not op- 
posed to the concept of a militia, because I think people ought to be able 
to protect themselves, and I think it was a concept embraced by our 
founding fathers.42 
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In effect, Chenoweth argued that while McVeigh went too far, the 
underlying logic of the militia movement was correct: the federal 
government had grown abusive of liberty and needed to be resisted. 

There were other pro-militia politicians active in Washington, 
D.C., in the 1990s. Steve Stockman (R-Texas), one of the cosponsors 
of Chenoweth’s county sheriffs bill, may have had militia members 
as active supporters of his successful 1994 bid for office. Joe Knol- 
lenberg (R-Michigan) campaigned with Michigan Militia members 
at a rally of anti-gun-control a~tivists.4~ In a letter that might have 
been dismissed as the delusions of a militia extremist had it not 
been signed by Senators Larry Craig (R-Idaho) and Lauch Faircloth 
(R-North Carolina), the two senators asked Attorney General Janet 
Reno whether rumors that federal military agencies were training 
law enforcement authorities in military tactics were true.44 Militia 
ideology was, at least to some extent, becoming commonly adopt- 
ed in statements from some Republican Party members. 

While Chenoweth’s-or Stockman’s or Knollenberg’s-signifi- 
cance for the militia movement can be overstated, their presence in 
Washington, D.C., at the center of the government alleged to be en- 
gaged in destroying American liberties, was an important step in 
the co-op tation of militia principles by conservative political forces. 
After the election of 1994, it became possible for the first time for 
militia members and sympathizers to vote for or otherwise support 
federal officials who appealed to the militia cause. Unconventional 
political action could be supplemented with traditional behavior. 

The co-optation of militia issues by the Republican Party went 
further than just electing politicians to office. As was discussed in 
the prior section, gun control was a central issue for the militia. In 
the National Rifle Association’s fundraising letter the organization 
is explicit in naming political leaders who favored the NRA’s posi- 
tion. The letter lists Senator Phil Gramm (R-Texas), Speaker of the 
House Newt Gingrich (R-Georgia), and Congressman Bill McCol- 
lum (R-Florida), among others, as supporters of the anti-gun-con- 
trol movement. The letter further requests that members send in a 
”special contribution” to the NRA so that it could aid its allies and 
oppose its enemies in the next election. “With your special contri- 
bution,” LaPierre writes, “I can increase the NRA’s public exposure 
on talk shows, at rallies and shows, in radio and T.V. advertising 
and through broadcasts like the NRA’s Town Meeting that first 
sounded our alarm in 16 million households, last summer.” Final- 
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ly, the letter discusses an NRA-sponsored plan to ”Repeal, Reform, 
and Investigate”: to repeal existing gun limitations, reform laws 
and institutions, and to investigate government abuses. The NRA’s 
strategy, then, was not just to mobilize angry voters. It was also an 
attempt to encourage and support those officials who would ad- 
vance the NRA’s anti-gun-control agenda. 

As was the case with Helen Chenoweth, the significance of the 
NRA’s activities did not lie in their explicit militia connection or 
support for the militia movement. Instead, as a result of NRA lob- 
bying, fundraising, and political mobilization, in combination with 
the activities of other anticontrol forces, the Republican Party 
adopted strong language in the party’s platform opposing further 
limitation on gun ownership. Moreover, many, if not most, Repub- 
lican candidates for federal office in the 1990s ran on an anti-gun- 
control agenda. Indeed, during the 2000 presidential election, an 
NRA official claimed that if George W. Bush were elected presi- 
dent, the NRA would have a presence in the Oval Office itself. In 
2001 President Bush‘s attorney general, John Ashcroft, issued a 
statement reversing the federal government’s long-standing posi- 
tion that the right to bear arms is a collective, rather than an indi- 
vidual, right. Historically, the federal government has argued that 
states have the right to regulate gun ownership to protect the in- 
terests of the broader community. Most advocates of gun rights 
have insisted, in contrast, that the right to bear arms is individual, 
meaning that anyone should be able to own whatever weapons he 
desires with little or no state regulation. Ashcroft’s interpretation of 
the status of gun rights corresponds closely with the position held 
by militia members and sympathizers. Accordingly, by 2002, indi- 
viduals motivated by militia-like values on the question of gun 
control had an option that they lacked in 1992: they could vote for 
candidates who supported their values and who might actually 
win office and do something about it. 

The Republican Party further signaled its antigovernment senti- 
ments in the hearings it conducted regarding the government’s 
(mis)deeds in Ruby Ridge and Waco. The House and Senate hear- 
ings on these incidents quickly deteriorated into partisan affairs in 
which Democrats attempted to exonerate President Clinton, Attor- 
ney General Janet Reno, and federal law enforcement officials, while 
Republicans inevitably painted the Weavers and the Branch David- 
ians as ordinary people victimized by an oppressive government. 
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Militia members and sympathizers were given a platform to express 
their ideas. Again, potential militia supporters were presented with 
an apparently sympathetic alternative to militia membership: the 
Republican Party. 

Conservative talk radio and other media outlets also provided a 
platform for militia ideas and attitudes in the 1990s. As early as 
1994, for example, conservative icon and radio host Rush Lim- 
baugh said, ”The second violent American revolution is just 
about-I got my fingers about a quarter of an inch apart-is just 
about that far away. Because these people are sick and tired of a 
bunch of bureaucrats in Washington driving into town and telling 
them what they can and can’t do with their land.”45 Similarly, Wa- 
tergate figure -turned talk show host G. Gordon Liddy insisted: 

You got a big target there . . . says ATE Don’t shoot at them because they 
got a vest on underneath that. Head shots. Head shots. . . . Kill the sons 
of bitches. . . . 

You have every right to fear your government. Look at what the bru- 
tal thugs of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms do, smashing 
into homes, shooting as they come in, killing people. When they don’t 
do that, they trash the home, steal the money from the people who have 
never been accused of a crime, take their possessions, stomp the cat to 
death on the way out, then threaten the wife that if she talks about it, 
that they‘ll be back, and they’re federal agents-they can do anything they 
want to. That‘s the kind of people we’re talking about here, the kind of 
people that take a pregnant woman and smash her against a concrete 
wall-that’s the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms-o she loses 
her baby. You’d better be afraid of ’em!46 

In and of itself, talk radio may not have had much influence on 
the militia movement, other than to inflame its members’ passions. 
Indeed, concerns that right-wing broadcasts had stimulated the 
militia led President Clinton on April 24, 1995, to complain about 
the ”purveyors of hatred” who dominated the nation’s talk radio 
programs. “They spread hate,” Clinton insisted, and ”they leave 
the impression that, by their very words, violence is a~ceptable.”~~ 
This complaint, however, misses the real influence of talk radio on 
the movement: by signaling-and encouraging-a conservative 
turn in the electorate, talk radio hosts provided further evidence to 
Republican Party leaders that it was important to reach out to the 
hard right to maintain and expand the party’s electoral base. Mir- 
roring right-wing radio, for example, then Speaker Newt Gingrich 
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insisted in 1995 that Bill Clinton and his supporters were ”the ene- 
mies of normal Americans.” Gingrich argued that the Democratic 
Party’s leadership ”despises the values of the American people” 
while espousing a ”multicultural nihilistic hedonism” ultimately 
motivated by the idea that ”the government should control every- 
thing.”48 Gingrich, of course, was not a fringe candidate isolated 
from the political mainstream: he used his position as House mi- 
nority whip to promote an electoral strategy that brought the Re- 
publican Party to majority control of the House of Representatives 
in 1994. It also made him Speaker. His rhetoric provided a reason 
for militia members and sympathizers to support the Republican 
Party: we believe in your values, Gingrich insisted, thus we are de- 
serving of your support. Given his position, this claim was credible. 

The clearest link between the militia movement and at least 
some elements of the Republican Party can be seen in the role Larry 
Pratt played in conservative talk show host Pat Buchanan’s cam- 
paign for the 1996 Republican Party nomination for president of 
the United States. Buchanan, whose conservative, insurgent cam- 
paign for the 1992 Republican Party nomination undermined in- 
cumbent President George H. W. Bush’s prospects for reelection by 
demobilizing conservative support for the party’s eventual nomi- 
nee, named Pratt cochair of his 1996 campaign. Pratt was active 
among militia and other far-right groups. In addition to having 
participated in broadcasts that advanced Christian Identity and 
other racist principles earlier in the 1990~:~ Pratt also attended the 
October 1992 meeting in Estes Park, Colorado, that followed the 
Ruby Ridge incident and set in motion the organization of the mili- 
tia movement.50 He was one of the leading supporters of creating 
militias nationwide. 

Pratt was also founder of Gun Owners of America, a group that 
thought the NRA was ”soft” on the issue of gun In addi- 
tion, he advocated the use of armed civilian patrols to maintain law 
and order in society, arguing that “It is time that the United States 
return to reliance on an armed people.”52 ”There is no acceptable 
alternative,’’ he continued. Moreover, after Oklahoma City, Pratt 
claimed that ”whoever did that in Oklahoma City had descended 
to the level of the FBI.”53 He also served as contributing editor to 
The Fifty States Constitutionalist, a magazine advocating common 
law and militia programs.54 

In other words, Pratt was a militia activist cochairing a campaign 
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for the nomination of the Republican Party candidate for president 
of the United States. Underscoring the significance of the hard right 
in his campaign, when controversy about Pratt’s past surfaced dur- 
ing the election, Buchanan defended his pick ”All I know is Larry 
Pratt of the Gun Owners of America has been a loyal early sup- 
porter of mine when no one else did [sic].”55 Buchanan continued 
by insisting that Pratt was being ”smeared” by ”dogs” because he 
was a ”devout Christian.”56 

While Pratt was eventually forced to take a leave of absence 
from the his presence in the campaign at all serves as 
a demonstration of the degree to which at least the conservative 
wing of the Republican Party had moved to co-opt the militia 
movement. Militia members and sympathizers were understood 
to be a potentially powerful bloc of voters on whom a campaign 
for a nomination could be grounded and through whom the pres- 
idency itself might be won. Likewise, militia members and sym- 
pathizers could look at the Buchanan candidacy or at his advisers 
and recognize that they had an electoral alternative through which 
to express their political values. Traditional political behavior be- 
came an appropriate tool to advocate the militia’s political plat- 
form. 

As a result of such co-optation, along with members’ extrem- 
ism, changed government responses to militia activity, and the 
movement’s success in achieving some of its core objectives, the 
militia movement has declined. Not only is it not growing in 
membership, but also fewer and fewer people are showing up at 
militia events, recruiting seminars, and even militia-government 
confrontations. However, this mathematical decline has not trans- 
lated into reduced influence: given the presence of militia-related 
ideas in major political parties and powerful interest groups, the 
ironic effect of the decline of the movement may be the accom- 
plishment of many of its goals. In the long run, then, the militia 
may be more successful as a former movement than it was as a 
current one. 

Given that success often breeds momentum, however, it is im- 
portant to consider whether or not the movement is truly mori- 
bund. The prospects that the militia movement, or a related one, 
may reemerge as a force in American politics needs to be ad- 
dressed. As will be seen, the movement is not dead, and the cul- 
tural and ideological factors that shaped its rise (see chapters l, 2, 
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and 3) are still broadly accepted in American society. The move- 
ment, or a similar one, could easily flare up again if proper fuel is 
applied to the coals left over from the militia fire. It is to under- 
standing this possibility that the epilogue turns. 
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Epilogue: 
The Movement and 
Homeland Security 

Taken together, the isolation from the mainstream of most radical 
militia activists, police actions to prevent militia violence, changed 
government responses to militia incidents, the failure of gun con- 
trol legislation, and the co-optation of the less radical parts of the 
movement by established political organizations like the Republi- 
can Party can be seen to have led to the decline of the modern mili- 
tia movement. This decline, however, does not necessarily mean 
the movement’s end. This epilogue will explore the prospects of a 
resurgence of the militia movement, or something like it, in the fu- 
ture. 

Racism and a New Militia Movement? 

There is reason to believe that the movement has not really de- 
clined. As was discussed in chapter 3, militia ideology, while as- 
serting its antiracist character, nonetheless has racist principles at 
its core. For example, the notion of the “sovereign citizen” is an ex- 
clusively white concept, and the New World Order manipulating 
the U.S. government in pursuit of some corrupt agenda is tightly 
linked with the theory expounded in the fictional text The Protocols 
of the Elders of Zion that a Jewish superelite really controls the 
world. Accordingly, it is not a substantial stretch of one’s militia 
values to move from a militia to an explicitly hate-oriented group. 

173 



1 74 Epilogue 

It is also the case that many of the leaders present at the 1992 Estes 
Park, Colorado, meeting in which the modern militia movement 
was effectively born were hard-core racists who chose race-free 
language as the best tool through which to advance their cause. In 
such conditions, it seems likely that rather than just going away, 
the movement simply found its real, racist roots. 

Moreover, there has been a resurgence of explicitly racist groups 
on the right even as the militia movement has ostensibly declined. 
While the number of militia and associated groups declined in the 
late 1990s, the number of white supremacist groups increased. 
Some movement from militia to racist groups seems to have taken 
place, at least to a limited degree: while rosters are not available for 
these groups, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, the number of 
right-wing hate groups has increased dramatically. By 2000, for ex- 
ample, the Southern Poverty Law Center had identified 602 hate 
groups in the United States. These ranged in ideology and values 
from well-established groups like the Ku Klux Klan to more recent, 
more militia-related groups like the Christian Identity and Neo- 
Confederate m0vernents.l It may be more accurate to say the 
movement has evolved than to declare its death. 

It is also the case that some right-wing hate groups have man- 
aged to use the terrorist attacks of September 11,2001, as motiva- 
tional and recruitment material. August Kreis, a leader of the Penn- 
sylvania-based Sheriff’s Posse Cornitatus, wrote, ”May the WAR be 
started. DEATH to His [God’s] enemies, may the World Trade Cen- 
ter BURN TO THE GROUND! . . . We can blame no others than 
ourselves for our problems due to the fact that we allow . . . Satan’s 
children, called jews today, to have dominion over our lives.”2 For- 
mer Ku Klux Klan leader and Republican Party candidate David 
Duke noted that the attacks were a consequence of U.S. support for 
Israel: ”Let me be very, very blunt,” Duke said. “The ultimate cause 
of this terrorism stems directly from our involvement in and sup- 
port of the criminal behavior of I~rael.”~ Michael Hill, leader of the 
League of the South, insisted that the attacks were caused by Amer- 
ican’s moral collapse in modern times: ”In part, these events 
sprang from an ’open borders’ policy that has for the past four 
decades encouraged massive Third World immigration and thus 
cultural destabilization. . . . This is America’s wake-up call to for- 
sake its idolatry and to return to its true Christian and Constitu- 
tional foundations.”* Similar language was offered by more main- 
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stream political and religious figures like Jerry Falwell: ”I really be- 
lieve that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and 
the gays and the lesbians. . . . I point the finger in their face and say 
’You helped this ha~pen.”’~ As a final example, Matt Hale, leader 
of the Illinois-based World Church of the Creator, claimed: ”The 
time is at hand to preach . . . why these attacks: the control of the 
United States government by International Jewry. . . . We must 
NOT allow this opportunity to be squandered.”6 Even the horrible 
crimes of September 11, then, have provided material for the grow- 
ing hate movement in the United States, suggesting that this 
reemergent, vigorous group has absorbed the declining militia 
movement. 

While it is impossible to completely discount this explanation of 
militia decline-neither the militia nor white supremacist groups 
publish lists of members whose names might be cross-checked-it 
is not entirely persuasive. As was shown in chapter 7, several ex- 
isting militia groups splintered on the question of how radical they 
should be after Oklahoma City. As some elements grew more ex- 
treme, often espousing overtly racist values, many individuals who 
had originally turned to the movement because it appeared free of 
racism either began to form their own groups or left the movement 
entirely. Indeed, this process of leaving was eased by the rise of 
mainstream alternatives to militia action. Ultimately, then, the hard 
core of the movement either survived or moved into white su- 
premacy, while more-moderate militia members left the move- 
ment. If this is the case, the important question that needs to be an- 
swered is: Is the decline of the movement permanent, or might it or 
one of its variants rise to prominence again? 

Is the Militia Dead? 

There are reasons to suppose the movement is finished for good. 
For example, the United States recently completed its undeclared 
war against the Taliban rulers of Afghanistan and remains en- 
meshed in a worldwide fight against Osama bin Laden’s a1 Qaeda 
terrorist organization, and terrorism generally. As this chapter is 
being written, the United States is also apparently on the verge of 
a second war with Iraq. Popular support for these actions and the 
federal government generally is high. Accordingly, a movement 
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grounded on the mistrust of government is likely to find little sup- 
port in an era in which substantial majorities trust and support 
their government. 

Moreover, the tactics that led to the decline of the militia in the 
late 1990s are still in place in 2002. Indeed, as will be discussed 
later, the use of informants, investigations, and aggressive use of 
legal sanctions against right-wing groups have been expanded. 
Federal, state, and local law enforcement authorities remain careful 
and patient in their interactions with right-wing groups, thus un- 
dermining an ideology that insists that the federal government is 
engaged in a plot to destroy American freedoms and liberties in 
support of the New World Order. Mainstream political actors con- 
tinue to provide alternative venues of conservative political action 
in the system. The resurgence of the movement in conditions like 
these seems hard to imagine. 

The Foundations of a Potential 
Militia Renaissance 

Yet the idea that the movement, and its variants, is ”done” is naive 
for at least two reasons. First is the possibility that the current con- 
text of pro-government attitudes will change. The other is the na- 
ture of American political culture, ideology, and myth. 

Political Context and the Renaissance of the Militia 

One possible stimulus for a resurgent militia movement might be a 
change in political circumstances that would once again favor mili- 
tia paranoia. One such factor could be the antiterrorism bill passed 
by Congress in the aftermath of September 11 and signed into law 
by President George W. Bush on October 25, 2001. Its provisions 
grant the federal government many of the powers that militia 
members contend it already abuses: the right to hold people in de- 
tention for indeterminate, lengthy periods without charges (and 
thus without attorneys) if they are suspected of involvement in ter- 
rorism; monitoring of suspects’ conversations with their attorneys; 
increased authority to wiretap suspects’ phones, regardless of loca- 
tion; federal authority to obtain and enforce nationwide search 
warrants; increased monitoring of e-mail and computer accounts 
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of suspected terrorists; authorization for intelligence agencies- 
e.g., the Central Intelligence Agency-to obtain wiretap orders 
from a special intelligence court if it suspects terrorism is an issue, 
even inside the United States; and increased regulation of U.S. 
banks, particularly in their interactions with overseas banks, to 
stop funds transfers for suspected  terrorist^.^ While many of these 
provisions are aimed at foreign nationals residing in the United 
States, many of the powers are so broad as to be applied to anyone 
suspected of terrorism-with the government the arbiter of who is 
a suspect. Even lawyers’ conversations with suspected terrorists 
are now monitored routinely. Of course, such powers may be im- 
portant and useful, and they may be popular in the short run, but 
it is easy to imagine a backlash building against the government if 
stories of abuse emerge and continue over time. This is particular- 
ly the case if the abuses are aimed at ”Americans” and not ”for- 
eigners”: rightly or wrongly, militia ideology is grounded on an 
American nativism that elevates the native-born above foreign na- 
tionals. (This nativism seems to explain popular support for deten- 
tion of some U.S. citizens, such as Jose Padilla and John Walker 
Lindh. Padilla, a U.S. citizen who converted to Islam in prison, and 
Lindh, the so-called American Taliban who fought with the conser- 
vative Islamic regime in Afghanistan, have both been detained for 
an extended period by the federal government with little public 
protest. Their Islamism and apparent loyalty to foreign powers 
seems to de-Americanize these people in the public mind, and so 
to link them with the “foreigners” with whom the United States is 
apparently at war.) For those who share militia values, however, 
the abuse of Americans over time may become the foundation of a 
resurgent antigovernment movement. 

President Bush has also issued an executive order allowing spe- 
cial military courts, rather than civilian ones, to take charge of the 
trials of any captured foreign-national, terrorists. Such courts, im- 
portantly, do not face the same rules of evidence, procedure, and 
disclosure that civilian courts must follow; thus, Bush and Attor- 
ney General John Ashcroft have argued, they are better venues for 
investigating the crimes committed by terrorist organizations. Yet 
this order has been highly controversial, even among conservative 
political leaders, many of whom believe that it has resulted in too 
much power being concentrated in the hands of the federal gov- 
ernment. For example, conservative newspaper columnist William 
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Safire has called for fellow conservatives to oppose President 
Bush‘s order, and former conservative Georgia Republican con- 
gressman Bob Barr, a Clinton-impeachment manager who has spo- 
ken to racist, militia-oriented groups, called for a congressional in- 
vestigation into Bush‘s directive. Even in the midst of a highly 
popular war, then, the natural instincts of political conservatives 
are to fear the concentration of political power in the federal gov- 
ernment. Under such conditions, backlash can be expected. 

The logic of the federal government’s post-September 11 ac- 
tions-that increased government power at the cost of some indi- 
vidual liberties is necessary in order to fight a war against terror- 
ism-found institutional expression in the creation of the 
Department of Homeland Security in November 2002. This new 
department combines dozens of law enforcement, intelligence- 
gathering, and emergency service agencies (or parts of agencies) 
into a sophisticated, highly cooperative organization capable of de- 
tecting, undermining, and responding to terrorist actions against 
Americans both in the United States and overseas. As a conse- 
quence, one federal agency will, for the first time, combine the 
power to spy on U.S. citizens as well as foreign nationals with the 
power to arrest, detain, and enforce the law. Moreover, the agency’s 
employees will lack traditional civil service and union protections 
available to most federal employees, meaning they may be subject 
to pressure from political leaders to pursue partisan goals. In other 
words, at least from the perspective of those sympathetic to militia 
ideology, the federal government has created an agency with re- 
markable, centralized power to enforce the will of the political elite. 
This agency’s actions may, over time, stimulate a resurgence of 
militia-like antigovernment activism. 

More broadly, the changes to American society associated with 
the terrorist attacks of September 11 may also induce a backlash 
over time. After all, Americans have become used to relative free- 
dom, whether it is at airports, on the roads, or in Internet use. 
Other examples can be listed easily. Long lines waiting to get air- 
line tickets, random and thorough searches of bags and cars, or in- 
creased monitoring of electronic communications generally per- 
ceived to be private (like e-mail) may provide a context in which 
antigovernment sentiments make sense to large numbers of Amer- 
icans, particularly if real stories of government abuse of power 
reemerge. Before the outbreak of the Afghan war, for example, 
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there was substantial and vigorous public discussion of a recently 
developed FBI e-mail monitoring and tracking program known as 
Carnivore; most conservatives considered it a dangerous invasion 
of individual rights and a serious concentration of power in the 
federal government’s hands. Similarly, a proposal to allow the FBI 
to gather intelligence by placing a device in a suspect’s computer 
keyboard that would allow investigators to monitor every key- 
stroke was highly controversial. Thus, the potential is high for 
new stories of government abuse of individual rights-even the 
rights of ”ordinary” Americans-to emerge. Just as a short-term 
cause-the terrorist attacks-led to increased levels of support for 
the government, it is likely that repeated government actions that 
many Americans decide violate their rights and liberties may re- 
store antigovernment sentiments to prominence in contemporary 
politics. 

In addition, in the months following the attacks of September 11, 
the federal government announced that it had been using a satel- 
lite facility to back up its operations. This complex is built into 
caves and bunkers somewhere-its exact location is, of course, se- 
cret. It has the capacity to process the daily work of government 
(Social Security checks, regulatory oversight, defense and national 
security direction, and the like) from a secure location. Evocatively, 
and from the perspective of the militia movement’s adherents, 
tellingly, this secondary facility is known as the ”Shadow Govern- 
ment.” In other words, the government’s own term for a secret fa- 
cility capable of using the increasingly far-reaching powers of the 
federal government for whatever purposes it has in mind is the 
same as the term movement members use to describe the corrupt 
system it believes dominates government today. This is tailor-made 
for a potential reemergence of the movement, particularly if this 
Shadow Government is perceived to be directing or using the 
newly asserted power of the federal government for purposes that 
militia-leaning members of the population consider wrong, evil, or 
corrupt. 

Such a backlash seems particularly likely since the terrorist at- 
tacks of September 11 led to a dramatic rise in gun sales in the Unit- 
ed States. While sales of handguns had been declining in the Unit- 
ed States in the late 1990s, the sales of personal firearms jumped 
dramatically in the weeks and months after the September bomb- 
ings. Thus, instinctively, Americans returned to the logic of the gun 
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myth described in chapter 2 and insisted on their personal rights to 
self-defense. If, as a result of the antiterrorism legislation recently 
passed by Congress and signed by President Bush, Americans per- 
ceive their fundamental liberties to be under assault, armed resis- 
tance can be expected again. 

Culture, Ideology, Myth, and 
a Resurgent Militia Movement 

Americans’ rush to guns after September 11 suggests the second, 
deeper, reason to suppose that the militia movement or a variant 
may reemerge in the United States: the movement’s cultural, ideo- 
logical, and mythical foundations. As was examined in chapters 1 
and 2, the modern militia movement was built on values and 
myths that are central to American political culture. The link that 
members built between guns and liberty is grounded on the mili- 
tia myth of the American Revolution. The ideology the movement 
espouses is tied to ideas, values, and principles that are deeply em- 
bedded in American political life. Culture provides the context in 
which militia ideology finds meaning. 

Culture, myth, and ideology endure. Changes, when they occur, 
are usually incremental and slow. Thus there is no reason to sup- 
pose that the terrorist attacks of September 11 caused a permanent 
values shift in the United States, turning a nation filled with indi- 
viduals significantly skeptical of national political authority into a 
community of pro-government activists. In the aftermath of Sep- 
tember 11, then, many Americans perceive that the government has 
to play an important role in protecting their safety. Once the per- 
ceived danger has passed, however, or even if Americans simply 
come to accept terrorism as a part of the cost of life in the world’s 
only remaining superpower, the desire to be left largely alone by 
government can be expected to reassert itself in American political 
discourse. Short-term events like government abuses of its newly 
granted antiterrorism powers may encourage the resurgence of 
antigovernment attitudes more quickly than would otherwise be 
the case, but such attitudes are far more deeply rooted and com- 
mon in American political culture than are pro-government ones. 
In such circumstances, the only question is when such attitudes 
will return to prominence, not whether this return will occur. 

Two events that occurred after September 11 illustrate the per- 
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manent hold the militia and its associated movements have on the 
American mind. Shortly after the September attacks, a wave of let- 
ters containing lethal concentrations of anthrax was sent to both 
public figures and ordinary citizens. Several people died from ex- 
posure to the virus, several U.S. congressional buildings had to be 
decontaminated as a result of letters being mailed to members’ of- 
fices, many post offices required inspection and decontamination, 
and a general fear struck millions of Americans. Postal service was 
disrupted to many homes and businesses, and demand for vacci- 
nation against anthrax far outstripped the vaccine supply. Two 
groups were immediately suspected: Osama bin Laden’s a1 Qaeda 
organization and militia groups. Indeed, some conspiracists had 
the two groups working together in a joint campaign to destroy 
their mutual enemy, the U.S. government. While the case has yet to 
be solved, experts increasingly agree that the level of concentration 
of the anthrax was so high that it could have come only from a U.S. 
government-owned, military-related laboratory. The sense that a 
right-wing group of antigovernment activists could have under- 
taken this attack lingers, however. 

Similarly, in spring 2002 a series of attacks occurred throughout 
the American Midwest and Southwest in which pipe bombs were 
used to destroy mailboxes. Six people were injured in the ensuing 
explosions. In addition, mail service was disrupted in many areas. 
Both postal carriers and citizens often refused to deliver or check 
mail. As was the case with the anthrax letters, speculation was 
widespread that it must be a militia terror campaign initiated in re- 
sponse to the increased authority of the federal government. (No- 
tably, there was little suggestion that a foreign terror organization 
was responsible for these attacks.) A suspect, a young, confused, 
anarchistic man, was eventually caught and confessed. However, 
the instinctive, intuitive jump from bomb to militia illustrates the 
lingering sense that many Americans have that some other Ameri- 
cans perceive the federal government to be abusive and dangerous 
and worth fighting at all costs. 

In the end, then, the militia and its variants are likely to be a per- 
manent fixture of American political life because they grow out of 
the dynamics of American political culture. Militias are not di- 
nosaurs in a zoo-oddities to be gawked at and scarcely believed. 
They are a manifestation of American individualism taken to its ex- 
treme and validated by a myth of ideal American identity. Only in 
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recognizing that the militia are, in fact, as "American as apple pie" 
can we understand where the movement comes from, why it took 
the shape it did, and whether it, or another version of it, can be ex- 
pected to reemerge in the United States. More importantly, it is 
only in understanding that the militia reflect the ideal of American 
politics in a twisted and warped way that we can hope as a society 
to establish the kinds of plans and programs that will help us build 
the just, free, and democratic future that is at the heart of the Amer- 
ican experiment. 
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