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INTRODUCTION


WISPY CIRRUS CLOUDS raced across the upper atmosphere on the otherwise glisteningly clear day that dawned over Orem, Utah, on September 10, 2025. They are so often beautiful days. The horror that would soon puncture it, traumatizing the nation in ways that are rivaled only by some of the worst terrorist attacks in American history, was just hours away.


The climate on Utah Valley University’s (UVU) campus was electric ahead of political organizer and Turning Point USA founder Charlie Kirk’s arrival. The school was one of dozens of stops on his “American Comeback Tour” of college campuses, in which the conservative communicator would take on all comers. The civil but passionate political debate Kirk often encouraged had become a sensation, perhaps because it had become so rare.


Part entertainment, part productive interplay between opposing philosophies, Kirk had a hit on his hands. His events were typically well-attended, and Kirk’s fractious engagement with his progressive sparring partners regularly generated blockbuster numbers online. That explains why so many amateur cameras were trained on Kirk on September 10. In the footage of that morning’s proceedings, Kirk and his questioners can be heard speaking at a normal volume from dozens of meters away. His audience was rapt.


“Do you know how many transgender Americans have been mass shooters over the last ten years?” one attendee asked.


“Too many,” Kirk replied. The attendees applauded in agreement.


“Do you know how many mass shooters there have been in America over the last ten years?” his interlocutor pressed.


Kirk paused. “Counting or not counting gang violence?” he asked.


Just then, a single staccato rifle shot echoed against the halls surrounding UVU’s quad. Kirk’s arms jerked upward. He slumped, arterial blood racing from the hole in his neck. The students screamed and scattered. A noble few rushed to the stage, desperately trying to stanch the bleeding. A handful of police and good Samaritans hurried Kirk into a waiting SUV, which sped him to a nearby hospital. But there was little that doctors could do. The ballistic impact of the 30.06-caliber rifle bullet was too powerful. Within an hour, Charlie Kirk was dead. He was thirty-one years old.


It took little time at all for reasonable observers to discern his killer’s motives. Reporters soon learned from investigators on the scene that the shooter had etched messages into the bullet shell casings he left behind at his sniper’s perch.


“Hey fascist! Catch!” read one.


“Bella ciao, Bella ciao, Bella ciao, ciao, ciao,” another read, a reference to an antifascist anthem from the Second World War that became a Soviet hymn and has recently enjoyed a second life as a leftist protest song.


“Notices Bulges OwO what’s this?” would be familiar to consumers of “online furry and role-play culture,” forums in which violent left-wing pathologies are just some of the perversions on display.1


If that wasn’t sufficient, Utah Governor Spencer Cox soon confirmed that the assassin steeped himself in “leftist ideology.” The killer’s friends later verified the governor’s account. Charlie Kirk’s murderer was “pretty left on everything,” one acquaintance told reporters. Indeed, even though “the rest of his family was very hard Republican,” the purported gunman was “the only member of his family that was really leftist.”2


The shooter “had become more political and had started to lean more to the left,” Utah County Attorney Jeff Gray said during the assassin’s arrangement.3


“I had enough of his hatred,” the suspect himself wrote in a text message to his roommate, a biological male transitioning to female with whom he had a romantic relationship. “Some hate can’t be negotiated out.”4 The killer had all but confessed. His grievance was with Kirk’s ideas. His motive was to silence his target forever.


We should pause to acknowledge the overwhelming and profoundly heartening public reaction to this horrific murder.


Democratic politicians across the board issued statements condemning the killing, which were in no sense perfunctory or rote. Local-level Republican and Democratic parties released joint reaffirmations of their shared commitment to civic engagement. Hundreds of vigils across the country were held in Kirk’s honor, attracting thousands of mourners. NASCAR races, UFC fights, pop and country music concerts, and major league football and baseball games all held remembrances and moments of silence, haunting scenes of prayer and reflection wordlessly observed by the tens of thousands in attendance.5


The national outpouring testifies to the degree of the traumatization that Kirk’s assassination inflicted on the millions who watched it unfold.


Even those who had lit many of the fires that now burned out of their control stepped back from the precipice. “Political violence, in fact, is political cowardice,” said the self-described democratic socialist Senator Bernie Sanders. “It means that you cannot convince people of the correctness of your ideas, and you have to impose them through force.”6


Likewise, the far-left magazine Jacobin published a commendable denunciation of its own constituents. While most on the American left condemned Kirk’s killing, contributors Ben Burgis and Megan Day observed, a “not insignificant number, however, have reacted with an almost competitive lack of empathy.”7


But as Jacobin’s confession attests, the forces that it and so many others in the left-wing activist ecosystem had set in motion were now moving of their own inertia. As if on instinct, far too many left-leaning venues and commentators defaulted to the notion that political violence, particularly the sort that targets known and detested quantities like Kirk, is understandable, perhaps even justified.


“Hateful thoughts lead to hateful words, which then lead to hateful actions,” said MSNBC contributor and onetime political strategist Matthew Dowd within minutes of the assassination.8 Dowd lost his contributor contract over those remarks, in which he pinned the blame for this crime on its victim. But his fate was, perhaps, merely a sop to satisfy those who demanded a scalp from a network whose anchor’s first thought upon hearing the news of Kirk’s killing was to fret that President Donald Trump would use his death as “a justification for something.”9


Occupy Democrats, an activist organization that backs the farthest-left candidates in the American political landscape, eulogized Kirk as a man who “spent his entire life disparaging immigrants, disrespecting women, and blaming black folks, only to get shot in one of the whitest places on earth.”10


“Refusing to tear my clothes and smear ashes on my face in performative mourning for a white man that espoused violence is … not the same as violence,” wrote Washington Post columnist Karen Attiah.11 She, too, lost her job in the wake of those intemperate remarks, but also in belated response to “documented performance concerns,” according to the Post.12


Some of the darkest reactions to this national trauma emanated from inside the ivy-covered halls of academia.


“Looks like ol’ Charlie spoke his fate into existence,” wrote the assistant dean of students at Middle Tennessee University. “ZERO sympathy.” She, too, was fired.13


“Even if you believe violence isn’t the answer, it is a solution,” wrote University of Michigan associate professor Charles H. F. David III, “especially to the violent conditions and violent rhetoric spewed by empowered people that create them.”14


Senior administrator at the University of Pennsylvania, Michael Mann, had a field day, as The New York Times reported, boosting the signal on agitators who called Kirk the “head of Trump’s Hitler youth” and who sneered after his killer was identified, “white on white violence has gotten out of hand.”15 Before the end of the month, Mann and UPenn severed their relationship.16


In both tone and content, these flip remarks reflect the gleeful nihilism that populated social media venues like Bluesky and TikTok. There, dozens of youngish observers adopted a chiding, even mocking, tone toward those who mourned America’s loss. Some idea of the climate’s toxicity was conveyed by Bluesky’s “safety” team, which had to warn its community that it would “take action on content that celebrates harm against anyone.”17


What did you expect would happen? they seemed to say. You were warned. The very premise of their rhetorical approach took implicit ownership of the murderer and his heinous act.


One by one, the usual suspects in left-wing media outlets betrayed their cruel indifference. The New Republic savaged the “MAGA troll.”18 The Nation’s Joan Walsh agreed. Kirk was a “vicious troll” who maybe did not deserve to die but contributed in some fashion to his fate, she wrote, and outlets like MSNBC, which fired Dowd for saying as much, are “cowards.”19


The Huffington Post remembered Kirk as a “far-right activist” known only “for espousing racist, sexist, transphobic, and nationalist beliefs on college campuses across the country.”20


Media personality and onetime Bernie Sanders press secretary, Briahna Joy Gray, speculated that Kirk was capable of “extreme violence and bigotry against me” and anyone else who is “black or trans or an immigrant or Arab or a woman.” Preemption is, therefore, justified.21


“The U.S. is a fucked-up place with fucked-up values, that he furthered,” wrote onetime CNN reporter Michelle Kosinski, whose claim to fame involves rowing a kayak through ankle-deep flood waters to illustrate their immense depth for NBC’s Today Show before a pedestrian wandered into frame and humiliated her.22 “No thoughts,” she exclaimed. “No prayers.”23


Not to be outdone, mainstream news organizations soon devoted themselves to blaming Republicans for contributing to an atmosphere in which political murderers kill conservative activists.


“His presence there at the university had divided the campus, according to an article in the school paper,” ABC’s Aaron Katersky said of the lively debate over “whether he should even be allowed to bring his message, often loyal to the agenda of President Trump, to campus.”24


“Speaking of this tragedy,” CBS Mornings host Nate Burleson mused in a morning-after interview with former House Speaker Kevin McCarthy, “is this a moment for your party to reflect on political violence?”


A trope preferred by the left soon reared its head. “We need to be honest as a nation, about where this violence is coming from,” Congressman Seth Moulton insisted. “Of extremist violence, violent murders, 76 percent are from right-wing extremists. Four percent are from left-wing extremists.”25 The implication is clear: you shouldn’t care too much about this assassination if you want to be regarded as a serious person.


It took almost no time for progressivism’s leading lights and the media networks that cater to them to force Kirk’s murderer to fit within the rubric of right-wing violence. After all, that was a rubric they could understand. With that imperative in mind, Kirk’s killer was soon recast as a red-blooded Republican.


“Kirk’s apparent assassin seems to have been ultra-MAGA, exploding the GOP/MAGA attempt to pin the blame for this tragedy on liberals,” wrote onetime Harvard Law School professor Laurence Tribe.26 Others accused the figure, whom Governor Cox affirmed had bathed in “leftist ideology” of being a “groyper,” a far-right disciple of the racist podcaster and prolific Kirk critic, Nick Fuentes.27


Heather Cox Richardson, one of Substack’s most popular writers with a 2.7 million-strong subscriber base, matter-of-factly asserted that Kirk’s “alleged shooter was not someone on the left.” Indeed, he was “a young white man from a Republican, gun enthusiast family, who appears to have embraced the far right, disliking Kirk for being insufficiently radical.”28


“We hit some new lows over the weekend,” said ABC late-night host Jimmy Kimmel, nearly a week after the assassination, having had ample time to correct his misimpressions, “with the MAGA gang desperately trying to characterize this kid who murdered Charlie Kirk as anything other than one of them.”29


When this line didn’t stick, some tried to claim that the killer didn’t have any discernible ideological proclivities at all. CBS News, for example, argued that the shooter’s motives were probably inscrutable, an expression of nothing more specific than “nihilistic violent extremism.” The alleged shooter’s actions may be attributable to a growing trend in which “violence isn’t tied to a clear political ideology,” anchor John Dickerson mused.30


CBS climbed out on a limb, but they weren’t alone. “There is no evidence of his positions on other issues of importance to the left,” NPR wrote of the killer’s politics, “such as immigration or labor.”31


This misinformation campaign had its intended effect on those who didn’t want to confront the reality of left-wing violence in America. A YouGov poll published shortly after the assassination found that more respondents believed the assassin was “a Republican” (24 percent) than “a Democrat” (21 percent). Among self-described Democrats, more than 40 percent of respondents identified the shooter as a Republican.32 The reactions above, some of which spilled out from sadistic online forums and onto mainstream venues and broadcast network television, are a testament to the impenetrability of our modern information silos.


If anyone questions why there was a desperate need for a book on left-wing violence in America, there’s their answer.


Our Challenge


It is necessary to bring a gratuitous amount of evidence to bear in support of the observable fact that the American left—too often, fringe and mainstream alike—either refuse to confront or are disconcertingly comfortable with a certain level of domestic political violence. Indeed, its members will heartily protest the allegation that there is a rising tide of left-wing violence to speak of. They are inclined to ignore it, excuse it, explain it away, or marshal their own evidence in support of their belief that the American right is the font from which all political violence springs. That defensive crouch is part of the problem with which the nation is currently contending.


That problem is what this book will address. This is a book about the assassins, the vandals, the small-cell terrorists, and the lizard-brained mobs that mete out destruction, violence, and death in the name of political causes and in the pursuit of political outcomes.


We often hear about how much American political violence is attributable to the right, occasionally within minutes of the latest episode of verifiable left-wing violence. It is a claim often predicated on selectively curated statistics, and it increasingly flies in the face of the evidence of your own eyes.


We’re not here to talk about street crime or gang violence. Nor are we going to engage in a childish game of tallying up individual episodes of political violence on a scorecard. To quantify the body count misses the point of our moment entirely. The crisis afflicting this country is an American problem. It is most certainly not exclusive to the left. And yet, left-wing violence is a present danger that will continue to percolate until progressivism’s more responsible proponents confront it and expel advocates of violence from their ranks.


This book will confront its readers with the quickening tempo of left-led attacks and their political motives. It will explore previous cycles of terroristic left-wing violence in America, and the degree to which those eras were, according to their chroniclers, “forgotten.” That is an amnesia cultivated by those who stigmatize the researchers who dare to scrutinize radical progressive activism. It will confront its readers with the twisted cults of personality that the left has built up around wholly undeserving figures, a pantheon of revolutionaries and scofflaws to whom even mainstream Democrats too often pay homage. And it will explore the justifications for bloodshed promulgated both by radicals and seemingly well-adjusted Americans alike.


This book is based, in part, on an essay that appeared on the cover of the February 2025 issue of Commentary magazine. In it, I concede that the narrative I laid out in the effort to present a comprehensive indictment of left-wing political violence “could be fairly accused of eliding many episodes of right-wing violence.” It did, “but not because those events were inconsequential.” Rather, when right-wing violence descends on America, it occasions “prolonged bouts of national introspection and finger-pointing.”33 The commanding heights of American culture, politics, and law do not need to be goaded into the noble work of containing right-wing political violence. That’s the sort of threat to which they’re already attuned and for which they are forever scanning the horizon.


We are often told that the American right is bristling with fanatics who are consumed with bloodlust and eager to terrorize their neighbors. But the violence seems too frequently to come from the left. And despite a growing trend of left-coded violence and the rise of an even more disturbing fashion around rationalizing the pathologies that give way to bloodshed, too few have been willing to connect the dots. We will correct the record.


This book cannot be truthfully written, however, if it were to engage in a similar elision. If there is a motive that has inspired political terrorists throughout history, it is vengeance: reprisals against the overbearing state, the oppression of law enforcement, the radicals on the other side who took one of our own, and whose offense must be met with violence in equal measure. The watchword is “vendetta.”


This book will ask Americans on the right to gaze into the terrible funhouse mirror reflection of itself, a grotesque spectacle in which the right increasingly mimics the violent left and, thus, has come to resemble it. But that story has been told and told again. This is not a book about the right. We’re here to diagnose a different civic disease.


The accelerating rhythm of political violence in America, much of it from the left, suggests that cancer is already metastatic. Left untreated, the United States risks importing the old-world malady it has largely staved off for two and a half centuries: the transgenerational grievances that Balkanize cohesive societies and set them against themselves. We’ve been lucky that no single act has set off a truly cataclysmic chain reaction, but the potential for a spiraling cascade of vengeance and reprisals is ever-present. One day, our luck will run out.


Those in positions of influence may resent this book’s conclusions, but we ignore the present threat at our peril. It may not succeed in overcoming the psychological resistance among left-of-center Americans to the growing crisis of violence among their co-partisans. Still, our responsibility to our children, our communities, and the country we were blessed to inherit compels us to make the attempt.


What follows is by no means a comprehensive litany of every episode of left-wing violence, either in our time or in the decades preceding it. Nor does this book set out to indict “violence” per se. Students of American history must acknowledge that political violence has been a persistent feature of life in the United States. “Violence is a part of American culture,” said the onetime “minister of justice” for the Black Panther Party, H. Rap Brown, a fixture of late 1960s radicalism who died in 2025 after serving a life sentence for the murder of Fulton County Sheriff Deputy Ricky Kinchen.34 “Violence,” Brown added, “is as American as cherry pie.”35


For too long, America’s gentry classes have been bewildered by the rising tide of terroristic violence in the United States. They are confounded because they are focused on only one side of the equation. Unless we summon the resolve to respond to political violence with consistency, we will neither comprehend it nor stop it.


We cannot divert from the doomed course on which we’ve set ourselves if we don’t understand how we got here. Blood and Progress tells that story. Its goal is to steel our mutual resolve to change the course we’re on before it’s too late.


35 
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The Charnel House


BRIAN THOMPSON GOT up before the sun on December 4, 2024, jaunting on that brisk Manhattan morning from his Marriott hotel room to the 54th Street Hilton for UnitedHealthcare’s annual investors’ group meeting. He had every reason to expect a busy day. With Medicaid Advantage enrollments spiking and new classes of drugs like GLP-1s, a medication that was conceived to manage diabetes but turned out to have near-miraculous weight loss applications, Thompson’s industry—and his firm, in particular—were looking forward to exciting years ahead.1


Thompson never made it to the Hilton. As he approached the hotel’s entrance, a masked man approached him from behind, produced a Glock-style gun with 3D-printed components and a silencer, and shot him in the back.2 Thompson stumbled and collapsed onto the sidewalk, turning briefly to face his assailant before helplessly crawling away. His murderer cleared a jammed bullet from the chamber, walked silently up to his target, and fired two more shots into Thompson, killing him. He was fifty years old.3


With professional precision, the assassin sped off on an e-bike and disappeared, leading law enforcement on a multiday manhunt culminating in the suspect’s capture outside an Altoona, Pennsylvania, McDonald’s nearly a week later. Thompson’s killer was, by all accounts, a depraved young man whose writings betray the disordered thinking that’s typical among people who murder complete strangers. In covering the shooting, however, national media outlets took their cues not from the victim’s aggrieved family and colleagues. Instead, they looked to the demented musings that pass for insight on social media.


In that cloistered environment, a consensus formed around the notion that the killer had struck a righteous blow against capitalism. With that, the press set out to attribute a hard but virtuous logic to the assassin’s actions.


Thompson’s killing ignited “a public display of Americans’ pent-up anger at the nation’s complex health insurance industry,” CNN reported. The “blatant lack of sympathy” from the ghouls who populate online forums notwithstanding, New York Times journalists observed that the activists making a spectacle of themselves “highlighted the anger and frustration over the state of health care in America.” The shooting “is surfacing the public’s deep frustration with the health insurance industry,” CBS News explained as it tried to spark the very national conversation the shooter hoped to force on us when he stole Thompson’s life.4


Collectively, the press forgot everything it knew about the incentives that inspire copycat killers, all before the assassin’s identity was even known. Indeed, to sustain the elaborate backstory the left crafted for this killer, he had to be an abstraction.


The effort to make Thompson’s murderer into a hero became more complicated after he was identified, arrested, and charged. Luigi Mangione didn’t fit the role. This righteous avenger of the injustices meted out by the rapacious capitalist enterprise was, in fact, the scion of wealth—a privileged, overeducated wastrel whose chronic back problems were not UnitedHealthcare’s concern because another insurer covered him. Mangione’s victim, by contrast, grew up the son of an Iowa grain elevator operator. Thompson worked his way up to the C-suite through the ranks to become an industry captain, a duty he balanced along with his roles as a fixture in his community, a husband, and a father of two boys.


It is a testament to the power of motivated reasoning that these confounding details did not dampen the left’s enthusiasm for this act of human sacrifice. Mangione’s visage was blasphemously etched onto prayer candles. Musical artists celebrated him at well-attended concert venues. The mere mention of his name produced a round of screaming cheers from Saturday Night Live’s audience. The words he scratched onto shell casings recovered at the scene of Thompson’s death—“delay,” “deny,” and “depose”—were featured prominently on in-demand merchandise. It wasn’t until the din of the public’s outrage could be heard above the sound of the cash register’s cha-ching that the e-commerce giant Shein took down an artificial intelligence-generated image of Mangione as a fashion model peddling floral shirts to teenagers.5


Progressive lawmakers sought to co-opt this emerging sensation to burnish their own political brands. In the process, they revealed that this macabre display was not really about Mangione, Thompson, or the healthcare industry at all. More probably, this killing allowed them to vent all their barely suppressed dissatisfaction with the nation that had rejected their party in that November’s elections.


“You don’t kill people. It’s abhorrent. I condemn it wholeheartedly,” Senator Bernie Sanders told Jacobin magazine. “But,” he continued, betraying the perfunctory nature of everything that preceded the conjunction, “what it did show online is that many, many people are furious at the health insurance companies,” presumably for making a profit in a sector that should run on altruism alone. And Sanders was not just talking about health care. “The campaign finance system is broken, the health care system is broken, the housing system is broken, the education system is broken,” he continued. “It is broken.”


That pregnant “but” featured prominently in efforts by other Democrats to milk some political advantage from Thompson’s execution. “Violence is never the answer,” Senator Elizabeth Warren mused. “But,” she inserted, “people can only be pushed so far” and will “start to take matters into their own hands” when the political system doesn’t cater to their demands.


“This is not to say that an act of violence is justified,” Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez intoned with superficial solemnity. “But,” she added, “they need to understand that people interpret, and feel, and experience denied claims as an act of violence against them.”


Senator Chris Murphy wouldn’t condone violence. “But,” he reflected, “we need to listen to what people are feeling.” The anger and hurt Thompson’s murder exposed must be “matched by the anger over the thousands of people who die, often anonymous deaths every single day at this country at the hands of a health care industry that mostly doesn’t give a shit about people and only cares about profits.”


These Democrats weren’t justifying violence, you see. They were merely whiteboarding rationales that might establish the utility of targeted assassinations and help make sense of the demonic energy Mangione’s bloodletting had unleashed. The idea to which they lent thoughtless credence is a simple one: Brian Thompson was shot multiple times at point-blank range in an act of self-defense against an unjust system and all its malevolent works. His death should be mourned, but not more than the environmental conditions that rendered his assassination inevitable, even desirable.


In a perverse 2025 CNN “documentary” largely about the growing threat posed by the violent right, reporter Donie O’Sullivan abandoned all good taste and sound judgment when he handed his platform over to journalist Taylor Lorenz, a hypochondriacal provocateur who once fantasized aloud about President Joe Biden’s death, to lecture conservatives about their blind spots.


In the Emmy-nominated documentary, Lorenz deemed it “hilarious” that anyone would go “clutching their pearls” over the death cult emerging around Mangione. “This is the United States of America,” she said through a permanent smile, “as if we don’t lionize criminals.” Thompson’s killer is a “man who’s a revolutionary, who’s famous, who’s handsome, who’s young, who’s smart,” she gushed. “He’s a person who seems like this morally good man, which is hard to find.”6 O’Sullivan didn’t recoil at the depravity that was staring him in the face. Rather, he laughed, and she laughed, too.


“Jokes about Thompson’s death have gone viral on virtually every social-media platform, and they have not stopped in the week since the shooting,” The Atlantic’s Ali Berland reported. “Mangione’s act and the response demarcate a new moment, one in which acts of political violence are no longer confined to extremists with fringe views but widely accepted.”


Berland bravely locates the origins of this degeneracy in the popularization of a crass culture on the left in which “jokes about ‘eat the rich,’ guillotines, and class war” became standard fare. Far less bravely, Berland also justified this bloodlust as an inevitable expression of youthful economic anxiety. Indeed, her editors branded the phenomenon she described “normie extremism,” but there’s nothing normal about it.7


“This country was built on violence. We’re a very violent country,” The View co-host Sunny Hostin mused. She strained visibly, not to avoid justifying Thompson’s murder but to calibrate her nuanced view of his carnage to avoid offending the federal regulators and ABC network’s brass. “And so, I’m not, unfortunately, surprised people are celebrating the use of violence. I’m not surprised that this young man thought that change could be accomplished through violence.” After all, she brooded, so many Americans are saying that “violence is justified right now.”8


If only Hostin were wrong about that. Far too many Americans across the political spectrum are acclimating themselves to a baseline level of political violence in the United States, in part because that is what we’ve been living with. By some estimates, we’re experiencing the highest rate of domestic political terrorism this country has seen in the last half-century.9


Throughout this decade, Americans have experienced a degree of politically motivated violence with which they were once blessedly unfamiliar. Their accompanying sense of terrorization is encouraged not just by the uptick in violence but also by their sense that a chillingly large proportion of their fellow Americans welcome it. At the very least, far too many seem unperturbed by bloody expressions of political fanaticism—at least those that are aimed at the right targets.


Some might be inclined to scoff at that impression as though it were mere paranoia. It is not. From the outset of this decade, the elite arbiters of American discourse have elevated political violence and disruption into a civic virtue. They have been gunning for a real fight with their adversaries, and they delighted in the instruments of their vengeance.



The Reckoning


A misty rain fell over Minneapolis on what might have been an unremarkable spring afternoon. It was May 25, 2020, Memorial Day. Despite the ongoing restrictions imposed on residents at the outset of the COVID pandemic, foot traffic was heavier than usual. Given the activity, Christopher Martin, a teenage cashier behind the desk at a local convenience store, might have been too distracted to inspect what he believed was the counterfeit $20 bill he had just been slipped. After all, this was a regular customer, and Martin, then just nineteen years old, could have easily looked the other way. But he didn’t.


Martin informed his manager of his suspicions, and one of his coworkers called the police. The events that followed over the next hour would haunt Martin for years and change the course of American history.


Rather than allow the defrauder to leave the scene, Martin was instructed by his manager to delay the suspect. As he did so, the police arrived. A confrontation ensued, then a struggle. One of the attending officers subdued the suspect, kneeling on his neck while other officers held his arms and legs.


Two agonizing minutes passed as officers called for emergency assistance. Five minutes … seven minutes. An increasingly agitated crowd of onlookers jeered at the officers. The suspect had already lost consciousness, the spectators shouted. But the arresting officers kept the pressure on until paramedics arrived. By then, it was too late. George Floyd was pronounced dead an hour later at Hennepin County Medical Center. He was forty-six.


The egregious circumstances of Floyd’s arrest-related killing notwithstanding, it is more than probable that some other event would have set Americans on a course toward self-destruction in the summer of 2020. COVID-19 had already rendered Americans disconnected from and suspicious of one another. The short-lived unity of purpose that initially characterized policymakers’ response to the pandemic had already disappeared by the late spring of 2020. The country was spoiling for conflict.


In April, the governors of Republican-led states like Georgia and Florida had begun cautiously reopening public facilities, an exercise for which they were accused of engaging in an “experiment in human sacrifice” by those on the ideological left who convinced themselves any relaxation of pandemic-related restrictions was dangerously callous.10 “Public health experts fear coronavirus will burn through Georgia like nothing has since William Tecumseh Sherman,” declared Washington Post columnist Dana Milbank.11 “Mark this day,” the columnist Ron Fournier wrote on April 20. “Because two and three weeks from now, the Georgia death toll is blood on his hands.”12


So committed was the elite left to the notion that only blinkered right-wing ideologues and superstitious zealots would question the public health regime envisioned by the nation’s technocrats that an identity began to form around COVID maximalism. It was an outlook that bestowed on its subscribers a monopoly on virtue. Those who failed to observe arbitrary social distancing guidelines, or public masking, or simply declined to languish in isolation for the foreseeable future, were deemed contemptuously selfish.


That outlook took no account of the hardships imposed on those who were already struggling with financial precarity or were desperately starved of community. Indeed, by late April, many of the Democratic Party’s core voters—young people, in particular—reported experiencing severe distress. All the while, America’s most impressionable generation was told that it was immoral for them to have prolonged contact with their older relatives, some of whom might have served as a moderating influence. There had to be some release.


But there wasn’t. Weeks turned into months. All the while, those who considered themselves the most decent, most noble, most selfless Americans were told that their only outlet for stress relief in the summer of 2020 was to ferment in the heat, drink alcohol, and commiserate with their peers through screens. If it wasn’t George Floyd’s killing that ignited the spark that set this combustible mixture alight, it would have been something else. As it happens, though, Floyd’s death was all it took.


By the morning of May 26, the arrest-related killing was already a national scandal. That afternoon, incensed protesters began blocking traffic along Minneapolis’ Chicago Avenue. The small crowd grew in scope as Minnesota elected officials alleged that a great injustice had occurred—one that implicated not just Minneapolis police but all police in a structural conspiracy of oppression targeting America’s black population.


The crowd grew bolder as it swelled. They marched on Minneapolis’ 3rd Police Precinct, hurling objects at law enforcement as they went. A disorganized and ill-equipped police response to the incipient riot was quickly overwhelmed. Demonstrators broke police precinct windows and damaged squad cars. “It’s real ugly,” one of the vandals told CBS reporters. “The police have to understand that this is the climate they have created.”13 By nightfall, a more organized anti-riot squad arrived on the scene. They fired flash grenades and tear gas into the crowd as officers dodged rocks and water bottles.


A similar scene unfolded on Wednesday, May 27. Peaceful protests during the day gave way to mob action by sundown. The vandals returned to the police precinct they had attacked the previous day, only to set an adjacent auto parts store and deli on fire. Several other nearby stores were attacked and looted, activities that police attempted to contain but not to stop. One man was fatally shot at the site of Floyd’s killing. Shortly after midnight on Thursday, May 28, Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey called for a National Guard deployment to restore order. By 6:00 a.m. that morning, the city’s fire department reported responding to no fewer than thirty arsons overnight.14


Nothing could stop the violence now. A third police precinct burned on Thursday as thousands of onlookers cheered. It was one of dozens of structure fires that rioters set inside apartment blocks, manufacturing facilities, fast-food outlets, mom-and-pop and big box stores alike.


Belatedly, local officials began to contemplate a more robust response to the riots. By late Thursday afternoon, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz finally consented to Frey’s request for a National Guard deployment and imposed an 8:00 p.m. curfew on residents. But the curfew was ignored. A mob lingered menacingly around the city’s 5th Police Precinct as a next-door Wells Fargo branch collapsed into its own flames. That night, Minnesota State Police reported shots fired at officers amid the worst night of rioting so far.


By the end of the week, the riots and protests that broke out in Minneapolis had spread to cities across the country.


Demonstrations devolved into chaos in Seattle, where vandals set fire to cars and storefronts, looting as they went. Ferry service across the Sound and traffic on Interstate 5 were shut down as police struggled to contain the unrest. Masked mobs overturned police cruisers in Salt Lake City, Utah, putting them to the torch.15


Looters descended on posh neighborhoods in Los Angeles and downtown Chicago, setting fires and scrounging for designer merchandise. Two restaurants across from the White House and the nearby unfinished Chamber of Commerce building burned as demonstrators gathered in Lafayette Square in Washington, DC, where they clawed furiously at the emergency fencing protecting the president.


Protesters in Portland, Oregon, broke windows and set parked cars ablaze as they converged on the city center, where they eventually looted stores and vandalized public buildings.16


The New York City Police Department was overwhelmed as looters stormed Lower Manhattan in an organized fashion, mobilizing what seemed to be rapid deployments of looters in vehicles that cleared out high-end clothing and electronics outlets.17


Not that the locals appeared to mind any of this—not according to press accounts, at least. “Honestly, I think the looting is completely justified,” one onlooker told New York’s WABC. “These people have been looted from by their country for their entire lives.”18 Indeed, as one demonstrator admitted to The New York Times, “No one’s afraid to lose their jobs because there are no jobs.”19


Store owners reportedly stood outside their establishments, pleading with protesters to leave their life’s work in peace—often to no avail. The New York Times reported that at least some of the violence was not the work of the antiracist demonstrators but “white anarchists, who seemed more bent on destruction than messaging.”20 They were right about one thing: the violence was organized.


New York’s Deputy Commissioner for Intelligence and Counterterrorism, John Miller, alleged that the mobs had deployed sophisticated communications strategies and scouting tactics. They organized shock forces and medical teams. They readied a store of weapons, from blunt instruments to accelerants, which were stashed throughout the city. And because many of the demonstrators who engaged in violence were from out of state, he added, it’s likely that those tactics were replicated in cities throughout the country.21


As the sun rose over America’s smoldering cities on Monday, June 1, two dozen American major metros had imposed curfews on their residents, and eight states had called in the National Guard. That was a crucial step toward restoring order. It was, however, taken only after local officials had stepped aside and allowed their cities to descend into chaos. Nowhere was that abdication more galling and its consequences more repulsive than Seattle’s Capitol Hill.


Insurrection


On the evening of June 8, a well-organized band of insurgents broke away from the thousands who congregated in front of downtown Seattle’s public buildings. They were determined to demonstrate just how serious they were about building a society in which police were neither wanted nor necessary. The vanguard spread out over a six-block area, breaking windows and pushing back police as they went. They resolved to “occupy” Seattle’s Eastern Precinct, and they succeeded. The rioters called their new statelet the “Capitol Hill Autonomous Zone.”


The CHAZ, later CHOP (Capitol Hill Occupied Protests), had a post-revolutionary feel to it. The order had been overturned, but a new authority had not yet emerged. “You are now leaving the USA,” one makeshift welcome sign at its gates read.22 It was a lively, bohemian environment typified as much by sentimental communitarian schmaltz as warlordism.


Unkempt miscreants and wide-eyed dreamers danced and wrote poetry when they weren’t manning the barricades at the borders of their new domain. Artists distributed maps of the city featuring their freshly liberated environs surrounded by areas that remained under “regime” control, a perverse reenactment of the bloody experience endured by real rebels fighting against genuinely oppressive despotisms in the undemocratic world.23 All the while, the “street festival” atmosphere that supposedly characterized the climate inside the CHAZ was safeguarded by violent gangs and the strongmen emerging from within their ranks.24


Initially, city officials treated the autonomous zone as if it were a breakaway republic. They bent over backward to observe its borders. They sent emissaries to negotiate the terms under which public services like trash collection, sanitation, and emergency services might resume. On June 12, a department-wide email to city police affirmed that the only crisis that would prompt intervention in the disputed area was a “mass casualty event.” The CHAZ was on its own.


Many in the press corps seemed to welcome the moment. “The entire area was now a homeland for racial justice,” New York Times reporter Mike Baker declared. “What has emerged is an experiment in life without the police—part street festival, part commune.”25 The Seattle Times described the scene as a “highly diverse and eclectic” mix of activists, street people, and the disabled. Most who flocked to the enclave did so “because it feels relatively safe,” at least from the police. “As a result, some occupiers say they often find themselves in the role of social service provider and dispute resolver,” the report continued.26


“Conservatives are making fun of CHAZ because they’re scared,” wrote the Daily Dot’s Ana Valens. “They’re very scared of what CHAZ represents, what it will mean for other cities, and how CHAZ is just the start of something much bigger: government without the state.” This anarchic experiment did not, however, live up to these aspirational expectations.


“We are the police of this community now,” one of the Zone’s self-appointed patrolmen was heard saying as he watched a video of a graffiti artist being beaten by CHAZ’s most fearsome emergent authority, the rapper Solomon “Raz” Simon.27 Seattle Mayor Jenny Durkan initially welcomed the vigilantism as though it were an antidote to police violence. When asked how and when the occupation would end, she said she didn’t know. “We could have a summer of love!” Durkan infamously joked.28


Seattle police were aware of the reports of rapes and robberies inside the Zone, of attacks on civilians and journalists, of the reports that businesses were being forced to pay protection fees to the thugs who ruled them now, and of the emerging public health crisis within CHAZ’s squalid slums. But they were not at liberty to do anything about it.


“Our crew was targeted, stalked, harassed, and assaulted,” explained Fox 13 Seattle reporter Brandi Kruse. Surrounded by thugs and militants, the reporter spoke into the camera in what looked more like a hostage video than a crime scene report. “I hope you will watch every minute so you can feel the fear we felt,” Kruse advised, “so you can hear my tears at the end.”29


It was destined to end terribly, and it did. Soon enough, there were shootings and shooting deaths. One fatality was just nineteen years old. The officers who attempted to respond to one gunfight, which generated enough violence to be rationally considered a mass casualty event, were prevented from accessing the scene by what they called a “violent crowd.” Police begged the Zone’s denizens to move aside. “All we are trying to do is get to the victim and provide them aid,” they explained. But law enforcement was rebuffed. “You don’t belong here,” one bystander exclaimed. “They’re gone; the victim is gone.”30


The inhumanity of it all put the lie to the claim that the CHAZ was only as scary as an outdoor concert “with meditation and painting.”31 On June 22, Seattle’s mayor and police chief finally implored the Zone’s squatters to vacate the premises, but no police incursions were made. It was the fifth shooting incident inside the Zone, and it left two teen boys in critical condition. This one broke the impasse. With six shooting victims in just ten days inside the autonomous zone, city officials could no longer stomach the violence.


“Enough is enough,” said Seattle Chief of Police Carmen Best. “We need to be able to get back into the area.” With that, crews began dismantling the barricades that protesters had erected earlier that month. Over the next week, police made several incursions into the Zone, clearing the area block by block. It was nothing less than a counterinsurgency operation. In fact, “there would continue to be clashes between protesters and police, leading to more arrests,” read one account of events.32


That’s an antiseptic way to put it. It would be more descriptive to say that the violent death of the CHAZ was characterized by running gun battles between police and militants, attacks on law enforcement with Molotov cocktails, and even a bombing that targeted a police precinct, blowing a hole in the side of the building.33


Defining Violence Down


National media’s interest in the violence and street action that convulsed nearly every American city waned as July faded into August. It was a presidential election year, after all. Reminding voters that the country’s dark-blue enclaves had descended into lawlessness served neither their interests nor the Democratic Party’s. But the riots never ended.


In one illustrative incident in Chicago that August, police officers responded to a call in the city’s Englewood neighborhood about an armed man harassing and threatening the locals. The cops confronted the suspect. A fight broke out. The suspect fired at police, and police fired back, wounding their attacker.


Agitators on social media hopelessly mangled that sequence of events. There, the activist class amplified a hallucinatory alternative version of reality, and credulous mainstream outlets promulgated it. The suspect wasn’t in his twenties, the activists insisted. He was a “child.” The police didn’t warn the suspect, they claimed. Rather, law enforcement fired first and asked questions later. The crowd that had gathered to witness the scene did not resist law enforcement in an attempt to free the suspect from police custody. They were indiscriminately and preemptively beaten—and for no apparent reason.


This fabricated version of events gave way to more rioting and looting. Cars rammed into storefronts, followed shortly after by U-Haul trucks that facilitated the marauding. ATMs were torn from their walls. Pharmacies were raided. Package stores and high-end retailers were stripped bare. Thirteen Chicago police officers were injured in the melee.34


Scenes like these played out with terrible regularity over the long, hot summer of 2020. A crowd broke through a barricade surrounding an Oakland, California, courthouse, smashing windows and setting the building on fire.35 A Los Angeles courthouse was similarly targeted not long after that. Police in Richmond, Virginia, surrounded themselves with dump trucks to cordon off one besieged precinct. The trucks burned, too.36 In Aurora, Colorado, a braying throng of protesters ripped down the security fencing surrounding a courthouse, tore off the plywood protecting its windows (which they subsequently used as “shields” in battles with riot police), and ransacked the place before setting it on fire.37


The violence continued into the fall. By then, however, the rioting was at most a subplot in political media’s ongoing coverage of the presidential horse race. But the ongoing unrest did not go unnoticed by those who were most exposed to it. As I noted in the introduction to this book, political violence is a universally radicalizing phenomenon. It has a reciprocal effect on its victims and their allies. And by late autumn, the right’s more menacing elements had mobilized into a counterforce.


Shortly after Trump’s defeat in the 2020 race, several thousand of his supporters took to the streets of Washington, DC, to protest the results and appeal to the Supreme Court for redress. As night fell, this tinderbox exploded.


Footage taken by guerrilla journalists shows Trump supporters being beaten with fists and blunt instruments by masked demonstrators. Roving bands of vandals—clad in black, hoods drawn, and identities concealed—roamed Washington’s streets, throwing over tables and attacking elderly Trump supporters unlucky enough to have found themselves separated from the crowd. A commercial firework was thrown into a packed outdoor dining area outside the Willard Hotel, setting off a panic.38


Four police officers were injured in the fighting. Eight firearms were recovered during the effort to control the crowd. One person was stabbed.39


The Revolutionary Profile


The demonic year 2020 was the source of innumerable indignities and insults. The American right was afflicted by too many to count, but one that was perhaps more vexing than most was the American left’s unwillingness to call this violence by its name. Instead, the institutions in their control sought to dismiss the violence as somehow both a figment of Republican imaginations and an understandable response to the oppressive conditions that prevail in modern-day America.


A September 2020 study of the violence by a group affiliated with Princeton University found that no fewer than 220 American towns and cities were convulsed by “riots” over the course of that summer. But the study blamed this historic outbreak on the “longstanding crisis of police violence and structural racism in America,” attributing the worst of it to covert “white supremacist” agitators and police’s attempts to “violently disperse peaceful protests.” Indeed, in some cities, demonstrators were met with ever-increasing “state force,” the report observes without ever asking why. We’re left with the implication that such force was excessive.


Even the CHAZ was woefully misunderstood, according to the report’s authors. “While CHOP,” as it was rebranded, “was marred by criminal violence,” the authors insisted that “the creation of the encampment coincided with a lull in violent demonstrations.” Indeed, during the autonomous zone’s short life, “only peaceful protests were recorded.”40


The implicit distinction the report tried to draw—one that other progressives would soon make more explicit—was the difference between violent but unremarkable criminality and political terrorism. That is a real distinction there with serious policy implications. It is important to establish why the mobs of 2020 were not merely comprised of opportunists and thoughtless but well-intentioned bleeding hearts, so many of whom were themselves victims of circumstance.


Here, we should define our terms. As the National Counterterrorism, Innovation, Technology, and Education Center notes, the shape “anarchist violent extremism” (AVE) takes is distinct within the broader landscape of threats posed by “domestic violent extremism” (DVE). A document produced by the Department of Homeland Security for the Office of the Director of National Intelligence in 2021 defines active AVE threats as “DVEs who oppose all forms of capitalism, corporate globalization and governing institutions, which are perceived as harmful to society.” AVEs eschew “traditional hierarchies, leadership structures, and organization that characterizes other DVE groups.” Instead, they “prefer small-cell activities, organize violence to coincide with or target major events … and tend to prefer violence against property.”41


The National Counterterrorism Innovation, Technology, and Education Center (NCITE) study is valuable not just for its concise definitions and its historical breadth, but also for the fact that its authors were brave enough to conduct the inquiry in the first place. “Many researchers consider study of AVE to be a ‘third rail,’” the report concedes, “entailing ostracization, backlash, or other negative perceptions against those who assess AVE as part of a multivalent threat picture from violent extremism in the U.S.”


The authors courageously call out their colleagues for creating an atmosphere—real or perceived—in which students of “left-wing extremism” fear “smear campaigns, loss of professional reputation, or social isolation within academic circles,” to say nothing of the possibility that their work “may provoke harmful responses by left-wing extremists themselves.”42 In other words, the goal of a terrorism campaign—terrorization—had been achieved.


The fear NCITE’s researchers identified was on display in the response to 2020’s rolling riots from honest liberals who found themselves on the receiving end of the social justice they’d once welcomed. “I wasn’t sure what side I was supposed to be on,” said then-thirty-three-year-old Meredith Webb, a resident of an affluent Minneapolis suburb, who waged a war against common sense to position herself on the right side of history. “It felt wrong to say we’re with you until you start looting.” Though she admitted to fearing that her own neighborhood could be next “to burn,” she successfully pushed those thoughts aside. “I didn’t want to let myself default to the simplistic reaction of wanting this all to go away,” Webb confessed.43


Webb’s equally terrorized neighbor, Michelle Garvey, admitted to having briefly entertained counterrevolutionary thoughts, like the notion that violence of any sort against any target was wrong. She was cured of her doubts when she read a Facebook post from the owners of a restaurant that had been torched during the initial rioting. “Let my building burn,” the restaurateur declared. “Justice needs to be served.” Somehow, that made sense to Garvey. “It’s a form of taking back by the vulnerable,” she said of the riots. “That’s why it felt righteous.” Webb nodded. “I am trying to push myself to understand looting and understand that we have to go outside the law sometimes to make things happen,” she agreed.


In Webb’s effort to “understand” the incomprehensible, she could count on the assistance of a sprawling intellectual apparatus dedicated to rehabilitating the riots and lionizing the vandals.


“The demand to protest peacefully is a trap,” New Republic’s John Patrick Leary wrote in June 2020. After pretending to be confused by what constitutes a violent demonstration, he mocked the notion that a mob that hurls rocks and water bottles at riot police could be considered violent. After all, it’s the police that enjoy the legal monopoly on force and have access to “rubber bullets and gas,” he protested. In Leary’s estimation, the presence of a power imbalance, not the discrete actions of individuals, is the primary determining factor distinguishing wanton violence from noble resistance. “What good, then, is this ‘peaceful protest?’” Leary asked. “Until justice is served, don’t expect any peace.”44


Leary was not innovating a novel argument. Throughout that summer, the rarefied ranks of respectable American society treated the violent radicals in the streets to endless flattery.


“Show me where it says protesters are supposed to be polite and peaceful,” former CNN host Chris Cuomo asked on air. “Because I can show you that outraged citizens are what made the country what she is and led to any major milestone.” Cuomo’s confusion was further illustrated by his contention that “police are the ones required to be peaceful, to deescalate, to remain calm,” an assertion betrayed by the First Amendment’s protections on the right of the public to “peaceably” assemble.45


In a conspicuously soft NPR interview with author Vicky Osterweil, the outlet summarized the author’s outlook as one that viewed “looting as “a powerful tool to bring about real, lasting change in society.” Indeed, Osterweil implicated herself even further than NPR had. “When I use the word ‘looting,’” she said, “I mean the mass expropriation of property, mass shoplifting during a moment of upheaval or riot. That’s the thing I’m defending.”46


The author objected to the use of the word “violence” to describe physical force that damages or destroys. Violence is such an “incredibly broad category,” she contemplated. The word has the power to describe but fails utterly at “guiding me morally,” which, we should say, is not a word’s job.


In her theatrical befuddlement, Osterweil settled on a subjective definition of the word “violence” that she left open to the interpretation of the violent. “Ultimately, what nonviolence ends up meaning is that the activist doesn’t do anything that makes them feel violent,” Osterweil concluded. “We have to be willing to do things that scare us and that we wouldn’t do in normal, ‘peaceful’ times, because we need to get free.”47


So, the riots were political. Of course, they were political. As the Princeton study was even forced to concede, throughout the summer, there were “at least 38 incidents in which demonstrators have significantly damaged or torn down memorials around the country.” Only some of those monuments and memorials were dedicated to Confederate military figures, whom the antifascist rioters duly reviled.


The rioters also targeted figures from the founding as well as postbellum giants of American political and commercial history. In Portland, Oregon, a statue venerating Thomas Jefferson was marred with graffiti labeling him a “slave owner.” He was torn from his pedestal to the cheers of the crowd. George Washington, a “genocidal colonist,” met a similar fate. Lest you conclude that the protesters practiced some antiracist consistency, they applied the same tactics to a statue of Abraham Lincoln.48


It was not inchoate or directionless violence. It was revolutionary.


Democrats in positions of power followed the rioters’ examples. New York City officials would follow the vandals’ lead in tearing down the statue of Theodore Roosevelt outside the American Museum of Natural History and removing Thomas Jefferson’s visage from city hall. In Congress, Democratic lawmakers took to Statuary Hall, adorned themselves in scarves with thematically African colors, and silently knelt to honor the memory of George Floyd, a conscious mimicking of the protest movement’s aesthetics. They adopted the protesters’ slogans, too, including “I Can’t Breathe,” “Say Their Names,” and “Defund the Police,” the latter of which some Democratic lawmakers took quite literally, to the party’s lasting political detriment.


If the riots were not political, neither their participants nor their spectators acted like it.


We cannot say how many well-adjusted Americans were swept up in the moral panic of it all. But we should not pretend that the riots did not fit within the parameters of AVE violence. It was a radical moment in which small-cell terrorism and brutality were deployed to advance a political program. Indeed, it wasn’t just the American right but those on the far left who drew equivalencies between the revolutionary violence of 2020 and similar periods of left-wing violence in America.


“In 1919, African Americans tried, in various places, to fight back during the Red Summer,” Claflin University assistant professor Robert Greene II wrote for the far-left journal Jacobin. “In 2020, demonstrators in Minneapolis and around the country are struggling to overturn a brutally racist social order. We are now living, it seems, in a Red Spring.”49


The Imbalance


Slapping a pseudo-intellectual gloss on 2020’s violence only to smooth out its sharper edges was just part of the trick the left played on themselves. Many of those who did not believe that the summer’s riots could be honestly considered political violence also conveniently defaulted to their belief that domestic political extremism was a right-wing thing. After all, that’s what they’ve been told for decades.


“The extreme right has held a near-monopoly on political violence” since the 1980s, as The Nation’s Joshua Holland tells it.50 The growing threat posed by “right-wing extremists” coincided with a “decades-long drop-off in violence by left-wing groups,” the Anti-Defamation League’s Center on Extremism averred. The very idea of a “violent left” is a “myth,” according to the Southern Poverty Law Center. A Washington Post analysis in 2018 identified “a decades-long drop-off in violence by left-wing groups,” borrowing the ADL’s language verbatim. By contrast, “violence by white supremacists and other far-right attackers has been on the rise since Barack Obama’s presidency.”51


The growing threat posed by “white supremacist and far-right violence,” PBS reported at the outset of the Biden administration, represents “the biggest domestic terrorism threat facing the country.”52 As late as 2023, Biden himself maintained that “the most dangerous terrorist threat to our homeland is white supremacy.”53 That same year, the FBI “created a new category of extremists that it seeks to track and counter: Donald Trump’s army of MAGA followers,” Newsweek reported. The threat posed by right-wing “anti-government activists” was so acute that it rivaled even the prospect of foreign-directed plots.54


There is no symmetry in the coverage of left-wing political violence. Indeed, in some circles, left-wing intimidation tactics—they so rarely rise to the level of “violence”—are considered a necessary remedy to the ever-present threat of right-wing terror. As the NCITE study observed, “several recent popular books extol the virtues of anarchist groups in the U.S. by painting them as necessary to respond to right-wing extremist groups’ increased violent activity while denying outright any linkage between the groups and violent actors.” In some cases, the authors are themselves “long-time participants in their movements.”


Just to confuse the left further still, NCITE’s researchers contend that much of the data in this realm is plagued by category errors and sins of omission. The authors allege that the “political dynamic” in which AVE researchers feel intimidated has “seeped into some of the major database that researchers use to evaluate incidents of terrorism in the U.S.” For example, in one “recent study, [terrorism researcher Benjamin V.] Allison found that several datasets on terrorism and political violence since 9/11 either systematically omitted cases of left-wing violence or, alternatively, miscoded their perpetrators under other ideological categories even when some evidence suggests they were partially driven by left-wing or AVE-related motivations.”


NCITE’s authors are not alleging that a conspiracy is afoot. Rather, the perpetrators of political terrorism can and often do subscribe to what “the FBI refers to as ‘salad bar’ terrorism,” in which violent extremists create their own bespoke blend of seemingly incompatible extremist doctrines to justify violence. In other words, the violent mind is an addled mind. That’s hardly a revelation.


Or, at least, it shouldn’t be. But the professional left’s resistance to the notion that their ideological allies are responsible for anything other than a paltry handful of violent events in America is vehement. And their allies in media, academia, and advocacy have armed them with statistics to support their self-deception.


“If you actually care about political violence, you should not spread wild lies about it,” wrote Vox.com scribe Eric Levitz. The “lies” he sought to stigmatize were those that ignored an Anti-Defamation League information graphic, which alleged that “left-wing extremism” is responsible for only 4 percent of fatalities in the US from 2013 to 2022.55 It is a popular chart that is disseminated by those who do not expose themselves to the myriad critiques of it.


The ADL got to its figure by counting, for example, prison murders by gangs like Aryan Brotherhood and Nazi Low Riders as “right-wing terrorism,” the victims of which are frequently gang members themselves, prison guards, or even the perpetrators’ family members. While the ADL study is careful to note that it includes “both ideological and non-ideologically motivated killings,” those who promulgate it to settle a political argument with the right seem not to care.56


The ADL’s graphic isn’t the only crime against informative statistics in this realm. The Prosecution Project, a University of Cincinnati-led enterprise, also produced a popular infographic that conveys visually the same notion: in short, the American right is a bigger terroristic threat than even radical Islamism.57 That alone should render its data suspect, at least among those who possess a cursory familiarity with the subject of terroristic violence in America. In sheer numbers, Islamist fundamentalist terrorism can claim by far the largest body count. At the very least, the Prosecution Project’s contention that political violence peaked in 2019 should trigger a skeptical impulse in curious minds.


Those who bother to dive into the data will find that episodes like one in which a homeless man broke into a hotel and attacked a hotelier while deploying racial slurs are coded as right-wing violence. The arrest of a woman for spray-painting anti-Christian slogans and obscene phrases on the side of a church? That, too, is right-wing violence. In multiple instances, interracial gang violence is attributed to right-wing extremism, seemingly only because there was a racial element to those conflicts, even if all involved were of minority extraction.


It’s not just that the project, as its name suggests, measures only violence that resulted “in a guilty verdict.” The dataset is both comprehensive and selective, and it has led those who wield it like a weapon to draw selective conclusions.58


Datasets like these preserve the left’s self-conception that they are only ever the victims of political violence, never the perpetrators of it. Mainstream progressives and liberals may have talked themselves into the notion that the violent right is the only threat to social stability, but the effect is the same as if they genuinely believed their own hype.


A Quickening Pace


The example some Trump supporters set during the Capitol Riot on January 6, 2021—an event that will be discussed in greater detail later on—seemed to repulse committed left-wing activists, even though it was an example they themselves had set. Nevertheless, in much the same way that the Irish Republican Army was so shaken by the September 11 attacks that it laid down its arms and recommitted in earnest to the peace process, 2021 witnessed a welcome reprieve from the left-wing violence that typified 2020.59 It was not to last.


Just before 2:00 a.m. on a Wednesday in the summer of 2022, a twenty-six-year-old California native, Nicholas John Roske, was apprehended outside Supreme Court Justice Brett Kavanaugh’s Maryland home. He had driven across the country to get there, almost nonstop, and he came armed to the teeth. Equipped with a pistol and mountable handgun light, two full magazines of ammunition, a tactical knife, pepper spray, zip ties, a hammer, a screwdriver, a crowbar, a nail pouch, and duct tape, prosecutors alleged that Roske planned to murder the justice and anyone else who got in his way before killing himself. Roske was apprehended by the police detail surveilling Kavanaugh’s house before he could complete his villainous quest.


In custody, the suspect told police that he sought to avenge the indignity done by the Court’s decision in Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, the decision that overturned the 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade. Murdering a justice in an act of protest would, according to the police’s account of Roske’s statement, “give his life purpose.” Justice Kavanaugh was just a target of opportunity. Roske had selected three potential victims: all Supreme Court justices, each of whom he had extensively researched in preparation for his attack. “The defendant’s explicit objective was to single-handedly alter the Constitutional order for ideological ends,” the Justice Department’s 2025 sentencing memorandum read.60


We can safely assume that the would-be killer was privy to at least some of the hyperbole with which the left’s profligate agitators populated the internet following the Dobbs decision’s leak to the public.


“[I]f you are able to afford it, and if it is safe for you to do so, you should consider arming yourselves, then finding others to train with in teams and learn how to defend your community,” wrote, for example, Chelsea Manning, erstwhile Bradley Manning, a convicted spy who has enjoyed a second life as a transgender influencer.61 “We may need these skills in the very near future.”


That close call inspired no soul-searching. The attempt on Kavanaugh’s life was “not especially hair-raising,” Politico’s Michael Schaffer opined. This event “would have to elbow for space in our mental lists of near-misses,” which were proliferating. “Threats against federal judges were up 400 percent, according to a report last year,” he wrote. “Threats against members of Congress are up 107 percent, according to Capitol Police.” As an explanation for the lack of general horror this attempted assassination produced, the fact that such attempts are increasingly commonplace is cold comfort.


Once again, this attacker confessed that he was at least partially motivated by hot talk, but the talkers did not reflect on their roles in this affair. “Good,” The Nation’s Washington, DC, correspondent, Aída Chávez, reacted to a report detailing the growing threats against conservative justices and their families. The group “Ruth Sent Us,” a reference to the late Justice Ruth Bader-Ginsburg, published a list of conservative justices’ residencies and urged its followers to “rise up to force accountability using a diversity of tactics.” As The New York Times observed in its dispatches on the menacing encampments forming outside the justices’ homes, the “incivility was the point.”62


“The suggestion that we can just vote this problem away ignores the fact that the people who promise to fight for abortion rights have failed again and again to uphold them,” The Cut’s Claire Lampen emoted.63 Extraordinary measures were necessary now.


That repugnant instinct that led some to justify the actions of Kavanaugh’s would-be killer was shared even by those in the highest echelons of Democratic politics. “Look, I think the president’s view is that there’s a lot of passion, a lot of fear, a lot of sadness from many, many people across this country about what they saw in that leaked document,” White House Press Secretary Jen Psaki said in direct response to the attempted assassination of a Supreme Court justice.64


Later that year, a canvasser with then-Senator Marco Rubio’s reelection campaign was accosted and beaten bloody “because he was a Republican,” according to police. Florida Democrats responded by alleging that the campaign staffer deserved it. He was “a misogynist and a racist,” a “white supremacist,” someone with a “history of being tied to hatred and bigotry” who deserved to be “condemned” by his own employer.65


Throughout 2022, dozens of pro-life pregnancy centers were targeted with threats, vandalism, and even arson. “Next time the infrastructure of the enslavers will not survive,” read a letter attributed to the group “Jane’s Revenge” following just one of these attacks. “Medical imperialism will not face a passive enemy.”66 Amid this spasm of violence, Vice President Kamala Harris praised Democratic attorneys general for “taking on rightly, the crisis pregnancy centers” and the “misinformation” and “predatory practice” of which they’re guilty.67


The Oldest Hatred


In the first years of the Biden administration, student-led “antiracism” demonstrations on college campuses and in high schools grew more aggressive and often necessitated police intervention. But that violent streak lacked a unifying principle. Hamas terrorists would provide one on October 7, 2023.


The slaughter of hundreds of Jews in Israel lent purpose to the violence in which the left’s most antisocial elements were already engaged. Pro-Hamas demonstrators paraded through city and campus streets, chanting “kill another Zionist now” and “Intifada, Revolution, there is only one solution.”68 Jews and their supporters were harassed and assaulted. Some were barricaded inside locked buildings, lest they be sacrificed to the braying mob. Others were forced to stay away from their institutions of higher learning by college administrators who did not otherwise know how to handle the spasm of reptilian violence.


The windows of Jewish-owned businesses and charitable organizations were shattered. Holiday parades were disrupted. Roads and bridges were blockaded. Balloons were released in front of tarmacs to shut down air traffic. The Democratic National Committee’s headquarters was placed under siege, forcing lawmakers to flee the scene in panic.69 “We were rescued by armed officers who did not know the protestors’ intent,” Democratic Congressman Sean Casten wrote. “I’m also keenly aware that it could have been much worse.”70


“Death to America.” “Globalize the intifada.” “By any means necessary.” The network of activists who chant these and other slogans could not be more explicit about what they wanted.71 But despite the repugnant example these demonstrators set, Democrats displayed a palpable fear that objecting too loudly to misanthropic attacks in which they were the targets as much as anyone else could cost their party at the ballot box.


Biden himself didn’t condemn the ongoing “antisemitic” activism until April 2024, more than six months into a nationwide intimidation campaign. Biden strained throughout 2024 in the effort to ingratiate himself with his tormentors. “Those protesters out in the street,” the former president said during his address to the Democratic Party’s presidential nominating convention, where the prize he still coveted went to his vice president, Kamala Harris. Just hours earlier, that very rabble outside the convention hall was hurling objects at police and tearing at the convention’s security perimeter like a zombie horde. Nevertheless, the president somberly intoned, “They have a point.”72


Harris and her allies played a similar game. The former vice president lauded, if not the anti-Israel mob’s program, at least its instincts. They are “showing exactly what the human emotion should be,” she mused.73 “These folks are asking for a change in course,” her vice-presidential pick, Tim Walz, said of the “civically engaged” activists that so meticulously hounded them. As late as October 31, just days before the presidential vote that the Democratic ticket would lose, Harris’s team still reportedly thought it could co-opt these violent throngs if she could only “validate protester concerns.” That was a delusion. No one who represented the very system these revolutionaries sought to overthrow would be spared.


By early 2025, what began as disorganized mob violence soon took on a more recognizably terroristic form. In April of that year, thirty-eight-year-old Cody Balmer scaled a security fence at the perimeter of the Pennsylvania governor’s mansion and approached the ballroom where Governor Josh Shapiro and his family had held the seder just hours earlier. He shattered a ballroom window with a hammer and tossed into it a Molotov cocktail. Balmer then moved to another window, broke it, and infiltrated the premises, setting more fires. He then called a 911 dispatcher and, sounding like “he was possibly reading from a script,” according to PennLive’s account, indicted the governor for his nonexistent role in contributing to Israel’s post-October 7 wars.74


A little over one month later, two young professionals—thirty-year-old Yaron Lischinsky and twenty-six-year-old Sarah Milgrim, a couple that were soon to be engaged—were gunned down in Washington, DC, outside the Capital Jewish Museum. “Free, Free Palestine,” their killer, Elias Rodriguez, declared before calmly entering the venue where his victims were celebrating and socializing only moments before. Visibly traumatized, he took a bench in the lobby, where he was comforted by American Jewish Committee event’s unwitting attendees.


As youngish left-wing radicals go, Rodriguez was a textbook case. He had previously been a member of the Party for Socialism and Liberation, which advocates anti-Zionism and a Bolshevik-style “revolutionary overturn” of the American government. In his rambling missives for the party’s publication, Liberation, Rodriguez mourned the degree to which Amazon.com had contributed to the “whitening of Seattle.”75 “The wealth that Amazon has brought to Seattle has not been shared with its black residents,” Rodriguez wrote. He denounced the United States as “a nation of cities dominated and occupied by massive corporations where only the rich and white can live and the vast majority of us must live on the edges of the city and society.”76


Rodriguez’s shell shock quickly subsided. As he basked in undeserved human kindness from his victims, he collected himself, produced a Palestinian-style keffiyeh scarf from his backpack, and declared, “I did it. I did this for Gaza.”77


Assassin Chic


Given all the leading indicators and antecedents, it should have come as no surprise when a would-be assassin tried to kill Donald Trump in the summer of 2024.


The enigmatic Thomas Matthew Crooks made the first attempt on Trump’s life. Investigators looking for evidence of his motive were, however, unaided by the volumes of social media and blog posts young adults typically leave in their wake. Crooks reportedly had almost no online footprint after 2023 when, as a CBS investigation concluded, he began to “compartmentalize his life” while his “plan for mass violence was brewing.” He started “building homemade improvised explosive devices in his bedroom and planning an assassination, while pursuing a career in engineering,” the report added.78


We know how Crooks got his murder weapon, how he staked out his staging area in Butler, Pennsylvania, where he fired from, and how the Secret Service neutralized him. But we still don’t know his motive. He left behind no manifesto or explanation as to why he tried to kill the president. “I don’t know that he was particularly political,” speculated Selena Zito, author of Butler: The Untold Story of the Near Assassination of Donald Trump and the Fight for America’s Heartland. “I think he wanted the attention. He craved being this historical figure—not a good historical figure, but a historical—so people would never forget his name again.”


Zito observed that Crooks was “so lonely” that he would even spend his holidays—major family affairs like Thanksgiving and Christmas—at his local gun club.79 “Crooks’ father told investigators that, in retrospect, he spotted signs of his son’s declining mental health,” CBS reported. Crooks succeeded only in killing Trump supporter Corey Comperatore, a veteran firefighter and a father who died protecting his family.


To this day, the shooter’s motives have not been firmly established. And yet, the New York Post’s Miranda Devine subsequently unearthed evidence that may speak to Crooks’ state of mind. Trump’s would-be killer did leave a digital trail behind him, albeit a small one. Surveying it, Devine chronicled Crooks’ evolution from pro- to anti-Trump, from a figure who at first thirsted for the blood of Trump’s detractors only to turn against Trump himself.


Via an alias, Crooks fetishized assassinations, bombings, and the coming “propaganda/information wars” in which he would be a combatant. “Like alleged Charlie Kirk assassin Tyler Robinson, Crooks appears to have been interested in ‘furries’ and exploring gender identity,” Devine reported, citing the shooters’ activity on the “furry”-focused platform DeviantArt. Crooks had contact with at least one individual connected with a “Norwegian neo-Nazi” group, soliciting from his target Maoist incantations like “Political power comes from the barrel of a gun,” which Crooks reportedly repeated like a mantra.80


Although compelling, the evidence of Crooks’ motives is still only circumstantial. By contrast, Trump’s second attempted assassin had more easily discernible motives.


At around 2:00 a.m. on September 15, 2024, fifty-eight-year-old Ryan Routh dragged at least one SKS semiautomatic scoped rifle, the serial number scratched off, an extended magazine, two bags containing ballistic plates designed to absorb bullets, and some food with him into the bushes that lined the edge of Donald Trump’s Palm Beach County golf club.81 He waited for hours until he saw Trump making his way to the course for an unscheduled round of golf. The president was in his would-be killer’s range when Secret Service agents spotted a rifle barrel poking out from the tree line. They opened fire. Routh ran, jumped into a black Nissan SUV, and sped off—only to be caught minutes later when police found him at the Palm City exit on I-95.82


Unlike Crooks, Routh left behind a missive explaining what he himself called “an assassination attempt on Donald Trump.”83 He styled himself a zealous supporter of Ukraine’s efforts to resist Russian occupation, going so far as to try to recruit foreign volunteers for service on its front lines. He was critical of Trump’s failure to embrace his cause with similar fervor. Routh was a critic of Trump for his refusal to preserve Democratic policies like Barack Obama’s 2015 nuclear deal with the Islamic Republic of Iran and for supporting Israel in its post-10/7 wars. Additionally, “he posted a range of passionate opinions on issues including Black Lives Matter,” USA Today reported.84


Not all of Routh’s views were doctrinally progressive—we’re once again confronted with what the FBI refers to as “salad bar terrorism”—but he was, nevertheless, an intense critic of the “dictator” Donald Trump.


The second attempt on Trump’s life was even less shocking than the first. A variety of leading indicators preceded it. That same summer, in Michigan, a man vandalized cars adorned with Trump campaign paraphernalia before running over an eighty-year-old man who was putting a pro-Trump yard sign up on his lawn. In Pittsburgh, glass-bottle-wielding assailants attacked two Jewish students. For all the talk among influencers and elites that political violence is the province of the American right, most of the violence in 2024 seemed to be coming from the left.85


Despite all this, some Democrats continued to reject to the notion that their ideological allies could perpetrate political violence. “The violence doesn’t come from Democrats, just to be clear,” said Congresswoman Jasmine Crocket. “It’s specifically MAGA faction.” Indeed, Republicans “don’t talk about the assassination attempts anymore that took place with Donald Trump,” she said for no ostensible reason other than her own ignorance about what Republicans talk about. “These were Trump supporters, right?”86


The cognitive resistance even mainstream Democrats display toward the notion that their constituents are capable of violence makes even less sense given the extent to which those same constituents are making their Democratic representatives’ lives hell.


“They hate us,” said one senior Democratic House lawmaker in an interview with Axios after attending a March 2025 town hall populated by left-of-center voters.87 But why had Democrats become the object of their own voters’ contempt? Because they had condemned the violence directed toward the president. Because they scoffed at scene-chewing displays of anti-Trump Resistance-style theatrics. Because “Democrats are too nice,” one lawmaker related. “Nice and civility doesn’t work,” the unnamed lawmaker continued. “Are you prepared for violence?”88


No one seemed to be, but the calls for some acts of cathartic savagery kept coming. “House Democrats told Axios they see a growing anger among their base that has, in some cases, morphed into a disregard for American institutions, political traditions, and even the rule of law,” the outlet reported in a follow-up three months later. In interviews with two dozen House Democrats, most of whom refused to be named, lawmakers related demands from their constituents that they must “be willing to get shot” for the cause. The rank-and-file believe “there needs to be blood to grab the attention of the press and the public.”89


Democrats painted a familiar portrait of their persecutors. One of Axios’ sources in federal office said these perverse demands were coming from voters who “tend to be white” and “well-educated” and who reside comfortably “in upscale suburban or urban neighborhoods.” Another Democrat attributed calls for violence to “economically very secure white people.” That is, by and large, the profile of those who waged a guerrilla campaign against American immigration law enforcement in the spring and summer of 2025.


On the night of July 4, at around 10:30 p.m., as the sound of Independence Day fireworks tapered off in the distance, agents with Immigration and Customs Enforcement at an Alvarado, Texas, office were startled when the fireworks erupted again. But close—right outside, in fact. The officers observed perhaps ten individuals in “black, military-style clothing” moving about the perimeter. At least “one or two others broke off from the group and began to damage vehicles and spray graffiti,” branding them with slogans like “ICE pig,” “traitor,” and sundry other profane expressions.


Officials believe the explosions were diversionary devices meant to draw ICE agents outside the building where they would be easier targets. The plan nearly worked. When one Alvarado police officer approached the facility to investigate the disturbance, the tree line erupted in gunfire. That officer was shot in the neck. An additional “20 or 30 rounds” were fired at the unarmed officers who had stepped out of the facility to confront their harassers.90


Authorities called it a “planned ambush”—and a tactically sophisticated one at that. This was an “organized” and “coordinated attack” designed to kill members of law enforcement. And the attackers were not coy about their motives. A sweep of the surrounding area produced propagandistic materials like fliers that read “Fight ICE Terror with Class War” and “Free All Political Prisoners,” as well as a flag that read, “Resist Fascism. Fight Oligarchy.”91


With a handful of exceptions, the alleged attackers fit the demographic profile outlined by the intimidated House Democrats with whom Axios reporters spoke: white, affluent, educated, and radical.92 This wasn’t a riot or a one-off attack by a radicalized individual. This was small-cell terrorism.


Days later, as the sun peaked over the horizon above a Customs and Border Protection facility in McAllen, Texas, “many dozens of rounds” were shot into the facility. Officers returned fire, hitting and killing twenty-seven-year-old Ryan Luis Mosqueda. The attacker’s motives have not been determined, but we can hazard a guess. “Images from the scene show the driver’s side door of the vehicle was spray-painted with ‘Cordis Die,’ a Latin phrase meaning ‘Day of the Heart,’” the BBC reported. “In the Call of Duty: Black Ops II video game, Cordis Die is a revolutionary movement that aims to cripple capitalist governments, according to gamer websites.”93


In September, a third ambush-style attack in as many months unfolded again in Dallas, when twenty-nine-year-old Joshua Jahn trained a sniper rifle on an ICE facility. The shooter “specifically intended to kill ICE agents,” according to prosecutors, a claim supported by the increasingly common and no less bleak calling card he left behind after he shot himself: a shell casing with the phrase “anti-ICE” scratched into it. The shooter missed his targets, wounding two migrant detainees and killing a third. But prosecutors did not doubt the killer’s motives. “He wanted to cause terror.”94


These episodes of premeditated terroristic violence punctuated a summer defined by rolling clashes between antigovernment protesters and law enforcement.


A July 10 protest in Camarillo, California, against an immigration raid near a local farm exploded when police deployed smoke canisters to disperse the crowd. A protester was captured on film “allegedly firing a gun toward federal agents.”95 Anti-ICE protesters blockaded the Roebling Bridge connecting Kentucky and Ohio days later, putting themselves in the way of cars and, eventually, clashing with police. One demonstrator who insisted he had no idea why he was detained was captured on film attempting to disarm an officer of his pepper ball gun. “What happened here wasn’t a protest,” Covington Police Chief Brian Valenti said. “It was an unlawful disturbance.” The distinction Valenti outlined seems to elude the loudest progressive activists.96


The worst of these disturbances occurred in Los Angeles. Over four consecutive days and nights, thousands of demonstrators seized a handful of LA neighborhoods where they set self-driving Waymo cabs ablaze—some of which they ordered to their own locations—in a spasm of violent dissent against Trump’s immigration policies. It was in some ways a reprise of the progressive effort to protest Elon Musk’s role in the Trump administration by systematically torching Tesla cars, charging stations, dealerships, and factories across the country earlier that spring.97


This time, the Trump administration was determined to avoid repeating the mistakes it had made in 2020. The White House responded proactively, federalizing the California National Guard and ordering the deployment of seven hundred Marines to LA, all to support the LAPD from the rear and protect federal buildings in accordance with the law. In their reaction, progressive observers reversed the sequence of events. It wasn’t the rioters who had provoked a federal response; instead, the federal response had provoked the rioters.


Kamala Harris did not even acknowledge the violence. Instead, she deemed the demonstrations “overwhelmingly peaceful” and civic-minded, castigating the Trump administration for deploying the National Guard, a “dangerous escalation meant to provoke chaos.” Violence “is never the answer,” and “assaulting law enforcement is never ok,” California Senator Adam Schiff observed. “Indeed, doing so plays directly into the hands of those who seek to antagonize and weaponize the situation for their own gain,” the senator added. “Don’t let them succeed.”


“These protests were provoked by chaos from Washington,” California Governor Gavin Newsom remarked. “Don’t give Donald Trump what he wants.”98


These statements are admissions against interest. They imply that the demonstrators could be reasoned with. Maybe if they were presented with a series of shared ideological objectives that their behavior was imperiling, they’d stand down. That conclusion might extend too much credit to the radicals breaking windows and setting cars on fire. Still, it amounted to a confession that Democrats believed the rioters were their people.


The subtext is obvious: We’re all on the same side here.


Where We’re Going and Where We’ve Been


The tempo of left-wing political violence has accelerated in this decade. Indeed, this century has so far been characterized by an ominously quickening rhythm of mayhem and destruction.


Our time is unique in some ways, but perhaps not in most. The left-wing violence with which we are contending is not unprecedented.


The United States is occasionally convulsed by periods of radical left-led violence. Ours is one such period, but it’s not the first. Arguably, the first wave of organized anarchistic and socialistic terror began over a century ago.
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