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Executive Summary

Title: Violent Extremist Organizations in the United States: Appeal, Recruitment, Messaging,
and Identity.

Author: Maj Ian M. Johnston

Thesis: VEOs utilize framing processes to appeal to individuals through shared grievances,
present a common adversary, draw a link between identities of recruits and the recruiting VEO,
and mobilize recruits and members against the adversary. An examination of the nuances of
these processes may be helpful in addressing such violent organizations.

Discussion: VEOs construct narratives, exploit opportunities, establish objectives that attract
followers, and subsequently mobilize the followers under a common ideology that advances their
interests. Understanding how VEOs appeal to and recruit people with shared ideologies, or are
otherwise inclined to align with their ideas, is key in understanding what violent extremism and
the associated organizations are. Viewing VEOs as social movements that leverage framing
processes and as mobilizing structures while assessing the mediums and means by which VEOs
message their narratives, determines how VEOs exploit opportunities to maximize the
effectiveness of their messaging. It is possible, through understanding the nuance of these
processes, to intervene in the recruitment and mobilization by VEOs in their extremist pursuits.
Conclusion: VEOs are ideological social movements that appeal to individuals through framing
processes and connect their individual identity to the collective identity, enabling them to act as
mobilizing structures. They also organize against their perceived adversaries to achieve the

collective’s objectives and restore their desired status.
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Introduction

The United States plays host to many groups and social movements with specific
ideologies, most of which are law abiding and exercise ideas within their rights. Domestic
violent extremist organizations (VEOs) seek to spread extremist ideologies and, .. .target
individuals or institutions that represent symbols of their grievances...” through the application
of violence to achieve their ends.! VEOs are ideological social movements that strive to gain
attention for their goals by appealing to like-minded individuals to draw them in and mobilize
them against a commonly perceived threat to maintain and build resilience as a movement. !
When a group of individuals that believes the best means to advocate and progress a counter-
mainstream perspective is violence, comes together to amass efforts with dangerous intentions, it
becomes a threat to the domestic security of a nation.” The Department of Homeland Security
identifies domestic violent extremists as, “the most persistent and lethal threat to the homeland.”?
As such, understanding how VEOs recruit and mobilize can provide the relevant context to
enable intervention.

This paper argues that VEOs leverage framing processes to recruit and mobilize people
by tying their individual identity with the group’s collective identity and objectives. After
defining framing processes and demonstrating how it is used by VEOs, I address how, through
such processes, they are able to connect an individual’s identity to the collective one. I submit
that once the connection between the individual and the collective identity is made, the VEO
offers mobilizing structures to followers, translating the ideology into action by organizing and

empowering people against the presented opposition. That is, VEOs utilize framing processes to

! For the purposes of this paper and in line with McAdam et al’s Comparative Perspectives on Social Movements
(2008) relation of social movements and violent extremist organizations, the terms VEO and social movement will
be used interchangeably, and when social movement is used in this context it does not remove the violent qualifier.



appeal to individuals through shared grievances. They then present common adversaries,
drawing links between identities of recruits and themselves to mobilize individuals against the
adversary. Specifically, this paper claims that US-based VEOs (like those around the world)
construct narratives, exploit opportunities, establish objectives that attract followers, and
subsequently mobilize them under a common ideology that advances the VEO’s interests. An
examination of the nuances of these processes is helpful in addressing such violent organizations.
Violent Extremist Organizations

VEO causes range from white nationalist? goals of reemploying a pre-civil rights era
status quo that benefits whites on a far-right conservative end of the political spectrum, to the left
end of the spectrum, seen in anti-fascists (ANTIFA). What makes VEOs extreme is their
location on either side of the political spectrum. Such placement also means these organizations
typically exist outside ordinary or mainstream perspectives and interests and are ultimately in
contention with existing social mechanisms and government order.* Since VEOs exist outside
the mainstream, they are more inclined to violent acts because, as a minority, they have little
connection or access to traditional mechanisms of advocacy existing in social networks and
government systems. Their weaknesses as a minority lead to their dependence on extreme and
violent actions to advocate for and draw attention to VEOs’ minority and counter-culture beliefs.

Several United States Government (USG) agencies, not-for-profit organizations, and
research groups have contributed to the literature on US-based VEO recruitment and
mobilization. According to the Department of Homeland Security, “There has been a concerning

rise in attacks by individuals motivated by a variety of domestic terrorist ideologies, such as

2 This section only addresses white nationalist VEOs and movements generally while it addresses a far left extremist
movement ANTIFA specifically. The case study goes in-depth on the right-wing, white nationalist group, the Proud
Boys,.



racially- and ethnically-motivated violent extremism, including white supremacist violent
extremism.”> This depicts DHS and State, Local, Tribal, and Territorial partners’
acknowledgment of extremists’ actions and call for proactive countermeasures to reduce costly
effects.

Organizations that study VEOs include the Terrorism Research and Analysis Consortium
(TRAC), Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC), and the Anti-Defamation League (ADL). The
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) also plays a notable role as a government agency that
studies VEOs. TRAC submits that right wing extremism, largely depicted by white nationalist
movements such as the National Socialist Movement/National Front and the American Identity
Movement, are status quo organizations that intend to adhere to their desired ethno-nationalism
and religion in light of their grievance of the increasing, perceived, or actual authority of other
races and religions that threaten their own.® Their desire, generally, is to return to the “way
things were” before civil rights movements when there was little or no contest against white
authority since they view that contest as threatening to the ability of white people to maintain an
advantage or control over others. The SPLC furthers the examination of white nationalist
movements’ legal and illegal means against their grievances while reinforcing the return to the
“status-quo” preceding the civil rights movement when they contend the power shifted in favor
of minorities.” The ADL references the Alt Right movement under the white nationalist
movement as a “rebranding,” since although they are centered on advancing the white identity,
they attempt to distance themselves from being coined as racist, but instead as Identitarians — a
movement to preserve ethnicity and culture through protection.®  Overall, white supremacist
and nationalist movements range from formal organizations (denoting membership, structure,

and means of recruiting, messaging, and mobilizing) to informal ones that believe in a hard line



drawn between white people and “everyone else.” They believe there is an existential crisis at
hand for the white race and submit to their members and potential followers that extreme means
are necessary to protect themselves against the threats against their survival.” The existential
predicament perceived by far-right white nationalist organizations is contested by movements
like ANTIFA, which holds a divergent and at times violently conflicting perspective.

ANTIFA resides on the opposite extreme of the political spectrum as an anti-government
movement that refuses to cooperate with law enforcement and other agents of the government to
the point where it disregards government authority to impede its strategic messaging and tactical
actions.!® The FBI characterized ANTIFA as anarchist extremists and subsequently initiated
counterterror investigations regarding any affiliated individuals and organizations.!' The focus
on affiliates is due to the unique aspect of ANTIFA as a violent social movement that lacks a
central, organizational construct that is in direct contrast with the far right VEOs and is largely
promoted and driven through social media networks.'> ANTIFA’s lack of structure and
dependence on social media messaging demonstrates a technologically current approach to
framing processes and communication strategy in a manner that leverages cyberspace to
influence the greatest audience. The ADL’s focus on ANTIFA acknowledges its, “...vicious,
self-defeating cycle of attacks, counter-attacks, and blame. Therefore, most established civil
rights organizations criticize antifa tactics as dangerous and counterproductive.”!®> ANTIFA has
undoubtedly applied violence in pursuit of its vision and conducts significant messaging
campaigns as a movement, but without a specific organization it does not have a common goal
with which individual members can align themselves. This separates them from the typical VEO

seen in the US.



There is also a notable struggle between far right and far left VEOs that generates
violence from each group upon the other in a perpetuating fashion.'* VEOs maintain attention
and prompt violent acts in relation to counter movements as well as government or mainstream
perspectives. For example, a white nationalist organization’s objective may be to destabilize a
government system or process to gain a degree of advantage in a systemic process that
previously denied its access to power. Such an organization will concurrently face opposing
perspectives from far-left movements that are attempting to regain power in similar fashion.
From another perspective, Bjelopera and Sacco claim that ANTIFA gained its initial prominence
through violent clashes with white supremacist movements in 2017 in Charlottesville and not
through opposing mainstream institutions to further its cause.'> When right-wing extremists gain
momentum or gather sufficiently to demonstrate, ANTIFA (and other like-minded collectives)
work off the fear generated from right-wing activities to seize opportunity to recruit ANTIFA
friendly people into active participation.!® This occurs in all forums from town halls, colleges,
and protests, to social media and cyberspace at large.!” Each group strives to validate and
legitimize its grievances and solutions above the others’, which generates competition for
audience and conflict amongst each other. Generally, the conflict will create opportunity for
recruiting in favor of the best-case outcome for a particular group.

Elements of political extremism, not to include violence, must be considered, and are an
integral part of VEOs in the spectrum of actions to fundamentally change existing mainstream
political institutions.'® This means while VEOs preponderantly rely on violence as the most
significant means to resolve their grievances, it does not exclude non-violent measures within
existing institutions from a VEO’s repertoire. VEOs may, and do, attempt to use traditional

power mechanisms to influence political change, but as a minority ideology and population



outside the mainstream, their efforts in this realm will likely be received with less imperative
than traditional participants within the institutions.

The consensus is that VEOs, as social movements, must conduct deliberate framing
processes to enable a narrative that reinforces the legitimacy of their organizations while
appealing to the greatest number of individuals to further each VEO’s respective causes.
Framing Processes

Framing processes are how social movements, in this case VEOs, design messages and
narratives to “mobilize potential adherents and constituents, to garner bystander support, and to
demobilize antagonists.”!” VEOs tailor their messaging to specific audiences in a manner that
appeals to their interests and attracts them to the movement. Snow and Benford consider and
expand on Klandermans’ social psychology approach to framing through the concept of
motivational framing.?® This means of influence is key in a VEO’s method of garnering support
by inciting underlying emotions in inclined individuals that drive them to associate with a VEO
instead of harboring their budding extremist view privately or amongst a small social circle.
Snow and Benford express motivation framing as, “...a ‘call to arms,’ or rationale for engaging
in ameliorative collective action, including the construction of appropriate vocabularies of
motive.”?! They explore how providing aggrieved people with an adversary and thus a tangible
“target,” can result in increased support and participation in these groups. Consequently, once a
VEO frames a message that attracts individuals and then appeals to them through motivational
narratives, they can assimilate and indoctrinate people into the organization to achieve its
overarching objective.

It is essential for VEOs to appeal to an individual’s grievance as it is shared with the

organization and to subsequently provide them a solution, however feasible. Framing processes



are how VEOs appeal to or reinforce an individual’s issues and beliefs about the adversarial

institutions they oppose or whose influences they want to curtail.*?

The extremist organizations
themselves, be they centralized (like most white nationalist movements) or decentralized (like
ANTIFA), will always demonstrate a common adversary (idea, institution, or individual) and
claim that anyone who stands in their way is an enemy in the same right. Specifically, white
nationalists apply violence in fear of minorities “usurping power”. Their actions compete and
generate emotional responses that trigger greater conflict and spur their perceived necessity to
justify their message over the other and compete for greater power and influence.

McAdam, McCarthy, and Zald support Snow and Benford by attesting that people require
a, “...need to feel both aggrieved about some aspect of their lives and optimistic that, acting
collectively, they can redress the problem...” and that if they go without understanding a
problem or solution to it, mobilization is unlikely to occur.?® Specific conditions must be present
to recruit individuals into VEOs. An individual must have a grievance against something to
incite emotional frustration. At this point, the person can be opened to participating in collective
action. For example, a white person struggling to find work may be exposed to the rhetoric of a
white nationalist organization stressing that white workers are losing employment opportunities
to immigrating minorities. In such a case an individual, who is experiencing frustration with the
conditions of their environment, now has a conceptual cause (in the form of a specific group of
people) to which s/he can apply frustration through collective effort using a mobilizing structure
(the white nationalist organization), which promises that the united action will render desirable
results (more jobs for struggling white people). McAdam, et al appreciate such scenarios of
agents framing adversaries and presenting courses of action with solutions as a constructivist

attribution of problems in line with Snow and Benford’s framing processes.?* Their submission



indicates that it is a matter of perspective between the VEO (believing it is an aggrieved party)
and the instigating institution, as the very issue that the VEO presents as the problem may be the
same thing for which the opposition blames them.

These perspectives provide a comprehensive evaluation of how VEOs generate specific
narratives that target individuals to feel motivated to participate with them. Framing processes
set the conditions to mobilize individuals and groups and demonstrate the value of effective
strategic messaging. Such findings support popular social movements and can be applied across
any organization attempting to spread a message or increase recruitment. The contribution of
framing processes to mobilization will be addressed later, but it is notable that appealing to the
audience via the specific narrative is the hook that will connect individuals to the collective
ideology to put them into action.

If VEOs intend to effectively recruit, spread ideology, and take tangible action against a
grievance or threat, they must, “...define the issues, invent metaphors, attribute blame, and
define tactics,” through strategic framing.> In regard to white nationalism on the far right and
the necessity for VEOs to appeal to potential recruits, Youngblood submits that their messaging
strives to bring about an, “idealized future favoring a [their] particular group [and] little evidence
that radicalization is primarily driven by psychopathology... [but rather]...exposed to extremist
ideology, and subsequently reinforced by members of their community.”?® Essentially, people
may be naturally inclined to be more likely to align to something, but it is the specific exposure
to ideology and the reinforcing frame that drives home a movement’s narrative to the point
where a person is willing to deliberately join and commit to an ideological organization beyond

concurrence with share principles.



Prognostic framing and collective action frames present opportunities to translate the
issues into actionable solutions. Prognostic framing is employed by VEOs to appeal to
individuals and mobilize them under the organization’s cognizance. Prognostic framing seeks to
provide the means, or plan, of how a solution can be brought to a grievance.?’ It demonstrates
that a VEO can, at least, feasibly act on the rhetoric and grievances that it promotes, which
increases its legitimacy in the perception of already inclined audiences while also reinforcing it
within its own organization. The ability to present an issue with a potential solution is essential
in garnering meaningful attention since presenting an idea or problem set by itself may incite
feelings with someone, it does not provoke desire to participate in the related cause. Collective
action frames are sets of action focused ideas that provide legitimacy and motivation to
operations within a VEO whose primary purpose is to actually mobilize the collective while
prompting a movement to action, garnering attention of non-participant observers, and directly
countering adversaries.?® The messages of the actions by existing organizations and movements
during demonstrations, rallies, riots, online social media campaigns, and conventional social
networks appeal to those who may have not been previously willing to openly commit to or
support an organization, which is the first step to collective organization through mobilizing
structures.

Identity

When a group appeals to an individual’s personal injustices, relates to his/her struggles,
and provides a potential course of action to remediate the cause of those issues as well as a
subsequent solution, it has utilized framing processes appropriately. This means the group has

correlated its issues with an individual’s issues and created a connection between the individual



and the collective. Framing processes appeal to the individual’s identity at its core by showing
that the collective identity bears the same interests.

The ability for a VEO to reinforce and spread the ideas associated with its collective
identity is critical in the maintenance of the movement’s existence and subsequent ability to
mobilize individuals into cooperative action.? If there is not a link between the collective and
individual identity, then framing processes will not have the intended effect, essentially
rendering recruitment efforts ineffective, collective organization weak, and the ability to take
action generally unnoticeable. Concerning the individual, if a potential recruit or member does
not subscribe to the collective identity and beliefs, his/her likelihood of participating in the VEOs
extremist acts or exposing him/herself to harm in the name of the movement is significantly less
than a person who is committed to and possesses the movement’s beliefs.

The importance of identity is in the internal and external representation of the individual
and ultimately the collective movement that enables a VEO to ensure a, “...shared sense of
purpose and reciprocal identification and mutual recognition among movement participants.”!
An individual’s identity and the collective identity of the VEO are separate in that they are
specific to each, but mutually supporting and interconnected in the actions and messages each
takes and shares, respectively. Polletta and Jasper define the connection of individual and
collective identity as, “...an individual’s cognitive, moral, and emotional connection with a
broader community, category, practice, or institution. It is a shared status or relation...and it is
distinct from personal identities, although it may form part of a personal identity.”3> The
individual inclination toward a belief is reinforced by the recognition that there is an existing
structure with shared conception with other like-minded individuals and the resulting feedback is

a reinforcing growth of the shared ideology by the collective. The collective identity fosters and
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foments the aligned individual interest to supersede other interests that individual may hold,
resulting in the collective identity assuming a greater role in the individual’s identity at the cost
of some of their previously existing interests.

While the collective identity will cultivate the individual’s identity, the collective identity

will falter if individuals fail to adhere to it.>*

This makes it vital for VEOs to routinely
encourage and promote the symbols, values, and objectives of the collective identity to reinforce
them to the individual. Once the VEO draws the individual into it, it must reiterate and reinforce
its rhetoric while even going so far as to forsake or condemn any beliefs or ideas that counter or
simply do not support it. A VEO will also solicit and demand reaffirmation from the individual
to the collective, typically though externally expressive means such as participation in violent
actions or demonstrations.** If an individual fails to participate in collective action, the VEO
questions the strength of the individual’s connection to the collective identity and may
subsequently push the person from the organization while potentially identifying him/her as a
hazard to the VEO. This also demonstrates to other members that any individual not willing to
participate in actions rooted in the collective identity are a threat to the organization itself.

When VEOs deliberately link an individual’s identity to the collective identity, they
create their claims through framing processes, conduct organizational and targeted recruiting,
identify threats and grievances, and act.>> VEOs target individuals based on an individual’s
outward proclamation that aligns to the VEO, but they also typically recognize an existing pre-

disposition (i.e., nature and nurture influences) regarding individuals based on the general

composition of the existing organization’s demographic makeup.
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Mobilizing Structures

VEOs are mobilizing structures that organize and empower their ideas into actions taken
openly against their perceived and prescribed prominent opposition. Essentially, mobilizing
structures translate the extremist ideology into action. Mobilizing structures are also a means by
which people become engaged in collective action.*® These structures are the actual
organizations that are formed under the umbrella of a shared idea that brings people together.
Mobilizing structures prompt, enable, and coordinate the extreme measures that qualify them as
VEOs in opposition to the external power holders of the institutions that the VEOs work
against.>’ In this context, mobilizing structures can be interest and advocacy groups and the
VEOs themselves when formally or informally organized with the intent to focus on and
progress a shared idea. Mobilizing structures can be formed through the grouping of people with
a shared perspective or through the organization itself and its pursuit to attract and recruit those
that are inclined toward the shared ideology. Framing processes, motivational framing, and
mobilization are largely dependent on the agents of the organization to identify the problems,
and likely solutions, and strategically message them to individuals in a style that creates,
“...shared understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective
action.”*® By legitimizing the “call to action” people are more likely to follow through with a
subsequent application of violence under the overarching justified collective ideology. If a VEO
desires to achieve collective strength to spread an ideology and act, they must create the
circumstances and conditions that appeal to individuals who may not see an enticing solution to
an issue. Once a perceived genuine solution is provided, previously inclined individuals will
become committed members. The commitment of an individual to become a participant in a

VEO is a substantial step that removes that person from typical social structures or networks.
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VEOs as mobilizing structures are normally outside of traditional social structures or are
otherwise not a part of the majority of any given population’s daily interaction. Futrell, Simi,
and Tan state that, “Social movements typically originate outside established institutions and
seek recognition in ways that challenge existing codes, practices, power relations, and
authorities.”* Since the VEO ideology exists outside contemporary or popular norms, while
most often working to counter the same popular norms, the formation of a mobilizing structure is
critical for a VEO to establish a foothold in existing culture. By implementing a hierarchy, a
means of distributing information and direction, and active recruitment efforts, the VEOs
establish the ability to challenge more prominent mainstream institutions or ideologies by
gaining legitimacy as an organization, even as a minority population group. Once a VEO
ideology deliberately evolves into an actual mobilizing structure instead of an interest group, it
can translate ideology into coordinated action against the larger institution to which it is opposed.

Mobilizing structures cannot only focus on bringing a collective to action in specific
instances but must also focus on achieving sustained efforts that perpetuate the ideology. The
organizations must enable interpersonal engagement among its members to internally reinforce
the value of the collective culture and belief system, which will encourage further action with
enduring characteristics.*’ VEOs will foster the link between individual and collective identities
to facilitate the interpersonal communication that reinforces individual connection to the
organization, creating the opportunity to act together in public demonstrations of their values,
alone, or counter to an organization actively advocating an opposing belief.

When considering VEOs as mobilizing structures in the application of violence against a
normative ideology by means of rioting, such activities may lack obvious cultural or symbolic

content and require a target that demands an active physical performance that creates opportunity
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and generates momentum against the organization’s perceived threat.!

The requirement for a
target upon which to project ideology indicates how a group will conduct strategic
communication to spread a specific ideology, and how it will then apply action to demonstrate its
relevance as a solution to grievances. When like-minded or inclined individuals observe active
behaviors, the observation increases their willingness to connect with organizations exhibiting
apparent justified action against a shared injustice. Furthermore, VEOs expose their strength to
adversaries and peers by conducting demonstrations that strive to validate their authority as a
genuine collective. By showing they can support their narrative through action, regardless of
actual effects, VEOs increase the likelihood of attracting more members. A crucial component
of a mobilizing structure’s ability to translate ideas into action is by tying an individual’s identity
to the collective identity.
Case Study: The U.S. Capitol Raid*

Then President Donald Trump’s rally and associated demonstrations by the far right
VEQO, Proud Boys, on January 6, 2021 demonstrates the preparatory actions to mobilize a VEO
to assemble from all over the US. The preliminary efforts set conditions to increase the group’s
actions from a demonstration to an insurrection culminating in its raid of the U.S. Capitol
Building. This case presents examples of framing processes, connecting individual identities to
groups, and mobilization, and presents how a trigger event like an authority figure in a
significant legitimate position of power provides opportunity and legitimacy to an extremist
movement.
Summary: January 6, 2021

On January 6, 2021, crowds amassed in Washington D.C. in demonstration against the

opening of certified election results among the House of Representatives and the Senate at
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1:00pm in the U.S. Capitol Building. Shortly before that, then-President Donald Trump
commenced a speech near the White House attended in significant numbers by White Nationalist
VEOs including the Proud Boys.* Participants at the rally, and later at the Capitol building raid,
were in Washington D.C. and the vicinity of the White House and Capitol building as early as
January 5™ in preparation for the events on the 6. The largest grouping of the Proud Boys was
assembled at the Capitol lawn as early as 10am on the 6> demonstrating their deliberate
planning and preparation. Throughout his speech, President Trump made several comments that
instigated the attendees such as, “After this, we’re going to walk down, and I’ll be there with
you.”* During the speech, a large crowd began moving from the rally toward the Capitol and,
before the speech ended at 1:00pm, the crowd broke through the outer barricades. By 2:11pm,
members of the Proud Boys along with other rioters breached the Capitol building itself. At
2:24pm, President Trump tweeted, “Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should have
been done to protect our Country and our Constitution,” further exacerbating an already volatile
situation.* By 2:47pm, rioters were in the Senate Chamber and one individual, Ashli Babbit,
was fatally shot. At4:17pm and again at 6:01pm, President Trump tweeted, trying to appeal to
the rioters to leave the Capitol. However, he did not change his stance on the fraudulent election.
Between 5:34pm and 6:14pm, the Capitol Police along with D.C. National Guard secured the
Capitol and arrested rioters. The aftermath resulted in several dead including a Capitol Police
officer, as well as significant property damage. Considering the summary of events that day, a
closer look at a participant in the raid demonstrates that the underlying conditions and causes
were triggered by the motivation of the President.

Proud Boys
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The Proud Boys were founded in 2016 by Gavin Mclnnes (also co-founder of Vice
media and no stranger to appealing to mass audiences). The group was later led by Enrique
Tarrio.* The Proud Boys’ ideology is largely defined as white nationalist, anti-Muslim, “anti-
white guilt,” and pro-Trump while its introduction to world media attention was largely garnered
through planning and participation in the 2017 “Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, Virginia
alongside the KKK, anti-Semites, Southern Racists, and a myriad of militia-type extremists.*’
Since then, the Proud Boys have advocated two perspectives: that the dilution of the of white
culture must be put to an end, and that everyone in the US must, “...assimilate to a Western,
white, English-speaking way of life...”*® The group claims it is not a racist organization.*’

Tthe Proud Boys’ framing processes presented the idea that the white race was at risk and
the only way to maintain its integrity was to dominate culture with white, English-speaking
leaders in power. This grievance was against the perceived rise of non-whites in conventional
power by means of the Democratic President-Elect Joe Biden and associated supporters,
proposed cabinet members, and key leaders. The Proud Boys saw an opportunity to intervene in
the perceived usurpation of power in which President Trump claimed President-Elect Biden was
fraudulently elected. President Trump’s speeches and tweets over social media further spurred
the group’s members into action. Figure 1 demonstrates how the President placed blame by
identifying a specific adversary, submitting to his collaborators that a failure in the system
occurred, and then calling the group to action in his demand for truth. Figure 2 shows how the
President’s tweets validate the actions by maintaining the grievance of a fraudulent election and

categorizing participants in the raid as “great patriots.”
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Donald J. Trump &
@realDonaldTrump

Mike Pence didn’t have the courage to do what should
have been done to protect our Country and our
Constitution, giving States a chance to certify a corrected
set of facts, not the fraudulent or inaccurate ones which
they were asked to previously certify. USA demands the
truth!

This claim of election fraud is disputed, and this Tweet can't be replied to,
Retweeted, or liked due to a risk of violence

1:24 PM - Jan 6, 2021 - Twitter for iPhone

Figure 1
Source: @realDonaldTrump / Twitter. Tweet from the Twitter account of President
Donald Trump posted on the afternoon of Jan. 6, 2021

Donald J. Trump &
@realDonaldTrump

These are the things and events that happen when a
sacred landslide election victory is so unceremoniously &
viciously stripped away from great patriots who have
been badly & unfairly treated for so long. Go home with
love & in peace. Remember this day forever!

This claim of election fraud is disputed, and this Tweet can't be replied to,
Retweeted, or liked due to a risk of violence

6:01 PM - Jan 6, 2021 - Twitter for iPhone

Source: @realDonaldTrump / T witte;l%}vl;:e? from the Twitter account of President
Donald Trump posted on the afternoon of Jan. 6, 2021
By presenting the white race as at risk by the rising power for an opposing political party,
the Proud Boys cast a wide net to far-right, white males who warned that the rise of Democratic
Party members to formal positions of power would further exacerbate the already challenging
conditions of 2020 (largely presented by the COVID-19 pandemic). The Proud Boys’ objective
in its petition to those individuals was to present a solution to its grievance by means of active

resistance on January 6. By providing the context, grievance, adversary, and a proposed

solution, the Proud Boys’ call to arms concurrently connected the individuals to the greater
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collective identity of the movement. The call to action brought people from all over the country
to collective action.

As a mobilizing structure, the Proud Boys employed social media platforms like Parler,
as a mechanism to advertise and solicit participation in the January 6" rally in support of
restoring power to President Trump, which was further publicized on January 3™ by mainstream
media, including Business Insider.>® Parler is a social media blog and messaging service utilized
largely by far-right extremists, including the Proud Boys, which broadcasted calls to action for
weeks before January 6, 2021 in Figure 3. The sentiment of such messages was adversarial and
proposing that upcoming action on January 6, 2021 would resolve the group’s grievances and
assist maintaining President Trump in office. It is noteworthy that at the time of this study
organizations like TRAC, the U.S. Secret Service, and the FBI monitored messages across
internet forums ranging from websites, to twitter, and messaging platforms including Parler by
various agitators including the Proud Boys, QAnon, ANTIFA, and BLM regarding plans for the
demonstrations and activities that led to the raid of the U.S. Capitol..”! Along with the Proud
Boys leader, Enrique Tarrio’s calls to actions as seen in Figure 3, the group also utilized the
internet fora to advertise the rally and pull supporters in from across the country while
organizing subsequent actions on January 6 as seen in figure 4. The use of social media by key
actors enabled them to reach an audience that could remain anonymous, making them more
comfortable in accepting the actor’s beliefs from a position of security in their own
environment.>* It is social media that enables independent, organized, and event decentralized
VEOs and movements to reach out and appeal to individuals over global networks. This medium
in framing is loosely monitored by authorities and largely consulted by informed and uninformed

potential actors alike.>
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Enrique Tarrio - @N
1week ago 176
Googoag

The Washington Post for some reason believed that one of the many
hotels we frequent was newsworthy. Because of this the hotel decided to
close for 3 days. A hotel that prides itself with saying they haven't closed
their doors since it's open in the 1920s. They have fallen victim to to the
fake news. With udBoys you can see in real time the media
machine do the globalists dirty work. The media is the ENEMY of the
people. We had already stopped using the hotel as a hub 3 months ago.
With the new ability I've being able to put 1000 boots on the ground we
outgrew any single hotel

The ProudBoys will turn out in record numbers on Jan 6th but this time
with a twist.

We will not be wearing our traditional Black and Yellow. We will be
incognito and we will spread across downtown DC in smaller teams.

And who knows...we might dress in all BLACK for the occasion.
The night calls for a BLACK tie event.
48 Laws of Power #3 #4 #14 #15 #17 #29 #37 #39 #48

692 1229 2913

Figure 3
Source: @NobleLead / Parler. Message from Enrique Tarrio, leader of Proud Boys
(December 29, 2020)

WalTl

La

Figure 4
Source: www.TheDonald. Win (original deleted). www.JusticeSecurity.org. (January

2021)

Finally, for the Proud Boys, President Trump’s speech and tweets served to legitimize its
violent actions. While it had already internally motivated, organized, and executed a
demonstration that turned into a raid, the President provided an external influence that outlined
its actions, as necessary. President Trump reinforced the grievances that the Proud Boys
presented and delivered a call to action for the group to take back the power wrongfully seized
by the opposing political party. This was not the first time the Proud Boys were acknowledged
by the President as he stated in the September 2020 debate, “Proud Boys, stand back and stand
by,” which resulted in direct reaction from the Proud Boy leader, Enrique Tarrio, “Proud Boys

standing by.”>* The very head of the governing body that the Proud Boys supported practically
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gave them recognition and pushed an opportunity to take violent and extreme action in pursuit of
its cause.
Conclusion

The fulcrum in a VEO’s ability to recruit and mobilize individuals in extremist violence
is its success in appealing to and appreciating individual’s complaints while presenting
seemingly feasible courses of action that circumvent conventional power mechanisms under the
insistence that such mechanisms are ineffective. VEOs believe that they are victims of the
mainstream culture and government and genuinely believe that violence is an appropriate means
to gain restitution for the grievances. Their own application of violence further separates them
from the mainstream, which increases the degree of removal from the very conventional
mechanisms that can provide a realistic source of relief to the grieved individuals and
organizations. VEOs, regardless of group goals, share a common characteristic in that they are
typically outside of the non-extremist political views. They establish grievances and their
appropriate adversaries and also provide solutions (that may or may not be realistic or feasible)
that attempt to garner attention of potential members and the mainstream majority through
obvious and violent actions.

Framing processes are strategic messaging campaigns that are directed at inclined
individuals to move them “from the balcony to the barricades” by appealing to their emotional
and logical interests and grievances. Prognostic framing, motivational framing, and collective
action frames are the link between framing and mobilizing structures that connects the
recruitment and indoctrination of individuals into action on behalf of the collective social
movement. Mobilizing structures legitimize and provoke a call to action through the creation of

circumstances that are appealing to the individuals and collectives expressing grievances.
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Mobilizing structures exist on the periphery of mainstream culture and society and VEOs resort
to violence due to their restricted access to power.

Individual and collective identities are connected but remain separate entities. It is more
likely that an individual’s identity will be shaped and influenced by the collective identity
because VEOs seek indoctrination and continued reinforcement of individuals to support “the
cause” so that when the time comes to mobilize to action, the individual is ready to or has
sacrificed some of his/her identity on behalf of the collective and is prepared to resort to
violence.

The case study of the Proud Boys’ raid on the U.S. Capitol building demonstrates how
VEOs utilize framing processes to appeal to groups, connect their identities to the collective, and
then mobilize them to action in attempts to further the objectives of the organization. In this
case, the VEO failed to achieve its objectives, largely due its foundation in delusion and
misinterpretation. While demonstrating its ability to build a narrative and cause a temporary
disruption to the electoral process, the Proud Boys did not achieve the critical requirement of
effectively changing the institutional capacity.” Nevertheless, the VEO’s internal appeal and
organization were exacerbated by the President’s external legitimization and call to action,
resulting in the violent raid on January 6, 2021.

Social media and the internet provide an environment for all social movements regardless
of size, scope, or ideology to proliferate in strategic messaging, membership, calls for action, and
control of action in real time. The wide net an individual agent within a VEO can cast is global
and only needs to seek out or be found by a small number of people to continue that growth. The

internet provides geographically distant and smaller VEOs the ability to spread by providing
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manuals and instruction on how individuals can start local cells where they did not already exist,
which can have a replicating effect.

VEOs are social movements that employ strategic communication across mediums that
validate their organizations in a manner that recruits like-minded individuals to further their
influence. It is essential for VEOs to establish a relevant grievance, appeal to an individual’s
perspective and frustrations as it is shared with the organization, and then provide a solution,
however feasible. The extremist organizations themselves, be they centralized or decentralized,
will always demonstrate an adversary (idea, institution, or individual) and claim that anyone who
stands in their way is an enemy in the same right. Specifically, white nationalists apply violence
in fear of minorities’ usurpation of power. In reality, minorities are attempting to establish
equality. Their actions compete and generate emotional responses that trigger greater conflict
and spur their perceived necessity to justify their messages over others, competing for greater
power and influence. VEOs leverage technology and internet fora to cast wider nets of influence
and messaging in hopes to gain an advantage over the other, simply because the technology
inherently reaches more people than traditional protest, rally, or publication. There is a link
amongst framing processes, connecting identities, and the activity of mobilizing structures in

VEQ’s pursuit of recruiting and putting individuals together to perform collective acts.
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