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American Extremism

The American militia movement was propelled into widespread public
prominence by the Oklahoma City bombing in 1995. This book uses the militia
movement as a means to examine the complex relationship that exists between
America’s mainstream and extremist political culture. It focuses particularly on
how the militia movement utilizes key aspects of American history to justify its
extremist politics and activities. Drawing upon extremist literature, interviews
with leading figures in the movement, and other primary sources, this book is a
powerful exploration of America’s domestic extremist movements.

American Extremism explains how at the heart of the politics practiced by the
militia movement is an attempt to define the nature of “Americanism,” and shows
how militia members employ the myths, metaphors, and perceived historical
lessons of the American Revolution, the constitutional settlement, and America’s
frontier experience to do so. Mulloy argues that militia members’ search for the
“authority of history” leads them to a position best characterized as “ahistorical
historicism,” in which political interests in the present are given greater weight
than the demands of a historically accurate reading of the past.

With discussion of such recent events as the Oklahoma City bombing, Waco
and the September 11th attacks alongside topical issues including militia
conspiracy theories and the origins of Americans’ right to keep and bear arms,
this work provides the deepest understanding to date of the American militia
movement. It will inform students and scholars of American History and American
Politics alike.
D.J.Mulloy is a Research Fellow at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, where he also teaches about the history of political extremism. He
has taught American Studies at the University of East Anglia and is the editor of
Homegrown Revolutionaries: An American Militia Reader.
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For Pamela and Esme Grace

Longing on a large scale is what makes history….

Most of our longings go unfulfilled. This is the word’s
wistful implication—the desire for something lost or fled
or otherwise out of reach.

Don DeLillo, Underworld
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Preface

The United States and the world at large are still coming to terms with the terrorist
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on 11 September 2001. Yet,
despite a widespread belief to the contrary, the United States has long had to deal
with the consequences of terrorism on its shores. Between 1954 and 2000, for
example, over 3,000 acts of terrorism took place in the U.S., and 79.7 percent of
these were committed by American citizens as opposed to foreign nationals.1 The
worst act of domestic terrorism in U.S. history occurred on 19 April 1995, when
a massive truck bomb exploded outside the Alfred P. Murrah Federal Building in
Oklahoma City; 168 people, including nineteen children, were killed in the blast,
and over 500 were injured.

The Oklahoma bombing cast a spotlight on to a new, and until then a largely
unknown, political movement in the United States: the militia movement. This
book is about that movement. More specifically, it uses the militia movement as
a means to examine the complex relationship that exists between America’s
mainstream and extremist political culture. It argues that our understanding of the
nature, ideology, and practices of right-wing groups such as the militias is
enhanced when they are placed in the context of the dominant culture from which
they emerge and which they seek to influence.

This book employs intellectual and cultural history to illuminate many of the
issues raised by the militia movement. Rather than dismissing the militias as some
kind of aberration of American culture, I take the view that it is more fruitful to
see their deep roots within it. I therefore focus particularly on how militia members
utilize certain aspects of American history to further their political and ideological
goals—history is, after all, arguably the most comprehensive expression of a
culture. Doing so is intended to provide a deeper understanding of the movement
than has appeared to date.2 Understanding, however, should not be confused with
approval. We can seek to improve our understanding of groups such as the militias
without endorsing either them or their ideas.

Three periods of American history are of particular importance to the militia
movement: the American Revolution, the framing of the Constitution, and the
settlement of the West. Accordingly, once initial chapters have provided an
overview both of the origins, concerns, and activities of the militias, and of the
principal theoretical work in the field, the bulk of the book is given over to a



detailed analysis of the militias’ engagement with these three key periods. It is
essential that the historical and political concerns of militia members are examined
in detail. Only by doing so will we really understand what they believe and why
they act in the way they do. Focusing on the historical and political concerns of
militia members in this way isn’t intended to suggest that religious, racist, or anti-
Semitic ideas don’t have a role to play within some militia groups and other
elements of the wider “Patriot movement” of which the militias are a part. But the
racist/religious elements of right-wing extremists have been extensively studied,
while their historical and political concerns have not. This is a mistake. Even those
groups that are racially/religiously motivated still relate to and employ ideas,
values, and beliefs drawn from these three key periods of American history.

This book examines the militia movement during the first decade of its
development, from 1994 to 2003. It draws on material from a wide variety of
sources, including militia pamphlets, newsletters, flyers, essays, manuals,
speeches, interviews, congressional testimony, and websites. Material from these
sources is quoted extensively in the chapters that follow. There are two reasons
for this: first, because much of it is not widely available; and, second, because if
we want to come to terms with what militia members believe and why, it is
necessary to consider in detail how they present themselves both to themselves
and to the outside world. Although predominately focused on the militias, material
from “militia support groups” and from other groups and individuals within the
Patriot movement is also considered, particularly where those groups or
individuals have a close connection with the militia movement.

The book is organized as follows: Chapter 1 provides an account of the militias’
membership, structure, and principal concerns, and identifies some of the
explanations for their emergence in the United States during the mid-1990s,
looking especially at events at Ruby Ridge in 1992, Waco in 1993, and the effects
of the Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act of 1993. Chapter 1 also explores
how the formation of the militia movement connects to broader trends in American
society and politics, and considers the impact of the 11 September attacks on the
movement. Chapter 2 addresses the principal theoretical approaches to the study
of right-wing extremism in American life. It considers how “extremism” is defined
within these approaches, examines the predominant sociological and
psychological explanations of the causes of extremism, and identifies what are
said to be the central characteristics of extremist groups. It argues that there is an
“orthodox approach” to the study of right-wing extremism in the United States,
and that this has served to work against an examination of the mainstream’s role
in the creation and sustaining of those so defined.

How, in general terms, the militia movement relates to, understands, and
invokes American history as a central part of its rhetorical and ideological concerns
is the subject of Chapter 3. This chapter contends that at the heart of the politics
practiced by the militia movement is an attempt to define the nature of
“Americanism,” and that this is a process the wider American culture and polity
are equally engaged in. Three subsequent chapters explore this understanding in
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detail. Chapter 4 considers the militias’ engagement with the American
Revolution. It focuses on three areas: first, the militias’ depiction of the role played
by citizen soldiers during the War of Independence; second, their employment of
revolutionary-style rhetoric; and, third, their reliance on the Declaration of
Independence as a “revolutionary” document. Chapter 5 considers the extent to
which the militias are justified in their republican reading of the constitutional
settlement. Particular attention is given to the militias’ account of the “limited
republic” they claim was established in the Constitution, and to their case for an
armed citizenry being an essential feature of the republic envisaged by the
Founding Fathers. Chapter 6 explores the militia movement’s attempts to associate
itself with ideas and values derived from America’s frontier past. This is done in
a number of ways. First, “frontier values” are used by militia members to express
a belief in the desirability of independence, self-reliance and the need for self-
government—to denote both freedom from government and the need for self-
government. Second, western notions of “justified violence” are invoked. Third,
the frontier West is employed because of its strong connection with American self-
identity Chapter 7 forms the conclusion to American Extremism. Here, the militia
movement’s proclivity for conspiracy theories is considered in the light of the
readings of American history discussed in the preceding chapters.

Why, one might ask, should we be interested in groups such as the militias,
relatively small right-wing “extremist” groups with often limited public support?
Let me suggest three initial reasons. First, if the militias were not responsible
directly for the Oklahoma City bombing, there is little disputing that Timothy
McVeigh and Terry Nichols held similar beliefs to many militia members. The
bombing demonstrates the enormous harm that can be inflicted by just two
individuals, and it is important to understand as much as possible about the groups
with which they were associated. The size of a group is not, after all, necessarily
a reflection of its significance. Second, as Michael Cox pointed out with respect
to the far right of the late 1980s and early 1990s, right-wing extremists “have an
impact at the local and even national levels” of politics in the United States. They
“can and do help shape public opinion.” Moreover, as Cox says, there is “no
guarantee” such groups “will remain minorities for ever.”3 Third—as I argue in
more detail in Chapter 2—the analysis of groups seemingly on the fringes of a
society can reveal much about the society from which they have emerged, and
about the beliefs, values, and attitudes of that society. Although the number of
militia groups has declined significantly since their peak in the mid- to late 1990s,
the emergence and subsequent rise to prominence of the militia movement
represents a remarkable period in the history of American extremism. The example
provided by the militia movement is worth paying attention to. One of the principal
aims of this book is to show how key aspects of American history are available
to be used and abused by such groups. It is the militia movement now, but it could
just as easily be other extremist groups in the future.

Many people contributed to the writing of this book and I am enormously
grateful for all the help I received along the way. During the course of my research
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I was fortunate to be able to undertake a research trip to the Wilcox Collection of
Contemporary Political Movements, one of the largest collections of “extremist”
political literature in the United States, which is housed in the Kenneth Spenser
Research Library at the University of Kansas. My thanks go to the British
Association of American Studies, the Arthur Miller Centre for American Studies
at the University of East Anglia, and the Gilchrist Educational Trust for the grants
which made that trip possible. I would like to thank the Wilcox Collection’s
founder, Laird Wilcox, for sharing some of his expertise with me, and all the staff
at the Kenneth Spenser Research Library for making my visit to Lawrence such
a rewarding one. I am also grateful to the staff of the Anti-Defamation League,
the Coalition for Human Dignity, the Southern Poverty Law Center, and the
Montana Human Rights Network, as well as to the contributors to the Militia
Watchdog, for the information and insights they provided. I would also like to
express my thanks to the many militia members who took time to answer my
enquiries or who met my request for resources, especially those in the Michigan
Militia, the Militia of Montana, the Missouri 51st Militia, the Virginia Citizens
Militia, and the New Jersey Militia. My thanks go also to my editor at Routledge,
Craig Fowlie, and to the series editors Cas Mudde and Roger Eatwell, as well as
to Zoë Botterill, Nicola Carr, Adam Fairclough, Eric Homberger, Nigel James,
Jeffrey Kaplan, Richard King, Alex Meloy, Simon Middleton, David Newiert,
Mark Pitcavage, Mark Potok, Glenn Reynolds, Lisa Williams, John Zvesper, and
the anonymous reviewers who helped in various ways to shape this book. A special
debt of thanks in this regard is due to Martin Durham, and particularly to Richard
Crockatt. Finally, I would like to thank my family: my parents, Terry and Ann,
for many years of love and support, and, above all, Pamela, for her patient
understanding, encouragement, and love.

A version of Chapter 3 first appeared in the Journal of American Studies.
Reprinted here with permission of Cambridge University Press.

D.J.Mulloy
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Series editors’ preface

For much of the “short twentieth century”, history was characterized by the clash
of great ideologies, internal violence, and major wars. Although most catastrophic
events took place outside the Western world, Europe and the U.S. were not immune
from the turmoil. Two world wars and a series of lesser conflicts led to countless
horrors and losses. Moreover, for long periods Western democracy—especially
in its European form—seemed in danger of eclipse by a series of radical forces,
most notably communist and fascist.

Yet by the turn of the 1990s, liberal democracy appeared destined to become
the universal governmental norm. Dictatorial Soviet communism had collapsed,
to be replaced in most successor states by multi-party electoral politics. Chinese
communism remained autocratic, but in the economic sphere it was moving
rapidly towards greater freedoms and marketization. The main manifestations of
fascism had gone down to catastrophic defeat in war. Neo-fascist parties were
damned by omnipresent images of brutality and genocide, and exerted little appeal
outside a fringe of ageing nostalgics and alienated youths.

In the Western World, political violence had disappeared, or was of minimal
importance in terms of system stability. Where it lingered on as a regularly
murderous phenomenon, for instance in Northern Ireland or Spain, it seemed a
hangover from the past—a final flicker of the embers of old nationalist passions.
It was easy to conclude that such tribal atavism was doomed in an increasingly
interconnected “capitalist” world, characterized by growing forms of multi-level
governance that were transcending the antagonism and parochialism of old
borders.

However, as we move into the new millennium there are growing signs that
extremism even in the West is far from dead—that we celebrated prematurely the
universal victory of democracy. Perhaps the turn of the twenty-first century was
an interregnum, rather than a turning point? In Western Europe there has been the
rise of “extreme right” and “populist” parties such as Jean-Marie Le Pen’s Front
National, which pose a radical challenge to existing elites—even to the liberal
political system. In the U.S., the 1995 Oklahoma mass-bombing has not been
followed by another major extreme right attack, but there is simmering resentment
towards the allegedly over-powerful state among a miscellany of discontents, who
appear even more dangerous than the militias which emerged in the 1990s. More



generally across the West, new forms of green politics, often linked by a growing
hostility to globalization-Americanization, are taking on more violent forms (the
issue of animal rights is also growing in importance in this context).

In the former Soviet space, there are clear signs of the revival of “communist”
parties (which often masquerade as “socialists” or “social democrats”), whose
allegiance to democracy is (in varying degrees) debatable. In Latin America, there
remain notable extremist movements on the left, though these tend not to be
communist. This trend may well grow both in response to globalization-
Americanization and to the (partly linked) crises of many of these countries, such
as Argentina. This in turn increases the threat to democracy from the extreme
right, ranging in form from paramilitary groups to agromilitary conspiracies.

The rise of Islamic fundamentalism has been an even more notable feature of
recent years. This is not simply a facet of Middle Eastern politics. It has had an
impact within some former Soviet republics, where the old nomenklatura have
used the Islamic threat to maintain autocratic rule. In countries such as Indonesia
and India, Muslims and other ethnic groups have literally cut each other to pieces.
More Al-Qaeda bombings of the 2002 Bali type, threaten economic ruin to Islamic
countries which attract many Western tourists.

It is also important to note that growing Islamic Fundamentalism has had an
impact within some Western countries. The terrorist attacks on the World Trade
Center and elsewhere in the U.S. on September 11th 2001 are perhaps the most
graphic illustration of this impact. But in democracies generally, the rise of
religious and other forms of extremism poses vital questions about the limits of
freedom, multiculturalism, and tolerance. This is especially the case in countries
which have experienced notable Islamic immigration and/or which face the
greatest threat of further terrorist attack.

Democracy may have become a near-universal shibboleth, but its exact
connotations are being increasingly challenged and debated. As long as the “evil
empire” of communism existed, Western democracy could in an important sense
define itself by the “Other”—by what it was not. It did not have overt dictatorial
rule, censorship, the gulags, and so on. But with the collapse of its great external
foe, the spotlight has turned inward (although Islam is in some ways replacing
communism as the “Other”). Is (liberal-Western) democracy truly democratic?
Can it defend itself against terrorism and new threats without undermining the
very nature of democracy?

These general opening comments provide the rationale for the Routledge
Studies in Extremism and Democracy. In particular, there are three issues which
we seek to probe in this series:

• Conceptions of democracy and extremism
• Forms of the new extremism in both the West and the wider world
• How democracies are responding to the new extremism.
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In this provocative and well-researched book, D.J.Mulloy deals with all three
issues in the context of the American militia movement which leapt to prominence
in the 1990s. While much has been written on this movement, most notably after
the Oklahoma Bombing of 1995, this book sheds important light on a much under-
researched area: namely, the way in which the militia movement (re-) defines
important events in American history. Secondly, in addition to an explicit
discussion of the concept of extremism, his comparison of the ways in which the
mainstream (“democrats”) and the “extremists” deal with (the same) history
questions the clarity of the boundaries between the two camps. Thirdly, Mulloy
critically discusses the ways in which the mainstream (including academia) deals
with extremists, most notably by arguing that their ideology and arguments are
false or even irrational—even though they might be as legitimate as, or remarkably
similar to, those of the mainstream.

Clearly, this is in the first place a book about political extremism in the United
States. As such, it complements the earlier books on this topic in this series, which
focused especially on terrorism (Christopher Hewitt) and right-wing extremism
and terrorism (George Michael), more generally. While both touched upon the
militia movement, they did not deal with it in detail. More specifically, this book
provides a very welcome and important addition to the existing literature on the
militia movement. Firstly, because it focuses on a new aspect of the movement,
i.e. the way in which the militias deal with important periods of American history.
Secondly, because it studies the militia movement not in isolation, but specifically
in comparison with the mainstream. Consequently, Mulloy does not overstate the
alleged “particularity” (or even “uniqueness”) of the militia movement, which is
so common in much of the existing literature, but instead underlines the extent to
which it could be considered very much part of the mainstream American tradition.

However, this book is not just of interest to students of American history,
politics, and extremism. Those studying the contemporary extreme right in
Europe, most notably the more intellectual variant (like the Nouvelle Droite of
Alain de Benoist et al.), will find many challenging insights and similarities. The
militia movement’s struggle for the right interpretation of American history is in
many ways similar to the struggle for cultural hegemony of the European “New
Right” (not to be confused with the Anglo-American “New Right”, epitomized
by Milton Friedman et al.). So far, the so-called “Gramscism of the right” has
been studied (almost) exclusively within the European context. Although Mulloy
does not explicitly refer to this literature, there should be various contact-points
for students of European politics to profit from the insights of Mulloy’s study.

Roger Eatwell and Cas Mudde
Bath and Antwerp
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1
Introducing the militia movement

The militia movement began to appear in the United States in early 1994, following
the formation of the Militia of Montana and the Michigan Militia in February and
April of that year. It grew extremely rapidly. In June 1995 the Southern Poverty
Law Center’s (SPLC) “Militia Task Force” reported the existence of “[a]t least
224 militias and their support groups” in “39 states,” and by 1996 this had
increased to “441 armed militias in all 50 states.”1 It is important to stress, however,
that what emerged was not a “movement” in the conventional sense. There were
no national leaders directing militia affairs, for example, nor even a national
organization to which all militia members belonged. To understand the militia
movement we are better to see it as a diverse, decentralized, and, to a large extent,
localized collection of groups and individuals with certain shared concerns.

These concerns, broadly stated, center around three key themes: first, opposition
to gun control and a strong belief in the Second Amendment, including the right
of the people to bear arms against the state;2 second, a profound distrust of the
federal government, which, it is felt, is becoming increasingly intrusive, has
overstepped its constitutional boundaries, and is attacking the personal freedoms
and liberties of American citizens; and, third, although this is not a belief shared
by all militia members, a fear that the United States itself is under threat from an
international conspiracy attempting to institute a “New World Order” or “one
world government” on the country under the auspices of the United Nations. More
specific concerns of militia members might include those related to environmental
issues, abortion rights, jury rights, gay rights, states’ rights, affirmative action,
educational standards, immigration policy, religious issues, the effect of
international trade agreements such as the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), the
“militarization” of American law enforcement, or the “legality” of federal income
tax.3

The diversity of the militia movement is one of its most interesting features.
Militia groups range from the extremely open to the intensely secretive. Some are
predominately paramilitary in nature, others little more than constitutional
discussion groups. Most militia members are law-abiding citizens; a small, but
significant, number are criminals and terrorists. Some militias are composed of
racists and anti-Semites; others welcome blacks, Latinos, and members of other



minority groups. And while some militias are essentially survivalist and have
withdrawn from the world and its vices, others have embraced the technology of
the Information Age and all the profits to be made from it. Classifying the
movement becomes even more complicated when “militia support groups” are
included. According to the SPLC, these are groups—such as the American
Freedom Network, Police Against the New World Order, or the Outpost of
Freedom which “promote the formation of militias or provide information and
materials to them” but are not actually “full-fledged militias,” although, of course,
they may evolve into being one.4

Despite such difficulties some attempts have been made to separate the
movement into distinct “types” or “wings.” Using the example of the two earliest
and most influential militias, the Militia of Montana and the Michigan Militia,
Joshua Freilich, Nelson Pichardo Almanzar, and Craig Rivera have suggested, for
instance, that the movement can be divided into “offensive” and “defensive”
wings. For Freilich and his colleagues, the Michigan Militia provides a good
example of the defensive wing of the movement, because although it “holds
extreme characterizations of the threat posed by the federal government, it is
concerned with maintaining the appearance of legitimacy.” It does not “openly
encourage ‘offensive’ behavior against the government,” and employs
“hierarchical, military-style organizational structures” as a means of preventing
such behavior. “Members of this wing,” Freilich et al. write, “appear to be
motivated by a desire to organize as a means of civil defense against attacks on
their liberties; they are less concerned about the possibility of government
infiltration of their movement.” In contrast, the “offensive” wing of the movement
as represented by the Militia of Montana appears “highly motivated to attack the
government in both preemptive actions and retaliation,” is not greatly worried
“about public perception,” but is much concerned with the possibility of
government infiltration. Accordingly, this wing’s preferred organizational
structure is said to be that of “secret underground cells consisting of no more than
seven to 14 people,” a structure seemingly modeled on former Ku Klux Klan leader
Louis Beam’s notion of “leaderless resistance”—Beam himself, though, does not
claim credit for the idea, tracing the concept’s origin, as Jeffrey Kaplan has pointed
out, to a 1962 essay by one Colonel Ulius Louis Amoss.5

Robert Churchill also divides the militia movement into two distinct wings: a
“New World Order resistance movement” on the one hand, and a “constitutional
wing” on the other. He sees the former as including the Militia of Montana, and
argues that this wing of the movement shares many of the millennial, racist, and
anti-Semitic themes of far-right groups such as the Aryan Nations. “This wing of
the movement,” Churchill writes, “has had some success in recruiting members
in the Pacific Northwest and in Southeastern Michigan, regions with a long history
of racial tension.” As far as Churchill is concerned the “constitutional wing” of
the movement is “best represented by large, publicly organized militias” such as
the Michigan Militia, the Ohio Unorganized Militia, the Indiana Citizens
Volunteer Militia, and the Missouri 51 st Militia, which are distinguished by their
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“disavowal of white supremacy and their insistence on public meetings.” Timothy
Seul uses different terms for his system of categorization, dividing militia
members into “Patriotic Liberals” and “Patriotic Reconstructionists,” but he is in
general agreement with the distinctions made by Churchill and Freilich et al. Thus,
for Seul the Patriotic Liberal (in the Tippecanoe County branch of the Indiana
Citizens Volunteer Militia or the Ohio Unorganized Militia) and the Patriotic
Reconstructionist (in the Kokomo branch of the Indiana Citizens Volunteer Militia
or the Militia of Montana) both see the federal government as a threat to American
rights, American liberties, and the American Constitution. But the former believes
that the system can be reformed from within, through education and political
participation, while the latter takes the view that such reform is “impossible,” and
that violence is inevitable. The Patriotic Reconstructionist, unlike the Patriotic
Liberal, Seul argues, has a “clear vision about how armed resistance might take
place.” He also contends that, unlike the Patriotic Liberal, the Patriotic
Reconstructionist views life in the present-day United States largely “through the
lenses of conspiracy theories.”6

Such classifications are useful as far as they go, but things are not as
straightforward as the key distinction, found in each of these approaches, between
less violence-prone, “aboveground,” inclusive militias and secretive, more
violence-prone, “underground” groups would suggest. Considerable areas of
overlap exist with respect to how ideas, attitudes, activities, and people move
between the defensive/offensive, New World Order resistance/constitutional, or
Patriotic Liberal/Reconstructionist wings of the militia movement (not least, as
we will see, when it comes to how militia members employ America’s past to
legitimate their political concerns). Therefore, while being aware of, and paying
attention to, differences of emphasis and approach between—and even within—
militia groups, it is still analytically useful to think of these groups as belonging
to a broader “movement,” albeit one with varying degrees of ideological and
organizational coherence.

So who are militia members? Surveying the existing research, Michael Kimmel
and Abby Ferber identify a number of the “demographic characteristics” of the
movement. Militia members, they say, tend to come from rural areas and small
towns, tend to be Christians—especially “fundamentalist Christians”— are
predominantly (but not exclusively) white men, from “lower-middle-class”
occupational backgrounds—“small farmers, shopkeepers, craftsmen, [and] skilled
workers”—and are frequently military veterans. John George and Laird Wilcox
suggest that if a group of militia members were selected at random “five
categories” would be represented, in the following order of frequency:

1 People generally conservative in outlook, although not very ideological, who
are worried about what they see as a repressive government imposing all
manner of strictures on them, from unfair taxes to gun control.
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2 Would-be adventurers—generally non-ideological weekend-warrior types
who like to wear camouflage and play soldier in the woods. They watch
movies with western and military themes and like to hunt and fish.

3 Libertarian conservatives who accept some government on the local or state
level, but who oppose federal regulations of almost all kinds.

4 Anarcho-libertarians who consider virtually all government as repressive and
overbearing. They refer to themselves as “freemen” or “sovereigns.”

5 Hardcore extremists who harbor an obsessive conviction that the United
States, indeed the world, is in the grip of an all-powerful conspiracy.7

Testing a number of widespread hypotheses about militia members, researchers
Sean O’Brien and Donald Haider-Markel have constructed a “preliminary
statistical model” to help identify the “social, political, and demographic factors
that explain why some states have relatively high levels of militia activity while
others have none at all.” Some of the hypotheses they tested include whether militia
members possess a below-average education; whether because of the antitax
perspective of many militias there is a positive relationship between a state’s
property-tax burden and militia activity; whether states that elect more Democrats
to their legislatures have lower levels of militia activity because militia members
tended to “despise liberal Democrats”; whether states with higher numbers of
military veterans (especially Gulf War veterans, because, in contrast to the
Vietnam War, the Gulf War “was fought by an all-volunteer force”) produce a
greater number of militia members; whether militia members are more likely to
be ardent gun owners; and whether, finally, militia members evidence a
“willingness or capacity to partake in violent behavior.” Finding little support for
the assumption that militia members were more likely to be Vietnam veterans or
have a lower standard of education, O’Brien and Haider-Markel conclude that the
“most significant predictors of militia activity are the number of ardent gun
owners, the number of Gulf War veterans, the willingness/capacity to engage in
violent behavior as measured by the amount of stolen explosives, and the
percentage of Democratic representation.” These findings were broadly confirmed
in a more extensive study by Joshua Freilich, who found that militias “are strongest
in states which overall, on average, have higher levels of ardent gun owners,
current military personnel, military veterans and law enforcement personnel,” and
that a state’s property-tax burden was “unrelated” to the level of militia activity
O’Brien, Haider-Merkel, and Freilich point out, however, that much research into
these aspects of the militia movement still needs to be done.8

If there are difficulties involved in identifying precisely who militia members
are and where they come from, there are also major problems in determining the
overall size of the movement. Indeed, as Steven Chermak says, in truth “reliable
data on the movement’s size do not exist.” Between 1994 and 1996 estimates of
the number of militia members ranged, for example, from 7,000 to 300,000, but
when militia “supporters” or “potential supporters” were included the figure rose
to somewhere between 5 and 12 million.9 Given that, during its initial stages at
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least, new groups were being formed and others disappeared almost on a daily
basis, and that anyone with a fax or a modem can claim to have formed a militia,
the problems for those monitoring the movement are considerable. Moreover,
government agencies are not permitted to keep track of political groups unless
there is evidence that they are engaging in criminal activities, and the militias
themselves obviously have a vested interest in overstating their own significance.
During the mid-1990s militia leaders in Texas, Michigan, and Montana claimed,
for instance, to have, respectively, 100,000, 15,000, and 10,000 members.10

According to Kenneth Stern, of the American Jewish Committee, the Oklahoma
City bombing impacted on militia members in four different ways. Some people
were driven away from the movement, some militias changed the name of their
organizations to “Committees of Correspondence” or something similar, and some
people were driven further “underground.” Because of “the flood of publicity they
received,” overall, though, the “militias’ membership actually grew” following
the destruction of the Alfred P.Murrah Federal Building. However, if this was the
immediate impact of the bombing on the militias, over a longer period the actions
of Timothy McVeigh and Terry Nichols have been viewed in more detrimental
terms. Although neither McVeigh nor Nichols ever belonged to a militia group,
recent research by Chermak confirms that the association between the movement
and the bombing remains firmly fixed in the mind of the American public because
of the decision by the media to use militias as part of the explanation for it. The
media “framed militias as being outsiders threatening to mainstream values,”
Chermak says. They were widely portrayed to be irrational, paranoid, extremist,
and terroristic. This, combined with the investigative and lobbying efforts of
“watchdog” agencies, the intervention of key policymakers and law enforcement
officials, and several high-profile criminal cases involving militia members, made
it much more difficult for the movement to recruit new members after 1996.11

The movement was also damaged when the twenty-first century arrived without
the “Y2K apocalypse” many militia members had been predicting. And for some
observers the execution of Timothy McVeigh on 11 June 2001 brought the
movement to a symbolic “close”—the SPLC reported that the number of “anti-
government Patriot groups” had fallen from a peak of 858 in 1996 to 194 in the
summer 2001 issue of its Intelligence Report.12The horrific events of 11
September 2001 appear to have halted the militias’ numerical decline, however.
Journalists across the U.S. have reported, in the words of one account, “a quiet
upsurge” in militia activity since the terrorist attacks. Predictably, perhaps,
different militia groups have responded in different ways. Some, such as the
Michigan Militia Corps-Wolverines, have offered their assistance to the
government to help prevent any further attacks against the “homeland.” Some,
such as the Militia of Montana, have taken the opportunity to increase sales of
survival gear and renew concerns about international conspiracies. And others,
such as the Militia of Georgia, have been warning about the threats to civil liberties
from new government anti-terrorist legislation such as the USA Patriot Act of
2001.
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The impact of the attacks of 9/11 on the militia movement provides a telling
illustration of the ways in which the militias are responsive to the broader political
and cultural climate in which they exist. All kinds of developments on such issues
as the regulation of the environment, immigration, abortion, guns, taxation, or
American foreign policy in the Middle East may help to revive the movement
further in the future. And if the Gulf War of 1990–1 produced many militia recruits,
who is to say that the “second” Gulf War won’t have a similar effect?13

Where and why? The location and causes of the militia
movement

Militia groups can be found throughout America but they have their strongest
presence in the western United States. As noted above, they also tend to be located
in rural areas and in small towns rather than large cities. Unsurprisingly, then,
those values most strongly associated with “the West”—self-sufficiency,
independence, and a commonsense practicality among them—find frequent
expression within the movement and seem to inform the hostile attitudes of militia
members to the government “back East.” As Norman Olson, founder of the
Michigan Militia and one of the movement’s most prominent early figures, put it
to Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA) during hearings into the militias in 1995: “There
are millions, 40 to 70 million Americans out there on the other side of the
Alleghenys, and there is intelligent life west of the Alleghenys, sir, and I believe
that you have to talk to those people out there.”14 Indeed, for many militia members
government is not only metaphorically “remote,” it is also physically remote. This
remoteness also causes difficulties for local law enforcement agencies who can
find themselves outnumbered and inadequately resourced when they have to deal
with problems caused by the militias and related groups.15

Joel Dyer argues that the rise of the militia movement in the 1990s has to be
understood within the context of the “farm crisis” which struck rural regions during
the 1980s. Driven by a “destructive combination” of Federal Reserve-dictated
high interest rates, “low prices for farm products due to multinational food
monopolies’ control of the market,” and reduced levels of government subsidies,
many farms were forced into foreclosure. From 1980 to 1990, depending “on how
you define the term ‘farm,’ rural America…lost between 700,000 and 1 million
small- to medium-sized family farms,” he notes. This had an enormous impact,
not just on farmers and their families, but on the whole rural economy. Dyer argues
that the anger and stress caused by the crisis was either turned inwards, resulting
in major increases in suicide, mental illness, and alcohol abuse, or was directed
outwards, either to child and spousal abuse or into “antigovernment beliefs.” Long-
held “rural myths that spoke of a tranquil and stable lifestyle have been replaced
by paranoid conspiracy theories,” he says.

As a result, the rural sector of the nation is being transformed, not only into
a part of the global economy but also into a wildfire of rage, fueled by its
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perceived losses and blown by the winds of hate-filled rhetoric. Men and
women who were once the backbone of America have been pushed into the
ranks of this “anti[government]” phenomenon, some finding their way into
the most violent layers of the movement.16

Michael Kimmel and Abby Ferber largely agree with Dyer’s analysis, but they
see the continuing farm crisis as also a “gender crisis: a crisis of masculinity.” The
men who join the militia movement, they argue, are looking for a means whereby
both their and the American nation’s “manhood can be restored and revived.” In
contrast, Robert Churchill suggests that the constitutional wing of the militias, at
least, “derives most of its strength from communities situated within the rural-
suburban fringe.” Rather than a rural crisis driving the movement, he argues that
those on this “rural-suburban fringe” are the last generation to experience the
process of suburbanization, and that this involves “a shift in political culture that
is profoundly wrenching for those living through it.” Suburbanization, he says,
“brings in its wake land use regulations, a rising tax burden and the
bureaucratization of local government and law enforcement.” Moreover, in the
perception of those experiencing these changes “government becomes
anonymous, more demanding and more intrusive.”17

Manuel Castells also suggests that it would be a mistake to confine the appeal
of militias to “disaffected farmers in the Midwest and West, supported by a
miscellaneous cast of small town societies, from coffeeshop owners to
traditionalist pastors.” He argues that the appearance of the militias, like the rise
of other new social movements such as the Zapatistas in Mexico and the Aum
Shinrikyo “cult” in Japan, is a consequence of the “interplay between
technologically-induced globalization, the power of identity (gender, religious,
national, ethnic, territorial, socio-biological), and the institutions of the state.”
Faced with the effects of the information technology revolution and the
restructuring of global capitalism, “people all over the world” are being forced,
he says, to come to terms with “a loss of control” over their lives, environment,
jobs, economies, governments, countries, and, ultimately, “the fate of the Earth.”
And one of the ways of coming to terms with these developments is by joining a
larger social movement. The militias, Castells concludes, are part of a “political
insurgency that cuts across class lines and regional differentiation,” one that
“relates to the social and political evolution of American society at large.”18

Militia members have themselves made considerable use of the new
technologies available to them. Indeed, a striking feature of the militia movement,
one which has been instrumental in its growth, has been its use of “alternative”
forms of media such as the Internet, computer bulletin boards, fax networks, and
short-wave radio. Kenneth Stern argues that the instant communication offered
by the Internet in particular has “more than made up” for the militias’ “lack of an
organized center,” allowing them “to expand faster” than any comparative group
in U.S. history. The ease and speed with which information can pass over the
Internet causes considerable concern to many in mainstream America, and the
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Internet’s anonymity is seen as fueling the conspiracism of many militia members.
As the militias see it, however, access to these technologies has simply allowed
them to circumvent the “biased” mainstream media and enabled them to “convey
truth to the American people.” Such technologies are seen as vital tools for
recruitment and funding, although, as David Neiwert and others have pointed out,
attendance at gun shows, Preparedness Expos, and simple “word of mouth” are
also important recruiting tools for the movement.19

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of the militia movement’s emergence in
the United States is its relationship with the nation’s racist and anti-Semitic right.
As soon as the movement appeared, civil rights “watchdog” agencies and law
enforcement agencies expressed concern that members of Christian Identity-
influenced groups such as the Posse Comitatus and the Aryan Nations were
infiltrating the militias in order “to present a ‘patriotic’ face to the public and the
media” and to exploit the recruiting potential of issues such as gun control. (The
June 1995 issue of the SPLC’s Intelligence Report stated that of the 224 militia
and militia support groups then identified by its “Militia Task Force” 45 had “ties
to neo-Nazi and other white supremacist organizations.”) The militias’ adherence
to conspiracy theories was a further cause of anxiety. As far as the Anti-
Defamation League was concerned, for example, “History has shown that…
obsessive conspiracy mongering often ultimately fingers Jews or other minorities
as scapegoats for the nation’s ills.”20

These kinds of charges are greatly resented by many militia members, who seek
to portray themselves as the target of a deliberate campaign of demonization, and
in this respect it is important to point out that militia members generally do not
regard themselves as “extremists”; rather, they are the defenders of the American
Constitution and of the “original” republic established by the nation’s Founding
Fathers.21 Yet there is also a clear awareness within the movement of the need to
avoid being seen to be white supremacist or racist. Whether this is because those
in the movement genuinely do not hold such beliefs or because they simply
recognize the need to conceal them can be difficult to determine. Nonetheless, as
a number of researchers, including Stephen Scheinberg and Martin Durham, have
pointed out, it would be a mistake to view all militia members as racist or anti-
Semitic, or to define the movement as a whole in such terms. Similar problems
arise with respect to the militias’ embrace of the Tenth Amendment and their
advocacy of “states’ rights.” On the one hand, these beliefs might reflect a genuine
desire for the decentralization of political power and consequent localized
government. On the other hand, groups like the Coalition for Human Dignity, the
Anti-Defamation League, and the American Jewish Committee are suspicious,
because such attitudes have historically provided a “cover for bigotry”22

Some of these concerns arise because of the apparent similarities between the
militias and paramilitary-style groups from the 1960s like William Potter Gale’s
California Rangers and Robert DePugh’s Minutemen, or more recent groups such
as the Christian Patriots Defense League, the Covenant, Sword and the Arm of
the Lord, and The Order. Indeed, for some observers the militia movement was
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best regarded as the extreme right of the 1970s and 1980s “repackaged” for the
1990s. John George and Laird Wilcox point out, however, that none of the
paramilitary groups from the 1970s and 1980s were “as open, as up front with
their ideas, or as apparently popular as the current militia movement.” This is an
important point because similarity is not sameness, and we must be alert to
questions of difference and specificity if the far right in the United States is not
to be treated as a monolithic and homogenous entity. As Leonard Weinberg
reminds us, the “outstanding organizational attribute of the American radical right
is its fragmentation.” There is a huge range of groups operating on America’s
current right-wing fringe, including constitutionalists, sovereign citizens, tax
protesters, radical anti-abortion activists, common law advocates, Second
Amendment advocates, militia members, Christian Identity believers, Klan
members, and neo-Nazis. Although collectively they are often said to form the
“Patriot movement,” these groups and their members are not all the same. They
do not all believe the same things or act in the same way.23

However, even without a deliberate and well-coordinated plan by racists to
exploit the militias, the ideological, organizational, and personal links that exist
within the world of the extreme right, and particularly within the world of the
Patriot movement, place “ordinary” militia members at risk of being drawn
towards the more hardcore extremist element. Ken Toole, a state senator and
project director of the Montana Human Rights Network, likened this process to
a“funnel moving through space”:

At the front end, it’s picking up lots and lots of people by hitting on issues
that have wide appeal, like gun control and environmental restrictions,
which enrage many people here in the West. Then you go a little bit further
into the funnel, and it’s about ideology, about the oppressiveness of the
federal government. Then further in you get the belief systems. The
conspiracy The Illuminati. The Freemasons. Then it’s about the anti-Semitic
conspiracy Finally at the narrowest end of the funnel, you’ve drawn in the
hard core, where you get someone like Tim McVeigh popping out.

The worry for Toole and others monitoring the far right was that the “bigger the
front end of the funnel is, the bigger the number that get to the core.”24

America in the 1990s: the paranoid decade?

The militia movement is frequently described in terms of its paramilitarism, anti-
statism, and paranoia, but it is important to acknowledge that such practices and
attitudes are not the sole preserve of those on the margins of American life. They
can also be found within the political and cultural mainstream. This particularly
seemed to be the case in the United States during the 1990s, and in order to
understand groups like the militias we need to be mindful of their relationship
with more general trends and developments in American society
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James William Gibson traced the development of a “New War” paramilitary
culture in the U.S. from the late 1960s to the early 1990s in his book Warrior
Dreams. He saw the “vast proliferation of warrior fantasies” in this period (evident
in everything from the Rambo films and the popular literature of Tom Clancy to
the foreign policy strategies of the Reagan and Bush Sr. administrations in
Nicaragua, Grenada, and Panama) as an attempt to reaffirm America’s national
identity in the wake of its defeat in Vietnam and the social, cultural, and economic
upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s; that is, “to reverse the previous 20 years of
American history and take back all the symbolic territory that had been lost.”25

Michael Sherry broadly agreed with the Gibson thesis but he argued that the appeal
of paramilitarism must also be seen in relation to the ending of the cold war. The
removal of communism as a unifying “external enemy” led many Americans, he
said, “to reconceive war in a fundamental fashion—as something waged within
America rather than as an international struggle.” Readily finding this attitude in
an American political discourse that declared “war” on drugs or crime, Sherry
regarded the paramilitarism of urban gangs and right-wing “lunatic fringe” groups
as just “a more striking example” of the inward shift he identified.26

The United States, in the post-Vietnam, post-Watergate era, has witnessed a
considerable increase in the amount of mistrust and hostility directed towards the
institutions of the state. A succession of individuals, groups, and movements—
including the New Left, neo-conservative intellectuals, libertarians, the New
Right, and the New Christian Right—have attacked the effectiveness, the
efficiency, the morality, the very legitimacy of the federal government. During
the 1980s Ronald Reagan famously promised to get government “off the backs”
of the American people, and his campaign was taken up again by the Republican
Party in the 1990s under the congressional leadership of Newt Gingrich.
Gingrich’s “Contract With America” promised, in an “era of official evasion and
posturing,” to “restore the bonds of trust between the people and their elected
representatives” and to bring an end to government which was “too big, too
intrusive, and too easy with the public’s money” In the November 1994 elections
the Republicans won control of the House of Representatives for the first time in
40 years and of the Senate for only the fourth time since the Second World War.
It was a result described at the time by Senator Phil Gramm (R-TX) as “not just
as an anti-Clinton vote” but “an anti-government vote.” For many observers it was
hardly surprising that groups like the militias were forming in such a political
climate. As David Plotke commented in the Summer 1995 issue of Dissent:

After the bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City, extremist anti-
statism has been discovered by the national media. It deserves attention. But
the paramilitary groups [connected with the bombing] represent the fringe
of a broad popular mood that has flourished in the United States over the
last two and a half decades…. Before the Contract [With America] a large
and sympathetic audience existed for political attacks on the federal
government.27
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Opinion poll evidence highlights the extent to which the American people have
grown distrustful of the state. According to the research of Daniel Yankelovich,
for example, in 1964 76 percent of Americans answered “always” or “most of the
time” to the question “How much of the time can you trust the government to do
what’s right?” By 1984 the figure was 44 percent, and in 1994, just as the militias
were beginning to form, the figure reached 19 percent, a“new all time low.”
Unsurprisingly, over the same period there has also been a marked decline in the
number of citizens who participate in the electoral process: of the 196 million
Americans eligible to vote in 1996, over 100 million did not, for instance.28

In addition to feelings of mistrust and apathy, Michael Kelly has argued that
during this period Americans were increasingly taking a paranoid view of their
political leaders and institutions. “In its extreme form, paranoia is still the province
of minority movements,” he wrote in 1995,

but the ethos of minority movements—antiestablishmentarian protest, the
politics of rage—has become so deeply ingrained in the larger political
culture that the paranoid style has become the cohering idea of a broad
coalition plurality that draws adherents from every point on the political
spectrum—a coalition of fusion paranoia…. [T]he paranoid view of
government and of government’s allies has become received wisdom for
many millions of Americans.

Examples of “fusion paranoia” included, Kelly said, the widespread belief among
African Americans that the government “intentionally spreads narcotics into black
communities”; the presidential campaigns of Ross Perot in 1992 and Pat Buchanan
in 1996; the best-selling success of Pat Robertson’s book The New World Order;
and the array of conspiratorial misdeeds—murder and drug-running included
among them—that were routinely laid at the door of both Bill Clinton and his
predecessor, George Bush Sr.29

It is also worth noting that paranoia and conspiracism were prominent themes
in American popular culture in the final decade of the twentieth century.
Epitomized by the success of the television series The X-Files, in which the militias
themselves made a number of appearances (in “Tunguska,” Special Agent “Fox”
Mulder is given an anonymous warning about a “rightwing militia group” which
is planning “the next Oklahoma City,” and in “The Pine Bluff Variant” he
undertakes a “deep cover assignment” to prevent a militia group’s use of a
mysterious bioweapon), the corruption, cover-ups, and conspiratorial misdeeds of
the United States government were notable features of numerous films, including
Shadow Conspiracy (George P.Cosmatos, 1996), Murder at 1600 (Dwight Little,
1997), Absolute Power (Clint Eastwood, 1996), Conspiracy Theory (Richard
Donner, 1997), and Enemy of the State (Tony Scott, 1998).30
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Gun control and the sieges of Ruby Ridge and Waco

In the broadest terms, the emergence of the militia movement in the 1990s appears
to be connected to a sense that the United States was a nation in decline: politically
economically, morally, spiritually.31 But it is also the case that the appearance of
the militias and their subsequent growth cannot be explained without reference to
three very specific events: the “siege” of Randy Weaver and his family at Ruby
Ridge, Idaho, in August 1992; the disastrous “assault” on the Branch Davidian
sect of David Koresh at Mount Carmel in Waco, Texas, in April 1993; and the
successful passage, in the same year, of a piece of gun control legislation known
as the “Brady Bill.” Although these events are now a decade or more old, no
account of the militia movement is complete without some consideration, however
brief, of each of them.

Gun control

The Brady Handgun Violence Prevention Act was signed into law by President
Clinton on 30 November 1993. Its major effect was to institute a five-day waiting
period for handgun purchases. This was to enable law enforcement officials to
conduct a check on the criminal record of the prospective buyer and to provide a
“cooling-off” period to prevent such guns being bought in the heat of anger or
passion. The Brady Bill was followed by provisions in the Violent Crime Control
Act of 1994 banning the sale or use of nineteen types of semi-automatic assault
weapons and it placed a ten-bullet limit on gun clips. To many observers,
particularly those outside the U.S., such measures might appear relatively minor,
but for militia members and other pro-gun advocates they were seen as an attack
on the fundamental constitutional right of American citizens “to keep and bear
arms,” and as harbingers of more restrictions to come.

Ruby Ridge

Randy Weaver was a white supremacist/separatist32 who lived with his wife,
children, and a family friend, Kevin Harris, in an isolated cabin high on Ruby
Ridge in the Selkirk Mountains of northern Idaho.33 He was arrested in January
1991 for selling two illegally sawn-off shotguns to an undercover informant of
the Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) but he failed to appear for
his February trial. Instead he retreated to his cabin. He announced that he would
never surrender to the authorities. On 21 August 1992 six camouflaged and heavily
armed members of the U.S. Marshals Service entered Weaver’s land to continue
their surveillance of the property and its inhabitants. During their reconnaissance
one of the Marshals disturbed the family’s dog. Weaver’s 14-year-old son, Sam,
together with Harris, went to investigate the dog’s barking. They arrived on the
scene just as it was being shot. A gun battle ensued. Sam was wounded in the arm
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and then fatally shot in the back, and Marshal William F.Degan was shot and killed
by Harris.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) sent in its elite Hostage Rescue Team
to take command of the resulting stand-off, as hundreds of agents from the FBI,
ATF, U.S.Marshals Service, the Idaho State Police, and the National Guard
surrounded Weaver’s cabin. Helicopters and armored personnel carriers were also
brought in. The following day, as he attempted to open the door to the shack where
his son’s body lay, Weaver was shot and wounded by FBI “sharp-shooter” Lon
Horiuchi. Weaver’s wife, Vicki, who stood watching from the cabin door with her
10-month-old daughter in her arms, was then shot and killed by a bullet to the
head. The 11-day “siege” came to an end when Colonel James “Bo” Gritz, a retired
Special Forces Officer and a leading figure in the Patriot movement, together with
Jack McLamb, persuaded Weaver to surrender.

Harris and Weaver stood trial in April 1993 for the murder of Marshal Degan
and other charges including conspiracy to subvert the United States government.
The jury acquitted Harris on all counts and Weaver was convicted only on two
minor charges of failing to appear for his original trial and for committing an
offense while on release from a federal magistrate. The jury found Weaver had
been entrapped by the ATF on the original shotgun charge. Also, during the trial
the judge accused the FBI of having shown “a callous disregard for the rights of
the defendants and the interests of justice,” and subsequent investigations revealed
that it had altered its own rules of engagement during the stand-off to allow agents
to “shoot to kill” any armed adult who was outside of the cabin, irrespective of
whether any federal agents’ lives were in danger. In August 1995, Weaver’s family
received $3.1 million in settlement of a civil damages claim they had brought
against the federal government. Kevin Harris was awarded $380,000 in a separate
settlement. Lon Horiuchi was subsequently tried and acquitted of the murder of
Vicki Weaver.

There are some direct connections between the events at Ruby Ridge and the
formation of the militia movement. For example, before John Trochmann created
the Militia of Montana he was the co-chairman of the United Citizens for Justice
(UCJ), a Weaver support group which had been formed during the siege, and he
used a UCJ mailing list to promote the establishment of his new organization.34

Much has also been made of a meeting, known as Rocky Mountain Rendezvous,
which took place in Estes Park, Colorado, two months after the end of the siege.
Called by Pete Peters, a Christian Identity minister, in protest at the government’s
handling of events, the meeting was attended by over 150 far-right activists. Its
significance is twofold: first, during the three-day meeting Larry Pratt of Gun
Owners of America is said to have advocated the formation of “unorganized
militias”; second, the meeting endorsed the concept of “leaderless resistance,” an
organizational strategy as we’ve seen, that would subsequently become a notable
feature of some militia groups.35

Important as these connections are, however, the symbolic significance of what
happened to Randy Weaver and his family is of greater importance. Ruby Ridge
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was seen to provide a clear example of oppressive government agencies at work.
Not only did the government appear to have employed excessive force, but it
seemed to be persecuting Weaver for his unorthodox religious and political beliefs
as a white supremacist/separatist and as a Christian Identity adherent. The huge,
high-tech, military-style operation mounted against Weaver, which had included
round-the-clock movement-activated video-camera surveillance and photo-
reconnaissance “flyovers” by F4 Air Force jets, seemed out of all proportion to
the relatively minor charges Weaver faced.36 It has also been alleged that the whole
operation was a vendetta on the part of the ATF following Weaver’s refusal to act
as an informer against the Aryan Nations based at nearby Hayden Lake. Weaver
was thus portrayed as a man who just wanted to be left alone, who had moved to
Idaho to “home school” his children without interference from the state, but whom
the government was determined to persecute.

The events at Waco, Texas, in the spring of 1993 seemed to confirm all the fears
and concerns associated with what happened at Ruby Ridge. They did so on a
much greater scale, with even more tragic consequences.

Waco

On 28 February 1993 the ATF attempted to serve a search and arrest warrant on
David Koresh, the leader of a religious sect called the Branch Davidians which
was based at Mount Carmel, near Waco.37 The sect, an offshoot of the Seventh
Day Adventist Church, had first moved to Mount Carmel in 1935, and about 130
Davidians lived on the site in 1993. The ATF suspected that Koresh and his
followers were involved in the manufacture and sale of illegal weapons and
explosives. There were also concerns that children were being abused at the site
and that it contained a drug-making laboratory. The secrecy of the planned
operation had not been maintained, however, and when the ATF agents entered
Mount Carmel, accompanied by three Texas National Guard helicopters, a gun
battle erupted. It is disputed whether the Davidians or the federal agents fired first,
but four ATF agents were killed and 20 more were wounded during the shooting.
Five Davidians were also killed—two by the ATF and three by fellow Davidians
—and five others were wounded.

Following the failure of the initial raid the FBI was called in to take control of
events, under the direction—as at Ruby Ridge—of its Hostage Rescue Team. A
stand-off lasting 51 days ensued, as over 700 officers from various government
and law enforcement agencies surrounded the Davidians’ property. During this
time unsuccessful negotiations to persuade the Branch Davidians to surrender
peacefully took place. The “siege” was brought to an end on 19 April 1993, when
armored tanks modified for demolition duty with battering rams began punching
holes in the walls of the Davidian complex to inject CS gas, in the hope of
“flushing” the Davidians out. Over 300 canisters of tear gas were pumped into the
complex for over four hours. Finally, a fire broke out in which at least 74 men,
women, and children were killed. The whole operation was broadcast live on
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American television. In the immediate aftermath of the fire there was much
speculation as to whether it had been caused by the CS gas or whether it had been
started deliberately by the Davidians themselves, perhaps as part of a suicide pact.
More conspiratorial explanations also abounded, but a report by Special Counsel
John C. Danforth (discussed further on p. 16) concluded that it was the Davidians
who burnt down the Mount Carmel complex.

In addition to Danforth’s report, there were several other investigations and
inquiries into the events at Waco, including a fire investigation, Congressional
hearings in 1993 and 1995, a 1993 Department of Treasury report about the ATF’s
role in the affair, and a 1999 General Accounting Office report on the use of armed
forces. In 1994 11 survivors from the fire stood trial in San Antonio for conspiracy
to murder federal agents and other lesser offenses. Five were convicted of
voluntary manslaughter, two were convicted of weapons charges (one for
possession of a hand grenade and the other for the unregistered possession of a
machine gun), and four were acquitted of all charges.

The government did not come out of the Waco affair well. As at Ruby Ridge,
the sheer scale of the operation raised questions as to the nature of the policing
tactics employed; and the original justifications for the raid proved to be largely
spurious and have not withstood critical examination. There was no drug-making
laboratory at the site. The allegations of child abuse, which reportedly swayed
Attorney General Janet Reno to authorize the use of tear gas, could not be
supported. And far from “stockpiling” weapons for a confrontation with the
government, Koresh appeared to be trading them as part of a legitimate business.
Although it is strongly denied by the ATF, the real motivation for the initial high-
profile raid seems to have been congressional budget hearings scheduled for 10
March 1993. The Agency had been under threat since the Reagan administration
had threatened to disband it during the 1980s, and it is suggested that it needed a
high-profile “success” to improve its chances in the hearings.38

For “many adherents of the radical right wing” in the United States, as Jeffrey
Kaplan points out, however, “the Waco raid offered proof that the U.S. government
had declared open season on its citizens.” Indeed, both the Militia of Montana and
the Michigan Militia claimed that the “attack” on the Branch Davidians served as
a “wake-up call” for them. Linda Thompson, an Indianapolis lawyer and mother
of three, described by Kaplan as “in a sense the mother of the militia movement,”
was particularly influential in spreading a conspiratorial interpretation of events.
Her videos Waco: The Big Lie and Waco II: The Big Lie Continues contended,
among other things, for example, that the FBI had deliberately started the fire
which destroyed Mount Carmel; that federal agents had killed children during the
siege; that “black helicopters” had fired on the Davidians; and that the federal
government had conspired to lie and cover up what had really taken place. Timothy
McVeigh, who visited Waco during the 51-day stand-off, where he sold “anti-
government” pamphlets and bumper stickers, was one of the people influenced
by this assessment of the situation. According to his biographers, watching Waco:
The Big Lie helped to convince McVeigh that the “government’s sole intention”
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had been to “destroy the Davidians.” And of course the bombing of the Murrah
Federal Building in Oklahoma City took place on the second anniversary of the
ending of the Waco siege.39

In general, though, militia members found—and continue to find—the events
at Ruby Ridge and Waco significant, not because they are committed supporters
of the Branch Davidians or Christian Identity adherents. For them, the significance
is that, in both cases, these groups appeared to have been targeted because of their
minority views. If the government was prepared to violate the rights of these
groups, the militias’ reasoning went, what of those of other “minorities”? Where
would it all end? Who would be next? Michigan Militia member Bob Clarke’s
feelings are typical in this respect:

First the feds put that Reverend Moon character in jail for tax evasion, I
thought that was a great idea. Then they went after that guy from India with
all those limousines in Oregon, which was OK with me too. But I started
getting worried when I learned about what happened to Randy Weaver.
When the FBI killed all those people in Waco, I asked myself who they were
going to come for next, the Baptists?

What’s more, in both cases issues of gun rights and gun ownership were absolutely
central. Taken with the passage of the Brady Bill, it seemed to many militia
members that there was indeed much to be concerned about. Simply put, as
Kenneth Stern says, “Waco galvanized the militia movement.”40

The whole Waco saga became news again in August 1999, when, after six years
of denials by government and law enforcement officials, the founder of the FBI’s
Hostage Rescue Team, Danny O.Coulson, admitted that the FBI had used
pyrotechnic devices during the 19 April raid on Mount Carmel. The then Attorney
General Janet Reno appointed former U.S. Senator John C.Danforth as Special
Counsel to investigate. Danforth’s final report, published in November 2000,
concluded that government agents did not start or spread the fire at Waco; did not
direct gunfire at the Branch Davidian complex; did not improperly use the armed
forces of the United States; and did not engage in a massive conspiracy and cover-
up. The report laid responsibility for the tragedy squarely at the door of the Branch
Davidians and their leader, David Koresh. Danforth criticized the FBI and
Department of Justice officials who had failed to disclose the use of pyrotechnic
tear gas rounds until August 1999, but overall he noted that “what is remarkable
is the overwhelming evidence exonerating the government from the charges made
against it, and the lack of any real evidence to support the charges of bad acts.”41 
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2
Approaching extremism

Theoretical perspectives on the
far right in American history

Much of our understanding of the nature of “right-wing extremism” in the
contemporary United States has its roots in the 1950s, in the attempt to account
for the apparent “lapse” in the American political system represented by the rise
of McCarthyism. Faced with the events of a “turbulent mid-century America” a
number of scholars proposed a “new framework” to explain the rise of such
discontent in a prosperous society. Collected together in The New American Right
in 1955, they included the work of Daniel Bell, Talcott Parsons, Peter Viereck,
and Herbert Hyman, but the driving forces behind this new framework were
Richard Hofstadter’s essay “The Pseudo-Conservative Revolt” and Seymour
Martin Lipset’s “The Sources of the Radical Right,” both of which employed
concepts of status anxiety and status politics. In 1963 a revised edition of the book,
under the new title The Radical Right, was published. The authors of the original
essays were given the opportunity to reassess their theses in response to the
emergence of a new right-wing group, the John Birch Society In most respects the
original framework was deemed sturdy enough to remain in place. What we might
call an “orthodox approach” to the study of right-wing extremism in the United
States was beginning to emerge. It was completed in 1964 with the publication of
another Hofstadter essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics.”1

There are two main strands to this orthodox approach. The first is concerned
with causality. It aims to identify and explain the causes of political extremism,
either on an individual basis (i.e. why is it that certain individuals join extremist
groups?) or on a social basis (i.e. what are the underlying causes of such groups?).
The most comprehensive account of this first strand is to be found in Seymour
Martin Lipset and Earl Raab’s The Politics of Unreason, an examination of
American extremism from the 1790s to the late 1960s.2 The second strand is
predominantly concerned with the identification of the principal characteristics of
extremists, and is best represented by Hofstadter’s hugely influential “Paranoid
Style” essay

The major impact the orthodox school has had on the understanding of right-
wing extremism in the United States was clear during the 1980s when the “new
framework” was readily put to work in relation to the New Right and the New
Christian Right. The “paranoid style” was quickly identified within the various
groups comprising these movements, and survey and opinion poll evidence was



brought forward to defend or challenge the existing causal explanations. It was a
pattern repeated with the emergence of the religious, racial, and political right
broadly known as the Patriot movement, with the result that by the 1990s what
had begun as a thesis book, intended to supplement the study of electoral structure
and interest-group politics, had, in some quarters, ossified into a standard and all-
encompassing account of right-wing extremism in American life.3 How is
extremism defined within the orthodox school of analysis? How has the concept
of political extremism been applied? And what are the strengths and weaknesses
of the orthodox approach? Before examining the militia movement, these
questions need to be addressed.

Defining extremism

Extremism, according to Lipset and Raab,

basically describes that impulse which is inimical to a pluralism of interests
and groups, inimical to a system of many nonsubmissive centers of power
and areas of privacy. Extremism is antipluralism or…monism. And the
operational heart of extremism is the repression of difference and dissent,
the closing down of the market place of ideas.

This is a clear statement of the pluralistic emphasis underpinning the orthodox
school of analysis. Similar definitions can be found in the work of all its members,
and indeed beyond. Hofstadter, for example, although less explicit, was
nonetheless clear on those he regarded as extremists: those, he said, who were
“not susceptible to the normal political process of bargain and compromise.” A
number of objections can be raised to this model: that it provides an inaccurate
reflection of the actual operation of the political process; that its apparent normality
—what Lipset and Raab regard as the “fixed spiritual center of the democratic
political process”—is itself an ideological construction; and that it underestimates
the role non-rationalistic or symbolic concerns play in political life. This, however,
is not the place to mount a full-blown assault on the pluralistic model of U.S.
politics. Suffice it to say, it is important to recognize the values embedded in the
definition of extremism as “deviation from the political norm” such a model
produces. Unfortunately, though, such recognition has not always been evident.
This has tended to disguise the functional value to the political mainstream of such
categorization in the first place. It has also prevented a thoroughgoing analysis of
all aspects of political extremism.4

It follows from this pluralist starting point, for example, that it is the
“ideological” nature of extremism which is most dangerous, and which must be
resisted most fiercely—the “tendency to convert issues into ideologies,” as Daniel
Bell, the high priest of non-ideological politics, described it. Indeed, these two
concepts—extremism and ideology—are inextricably linked in the orthodox
approach. “All extremists,” Edward Shils wrote, “are inevitably ideological.”5 The
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problem was that this seemed to run counter to the values and design of the
American political system. “The genius of American society,” argued Lipset and
Raab, “is that it has legitimized ambiguity. The American ideology embraces
contradictory values; the Constitution is a hot house of ambivalence; the political
parties are amalgams of inconsistency.” The objection to extremists was, in part,
then, a consequence of their attempt to impose “perfectionism” on the polity, their
“rejection of politics in the name of some nonpolitical ‘truth.’” For Hofstadter,
for instance, Barry Goldwater’s greatest political sin, the mark of his extremism,
was his failure “to transform himself from a right-wing ideologue to a major-party
leader in the American tradition.”6 Yet, as will be discussed below, objections to
the “ideological” nature of extremism can serve to mask the complicity of
“mainstream Americanism” in the formation and sustenance of extremists’ own
world views.

For Lipset and Raab, “extremism means going beyond the limits of the
normative procedures which define the democratic political process.” In these
commonly employed terms, it is therefore the manner of their politics, rather than
the content of their programs or their beliefs per se, that distinguishes extremist
political actors from their mainstream counterparts. One area in particular where
extremists are regarded as “going beyond the limits” is in their apparent
willingness to engage in violence as a means of achieving their aims. “[T]he use
of violence…is implicit and explicit in monistic political movements,” wrote
Lipset and Raab—although, once again, the statement could just as easily have
come from any of the other members of the orthodox school. Indeed, a propensity
for violence is regarded as one of the “salient features,” not just of the American
far right, but of right-wing extremists in general. As Michi Ebata, in a recent study
of the problems caused by right-wing extremism in both established and emerging
democracies, expressed it: “In contrast to mainstream norms and standards,
violence is not unthinkable but is a ‘legitimate’ option and necessary strategy for
the extreme right.”7

Tore Bjørgo points out that it is a mistake, though, to assume that all right-wing
extremists are violent. Bjørgo agrees that an acceptance of violence as “a
legitimate way of acting” can be one of the basic elements of a right-wing extremist
orientation, but he argues that “violence and terrorism [do] not follow
automatically from holding a right-wing extremist world view.” “Although many
right-wing groups propagate violence and hate, what can account for the often
noticeable gap between their extremely violent rhetoric and their actual behaviour
in terms of violent acts?” he asks, seeing no simple correlation between word and
deed in this respect. On the contrary, following the work of Ehud Sprinzak, Bjørgo
suggests that for violence to occur an extremist group “will normally have to go
through a radicalization process whereby the enemies [they identify] are
progressively delegitimized and demonized, and the threat [they feel] becomes
perceived as acute.” The relationship between “ideology/rhetoric and actual
violence” is a more complex one than we might first assume.8
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We can also suggest that the distinction between the “style” and “content” of
extremists’ beliefs is not an easy one either to make or to maintain. Consider two
of the identifiable characteristics of the militia movement: A belief in the right to
bear arms as part of a commitment to republicanism can lead to the stylistic
decision to wear military-style uniforms and parade with weapons. For Norman
Olson, former leader of the Michigan Militia, this was justified because “the
uniform and the guns are a subconscious reminder to tyrants that we’ll not let them
control us and destroy us. We will draw a line in the sand and we will stand.”
Similarly, militia members’ identification with the American West might appear
at first glance to be a stylistic expression, but it also has considerable “content”
associated with it, including ideas of individualism, limited government, and a
whole ideology of justified violence.9 Moreover, if extremists are believed to have
a certain “style”—whether paranoid or not—and the identification of those
stylistic elements provides a definition of extremism, what happens if that style
is practiced equally by the mainstream? Or if extremists employ values and ideas
associated with the political mainstream? Where does that leave the definition,
analysis, and understanding of extremism? What is it that really distinguishes the
two?

The clear demarcation between “mainstream America” and “extremist
America” is very difficult, on several levels, to maintain. As James Aho points
out in The Politics of Righteousness, his study of Idaho Christian patriotism,
extremists are not categorizable simply by their resort to so-called extremist
methods. Patriots, he says, “are preeminently political animals and they do not
seem reluctant to employ any vehicle of influence that promises an end to
America’s problems. This includes canvassing for candidates and holding political
office themselves.” A similar point can be made in respect of the generally
accepted classification of McCarthy and Goldwater as extremists. Both, it is worth
remembering, were operating within mainstream institutions—Congress and the
Republican Party Certainly their appeal and influence could not be said to be
confined to the fringes of American society and this suggests a greater
compatibility between the extreme and the mainstream than is usually admitted.10

The argument here is more than that it is those with whom we disagree that are
usually labeled “extremist.”11 It is that the defining of extremists in this way
actively prevents an examination of the shared characteristics of those doing the
defining and those so defined.

Some other difficulties in defining right-wing extremism are worth considering.
Michi Ebata notes, for example, that the term is used to describe

a wide range of phenomena from skinhead youths to football hooligans, neo-
Nazis, white supremacists, militia groups, extremist fringe political parties,
and more successful radical parties…. It can refer to an ideology, a form of
observable behavior, various kinds of political activities, or personal
attitudes and dispositions.
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“As with any ‘ism,’ right-wing extremism is a broad concept that is not static or
precise,” she writes. Ebata considers this to be acceptable provided it is actually
acknowledged, since to suggest otherwise “would imply a coherence and
simplicity that is not reflected in reality.” As a means of dealing with these kinds
of problems, Roger Eatwell has proposed a fivefold classification of right-wing
groups based on how they respond to developments on the political left and to
wider changes at work in society This produces a “reactionary right,” a “moderate
right,” a “radical right,” a “new right,” and an “extreme right.” However, even
this classification is not without its limitations. The position of American nativist
groups is “contentious,” Ebata argues, for example, because although they
evidence some attributes of the reactionary right they do not necessarily display
“enough of them to qualify under this category.” “Many leading white
supremacists in the United States were also onetime Birchers,” she points out,
before asking, significantly “Where would militia groups now be placed?” Perhaps
the best approach is that taken by Tore Bjørgo. He acknowledges that the notion
of the “extreme right” is “problematic and somewhat elusive,” and that many
researchers in the field are uncomfortable with it. But he suggests its continued
use “both for the lack of a better alternative, and because it is sometimes useful
to have a shorthand label which lumps together a relatively wide range of
phenomena in order to focus on both their similarities and difference.”12

John George and Laird Wilcox identified three ways of defining extremism in
their encyclopedic work American Extremists. The first is by means of a statistical
measure. This, they explain, involves the framing of a “spectrum on a linear scale,
as in a Gallup poll,” with the result that “beyond a certain point on each end of
the spectrum lie the ‘extremists’;…the 2 percent, say on the far ‘left’ and far
‘right.’” They object to this, however, because they “don’t think the unpopularity
of a particular belief is sufficient to prove its ‘extreme’ nature.” This is also why
they resist the second definition, “a social definition agreed upon by collective
fiat i.e., what is ‘extreme’ is what the masses collectively decide is ‘extreme.’”
Such a “popularity contest” measure, they argue, “places excessive power in social
and political elites, particularly in the opinion-molding sector.” What George and
Wilcox prefer is “a behavioral model of ‘extremism’” which defines extremism
“in terms of certain behaviors, particularly toward other human beings.” This third
approach, they argue, best preserves the “integrity of individuals and the values
of an open and democratic system,” helps “define our social responsibilities,” and
protects “against the dangers inherent in the other models” they outline.13 Yet, as
will be seen below, what is understood by this “behavioral model” is really only
stylistic criteria in other garb, and George and Wilcox are forced to return to
positing an extremist position against a mainstream alternative. Despite the
problems associated with defining extremism from the mainstream perspective,
this, it seems, is the only workable approach. The important thing is to
acknowledge the significant implications this has for our understanding of
extremist groups. Before considering these implications further, however, we need
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to examine some of the issues related to the causes and style of political extremism
in greater detail.

Status politics and status anxiety: questions of causation

In “The Pseudo-Conservative Revolt,” Richard Hofstadter attempted to explain
the pseudo-conservative’s “serious and restless dissatisfaction with American life”
utilizing the “socio-psychological” concept of status politics. Distinguishing it
from interest politics’ concerns with material aims and needs, Hofstadter defined
the term as “the clash of various projective rationalizations arising from status
aspirations and other personal motives.” Seymour Martin Lipset, making a
distinction between class and status politics, meanwhile, regarded it practiced by
political movements of “individuals or groups who desire to maintain or improve
their social status.” Hence, from the outset, Bell’s “new framework” was beset by
problems of interpretative difference among its primary advocates. This was
compounded when Hofstadter later suggested that “cultural politics” or
“projective politics” might, in fact, be a better term for the process he was
describing.14

First, “status politics” was used to denote the individual pathology of its
adherents. “Pseudo-conservatism,” declared Hofstadter, was “a disorder in
relation to authority, characterized by an inability to find other modes for human
relationships than those of more or less complete domination or submission.”
Second, the term was used more conventionally to describe people’s response to
social strains—what Talcott Parsons, with respect to McCarthyism, saw as the
“major structural changes” of the 1950s: America’s changing international
position exemplified by the “loss” of China and the Korean War, and the new
demands of “the industrial society par excellence.” “It is a generalization well
established in social science,” he wrote, “that neither individuals nor societies can
undergo major structural changes without the likelihood of producing a
considerable element of ‘irrational’ behavior.” Indeed, Hofstadter himself had
argued that the “new” pseudo-conservatism was simply “the old ultra-
conservatism and the old isolationism heightened by the extraordinary pressures
of the contemporary world.” The third use of status politics was in a cultural sense:
as an expression of collective anxieties about the state of the world; what Daniel
Bell called reactions to a “crisis in national style.” “It is the common concern with
the protection of ‘traditional’ American values that characterizes ‘status politics,’”
Lipset argued, seeing such concerns as being particularly prominent in times of
prosperity when material aims were largely satisfied, a point Hofstadter was also
in agreement with.15

In the Politics of Unreason Lipset, in collaboration with Earl Raab, went on to
attempt a comprehensive causal explanation of right-wing extremism in American
life. Employing historical analysis and contemporary survey evidence, they
examined various extremists, including the anti-Masonic movement, the
American Protective Association, the Ku Klux Klan, the Coughlin movement,
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McCarthyism, the John Birch Society, and George Wallace. Such rightist
movements, they argued, “have risen primarily in reaction against the
displacement of power and status accompanying change,” representing the politics
of “despair” and “backlash.” Lipset and Raab’s work demonstrates many of the
strengths and weaknesses of the orthodox causal approach. Containing many
insights, in the end it suffers from the attempt to explain too much.16

Claiming that the growth of the Ku Klux Klan during the 1920s represented a
“classic chapter in the history of backlash movements…because the standard
elements of such movements were so starkly revealed,” Lipset and Raab initially
posited a three-stage explanation of extremism. In the first stage certain groups
were said to suffer from “social strains” caused by the “deprivation or threatened
deprivation of once-held power and/or status.” In the second stage a process of
“ideological projection” occurs by which these groups try to explain “what is
happening in a way that is satisfactory” to them. For Lipset and Raab, this is a
process of “status substitution,” where the “cultural trappings of a group stand in
for the group and become invested with special significance.” The third stage
involves “backlash targetry,” whereby the extremists identify the people or groups
from whom their ideological or cultural projections need to be protected or
preserved. It is during this stage, in other words, that the corporealization of the
extremists’ complaints takes place. In order to be a successful scapegoat, however,
the chosen people or group must have an appeal to both the mass and elite elements
of the extremists. This is because the key to the creation of a mass movement—
which, for Lipset and Raab, should be the ultimate aim of any political group—is
a “mariage de convenance between a displaced elite and an unstable mass.”17

European immigrants served this purpose for the Klan: they represented radicalism
or socialism to business elites, and Catholicism to rural Protestants.

The elasticity of the concept of status politics was its main weakness. Not only
could it be triggered by both real or threatened deprivation, it also seemed that it
could be either power or status based. Moreover, different groups could be
experiencing this deprivation at the same time. In the case of the Klan, it was said
to be both a business elite concerned with the loss of actual economic power and
a rural Protestant population concerned about declining social and religious
dominance. Further, as Lipset and Raab’s analysis went on, it seemed that the
concept of status deprivation explained not only prosperity-based displacement
(as it had originally been employed to do) but also depression-based displacement.
“There are groups,” they wrote, “which feel that they have never gained their
proper share of power and status. And there are groups which feel that they are
losing their power and status. There are, among the deprived, the ‘never-hads’ and
the ‘once-hads.’”18

The variable and contingent explanation offered by the status-theory approach
is also evident in Lipset and Raab’s discussion of the “politicalization” of
extremists.
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The three potential elements in a model of right-wing extremism—low
democratic restraint, Quondam Complex, and economic conservatism—
fuse together in some form and in some combination [they wrote] when the
various populations subject to these elements are politicalized and mobilized
under a unifying banner of preservatism. But it is a banner of status perser
—vatism, not of economic preservatism, which must be flown if the mass
low-income population is to be included. The social strain for such a
population is some sense of status loss, felt as a corporate or anomic loss or
absence of power, prestige, or way of life.

Status displacement, then, was taken to activate certain characteristics shared by
certain susceptible members of society—an “available population,” primarily the
lower-educated, lower-income, and lower-occupational strata. Indeed, according
to Lipset and Raab this group has a low democratic commitment. That is, their
commitment to the democratic and pluralist system is essentially “affective” in
nature (“a loyalty to institutions, groups and systems”) rather than “cognitive as
well as affective” (“an internalised conceptual commitment” as part of an
integrated and rational system of belief), which the educated elite tend to evidence.
One of the consequences of this is that in times of stress or status anxiety this
former group will more readily abandon its fecklessly held democratic beliefs.19

The same stratum of society is also said to manifest the Quondam Complex, a
term, Lipset and Raab suggested, which “simply describes the condition of those
who have more of a stake in the past than in the present.” Those with the Complex,
they argued, had a “preponderance of symbolic investment in the past, related to
some past group identity which has declined in symbolic significance,” and this
became operative under the threat of status displacement in the present. While we
may be happy to agree with Lipset and Raab on the importance of symbolic politics
and the role of the past in forming current identities, the wide and undifferentiated
applicability of the Quondam Complex makes its explanatory potential very
limited. According to them, for example, a group’s attachment to the past might
be based on “an age group, an economic group, a regional group, an ethnic or
religious group, [or] an identifiable style-of-life group,” but it could also be an
individual psychological condition created by the “absence of attachment to any
group.”20

At the simplest level does not the mainstream also have a stake in the past and
make constant appeals to it? And is not the extremists’ investment in the past—
as with the mainstream’s—a consequence of their desire to improve the present?
Within the orthodox school itself, America’s past was frequently invoked to justify
the positions its members had taken. To support their definition of extremism as
“antipluralism or monism,” for example, Lipset and Raab cite Thomas Jefferson,
while both Bell and Bunzel invoked James Madison’s warnings on the dangers of
“majority faction” in defense of their pluralistic interpretation of American
politics.21
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In his study of Idaho Christian patriotism, sociologist James Aho takes issue
with both the individual and social causal explanations of Lipset and Raab. Based
on what he calls semi-participant observation and survey data, Aho argues that
the way extremists join groups is no different from the way people join any other
political group. Stressing the importance of personal recruitment and existing
social networks, he suggests potential recruits have to “weigh two considerations:
the value to themselves of the collective goods advertised by the groups in
question; and the value of selective private goods that might accrue from affil-
iation with those groups.” The former might include the “defense of constitutional
liberties or traditional WASP [white Anglo-Saxon Protestant] privileges from
‘unAmericans,’ ‘perverts,’ and aliens,” while the latter might include “the
pleasures of socializing with others who share one’s views” or “more worldly
things like sexual gratification and money.” As for a wider causal explanation,
Aho prefers a model of projective politics (in this case based on fundamentalist
theology) in combination with a generational cycle.22 Several scholars, including
Steve Bruce, Sara Diamond, Chip Berlet, Matthew N.Lyons, and Lane Crothers,
have applied recent developments in social movement theory to right-wing groups
(the militia movement among them). Drawing particularly on resource
mobilization theory’s rejection of the collective behavior school’s understanding
of social movements as driven by emotionality and irrationality, these scholars
have sought to examine right-wing groups in more conventional political terms;
to see them as “normal” political actors seeking to promote their interests by the
rational mobilization of the various resources available to them: leadership skills,
financial backing, manpower, technology, media interest, popular and elite
support, and the prevailing political-economic context.23

Surveying the existent socio-psychological approaches to extremism, George
and Wilcox also express concern at what they see as the tendency towards
psychological or sociological reductionism contained within them. Such
approaches, they argue, can lead to the “dehumanizing” of extremists. Cautioning
against the dangers of subjective analysis, they conclude that the “whole language
of psychologizing about extremists…needs thoughtful reworking.” However,
despite their commendable desire not to dismiss extremists in this manner, George
and Wilcox’s own summary of “the most common motives” people have for
becoming political extremists hardly seems to take this aspect of the causal
approach much further. As they see it, for example, people join extremist groups
for some of the following reasons: “To experience a sense of ‘moral superiority’….
To exercise power over others…. To lose oneself in a movement…. Propaganda
addiction…. Envy. Jealousy…. As a substitute for one-to-one relationships.”24

It is important to recognize the tendency of this kind of research to marginalize
the extremists under consideration. This is one of the principal consequences of
the “population at risk” approach, as George and Wilcox call it. Under the terms
of such analysis “extremists” are often reduced to being mere representatives of
a certain psychological or cultural “type.” They are people who react “differently”
to social stress or “lack” something such as democratic commitment. They have
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a “defect” in relation to authority or “problems” with their Americanness. They
become members of a “lower” occupational, educational, or socio-economic
group, or are part of a “common substratum.” The problem is not that these
explanations, either separately or in toto, are completely inaccurate. It is that, to
a large extent, they do not take account of the extent to which the same might be
said of members of the political mainstream. Nor do they consider the more
complicated relationship which might exist between extremists and mainstream
culture. In part, this is a consequence of the tendency of these explanatory
frameworks to focus on extremists only in relation to other extremists—to trace
“the connections and similarities (as well as major differences) among right-wing
extremist tendencies in American history,” as Lipset and Raab described the
purpose of their research.25

Style: the characteristics of extremists

Richard Hofstadter had already made an attempt at classifying the style of the
extreme right in his 1955 essay on “pseudo-conservatism.” The principal
characteristics of what were to become “the paranoid style” he found embodied
in McCarthyism: “angry conspiratorial accusations and extreme demands…a
tendency towards paranoia…dense and massive irrationality.”26 It was, however,
“The Paranoid Style in American Politics” which most clearly articulated the chief
characteristics of those on the extreme right. Indeed, the impact of Hofstadter’s
classification was such that it became a template that could be laid over subsequent
groups in order to test whether they matched the criteria he laid down.

From fear of the Illuminati in the late eighteenth century, to the anti-Catholic
and anti-Masonic movements of the nineteenth century, and on into the twentieth-
century extreme right of McCarthyism and the John Birch Society, the chief
components of the style were clear: conspiratorial, Manichean, absolutist—if not
apocalyptic—and paranoid. “The distinguishing thing about the paranoid style,”
Hofstadter wrote,

is not that its exponents see conspiracies or plots here and there in history,
but that they regard a “vast” or “gigantic” conspiracy as the motive force in
historical events. History is a conspiracy, set in motion by demonic sources
of almost transcendent power, and what is felt to be needed to defeat it is
not the usual methods of political give-and-take, but an all-out crusade. The
paranoid spokesman sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—
he traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders,
whole systems of human values. He is always manning the barricades of
civilization. He constantly lives at a turning point: it is now or never in
organizing resistance to conspiracy. Time is forever just running out.27
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Extremists, then, were those who engaged in this style while mainstream political
actors practiced the politics of bargain and compromise, coalition- and consensus-
building, embracing the pluralistic model.

For Hofstadter, such characteristics were always present in a significant
minority of the population. It required his theory of status politics to explain how
they became activated. He wrote: “the paranoid disposition is mobilized into action
chiefly by social conflicts that involve ultimate schemes of values and that bring
fundamental fears and hatreds, rather than negotiable actions, into political
action.” This “reservoir” of extremist values, together with frequent waves of
status deprivation, explained the apparently “ineradicable” nature of political
extremism in the United States noticed by so many commentators.28

The same emphasis on absolutism and conspiratorialism could also be found
in John Bunzel’s examination of the John Birch Society in Anti-Politics in
America. Writing in clear defense of the pluralist position, Bunzel objected to the
reductionism, absolutism, and conspiratorialism of these “extremists,” finding
ample evidence in Robert Welch’s Blue Book to support him. Similarly, Alan
Westin, examining the ideology and tactics of the Birchers in The Radical Right,
focused almost exclusively upon their conspiratorial and absolutist aspects. And
Lipset and Raab began their historical overview by describing “the typical stylistic
themes ribbing the ideology of extremism.” These were identified as historical
simplism (conspiratorialism), remedial simplism (absolutism), and historical
moralism (Manicheism).29 The style of the extreme right had apparently been
settled.

Once the characteristics of extremism are identified, a self-defining and self-
confirming tendency seems to take over; the very things that differentiate
extremists from the pluralistic starting position are highlighted again and again.
After all, once you know what you’re looking for it’s easier to categorize
subsequent groups, and with this template firmly in place the paranoid style has
been regularly applied to whatever far-right groups have subsequently emerged
in the United States, often with little regard for the specific circumstances of their
emergence or the specific nature of their aims and ideas. As noted at the outset of
the chapter, many observers considered that the New Right and the New Christian
Right could be understood by reference to the paranoid style (despite the fact that
both were composed of various groups with differing interests and aims), and the
disparate elements of the Patriot movement have been categorized by the same
analytical token. It is an approach which has been particularly evident in respect
of the militia movement, with academics, journalists, “watchdog” agencies, and
others readily finding the paranoid style to be at work.30 Indeed, the extensive and
widespread application of Hofstadter’s thesis suggests that it has emerged from
the Academy to become a stable, if often unexamined, part of American political
and cultural discourse. Kenneth Stern speaks for many, it seems, when he argues:
“The political historian Richard Hofstadter, writing in 1965, explained the basic
ideological premises that empower America’s private armies of the 1990s.”31
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While there has been some attempt by contemporary scholars to reassess the
causal explanations of right-wing extremism, especially from social movement
theorists, its principal characteristics are apparently fixed. George and Wilcox, for
example, list 22 characteristics to assist in the identification of extremists. They
include: “Character assassination…. Tendency to view opponents and critics as
essentially evil…. Assumption of moral superiority over others….
Hypersensitivity and vigilance…. [A] tend[ency] to believe in far-reaching
conspiracy theories.”32 The central components of simplism, absolutism,
Manicheism and conspiratorialism remain firmly in place for the extremists they
study, including the LaRouche Network, assorted neo-Nazis, the militia
movement, and the Nation of Islam.

George and Wilcox want to provide readers with “A Handy Guide for Extremist
Watchers.” But such guides are hardly likely to encourage any assessment of the
relationship between American extremists and its mainstream culture. Quite the
reverse: the intention is to mark out points of difference; to enable users to “spot”
extremism at work. While George and Wilcox are keen to understand extremism
rather than to simply dismiss it—“Each argument advanced, by an extremist or
anyone else, has to be considered on its merits,” they say—they still evidence an
unwillingness to examine extremism as something other than that to which
opposition should be mounted. Such an adversarial approach, while
understandable, does not necessarily further our understanding of extremist
groups.33

It is also worth noting that, despite their reservations about employing the
“popularity”—based definition of extremism, George and Wilcox are forced to
fall back on a version of it in their guide. Extremists are what the mainstream is
not, and their guide is to assist “extremist watchers” in telling the difference.

In contrast to the extremists [they write] those in the mainstream: 1. Accept
at least gradual change within the existing system. 2. Seldom impugn the
motives or loyalty of opponents, questioning instead their judgement,
reasoning, and sources of information. 3. Have a commitment to at least
[some] democratic ideals, including basic civil liberties.34

What they don’t ask is the extent to which the extremist style is practiced by the
mainstream, or the degree to which extremists might also express mainstream
values.

This is not to suggest that extremists don’t exhibit the kinds of characteristics
identified by George and Wilcox, Hofstadter, and others. They often do. The
militia movement can be categorized and safely dismissed in similar terms. The
problem is that the dominance of the idea of “a paranoid style,” in particular, has
tended to overwhelm consideration of any other elements of extremists’
ideological and rhetorical concerns. There is more to the militia movement—
indeed more to right-wing extremism in general—than paranoia and conspiracy
theorizing. Some of the core stylistic flourishes of the United States’ most
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significant recent right-wing extremists, for example, are borrowed from, inspired
by, and are similarly understood and employed within the political mainstream.
The categorization of extremists in the terms outlined above obscures these
connections. A better understanding of the nature of right-wing extremists like the
militias will be achieved only if they are examined with keen regard to the
dominant culture from which they come and which they seek to influence, if not,
ultimately, to define.

A critique: towards an alternative approach

As with many, if not all, political concepts, extremism is difficult to define. It is
a relativistic term, dependent upon the time and the setting in which it is employed.
Many political movements start out being denounced as extremist only to become
part of the established political order over time (the civil rights movement in the
U.S. in the 1950s and 1960s or the Palestine Liberation Organization in the Middle
East during the 1990s offer obvious examples). It is relativistic because it requires
a “mainstream” to give it meaning. If extremism represents going to or beyond
the “limits,” as it is commonly held to, then those “limits”—whatever they are—
have to be agreed upon by someone or some other group. And it follows from this
that “extremism” is a pejorative term—as Hofstadter acknowledged the paranoid
style to be—for once you have agreed that there are or should be limits, then those
limits need to be protected, and those who would overstep them resisted.35

The standard definition of extremism has, not surprisingly, reflected the
pluralistic tradition of the writers who were initially involved in setting its terms.
As a result, those elements of extremism considered particularly hostile to this
tradition have been given most prominence. George and Wilcox, among others,
may raise objections to what they see as the “popularity school” of definition, but
there appears to be no other workable alternative. When offering their own guide
for extremist watchers they are forced to fall back on the distinction between the
mainstream and the extreme. Although stating their preference for a “behavioral
model of extremism,” in the end they can do little more than provide a stylistic
list of the kinds of behavior they deem unacceptable—unacceptable presumably
from some majoritarian position. This is not to criticize them unduly They are
merely reasserting a central and unavoidable point: that it is not possible to define
extremism except by what the mainstream at any given time determines it to be.
It is the contest between the two that reveals how such definitions are reached and
where the limits are to be found.

The crucial factor is to consider the implications which follow from this
recognition. The major problem with the “orthodox approach” is that it serves to
prevent an examination of the mainstream’s role in the creation or sustaining of
those defined as extremists; which is to say, if the only workable or acceptable
definition of extremism is that which comes from the mainstream, this mainstream
is unlikely to undertake an examination of itself in order to identify areas of
commonality with those extremists. There is an internal demanding logic at work
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requiring that those once so defined are kept at the margins, because if they are
not, then the very utility of the term itself may be called into question, revealing,
perhaps, its own constructed nature rather than its apparent naturalness. It is this
barrier to self-analysis that needs addressing.

In other words, the objection of pluralist writers to the “ideological” nature of
extremism is a consequence, at least in part, of the fact that the existence and
demands of such extremists represent a challenge to the ideological formation and
functioning of the pluralist system itself.36 Moreover, just as the marginalized
have to define themselves against the dominant, so the dominant need a margin
in order to highlight what they are not, allowing them to define their Americanism
against that of the extremists. The ideological nature of the dominant culture may
only become manifest at times of crisis, particularly in foreign affairs, when an
explicit appeal to Americanism is more acceptable, but it is part of a process going
on all the time beneath the normal give and take of negotiable interests.

There is also another way of looking at the frequent reoccurrence of extremism
in American life (its apparent ineradicability), one stressing that the pool of
ideological resources employed by the extreme right exists not just on the margins,
as the orthodox school would have us believe, but in the very fabric of America’s
mainstream ideology. Such an approach might explain the persistence of the far
right throughout the history of the United States in terms of the applicability of
that history, together with America’s myths and core values, to the extreme right
—because it sees such groups as being involved in the constant attempt to define
and redefine the nature of “Americanism,” a process the wider American culture
and polity are equally engaged in.

Many commentators—including key members of the orthodox approach such
as Hofstadter, Shils, and Lipset—have noted that the concept of Americanism is
fluid; that it is not enough to be born in the United States to be considered an
American; that everyone has to assert or forge their “American” identity.37 The
only way this can be done is by reference to the values and practices regarded by
a majority of the nation’s citizens as distinctly “American.” And this goes to the
heart of the symbolic politics employed by the extreme right. People who join
groups like the militias are trying to assert their right to define Americanism, and
in doing so they employ the myths, metaphors, and perceived historical lessons
of the American experience. As Hofstadter wrote, “people not only seek their
interests but also express and even in a measure define themselves in politics;…
political life acts as a sounding board for identities, values, fears, and
aspirations.”38 But although they define themselves against the culture in which
they exist, extremists, on the whole, do not wish to function as isolated sects,
quietly withdrawn from the dominant trends and activities of history. It is for this
reason that “extremists” rarely regard themselves as such. Hence the study of them
in isolation from this dominant culture ignores a vital part of the formation and
expression of their “style.” This, then, is what the rest of this book is concerned
with; not the causes of extremism, except in as much as these are related to the
unsettled nature of American identity, but the practice of symbolic politics.
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I do not want to suggest that the orthodox school, as I have called it, were totally
unaware of any connections between the mainstream and the extreme. In The
Radical Right, for example, Talcott Parsons noted a connection between the anti-
statism of right-wing extremists and the individualism of the American ideology.
And in The Politics of Unreason Lipset and Raab wrote that

right-wing groups typically have to appeal to the populace within the
framework of values which are themselves a source of right-wing discontent
in the first place: antielitism, individualism, and egalitarianism. These
remain the supreme American political values. Commitment to these values
is the American ideology…. It is perhaps the ultimate paradox that extremist
movements in this country have been powerfully spawned by the same
American characteristics that finally rejected them.

There was, however, a reluctance to undertake any detailed analysis of the
relationship between America’s mainstream and extreme cultures. Lipset and
Raab did not pursue the points they made, assuming perhaps—although I would
argue incorrectly—that this “rejection” was complete. On the whole, examinations
of the ideological sustenance of extremism have been confined to beliefs and
activities at the fringes of American society. Shils, for example, identifying the
“deeper sources” of McCarthyism in concepts of hyperpatriotism, xenophobia,
isolationism, fundamentalism, populism, and fear of revolution, was content to
confine such traits to an unseemly “nativist tradition,” practiced, he said, in the
“alleys and bars and back streets and [in] the hate filled hearts of the miserable
creatures” who espoused it. And Hofstadter was only prepared to concede that
conspiratorialism was not just the preserve of the far right but had also emerged
in leftist populist movements.39

In respect of more recent developments, Michael Cox has similarly argued that
although America’s right-wing extremists “are not exactly political fish swimming
in friendly political waters…there is no insurmountable ideological wall
separating them from a large swathe of their fellow white citizens.” The world
view of these extremists, “combining a potent mix of religious fundamentalism,
racist supremacism, muscular Americanism and a fetish for the ‘gun,’”is “shared
in varying degrees, by many white Americans,” he says. Indeed, in terms echoing
Michael Kelly’s idea of “fusion paranoia,” numerous observers have detected an
increasing congruity between the conspiratorialism of many extremist groups and
the wider political culture. As Michael Barkun, writing in 1996, put it:

the gap between the worldview of conspiratorialists and the mainstream
appeared virtually unbridgeable as little as five years ago. Beliefs once
consigned to the outermost fringes of American political and religious life
now seem less isolated and stigmatizing than they once did.
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Once again, though, the “links” which have been identified are largely “negative,”
built around ideas of fundamentalism, conspiratorialism, excessive patriotism,
racism, and paranoia.40 Despite the fact that they are absolutely central to how
groups like the militias see themselves and the world around them, little attempt
is made to explore what might be described as the more “positive” associations
to be found between America’s extremist and mainstream culture: the ideas and
beliefs drawn from the American Revolution, the period of the constitutional
settlement, or the settling of the American West, for instance.41

In part, then, it is time to return to the initial project Hofstadter embarked upon.
For Hofstadter saw the paranoid style as “above all, a way of seeing the world,
and of expressing oneself.” It was an interpretative or ideological framework, and
a rhetorical or expressive manner based on that framework. And it was based on
his belief that there needed to be an approach to American politics and American
history that acknowledged the non-rationalistic or symbolic elements involved in
both. Hofstadter’s aversion to the irrationalism he discovered in the groups he
studied, together with the pull of his own (and his colleagues’) pluralistic
sympathies, seemed, however, to overwhelm this project.42 At the same time, an
over-reliance on concepts of status politics and the utility of psychological
explanations so in vogue at the time meant a neglect of the broader cultural trends
affecting extremists. The need to isolate was too great. To open up the investigation
of extremist groups in order to reveal what the dominant culture had in common
with them was to invite an unwelcome bout of self-examination.

It is no accident that the extreme right has tended to be categorized as nativist;
after all they are sincerely concerned with the conception of America. Our
understanding of right-wing extremism, therefore, should be intimately connected
to our understanding of Americanism itself. Yet little detailed investigation of
these connections has taken place. Hofstadter urged an analysis of the “intellectual
and rhetorical styles, of [the] symbolic gestures… the specialized ethos of various
subgroups within the population,” but he applied the analytical spotlight in only
one direction. He did not recognize that we could (and should) study such
subgroups, not only because of what could be learnt of them from the perspective
of the dominant culture, but also because of what they might reveal about the
intellectual and rhetorical styles, the symbolic gestures, of the dominant culture
itself. As George and Wilcox put it, although never following up on their insight:
“While, by definition, extremists roam about the fringes of our culture, they also
pay close attention to our culture. Agreeing with them little, nonetheless, we can
learn a lot from them and their social and political concerns.”43

Putting the alternative in place

The emergence of the militia movement in the United States during the 1990s
provides a valuable opportunity to put this alternative approach into place. An
examination of some of the key sources, traditions, and characteristics of the
militias’ ideology will enable us to establish a clearer understanding of the
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connections—as well as the tensions—between their “style” and that of
mainstream America.44 To reiterate: we will not be attempting an explanation of
the causes of extremism (except perhaps tangentially), but rather an investigation
into the ideational realm where much extremist activity takes place. As James Aho
puts it:

Political drama is far more trenchant than textbook recitation in instilling
messages of national, cultural, and racial identity. This is because drama
represents a people’s legends and myths not just to the ear, but to all the
senses. Communal theater was the schoolhouse of the ancients, and right-
wing extremism is nothing if not theater.45

The emphasis of the chapters that follow is on the militias’ engagement with
America’s political culture and history, and with three areas of its history in
particular—the period of the American Revolution, the drafting of the
Constitution, and the settling of the American West. These (interrelated) periods
are central to the militia movement’s ideological and rhetorical concerns. To a
considerable extent, the militias’ understanding of these aspects of America’s past
determines how they see themselves and the world in general. Not coincidentally,
of course, they are also central to the ideology of Americanism. It is hoped that
more will be learnt about both.

James Aho’s idea of a “dialectic of heroism” offers a useful heuristic to assist
with this alternative approach. As outlined in This Thing of Darkness—his
“sequel,” as he called it, to The Politics of Righteousness—Aho describes the
dialectic of heroism as “comprising three moments.” In the first “an ideal is
imagined,” such as “democracy, equality, peace, love, freedom, racial purity, [or]
moral perfection.” In the second moment “the actuality of the real world is
counterpoised to the ideal.” This, Aho says, “is the Is in opposition to the Should
Be: inequality, tyranny, mistrust, cynicism, miscegenation, [or] corruption.” The
contradiction between the Is and the Should Be then produces the third moment,
requiring, in Hegel’s terms, the “realization of the ideal and the idealization of the
real,” or, as Aho himself puts it, “persistent effort to embody [the] ideal in
concrete.”46

The usefulness of Aho’s dialectic lies in its applicability to mainstream political
movements as much as to extremist groups. As we have seen, the intentionally
pejorative “paranoid style” leaves little space for any kind of dialogue between
the object of the label and those applying it. In contrast, the dialectic of heroism
allows the views of extremists to be engaged with, not simply dismissed. We can
“enter” the dialectic at any of its three moments, to argue, for example, that the
Should Be, Should Not Be; that the Is, Is Not; or that the methods being employed
to “realize the ideal” are inappropriate, misjudged, or unlikely to succeed.
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Bearing this in mind, we begin by examining the militia movement’s use of
history, with their search—to employ Van Wyck Brooks’s famous phrase—for a
“usable past.”47 
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3
Conversations with the dead

The militia movement and
American history

If one forgets the past, he will not be prepared for the future.
The Militia of Montana

YES! TODAY JUST AS YESTERDAY
The Michigan Militia

The past is important to the militia movement. Militia pamphlets, militia websites,
and militia rhetoric abound with historical references and historical imagery. It is
not a reverence for the past in the abstract that animates militia members, however;
it is a reverence for a particular past and a particular period of American history.
It is with the events, people, and documents of the nation’s founding that militia
members are predominantly concerned. It is the myths, metaphors, and perceived
historical lessons associated with the Revolution, the drafting of the Constitution,
and the settlement of the West that are of most importance to them.

Even a cursory perusal of militia movement publications reveals accounts of the
Boston Tea Party or the battle of Lexington and Concord sitting alongside
reproduced images of the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution, while
seemingly endless quotations from the nation’s Founding Fathers compete for
space with heroic tales of the adventures of frontiersmen like Davy Crockett and
his Tennessee Militia. Links to important “Historic Documents,” including the
Mayflower Compact, the Declaration of Independence, the Articles of
Confederation, and the Constitution, are a common feature of militia websites.
Through the establishment of Committees of Correspondence, Committees of
Safety, and, of course, citizens’ militias themselves, the modern militia movement
has sought to echo the institutions of its revolutionary forefathers—even to the
extent of communicating through the Paul Revere Bulletin Board.

The past is important to the militia movement for exactly the same reasons that it
is important to other individuals and to other groups. Simply put, the past offers
many benefits to those who seek to use it. Among these benefits, as David
Lowenthal has pointed out, are “familiarity and recognition; reaffirmation and
validation; individual and group identity; guidance; enrichment; and escape.”1

While Lowenthal readily acknowledges that these categories are not exhaustive,



they nonetheless provide a useful starting point for examining the militia
movement’s relationship with American history. Concerns with the legitimacy
apparently to be conveyed through the past (“reaffirmation and validation” in
Lowenthal’s terms), with the guidance to be found in the past, and with issues of
identity—individual, group, and national—are recurrent themes in the rhetorical
and ideological uses of American history by the militia movement, just as they
are with other political groups, extremist or otherwise.

Inheriting the past

The militia movement sees itself as firmly belonging to the mainstream of U.S.
history. “I will never forget that I am an American, a citizen of the greatest nation
on earth…dedicated to the principles which made my country free,” declared
members of the Northern Michigan Regional Militia in a 1994 pamphlet
explaining their “Mission” and “Purpose,” for example. Describing themselves as
the “Michigan Minute Men,” they argued they were “the inheritors of the task
begun more than two centuries ago.” Similarly, for the North Carolina Citizens
Militia, “the truths and ideals represented in the Declaration of Independence, our
Constitution and Bill of Rights express the core beliefs at the very heart and soul
of America and her citizens.”2

The militia movement’s conception of this inheritance is often expressed in
strikingly personal terms. It is as if a direct legacy of belief and principle has been
passed down from the Revolutionary-era generation to present-day militia
members. As one member of the North Carolina Citizens Militia put it: “The blood
of our ancestors is flowing in our veins. The men who fought the American
Revolution are our forefathers and we are their children.”3 There is obviously a
basic rhetorical advantage to be had in making such a claim. Beyond this, though,
it points to the enormous sense of responsibility that frequently accompanies
militia members’ understanding of their relationship with America’s past, and
provides an insight into the intensity of belief apparently motivating them.

The attempt to associate, connect with, and utilize the foundational documents,
events, principles, and beliefs of American life has been a constant feature of
political struggle throughout America’s history—prominent, for example, in the
movements to extend suffrage to women in the early nineteenth century, in the
labor and populist struggles of the late nineteenth century, in the civil rights
campaigns of the mid-twentieth century, as well as in the “culture wars” of the
late twentieth century. It is the fact that such documents and such events are so
central to America’s conception of itself which makes them so applicable in the
first place. President Clinton demonstrated as much in his final State of the Union
address, when he promised that the United States still had the opportunity to
become “what our founders pledged us to be so long ago—one nation, under God,
indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” Setting out how this promise would
be realized, Clinton invoked exactly the same periods of American history relied
upon by militia members—the Revolutionary War, the drafting of the
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Constitution, and the settling of the West. Each generation of Americans owed
some responsibility to and had some connection with these pivotal periods of
American history, Clinton argued. Indeed, it was precisely because of this sense
of connection and responsibility that Americans continued, he said, “to bask in
the warm glow” of freedom and possibility established by their ancestors.4

Clinton’s tactic in this part of his address would be instantly recognizable to
the historian David Harlan, who believes that history’s function is to provide a
form of moral reflection, to act as means by which individuals, groups, and nations
can decide who they are and what they believe in.” ‘We’ exist as ‘a people,’”
Harlan writes, “only to the extent that we imagine ourselves possessing a common
past that explains our common present—and that projects us into a common
future.” In other words, choosing one’s ancestors and one’s past is a means of
belonging. It is a way of finding one’s place in the world through time and memory,
and also crucially—and this is something which is particularly applicable to the
militia movement—it is a way of criticizing and challenging the way things are.
History, as Harlan puts it, is a “conversation with the dead about what we should
value and how we should live.” It is this conversation—a common enough one in
American political discourse—that the militias are seeking to become part of.5

The role the past plays in creating and sustaining both our individual and our
collective sense of identity is a prominent part of the militia movement’s
engagement with American history. “Why are we in the Militia?” members of the
Militia of Montana ask themselves rhetorically. “Because we are Americans,”
comes the reply. But, they emphasize, “We are not Americans just because we
live in a place called America. We are Americans because of the love we have for
our country, its organic laws, and the men who died so we might live a free people.”
There is a recognition in this, as many commentators have noted over many years,
that “American identity” is a fluid concept; that it is not something automatically
conveyed or bestowed upon citizens of the United States, but something which is
constructed by those citizens. George W. Bush made exactly this point during his
inaugural address.

America [he said] has never been united by blood or birth or soil. We are
bound by ideals that move us beyond our backgrounds, lift us above our
interests and teach us what it means to be citizens. Every child must be
taught these principles. Every citizen must uphold them. And every
immigrant, by embracing these ideals, makes our country more, not less,
American.6

For militia members, it is the fact that they have made the effort to educate
themselves about their nation’s past that they feel is important. They consider that
it singles them out at a time when most U.S. citizens have forgotten their nation’s
history, are neglecting it, or have not been taught it in the first place. (“Why are
our American heritage and our Founding Fathers being discarded in our history
books?” asked Clayton Douglas, publisher of the Free American in its April 1997
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issue. “Who is responsible?”7) It is militia members’ own efforts at historical
education which, they feel, allow them to lay claim to the nation’s Founding
Fathers and to its founding documents.

If the militia movement’s attempts to identify and engage with the central events
and documents of the American founding are hardly unique, as we shall see, the
uses to which the movement puts the founding are distinctive. They are also
controversial. Indeed, the militias’ efforts at employing American history have
been severely criticized by many within the American mainstream. During a
speech at Michigan State University in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City
bombing, President Clinton expressed his outrage that militia members were
attempting to “appropriate” America’s “sacred symbols for paranoid purposes.”
Congressman Charles Schumer (D—NY), who chaired congressional hearings
into the militia movement in November 1995, has written dismissively of “the
Alice-in-Wonderland nature” of the militias’ political philosophies, suggesting
they are often “little more than a bizarre pastiche of words and phrases
appropriated from our Constitution and other organic and historic documents”
where meaning is “twisted beyond all recognition.” And “watchdog” agencies
such as the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) and the Southern Poverty Law Center
SPLC have accused militia members of “infect[ing] the American body politic”
by disguising themselves as “‘patriots’ committed to the ideals of the Founding
Fathers.”8

The militias’ “conversation with the dead” is thus also, at the same time, a
contest in the present with the living. The militias themselves are well aware of
this. Indeed, their sense of being involved in a contest for access to and control of
American history is a crucial part of how they both approach and rhetoricize the
past.

Contesting the past

John Bodnar describes how “ordinary people” use history and political theory at
the “vernacular level,” out of the control of or in defiance to the “official”
custodians of the past. According to Bodnar, exponents of vernacular cultures tend
to seek to protect values and restate “views of reality derived from firsthand
experience in small-scale communities rather than the ‘imagined’ communities of
a large nation.” They tend to “convey what social reality feels like rather than what
it should be like,” “are more likely to honor pioneer ancestors than founding
fathers,” and are “less interested than cultural leaders in exerting influence and
control over others.”9 The case of the militia movement provides an interesting
example of vernacular interests being pursued for the most part in the opposite
way to that which Bodnar describes—albeit in this case the “ordinary people” are
those belonging to “extremist” political groups. It is with the nation’s Founding
Fathers and the “imagined community” of the nation-state that the militias are
predominantly concerned, and they are certainly interested in “exerting influence
and control over others” as they campaign, for example, for the “correct”
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interpretation of the Second Amendment or to restore the Republic the Founding
Fathers are said to have envisaged.

The militia movement’s contestation of the past has two principal elements.
First, militia members want to counter what they see as the malign influence of
the nation’s elites with regard to how the past is remembered and recalled. Second,
they are concerned to influence the attitudes and understanding of the American
people in general—“waking them up” to what is happening to their country.

The first of these elements is well illustrated in an article by Thomas DiLorenzo
which appeared in the July/August 1995 issue of the Justice Times. A direct
response to President Clinton’s “sacred symbols” speech at Michigan State
University, the article commences with what might be termed a Patriot parable
encapsulating the contest that sections of the far right feel they are involved in.
The parable begins with “Bill Clinton and Al Gore stopp[ing] off at Monticello
en route to Washington for their inauguration” in 1994. During their tour, Gore
points to “two portraits hanging in Mr Jefferson’s home and ask[s] the guide, ‘Who
are those two guys?’” The guide, who is notably and emblematically transfigured
into a “stunned historian,” replies that the two portraits are of Jefferson and
Madison. Amazingly the vice-president of the United States did not recognize two
of his nation’s Founding Fathers. For DiLorenzo, however, this was more than
mere momentary forgetfulness on Gore’s part. It was indicative of a deeper malady
within the Clinton White House, a malady confirmed by the president’s speech at
Michigan State, which, DiLorenzo said, suggested that “Clinton is as unaware of
the political philosophies of Jefferson and Madison as his running mate was of
their likeness.”

Quoting extensively from Jefferson and Madison—as well as from George
Washington, Patrick Henry, and Thomas Paine—the remainder of the article
sought to demonstrate just how little President Clinton understood the “political
philosophies” of the Founding Fathers, and, conversely, how well people like
DiLorenzo did understand them. The accuracy of DiLorenzo’s claims, though, are
less important for our present purposes than the desire they evidence to receive
the sanctification of the Founding Fathers’ legacy and to challenge what is seen
as the dominant culture’s control of that legacy. Turning Clinton’s admonishment
of the militia movement around, for example, DiLorenzo argued that the United
States “was founded by people who loved country and nation, but despised
governmental rulers,” and that the Founders would regard “a centralized
government like Mr Clinton’s as the enemy of nation, community, family, of
property, and civil order.”10

A crucial part of this contest that militia members feel they are involved in
concerns their depiction as “extremists.” They are well aware that they are not
recognized as the latter-day heirs of the Minutemen or as legitimate custodians of
the nation’s memory of the Founding Fathers. Clayton Douglas pursued this theme
in the Free American during 1997. As Douglas saw it, “Americans who treasure
their Constitution, their independence and rights” were “under attack” from “the
government and liberal press,” as well as from the “inflammatory rhetoric” of
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organizations such as the ADL and the SPLC, who were intent on depicting militia
members as “kooks, nuts and conspiracists.” For Douglas it was all sadly indicative
of how much the United States had changed over the years.

In [the] olden days [he reminisced], groups of people who banded together
to protect their country were hailed as heroes. (Remember the Alamo?)
Today, Americans who never dreamed of committing a crime, are being
targeted by the federal government for attending meetings, lectures or
preparedness shows as dangerous terrorists.

What was needed, Douglas argued, was a “National Forum” whereby
representatives of the government and its agencies could meet with knowledgeable
members of the “Militia/Patriot/Constitutional community.” Douglas emphasized
that this meeting must take place “IN FRONT OF LIVE TELEVISION AND [BE]
BROADCAST NATIONALLY,” because this would allow Patriots to appeal
directly to the American people. “All of America would be a witness.”11 As well
as providing a valuable means of generating publicity and attracting new recruits,
Douglas’s call for a “National Forum” demonstrates the militias’ conviction that
they have right on their side; that once their case is made to the American people
it is thought to be overwhelming.

Again, militia members’ own historical knowledge is crucial in this respect.
“Take the time to study American law, your United States Constitution, Bill of
Rights, Declaration of Independence and the Common Law,” the prominent
Patriot figure “Johnny Liberty” urged in the Preparedness Journal in early 1995,
stressing that the “prioritizing of education in all areas of our lives [is] absolutely
essential to any rediscovery of America and the restoration of a constitutional
Republic.” This was important “Liberty” explained, ironically misquoting
Santayana’s famous aphorism, because “One who refuses to learn from the past
is condemned to repeat it.”12 Education for militia members is thus both a road to
personal enlightenment and the means to political empowerment. Armed with the
readily accessible meanings of history (“the truth”), militia members believe they
can challenge those in “official” control of America’s past.

This goes hand in hand with the militia movement’s use of what the former
leader of the Michigan Militia, Norman Olson, referred to as “alternative sources
of news”—the Internet, computer bulletin boards, videotapes, audio-tapes, and
educational seminars. These sources of information were crucial to explaining the
rapid growth of the militia movement during the 1990s, Olson informed Senator
Feinstein (D-CA) during his testimony before the Senate Subcommittee on
Terrorism in June 1995, with the result, he said, that “what you are seeing in
America in the last three or four years is a phenomenon of informed Americans
now waking up.”13

The militias feel that they also need to stir the nation from its apathetic neglect,
as evidenced by a poem that appeared in the April 1995 newsletter of the Kentucky
Riflemen Militia. Entitled “A Visitor from the Past,” and utilizing familiar lines
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from The Star Spangled Banner for its organizing refrain, several layers of sleep
and remembrance are employed as the poem’s anonymous narrator recounts a
dream he has had in which a soldier from the Revolutionary War appeared
“walking through the mist with a flintlock in his hand.” The soldier reminds the
narrator that he and his comrades “fought a revolution” to secure the nation’s
liberty and provided the Constitution “as a shield from tyranny.” It is a“legacy”
he now sees being betrayed:

The freedom we secured for you we hoped you’d always keep
but tyrants labored endlessly, while your parents were asleep.
Your freedom is gone, your courage lost, you’re no more than a slave.
In this, the land of the free and the home of the brave.

Five stanzas follow. These detail “the tyrants’” efforts to destroy the republic
through various measures, including gun control legislation, restrictions on home
schooling, the legalization of abortion, the abandonment of the gold standard, the
over-regulation of business, increasing the size of the national debt, repossessing
farms, and the unwelcome spectacle of Americans “fighting other people’s wars.”
In response to these “intolerable” conditions the “Sons of the Republic” are
commanded to “arise and take a stand,” and the poem concludes with the narrator’s
description of his own “awakening” as he questions how his fellow citizens will
respond to this call from the past:

As I awoke he vanished in the mist from which he came. His words were
true, we were not free, we have ourselves to blame. For even as tyrants
trample each God-given right, we only watch and tremble too afraid to stand
and fight.

What would be your answer if he called out from the grave? Is this still
the land of the free and the home of the brave?14

Accessing the past

In the pages of the February 1997 issue of Necessary Force, the newsletter of the
Missouri 51st Militia, Kay Sheil described how she felt “infuriated” when
“lawyers, politicians and their ilk take the attitude that the people are just peons,
and too simpleminded to understand law and justice…and we must have their
great wisdom to decipher it for us.” The implication, she argued, was that
America’s “heritage of individual liberty and self-government is only a farce,”
and that “we should be good little children and never question the intellect and
advice of those chosen and ordained to care for us.”15 For people like Sheil, the
way to counter the influence of such “official” protectors of the past is to go directly
to the nation’s Founding Fathers—the original and most authoritative “cultural
leaders” of all.
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This is because, as far as Sheil and other militia members are concerned, the
Founding Fathers “were able to articulate…things in a way that all could
understand.” The lessons of the American founding are regarded as clear, the
nation’s origins uncontentious. Hence militia members call for access to, and see
themselves as acting upon, the unmediated utterances of the Founding Fathers in
the belief that if they are allowed to “speak for themselves,” as the Militia of
Montana put it, their very words will be enough to make the militias’ case for
them.16 This “direct” communication between past and present is regarded as more
accurate, more authentic, and more legitimate. It is a key component of the militia
movement’s strategy of remembering and reconstructing America’s history.

“Recall the words of Thomas Jefferson,” militia members say. And, “Did you
catch what George Washington said about you and me?” They invite their fellow
citizens to “see what the Founding Fathers had to say about democracies,” and
tell them that in order “to understand what the militia is” it would surely “be best
to hear it from our founding forefathers.” The Federalist Papers, for example,
“were written by the people who wrote the Constitution, and were created to
interpret the Constitution”; therefore militia members ask: “Who could interpret
the Constitution better than the one’s [sic] who wrote it?,” and they quote Madison
on the supremacy of the states, or Hamilton on the absolute necessity of an arms-
bearing citizenry. It is because of this strategy—this ostensibly direct access to
the past—that militia members feel justified in regarding themselves as acting in
the “memory of our illustrious forefathers, Patrick Henry, Thomas Paine, Paul
Revere, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin, and others
who gave their lives that we might be free.”17

Providing the Founding Fathers with an opportunity to “speak for themselves”
is, of course, the principal claim made in support of the doctrine of original intent
as being the best means of constitutional interpretation in the present. It is a
doctrine with many mainstream supporters, including such prominent judges as
Antonin Scalia, Robert Bork, and William Rehinquist. It is a doctrine the militia
movement also endorses. Helen Johnson of the Ohio Militia is clear: “The
Constitution of the United States of America is to be interpreted by the intent of
it’s [sic] writers at the time it was written.” And for the Militia of Montana:

James Madison and the other framers of the Constitution knew that in the
future that if our Constitution was not interpreted in the context and
according to the history in which it was drafted, we would not have a proper
understanding of the original intent of our founding fathers, or in the words
of Madison, primary author and the supreme expert on the Constitution:
“Do not separate text from historical background. If you do, you will have
perverted and subverted the Constitution, which can only end in a distorted,
bastardized form of illegitimate government.”18

In the October 1997 issue of Necessary Force Carolyn Hart used the death of
former Supreme Court Justice William Brennan to outline her objections to those
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who employed a less strict approach to constitutional interpretation. Although
Brennan had been “eulogized” as someone “who had transformed the Constitution
into a living document which could change according to the needs of American
society,” Hart argued that he had actually done “irreparable damage to liberty
because he interpreted the Constitution to fit his own views, allowing the federal
government unprecedented power.” In contrast, militia members like Hart do not
see themselves as interpreting the Constitution according to their “own views”;
as far as they are concerned, they are merely reiterating the views of the Founding
Fathers, from which they see no reason to deviate. As Bob Gurski, another member
of the Missouri 51st Militia, put it, militia members are “not asking for anything
new”; all they are asking for is “just what our founding fathers had promised in
the Constitution of the United States.”19

Yet recovering the intentions of the Founding Fathers is not the straightforward
task militia members would have it be. Employing the doctrine of original intent
as a means of constitutional interpretation is a process fraught with historiographic,
if not political or jurisprudential, difficulties.20 It is a process where the search for
a usable past meets the problem of the retrievability of the past. As Terence Ball
and J.G.A.Pocock have reminded us, historical inquiry can pursue the “original
intentions” of the Founding Fathers “to great effect but rarely with any finality,”
because any attempt to go behind the printed word in search of the “intentions” it
communicates entails a debate between “alternative readings and between
alternative contexts in which the text is to be read.” The best we might get, they
suggest, and only then provided that a sufficient degree of contextualization has
been employed, is a “legitimate reading” of the past based on the historical
evidence. For Ball and Pocock, this sense of historical indeterminacy means that
where there is more than one “legitimate reading” of the intent of the Founding
Fathers—as there may often be—any decision to “ascribe authority to one set of
‘original intentions’ instead of another,” although it may be based on historical
“evidence,” is, in the end, “a judicial decision, rather than a historical statement.”
And while it is “normal and proper” for jurists to make such a claim, “there are
limits to their ability to claim the authority of history for what they pronounce
because the point must be reached at which the historian is no longer their partner
in the search for authority.”21

Of course it is worth remembering that it is not only Supreme Court justices
who feel able to make authoritative pronouncements on the Founding Fathers’
intentions. Such declamations are part of the daily clamor of political, social, and
cultural life in the United States. With varying degrees of historical sensitivity,
but with the need for a usable past usually the predominating concern, politicians,
journalists, cultural commentators, and historians alike announce what the
“intentions” of the Founding Fathers were on a particular subject. In this
environment, the militias’ is just another voice in the rhetorical din.

What Ball and Pocock are arguing for is a hermeneutical system that recognizes
that the meaning(s) of an historical text is both rooted in time, and acquired and
altered over time. In this way the twin historiographic evils of presentism and
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relativism are held at bay: the past is subject to interpretation in the present, but
is not endlessly malleable. Employing this method will, Ball and Pocock hope,
make us more attuned to “the processes of conceptual change and consequent
interpretation” by which eighteenth-century terms and language acquire twentieth-
and now twenty-first-century meanings—the Second Amendment offering a
particularly useful example of this in respect of the militia movement. Demands
for a jurisprudence of original intent, they say, “cannot be a call for the abolition
of interpretation; [they] must, rather, be a call for interpretation to be conducted
according to certain rules.”22

These “rules of interpretation” are wide-ranging and manifold. They are
themselves the subject of political, judicial, cultural, and historical contestation.
They are rules of cultural and political authority which raise questions beyond the
scope of this chapter as to who, in what circumstances, and on what basis, should
be allowed to speak for the past. Yet they also serve to determine the answers to
a familiar set of questions, questions pertinent to the militias’ endeavors to
remember and reconstruct the past, and questions which are no less significant for
all their familiarity: Whom do we count among the Founding Fathers? Are the
views of certain Founders to carry more weight than those of others? Are the
Framers of the Constitution more important than its Ratifiers? On what historical
evidence, and on what level of scholarship, do we rely in order to reconstruct the
Founders’ intentions? These are basic questions which any proponent of original
intent has to address, either explicitly (as one might expect of the professional
historian) or implicitly in the actual practice of recovering meaning from the past
(as tends more to be the case with non-professional historians, mainstream and
extremist political actors alike).

Again, it is perhaps worth stressing that the militias answer these questions in
a conventional manner. It is Madison, Jefferson, Hamilton, Adams, Washington,
and Franklin who are predominantly identified as the most important Founding
Fathers, although just as often a generic, “the Founding Fathers,” stands in their
place. It is the intentions of these Framers with which we should be concerned,
and the words of these Framers, whether in their published writings, public
speeches, or “private” correspondence, that we should rely upon. Above all, militia
members suggest, it is to Madison and to The Federalist Papers that we should
look if we are to recover, for instance, what the Founding Fathers “had in mind
for the new Republic they created”: to Madison as “the primary author and
supreme expert on the Constitution”; and to The Federalist Papers because they
“were written by the people who wrote the Constitution and were written to
interpret the Constitution.”23

Nor should this be surprising: these are the key symbolic figures and the key
symbolic texts relied upon within mainstream America. They are part of the
commonly accepted “rules” of constitutional interpretation. Madison may or may
not have supported the doctrine of original intent, but he has nonetheless become
the acknowledged “Father of the Constitution.” The Federalist Papers may have
been written less as a reflective guide to the minds of the Framers and more as a
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persuasive and highly partisan tool for use in the midst of a ferocious political
battle, but this is not how they are treated now.24 The militias share with Jack
Rakove, to take but one prominent example, the view that “[w]e simply cannot
understand how or why the Constitution took the form it did unless we make sense
of Madison.” Some historians may rail, quite rightly, against the stifling
conformity of the historical canon, but its existence and access to it play a central
role in conferring the “authority of history” upon those who seek to influence our
interpretation of the past.25 It is therefore understandable that the militias should
also want to be able to employ the canon, even if sometimes—as with the Militia
of Montana’s quotation of Madison’s injunction not to “separate text from
historical background”—their desire for the historical and cultural authority it
conveys seems to overwhelm any concomitant need for historical accuracy.

The authority of history

The militia movement’s engagement with the American founding provides a
revealing illustration of how groups of “ordinary” people are wrestling with and
are attempting to resolve some of these historiographic problems. In the Militia
of Montana’s call for the Constitution to be interpreted “in the context and
according to the history in which it was drafted” there is, for example, an implicit
acceptance of Ball and Pocock’s argument that the “words” of the Founding
Fathers can only be properly understood when they are examined in time, and,
seemingly, a recognition of the processes by which the meaning of those words
can change over time, so that ideas once regarded as commonplace may become
outmoded, anachronistic, even dangerous. This is evident, for example, in both
the militia movement’s embrace of the “individual rights” model of the Second
Amendment and in their stress on the importance of the right of revolution
contained in the Declaration of Independence.26

However, the implications of this apparent recognition—and it is an apparent
recognition more than an actual one—are not fully appreciated by the militias.
The complexity of historical understanding that it threatens to reveal is never
completely grasped. There is considerable tension with the militias’ idea of the
past being readily and easily accessible, for example. Whereas historians such as
Ball and Pocock conclude that such contextualization may lead only to a range of
possible meanings being located in the past, the militias prefer to find unassailable
certainty—a Constitution that is quickly decipherable and Founding Fathers who
are simply understood. Moreover, once they are recovered the militias seem to
take the view that the Founding Fathers’ “intentions” should be inherently and
overridingly authoritative, overcoming all other considerations. This is the militia
movement’s own primary rule of constitutional interpretation. It is this sense of
historical certitude that, in part at least, leads militia members to their much-
criticized denunciations of conspiratorial manipulation or apathetic neglect.
Because if the “promises” and “designs” of the Founding Fathers are so clear to
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militia members, why, those militia members must feel entitled to ask, are they
not as clear to their fellow Americans? What has intervened? Who is to blame?

Rather than producing an enhanced understanding of the processes by which
meanings change over time, it is precisely the effect of “conceptual change and
consequent interpretation” in relation to the American founding that, in many
cases, the militias seem to be objecting to and are attempting to resist. It is these
changes that, in their view, have created the need for the Constitution to be
interpreted “in the context and according to the history in which it was drafted”
in the first place. These are precisely the mediated influences militia members
wish to circumvent. This, for example, is how Jon Roland of the Texas
Constitutional Militia, one of the militia movement’s most prominent theorists,
begins an essay on the “Declaration of Constitutional Principles”:

Whereas, during the course of history usurpers have attempted to
misconstrue certain principles of constitutional republican government for
their own ends, and that the original language of the Constitution for the
United States did not anticipate all the ways it might be misinterpreted, we
hereby set forth some of those principles with greater clarity using more
modern language.

And members of the Ohio Unorganized Militia explained that they had decided to

form an organization to educate ourselves and our fellow countrymen
concerning America’s history, the United States Constitution, principles of
Constitutional government, and responsible citizenship, so that we might
conceive and advocate solutions to a growing number of grave national
problems which have been created primarily by a departure from the
aforementioned principles.27

Far from accepting conceptual change and shifting interpretations of the
Constitution as a necessary and inevitable response to economic, social, and
political change over time—to the process of history itself—many militia
members seem to want to deny that history, preferring to see the Constitution in
that pristine, frozen moment when its meaning was first fixed. Ironically, the
impact of the forces of historical change on these militia members seems to have
led not to a greater understanding of history but to an attempt to escape history.
(Or rather to escape part of history, for the militias are nothing if not fierce in their
determination to examine and find guidance, validation (or justification), and a
sense of identity in the past.) It is this, rather than any of their historical claims in
themselves, which, to a considerable degree, as we shall see, marks out militia
members as “extremist.”

How, then, do militia members understand the nation’s Revolutionary origins?
What do they believe the Founding Fathers “promised” them in the Constitution?
How do they reconstruct the republic as it was “originally intended” to be? How
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do they relate to the United States’ frontier past? And where does their conspiracy
theorizing fit into all this? It is to these questions, among others, that we turn in
the chapters that follow.
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4
A Revolutionary history

We’ve got to throw off the tyrants, as occurred first in 1776, and it’s
going to occur within the next twenty years.

Linda Thompson, Unorganized Militia of the United States

We’re the George Washingtons of today.
Bob Fletcher, Militia of Montana

To live within a myth is to live within a subjective center of truth. To
live outside it is to live within the sacred enclosure provided by another
story A person lives in one myth or lives in another, and there is no
middle ground.

Catherine Albanese, Sons of the Fathers

This chapter examines in detail the part the American Revolution plays in the
militia movement’s rhetorical and ideological system, and considers the extent to
which the militias seek to legitimate their concerns by invoking this period of
American history. It is worth noting at the outset, then, that in seeking to align
themselves with the American Revolution militia members are engaged in a
familiar endeavor. The Revolution is central to America’s conception of itself—
to its sense of identity, to its ideals and political philosophy, and to notions of its
national character. As Michael Kammen points out in A Season of Youth: The
American Revolution and the Historical Imagination, America’s Revolutionary
tradition provides “the core, or axis of our collective nations of nationality.”
Throughout U.S. history many groups and causes—Southern secessionists and
Northern abolitionists, women’s rights advocates and anti-War protesters, Ku
Klux Klan members and American Marxists, populist farmers and radical workers
—have laid claim to the “sanctifying power of the Revolution,” and especially to
its “sacred text,” the Declaration of Independence.1 The militias are another in a
long line. It is also worth remembering that the Revolution occupies a significant
place within American popular and cultural imagination, its meaning recalled and
reworked in poems, novels, paintings, films, songs, monuments, holidays, and
parades. Indeed, the mythos of the Revolution is often as important as its history,



and, as we shall see, the militias move frequently between mythic and historical
accounts of the period.

The American Revolution is, of course, also the subject of extensive and fierce
historiographic debates, but it is not the purpose of this chapter to engage directly
with these. We will not be retelling the story of the Revolution or undertaking a
detailed analysis of the origins of the political philosophy of the Revolutionary
generation. We will not be wrestling with the various changes the Revolution
wrought in American life in the late eighteenth century and beyond, or, indeed,
considering the extent to which it was a “revolution” at all.2 Our aim here is to
examine the Revolution from the perspective of the militia movement, to see what
use militia members make of it, and to consider what is distinctive, or not, in that
use. To do so we focus on three aspects of the Revolution which are central to the
militias’ engagement with the period: first, their depiction of the role played by
citizens’ militias during the War of Independence; second, their employment of
Revolutionary-style rhetoric; and, third, their reliance on, and understanding of,
the Declaration of Independence.

Citizen soldiers, militias, and the American War of
Independence

As we get closer to the twenty-first century, and further from the birth
of our country, with the passage of time we tend to forget all the
sacrifices made by tens of thousands who died giving us this country,
and who have died keeping it for us.

So begins “Colonel” James A.McKinzey’s column in the January 1997 issue of
Necessary Force, the Missouri 51 st Militia’s newsletter. Following the Brady Act
of 1993 and the “assault weapons ban” contained in the Violent Crime Control
Act of 1994, McKinzey’s article was primarily intended to warn of the dangers
of further gun control being introduced by the federal government, but it was
consciously presented within the historicized framework of the Revolutionary
War. McKinzey wrote:

Our forefathers took on the most powerful nation of that time with the
support of only about 4% of the people in the American colonies. Those
men did this for a lot of reasons, but the primary trigger for the revolution
was the same as it is today: you don’t mess with a free man’s right to keep
and bear arms. This was true when the Redcoats marched on Concord to
take the powder and shot from the colonists on April 19, 1775. The Redcoats
were met by only 70 farmers (MILITIA) at 4:00 am. By the next evening
the number of militia had increased to about 20,000 men.

History can and does repeat itself. Bills like the Assault Weapons Ban
and the Brady Act have pushed too many of us back into a corner, where
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there is no more room to back up. Brady II, the expansion of the Brady Act,
will if it passes be the bell to come out swinging. When you can’t go right,
left or back, the only way left is to bow down and let the heavy foot of
tyranny squash you, or come out fighting. What choice will you make?

McKinzey’s use of this framework was significant. It enabled him to call on ideas
of heroic sacrifice, historical remembrance, and patriotism, and to connect these
ideas with his belief in the importance of being able to keep and bear arms. The
example of his Revolutionary forebears offered obvious guidance as to how militia
members should act in the present. McKinzey’s choice was clear. “Coming for
my guns, powder or shot will get the same response from me as it did from our
forefathers,” he said. And he concluded the article with the following plea:

At this time I don’t know when Brady II will come up in the 105th Congress.
I do know that Mr. and Mrs. Clinton and Sarah Brady have already stated
in many speeches that it will come up. If we are to defeat it, it will take
eternal vigilance. If the saying is true that “Success is not measured by what
you have accomplished, but by the distance you traveled to get there” then
we have many miles to go before we sleep.

Please, do not go willfully into the night, without the ability to resist the
dangers found there. LIVE FREE OR DIE!3

As this extract from Necessary Force suggests, the events of 19 April 1775 feature
prominently in militia and other Patriot literature dealing with the role played by
citizens’ militias during the War of Independence. This is because the “Battle of
Lexington and Concord” seems to offer modern-day Patriots a relatively
straightforward yet immensely powerful symbolic story with which they can
address the contemporary United States. However, before examining how they do
so, first let us note that, as Robert Gross reminds us, the so-called “Battle of
Lexington and Concord” was actually made up of three separate events: the initial
assault at Lexington Common, a confrontation at Concord’s North Bridge, and
then what Gross describes as “a classic guerrilla action by ill-disciplined
provincials, drawing on Indian fighting experience to harry the British retreat to
Charlestown on the bloody Battle Road.”4

The fatal nineteenth

The basic and familiar outlines of “the fatal nineteenth,” as Thomas Paine
described the events of 19 April 1775, are provided by the Texas Constitutional
Militia: “On April 19, 1775, the American Revolution began with the battle of
Lexington and Concord, when local militias resisted the attempt by British soldiers
to seize their stocks of weapons.” A similar summation can be found in the April/
May 1999 issue of the Virginia Citizens Militia’s Southern Ranger.
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19 April 1775—Lexington, Mass. British troops march 21 miles from
Boston to Concord to seize shot and powder stored by local militias in the
area. The Lexington Militia makes a stand and as the British charge with
bayonets, volleys are exchanged and the American Revolution begins.

And for the Carolina Free Press:

April 19th is a date that will forever remain a day of remembrance to all in
America. In 1775 a rag-tag group of rebel British colonists took up weapons
to defend their right to keep and bear arms against the army of their rulers.
Initially overwhelmed and suffering losses, the people of the countryside
came out in droves to repel the British troops all the way back to Boston.

Colonel “Bo” Gritz adds a little more detail in his Center for Action newsletter:

800 British Regulars were sent by order of General Gage to Concord, 18
miles from Boston, on the night of April 18, 1775 to disarm American
citizens. Silversmith Paul Revere and William Dawes made their ride into
history. Early the next morning the British fired on Americans gathered at
Lexington Bridge [sic]. Eight of our founders died and the Redcoats pressed
onto Concord where they were more properly met. The British were drilled
to fight mechanical parade ground professionals skilled in the European
school of war, not squirrel gun totting [sic] country people who hid behind
cover and drove them back to Boston despite the arrival of 1,200 Redcoat
reinforcements. The British suffered 73 killed, 174 wounded and 26 missing.
Militia companies from 23 towns had come together in the name of freedom!
Our forefathers were serious and the British withdrew from Boston a year
later. The tyrant had finally pushed the people too far.5

For the militia movement, it is the connection between the role played by militia
forces in the battles of Lexington and Concord, the defense of militia stocks, and
the beginning of the American Revolution which are of most importance. It is this
connection that modern militia members seek to exploit by linking themselves not
only with the famed Minutemen but also with the origins of the American nation
itself, and by suggesting that both are intimately bound up with the colonists’
defense of their right to keep and bear arms.

The “Battle of Lexington and Concord” also stands synecdochically for the
actions of the militias throughout the Revolutionary War. Modern militia members
see the War of Independence as a whole as a story of how citizen soldiers
—“ordinary people,” “a rag-tag group of rebel British colonists,” or “gun-totting
[sic] country people”—rose up in arms in defense of their liberties, and of how
their knowledge of the land and their reliance on “irregular” guerrilla tactics
enabled them to overcome overwhelming odds and defeat the most fearsome army
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in the world. It is a romanticized story, of course, a mythic story, and the extent
to which it accords with how historians have judged the role of citizens’ militias
in the Revolutionary War is considered further below (pp. 58–60). But in many
respects this version of events is the story of the American Revolution as it is
popularly remembered. It is the story of the Revolution many Americans tell
themselves.

Paul Revere’s “midnight ride,” the raising of the Minutemen, and their actions
at Lexington green and Concord’s North Bridge, together with the image of
thousands of New Englanders, young and old, harrying the British on their retreat
back to Boston, giving them “ball for ball/From behind each fence and farm-yard
wall,” to quote Longfellow, are all part of American folklore. They are events
recounted and celebrated in countless histories, poems, stories, films, and school
textbooks, as well as in Fourth of July speeches and annual re-enactments. Visitors
to Concord, for example, encounter Daniel Chester French’s statue of “The Minute
Man.” The statue is inscribed with the opening stanza of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
poem, “Hymn to Concord Monument,” perhaps the most famous of all the
accounts of 19 April 1775, which in the words of Michael Kammen has “achieved
the most extraordinary immortality”:

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled,
Here once the embattled farmers stood,
And fired the shot heard round the world.

Unsurprisingly this is the image militia members conjure up most often when
referring to 19 April. Indeed, images of French’s statue are frequently used to
illustrate militia publications, and are even offered for sale as patches to be sewn
into militia uniforms.6

The militia movement has further attempted to associate itself with the militia
of 1775 by calling for 19 April to be officially commemorated as “National Militia
Day” or “Patriot’s Day,” and by organizing rallies and marches to celebrate the
event. However, the importance attached to the date goes beyond its association
with the American Revolution. Through a combination of coincidence and
deliberate acts of “commemoration,” 19 April has come to occupy a significant
place within the Patriot calendar—an “important date for liberty and for tyranny,”
as Norman Olson, former leader of the Michigan Militia, described it.7

The most common connections are made with German troops entering the
Warsaw Ghetto in 1944, the ending of the Waco “siege” in 1993, and the
Oklahoma City bombing in 1995, but other events are also remembered, often
those with particular local significance for the militia invoking them. Explaining
why it had chosen 19 April for a rally of local militias, the Texas Constitutional
Militia pointed out that, in addition to events at Concord, Warsaw, and Mount
Carmel, the 19th was “also close to the anniversary of the battle of San Jacinto,
where on April 21, 1836, the Texas Militia defeated the army of Mexico.” For the
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Virginia Citizens Militia, “celebrating” the 19th also allowed them to
commemorate Virginia’s decision to secede from the Union on 17 April 1861, as
well as the shootings of Sam and Vicki Weaver by “Federal Gestopo [sic] agents”
on 19 April 1992. Even more contentiously, in a move hardly designed to help the
Militia of Montana’s claims that it was not a racist or anti-Semitic organization,
the March 1995 issue of Taking Aim noted that 19 April was the execution date
of Richard Snell, a member of The Order who had murdered a Texas pawnbroker
(whom he mistakenly took to be Jewish) and a black State Trooper. The Militia
of Montana wanted its readers to write to the governor of Arkansas to prevent the
execution, and it utilized the symbolism of the 19th to encourage them to do so.
“If this date does not ring a bell for you then maybe this will jog your memory,”
the feature read:

1. April 19, 1775; Lexington burned; 2. April 19, 1943; Warsaw burned; 3.
April 19, 1992; The feds attempted to raid Randy Weaver. But had their
plans thwarted when concerned citizens arrived on the scene with supplies
for the Weaver family totally unaware of what was to take place; 4. April
19, 1993; The Branch Davidians burned; 5. April 19, 1995; Richard Snell
will be executed—UNLESS WE ACT NOW!!!8

No doubt it was precisely these kinds of allusions and associations that President
Clinton had in mind during his speech at Michigan State University in 1995, when
he criticized the militia movement for comparing themselves “to the colonial
militias who fought for the democracy you now rail against.” “How dare you
suggest that we in the freest nation on earth live in tyranny!” the president declared.
“How dare you call yourselves patriots and heroes!” In similar terms, former
senator and one-time presidential candidate Gary Hart was careful to distinguish
his case for reinvigorating the militia system from that of “nongovernment (and
sometimes antigovernment) militias that have sprung up in the post-Cold War
years.” “The ideal of citizen-soldiers collectively forming an army of the people
is central to the notion of patriotism,” Hart argued, and he wanted to “rescue” this
ideal from those who sought to “distort” it.9

In its 1995 Beyond the Bombing report the Anti-Defamation League (ADL) was
particularly critical of the Militia of Montana’s attempt to link the events of 19
April 1775 and the attack on the Warsaw Ghetto with the execution of Snell. “By
citing Lexington and Warsaw, M.O.M. [Militia of Montana] seems to compare
today’s U.S. Government to colonial America’s British rulers and, outrageously,
to the genocidal Nazi regime, while simultaneously agitating on behalf of a racist
and anti-Semitic killer,” the report noted. Not only was it taken as evidence of the
anti-Semitism of the militias, but in the initial aftermath of the Oklahoma City
bombing there were those who suspected that the attack on the Murrah Federal
Building might be an act of retribution for Snell’s execution.10

The reason militia members endeavor to associate themselves with one of the
key symbolic events of the American founding in this way is their hope that the
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heroic deeds of their would-be forebears will reflect back favorably on them,
offering them some level of protection from criticism in the present. The
implication they seek to establish is that to attack the militia movement—both in
terms of what it does and what it believes in—is to attack America itself, and all
that it is claimed to stand for. The difficulties the militias face in this respect are
not so much the effort they make to identify themselves with the events of 19 April
1775, or even their attempt to establish some kind of credibility through that
identification. It is the contexts in which they make their associations and the uses
to which these are subsequently put that are problematic. Whether it be comparing
present-day gun control measures with the tyranny of George III, campaigning
for stays of execution on behalf of convicted racist killers, associating current law
enforcement officials with the Nazi Gestapo, or connecting events at Waco with
those in the Warsaw Ghetto in 1943, such distinctive uses of the past are not
regarded as either appropriate or legitimate by many in wider American society.
The battle of Lexington and Concord is not only evoked in the shorthand ways
described above, however. The details of the events of 19 April are also important
to modern Patriots. Let us consider two examples.

A nation of minutemen

A review of John R.Galvin’s The Minute Men, the First Fight: Myths and Realities
of the American Revolution appeared in the 28 February issue of the Carolina
Free Press in 1997. The review began by commending Galvin for writing the book
in “plain language” and for its being “easily read”—attributes of accessibility
which, as we saw in Chapter 3, are an important component of how the militias
relate to and attempt to employ the past. Galvin’s book was also said to be
“marvelously alive with the drama of events leading up to and immediately
following the running battle from Lexington and Concord between the colonial
militia and the British regulars in April, 1775.” Stressing another of the recurrent
themes of the militias’ engagement with American history—that of a “lost” or
forgotten past—the anonymous reviewer emphasized what s/he saw as the
centrality of the militia concept to American identity, although, notably, this was
something the reviewer had to draw out her/himself, rather than it being
“specifically noted” by the book’s author:

Building on a concept largely lost to most Americans, the author understands
that to effectively build for the future we must first understand the past. And
while not specifically noted we rediscover that second perhaps only to the
Swiss, the citizens militia is more of an American tradition than baseball,
apple pie, or even republican government.

Interestingly, the Carolina Free Press reviewer went on to point out that Galvin
related to the Minutemen primarily “through an understanding of [the] attitudes,
culture and ideological motivations of the day.” “[R]eflecting on the significance
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of the book,” this meant that “we cannot go back and recover the culture, values,
mores and simplicity of past times.” There thus appeared to be a recognition of
the need for the kind of historical contextualization in approaching the past
discussed in the previous chapter; a recognition that the “meanings” of the past
are often rooted in, and specific to, the past. Yet no sooner was this potential
avenue of recognition opened up than it was closed off again. There were more
usual lessons to be learnt, more usual invocations to be made. “[I]t is clear that
the problems faced by the colonial militia are little different than those of today,”
the review concluded. “The minute men were there for their community in 1775,
clearly better organized, trained and supported than the militia of today. Yet, they
were there, and for all their inadequacies they remain a heroic model for todays’
[sic] citizen soldiers.”11

Donald Doyle, Information Officer for the Virginia Citizens Militia, sought to
flesh out the events of 19 April 1775 for readers of the April/May 1999 issue of
the Southern Ranger. This followed Doyle’s promotion of a film called April
Morning, which he had been sending to militias and other Patriots around the
country, and which one of the recipients, the Liberty Letter, described as
“excellent…and very inspiring.”12 Having undertaken some research at his local
library, Doyle endeavored to provide a comprehensive account of the “70
militiamen [who] lined up at Lexington” and offered additional biographical
information on those he considered to be the most significant or noteworthy
protagonists, namely Captain John Parker, Reverend Jonas Clarke, William
Diamond, Jonathan Harrington, James Hayward, Samuel Whittemore, Price
Eastabrook, Benjamin Wellington, and the British major John Pitcairn.

Some of these protagonists are given short shrift. William Diamond is described
as a “16 year old militia drummer,” Price Eastabrook as “a black man from
Concord listed as wounded,” and Jonathan Harrington appears to have been
included largely because Doyle’s research confirms the story depicted in the film
(“fatally wounded, he crawled to his own doorstep and died in his wife’s lap, as
in the movie,” Doyle notes). Others are given more extensive accounts. Captain
John Parker’s background in the French and Indian War is provided, and Doyle
is full of praise for this tall 46-year-old father of seven with “an aura of command”
for leading “a fierce attack” on the British on their retreat to Boston. Similarly,
the Reverend Jonas Clarke is described in detail as a 44-year-old Harvard
Graduate, who had fathered twelve children and was the pastor of the Lexington
Church of Christ. Explaining that Clarke was “heavily involved in the Patriot
Movement,” Doyle relates how “Samuel Adams & John Hancock spent the night
of the 18th at Clarke’s home,” where Paul Revere famously called to tell them
that “The Regulars are coming!!,” and how, in addition to acting as the town’s
library, Clarke also “insisted” that his house “serve as the town’s armory.”

The drama of the events of that “April morning,” as well as the bravery of some
of the lesser-known militiamen involved in them, is emphasized in Doyle’s
account of the parts played by James Hayward, Samuel Whittemore, and Benjamin
Wellington:
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James Hayward—25-years-old, after the skirmish at Concord he stopped to
get a drink from a well when a British soldier yelled “You’re a dead man.”
“And so are you,” said Hayward as both men fired almost simultaneously,
both were killed.

Samuel Whittemore—80-years-old, crouched behind a stone wall, as 5
British soldiers came by he fired his musket, his pistol, killing 2 and getting
off a 3rd shot before being shot in the cheekbone. The 2 remaining soldiers
bayoneted him repeatedly. Whittemore lived to the age of 98. When asked
about the incident he replied, “I would do it again.”…

Benjamin Wellington—walking toward Lexington in the early morning
hours after hearing that The Regulars Are Coming was stopped by an
advance British Patrol. He was disarmed and told to go home, instead he
proceeded to the Lexington Church of Christ where he got another musket
and formed up at Lexington Common.

The reader is not informed from which of the many available sources Doyle has
put together these vignettes, but the most likely is Arthur Bernan Tourtellot’s
William Diamond’s Drum: The Beginning of the War of the American
Revolution.13 Tourtellot’s book not only confirms the basic details of Doyle’s
descriptions of the various people involved, but also includes such dramatic events
as Harrington’s death crawl, Wellington’s disarmament, and even Hayward’s
fateful encounter with a British soldier at the well, events which are usually omitted
from more academic accounts of the day. There are, though, still a number of
minor inaccuracies in the account Doyle provides. According to Tourtellot, Parker
was 45 not 46 at the time, Whittemore 78 not 80, and the “black man…listed as
wounded” was a slave called Prince Eastabrook, not Price. But whatever the actual
source, and such minor errors notwithstanding, it is important to remember that
more is to be considered, and indeed more is revealed, when examining examples
such as Doyle’s than is evident if we confine ourselves to questions of historical
verisimilitude—with the extent to which militia versions of the past accord with
the “official” historical record. After all, it is not for its contribution to American
historiography that we are interested in what the militia movement does with
American history

At the simplest level, there is obviously an attempt to cloak the modern militia
movement in the heroic respectability offered by militiamen of the past (as
members of the eighteenth-century “Patriot movement”). Explicit lessons for the
militiamen of today are also clearly intended: lessons in the actions of young boys
and old men fighting for what they believe in; lessons from men like Wellington,
who, despite being “disarmed” by the authorities, finds another gun with which
to carry on the fight; lessons from men like Whittemore, who would “do it again”;
and lessons in the heroism and bravery of people willing to die for a good cause.

But there are other, more subtle, lessons to be learnt as well. As we saw in
Chapter 3, educating Americans about their history is very important to militia
members, and Doyle’s research efforts provide evidence not only of his own
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education, but also of his desire to pass that education on to others. In his account
of Jonas Clarke, for example, Doyle makes the seemingly superfluous point that
Clarke was “always encouraging people to read” and that his house served as
Lexington’s library, yet such detail serves as a reminder to readers of the Southern
Ranger of the importance of keeping themselves informed about their past. At the
same time, this information also highlights the “expertise” Doyle is claiming to
have in these matters. Similarly “Bo” Gritz’s detailed listing of the dead and
wounded in his description of the battle of Lexington and Concord quoted earlier
(p. 49), points to a specialist knowledge beyond the familiar outlines of the story.
(It is also interesting to note that Gritz includes William Dawes in his account of
Revere’s famous ride, since Robert Gross describes Dawes as the “‘forgotten’
express rider.”) In the view of militia members, it is precisely this kind of expertise
which empowers them to do battle with the official guardians of America’s past.14

Additionally, and in common with the ambitions of many professional
historians, accounts such as Doyle’s and Gritz’s (and others to be discussed on
pp. 56–8) have the aim of “bringing the past alive,” of populating it with real and
recognizable people. No doubt this is intended to make the militias’ specific
political and historical “lessons” easier to take, but we should not discount the
possibility that it also indicates a genuine interest in and engagement with the past.
Robert Gross, describing his study of the Minutemen as part of the “new social
history,” emphasized, for example, that he wanted the Minutemen to “emerge as
real people, with hopes and fears, ambitions and doubts, ideals and interests.” He
wanted to provide the “closest points of contact with men and women of the past”
possible.15 This is not to suggest that militiamen like Donald Doyle and historians
like Robert Gross are engaged in the same kind of project, or that their approaches
to the study of history evidence comparable levels of rigor, scope, and sensitivity
But it is to argue that there are similarities in their desire to have close points of
contact with the past in order to gain a greater understanding of American society
and America’s heritage. In the rush to demonize militia members it is a similarity
that is easy to ignore. One of the key differences between militia members like
Doyle and historians like Gross is to be found, of course, in the subsequent use
which is made of this history.

Writing in the Southern Ranger in 1997, Donald Doyle expressed the following
views:

When we were younger and going to school, we all remember our history
class and the lessons taught to us about the patriots of America’s past.
Without a doubt, Samuel Adams, Thomas Jefferson and George Washington
are patriots of the highest order. They gave us everything they had in
leadership, honor, training, and commitment to the cause of making this
country this great nation it is today. However, we have heard little about the
common folk who were also great patriots in the struggle to make America
what it is, even though their sacrifice to the cause was sometimes greater
than the patriots we hear about on a regular basis. At times, they had made
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the ultimate sacrifice for their country. Our hearts and thanks go out to all
those throughout the past 250 years who went the extra mile to ensure their
nation’s future.

“One of the unsung heroes of this country,” Doyle explained, “was a man by the
name of Daniel Morgan.” It is to Morgan’s and to other stories of the Revolution
that we now turn, as we discuss further how the modern militias seek to have
contact with America’s past, and particularly with those they consider to be their
militia forebears.

A people at war: stories from the American Revolution

Doyle describes Daniel Morgan’s history before the Revolutionary War as
“sketchy.” We learn only that he was a shopkeeper from Virginia who “refused
to sit out the fight for independence” after the British burnt down his store for
refusing to pay his taxes. “Broke and penniless,” Doyle notes that “Morgan signed
on to fight the British with several fellow Virginians (whose names have long
been forgotten) in the fall of 1776.” Obviously part of the attraction of Morgan’s
story for the Virginia Citizens Militia is this local connection. If the names of
Morgan’s “fellow Virginians” have been long forgotten, Doyle feels that he can
partly restore them to history through his account of their activities.

According to Doyle, Morgan begins his wartime adventures running weapons
up to New York and New Jersey, but after the news of one particularly successful
encounter between Morgan’s men and the British Redcoats reaches George
Washington, Washington, “in dire need of leaders for the revolution,” decides to
make Morgan a colonel. Hence, in 1777 Morgan forms “a militia of several
hundred ‘riflemen’” and, “armed with better rifles than most American and British
forces,” ventures further forth into the fray. Morgan, Doyle writes, fought at
Saratoga in 1777, at Valley Forge in the winter of 1777–8, at the battle of
Monmouth in 1778 (where he “led over 600 of his own snipers and 1,000 New
Jersey militia members”), and at Yorktown in 1781, “not to mention dozens of
other engagements throughout the colonies during the war.” Indeed, according to
Doyle, forces under the command of Daniel Morgan “never lost a single
engagement with the enemy” throughout the entire Revolutionary War, with the
result that by its end Morgan was promoted to brigadier general, and was among
the conflict’s “most revered leaders.”

For militia members like Doyle, Daniel Morgan’s story provides another telling
example of America’s ability to “forget” its past—as one of the Revolution’s most
“revered leaders” is allowed to become one of its “unsung heroes”—and, in
addition to its intrinsic historical interest, it is again intended to offer specific
guidance for the militiamen (and potential militiamen) of today Doyle makes this
explicit in his final paragraph:
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Morgan is only one of the many patriots in the Revolutionary War. He
witnessed the British’s [sic] onslaught against the citizens firsthand, helped
his fellow countrymen by getting involved in the fight for independence,
and ended up becoming one of the war’s most important “unsung heroes.”
We should all take his example and help our fellow countrymen, and do our
duty to this country and the principles which it stands for. Become involved
in the militia movement. If you already are, sign on other members and reach
out to the communities to help them understand what we are about.
Participate in the fight to educate citizens of America about what their
government is doing to their way of life, their constitutional rights, and their
future. Get involved, like Daniel Morgan, and we may help America back
on the right path.16

A similar localist interest was demonstrated by the New Jersey Militia in a series
of articles entitled “Cockpit of the Revolution: The War for Independence in New
Jersey,” which appeared in their newsletter during 1997, and which were largely
drawn from Leonard Lundin’s 1940 book of the same title. “Part III”of this series
took as its backdrop Washington’s retreat to Pennsylvania in 1776, at a time when
“Revolutionary prestige” in New Jersey had “collapsed.” Focusing on how “the
irregular fighters” of New Jersey, in cooperation with the New Jersey militia and
detachments of the Continental army, were trying to “make life miserable for the
royal soldiers” in the area, the article’s anonymous author offered particular details
of the events of 11 December 1776, when “a company of militia drove off from
Woodbridge, at the very center of the British lines, four hundred…cattle and two
hundred sheep collected there for use of the royal army.” The activities of the
militia, in conjunction with the successful tactics of Washington (who “had
outgeneralled [sic] Cornwallis” at the battles of Trenton and Princeton)
“profoundly affected the spirit of the people in New Jersey,” readers of the New
Jersey Militia Newsletter were informed, and they now “eagerly joined in harrying
the insolent invaders.” Indeed, “Farmers who had taken the oath of allegiance to
the King…now seized their muskets, joined in small parties with their neighbors,
and assisted in driving the regulars from all exposed and outlying posts.”17

The December 1997 issue of the Patriot Report featured a seasonal tale by
Andrew Cline under the heading, “Do you remember Dec. 26, 1776?” “Tonight,
Christmas evening with your belly full of holiday feast, your house comfortably
heated and your freedom safe and secure, take a moment to thank a man who
brought joy to his people one Christmas long ago: George Washington,” Cline
urged his readers.

It was 220 years ago this Christmas [Cline went on] that an as-yet
unvictorious general from Virginia led a shivering, rag-tag collection of
militia men from New Hampshire, Virginia, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts,
and New York across a frozen Delaware River and into the unsuspecting
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arms of three regiments of professional Hessian soldiers, the best fighting
men in the world.

“Today Christmas draws forth images of rosy-cheeked St. Nicholas, dancing
nutcrackers and sugarplums, and sometimes even the newborn baby Jesus,” Cline
noted sardonically, but in America he felt that “it should spark one more image,
that of Washington crossing the Delaware.” Proceeding to retell the story of
Washington’s famous crossing of the Delaware and his resulting victory at Trenton
(“the turning point in the young war”), Cline concluded by reiterating his call to
“think about the men who, 220 years ago, spent their Christmas hiking barefoot
through ice, sleet and snow.” Such remembrance, he decided, was “the least we
can do for the men who risked their lives to give us liberty.”18

It is telling, if somewhat ironic, that Cline should invoke George Washington
in this way—as the leader of a “rag-tag collection of militia men”—because
although he had been a colonel with the Virginia militia, where he served largely
on the Virginia frontier, as the commander of the Continental army Washington
was fiercely critical of the militia system. In fact, from the outset of the war, as
John Shy has pointed out, Washington had argued that the militia was “worse than
useless, and that the creation of a European-style, long-service, tightly disciplined
force was essential.” Only days before the crossing of the Delaware, on 20
December 1776, Washington had written to Congress to complain about the
militias. “They come in, you cannot not tell how,” he said, “go, you cannot tell
when, and act, you cannot tell where, consume your provisions, exhaust your
stores, and leave you at last at a critical moment.”19 Cline, though, is attempting
to incorporate one of the United States’ most revered historical figures into a wider
Patriot narrative about the central role played by the militias during the
Revolutionary War. In the view of Donald Doyle, for example, “The Militia groups
and their leaders (George Washington, in particular) dominated the American war
effort.” Or, as Norman Olson of the Michigan Militia put it: “It was the armed
militia of the American colonies whose own efforts ultimately led to the
establishment of the United States of America.”20 The question that arises is
whether the militia movement is entitled to claim the “authority of history” for
such assessments.

Citizens’ militias and the Continental army

There was no American army when the Revolutionary War began—the
Continental army was not created until June 1775—by necessity much of the early
part of the conflict was conducted by the colonial militias. As Don Higginbotham
notes, the militias “acquitted themselves surprisingly well” during these early
stages, most notably at Lexington and Concord and Bunker Hill. Indeed, in many
ways these battles represent the high point of the militias’ military contribution to
the war. It is therefore unsurprising that the modern militia movement tends to
focus on these early years, and in this regard Cline’s depiction of Washington as
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a leader of the militias is partially correct: militiamen did make up a significant
part of the Continental army between 1775 and 1776. Despite Washington’s
reservations concerning the militias’ effectiveness, as John K.Mahon has written,
“throughout 1776 there was an American army only because there was a militia
system.”21

However, the problems associated with the militias—their ill discipline,
unpredictability, high rates of desertion, cowardice under fire, and unwillingness
to serve with the Continental army for long periods—together with rapidly
declining enthusiasm for a war which many Americans had expected to last only
a short time, soon combined to lead to a much greater emphasis being placed on
the role of the Continental army. Lawrence Cress points out that as early as the
summer of 1776 “Congress was well on the way toward creating a military
establishment that placed a premium on military expertise, avoided the use of
militiamen whenever possible, and relied extensively on enlistment bonuses and
bounties to fill the ranks of the chronically undermanned American army.”22 This
is not to suggest that the militias no longer had a part to play in the war, or that
they were without success on the battlefield. Throughout the conflict militia forces
could be found fighting alongside the regulars of the Continental army and, later,
the French. (At Yorktown in 1781, for example, Washington’s force was made
up of 5,700 Continentals, 7,800 French soldiers, and 3,200 militiamen.)23 But after
1776 it was the “professional” troops of the army which took the leading role,
with the militias acting largely as adjuncts to the army’s main efforts.

If the militias’ military shortcomings were so evident and the relationship
between the states’ militias and the Continental army both fraught and complicated
—at one point Washington lamented that he was unsure whether “ours was one
army, or thirteen,” or “a compound of both”24—why wasn’t a stronger Continental
army formed? Why continue to use militia forces? Why not disband them
altogether? The answer to such questions lies in part in the history of the militia
as a colonial institution and in the attachment each of the states had to its militia
forces. Simply put, the states were reluctant to concede too much power to the
political center as represented by Congress and the Continental army. In addition
to this provincialism, John Shy has also argued that militias played significant
roles in the policing and political surveillance of their own communities, acting
as both a mechanism of political conversion and an effective coercive instrument.
Yet perhaps the most important reason for their attachment to the militias was
that, as Charles Royster has pointed out, “the revolutionaries relied strongly on
the idea of the citizen-soldier.” The militias formed an integral part of the political
philosophy of the Revolutionary generation. As Lawrence Cress puts it, they
occupied a “position of primary importance in the ideological structure of
American republicanism,” which is to say that citizen soldiers were seen as the
embodiment of public virtue. They were believed to be acting for the common
good, in contrast to professional soldiers, who were regarded as acting for their
own selfish or mercenary ends. One of the consequences of this belief was that
proponents of a more powerful army were never able to overcome the widespread
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suspicion of permanent military institutions that existed in American society at
the time.25

American victory in the war served only to reinforce this valorization of the
citizen soldier. Despite the pre-eminent role played by the Continental army and
the obvious shortcomings of the militias, success, perhaps inevitably, produced a
celebration of the ideals with which the war had begun. The difficulties,
complexities, and weaknesses that had accompanied it were carefully downplayed.
Following the victory at Yorktown, Americans, Royster explains, “reclaimed the
war from the army” in order to show that “the people had won the war together,”
and this, significantly, became the “popular interpretation” of the war to be passed
down through the generations. As Royster writes:

Perhaps in bequeathing to posterity not only a legacy of ideals and sacrifices
but also a version of history, the revolutionaries assured themselves that
they had not betrayed the ideals of 1775. They could then know that they
had not simply founded another country like the many corrupt and enslaved
nations around them, but had proven that at least one generation of
Americans could attain virtue and be happy…. If the revolutionaries could
read the 150 years of praise of their valor, virtue and wisdom since the deaths
of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson, they would not be surprised, since
they planned it and started it.26

Nowhere is this version of the citizen soldiers’ role in the Revolutionary War more
keenly “remembered” than within the nation’s gun culture. Indeed, it is a view
frequently endorsed even by those who study that culture. John Bruce and Clyde
Wilcox, for example, identify “the role of privately armed citizens in gaining
independence from Britain” as one of the principal sources of America’s “enduring
love affair with the gun,” and Robert Spitzer, describing America’s militia
tradition, reiterates the popular interpretation of the war when he writes, without
qualification, “As is well known, citizen-soldiers serving in state-based militias
fought and won American independence against what was considered the finest
standing army in the world.” Similarly, James William Gibson, in his highly
acclaimed Warrior Dreams: Violence and Manhood in Post-Vietnam America,
confidently asserts that the “revolutionary army was not an army in the modern
sense but a militia of mobilized citizens.” As far as Gibson is concerned, “[t]hat
a kind of paramilitary force won the Revolution is a fact of profound consequence:
the story of independent gunmen defeating evil enemies and founding a new
society became America’s creation myth.”27

Thus, if in many ways the militia movement is evoking a “mythic” history in
its accounts of the activities of the militias during the Revolutionary War, it is not
a history of the movement’s own invention. On the contrary, in their stories of
citizen soldiers at war, militia members are calling forth and utilizing a widely
recognizable version of events. As Gary Hart has written:
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In Revolutionary America, the Minuteman—young, mobile, citizen-
guerrilla—took on heroic qualities that eventually assumed mythic
proportions…. He is Sergeant York, William Holden in The Bridges of Toko-
Ri, and even Luke Skywalker. He does not belong to the army. He belongs
to the ideal of America.28

With this in mind, this section concludes with Texas militiaman Jon Roland’s
review of Roland Emmerich’s controversial film The Patriot (2000), starring Mel
Gibson. The Patriot has been widely praised within militia circles, with some
militia members even proposing to attend cinemas dressed in Revolutionary-era
costumes to deliver information and pamphlets about the modern militia
movement.29 Roland’s review provides a good illustration of the way in which
historical facts, myth, folklore, and the demands of political propaganda (not to
mention inventive filmic analysis) can be interwoven as the militias attempt to
utilize American history for their own ends.

The Patriot(s)

Jon Roland regards Benjamin Martin, the hero of The Patriot, played by Mel
Gibson, as a “composite of various Patriots,” including Daniel Morgan, Elijah
Clark, Thomas Sumter, and Andrew Pickens, all of whom, he says, were
“renowned freedom fighters,” but he decides that the character most resembles
Francis Marion, the famous “Swamp Fox” guerrilla fighter from the wetlands of
South Carolina. This is because in Roland’s view Marion’s “heroism and military
skills consisted mainly of commanding militia units in guerrilla tactics, [and of]
taking advantage of forests and swamps for cover and evasion,” skills that
Benjamin Martin certainly displays prominently in the film. For Roland, however,
to treat The Patriot as the story of any individual is to miss the point. “The central
character of this epic is not just Benjamin Martin,” he argues, “but the Militia.”

The moral struggle of Martin is also the struggle of the Militia, at first
conscious of its domestic duties, and reluctant to risk those under its
protection with a forceful response to tyranny, but compelled to resort to
force when it is unable to protect them in any other way.

Intriguingly, although he congratulates the film’s producers for doing well in re-
enacting the setting of the American War of Independence, Roland regards the
film as “really an allegory of our own times.” Indeed, it contains, he says, “some
pointed references to recent events.” For example, Roland agrees with other critics
of the film that a scene in which Colonel Tavington (Jason Issacs) locks men,
women, and children inside a church with orders for it to be burnt down is
historically inaccurate—it is one of the scenes which attracted criticism for its
depiction of the British as “snarling Nazi sadist[s] from a wartime propaganda
film”—but this, he says, is because the film is not intended to be historically
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accurate. The scene “does not represent a Revolutionary War event” at all. Rather,
“[i]t represents the Davidian church in 1993. And Col. Tavington represents the
modern paramilitary federal agency.” Roland argues that this is “revealed” in the
meeting between General Cornwallis (Tom Wilkinson) and Tavington in which
Cornwallis “accedes to Tavington’s proposal to operate ‘outside the chain of
command,’ and offers him land in Ohio.” As far as Roland is concerned, this “kind
of conspiracy” in which political leaders are afforded “deniability” while
“conducting atrocities…didn’t happen during the American Revolution” but it “is
happening in our own time.” He concludes:

Mel Gibson, Roland Emmerich, and the others behind this excellent movie,
should be commended for giving us a deeper appreciation of the concept of
the militia, and how all of us have a militia duty to defend one another. It
has done a great deal to revive the militia spirit to defend our Constitution,
for which so many noble patriots died.30

In their examinations of the role played by citizens’ militias in the War of
Independence, the militias thus evidence a keen, extensive, and, one could argue,
genuine interest, in many different facets of America’s Revolutionary history.
Indeed, to some extent, militia members appear to be engaged in similar endeavors
to those undertaken by professional historians as they seek to educate both
themselves and their fellow citizens about their nation’s past. This is demonstrated
by their attempts to rescue particular aspects of American history from apparent
neglect and forgetfulness; in their efforts to bring the past to “life” through both
detailed narratives and evocative vignettes; and in their concern to celebrate the
actions of America’s lesser-known revolutionaries, as well as its more famous
Founding Fathers. But such comparisons can only be taken so far. Militia members
are not interested in American history simply for the knowledge to be discovered
there. They are interested in this history because of the purposes to which it can
be put. The militias use the past to bolster their sense of identity, to confer
significance on their activities, and to legitimate their concerns. They invoke the
battles of Lexington and Concord and other events involving the colonial militias,
in order to campaign for 19 April to be recognized as “National Militia Day,” to
boost their own membership, and to resist any new gun control measures, for
example. In short, in the hands of militia members America’s history becomes
aligned with, and is made to serve, explicit political ends.

This is not to argue that the nation’s Revolutionary history is completely
distorted in the process. But it does mean that the desire of militia members to
find a set of lessons with specific application in the present or a telling example
to confirm their own worst fears, opinions, or general outlook tends to predominate
over any concerns they may have as to their faithfulness to the historical record.
In other words, the political needs of the militias in the present generally outweigh
the demands that a “legitimate reading” of the past might make upon them. We
see this in Donald Doyle’s view that it was citizens’ militias who “dominated the
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American war effort,” and even in Jon Roland’s reading of The Patriot, as he
strives to locate “pointed references” to the Waco siege or present-day government
conspiracies. As a consequence, to a large extent the militia movement’s accounts
of the role played by citizens’ militias in the Revolutionary War more closely
mirror the “mythic” or popular history of the Revolution rather than the
understanding of professional historians working in the area. This tendency is also
evident in the militia movement’s employment of Revolutionary-era style rhetoric.

The rhetoric of Revolutionary action

Appearing before the Senate Subcommittee on Terrorism, Technology and
Government Information in June 1995, the then leader of the Ohio Unorganized
Militia, J.J.Johnson, described the militia movement in the following terms: “What
the Militia is now…is a mindset…. It is people sitting with ‘Don’t Tread on Me’
stamped across their foreheads. These are people drawing a line in the sand. That
is what it is.” Earlier, during his opening statement, Johnson had explained to the
inquiring senators what he thought was causing people to join the movement. “To
put it bluntly,” he said, “some of the legislation that has been coming out of
Washington, some of the executive actions that are taking place…these things
started a revolution 200 years ago and got this country started, and people are
seeing this.” Johnson was pleased, though, that the militias were getting the chance
to air their views before Congress because “200 years ago the British didn’t get
the hint until they saw dead redcoats out there.” “This time,” he suggested,

maybe we can get this out in the open and have things resolved because…
with the increasing polarization between the tax-paying public out there and
what goes on not only in here, but in certain state governments, the only
thing standing between some of the current legislation being contemplated
and armed conflict is time.

Helping to prevent such conflict, Johnson quickly added, was “one of the reasons
I got in this movement.”31

By invoking the Spirit of ‘76, with his talk of drawing a “line in the sand,” and
in his apparent threat of future armed confrontation, Johnson’s performance—and
we should not forget that it was a performance—was typical in many respects of
how the militia movement in general uses the Revolutionary period to present
itself, both to itself and to the outside world. Revolutionary-style rhetoric and
Revolutionary-era symbolism form an important part of the militias’ rhetorical
and ideological system, and in this section we examine how this rhetoric and
symbolism is employed. We begin with four examples of its use in militia
literature. This is followed by a discussion of some of the concerns that have been
expressed about its use from American law enforcement officials, politicians, and
“watchdog” agencies. Finally, we consider the reasons why such rhetoric and
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symbolism are employed, and why they form such a prominent part of the militias’
world view.

Revolutionary rhetoric

The Patriot publication Common Sense utilized a range of Revolutionary-era
symbolism on the front cover of one of its early 1994 issues. These included a
scroll which read “The Culpepper Minute Men,” while beneath it, poised between
the legends “LIBERTY OR DEATH” and “DON’T TREAD ON ME,” sat a coiled
rattlesnake, apparently ready to strike. Having identified what it saw as the dangers
being posed to Americans by the federal government—evidenced, inter alia, by
the “persecution” of those who just wanted to “practice their religious beliefs in
peace” at Waco; by the powers of the Federal Emergency Management Agency
“to take over almost every aspect of each American’s life”; in the inroads being
made into Fourth Amendment protections against unreasonable search and
seizures; and by moves being made towards the creation of a cashless society
which would make the control of American citizens even easier—the paper’s
editorial elaborated on the cover’s imagery. It asked:

What can we do, in the face of this Government at once both tyrannical and
lawless? Can we restrain its actions? Should we attempt direct military
action, against the strongest Army in the world? Or should we meekly
submit, in the words of Samuel Adams, “to bend down and lick the hand
which feeds us”?

The answer, it was argued, was to “resist.” To do so would be in accordance with
the nation’s founding.

We must resist, if we are to stay loyal to the spirit of the Founding Fathers
of this Nation and to the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution
which they created to guarantee to us our God given natural rights, which
no man or Government may deny us.

It is true that the Government is strong, but remember that the Continental
Army, at its largest, consisted only of 20,000 men, out of a total population
of 2.5 million people. In 1778, this Army consisted of 5,000 men, less than
2/10ths of a percent of the total population.

“The lesson to be learned here,” the editorial’s writer emphasized, was “that you
can make a difference. People who get up, and take action, smart, disciplined,
prudent action, will see results, and good results at that.” Resistance, it was
explained, could take many forms, and readers were urged to “look to our family,
our friends, and our communities, either in our churches or in our neighborhoods,”
to “find out what skills each of us has,” and to “work together to trade those skills.”
“We need to set up our own cashless societies, our own barter networks, and
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unhook from the grid to become self-sufficient, away from the power company,
the gas company and the water company.” And, above all, what was needed was
to “re-create the Ready Militia, the originally-intended duty corresponding to our
natural right to keep and bear arms as enumerated in the Second Amendment.”32

A similar approach was taken by the Kentucky Riflemen Militia in the first
issue of the Kentucky Riflemen News. In an article intended to encourage gun
owners to resist any further attempts at gun control in the United States, the
anonymous author began by asking, “What will you do when they come for your
guns?…Will you quietly turn over your guns? Or will you force them to ‘Wacoize’
you?” Either way, it was reasoned, “you’ve lost,” because “if you turn over your
guns you can’t defend yourself and your family against criminals and tyrants” and
if “they Waco-ize you, you’re dead.” Again, as with the argument advanced in the
pages of Common Sense, the answer lay with the example set by the nation’s
Revolutionary heroes and in binding together with other like-minded individuals
to form militias. The article urged fellow gun owners to “wake up to reality,”
warning them that, “[a]s Benjamin Franklin put it, ‘We must all hang together, or
assuredly we shall all hang separately.’ If you want to keep both your guns and
your life, you need the help of other gun owners, and they need your help.” It went
on:

Now is the time to make up your mind. Where are you going to draw the
line, and what are you going to do if they cross it? In 1775 at Lexington, the
Minutemen drew the line at letting General Gage take their gunpowder.
They presented a united front, they resisted, and they drove Gage’s troops
back to Boston.

When Janet Reno, the baby-burning Witch of Waco, sends her troops to
take your guns, are you going to resist? If so, you and your friends had better
get organized now, while you have the chance. It’ll be too late when they’re
already battering down your door.

Remember, this country was born when free men decided they wouldn’t
give up their guns. Don’t let it die now! Find some like-minded people. Get
organized. Decide what’s the line you won’t let them cross. Be ready to face
them down when they try to cross it. Don’t let a bunch of bullying
bureaucrats and two-bit tyrants steal the freedom that your ancestors and
mine fought to preserve for us. Preserve that freedom for your children and
grand-children.33

In the February 1995 issue of the Patriot Report, George Eaton took the view that
the dangers posed to Americans by “Globalists” of the New World Order were
comparable to those faced from communism during the cold war. America, Eaton
argued, was in a “definite situation where our liberties are at risk.” “Are we going
to accept the planned destruction of America?” he asked. “Are we going to accept
slavery for ourselves and our children?” Eaton’s plans for combating these dangers
were outlined in the final two paragraphs of his article. Reproduced in full below,
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they illustrate how Eaton employs a whole array of Revolutionary language,
symbolism, and imagery as he moves towards his rhetorical climax:

Our founding fathers could have submitted to tyranny. They could have
handed in their weapons and paid whatever taxes they were dictated to give.
Total submission could have saved a lot of bloodshed and hardships on both
sides. But that is not the choice they made. They recognized tyranny as a
ruthless, diabolical control over their lives. They recognized tyranny as an
ungodly control of their religious beliefs and a threat to their economic
viability. Our founding fathers believed that life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness were precious, worth fighting for. Those men and women chose
to stand for divine principles and liberties that are given by God alone, not
by governments. They fought, suffered hardship, bled and many died to give
this nation a new birth of freedom. Now, with sworn enemies, both foreign
and domestic, making their final moves to replace our Constitution and force
us to join a one world government, are we to humbly submit to a New World
Order? Are we going to fail to defend this nation from the same tyranny our
forefathers fought against over 200 years ago? By the actions of millions of
American citizens, who are joining U.S. Militias, the answer to that question
is a resounding NO! We will not yield, we will not submit and we will not
bow to any military force that tries to enforce unconstitutional laws! It is
our duty as American citizens to recognize a threat to our sovereignty and
to defend America from all enemies. This stance is not offensive, it is not
terrorism, it is true patriotism. It is our duty as Americans to defend America!

We can take America back! If we join together—the Army, Navy,
Marines, Air Force, Special Forces, National Guard, Police officer, Sheriffs
and citizens’ militias [—] united we can make a stand against aggressive
internationalism and keep America independent. We are everywhere. The
sleepers have awakened!34

Writing in the Carolina Free Press in August 1997, “Joan,” of the North Carolina
Citizens Militia, also demonstrated the appeal of this kind of rhetoric as she sought
to “undo the misrepresentation” of the militia movement “created by the ‘powers
that be’ and the news media who have been brought [sic] out by those ‘powers.’”
She wanted to make “the people of the United States of America…realize that the
militia is made up of just regular people.” The same ideas of making a stand, of
being prepared to lay down one’s life, of the need to follow the example set by
America’s Revolutionary forefathers, and of the importance of the “inheritance”
to be passed down to the generations to come are evident. “The NC [North
Carolina] Militia, as well as the entire militia movement, will not submit to lives
of slavery and we are willing to die for our beliefs. We will fight to the last man
or women [sic] because we would rather die than live a life where there is no
justice or freedom,” ‘Joan” explained.
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The blood of our ancestors is flowing in our veins. The men who fought the
American Revolution are our forefathers and we are their children. We have
no less courage than our forefathers and like them we remain regular people
standing vigilant and ready. Our God-given rights ARE being trampled on.
There will come a day when we say “No more! DON’T TREAD ON US!!!”35

“Words have consequences”

Law enforcement officials, “watchdog” groups, and some of America’s most
prominent politicians have expressed considerable concern about the militia
movement’s use of this kind of rhetoric—what the ADL called its “revolutionary
posturing.” It is taken to provide clear evidence of the dangers the militias pose:
of their apparent readiness to commit acts of violence, whether it be in response
to specific pieces of legislation of which they disapprove (most obviously gun
control laws) or in some more generalized future conflict with the federal
government. “These groups urge people to take immediate action and arm
themselves. History has demonstrated that individuals who subscribe to this
ideology are capable of acting in a violent manner,” the Montana Human Rights
Network pointed out in one of the first reports into the movement. And the ADL
has described the “formula” the militias have “concocted”—their belief in
menacing conspiracies, hatred of the government, and conviction that an armed
show-down is coming—as “a prescription for disaster.”36

There is also concern about the effect such language can have on the
“marketplace of ideas,” especially when it is viewed in conjunction with the
militias’ paramilitary-style training and their proclivity for stockpiling and
parading with weapons. Even in the absence of actual violent activity, the militias’
rhetoric is seen as intimidating, both to private citizens and to public officials.
This is particularly so at the grassroots level, where local authorities often lack
the manpower and resources to combat the potential threat posed by the militias.
John Bohlman, a county attorney from Montana, warned Congress about this
during the June 1995 hearings into the movement. He explained how in his
jurisdiction of Musselshell County there were only five sheriff’s officers for a
population of 4,400, and he was worried that the militias would “spawn
lawbreakers” who would be “immune from prosecution due to actual violent
resistance by the lawbreakers’ militia associates or due to the threat of violence”
which was being “readily projected” by groups such as the Militia of Montana
and the North American Militia.37

Critics of the militias within law enforcement, congressional, and watchdog
circles all stress that they do not wish to restrict the First Amendment rights of
militia members. Appearing before Congress in the immediate aftermath of the
Oklahoma City bombing, FBI Director Louis Freeh emphasized that “Law
enforcement is not concerned with a group simply because of its ideology or
political philosophy.” But, he said, the FBI “cannot and should not…tolerate and
ignore any individuals and groups which advocate violence.” This was the clear
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dividing line, the point at which an individual’s or group’s freedom of speech
ceased to be protected. Similarly, for Senator Arlen Specter (R-PA):

The decisions of the Supreme Court…have made it plain that there is a broad
ambit of freedom of speech, and that has protected our country and led to
the greatest country in the history of the world, but there is an ending point
if there is violence or the imminent threat of violence.38

Concluding its first report into the militia movement, the ADL saw this as the
“crux of the problem presented by the rise of the militias.” “The right to hold and
promote one’s views on the issues which are agitating the militias—such as gun
control, the environment, and abortion—is inviolate under the Constitution,” it
argued, but there was no right “to use force or violence either to impose one’s
views on others or to resist laws properly enacted.” In order to deal with this
problem, all the major watchdog groups, including the ADL, the SPLC, and the
American Jewish Committee (AJC), have argued for the introduction of federal
anti-paramilitary training legislation which would make it an offense to undertake
training with firearms or explosives where such training was used “in, or in
furtherance of, a civil disorder.” In the view of Kenneth Stern of the AJC, such
legislation “would not infringe constitutionally protected conduct” because,
although the militias have the right “to say what they will about government, and
the right to own guns if they comply with applicable laws,” they do not have the
right “to take those guns, form a private army, and practice for war against the
federal government.”39

While most observers of the movement readily agree that not all militia
members engage in criminal or terrorist activities, and although neither Timothy
McVeigh nor Terry Nichols was ever actually a member of a militia group,
concerns about the effects of the militias’ propaganda understandably took on a
new sense of urgency following the Oklahoma City bombing. As Michigan
Senator Carl Levin saw it, for instance, “Extreme hate rhetoric contributes to an
incendiary atmosphere in which an unstable individual will take the rhetoric
seriously and light a match or a fuse.” President Clinton set out his position both
on this and on the wider issues raised by the militia movement’s Revolutionary-
style rhetoric during a speech at Iowa State University in April 1995. “Words have
consequences,” he said.

To pretend that they do not is idle. Did Patrick Henry stand up and say,
“Give me liberty or give me death,” expecting it to fall on deaf ears and
impact no one? Did Thomas Jefferson write, “We hold these truths to be
self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they endowed by their
Creator with certain unalienable rights, that among these are life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness,” did he say that thinking the words would vanish
in thin air and have no consequences? Of course not….
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We know that words have consequences. And I say to you, even as we
defend the right of people to speak freely and to say things with which we
devoutly disagree, we must stand up and speak against reckless speech that
can push fragile people over the edge, beyond the boundaries of civilized
conduct, to take this country into a dark place.40

Some of Jefferson’s words which Clinton chose not to emphasize during this
speech were those that Timothy McVeigh had on a T-shirt at the time of his arrest:
“The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots
and tyrants.” These words are taken from a letter written to William Stephens
Smith in November 1787, which Jefferson wrote in reference to Shay’s Rebellion,
which had taken place earlier that same year. A more extensive (and more usually
quoted) extract from the letter reads:

God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such a rebellion…. [W]hat
country can preserve it’s [sic] liberties if their rulers are not warned from
time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take
arms…. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty
must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.
It is it’s [sic] natural manure.

For Conor Cruise O’Brien, such views can be seen as “something very like a
Jeffersonian charter for the most militant section of the modern American
militias,” and Jefferson’s “fanatical” belief in liberty makes him an “unreliable
ally” for President Clinton in his battle with the militias. “If President Clinton is
relying on the authority of Thomas Jefferson to keep [America’s] sacred symbols
out of the clutches of paranoid paramilitaries the President can be refuted out of
the mouth of the very authority he invokes,” as O’Brien puts it.41

This is because, for O’Brien, the liberty Jefferson advocates is “a wild liberty,
absolute, untrammeled, universal, the liberty of a great revolutionary manifesto:
the Declaration of Independence.” But this is not the Thomas Jefferson nor the
Declaration of Independence celebrated in the official version of the American
civil religion—the version Clinton was trying to invoke in his speech at Iowa. To
quote O’Brien:

[W]hen we are talking about the American civil religion and its sacred
symbols, the visionary in Jefferson, the champion of the French Revolution
remains disturbingly—and subversively—alive and relevant. Jefferson does
not fit into the modern American civil religion as officially and semi-
officially expounded. That version of the ACR [American civil religion]
involves, as James Smylie puts it, “divine sanction in the use of power and
in the support of civil authority.” …But other versions of the ACR are extant
in modern America, even if official America, and the textbooks written for
it, take no cognizance of their existence.
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In religion—in both its supernatural and political forms, and in America
as well as in the Orient—the spirit bloweth where it listeth. The places and
communities where it listeth to blow are seldom congenial either to urban
sophisticates or to official establishments. At present the regions of America
in which a revolutionary version of the American civil religion is most active
are principally the wilder parts of the American Middle West and Northwest,
from Oklahoma out to the State of Washington.

Out there, there are tens of thousands of Americans ready to fight the
Federal Government in the cause of liberty. In Burkean terms, these people
are intoxicated with “the wild gas of liberty.” In Jeffersonian terms, they
are people who are prepared to refresh the tree of liberty with its “natural
manure,” their own blood and of those that they identify as tyrants, including
the agents of the Federal Government.42

At the time he wrote these paragraphs O’Brien noted that as far as he knew “the
present revolutionaries in and around the militia movement have not made much
use of Jefferson personally, though they do of course claim descent from the
American Revolution and from the Declaration of Independence.” He was certain,
however, that as the militias developed they “would seek and…find legitimation
for their revolution—including its excesses—in the writings of Thomas
Jefferson.”43 It is worth pointing out, therefore, that the militias—both when
O’Brien was writing and subsequently—have not only made use of “Jefferson
personally” (as we have already seen), but have also specifically employed his
views on Shay’s rebels and the “spirit of resistance.”

Norman Olson included an extract from Jefferson’s letter to William Stephens
Smith in a list of quotations he submitted to Congress as part of his testimony
before the Senate Subcommittee on Terrorism, Technology and Government
Information in June 1995, and it appears in a collection of “Quotations from the
Founding Fathers and Other Notable Personalities” by the Texas Constitutional
Militia. Indeed Jon Roland of the Texas Constitutional Militia concludes his essay
on the “Constitution in Peril” (which concerns the attempts of officials in the
federal and state governments to “overthrow the Constitution”) with the following:

Thomas Jefferson once suggested that we ought to have a revolution every
20 years, and that the Tree of Liberty needed to be occasionally watered
with the blood of patriots. One has to wonder whether the blood of patriots
will again have to be shed to get the people to take the Constitution seriously
again.44

Numerous militias also include Jefferson’s “Declaration on the Causes and
Necessity of Taking Up Arms” in the section of their websites devoted to important
historical documents, and an article in the May 1998 issue of the New Jersey
Militia’s newsletter on “What to Do if the Police Come to Confiscate Your Militia
Weapons” ends with another expression of Jefferson’s views on rebellion, in this
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case from his more often cited letter to Abigail Adams in 1787 (as the New Jersey
Militia correctly note, although they slightly misquote from it):

The spirit of resistance to government is so valuable in certain occasions,
that I wish it to be kept alive. It will be often exercised wrong, but better so
than not to be exercised at all. I like a little rebellion now and then. It is like
a storm in the atmosphere.45

We will be examining the militias’ use of the Declaration of Independence in detail
later in this chapter, and also considering how their assertion of a “right of
revolution” can, as O’Brien suggests, have a “subversive” effect on the officially
sanctioned versions of America’s civil religion. Now, though, I want to consider
an alternative way of reading the militias’ Revolutionary rhetoric. I want to suggest
that it should not necessarily be viewed as a direct incitement to violent activity;
that it functions, in part at least, as an attempt to connect with the Revolutionary
history of the United States, as a call for attention (to be taken seriously), and as
an expression of what the militia members regard as their “patriotism.” In short,
I argue that we need to understand the role this violent rhetoric plays within the
militias’ ideological system.

First a note of caution. Let me be clear: It is not my intention to minimize the
dangers posed by the militias; nor do I wish to downplay the concerns of civil
rights watchdogs and others who monitor the movement. Some of the militias’
rhetoric certainly contains cause for concern, and there are plenty of examples in
recent U.S. history of extremist groups engaging in violent confrontations with
the authorities for it to be a legitimate concern. This, however, should not prevent
us from investigating the complexities involved in the militia movement’s use of
Revolutionary-style rhetoric, imagery, and symbolism. We need to be aware of
the different role played by language in different contexts, and recognize that the
militias are far from alone in applying the language of America’s Revolutionary
past in the way they do.

“Liberty or death”: rhetorical strategies and patriotic postures

Militia members want to establish a connection with those they see as their
Revolutionary predecessors. A flyer from the New Jersey Militia explains, for
example, how Committees of Safety were “formed in this country in 1774 in
response to Parliament’s Coercive Acts which were intended to punish America,”
and how members of the New Jersey Militia have “come together to form the New
Jersey Committee of Safety in order to call to the attention of our fellow citizens
the peril in which we find ourselves today.” But if the New Jersey Militia wants
to bring this perilous situation to the attention of its fellow citizens by emulating
the example of America’s Founding Fathers in this way, it is also hoping to call
attention to itself. As Jim McKinzey, Commander of the Missouri 51st Militia,
explained in relation to the formation of militias: “We want the word ‘militia’ in
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there because it makes people look at you. It makes people listen to what you have
to say.” The same process is at work in respect of the militias’ military uniforms,
paramilitary training, and penchant for parading with firearms. As Ray Southwell
of the Michigan Militia informed the Detroit Metro Times, “People say ‘Why the
camouflage and guns?’ And I say, ‘Without the camouflage and guns, no one
would pay any attention.’”46

A similar self-consciousness is at play in the militias’ Revolutionary rhetoric.
Militia members are well aware that its use will get them noticed. It is employed
precisely because of this. The threats of violent confrontation explicitly and
implicitly contained in the militia movement’s literature and public
pronouncements have the same function as the uniforms, guns, and marches—to
a considerable extent they operate as a demand for attention and a call for
recognition. A militia pamphlet entitled “Paul Revere Rides Again” seeks to
remind us, for example (in a quotation attributed to the historian Henry Steele
Commager), that “We should not forget that our tradition is one of protest and
revolt and it is stultifying to celebrate the rebels of the past…when we silence the
rebels of the present.”47

As well as bolstering militia members’ sense of identity, there are two important
audiences for this rhetoric: potential future militia members and those in positions
of power in the political mainstream. With regard to the latter, we can see the
militias’ Revolutionary language as a means to convince local, state and federal
politicians, government officials, and law enforcement personnel to take them and
their concerns seriously. (It is, perhaps, an indication of the lack of influence which
militia members feel they have through the conventional channels of political
activity that they attempt to “shortcut” them in this way) But the militias’ rhetoric
is also aimed at potential militia members—those in the wider gun culture,
libertarians, home-schoolers, and so on, who might be sympathetic to the militias’
concerns—and in this respect it functions as a call for recruitment to the movement,
rather than necessarily being a call to immediate violent action. In the extracts
from Common Sense and the Kentucky Riflemen News discussed earlier, for
example, considerable emphasis was placed on the importance of finding “like-
minded people” and “getting organized,” with exhortations for gun owners and
others to “stand-up together” and “make a difference.”

Getting other people involved means making the issues at stake seem worth
standing up for. In terms of James Aho’s dialectic of heroism, the militias’ talk of
drawing “lines in the sand” provides an illustration of the lengths to which militia
members are prepared to go to in order to make the “Should Be” the “Is.” It is a
strategy with positive benefits, designed to reinforce militia members’ own sense
of worthiness/heroism, because, as Aho points out, “the more formidable the
contradiction between the real and the ideal the greater the psychological reward
in reconciling it” (although greater too “the hazards of compromise and failure,”
which suggests again the potential dangers involved).48 What could be more
formidable than expressing a willingness to take on the agencies of the state? What
greater indication of seriousness and importance? The militias’ confrontational
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rhetoric serves, in other words, to dramatize the heroic activities that militia
members see themselves involved in. This dramatization is a key aspect of its use.

Central to both this heroic dialectic and the militias’ Revolutionary rhetoric is
the concept of patriotism. In The Roots of American Loyalty Merle Curti wrote
that “Patriotism, though it has meant many things and been put to various, even
contradictory uses, may nevertheless be defined as love of country, pride in it, and
readiness to make sacrifices for what is considered its best interest.” And of course
the ultimate sacrifice, the ultimate declaration of one’s love for one’s country, is
being prepared to give one’s life for it. The militias’ Revolutionary rhetoric is
intended as a mark of their patriotism, and we need to understand militia members’
expressions of their “willingness to die” within these terms, as, for example, when
Linda Thompson declares:

I want my children to realize how important our Constitution, our
representative form of government is. I’m willing to die for it. There is
nothing I’m saying that wasn’t said 200 years ago, more volatily [sic], more
passionately and probably more eloquently than I’m able to do it. If you’re
going to be free you can’t afford to take any kind of namby-pamby backward
step. Either you want to be free or you don’t. Or either you’re willing to
give your entire life for it or you’re not.49

Declarations of this kind are simply part of the lingua franca of American
patriotism. Take, for example, Patrick Henry’s “give me liberty or give me death”
speech. Henry’s sentiments are frequently employed by militia members, and
extracts from his speech, if not the speech in its entirety, have been reproduced in
numerous militia publications, websites, and even on bumper stickers.50 As
Stephen Olsen points out, Henry’s words are “an intrinsic part” of American
history “[D]eclaimed by school children as early as 1834,” they have been “printed
over and over again in American histories, readers, and speech anthologies.”
Indeed, during America’s Bicentennial celebrations they were chosen as an
epigram intended to symbolize “the spirit and dedication of the revolutionary
movement” being commemorated. And surely the centrality of Henry’s speech to
the American political canon was one of the reasons why Clinton chose to invoke
it, together with the Declaration of Independence, during his “words have
consequences” speech at Iowa State University. Even those who have resisted
what might be regarded as conventional notions of American patriotism have been
prepared to use its language, concepts, and heroes in furtherance of their own
particular aims. American Socialist Party and Communist Party presidential
candidates such as Eugene Debs and Earl Browder, and black rights activist
Malcolm X, have all employed Patrick Henry in this way, for example.51

Patriotism, of course, slides easily into nationalism. Yet, as Barbara Ehrenreich
has argued, “In the American vernacular, there is no such thing as American
nationalism.” Nationalism, she says, “is a suspect category, an ism, like
communism, and confined to other peoples—Serbs, Russians, Palestinians,
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Tamils.” “Americans who love their country and profess a willingness to die for
it are not nationalists but something nobler and more native to their land. They
are ‘patriots.’” Ehrenreich suggests, however, that in some ways “this is a
justifiable distinction” because

If all nations are “imaginary communities,” America is more imaginary than
most. It has no Volk, only a conglomeration of ethnically and racially diverse
peoples, and it has no feudal warrior tradition to serve as a model for an
imaginary lineage the average citizen might imagine himself or herself a
part of.52

In the United States the Revolutionary War stands in place of this feudal warrior
tradition. It was during this period that the central themes and symbols, the very
language of American patriotism and of the American civil religion as a whole,
were initially set. The militia movement’s Revolutionary rhetoric can thus be seen
as an attempt to connect with this foundational period, as militia members trace
their own “imaginary lineage” back to the Founding Fathers. This is evident
throughout the militia movement’s literature, with its almost constant emphasis
on the importance of remaining loyal to the nation’s ancestors and on preserving
America’s “Liberties” and “Freedoms” for the benefit of its children and
grandchildren.

Ehrenreich has another interesting point to make on the relationship between
patriotism and nationalism in this context. “Nationalism, in contemporary usage,
is un-American and prone to irrational and bloody excess, while patriotism, which
is quintessentially American, is clear headed and virtuous,” she writes, and herein
lies the danger, because “[b]y convincing ourselves that our nationalism is unique
among nationalisms, we do not have to acknowledge its primitive and bloody
side.”53 This is not the place to undertake a full-blown investigation into the
“exceptionalist” thesis of American history but Ehrenreich’s insight suggests that
one of the reasons why so many in mainstream America object so strongly to the
militias’ use of America’s Revolutionary past is that militia members do articulate
its “primitive and bloody side.” In doing so perhaps they provide an unwelcome
reminder of this aspect of America’s nationalistic/patriotic identity.

This may be particularly so because it is largely only during periods of crisis—
the First and Second World Wars, or the Great Depression, for example—that
explicit invocations of the more sacrificial aspects of American patriotism are
deemed acceptable. Indeed, calling on the Founding Fathers or the American
Revolution even in general terms can be controversial when the situation in which
they are invoked is not recognized as an appropriate one. Ronald Reagan
discovered this during the 1980s when he sought to encourage support for the
Contras in Nicaragua by comparing them to the “freedom fighters” who led the
American Revolution. A graphic illustration of the controversy this caused
occurred in 1986 when a former Vietnam veteran Charles J.Litkey left his
Congressional Medal of Honor at the Vietnam War Memorial in protest at
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Reagan’s policies. In a note accompanying the medal Litkey accused Reagan of
insulting “every American patriot when you referred to these killers of children,
old men and women as ‘freedom fighters,’ comparable to the founding fathers of
our country.”54

On the one hand, then, the militias are employing and exploiting a language of
patriotism/nationalism which is available to all within America society; and in
this they are engaged in a familiar and common enough strategy. As Staughton
Lynd, writing in 1968, pointed out: “American Revolutionary rhetoric has been
as popular with uneducated poor men as with articulate spokesmen, with Marxists
as with non-Marxists, with Negroes as with whites.” Or, to quote Stephen Jaffe:

The Founding Fathers seem to surface whenever Americans debate the
meaning of racial and sexual equality, the rights of individuals to control
their own lives, the threat of “big government,” and other issues that matter
to them…as if they are always lurking around the corner, waiting for the
outbreak of the next heated argument.55

But on the other hand, the militias are employing this strategy at a time and in a
way which is deemed unacceptable and inappropriate by many within the
mainstream of American society, and particularly by its “official” guardians. The
picture the militias paint of the United States—with government officials viewed
as “two-bit tyrants,” with the events at Waco seen as a sinister portent of the
widespread attempts at citizen disarmament to come, and with “globalist” plans
believed to be afoot to exert a “ruthless, diabolical control” over the lives of all
the American people—is one that is far from recognizable to most Americans.
The kind of crisis situation that might be said to justify the militia movement’s
invocation of the Spirit of ‘76 and its talk of drawing “lines in the sand” is simply
not believed to exist.

This tension between the understanding of America’s past being employed by
the militias and that regarded as acceptable within the mainstream of American
society is evident throughout the militia movement’s use of American history. We
find it again as we move on to examine the document that provides the
philosophical framework and much of the rationale for the militias’ Revolutionary
rhetoric—the Declaration of Independence.

A sacred text: the militia movement and the Declaration of
Independence

In a speech at Springfield, Illinois, in 1857, Abraham Lincoln claimed that the
Declaration of Independence was intended

to set up a standard maxim for free society, which would be familiar to all,
and revered by all; constantly looked to, constantly labored for, and even
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though never perfectly attained, constantly spreading and deepening its
influence, and augmenting the happiness and value of life to all people of
all colors everywhere.

“The assertion that ‘all men are created equal,’” he explained, “was of no practical
use in effecting our separation from Great Britain; and it was placed in the
Declaration not for that, but for future use.” It would act as “a stumbling block to
all those who in after times might seek to turn a free people back into the hateful
paths of despotism.” More than a hundred years later, on 28 August 1963, during
the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, Martin Luther King stood before
the Lincoln Memorial to deliver perhaps his most famous speech. “When the
architects of our republic wrote the magnificent words of the Constitution and the
Declaration of Independence,” he stated,

they were signing a promissory note to which every American was to fall
heir. This note was the promise that all men, yes black men as well as white
men, would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness.

But, King said, “instead of honoring this sacred obligation, America has given the
Negro people a bad check; a check which has come back marked ‘insufficient
funds.’”56

This is the Declaration of Independence as it is generally recalled and
understood within American society: a “sacred text” that offers a “moral standard
by which the day-to-day policies and practices of the nation [can] be judged.”57

This is the version of the Declaration celebrated in America’s civil religion, one
that rests on the “self-evident truths,” contained in the document’s preamble, that
“all men are created equal” and are “endowed by their Creator” with “unalienable
rights” of “Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” Yet, as Stephen Lucas,
amongst others, has pointed out, the expression of the Declaration in the kind of
“universal terms” adopted by Lincoln or King would have “astonished the men
who passed and signed the Declaration of Independence.” Indeed, for Lucas the
“original purpose” of the document has become almost completely divorced from
the events of 1776, with the result that there is now an “enormous gulf between
what we have made of the Declaration and what it was—and was meant to be—
in its own time.” This is because what the Declaration was meant to be was a
justification for America’s separation from Britain based on what Carl Becker
described as a “frank assertion” of the people’s right of revolution against
tyrannical authority.58

It is in the opening three sentences of the preamble to the Declaration of
Independence that the core of the philosophy of government which Thomas
Jefferson and the other drafters of the Declaration sought to establish can be found.
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We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure
these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just
powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any Form of
Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People
to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its
foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to
them shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.

These three sentences are made up of five propositions, and the modern reputation
of the Declaration depends on reading them separately, in isolation from one
another. Stephen Lucas explains, though, that “they are meant to be read together
and have been meticulously written to achieve a specific rhetorical objective.”
The first three propositions—that all men are created equal; that they are endowed
by their creator with certain unalienable rights; that among these rights are life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—lead into the fourth—that to secure these
rights governments are instituted among men—which, in turn, leads into the fifth,
and it is this fifth proposition, “proclaiming the right of revolution when a
government becomes destructive of the people’s unalienable rights, that is most
crucial in the overall argument of the Declaration.”59

Although the exercise of this right of revolution was subject to important
conditions (discussed on pp. 83–5), the belief that such a right existed went largely
uncontested in the eighteenth century. The real question the Declaration had to
address was the practical one of whether the colonists’ complaints against George
III were legitimate. Hence it was the section of the Declaration in which the
colonists set out their indictment of the King which was most significant at the
time—the very section which is generally most neglected now. “When Jefferson
said he articulated an American mind in the Declaration, he was probably referring
to [the] much disputed list [of grievances] rather than to the preamble (on which
later generations would fix their attention),” writes Garry Wills in Inventing
America.60

What is interesting about the militias’ engagement with the Declaration of
Independence is not that they should try to align themselves with the document
or attempt to employ it for their own political ends. From the 1820s onwards
numerous groups and causes have pursued a similar course.61 What is interesting
is that they have sought, in the main, to return the Declaration to its “original”
revolutionary purpose. In doing so they have challenged how the document is
remembered and regarded within the dominant culture. This is not to say that
militia members are unaware of the basis on which the modern reputation of the
Declaration rests—how could they be, given that the emphasis on “equality” has
become such a central part of how the document is remembered in the present?—
and the document is certainly revered as both “sacred” and central to American
identity.62 But it is this other aspect of the Declaration—its role as a revolutionary
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manifesto—to which militia members attach most significance. The remainder of
this chapter examines how they do so, and considers the implications, both for the
militias and for those in the political mainstream.

“To alter or to abolish”

In an article on the “Price of Freedom” for the September 1994 issue of Patriot’s
Alert, Dan Gonzales of the Lee County Militia in Florida invoked both the
“sacredness” of the Declaration of Independence and its centrality to American
identity, as he sought to encourage “UNDERSTANDING, KNOWLEDGE, AND
ACTION” from his readers. “Our country is unique,” he explained. “It is unlike
any other nation. It’s [sic] inception came about when fifty-six men signed their
names to the Declaration of Independence, creating not only a political document,
but instituting a spiritual manifesto as well.” For Gonzales, though, the essence
of the Declaration was not to be found in its commonly invoked assertion that “all
men are created equal”; it was to be found in its justification of a“right of rebellion”
for American citizens:

This document justified morally a rebellion against a political tradition—
“the divine right of kings.” The big question was, “Are men’s rights God-
given or given by governments to their subjects?” The Declaration of
Independence proclaimed that all men have certain “inalienable rights,”
which means that those rights came from God.

The colonists were, in effect, rebelling against a tyrannical monarch who
used oppressive force and abuse, and had complete control to do what he
wanted to do. Their “declaration” stated, “when a long train of abuses and
usurpations pursuing invariably the same object evinces a design to reduce
them to absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such
a Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security.” This
basically means that when a ruler demonstrates cruel or unjust use of power,
and oppression to reduce the colonists to virtual slaves, they had the right
and duty to throw off this ruler…[sic] and throw off they did, pledging to
each other, “our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.”

Gonzales expanded on the “price of freedom” by providing an extensive
biographical account of the fifty-six signers of the Declaration, offering details,
inter alia, of their ages, occupations, religious beliefs, subsequent careers, and
progeny “They came from all walks of life,” he explained. “Twenty-three were
lawyers, twelve were physicians, two were manufacturers, one was a politician,
one a printer and one a minister.” Particular emphasis was given to the hardships
the men endured. Readers were informed how William Floyd “was exiled from
his homeland for seven years and almost ruined financially,” how Francis Lewis
“had his home plundered and burned,” and how Thomas Nelson, Jr. of Virginia,
having given “his fortune to help finance the war,” died “in poverty at age fifty-
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one.” The article then concluded with the “immortal words of Patrick Henry” For
Gonzales, these “were not idle words, for upon affixing their signatures, the
[Declaration’s] signers were in reality choosing liberty or death [because] if the
revolution failed they would be hanged as traitors.”63

Dan Gonzales is not alone in his interest in the fate of the men who signed the
Declaration. “What Happened to Them?” asked the Michigan Militia Corps in the
23 June issue of its Weekly Update in 1997. “Have you ever wondered what
happened to the 56 men who signed the Declaration of Independence?” Like
Gonzales, the anonymous author of this article was also interested in “what kind
of men” the signers were and in the sacrifices they made, and having fleshed out
some of their biographical details he comes to the conclusion that the signers “were
not wild-eyed, rabble-rousing ruffians.” On the contrary they were “soft-spoken
men of means and education.” “They had security,” he says, “but they valued
liberty more,” and so, “standing tall, straight, and unwavering,” they pledged to
support the Declaration in order to give “us an independent America.” The
question for the Michigan Militia was: “HAVE WE KEPT IT?”64

Apart from reflecting the general interest in what Garry Wills calls the “cult of
the signers,” focusing on them in this way serves a number of useful functions for
militia members.65 Of course, it is intended to suggest that militia members are
comparable to the men who “stood up” in 1776 and implies that people in the
present should be prepared to undertake similar sacrifices. But it also has the effect
of “democratizing” the Declaration. This is useful because, while there is an
acknowledgement that Jefferson was the primary (if not sole) author of the
Declaration and the militias want to venerate men like him as fonts of wisdom
who should be guiding the nation, they also need America to belong to “ordinary
people” like themselves—and, as Gonzales would have it, the signers “came from
all walks of life.” It is also a strategy that accords with the militias’ aim of bringing
American history “back to life,” both for militia members themselves and for their
fellow citizens. By answering the question of what happened to the men who
signed the Declaration of Independence, militia members are, as they see it,
rescuing both the signers and the Declaration from the dead weight of the past.
The Declaration becomes part of the Revolutionary War again, a document people
were willing to fight and die for, rather than just a widely cheered national treasure;
and in this way militia members hope to invest “real” meaning back into it. We
see the same strategy at work when militia members seek to remind Americans
that the Fourth of July is more than just a holiday: when the August 1997 issue of
Necessary Force asks its readers “Are We Celebrating Independence, Or Just
Celebrating?,” for example; or when the July 1999 issue of the Free American
contains a facsimile of the Declaration of Independence alongside the injunction
“Before you light a firecracker read this and think about why we honor the Fourth
of July.”66

The July 1997 issue of the Carolina Free Press explored these issues in an
article on “The Spirit of Freedom: Re-Igniting the Flickering Flame.” It began
with the following epigraph:
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(This day) [sic] will be the most memorable epoch [sic] in the history of
America. I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated by succeeding
generations as the great anniversary festival.

(John Adams on America’s Declaration of Independence)

The problem, particularly for an article hoping to encourage accurate
remembrance and understanding of the Fourth of July, is that in the letter to his
wife from which this extract is taken Adams was referring to 2 July 1776, and to
the resolution of Congress on that day which established America’s independence,
rather than to the Declaration of Independence that followed it.67 Nonetheless, for
the article’s author,

As we celebrate the birth of our nation we should once again take time to
understand just what could motivate a people to break the binds of their long
established government. And with it the moral and religious grounds to
justify such a break.

“Thomas Jefferson,” the article said, had “penned the sacred words of the
Declaration of Independence that summed up the beliefs of the rebels in America”
and these beliefs “would always be the standard for future Americans.” The
opening three sentences of the Declaration’s preamble were then reproduced in
order to illustrate exactly what these beliefs were.

Justifications for rebellion were “found throughout the writings of the time,”
the article’s author continued, quoting from John “Dickerson” (though presumably
they are referring to John Dickinson, author of the famous Letters from a Farmer
in Pennsylvania to the Inhabitants of the British Colonies [1768]) in terms intended
to indicate how the right to rebellion is claimed from a “higher source” than “Kings
or parliaments.”68 This is followed by an extract from “A Political Catechism” of
Francis Hopkinson, another of the signers of the Declaration of Independence,
which concerns itself with the distinctions between offensive and defensive wars
(the latter being defined as “to take up arms in opposition to the invasions of
usurped power and bravely suffer present hardships and encounter present
dangers, to secure the rights of humanity and the blessings of freedom, to
generations yet unborn”), before the article ends with a further reminder that,

As we each muse upon this day of delivery, we should carefully consider
the oath that birthed this nation, our liberty, and the high price that is charged
for it. “…with a firm reliance on the protection of Divine Providence, we
mutually pledge to each other our Lives, our Fortunes, and our sacred
Honor.”

These, then, are some of the ways the militias attempt to assert their right of
revolution. The question that follows is this: Why do they think it is appropriate
to do so in the present-day United States?

A REVOLUTIONARY HISTORY 83



Facts submitted to a candid world

The Declaration of Independence gives excellent insight as to why
people feel the need to group together and participate in militia/patriot
organizations. This document speaks for itself once again as it did
over 200 years ago when flagrant injustice continued out of control
by oppressive public servants.

So proclaimed Militia of Montana leader John Trochmann in his appearance before
the Senate in June 1995. Americans were joining militia and other “patriot
organizations,” he said, because “the high office of the Presidency has been turned
into a position of dictatorial oppression…leaving Congress stripped of its
authority”; because of the increasing and threatening powers of the United
Nations, and the government’s willingness to allow the American military to be
“ordered and controlled by foreigners”; because of the events at Ruby Ridge and
Waco; and because the “twisted, slanted, biased media of America who take their
signals from a few private covert special interest groups” were “bent on destroying
what is left of the American way.”69

These complaints were expanded upon, however, in an “updated” version of
the Declaration of Independence which Trochmann asked to be “entered into the
permanent record as a partial support document to our statements.” Significantly,
it was the “grievances section” of the Declaration that the Militia of Montana had
updated; it was this part of the Declaration which apparently “spoke for itself once
again as it did over 200 years ago.”

The colonists’ original indictment of George III is introduced by the following
sentences in the Declaration of Independence:

The history of the present King of Great Britain is a history of repeated
injuries and usurpations, all having in direct object the establishment of an
absolute Tyranny over these States. To prove this, let Facts be submitted to
a candid world.

These are some of the “Facts” the Militia of Montana wished to be “submitted to
a candid world” in 1995:

He has refused his Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for
the public good. [1995—By increasing Police Powers, militarizing local
Police; never carrying out Honest Inquests on Government Corruption.]

He has forbidden his Governors to pass Laws of immediate and pressing
importance, unless suspended in their operation till his Assent should be
obtained; and when so suspended, he has utterly neglected to attend to them.
[1995—Vetos and Presidential Orders.]…

He has erected a multitude of New Offices, and sent hither swarms of
Officers to harass our people, and eat out their substance. [1995—
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Establishing Federal Armies of Abuse under dozens of Enforcement
Agencies. Such as the ATF, DEA [Drug Enforcement Administration], BLM
[Bureau of Land Management], IRS [Internal Revenue Service], MJTF
[Multi-Jurisdictional Task Force]; FINCEN [Financial Crimes Enforcement
Network], USFS [United States Forestry Service] to name a few.]

He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the
consent of our legislature. [1995—Expanding United Nations Forces with
training bases; Foreign equipment storage; Permanent Foreign military
bases; Foreign, including Russian cooperative training.]…

For Quartering large bodies of armed troops among us. [1995—Foreign
materials and Equipment: Honest Representatives being lied to by the
Executive Branch and the U.N. Executives with regard to this equipment.]

For protecting them, by a mock trial, from punishment for any Murders
which they should commit on the Inhabitants of these States. [1995—Iran-
Contra cover-up; Drugs, Murders; 1980 October Surprise Cover-up; White
Water Cover-up; Inslaw theft Cover-up; Noriega Connections to
Government Cover-up; Murder of Panamanian Citizens; WACO Cover-up.]

For cutting off our Trade with all parts of the world. [1995—Aligning
with Nations into a World Government. Disalignment from those that would
NOT become a “New World Slave State.”]

For imposing Taxes on us without our Consent. [1995—Executive Orders
giving Tax Dollars (Billions) away with no representation. Mexican bailout
and the war in Iraq.]…

He has abdicated Government here, by declaring us out of his Protection
and waging War against us. [1995—WACO, Weaver, New Orleans,
Chicago: All areas of Federal Force abuses.]

He has plundered our seas, ravaged our Coasts, burnt our towns, and
destroyed the lives of our people. [1995—WACO.]

He is at this time transporting large Armies of foreign Mercenaries to
complete the works of death, desolation and tyranny, already begun with
circumstances of Cruelty and perfidy scarcely paralleled in the most
barbarous ages, and totally unworthy the Head of a civilized nation. [1995
—The Out of Control expansion of Police at all levels, while Crime declines
three years in a row. The Creation of “Ethnic” forces, hiring Foreign
Enforcement, for Prison Guards, the passage of a Bill for 2500 “hit men”
for Janet Reno’s Office.]…

He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has endeavored
to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages,
whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages,
sexes and conditions. [1995—Covert Instigators and Provocateurs in Los
Angeles Riots (Creation of Crisis); Assisting in International chaos.]

In every stage of these Oppressions We have Petitioned for Redress in
the most humble terms. Our repeated Petitions have been answered only by
repeated injury. A Prince, whose character is thus marked by every act which
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may define a Tyrant, is unfit to be the ruler of a free people. [1995—All
Requests for Redress are Denied, except at the Whim or Pleasure of the
Oppressive State.]…70

Similarly, for David Wayne in the Preparedness Journal, “Nearly 220 years have
passed since the signing of the Declaration of Independence,” and although “[m]
uch has changed since 1776…the complaints that gave birth to this fabulous
document are as real today as ever.” Indeed, for Wayne, as for the Militia of
Montana, “The grievances expressed by the American colonists at that time seem
line for line the same complaints that encumber patriots today.” He identifies some
of the “present day parallels” with the “‘train of abuses’ cited by the original
colonists” as follows: “many cities and states in the U.S. today refuse to make it
easier or even legal for people to arm and protect themselves from violent
criminals,” and this corresponds with the colonists’ complaint that George III had
“refused to Assent to Laws, the most wholesome and necessary for the public
good.” The existence of government agencies such as the “OSHA [Occupational
Health and Safety Administration], EPA [Environmental Protection Agency],
BLM, not to mention the ATF, FBI, IRS, etc. etc.” is made comparable with the
erecting of a “multitude of New Offices” and sending “swarms of Officers to
harass our people.” And the killing of Posse Comitatus member Gordon Kahl in
1983 and the deaths at Ruby Ridge and Waco represent evidence of the way in
which the government protects its agents for “any Murders that they should
commit on the Inhabitants of these States,” as the corresponding charge in the
Declaration against the “armed troops” of George III reads.

For Wayne, “Concerned and vigilant Americans have at every stage of these
transgressions petitioned for readdress [sic] peaceably and lawfully only to be
answered by repeated injury” as “elected officials and their bureaucratic lackies
[sic] continue to consolidate their power.” “As each legislative session passes,”
he says, “it becomes more apparent that they see themselves as our Master, and
we their slaves,” before citing Patrick Henry’s advice to delegates at the Virginia
Ratifying Convention: “Guard with jealous attention the public liberty. Suspect
everyone who approaches that jewel. Unfortunately, nothing will preserve it but
downright force. When you give up that force you are inevitably ruined.”71

It is not necessary to examine these grievances point by point and line by line.
Suffice it to say (as discussed in Chapter 3), they represent the militias’ reading
of recent history as a catalogue of betrayals of America’s founding principles. It
will be more fruitful to consider the militias’ complaints in the context of the
conditions laid down for the legitimate exercise of the right of revolution within
the Declaration of Independence. For if the militias are to claim the “authority”
of the Declaration for the case they are making they must be able to satisfy these
conditions.
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“Light and transient causes”

The drafters of the Declaration of Independence were careful to lay out the specific
circumstances in which the right of revolution contained in the document’s
preamble could be invoked; the people did not have the right “to alter or to abolish”
governments for any cause that took their fancy. As Pauline Maier has written:

English and American defenders of “revolution principles”…were never at
home with anarchy. From the beginning they explained at length the
preconditions of legitimate popular resistance and revolution, which became
increasingly elaborate and emphatic in the eighteenth century Resistance
and revolution could not be provoked by magistrates’ casual errors or private
immoralities, nor could force be used except as last resort, after all “peaceful
means of redress” had been exhausted. Legitimate opposition had to answer
acts of misrule so serious and so protracted that they aroused the “Body of
the People,” which was itself understood as a restraining factor since the
people were hesitant to act. Only after a “long train of Abuses,
Prevarications, and Artifices, all tending the same way,” and making their
“design visible to the People,” Locke wrote, would the people “rouze
themselves, and endeavour to put the rule into such hands, which may secure
to them the ends for which Government was at first erected.”72

It was these ideas, Maier says, that Jefferson restated in the fourth, fifth, and sixth
sentences of the Declaration’s preamble:

Prudence, indeed, will dictate that Governments long established should not
be changed for light and transient causes; and accordingly all experience
hath shown, that mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are
sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they
are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing
invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute
Despotism, it is [the right of the People], it is their duty to throw off such
Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security. Such has
been the patient sufferance of these Colonies; and such is now the necessity
which constrains them to alter their Former Systems of Government.

The problem for militia members is that on all these counts their case for invoking
the Declaration seems unsustainable. To begin with, as Stephen Lucas points out,
the right of revolution “could not be invoked by a handful of individuals; nor could
it be invoked by private causes,” and the militias—whatever their total
membership might be—can hardly be said to represent the required “Body of the
People.” Moreover, exercising the right of revolution could only be| justified by
serious attacks on “the people”—the breaking of the social compact—not for
“light and transient causes.” The militias’ complaints are numerous

A REVOLUTIONARY HISTORY 87



(encompassing the increase of presidential power, the growth and militarization
of government law enforcement agencies, apparent plans for a new “World
Government,” and countless cover-ups and scandals), but even putting the more
outlandish of the militias’ conspiratorial complaints to one side it is doubtful that
most Americans would agree with them that they have been suffering from a “long
train of abuses and usurpations” evincing a “design to reduce them under absolute
Despotism.” As Richard Abanes has written:

Only persons who are woefully ignorant of our history would think for a
moment that today’s legislative irritations and federal abuses of authority
are in any way comparable to the sufferings our colonial forebears endured.
It is almost an insult to the memory of America’s founders to suggest
otherwise.73

Once again, it is the uses to which militia members seek to put their understanding
of America’s past that prevent them from claiming the “authority of history” for
the case they are making.

Further, as Glenn Reynolds has argued, at the heart of the political theory
employed by the framers of the Declaration for distinguishing between “legitimate
revolutions—such as the American Revolution—and mere ‘rebellions’ or
‘insurrections’ was the notion of ‘representation.’” “Those who were not
represented lacked the citizen’s duty of loyalty,” Reynolds writes, but this is not
the situation in which the modern militia movement finds itself. As Reynolds says,
while there might be “plenty to complain about with regard to the expansion of
government in the last half-century just about all of it was with the acquiescence
—if not the outright endorsement—of the electorate.” Finally (but relatedly), for
the militias to successfully assert the legitimacy of their right of revolution they
must also show that they are doing so only as a matter of last resort, having
exhausted all recourse offered to them through the political process. This is far
from being the case. “As the militia movement says, the framers did believe in the
right of revolution,” notes Reynolds. “But they believed that such strong medicine
was a last resort against tyranny. Today’s militia members would be better advised
to organize a new political party, or to work at increasing voter turnout.” Senator
Fred Thompson (R-TN) made exactly this point during the 1995 hearings into the
militia movement. He told Ohio Militia leader J.J.Johnson:

You talked about…our Revolution…. But you know, we couldn’t vote King
George out of office. The difference between us and other countries is that
we do have a democratic society and one in which huge numbers of people
don’t even bother to vote, but we have an opportunity to change just about
all of the things that you listed that are a problem.74

If the militias’ claims regarding the exercise of the right of revolution contained
in the Declaration of Independence cannot be justified, this does not mean the
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document ceases to be useful to them. Because of their concern to educate
Americans about their past and their feeling that they are involved in a contest
with the nation’s elites for access to and control of that past, the existence of this
right or, more importantly, the assertion of its existence is just as significant.
Indeed, it is worth reiterating some points made previously with respect to the
militias’ Revolutionary rhetoric. This is because the militias’ employment of the
Declaration in the ways described above does not necessarily mean they are
actively preparing to overthrow the government. It is a mistake to take these claims
at face value, as if every militia member were willing to employ violence to achieve
his or her political aims. Once again, language games are being played. Through
the militias’ engagement with the Declaration of Independence attempts are being
made to claim significance and to establish a sense of connection with the past.
Self-dramatization is at work and, as before, a demand to be taken seriously. To
quote Bob Nichols of the Missouri 51 st Militia:

If there is a Second American Revolution, the militia will be right smack in
the middle of it. But I think militia groups have inspired more political action
and have made people more aware of the loss of our freedoms. Hopefully
the Second American Revolution will be a bloodless coup, a return to
Constitutional limitations on government power because of the demands of
the people of this country.

Or as Norman Olson, voicing a commonly held militia view, has expressed it:

There are three ways to control the government. Number one, through the
political process. Number two, by a threat. Number three, by revolution.
There are only three ways. I don’t want to go to number three, but there
must be a threat.75

Bearing these points in mind, this section concludes with a discussion of the
Declaration of Independence as a “living” and “contested” document.

Contested meanings

Brian Levin of the SPLC objected strongly to the militias’ attempt to “give a veneer
of credibility to their cause” by employing the Declaration of Independence. Asked
whether the Declaration conferred any rights to individuals, including a right of
revolution, Levin replied:

No. The Declaration of Independence confers no rights or privileges to any
citizen today It is a very important document historically, in the sense that
it effected our dissolution from the Crown…. But the Constitution, not the
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Declaration of Independence, is the document from which all laws and rights
in this country receive their validity.

Levin saw the militias’ claim to overthrow the government as “more of a
philosophical claim than a legal one,” but “even in the philosophical realm” he
regarded it as “an illegitimate claim.” This was because “[t]he remedy to the
grievances found in the Declaration of Independence is the Constitution. The
Constitution is the lawful framework in which the grievances listed in the
Declaration were remedied.”76

To some extent this is a bizarre claim to make, since, as Garry Wills has written,
“everyone agrees that the right of revolution antecedes and outranks the
Constitution,” but it reflects the fact that for many in mainstream America the
existence of this right, and its potential availability to those considered political
extremists, is a cause for considerable concern.77 Perhaps this should not come as
any surprise. As Pauline Maier has pointed out: “Revolutionary documents are
always uncomfortable for established governments.” Indeed, in her discussion of
the construction of the Jefferson Memorial during the presidency of Franklin
Roosevelt, Maier provides an excellent example of the extent to which mainstream
America has had difficulty with the Declaration of Independence’s right of
revolution. She recounts how the Commission charged with determining the
inscription to adorn the panel of the monument dedicated to the Declaration
eliminated the passage on the people’s right to alter or abolish their government
when it failed to protect their rights, despite this having been “essential to the
meaning of the Declaration as Jefferson understood it down to the final weeks of
his life.” As a result, for the millions of Americans who visit the Memorial each
year the opening sentence of the Declaration’s preamble leads to only three self-
evident truths: “that all men are created equal, that they have certain inalienable
rights, including the rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and that
governments are created to protect those rights.” These are the lines “most
Americans remember,” Maier says, adding, somewhat ruefully, that “indeed,
memories tend to fade after ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’”78

In one important respect, though, Levin is correct. The Declaration of
Independence is not a constitutional document. It confers no rights utilizable in a
courtroom. It is not subject to the rigors of legal scrutiny.79 But then this, of course,
is part of its appeal. The vagueness of some of the Declaration’s central themes—
its “glittering generalities,” as Staughton Lynd described them—coupled with its
imperviousness to legal scrutiny is why so many groups have been able to lay
claim to it. Maier also reminds us that the Declaration contains assertions of
important “natural rights” which are otherwise absent from the nation’s
constitutional documents:

[B]ecause the Constitution and the Bill of Rights were unembellished by
assertions of men’s original equality or their unalienable rights or the
fundamental power of the people or their right to change or replace their

90 A REVOLUTIONARY HISTORY



government, individuals who found it useful to cite those old revolutionary
principles on behalf of some cause or another in national politics had to turn
to the Declaration of Independence. It was all they had.

It was these factors, together with the document’s “sacralization,” which, she says,
made the Declaration “a powerful text to enlist on behalf of any cause that might
conceivably claim its authority.”80

In the Intellectual Origins of American Radicalism Staughton Lynd wrote:

Politically as personally, recourse to the past can be a means of retrogression
and escape; but it can also be the first step in a process of liberation…. With
or without the help of historians…Americans concerned to change society
around them have made appropriate use of the past as a source of forgotten
alternatives, for encouragement to endure.

Lynd had in mind the “appropriate use” of the Declaration of Independence and
other aspects of America’s Revolutionary past by radicals of the left. But this past
is available to others as well. The militias have made their own use of it. In doing
so they provide an unwelcome reminder of one of America’s “forgotten
alternatives”: the right of revolution they claim to have “found” in the Declaration
of Independence. They also provide a telling illustration of the Declaration’s
“capacity to convince and inspire living Americans.” This is significant because,
as Pauline Maier says,

The ultimate authority of the Declaration…rests, as it always has, less in
law than in the minds of the people, and its meaning changes as new groups
and causes claim its mantle, constantly reopening the issue of what the
nation’s “founding principles” demand.81

Conclusion: a continuing inspiration?

Writing in 1975, Richard Brown observed how America’s then “current
revolutionaries” no longer identified with the American Revolution. Members of
the white New Left and the black militant movements found “their models,” he
said, “not in Samuel Adams, Thomas Jefferson and George Washington, but in a
galaxy of present-day heroes including Mao Tse Tung, Che Guevara, Malcolm
X, George Jackson, and the slain members of the Symbionese Liberation Army.”
This was seen to be a matter of profound consequence:

That current revolutionaries, unlike previous American dissidents, no longer
identify with the American Revolution may be one of the most important
developments in our contemporary intellectual history. It may suggest that
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the long-range era of the American Revolution has at last come to an end,
for, despite the bicentennial observance, it seems that our Revolution now
has little impact as an inspiration for dissent and reform whether peaceable
or violent.82

It would not be possible to make a similar statement today in respect of the militia
movement. The American Revolution is a source of considerable and continuing
inspiration for these particular dissidents. From simple association and casual
allusion through to sophisticated storytelling and complex understanding, militia
members are deeply engaged with this aspect of America’s past, whether as a
means to bolster their sense of identity, to establish their political legitimacy, or
to challenge the way its meanings are recalled and remembered in the wider nation.

The militias are often able to invoke the “authority of history” for their
understanding of this aspect of America’s past—as with their claims regarding a
right of revolution contained in the Declaration of Independence, for instance—
but just as often this “authority” slips away when it comes to the application of
the principles and ideas discovered there—their use of the Declaration of
Independence again comes to mind. And while at times the militias are clearly
acting in accordance with how the Revolution is remembered within the American
mainstream—even if it is frequently a mythic history that is being recalled, as in
their notion that America was a “nation of Minutemen” during the Revolutionary
War83—at others they move into areas which are deemed either inappropriate or
unacceptable, particularly in their embrace of Revolutionary-style rhetoric and
imagery. Throughout, though, militia members demonstrate that, for them at least,
the American Revolution remains a period of history to be both celebrated and
contested.

92 A REVOLUTIONARY HISTORY



5
A republican tradition

The reconstructions of our past are always a kind of betrayal.
Juan Goytisolo

In the January 1995 issue of its newsletter, E Pluribus Unum, beneath drawings
of the Statue of Liberty and the Liberty Bell, the Ohio Unorganized Militia
published an article by Helen Johnson entitled, “America…Representative
Republic or Democracy?” Replete with quotations from James Madison,
Alexander Hamilton, Samuel Adams, and Elbridge Gerry, Johnson argued:

The word Democracy is not found in The Declaration of Independence, The
Bill of Rights, The U.S. Constitution, or any state’s Constitution. Our
Founding Fathers created a Representative Republic. They well understood
the nature of these two distinctly different types of government and
meticulously worked to create for themselves and their posterity a form of
government that they hoped would forever prevent the tyranny of
democracy.1

This assertion of the United States as republican in origin stands at the heart of
the militia movement’s ideological system, linking together its reverence for the
Constitution, its determination to keep and bear arms, its profound suspicion of
the federal government, and even, to some extent, its proclivity for conspiratorial
thinking. The militia movement’s employment of republicanism enables it to make
sense of the present, suggesting how far America has traveled from its republican
origins, and serves as a guide for the future, pointing the direction in which
America should be heading if it is to remain true to those origins.

In the view of the militia movement the U.S. began as a republic and it is to
republicanism that the nation needs to return. Johnson concludes her article, for
example, by calling on fellow Patriots to take part in a “long overdue…campaign
to Restore the Republic” (“God’s speed, my friends,” she says, “our Constitution
hangs in the balance!”). The Kentucky Riflemen Militia, the Missouri 51st Militia,
and the Michigan Militia all see themselves as part of “the patriot struggle…to
return the United States to the constitutional republicanism our forefathers



envisioned,” and the Texas Constitutional Militia describes “the code of ethics
variously known as constitutionalism, republicanism, liberal-humanism or
democratic libertarianism” as “the body of political belief…on which the
Constitution of the United States was founded.”2

Republicanism, then, provides a positive image of what the militias want
America to be in the future, but, as their calls for “restoration” and “return” suggest,
it is an image drawn from their understanding of what America was in the past.
American history and, in particular, the events, figures, and documents of the
nation’s founding are what the militia movement relies upon in making its case
for a returning the country to republican principles.

This chapter examines how the militia movement employs republicanism as a
key component of its world view, explores the ways it seeks to remember and
reconstruct the past as a means of legitimating itself and its political concerns, and
considers the extent to which the militias are justified in their republican reading
of the constitutional settlement and American history. Particular consideration is
given to the militias’ account of the “limited republic” they claim was established
in the Constitution, and to their case for an armed citizenry being an essential
feature of the republic envisaged by the Founding Fathers.

In making their claims about the centrality of republicanism to the founding of
the United States the militias are impinging, albeit inadvertently, upon one of the
most significant and complex debates of recent American historiography, and
before examining the militia members’ understanding and employment of
republicanism it is worth summarizing some aspects of this debate.3 Let us begin
by noting that, beyond the point at which a republic becomes what a monarchy is
not, the nature of republicanism has been highly contested. What is a republic?
What are its essential characteristics? How should a republican government
function? What is an individual’s role in a republican society? Answering such
questions has been no easy task for historians (or for those they have studied).
Daniel Rodgers has shown, for example, how Gordon Wood and J.G.A.Pocock,
two of the leading initial proponents of a republican interpretation of the American
founding, differed greatly in their understanding of what republicanism actually
meant. At the heart of Wood’s republicanism “was the preeminence of the public
good,” Rodgers explains, while “not public, but civic was the key term in Pocock’s
construct.” And if both agreed on the importance of virtue within republican
thought, for Wood virtue entailed “self-denial,” whereas for Pocock it required
“public self-activity.”4

According to Rodgers, republicanism’s appeal, at least during the first phase of
its historiographic development, is best understood in terms of its being a response
to the dominant liberal/Lockean interpretation of the American founding to be
found in Louis Hartz’s highly influential The Liberal Tradition in America. But,
he points out, with the exception of Pocock, “it was a rare writer…who doubted
that liberalism ultimately swept up the nation’s economic, political, and cultural
life.” For advocates of the republican approach the aim, Rodgers says, “was to
stay the hand of the Hartzian moment, not to deny it.” For Gordon Wood,
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America’s shift into “modernity” took place with the constitutional settlement
itself—with the establishment of what he called the “American science of
politics”—whereas for subsequent historians such as Drew McCoy, Lance
Banning, and Steven Watts the republican experiment continued on into the
Jefferson or even the Jackson administrations, before it finally succumbed to the
demands of liberalism, commercialism, and the market economy.5

Starting in the early 1980s, however, historians began expanding
republicanism’s reach into the nineteenth century and beyond, as the concept
became useful in understanding the rhetoric of labor, women’s, populist, and other
movements.6 At the same time, the relationship between republicanism and
liberalism within the American founding underwent something of a
transformation. Gone was the oppositional approach of the past. For Robert
Shalope, writing in 1982, for example, there was no “neat or smooth march into
modernity. Instead liberal and classical ideas existed in contest tension. They
shaped and influenced each other until the end result was a bastardized form of
each.” Other writers have also argued that the influence of religious thought (in
its various forms) should not be neglected, and according to Rodgers such
“polyglotism”—exemplified in Robert Bellah et al.’s Habits of the Heart, which
identifies republicanism, along with America’s biblical and individualist
traditions, as one of the three “central strands” of American culture—became the
chief characteristic of the republican paradigm in the 1990s.7

Given this complex and contested history, I do not argue that a fully developed
philosophy of republicanism is to be found by reviewing militia literature. Indeed,
it would be surprising if this were to be the case. After all, militia members are
not professional philosophers or professional historians. The militias’ case for
republicanism is wholly derivative. It is unapologetically and unashamedly
reactionary. But if we would not go to the militia movement for a new or
comprehensive formulation of republicanism this does not mean its views should
be simply dismissed. An examination of militia texts reveals how elements of
republican thought—often key elements—are employed by the militias in
furtherance of their political agenda, and as a means of sustaining their identity,
cohesion, and sense of legitimacy. It shows how a “disembodied republican
language” is made tangible and usable in the service of contemporary political
interests. This, then, is an inquiry in the spirit of Daniel Rodgers’s hope that
republicanism’s use as an explanatory concept can be enhanced when it is tied to
“processes of persuasion and argument, the making and sustaining of collective
identities and identifying rhetorics,” to find “something more than the clatter and
fault lines of taxonomic intellectual history.”8

Before examining the militias’ understanding and reconstruction of
republicanism in detail, however, it is first necessary to ask the following
questions: Where, in the view of the militia movement, did the republic go? What
happened to it? And why hasn’t it endured?
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The lost republic

It is not to the Jefferson or Jackson administrations, and certainly not to the period
of the constitutional settlement, to which the militia movement looks in order to
answer the question of when republicanism ceased to be the guiding influence
upon American government. For the militias, as for other elements of the Patriot
right, the decline of republicanism’s influence began much later, during the 1930s
under the presidency of Franklin Roosevelt, and it has continued ever since,
sustained by a combination of governmental conspiracy and the apathy of the
American people.

Norman Olson, appearing before the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on
Terrorism in June 1995, outlined the Michigan Militia’s argument in this respect.
The 1930s were clearly identified as the pivotal period:

The limited democracy our Founding Fathers designed, carefully structured
after the principles of a constitutional republic with tight reins placed on
easily corruptible federal government, began to disappear in the 1930s with
the creation of Social Security, the illegal taxation on income, and banking
reform leading to a federal reserve bank with the subsequent destruction of
our monetary system of a gold and silver based economy.

It is an assessment shared by the Stark County Unit of the Ohio Unorganized
Militia, for whom the beginnings of America’s transformation from a republican
idyll of “limited” or “minimal” government to the present situation of an expansive
and interventionist state operating in an era of global interdependency can also be
traced back to Roosevelt’s New Deal:

Our Forefathers promised us minimal government with no direct Federal
taxes. Federal revenues were to be provided by trade, tariffs and state
funding. The only responsibilities of the REPUBLIC were to be
NATIONAL DEFENSE AND COMMERCE (minting GOLD and SILVER
for a trade standard). EVERYTHING ELSE WAS TO BE UP TO THE
STATES! Where did we go wrong?

The New Deal?

The Great American Society?

The Welfare State?

Legislative vomit machine?

GATT and NAFTA [?]

TRILATERAL COMMISSION [?]

UN TAKEOVER [?]

DISINTEGRATION OF RIGHTS
1st Amendment
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2nd Amendment

4th Amendment

5th Amendment

10th Amendment

UNREPRESENTATIVE CONGRESS AND SENATE

20–1 Against Crime Bill (passed)

10–1 Against NAFTA (passed)

30–1 Against GATT (passed)9

The militias may have correctly identified the advent of greater governmental
intervention in American life with the New Deal, but there is no attempt within
the movement to understand the social and economic forces necessitating that
intervention. Nor do they consider the complex reasons why the size and
responsibilities of central government continued to grow thereafter. The current
situation of an extensive and interventionist federal government is simply
contrasted with their recollections of an imagined republican past based on what
the Founding Fathers are believed to have “promised.” Even conventional
conservative strategies of blaming America’s modern-day ailment of “big
government” on the failings of Democratic liberalism are not shared by the
militias, who move swiftly, as the Stark County Militia’s inclusion of the Trilateral
Commission and the United Nations in its account of the republic’s decline
suggests, to a more conspiratorial explanation in which all of America’s political
elites come to be indicted.

For militia members and other Patriots, the attack on America’s republican
origins signaled by the apparently ever-increasing size and power of the federal
government, the decreasing power of the states’ governments, and the
undermining of individual rights has gone hand in hand with a propaganda
campaign on the part of these elites, who, in conjunction with the “liberal news
media,” have succeeded in “re-defining America” as a democracy, so “making
the majority of the public believe something that is not true.” “Evidence” for this
is found in an Army Field Training Manual issued by the War Department in 1928
in which the United States was defined as a republic and democracies were
characterized in the following terms:

• A government of the masses.
• Authority derived through mass meeting or any form of ‘direct’ expression.
• Results in mobocracy.
• Attitude toward property is communistic—negating property rights.
• Attitude toward law is that the will of the majority shall regulate, whether it is

based upon deliberation or governed by passion, prejudice, and impulse,
without restraint or regard to consequences.

• Results in demagogism, license, agitation, discontent, anarchy.10
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For Helen Johnson of the Ohio Militia, this 1928 Manual confirms that prior to
the New Deal “our nation was still defined as a Representative Republic and the
original repugnance to a democracy was still espoused.” When she looks at the
1952 edition of the same Army Manual, however, she finds America reclassified
as a democracy Johnson concludes: “Something significantly changed in our
national mindset by 1952. What was once despised as tyrannical government, was
now embraced as our own.” “Make no mistake,” she writes,

this move from Republic to Democracy did not occur without a massive
propaganda campaign. A campaign launched in our public schools—
already tainted by the Communist influence of UNESCO—and reinforced
in Army training manuals. Democratic tenets, preached from pulpits in
churches that had incorporated themselves as entities of the state in exchange
for favorable tax treatment. Embodied in political campaign platforms and
hailed by newscasters—Democracy has become the standard bearer of a
“free people.”

To paraphrase Hitler—The bigger the lie, the more likely the people are
to believe it. So, when next you hear Mr. Clinton boast of his efforts to spread
democracy throughout the world remember the warnings of our Founding
Fathers—Democracy equals Tyranny! Yes, Mr. Clinton, as with many
before him, have [sic] hidden the BIG LIE in plain sight. The lie that has
enabled our treasonous politicians to adopt “a bastardized form of
illegitimate government.”11

The 1928 Army Field Training Manual relied on by the militias defined a republic
in the following terms:

• Authority is derived through the election by the people of public officials best
fitted to represent them.

• Attitude toward property is respect for laws and individual rights, and a sensible
economic procedure.

• Attitude toward law is the administration of justice in accord with fixed
principles and established evidence, with a strict regard to consequences.

• A greater number of citizens and extent of territory may be brought within its
compass.

• Avoids the dangerous extreme of either tyranny or mobocracy.
• Results in statesmanship, liberty, reason, justice, contentment, and progress.

But if a republic is merely the system of representative government so described,
then the militias’ objections to American democracy as the “tyrannical rule of the
majority over the minority, regardless of morality, justice, or logic,” are quickly
dispensed with.12 After all, the United States is far from being a pure democracy
where governmental authority “is derived through mass meeting or any other form
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of ‘direct’ expression.” We can content ourselves with the simple linguistic
explanation that through usage over time the words “republic” and “democracy”
have become synonymous, and argue that the militia movement is suffering under
some basic semantic misapprehension.

This, though, is not sufficient, because while some militia members do employ
republicanism in this simplistic way, others are well aware that the terms
“democracy and republic are not exclusive of one another”; and that, as “Spooky”
of the Virginia Citizens Militia explains in a pamphlet on the subject, democracy
is now the general term for a government controlled by the people. “England is a
democracy, under a queen who has little actual power; the United States, a
republic, is also a democracy, under a President, as [are] France and Switzerland,
and [the] free countries of South America,” he writes, because in all these countries
“the people choose the men who exercise the authority the people themselves
confer.” Similarly, for Jon Roland of the Texas Constitutional Militia, “[a]
democracy is a republic if the legislative functions of government, other than the
ratification of constitutional amendments, is [sic] exercised exclusively through
representatives elected by its citizens rather than directly.”13

What the militias are really objecting to when the term “democracy” is used to
describe the American political system is that in their view it acts as a “veil”
disguising the fact that this system is not the one envisaged by the Founding
Fathers. It is not what was “intended,” not what was “promised,” not what the
Founding Fathers “designed.” This is why Johnson complains that the word
“democracy” is not found in the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights,
or the Constitution. The militias want to return to this original system, and they
use the term “republic” both to describe it and to distinguish it from the current
system of government. Republicanism for the militias involves much more than
the embrace of a representational system of government: it involves ideas of
limited government, constitutionalism, federalism, individual rights, virtue, armed
citizens, and the active participation by the people in their own government. It is
a republicanism based on these ideas to which the militias want the nation to return.

It is not, however, just the conspiracies of political elites or their propaganda
which, in the view of militia members, are to blame for the republic’s decline. The
people themselves also have to take responsibility. They too have neglected the
nation’s republican heritage. “Too many of the People have failed to do their duty
to preserve, protect and defend the Federal and State Constitutions and to
participate in the process of republican government,” argues Jon Roland, who
lists the people’s failures in this regard as follows:

1 They have too often delegated to judges, superiors, or legal advisors their
duty to independently interpret and apply the Federal and State Constitutions
and the laws pursuant thereto to all official acts in which they may be
involved.

2 They have accepted bribes from government to buy their votes, instead
of insisting that elected officials uphold the Constitutions and exercise their
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responsibilities for the good of the nation as a whole, and thereby laid the
foundation for corruption throughout government and society.

3 They have failed to demand complete, accurate, and timely information
on candidates for office and the issues, thereby compelling candidates to
become excessively dependent on contributions from special interests.

4 They have failed to become involved in the electoral process to bring
forward persons of competence and integrity to become candidates for
public office.14

In its manual, Enemies: Foreign and Domestic, the Militia of Montana represents
this neglect pictorially, employing the ancient idea of a republican cycle. In this
cycle,

The people go from CHAINS to spiritual faith.
From SPIRITUAL FAITH to courage.
From COURAGE to liberty.
From LIBERTY to abundance.
From ABUNDANCE to selfishness.
From SELFISHNESS to complacency.
From COMPLACENCY to apathy.
From APATHY to dependency.
From DEPENDENCY back again to bondage.

This is represented as a clock face intended to suggest the history of the American
nation—the period from courage to liberty depicts Paul Revere racing on his horse
through the countryside, and the Liberty Bell represents the period from liberty
to abundance—and the question for the Militia of Montana is: “How far along the
way is America?” Their answer is somewhere between complacency and apathy.
One hand of the clock points to a man lying back in an armchair, hands behind
his head, legs crossed, contentedly smoking a cigar, while the other points to a
man asleep in a chair, a newspaper covering his face and with a television
prominently displayed in the corner of the room (a reminder of the role the Militia
of Montana feels the media play in the whole process).

The militias thus regard themselves as the custodians of a republicanism which,
despite being the “true” history and intended legacy of America’s founding, has
either been neglected by most of their fellow citizens or deliberately conspired
against by the elites who control the American government. Consequently, they
see it as their duty to (re-)educate Americans as to their “true” past and to remind
them of their republican heritage. In its own rendering of Pocock’s “Machiavellian
moment,” for example, the Militia of Montana argues that “It’s Not Too Late To
Stop The Clock.”15 It is the militias’ presentation of themselves as the custodians
of America’s republican past that we now need to consider.
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Reconstructing republicanism: basic principles

“Between 1787 and 1791,” writes Jon Roland, one of the principal theorists of the
militia movement, in an essay on “The Social Contract and Constitutional
Republics,”

the Framers of the U.S. Constitution established a system of government
upon principles that had been discussed and partially implemented in many
countries over the course of several centuries, but never in such a pure and
complete design, which we call a constitutional republic.16

For Roland, as for the militia movement as a whole, it is this period of the drafting
and ratification of the Constitution, together with its subsequent amendment to
include the Bill of Rights, which determined, and should continue to determine,
our understanding of the nature of republicanism in the United States.

Before examining the militias’ case for a limited republic, and the need for an
armed citizenry it is worth quoting at some length from Roland’s account of these
“principles” and of the system of government they are said to have produced. This
is because not only does Roland’s essay describe the essential features of a
constitutional republic as most militia members would recognize them, but, to a
considerable extent—as he discusses the nature of social contract theory the
“fundamental natural rights” of life, liberty and property, the guiding principle of
popular sovereignty, and the need to avoid “excessive concentrations of power”
through a system of separation of powers and checks and balances—Roland also
seems to be describing a political system which most Americans would recognize
as their own (both in terms of its original design and its current operation). It is
important to acknowledge the extent to which such basic ideas of American
political thought are drawn upon and expressed by militia members as part of their
campaign to return the nation to republican principles.

This is not to say that the militias’ account of the American founding is in all
respects an accurate reconstruction of what the Framers intended. Even if such a
reconstruction were possible, in several important areas, as discussed below, the
militias’ understanding of the political system established during this period seems
to come closer to the attitudes and arguments of Anti-Federalist objectors to the
Constitution rather than to its Federalist advocates. Nor is it to say that the militias’
case for operating the nation’s political system in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century in accordance with principles derived from the late eighteenth
century is necessarily shared by the majority of their fellow citizens. Nonetheless,
if the full complexity of the militias’ case for restoring the republic is to be
appreciated, then their account of the founding must be examined not only in
respect of how it differs from that of mainstream America, but also as to how it is
the same. With this in mind, let us see what Roland has to say about the system
of republicanism established by the Founding Fathers between 1787 and 1791.
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“The fundamental basis for government and law in this system,” Roland argues,
is the concept of the social contract, according to which human beings “begin as
individuals in a state of nature, and create a society by establishing a contract
whereby they agree to live together in harmony for their mutual benefit, after
which they are said to live in a state of society.” This contract involves the retaining
of certain natural rights—the most important being the right to life, liberty, and
property—the acceptance of restrictions of certain liberties, the assumption of
certain duties,17 and the “pooling” together of certain powers to be exercised
collectively by government acting as an agent for “society as a whole.” No
government, Roland explains, is entitled to exercise powers not expressly
delegated to it, or to act against the basic laws of the nation established by its
constitution. And while it is “possible in principle” for a constitution to consist
“entirely of a body of unwritten practices, traditions…court decisions, and long
established statutes,” in practice the rights of the people and the “basic order” of
society will not be “secure against confusion or corruption” unless the constitution
is “primarily based on a written document which prescribes the structure,
procedures, and delegated powers of government…the retained rights of the
people, and which is strictly interpreted according to the original intent of the
framers” of that document.

Continuing in a Madisonian vein, Roland also points out that, although
constitutional procedures “may allow for the direct adoption of legislation by vote
of the people,” this is not a preferred system of government because it tends to be
“impractical and potentially dangerous, especially to the rights of minorities.”
Therefore, it is “generally best” that most legislation require approval “by a body
of elected representatives rather than by direct popular vote, and that any such
legislation be subject to judicial review, whereby legislation not consistent with
the constitution can be voided.” This form of government, Roland explains, is
called “a republic, as distinct from democracy,” and “if it operates under a well-
designed constitution” it is called “a constitutional republic.” And such, of course,
was the form of government designed by the Founding Fathers. One of the main
advantages of having a written constitution is that the people do not have to rely
on a government’s own interpretation and assessment of their natural rights. The
constitution’s framers can make these rights “more specific” and “expand them
into…the right of speech and publication, the right to assemble peacefully, the
right to keep and bear arms, the right to travel over public roadways, and so forth.”

For Roland, however, it is not sufficient simply to have a system of
representative government and a written constitution—even one in which the
rights of the people are clearly articulated in a Bill of Rights. Power, he says, must
also be distributed within the political system so as to avoid its “unbalanced or
excessive” concentration in any one particular area. Sustaining the social contract
itself, Roland argues, depends in large part on this. Fortunately, however:

The framers of the U.S. Constitution addressed the problem of avoiding
unbalanced or excessive concentrations of power in government by adopting
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a constitution in which legislative, executive, and judicial powers [were]
largely divided among separate branches with each having some power to
check the abuses of the other. Legislative powers were further divided
between two legislative bodies. Some powers were delegated to the central
national government, others were reserved to the component states or the
people.

Thus, with this description of the separation of powers and federalism, Roland
appears, albeit in his own particular style, to complete a reconstruction of the
American founding derived from such familiar political ideas that most Americans
would probably agree with him that these were indeed the “principles” on which
the nation’s system of government was based. It does not, however, complete the
militias’ account of the constitutional settlement or of the republican system they
claim was established by the Founding Fathers. We need to examine much more
closely the militias’ understanding of the limited powers they regard as having
been “delegated” to the federal government by the Constitution and, conversely,
the extensive powers they feel were originally intended to have been “reserved”
to the states within the federal system. Roland again expresses a commonly held
militia belief in this respect when he writes that “[m]uch of the abuse” of the
Constitution which has occurred in recent years has arisen because of “the
assumption by the national or central government of powers not delegated to it
under the Constitution, and the erosion of the powers of the States with respect to
that central government.” We also need to examine the militias’ emphasis on the
participatory nature of republican government, and particularly their argument
that an armed citizenry is essential to the successful functioning of a republican
society.

The limited republic

In the June 1997 issue of Necessary Force, Kay Sheil reminded her readers that
the Founding Fathers were not only “very much aware of their recent experience
of tyranny” but also “had the wisdom of the greatest minds of western civilization
and the history of the world to guide them” as they set out to create a new system
of government for their “new nation.” One of the “major lessons of history that
they understood especially well,” she said, “was the natural inclination of any type
of government to become tyrannical.” As a result, the Founding Fathers were
careful to restrict and limit the role of government within the new political system:

They gave us a republic governed by and for the people, where the rights
of the individual were of paramount importance. With our Constitution, they
gave us a central government with limited power. Then they used their
collective wisdom to enumerate the basic rights of the individual and
charged our government with protecting those rights.
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This belief in limited government is fundamental to the militia movement’s
conception of republicanism, and when expressed in such broad terms is hardly
problematic. As President Clinton informed the Detroit Free Press in 1995:

suspicion of Government and the desire to limit Government power is at the
core of what created the United States in the first place…. Our whole system
was set up basically to guard against the abuses of Government power which
the original Americans had lived under, under monarchies.18

It becomes more problematic, however, when the militias’ understanding and
assessment of the nature of the limited government the Founding Fathers are said
to have intended for the nation are examined in detail. For, as militia members see
it, the Founding Fathers created a limited republic in two interrelated senses. First,
they strictly limited the powers of government, especially the federal government,
and explicitly and clearly set those powers out in the Constitution; and, second,
they strictly limited the powers of the central government in relation to those of
the states.

“Commerce and defense”

For the Stark County Unit of the Ohio Unorganized Militia, as we have already
seen, central government was to be limited to “NATIONAL DEFENSE AND
COMMERCE…EVERYTHING ELSE WAS TO BE UP TO THE STATES!”
Clark Simmons of the Missouri 51 st Militia makes the same case in an article on
“The Importance of the Constitution” in the June 1997 issue of Necessary Force:

In order to prevent future tyranny by the government of the United States
almost all political power was vested in the several states. The federal
government was designed to defend the nation, to deal with foreign affairs,
to act as arbitrator between the several states and to maintain an
infrastructure.

This also prevents tyranny by the state government, argues Simmons, because if
a state enacts laws that are too restrictive “the people have the option of picking
up and going to a state that is more to their liking, lock, stock and barrel.” Under
these arrangements, he contends, the United States “became the most powerful
and prosperous [nation] in history,” but the “corruption of the Constitution in
recent years has cost the U.S. both power and prosperity.” And it is for “these
reasons…that those of us who have studied the issue are adamant in our demands
to return to adherence to the Constitution of the United States—because it works
for us!” “The federal government,” the Michigan Militia Corps contends simply,
“was intended to perform 18 powers (see Article I Section 8 of the Federal
Constitution) and all other powers were to be left to the states and the people.”19
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With the powers of government restricted to those evidently so clearly
enumerated in the Constitution, it is an easy task to refer back to the Constitution
in order to determine just what the federal government should and should not be
doing. Carolyn Hart demonstrated this in the October 1997 issue of Necessary
Force. “What effect would a return to constitutional government have on the issues
that the politicians spend so much time wrangling about?” she asked. “Most of
them,” she replied, “would disappear.” On the funding of the National Endowment
for the Arts (NEA), for example: “Nowhere in the Constitution does it state that
the federal government has the power to take taxpayers’ money and redistribute
it to an art program.” The question of the “tobacco settlement” “would not even
exist…because government has no constitutional mandate to provide health care
for Americans.” And, “[I]f the federal government was restrained by constitutional
limitations, there would be no need for welfare reform because there would be no
welfare programs.” Nor would the federal government have “any part in
education,” as schools “would be financed and run by taxpayers at the local level.”
As for the “War on Drugs”:

The Constitution provides that the federal government has criminal
jurisdiction over counterfeiting and piracies and felonies committed on the
high seas [in Article I Section 8, 10]. All other crimes are to be dealt with
by the states and localities. It is not the province [sic] of government to
prohibit drug use or to violate the Bill of Rights using the proliferation of
drugs as an excuse.

For Hart, these issues represent “only a few of many examples of areas where the
federal government has overstepped its constitutional boundaries.” “A return to
the Constitution, impossible and even laughable as it may seem to some, would
eliminate most of the political problems and much of the budget of the federal
government,” she concludes, adding that such a return is “the only viable way to
restore sanity to the United States.”20

Relying on the doctrine of original intent in this way has a pleasing clarity to
recommend it (all the answers having already been provided), but it is open to
some substantial and commonly expressed objections: that it ignores the extent to
which some of the most important clauses of the Constitution are vaguely or
ambiguously drafted; that it treats the Constitution as an unyielding straitjacket
rather than a flexible framework within which the inevitable forces of societal
change—political, social, and economic forces—are allowed room to play;21 that,
as a result, the Constitution is reduced to a role outside of history; and that the
very notion of original intent is, in any event, a mere chimera. As Leonard Levy,
writing in relation to cases concerning original intent being brought before the
Supreme Court, puts it:

If we could ascertain original intent…cases would not arise concerning that
intent. They arise because the intent is and likely will remain uncertain; they
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arise because the Framers either had no discernible intent to govern the issue
or their intent cannot control it because the problem before the court would
have been so alien to the Framers that only the spirit of some principle
implied by them can be of assistance.22

Yet no matter how well founded such objections are, the doctrine of original intent
remains a widely accepted mode of constitutional interpretation, and little is to be
gained from taking issue with Hart or other militia members over whether or not
the Framers would have approved of funding the NEA or the War on Drugs.

Instead, let us concentrate on the second, interrelated, aspect of the militia
movement’s conception of limited government. For it is not just the militias’ belief
that the federal government’s powers should be strictly circumscribed that
characterizes their understanding of what the Founding Fathers attempted to
achieve when they drafted the Constitution. There is a concomitant assertion that
all the powers not explicitly delegated to the federal government “were to be left
to the states and the people,” that “almost all political power was vested in the
several states.” This, the militias claim, was the federalism envisaged by the
Founding Fathers. To quote Kay Sheil:

[The Constitution] provides for central government with certain enumerated
powers with all other power given to the states or to the people, or a loosely
knit organization with a weak central government answerable to the states.
The original intent of our forefathers was that the people of the U.S. be self-
governing, with the people of each state deciding how their state should be
governed.23

It is important that these two aspects of the militias’ understanding of
republicanism are taken together because the militias are not arguing—to return
to the issues identified by Carolyn Hart—that funding the NEA, the provision of
welfare and education, or the War on Drugs are inappropriate areas per se for
government to be concerned with; they are arguing that they are inappropriate
areas for the federal government to be concerned with. States’ governments, it
seems, could quite legitimately pursue these policies, or any others they chose to
—provided, of course, they were compatible with the “retained rights” of the
people. As Sheil and her colleagues in the Missouri 51st Militia explain, returning
America to republican principles would mean that “people would be governing
themselves in the states. And you might have some states that are very socialistic
as opposed to other states that are totally the opposite, but that would be the choice
of the people within the state.”24
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The supremacy of the states

The presumed primacy of the states within the federal system is a fundamental
part of militia members’ understanding of the limited republic they believe was
designed for the nation. It is an understanding they justify by their reading of the
Tenth Amendment to the Constitution, which declares: “The powers not delegated
to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are
reserved to the States respectively, or to the people.” Making the federal
government abide by this Amendment is a goal almost as important to the militias
as ensuring that it respects the provisions of the Second Amendment. The editor
of the Kansas Second Amendment Militia’s newsletter, The Musket, made this
clear in the January/February issue of 1995:

You may be asking “What’s this Tenth Amendment stuff have to do with
our right to keep and bear arms?” In a word EVERYTHING. As you will
read in these pages the federal government has ventured into territory not
given to it in our Constitution. In doing so it has taken power from the people.
By returning the power to the states, we can return the power to the people.
We can and will have the ability to influence our state government. We do
not in practice have much to say at the federal level.

Not even “the great election of 94” was able to change the editor’s mind in this
respect, because, he said,

Our new “conservative” leadership is only conservative when compared to
the Democrats. They do not support a return to the God-fearing,
Constitutional Republic we once were…. They are financially and
intellectually tied to the same forces that have attempted to bring ruin to our
great country.

In the same issue of The Musket, under the headline “America’s Last Chance to
Avoid a Rebellion: The 10th Amendment,” Walter Williams is quoted making the
argument that “[w]ere it not for the Tenth Amendment our founders would never
[have] ratified the Constitution. They correctly feared the development and
consolidation of a powerful and meddlesome federal government.” Again, the
desire to be seen as acting with the perceived endorsement of the nation’s Founders
is evident, and predictably it is Madison, as the “Father of the Constitution,” who
is called upon to support the historical analysis being made:

In “The Federalist Papers” [No. 45] James Madison explained Washington’s
role: “The powers delegated by the proposed Constitution to the federal
government are few and defined. Those which are to remain in the state
governments are numerous and indefinite. The former will be exercised
principally on external objects, as war, peace, negotiation and foreign
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commerce…. The powers reserved to the states will extend to all the objects
which in the ordinary course of affairs concern the lives and liberties, and
properties of the people, and the internal order, improvement and prosperity
of the state.”

As Williams sees it, “[t]he meaning of the 10th Amendment is clear.” The current
system of federalism in which “the powers of the federal government are
‘numerous and indefinite’ and the powers of the states are ‘few’” is a consequence
of a “power-hungry Congress and derelict Supreme Court” having “allowed
Madison’s vision to be stood on its head.” In a second article on the same subject
Williams hammers the point home. “It’s high time,” he writes, “Washington gets
the clear CONSTITUTIONAL message that the federal government is a
CREATURE OF THE STATES—not the other way around.”25

There is no disputing the militias’ claim that there has been a tremendous
amount of centralization within the federal system since it was first “designed,”
but in seeing the “original” federal system as a “loosely knit organization with a
weak central government answerable to the states,” or as one where the central
government was intended to be a “CREATURE OF THE STATES,” militia
members appear to be describing less the political arrangements contained in the
Constitution than those contained in the Articles of Confederation which preceded
the Constitution. Moreover, by insisting on the primacy of the states in this way,
the militias are not, as they claim, expressing Madison’s and the other Framers’
“vision” of what was necessary to ensure the successful functioning of a republican
system of government; rather, they are expressing what the Framers’ Anti-
Federalist opponents considered to be an essential element of republican thought.

Which founding? Whose republicanism?

The Articles of Confederation were ratified by the original thirteen states in 1781.
Under them the states were sovereign and possessed the extensive political powers
the militia movement would like the existing state governments to have. Article
II of the Articles declared: “Each State retains its sovereignty, freedom and
independence, and every power, jurisdiction and right, which is not by this
confederation expressly delegated to the United States in Congress assembled.”
Congress, as the national government of the confederation (no executive or judicial
branch of government having been created), was severely circumscribed in the
powers it could exercise under the Articles—namely to declare wars, establish an
army and navy, establish treaties with foreign nations, coin money, run a postal
system, and regulate weights and measures. Significantly, although this was also
one of their major weaknesses rather than a source of strength, the Articles did
not provide Congress with the power to levy taxes, so that it was entirely dependent
on the voluntary provision of funds from the state legislatures.

If we recall the Stark County Militia’s account of the Founding Fathers’
promises of “minimal government with no direct Federal taxes,” with “Federal
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revenues…to be provided by trade, tariffs and state funding,” and with the national
government restricted to providing for the nation’s defense and commerce, then
the congruity between the militias’ preferred system of national-state relations and
those contained in the Articles of Confederation becomes apparent. And to the
Stark County Militia’s list answering the question of “Where did we go wrong?,”
it seems that long before the New Deal, the period of the drafting of the
Constitution itself would have to be added.

The Anti-Federalists campaigned against the new federal arrangements of the
Constitution for precisely the reason that they did see them as a move in the wrong
direction: as a betrayal of the republican principles for which the Revolution had
been fought and as an invitation to future tyranny.26 As Herbert Storing has written,
federalism for the Anti-Federalists meant “the states [were] primary, that they
[were] equal, and that they possess[ed] the main weight of political power.” This
was the case under the Articles of Confederation, the Anti-Federalists argued, but
it was definitely not the case under the new Constitution. “Instead of thirteen
republics under a Federal head,” Richard Henry Lee, for example, saw the
Constitution as “clearly designed to make us one consolidated government,” while
for Luther Martin the proposed government “was not in reality a federal but a
national government, not founded on the principles of the preservation, but the
abolition or consolidation of all State governments.”27

“No claim was more crucial to [the Anti-Federalists’] entire case,” writes Jack
Rakove, “than that ratification of the Constitution could lead only to the
‘annihilation’ of the states.” The “inevitability of consolidation,” in the Anti-
Federalists’ view, rested, as Rakove explains, on three propositions: first, “that
two sovereign authorities could not coexist within one polity” (expressed as the
political axiom imperium in imperio); second, that “a stable republic could operate
only over a ‘contracted territory’”; and, third, that “the innate human craving for
power would exploit any opportunity to exercise domination.”28 While no doubt
the militias would be happy to support all three of these propositions—and they
certainly share the Anti-Federalist suspicion of man’s craving for power,
particularly as it pertains to the seemingly malign activities of America’s political
elites—it is the similarities between the second of these propositions—the Anti-
Federalist defense of the small republic—and the militias’ understanding of the
limited republic the Founding Fathers are said to have promised them that are most
revealing.

Small republics

The Anti-Federalists argued that a republican government could only be sustained
over a relatively small area containing a relatively small and homogenous
population.29 “Brutus,” one of the leading Anti-Federalist spokesmen, thought this
had been demonstrated by the “greatest and wisest men who have ever thought or
wrote on the science of government” and by the “experience of mankind”
throughout history. Relying on the commonly accepted wisdom of Montesquieu,
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Richard Henry Lee expressed the basic Anti-Federalist position that “so extensive
a territory as the United States including such a variety of climates, productions,
interests; and so great difference of manners, habits, and customs” could not be
“governed in freedom” except in a confederation of states. Kay Sheil of the
Missouri 51st Militia makes the same argument in support of her “loosely knit”
reading of American federalism. “One of the most common things visitors from
Europe say about the U.S.,” she says, “is how large it is,” and this is “one of the
reasons this country does not need a central government deciding all the issues
for the states.” Not only the size of the country Sheil argues, but also the existence
of different climates and terrain mean that “what we need in Missouri is not
necessarily what is needed in California, Hawaii or Maine.”30

There is also agreement between the militias and the Anti-Federalists that the
best way to reflect these differences is for close and continuous contact between
the people and their representatives, and that this is only really possible within a
“federal system” in which the states are powerful political entities. For “A
[Pennsylvania] Farmer,” under such a system, which he calls “a federal republic,”
the people’s representatives will be genuinely responsible to the people because
they “will know and be known by the citizens, will have a common interest with
them…must bear a part of all the burdens which they may lay upon the people…
and may be dismissed by them at pleasure.” For Rick Hawkins and Jackie Wittig
of the Missouri 51st Militia these are precisely the advantages they see in having
powerful state legislatures. “You have more direct control when your state
representative lives three blocks away,” says Hawkins. “If he does something that
you really think is wrong, you can just walk up the street and tell him.” “You can
have a relationship with [your state representative],” agrees Wittig, explaining
how that relationship works in practice for the “51st”:

When we go down to Jefferson City which is the Capitol of our State…when
we go down there to lobby for Second Amendment rights, we go into every
representatives’ office and talk with them personally They know us. When
they see us coming they say to my husband, “Hi Chuck, how ya doing?”
They know him. “Hi Jim, Hi Kay” [they say].

It is a relationship the militias do not see being possible in the same way with their
national representatives, who, Wittig complains, are “supposed to decide [on
issues] based on what their constituency wants from them,” although they rarely
do.31

As far as the Anti-Federalists were concerned, republican government meant
localized government. They preferred frequent elections, short terms of office,
and rotation in office. Even more significantly in terms of the connection between
their political thought and that of the militia movement, they regarded the jury and
the militia as two important institutions through which the people could actively
participate in their own government as opposed to relying on their representatives
alone to conduct the business of politics for them.32 The militia as a republican
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institution is discussed in the following section (pp. 120–4), but it is worth pausing
here to note the importance which both the Anti-Federalists and the militias attach
to jury service as a “duty” of citizenship, as well as their shared belief that juries
should be judging both law and fact in cases before them, giving, that is, a “general
verdict.” For “The Federal Farmer,” for example:

Juries are constantly and frequently drawn from the body of the people…
and by holding the jury’s right to return a general verdict in all cases sacred,
we secure to the people at large, their just and rightful controul [sic] in the
judicial department. If the conduct of judges shall be severe and arbitrary,
and tend to subvert the laws…the jury may check them, by deciding against
their opinions and determinations.

Jon Roland of the Texas Constitutional Militia similarly sees it as the duty of jurors
“to not only follow the instructions of the judge to bring a verdict on the ‘facts’
in a case, but to rule on all issues before the court, overriding the judge if necessary”
Nor is he alone in this. It is a commonly expressed desire of militia members and
of the wider Patriot movement.33

Just as a literal and figurative fear of the remoteness of government now haunts
the militia movement, so it also haunted the Anti-Federalists. The new national
government, the Anti-Federalists argued, was simply too far removed from the
people to be responsive to their concerns. As a consequence they predicted that
the people “will have no confidence in their legislature, suspect them of ambitious
views, be jealous of every measure they adopt, and will not support the laws they
pass.” The dreaded specter of a standing army, the very bane of republican
government, would soon be stalking the land, the Anti-Federalists said, enforcing
laws “at the point of the bayonet.” Evidencing the kind of fevered speculation and
rhetorical excess for which the militia movement is now renowned, the Anti-
Federalists saw a national government “one thousand miles distant” from the
people as a likely location for all manner of conspiracy and treachery. Secure in
the “ten mile square” of the new Capital, “Cato,” to cite but one instance, predicted
that “the president and the great officers of state” would soon succumb to the vices
of a monarchy: “ambition with idleness—baseness with pride—the thirst of riches
without labour—aversion to truth—flattery—treason—perfidy—violation of
engagements—contempt of civil duties” and “above all, the perpetual ridicule of
virtue.” “[Y]ou,” he warned the people,

risque much, by indispensably placing trusts of the greatest magnitude, into
the hands of individuals, whose ambition for power, and aggrandizement
will oppress and grind them—where from the vast extent of your territory,
and the complication of interests, the science of government will become
intricate and perplexed, and too misterious for you to understand and
observe; and by which you are to be conducted into a monarchy, either
limited or despotic.34
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A belief in the desirability and efficacy of localized government is as central a
tenet of faith to the militias as it was to the Anti-Federalists. For all the militia
members’ rhetorical struggles against the institutions of the state and their
employment of national symbols and national imagery they see themselves
primarily in local terms. “[T]he militia, like citizenship, is fundamentally local,”
argues Roland. “We are first and foremost citizens of our local community…it is
the local community that is the basis of the social contract.” “[I]t was set up this
way,” explains Rick Hawkins:

Your county government should have far more influence on your daily life
than your state. Your state should have more than the federal [government].
I mean it’s tiered like that, and that way you can decide if you want to live
under [particular] laws. There’s [sic] a lot of…counties in Arkansas where
there’s no alcohol. If you want to live in an environment like that, you can
go and seek one out, and live there, and that’s the way it’s supposed to be.35

Given this preference for local institutions and local government, the shift in power
away from the local level and towards not just national, but increasingly supra-
national, bodies is understandably a cause of great concern for the militia
movement. The Michigan Militia Corps, for example, claims that it formed in
response not only to the “centralization of power in this country” but also in “the
world.” “International treaties are now beginning to effect [sic] our own laws and
this is [an] unpleasant prospect. We simply want local government with little
interference by a ‘we know what’s best for you’ federal or global government,”
it says, seeing it as its task to “restore the Federal and state governments to their
historical, limited and constitutional function.” “If I were President,” the then
leader of the Michigan Militia, Norman Olson, told a television interviewer in
October 1994,

I would give the government back to the people…I would dissipate and
decentralize government as quickly as I could. I would abide by the Tenth
Amendment to our Constitution that gives powers back to the states and I
would get it down to the county and the township, down to the people making
decisions. What’s happening now is that you’re seeing centralized,
consolidated power going up, up, up. We’re trying to empower the people
to make decisions for themselves.36

These are, in the main, all perfectly reasonable arguments to make in support of
localized power and the primacy of the states within a “federal system.” They are
the arguments one would expect to hear from people advocating decentralized
government, and are worthy of serious consideration on that basis. It is important
to acknowledge this rather than rushing to dismiss all talk of “states’ rights” as a
surreptitious call for racism and bigotry. Unfortunately for the militias, however,
the Founders on whom they would like to base their historical analysis rejected
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these arguments by preferring the Virginia Plan to the New Jersey Plan at the
Constitutional Convention and by replacing the Articles of Confederation with
the Constitution of the United States. Against the backdrop of the “critical period”
of the 1780s, with the weaknesses of the state legislatures graphically
demonstrated by Shay’s Rebellion, it was the Federalists, not the Anti-Federalists,
who held sway over what form the nation’s new “federal system” would take, and,
the militias’ claims to the contrary notwithstanding, the supremacy of an array of
small republics within that system was not part of their “design.”

An extended republic

By 1787 Federalists such as Madison and Hamilton had become thorough
nationalists, “intent on subordinating the states as far as possible to the sovereignty
of the central government.”37 The Federalists were—as militia members correctly
point out—concerned to protect the people against the potential dangers of “an
interested and overbearing majority” but they argued this would only be possible
within an “extended republic.” “To secure the public good and private rights
against the danger of [majority] faction, and at the same time to preserve the spirit
and the form of popular government, is…the great object to which our inquiries
are directed,” Madison wrote in Federalist 10.38

The Federalists refuted the Anti-Federalist case for the small republic by means
of three arguments. First, they argued that the citizenry would have confidence in
the new national government because it would be better administered and more
effective than the states’ governments. As Hamilton put it in Federalist 17:

It is a known fact in human nature that its affections are commonly weak in
proportion to the distance or diffusiveness of the object. Upon the same
principle that a man is more attached to his family than to his neighborhood,
to his neighborhood than to the community at large, the people of each State
would be apt to feel a stronger bias towards their local governments than
towards the government of the Union; unless the force of that principle
should be destroyed by a much better administration of the latter.

Second, the Federalists argued that enlarging the sphere of the republic would be
“more favorable to the election of proper guardians of the public weal”:

[A]s each representative will be chosen by a greater number of citizens in
the large than in the small republic, it will be more difficult for unworthy
candidates to practice with success the vicious arts by which elections are
too often carried [wrote Madison]; and the suffrages of the people being
more free, will be more likely to center on men who possess the most
attractive merit and the most diffusive and established characters.
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Rather than the “mirror theory” of representation favored by the Anti-Federalists
(and militia members), in which legislators were to closely reflect the interests
and make-up of their constituents, the Federalists stressed the importance of the
“filtering” aspect of representation, which, they argued, would lead legislators to
look beyond their own particular interests to the broader common good. Third,
the Federalists argued that only with the diversity of interests offered by an
extended commercial republic would it be possible to prevent the tyranny of the
majority taking hold. “Extend the sphere,” said Madison,

and you take in a greater variety of parties and interests; you make it less
probable that a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade
the rights of other citizens; or if such a common motive exists, it will be
more difficult for all who feel it to discover their own strength and to act in
unison with each other.

As Storing writes, the Federalists saw the kind of homogenous republic the Anti-
Federalists were arguing for as possible only under “the primitive, harsh conditions
of a pre-commercial society, which no man—certainly no American—would
choose to endure,” and which, in any event, no longer described America (even)
in the 1780s.39

This, then, was the republic envisaged by the Federalists, but by basing it on
the extended sphere and the filtering effects of representation, and by insisting
“on a sharp distinction between a ‘democracy’ and a ‘republic,’” the Federalists,
and Madison in particular, were redrawing the “conceptual map” of republicanism
in a radically new way Indeed, for Gordon Wood, they had “turn[ed] all the old
assumptions about republicanism around.” One of the interesting features of this
process was the way Madison used The Federalist Papers to characterize the Anti-
Federalists as defenders of a system of direct or pure democracy, when, as we
have seen, what they were actually defending was “the sovereignty of the several
state republics”—and acting thereby as “good republicans.”40

It is worth considering this in respect of Helen Johnson’s call on behalf of the
Ohio Unorganized Militia to “see what the Founding Fathers had to say about
democracies.” Having employed Madison’s purported injunction not to “separate
text from historical background,” Johnson cites the following quotations in support
of her case for America having been established as a “Representative republic”:

“The evils we experience flow from the excess of democracy The people
do not want (for) virtue; but are the dupes of pretended patriots.” …Eldridge
Gerry [sic]

“It has been observed that a pure democracy if it were practicable would
be the most perfect government. Experience has proved that no position is
more false than this. The ancient democracies in which the people
themselves deliberated never possessed one good feature of government.
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Their very character was tyranny; their figure deformity.” …Alexander
Hamilton

“We are a Republican Government. Real liberty is never found in
despotism or in extremes of democracy.” “Remember, Democracy never
lasts long. It soon wastes, exhausts and murders itself!” …Samuel Adams

“…democracies have ever been spectacles of turbulence and contention;
have ever been found incompatible with personal security, or the rights of
property; and have in general been as short in their lives as they have been
violent in their deaths.” …James Madison41

Johnson makes no attempt to properly contextualize these quotations; to see them
within a complex and fiercely contested political debate of the late eighteenth
century On the contrary, as far as Johnson is concerned the views of Anti-
Federalists like Elbridge Gerry and Samuel Adams—although it was actually John
Adams and not Samuel Adams, who thought that democracy “soon wastes,
exhausts and murders itself!”—are the same as those of Federalists such as
Madison and Hamilton. They are simply the views of “the Founding Fathers.”
And while both groups may have agreed on the unsuitability of a system of direct
democracy for their new government—Madison’s claims to the contrary
notwithstanding—beyond this, as we have been discussing, their views as to what
kind of republic would constitute the best system of government for America could
hardly have been more different.

Before exploring the implications of militia members’ failure to engage
completely with the complexities of the past in this way, however, it is first
necessary to consider the Federalists’ proposed design for the federal system a
little further. This is because, as Jack Rakove has pointed out, if the Federalists
were to refute the arguments of Anti-Federalists for the small republic, it was not
sufficient for them to show how the new federal system would work in theory.
They also had to show how it would work in practice. This, Rakove explains, is
what Hamilton and Madison attempted to do in essays 23–9, 30–6, and 41–6 of
The Federalist Papers, which dealt, respectively, with issues of national defense,
revenue raising, and the distribution of legislative powers within the new federal
system. What emerges, as Madison indicated in Federalist 39, is a complex model
of federalism. “The proposed Constitution,” Madison argued, “was in strictness,
neither a national nor a federal Constitution, but a composition of both.”

In its foundation it is federal, not national; in the sources from which the
ordinary powers of the government are drawn, it is partly federal and partly
national; in the operation of these powers, it is national, not federal; in the
extent of them, again, it is federal, not national; and finally, in the
authoritative mode of introducing amendments, it is neither wholly federal
nor wholly national.42
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It is not necessary here to go into detail over how exactly the powers between the
national and states’ governments were distributed, but it is important to recognize
that the federal system established by the Constitution contained many ambiguities
and many generalities. It was expected that these would be worked out over time.
By employing general terms and phrases the drafters of the Constitution “ensured
the metamorphic nature of the federal system,” writes Joseph Zimmerman. “The
broad grants of power to the Congress enable it to serve as the architect responsible
for redesigning aspects of the federal system on a continuing basis.” In the 1780s,
and despite the supremacy of laws clause in the Constitution (Article VI, Section
2), which makes it clear that ultimate power is to reside with the national and not
the states’ governments, it was widely assumed that the powers reserved to the
states would exceed those of the national government. The militias are correct to
a certain extent to point to the Tenth Amendment in this respect; it was included
in the Bill of Rights to reassure the Anti-Federalists that this was in fact the case.
However, as Zimmerman also points out, national—state relations were “not
frozen” by the Tenth Amendment. The ratification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
Amendments, together with an expansive interpretation of the powers delegated
to Congress by the Supreme Court, has allowed Congress, quite legitimately “to
encroach upon many of the traditionally reserved powers of the States.”43

The key point—one militia members and other Patriots seem to have most
difficulty in coming to terms with—is that these changes have taken place within
the federal system as it was designed by the Founding Fathers, and, to a greater
or lesser extent, with the consent of the American people.44 It was the Constitution
that provided the institutional framework for the way in which federalism would
develop in the U.S. in the future, and only by placing the federal system and the
Constitution back into history can we understand how the concentration of power
in the national government which has occurred since 1789 has taken place. Yet
this aspect of the system is either ignored by the militias in their rush to assert the
pre-eminence of how things were originally “intended” to be, or is rejected in
preference to more conspiratorial explanations. Rakove puts the matter well:

Within the language of the Constitution…there was indeterminacy enough
to confirm that both Federalist and Anti-Federalist were right in predicting
how tempered or potent a government the Convention had proposed….
Whether the politics of the American republic would prove more “federal”
or “national”—more oriented toward the statehouses of an expanding
society or toward the drafty Capitol soon to be built in the federal district—
was a function neither of the language of the Constitution nor of any grand
principles that the framers implanted in their regime but of the various ways
in which Americans weighed the advantages and disadvantages of pursuing
their interests within the compound federal structure the Constitution both
created and acknowledged….

[T]he intentions that ultimately mattered most were those not of the
framers and ratifiers of 1787–88 but of the people themselves, both dispersed
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and united in congeries of interests, all seeking to mobilize one institution
or another in the pursuit of happiness. The Constitution created a new
framework within which their choices could be made, and the Supreme
Court under Chief Justice Marshall enlarged it further by giving the
necessary-and-proper clause and the supremacy clause expansive
interpretations. But only politics (in the broadest sense) could determine
how energy would flow within the complex array of institutions the
American constitutionalists had inherited and only partly reformed. It took
the better part of a century, civil war, and the transformation of the national
economy to begin to convert the Union from a confederation into a polity
more resembling a modern nation-state.45

The Anti-Federalist legacy

Writing in the Wall Street Journal in June 1995 in response to what he saw as the
“unprecedented” assault on the national government from both the Newt Gingrich-
led Republican Party and the “wilder shores of unreason” represented by the militia
movement, Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. made the case that historically it has been the
national government which has been best able to rival the powers of America’s
“great corporate interests” and protect the rights of minorities. Employing clear
Federalist arguments, Schlesinger contended that the national government had
proved itself to be more honest and more efficient than the state governments, and
that it was “a delusion to say that because state government is closer to the people
it is therefore more responsive to their needs and concerns.” On the contrary, local
government is simply “the government of the locally powerful,” he said, and had
the “states’ rights creed triumphed we would still have slavery in the U.S.”46

Schlesinger may well be right in this assessment, but, as Saul Cornell points
out in The Other Founders: Anti-Federalism and the Dissenting Tradition in
America, 1788–1828, throughout their history Americans have also shown “a
remarkable faith in the abilities of state and local governments,” and he attributes
this to the legacy of the Anti-Federalists. “Ratification of the Constitution did not…
eliminate Anti-Federalist ideas,” he says, and as a result “localism continues to
be a powerful force in American life.” Indeed, as Cornell—following Herbert
Storing—sees it, the structure of American government may have been created
by the Federalists but the “spirit of American politics has more often been inspired
by the Anti-Federalists,” and the “struggle” between the two “continues to define
the nature of political life” in the United States.47

In The Other Founders Cornell discusses how interest in the Anti-Federalists
has “exploded” in America in recent years. And, far from being restricted to the
work of historians, political theorists, or legal scholars, he finds that this interest
has “spilled over into popular political culture.” “References to the Anti-
Federalists occur on the Internet,” for example, and he claims that the Anti-
Federalists “have been invoked by the self-styled citizen militia organizations
whose suspicion of government further illustrates the paranoid style of American
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politics.” The problem with this, as we have seen, is that, while the militias should
invoke the Anti-Federalists, particularly to support their arguments for the kind
of limited republic they want America to be, on the whole they do not—or at least
not in any coherent way.48

References to individual Anti-Federalists can certainly be found within militia
literature, but when these occur it is usually as part of a discussion of the views
of “the Founding Fathers” in general—as with Helen Johnson’s employment of
Elbridge Gerry and Samuel Adams—and not of the Anti-Federalists as a distinct
grouping with a distinct political philosophy. The reason for this (as was made
clear in Chapter 3), is that it is with the “dominant tradition” of the American
founding that militia members want to be associated, not its “dissenting tradition.”
It is the sanctification of the Founding Fathers as these are generally recognized
within the American mainstream that militia members want to receive, and while
the Anti-Federalists may have an increasing legitimacy in scholarly circles this
has not yet been transmitted to wider American culture. In short, militia members
identify themselves with the “winners” in the struggle over the Constitution as
opposed to the “losers.” Hence, not surprisingly, it is Madison and Hamilton—the
authors of The Federalist Papers, the men “who wrote the Constitution”—whom
they invoke to support their claims, rather than “The Federal Farmer,” “Brutus,”
or “Cato”. This (mis)identification process is also evident in the militia
movement’s case for an arms-bearing citizenry being an essential feature of the
republic established by the Founding Fathers.

Resisting tyranny: militias and the Second Amendment

A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State,
the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.

The Second Amendment

In an article for the August 1997 issue of Necessary Force, Rick Hawkins of the
Missouri 51st Militia sought to explain “The Truth about the Second Amendment.”
Expressing his concern that future gun control legislation would restrict the “right”
of Americans to own assault weapons, Hawkins complained:

I don’t know how many times I’ve heard some liberal puke arrogantly
proclaiming that “You can’t hunt deer with an AK47.” Then some well-
meaning patriot type tries to explain how an AK47 is really just a 30–30,
and it’s really not that powerful, blah, blah, blah! WRONG ANSWER! The
correct response would be to say, as politely as possible, without slapping
the fool, “You know the Second Amendment has nothing to do with hunting
deer, or hunting anything else, for that matter.” You are not guaranteed the
right to hunt, or even the right to self-defense. You are guaranteed the
RIGHT to serve in the militia and to do so, you must have a weapon of
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minimum military specifications. The founding fathers knew that any form
of government, no matter how well conceived, could become corrupt, and
that standing armies could become the pawns of that corrupt government.

An armed citizenry was the best and only way to ensure that the people
could maintain the ability to retake the government if it should become
necessary. Any other response to the misguided liberal is futile, as well as
incorrect. You have to stay with what the Constitution says, and what it
means. Remind them that it is a Bill of Rights, not a Bill of Needs and Wants.

A T-shirt sold by the Militia of Montana captures the same attitude rather more
succinctly. Mimicking Bill Clinton’s 1992 presidential campaign slogan, it reads:
“The Second Amendment ain’t about duck huntin’…or target shootin’…It’s about
FREEDOM Stupid!”49

For the militia movement (as for other Patriots), the Second Amendment offers
the means by which the American people can protect themselves from
governmental tyranny, and this is a position derived from—or is justified by—
their understanding of the republicanism “designed” for the American nation. As
militia members see it, the institution of the militia is a vital component of the
constitutional system established by the Founding Fathers. Militias are “the best
protection against tyranny,” they say, a “constitutional safety net,” forming “an
important part of the check and balances in our American system.” They are “the
mighty keystone of this great republic”; they have an essential “oversight duty”;
and serve “as a check to federal tyranny or the tyranny of any other government.”
“Like it or not,” militia members declare,

the founders of our government believed that power should remain in the
hands of the people to stop the usurpation of power by government. For this
expressed reason they believed in the militia system where all citizens
should keep and bear arms…. [T]he only reason a civilian, or “unorganized,”
militia exists is in order to keep government in check in order that the
government may remain in the hands of the people.

In sum, “the modern militia is exactly what our Constitution created it to be: the
vehicle of last resort to stand between tyranny and freedom.”50

Unsurprisingly, the “words” of the Founding Fathers play a prominent role in
the presentation of the militias’ case. Typical of the militia movement’s use of the
Founding Fathers, for example, is this extract from the Militia of Montana’s
website:

The Founders of our Nation and the Framers of the Constitution were well
aware of the dangers of the tyranny and treason of a run-away governmental
bureaucracy and had a very PRIMARY reason for the inclusion of the
Second Amendment to the Constitution. Let’s let them speak for themselves:
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“Firearms stand next in importance to the Constitution itself. They are
the American people’s liberty teeth and keystone under independence. From
the hour the Pilgrims landed, to the present day, events, occurrences and
tendencies prove that to ensure peace, security and happiness, the rifle and
pistol are equally indispensable. The very atmosphere of firearms
everywhere restrains evil interference—they deserve a place of honor with
all that’s good.”—George Washington, Commanding General of the
Continental Army, Father of Our Country and First President of the United
States, in his address to 2nd Session of 1st Congress.

“The strongest reason for the people to retain the right to keep and bear
arms is, as a last resort, to protect themselves against tyranny in
Government.”—Thomas Jefferson, Author of The Declaration of
Independence, and President of the United States.

“The highest number to which a standing army can be carried in any
country does not exceed one hundredth part of the souls, or one twenty-fifth
part of the number able to bear arms [sic]. This portion [sic] would not yield,
in the United States, an army of more than twenty-five or thirty thousand
men. To these would be opposed a militia amounting to near half a million
citizens with arms in their hands, officered by men chosen from among
themselves, fighting for their common liberties and united and conducted
by governments possessing their affections and confidence. It may well be
doubted whether a militia thus circumstanced could ever be conquered by
such a proportion of regular troops…. Besides the advantage of being armed,
which the Americans possess over the people of almost every other nation,
the existence of subordinate governments, to which the people are attached
and by which militia officers are appointed, forms a barrier against the
enterprises of ambition, more insurmountable than any which a simple
government of any form can admit of…. The governments of Europe are
afraid to trust the people with arms [sic]. If they did, the people would surely
shake off the yoke of tyranny, as America did [sic]. Let us not insult the
free and gallant citizens of America with the suspicion that they would be
less able to defend the rights of which they would be in actual possession
than the debased subjects of arbitrary power would be to rescue theirs from
the hands of their oppressors.”—James Madison, principal author of the
Constitution, principal writer of The Federalist Papers, President of the
United States, Mainstream Revolutionary and Militant.

“What, Sir, is the use of a militia? It is to prevent the establishment of a
standing army, the bane of liberty…. Whenever Governments [sic] mean
to invade the rights and liberties of the people, they always attempt to destroy
the militia, in order to raise an army upon their ruins.”—Rep. Elbridge Gerry
of Massachusetts, spoken during floor debate over the Second Amendment,
I Annals of Congress at 750, August 17, 1789.51
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Not only does the Militia of Montana’s employment of these Founding Fathers
typify the militias’ arguments in respect of the Second Amendment and the
importance of militias in resisting tyranny, it also provides another, telling
illustration of the extent to which the militias seek to identify themselves with the
“dominant tradition” of American history. This is clear from the inclusion of
Washington, Jefferson, and Madison in the Militia of Montana’s list of
“supportive” Founders, and particularly in the descriptions applied to them.
Washington is the “Father of Our Country and First President of the United States,”
Jefferson “The Author of the Declaration of Independence,” and, most revealingly
of all, Madison the “principal author of the Constitution, principal writer of The
Federalist Papers [and] Mainstream Revolutionary and Militant.” Indeed, the
Militia of Montana’s desire to receive the approbation of these Founders
seemingly overwhelms the demands of historical accuracy—Madison’s “words”
from Federalist 46 are compressed and misquoted slightly, and those attributed
to Washington and Jefferson are simply invented.52

This is not to suggest that all, or even most, of the militias’ quotations in this
context are fabricated. The words of Elbridge Gerry are rendered almost faithfully,
and some of the views of other Founders (more or less) accurately reproduced by
the militias include the following: Richard Henry Lee, “A militia, when properly
formed, are in fact the people themselves…and include all men capable of bearing
arms”; George Mason, “I ask, sir, what is the militia? It is the whole people, except
for a few public officials,” and “to disarm the people…is the best and most
effectual way to enslave them”; Patrick Henry, “The great object is that every man
be armed…. Everyone who is able may have a gun”; and Tench Coxe:

The power of the sword, say the minority of Pennsylvania is in the hands
of Congress. My friends and countrymen, it is not so, for the powers of the
sword are in the hands of the yeomanry of America from sixteen to sixty.
The militia of these free commonwealths, entitled and accustomed to their
arms, when compared with any possible army must be tremendous and
irresistible. Who are the militia? Are they not ourselves? Is it feared, then,
that we shall turn our arms each man against his own bosom? Congress has
no power to disarm the militia. Their swords, and every other terrible
implement of the soldier, are the birth right of an American…. [T]he
unlimited power of the sword is not in the hands of either the federal or state
governments, but, where I trust in God it ever will remain, in the hands of
the people.53

Yet what is noticeable about these quotations—and these are the quotations, in
addition to those invoked by the Militia of Montana, most commonly found in
militia publications and on militia websites on this issue—is that, with the
exception of Coxe, it is the views of leading Anti-Federalists that predominate.
This again raises the question as to whether, irrespective of their attempts to
connect with the Federalist Framers, it is with the republicanism of the Anti-
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Federalist objectors to the Constitution that the militias are more closely in accord;
whether it is these Founders that militia members should, in fact, be claiming for
their inspiration.

Significantly, such issues are also at the heart of recent academic debates
concerning the correct interpretation of the Second Amendment. Questions about
the meanings to be attached to the words of Madison, Coxe, Gerry, Mason et al.,
and the extent to which the Second Amendment was intended to provide a means
for resisting governmental tyranny—what has been called the “insurrectionary
theory” of the Second Amendment—have been the subject of fierce dispute among
both historians and legal scholars. But before considering these specific issues,
particularly as they pertain to the militias’ understanding of the republicanism
“intended” for the American nation, it is first necessary to examine the debate over
the interpretation of the Second Amendment in more general terms.

Interpreting the Second Amendment

Despite being the subject of huge popular and political controversy (or perhaps
because of this), until relatively recently the Second Amendment was one of the
most neglected areas of constitutional scholarship. Today, as Glenn Reynolds
notes, however, although there is “still very little caselaw…there is now a great
deal of scholarship.”54 Two competing interpretations of the Second Amendment
predominate, the “collective” or “states’ rights” interpretation and the “individual
rights” interpretation. In the collective rights model, American citizens have no
individual right to bear arms; such a right, it is argued, belongs only to those in
the state militias since the purpose of the Amendment was to reassure the states
that through the maintenance of “well regulated” militias they would be able to
protect themselves from any threat posed by the new national government’s
standing army. In contrast, advocates of the individual rights interpretation
contend that the Second Amendment protects the rights of all  individuals to keep
and bear arms (subject to certain conditions), not just those in the state militias;
that it is the “right of the people.” This, it is argued, is in accordance with how the
First, Fourth, Ninth, and Tenth Amendments are interpreted.55

To a certain extent the term “individual rights model” is something of a
misnomer, because its proponents do not really deny that the “militia” was an
important part of the Second Amendment as it was originally conceived. Rather,
like Reynolds, they argue that the Amendment’s purpose is “twofold: to allow
individuals to protect themselves and their families, and to ensure a body of armed
citizenry from which a militia could be drawn.” It is presumably for this reason
that Reynolds prefers the epithet “Standard Model” when describing his approach
to the Second Amendment—although, of course, this also has certain rhetorical
and argumentative advantages to recommend it, since it casts the collective rights
model as the “non-standard” or “abnormal” approach. However, while Reynolds
regards Standard Model scholars as dominating the academic literature on the
Second Amendment “almost completely,” he acknowledges that such views “are
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much less represented in the more popular media, where the ‘states’ rights’ view
still seems to be dominant.” Indeed, he suggests that this may well be one of the
reasons for the growth of the contemporary militia movement, with individuals
having organized militias as a response to the argument that the Second
Amendment only protects the right to belong to a militia. Although Reynolds
himself offers no evidence to support this view, it is apparently confirmed by Kay
Sheil of the Missouri 51st Militia, for whom, in the “legal climate today…they
say an ‘individual’ isn’t supposed to have a weapon, they say it’s a ‘group right’
Well, we’re a group, so we’re protected by the Constitution.” The views of leading
individual rights theorists, including Reynolds himself, are also directly cited by
militia members.56

Whether the modern militia movement is “protected” by the Constitution is
addressed in detail below (pp. 128–33); for now let us return to the issue of the
purpose of the Second Amendment. According to David Williams, “[v]irtually all
modern Second Amendment theorists agree that one purpose of the provision was
to make resistance to the federal government possible.” The “two camps” only
disagree, he says, “over who possesses the right, state militias or the mass of
individuals,” adding that “[t]he individual rights view accepts that revolution was
the main reason for the Amendment but argues that self-defense was a secondary
aim.” To this extent, at the very least, therefore, militia members are correct: the
Second Amendment isn’t about duck hunting or target shooting. The “recreational
and sporting uses” arguments so often cited in the gun control debate are simply
“not relevant” when it comes to interpreting the Second Amendment. The question
of whether the Second Amendment also provides Americans with a right of self-
defense—an interpretation the militias endorse, of course—is somewhat more
contentious. Williams, for example, does not see this as even a “secondary aim”
of the Amendment, but he argues that this shouldn’t detract from the “underlying
consensus” concerning the Amendment’s purpose, a consensus to which, it is
worth emphasizing, the modern militia movement clearly belongs.57

In part, the dispute between the collective and individual rights theorists over
who exactly was intended to resist the dangers of governmental tyranny is a
consequence of the way the Second Amendment is worded—its textual ambiguity
actively invites competing interpretations. Sanford Levinson, for example,
describes it as “one of the worst drafted of all [the Constitution’s] provisions.”58

This, he says, is because it contains an opening clause “that seems to set out its
purpose,” a feature notably absent from any of the Constitution’s other
amendments. Advocates of the collective rights approach read this
“preamble”—“A well regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free
State”—restrictively, as determining how the rest of the Amendment should be
read. Advocates of the individual rights approach, on the other hand, emphasize
the second part of the Amendment—“the right of the people to keep and bear
Arms, shall not be infringed.” Reading the Amendment’s two clauses
disjunctively, they do not see the preamble as a constraint on how the rest of the
Amendment is to be read.
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The Supreme Court might have been expected to resolve this ambiguity, but
unfortunately this has not been the case. The Supreme Court has analyzed the
Second Amendment directly only four times in its history and only once in the
twentieth century, and none of its decisions offers a definitive interpretation of
the extent of the right of U.S. citizens to keep and bear arms. The most recent
decision is the 1939 case of United States v. Miller, in which Jack Miller and an
accomplice were charged with transporting an unregistered sawed-off shotgun in
interstate commerce in violation of the National Firearms Act of 1934. The
defendants challenged their indictment on Second Amendment grounds before
the District Court and won. The case then went to the Supreme Court on the
question only of whether a sawed-off shotgun was a “militia weapon” and thus
protected by the Second Amendment. The Supreme Court reversed the first
decision and referred the case back to the District Court for further fact-finding
proceedings. It held:

In the absence of any evidence tending to show that possession or use of a
“shotgun having a barrel of less than eighteen inches in length” at this time
has some reasonable relationship to the preservation or efficiency of a well
regulated militia, we cannot say that the Second Amendment guarantees the
right to keep and bear such an instrument. Certainly it is not within judicial
notice that this weapon is any part of the ordinary military equipment or that
its use could contribute to the common defense.59

In the words of one commentator, the Court’s decision offered “a little something
for everyone,” with the result that partisans on all sides of the gun rights debate
cite Miller as authority for their views regarding the proper interpretation of the
Second Amendment. For Ehrman and Henigan, for example, the Supreme Court
“made it clear that the only purpose of the second amendment [sic] was to ensure
the effectiveness of state militias.” Yet as Glenn Reynolds sees it “Miller cannot
plausibly be read to support the states’ rights position” because if the Second
Amendment protected only the right of states to have militias no fact finding would
have been necessary. The Court, Reynolds says, “would only have to ask one
question: ‘Is Mr. Miller a state?’ And if the answer was no (as, of course, it was)
the case would then have been dismissed for lack of standing.”60

Since Miller, although perhaps for understandable reasons given the contentious
and politically explosive nature of the issues involved, the Supreme Court has
shied away from the Second Amendment, preferring “to regard the
constitutionality of gun restrictions through the lens of other constitutional
provisions.”61 Because of this, and given the Amendment’s inherent textual
uncertainty, the debate over its “correct” meaning has proceeded largely—as the
militia movement demonstrates—on the basis of historical argumentation.
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Militias, virtue, and the republican roots of the right to bear
arms

When it comes to the question of identifying the intellectual and historical
antecedents of the Second Amendment, there is, again, broad agreement between
the collective and individual rights theorists. Whether tracing its roots through the
Florentine political tradition and Machiavelli or the radical English Whig tradition
of James Harrington, John Trenchard, and Thomas Gordon, both sides accept that
the Second Amendment has to be understood, at least in part, in terms of
republicanism.62 In particular, there is no dispute that an armed citizenry was, as
militia members contend, an essential component of eighteenth-century
republican thought. The reason for this, in Gordon Wood’s memorable phrase, is
that republics were seen to be states of “fragile beauty”63 Which is to say, that
because of man’s ceaseless craving for power it was believed that republics were
in constant danger from both external enemies and internal corruption (recall the
Militia of Montana’s invocation of the “republican cycle” discussed earlier, or
Rick Hawkins’s argument that “any form of government no matter how well
conceived could become corrupt”), and citizens’ militias were regarded as vital
in resisting these dangers.

Indeed, the militia movement’s engagement with republicanism helps to explain
why it reacts to any attempt at gun control with horror. After all, it was a
commonplace of eighteenth-century republicanism that only tyrannical
governments would attempt to disarm their people. Voicing such concerns—and
linking them to the sacrifices made by America’s Revolutionary generation—the
U.S. Militia take the view that although “foreign governments may disarm their
subjects, we will not go down that road.” “We will not disarm,” they declare.

We will not disarm and see our freedoms stripped away. The lessons of
history are numerous, clear, and bloody A disarmed population inevitably
becomes an enslaved population. A disarmed population is without power,
reduced to childlike obedience to and dependence upon the organs of a
parental state. A disarmed population will lose either piecemeal or in one
sweeping act those basic rights for which the citizens of America risked
their lives and fortunes over 200 years ago.

As militia members see it, the right to bear arms allows Americans “to back up
our other Bill of Rights.”64 Lose this right, they contend, and, sooner or later, they
will lose all their rights.

Republican endorsement of citizens’ militias went beyond the frequently
expressed concern that standing armies might become the pawns of corrupt
governments, and issues of who ultimately controlled the means of force in society,
however. The ownership of arms was central to the very idea of republican
citizenship. Arms, it was argued, provided the means by which a citizen could
both maintain his independence and—as with jury service—actively participate
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in his own governance. In classical as well as early modern republican thought,
writes J.G.A.Pocock, arms were the “ultimo ratio whereby the citizen exposes his
life to the defense of the state and at the same time ensures that the decision to
expose it cannot be taken without him.” It was the possession of arms, he says,
which made “a man a full citizen, capable of, and required to display, the multiple
versatility and self-development which is the crown (and prerequisite) of
citizenship.”65

Access to arms would not create a republican citizen in itself, though. The key
to citizenship—indeed the key to the successful functioning of republican society
as a whole—was to be found in the concept of virtue. Virtue, Gordon Wood
explains, “was truly the lifeblood of the republic”:

A republic was such a delicate polity precisely because it demanded an
extraordinary moral character in the people. Every state in which the people
participated needed a degree of virtue; but a republic which rested solely on
the people absolutely required it.

Wood defines virtue as the “willingness of the individual to sacrifice his private
interests for the good of the community”—that is, to serve the common good—
and the ultimate sacrifice an individual could make, of course, was to lay down
his life in defense of the republic.66 This is particularly worth noting since it adds
a republican dimension to the apparent readiness of militia members to sacrifice
themselves in emulation of their Revolutionary forefathers discussed in Chapter 3.
Significantly, militias were seen as institutions in which citizens could be trained
in virtue—where virtue would not only be inculcated and nurtured, but also
exercised in the act of resisting the republic’s enemies.

Modern militia members are well aware of these aspects of republicanism: that
militias were intended to provide a means for citizens to actively participate in the
republican polity and had a crucial role in instilling virtue in those citizens. For
Jon Roland, for example, “a Militia system serves not only to prepare people to
resist invasion or cope with disasters, but to bind people together into communities
for all kinds of civic activities.” “In this age,” he says,

in which too many people don’t know their own next door neighbors, it is
time to break down the barriers of anonymity and rebuild the community
spirit on which our society depends. Able-bodied citizens should be
expected to perform regular civic duties in much the same way they perform
jury duty. The Constitutional framework for doing that is the Militia.

Republican language and republican ideas also clearly inform the Militia of
Montana’s presentation of itself as an “anti-corruption group” on its website:

The Militia is not an “Anti-Government” group, but an “Anti-Corruption
In Government” group. The Militia is “We The People” enforcing the God
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given rights that every human being should have. Militia members do not
walk around carrying guns and wearing army fatigues, looking for someone
to shoot. A Militia member is a person who has sworn to uphold the
Constitution and all laws which do not conflict with the Constitution, a
Citizen who is willing to give his/her life in the defense against foreign or
domestic invasion of Family, Home, Neighbors and Country. A Militia
member is not your enemy, but on the contrary, a protector of the
Constitutional Rights of everyone in the United States of America.67

Another example of this awareness is provided by the chaplain of the Missouri
51st Militia, Larry Watson. Between April and October 1997, in a series of seven
articles for Necessary Force, Watson shared “the comments of our founding
fathers,” who, he explained, had frequently “expressed their concern for the need
of a virtuous and moral citizenry.” Examining such figures as John Adams, Samuel
Adams, James Madison, George Mason, George Washington, and Noah Webster,
Watson sought to demonstrate how their words could, and should, provide
guidance for America in the present. This guidance was sorely needed in Watson’s
view because “those whom we elected are serving their own selfish desires instead
of the best interests of their constituents.” “Our nation is at great risk,” he
contended. (Tellingly, although Watson identifies George Mason as someone who
“disliked the idea of a strong federal government, as he feared that it would usurp
the sovereignty of the individual states,” and as the “Father of the Bill of Rights,”
at no point during the series of articles does he identify Mason as a prominent
Anti-Federalist.)68

Providing a notable illustration of the intermingling of two of the three key
American traditions identified by Robert Bellah et al., Watson’s understanding of
virtue was presented within a clear religious framework. “God needs a virtuous,
moral dedicated people,” Watson suggested. “If mankind is to be free, as God
desires us to be, then each of us must live the lives that a righteous God will be
willing to bless and protect.” For Watson, this was simply what the Founding
Fathers themselves had believed, and he explained that, “[a]ccording to Madison,
our nation will fail unless we maintain a strong level of faith in and obedience to
the real founder of our nation Almighty God”; and that “Noah Webster has advised
us that as a nation we must be a moral and religious people to continue to enjoy
the freedom we have had in the past.”69

However, as with the Militia of Montana’s depiction of itself as an “anti-
corruption” group, Watson’s application of the concept of virtue could hardly be
said to be motivated by a disinterested commitment to the common good. On the
contrary, it was allied to his and his colleagues’ own particular interests. It was
employed especially as a way of encouraging people to join and form militias.
Having quoted from George Washington’s first inaugural speech that “the
preservation of the sacred fire of liberty and the destiny of the republican model
of government are justly considered as deeply, perhaps finally, staked on the
experiment entrusted to the hands of the American people,” Watson wrote:
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Did you catch what Washington said about you and me? He said the destiny
of our nation is in the hands of the American people, not the president, not
the congress, not the Supreme Court, not anyone else—just us!!! And you
thought you didn’t count for much! I never dreamed I would be involved in
anything like this, but here I am…. Please join us. If you are an inactive
member of the 51st, come join us…. If you live in some other area, then
contact your local militia and get involved.70

Further, as discussed below (pp. 128–33), there is no recognition in this that for
a republican society to work the people as a whole must have virtue; that it is not
enough for militia members themselves to live and act virtuously.

In his article on “The Embarrassing Second Amendment,” Sanford Levinson
asked scholars to “consider the possibility…that the ultimate ‘checking value’ in
a republican polity is the ability of an armed populace, presumptively motivated
by a shared commitment to the common good, to resist governmental tyranny.”71

It is a suggestion the militia movement would obviously endorse, and in broad
terms it is a point generally accepted by both the individual and collective rights
theorists of the Second Amendment. However, whether for Levinson or the militia
movement, establishing an armed citizenry as a central tenet of eighteenth-century
republicanism goes only part of the way. The crucial question remains of the extent
to which this republican belief was translated—if at all—into the Second
Amendment, thereby making it part of the new constitutional system America’s
Founding Fathers were creating. This is a subject of much greater dispute.

Federalism, Anti-Federalism, and the insurrectionary theory
of the Second Amendment

Garry Wills rejects the idea that the Second Amendment empowers “the people”
to resist and overthrow the government if it becomes tyrannical; in other words,
that it provides a constitutional right of “insurrection.” He does so for a number
of reasons. First, he argues that the quotations relied on by the advocates of this
approach—including Levinson, Reynolds, and Williams—“come from the
Antifederalists, who were not the framers of the Constitution but opponents of it.”
(These, of course, are the same quotations from Patrick Henry, George Mason,
Elbridge Gerry, and Richard Henry Lee relied on by the militia movement outlined
at the beginning of this section on pp. 116–17.) As Wills see it,

the Antifederalists lost the debate over the Constitution…. To keep quoting
these men as the framers, is to commit the fundamental interpretative error
Jefferson criticized in 1800, when he said that we should ascribe to the
Constitution “a meaning to be found in the explanations of those who
advocated not those who opposed it.”
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Further, Wills argues that these quotations from the Anti-Federalists have nothing
to do with the Second Amendment because they come from the ratification
debates. They are expressions, he says, of the Anti-Federalists’ fears about
standing armies and refer only to the military clauses in the Constitution (Article
I, Section 8, Clauses 12, 15, and 16, and Article II, Section 2, Clause 1).72

Wills also objects to the insurrectionary theory of the Second Amendment
because he says there are five places in the Constitution itself that forbid such
armed resistance, namely the “treason clause” (Article III, Section 3, Clause 1);
the “guarantee clause” (Article IV, Section 4); the “extradition clause” (Article
IV, Section 2, Clause 2); and the powers of Congress both to proscribe the training
of militias (Article I, Section 8, Clause 16) and to call them forth “to suppress
insurrections” (Article I, Section 8, Clause 15). Taken together, Wills writes, these
provisions “make it overwhelmingly clear that the Constitution was framed to
forbid, prevent and punish insurrection against its own laws—as, indeed, any
Constitution that claims legitimate authority must do.” Advocates of the
insurrectionary theory of the Second Amendment have confused “the right of
insurrection under (within) the Constitution with the right of revolution (which
would overthrow the Constitution),” he argues. “A people can overthrow a
government it considers unjust. But it is absurd to think that it does so by virtue
of that unjust government’s own authority.”73

Of course, proponents of the insurrectionary theory have their own array of
reasons for rejecting Wills’s analysis. For one, although they accept that the
dispute between the Federalists and the Anti-Federalists centered on the military
clauses of the Constitution, and particularly on the Anti-Federalists’ fears over
standing armies, they do not see this as meaning that the Founders in general
rejected the insurrectionary purpose behind the Second Amendment. Quite the
reverse. They argue that the Founders were in such agreement as to the purpose
of the Amendment that no such discussion was necessary. It is the “unanimity in
the contemporary understanding of the Second Amendment [between the
Federalists and the Anti-Federalists],” which, David Vandercoy says, “helps
explain the relative absence of recorded debate over it”—“unanimity” which was
the product of “their shared philosophical and historical heritage,” that is, the
eighteenth-century republican tradition outlined above. Similarly, David Williams
notes that Elbridge Gerry was the only person to offer an explanation of the
purpose of the Second Amendment during the Congressional debates, when he
said, “This declaration of rights, I take it, is intended to secure the people against
the mal-administration of the Government.” “No one contradicted him or
suggested a different, liberal purpose for the provision,” says Williams.74

This shared understanding, it is argued, is what Madison evidences in Federalist
46 when he refers to the “advantage of being armed, which the Americans possess
over the people of almost every other nation.” Indeed, for Robert Shalope it is
important to recognize that when Madison drafted the Bill of Rights “he did not
do so in a vacuum. Instead, he composed [it] in an environment permeated by the
emergent republican ideology and with the aid of innumerable suggestions from
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his countrymen.” Williams points especially to the Virginia legislature’s draft
amendment for the right to bear arms in this respect. Written by George Mason,
it provided the basis for Madison’s draft of the Second Amendment, he says, seeing
it as providing clear support for his insurrectionary interpretation of the
Amendment which eventually emerged. It reads:

That the people have a right to keep and bear arms; that a well-regulated
militia, composed of the body of the people trained to arms, is the proper,
natural and safe defence of a free state; that standing armies, in time of peace,
are dangerous to liberty, and therefore ought to be avoided.75

Wills’s response to this is to argue that Madison’s proposals for the Second
Amendment were intended merely to “accommodate” his Anti-Federalist critics,
to “sweet-talk” them because he was secure in the knowledge that the Amendment
would have no impact “in real life” on the military arrangements set out in the
Constitution.76

Advocates of the insurrectionary model of the Second Amendment do not rely
on the Anti-Federalists or Madison alone, however. They have other allies to
support them, including such prominent figures as Tench Coxe, Yale president
Timothy Dwight, legal scholar Thomas Cooley, and especially Supreme Court
Justice Joseph Story and his highly influential Commentaries on the Constitution,
first published in 1833. Story—who is also cited extensively by militia members
—is a particular favorite because, to quote Shalope, he “summed up the
relationship between armed citizens and the militia as clearly as it was ever stated”
and, just as importantly, in Levinson’s view, because he was “certainly no friend
of Anti-Federalism.”77

It is noticeable that an argument not made by any of the “academic
insurrectionists” in this context, one which would draw on Herbert Storing and
Saul Cornell’s understanding of the American founding as a “dialogue” between
the Federalists and Anti-Federalists, is that the Second Amendment was a specific
Anti-Federalist legacy to the United States. Williams, who seems to equate the
Federalists predominantly with Lockean liberalism and the Anti-Federalists with
republicanism, comes closest to such a position when he argues that

[t]he Second Amendment, perhaps more than any other provision of the
Constitution, is grounded in the republican tradition. We must therefore look
principally to republicanism for illumination of the historical meaning of
this particular Amendment—even if one gives a liberal reading to the rest
of the document.78

Perhaps, like those in the militia movement, such a direct association with the
“losers” in the constitutional struggle is simply not considered desirable.

As for Wills’s contention that it is absurd to think that the Second Amendment
provides Americans with a right to overthrow the Constitution, Williams responds
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by arguing that the “apparent commonsensicality” of what he refers to as Wills’s
“inconsistency claim” is misleading because it assumes “that government and
constitution are the same thing, so that a revolt against one is necessarily a revolt
against the other.” In fact, he says, “the two are conceptually quite distinct….
Therefore, a constitution could conceptually protect a conservative revolution—
a right to protect the preexisting constitutional order against government officials
who would subvert it.” Implicit in Wills’s argument, Williams says, is the idea
that government itself is the “only conceivable defender of the Constitution, that…
only officeholders can protect it.” But this, he contends, citing Alexander
Hamilton’s Federalist 33, is inconsistent with the Anglo-American legal tradition,
which “has endorsed the idea that sometimes the people, rather than the
government, may best represent the Constitution.”79 And this, of course, is why
the Second Amendment, with its protection of the people’s right to keep and bear
arms “in readiness for revolution,” is so important.

However, as Williams explains, a number of conditions are attached to the
exercise of this insurrectionary right:

First, the revolution must arise from a genuine constitutional grievance—
for example, the government must be engaged in a sustained attack on the
constitution, and the revolution must respond to that attack. Second, the long-
term goal of the revolution must be the restoration of the preexisting
constitutional order, not the substitution of some new form of government.80

In practice, of course, as with their use of the Declaration of Independence, the
militias are not able to satisfy the first of these conditions, but it is interesting to
note that they do present themselves—whether consciously or not—as acting in
accordance with the second. As we have seen, the militias believe they are
campaigning to “restore the Republic” or are part of a struggle “to return the United
States to the constitutional republicanism our forefathers envisioned.”

Unfortunately for the militias, though, once beyond the rhetorical level this is
not an easy condition to satisfy either. This is because, according to Williams, a
number of further limits follow from it: first, he says, “the constitution must,
implicitly or explicitly, prescribe governing rules for the conduct of the
revolution”; and, second, “the revolution must follow those rules.” In other words,
groups such as the militias who might wish to exercise this right have to act “within
the dictates of a constitutional tradition imposed on them by the past.” In respect
of the Second Amendment, this means the militias not only have to show that they
are acting on behalf of the “Body of the People” and as a “last resort,” they also
have to satisfy the “additional” demands of the republican tradition in which the
Amendment was conceived. In short, they have to show that they belong to “a
civic republican citizenry, characterized by a high degree of civic virtue and
homogeneity and organized into a universal militia.”81

The question of whether the militia movement does (or can) satisfy these
conditions is examined in the following section (pp. 128–33), and we will leave
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aside the issue of how realistic it is to expect an armed citizenry to resist the
depredations of the heavily armed modern state.82 Before ending the current
discussion, though, it is important to recognize how the militias’ case for a Second
Amendment right of insurrection serves again—as with their employment of the
Declaration of Independence—to provide many in mainstream America with an
unwelcome reminder of the revolutionary nature of their nation’s past, and raises
uncomfortable questions as to how that past relates to America’s present. It is a
point Williams captures powerfully:

However limited its significance as a practical matter, recognition of a
constitutional right to revolution would be important as a symbol of the
continuing importance of revolutionary principles, such as the legitimacy
of direct political action to prompt rapid political change. Popular
recognition of a natural right of revolution is easy to distance from present
circumstances—an abstract acknowledgement only that all people have a
right to resist tyranny By contrast, recognition of a constitutional right of
revolution is an assertion that Americans all presently have a legal,
affirmative right to overthrow unconstitutional government, and that right
is part of what constitutes them as a nation.

That recognition might help to restore the idea of revolution to the
American political vocabulary…. [The] posing of revolution and
constitution as polar opposites—order and disorder, stability and change,
governmental regularity and popular clamor—has artificially delimited the
possibilities for American political expression…. [W]hen some argue that
revolutionaries possess only a natural right to revolution, the implication is
clear: by preaching revolution, they have exiled themselves from the
constitutional homeland. As a result, one need not respond to their
arguments as constitutional claims, only as abstract assertions of natural
justice. Several decades ago, Communists bore the brunt of this charge;
today, right-wing revolutionaries do. In both cases, the charge converted a
whiff of revolutionary sympathy into an odor of constitutional heresy.83

As far as Williams is concerned, then, the militia movement provides “a
surprisingly sophisticated and elaborate theory of the Second Amendment that
tracks much of the thinking of the Framers.” He does not suggest that the
movement gets everything right, however. On the contrary, in some respects
Williams argues that the militia movement is fundamentally mistaken in its
understanding of the Second Amendment and of the role of citizens’ militias in
republican society. Indeed, despite the enormous dispute surrounding its
interpretation, there is, as Randy Barnett says, “no controversy” that the modern
militias “are not the ‘well regulated militia’ spoken of in the Second
Amendment.”84 Why is this the case?
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Well-regulated militias and republican society

According to Jon Roland, in his essay “Reviving the Ready Militia,” “Just as
militias are essentially local, so also are they essentially independent of established
authorities, since the militia may have to challenge or bypass those authorities if
they abuse their authority or fail to perform their lawful duties.” The Second
Amendment’s reference to the militia being “well regulated” “did not mean
‘regulated by some official,’” he explains. “It meant ‘well-trained and disciplined.’
A militia can and should be self-regulated.” This is because, in Roland’s view,
the right to keep and bear arms is not really a constitutional right at all; it is
a“natural right” which the Second Amendment merely codifies. Similarly, for
Norman Olson, citizens’ militias are

historic lawful entities predating all federal and state constitutions. Such
militias are “grandfathered” into the very system of government they created
as [is] clearly revealed in both the Constitution of the United States and that
of Michigan. These constitutions grant no right to form militias, but merely
recognize the existing natural right of all people to defend and protect
themselves…. [T]o remain able to oppose a rebellious and disobedient
government, the citizen militia must not be connected in any way with that
government lest the body politic loose its fearful countenance as the only
sure threat to a government bent on converting free people into slaves.

Meanwhile, for the Kentucky Rifleman Militia “[a] well-regulated militia means
self-disciplined men and women with spotless reputations, exemplary integrity,
and Godly behavior.”85

The problem with these characterizations of militias as “essentially independent
of established authorities” is that they run counter to the accepted wisdom of
eighteenth-century republicanism, which considered the state’s involvement in
the regulation of militias to be vital for the successful functioning of republican
society. As Williams describes: “In republican thought, the militia had to be a
body summoned, trained and organized by the state. Without state sponsorship,
the militia might not be ‘well regulated,’ nor could members gain experience in
self-sacrificing service to the state.” These matters could not be left to private
individuals and groups to arrange for the simple reason that there was no guarantee
they would be undertaken. Moreover, as Williams goes on,

it was critical that the militia be somehow universal; otherwise force would
belong only to a slice of the population. But the state alone was truly
universal and could constitute the militia as a universal organization.
Without state supervision, the militia might be only a number of partial
bodies—private armies asserting their private wills.86

And this, he says, is something the modern militia movement also gets wrong.
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As Williams sees it, militia writers (like Roland and Olson) are thus correct
when they state that a militia must be “organized,” but they are wrong to believe
that it can be anything less than universal. Contemporary militia members are not
alone in misunderstanding this aspect of the Second Amendment, however.
According to Williams, it is a mistake shared also by the individual and states’
rights theorists. All three groupings, he argues, fail to grasp the real significance
of the right of revolution which comes with the right to bear arms, which is that
such a revolution had to be “made by the Body of the People for the good of the
whole.” An attempt to resist or overthrow the government by any lesser group
would be seen as an illegitimate rebellion—“resistance by a faction for its own
interests.” Hence the necessity for universality in militia membership. “In the
colonial and revolutionary periods, the militia was the organized manifestation of
the People Armed,” Williams says, and “only the universal militia, the People
itself, had the right to stage a revolution against government.” Quoting his position
at more length:

A universal militia…is a very particular, and for the Framers, a very
important concept. It is the same as neither the National Guard nor the
totality of private gun-owners. For the Framers, only a universal militia
could reliably protect the common good by force of arms because only a
universal militia encompasses the People as a body. Neither the states’
rights, nor the individual rights view takes this requirement of universality
seriously enough: force must reside in the hands of the whole. Without a
universal militia, the Second Amendment is hollow. A modern militia must
include all the citizenry.87

The militias are themselves alert to the dangers of being seen as a mere “slice of
the population” or a “private army.” Roland advised potential militia organizers
on just this as part of his essay on “Reviving the Ready Militia”:

Of course, a militia unit that is not called up by any official, but by its own
members, does not have the authority to compel participation through some
kind of sanction, such as the imposition of a fine. Therefore it will be
composed of volunteers, who may not represent a cross-section of the
general population. In this situation, the militia members must make a
special effort to avoid having the militia unit take on the attributes of a
private association, such as by always calling up the militia using public
notices, and allowing responsible citizens to participate. It must also avoid
any suggestion of partisan or sectarian bias, and limit itself to constitutional
actions.

To do this, a militia unit should always refer to itself as the “(state/county)
militia,” i.e. Kansas Militia, 1st Shawnee Volunteers, and not adopt a name
that would suggest some kind of private association.
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And “No. 1” in N.Scott Stevens’s “Suggestions for Budding Patriots,
Constitutionalists and Militia Participants” on behalf of the New Hampshire-based
White Mountain Militia was: “Understand and obey the law regarding militia and
weapons. Do not allow yourself to become or be characterized as a ‘private
army.’”88

It is important to stress that it is not lack of awareness—or, as Williams seems
to suggest, lack of understanding—which leads militia members to downplay the
importance of universality and the necessity of the state’s involvement in their
assessments of the militias’ place within republicanism. To quote the U.S. Militia
on the issue of universality, for example:

The Militia must be universal in composition. A select militia begs the
question: who is to do the selection and on what grounds is the selection to
be made? A regime plotting to overthrow the Constitution would, for
example, select a militia on the basis of loyalty to that regime. Only a
universal militia can avoid the risks associated with selection and provide
the necessary broad base of protection that is the Militia’s objective.89

Rather, it is precisely because militia members do understand that militias should
“represent a cross-section of the population,” or that they should be “connected
with the government,” that they go to such lengths to establish the opposite. The
reason militia members argue that the state shouldn’t be involved in the regulation
of militias is because they don’t want the state to be involved. And the reason they
don’t stress the need for universality in the composition of militias is because,
quite clearly, they can’t establish that universality. We can see this as another
example of what might be termed the militia movement’s ahistorical historicism,
by which militia members’ political interests in the present, in the end, outweigh
the demands that an historically accurate reading of the past places upon them.

Recognizing this also helps to explain why militia members are so determined
to see the right to bear arms as a “natural right.” For example, the first points made
by Jon Roland in an essay on the “Legal Theory of the Right to Keep and Bear
Arms” are:

1 The Second Amendment to the U.S. Constitution does not establish the
right to keep and bear arms. None of the provisions of the Constitution
establish any “natural” rights. They recognize such rights, but the repeal of
such provisions would not end such rights. Such rights were considered by
many of the Framers as obvious or “self-evident,” but they were immersed
in the prevailing republican thought of the day, as expressed in the writings
of Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Madison, Hamilton, and others, which
discussed “natural rights” in some detail. Others argued that at least some
of the rights needed to be made explicit in the Bill of Rights to avoid having
future generations with less understanding of republican theory weaken in
their defense of those rights. That has turned out to have been a good idea.
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2 The right to keep and bear arms is a natural right of individuals under
the theory of democratic government. This was clearly the understanding
and intent of the Framers of the U.S. Constitution and was a long-established
principle of English common law at the time the Constitution was adopted,
which is considered to be a part of constitutional law for purposes of
interpreting the written Constitution.90

With his references to the “prevailing republican thought of the day” and the “long-
established principle of English common law,” Roland evidences at least a passing
awareness of the historical and intellectual context from which the Second
Amendment emerged (although it is interesting to note that it is such well-known
and “respectable” figures as Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Madison, and
Hamilton who are invoked in this respect, rather than any of the leading Anti-
Federalists, or such lesser-known figures as James Harrington, John Trenchard,
or Thomas Gordon). But in his desire to establish the right to bear arms as
something “more” than a constitutional right it is his current political concerns
that predominate; which is to say that by arguing that the right to bear arms is a
natural right Roland is attempting to “protect” the Second Amendment from the
rigors of constitutional interpretation, change, and development, to remove it from
the scrutiny of Supreme Court justices and constitutional scholars—after all, as
he says, natural rights cannot be “repealed.” (And, if—as a “constitutional right”—
the right to bear arms is to be interpreted in the present, then of course it must be
in accordance with the “original intentions” of the Founding Fathers, who
anticipated that “future generations” would have “less understanding of republican
theory.”)

What, then, of Williams’s contention that the Second Amendment is “hollow”?
The reason he argues this is that for him “[t]he historical, revolutionary Second
Amendment cannot have any contemporary meaning if it presupposes historical
conditions that have disappeared,” and as far as he is concerned those conditions
have disappeared: there is no longer a universal militia, or any guarantee that arms-
bearers will be virtuous. Moreover, there is no “modern analogue” which might
replace a universal militia as a “manifestation of revolutionary Peoplehood” so as
to make the Amendment meaningful in the contemporary United States. “In a
sense,” Williams argues,

the Second Amendment is a fragment of a language that we no longer speak:
it depends on the notion of a civic republican People, but we have become
too liberal and individualistic to support such a concept. As American
beliefs, demographics, and epistemology change, certain forms of
sociopolitical organization close as options. A Second Amendment
revolution is one that has closed; it is part of the American heritage that can
have no more lived meaning.91
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Wendy Brown makes the same point—albeit absent Williams’s detailed
examination of the Second Amendment—when she asks, “What does it mean to
make appeals to a republican political order when we do not have one, when our
citizenry is not republican in character, values, or practices?” Directly challenging
Sanford Levinson’s vision of an armed citizenry rising up to resist government
abuses on behalf of the community it makes claims to represent as “at best
nostalgic, and at worst dangerously naïve,” she argues:

Levinson may be partly right in the historical argument, but the history is
now largely irrelevant, not merely to our present condition, but to the
prospects for reviving citizenship, public life, meaningful freedom, or
political community in the United States…. [W]e do not have a republican
political order; we are not a republican citizenry; we do not have republican
institutions, values, virtues, or arrangements of power. And we cannot
generate a republican order merely by interpreting our Constitution through
a republican hermeneutic scheme.92

These are powerful arguments, but there are powerful arguments that can be made
in response. For Glenn Reynolds, for example, the problem with Williams’s
analysis in particular is that it proves too much. “If the failure of universality and
public-spiritedness means that the Second Amendment’s rights are now passé,
then it is hard to see why the jury system should not go too,” he writes.

Yet we still take the right of trial quite seriously, even if the citizenry is not
very good at meeting its obligations. And efforts to address this problem
tend to revolve around ways of making citizens show up for jury duty, rather
than abolishing the jury. There seems no good reason to treat militia service
differently.93

For Reynolds, in other words, if one wants American politics and American society
to be informed by some version of neo-republicanism—as Williams, Brown,
Levinson, and Reynolds himself all do, because of its promise of an active,
participatory citizenry concerned with the protection of the common good, as
opposed to the atomistic, individualistic liberal tradition they see around them—
then the answer is more republicanism—making the militia system work—rather
than its abandonment.

Equally, although I have focused in this chapter on the right of citizens’ militias
to keep and bear arms within the republican tradition (because this is what the
militia movement itself focuses on), we should not forget that there are other,
alternative, interpretations of the Second Amendment which—Williams’s
criticisms to the contrary notwithstanding—would grant militia members the right
to bear arms as individuals, even if they are not a “well regulated Militia” within
the terms of the Second Amendment. Further, and perhaps most importantly of
all, we should not forget that in many respects the militias’ arguments have a
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considerable degree of historical legitimacy to recommend them, which is to say
that those areas where the militias are mistaken should not detract from those they
get right. This is important because, as David Williams writes, although the
militias’ claims that they are “protecting and exercising the right of the people to
make a revolution against tyrannical government” have been met with “scorn and
derision,” the militias’ detractors “have usually rejected these ideas before
examining them with any care.”94

Conclusion: a republican legacy?

In 1987, in an article on “The Republican Thesis and the Ideologia Americana,”
J.G.A. Pocock suggested that, despite the considerable debate it had engendered,
all he had been arguing in The Machiavellian Moment was that republican values
had been “present in the American mixture from the start” and that the “language
of republicanism” provided “liberalism with one of its modes of self-criticism and
self-doubt.” Two years earlier, reviewing some of the work that both Pocock’s
Machiavellian Moment and Gordon Wood’s Creation of the American Republic
had helped produce, Linda Kerber noted how the question of republicanism’s
influence was no longer confined to the period of the American founding. It was
now evident, she said, that a “resilient republican language, which had absorbed,
or fused with, major liberal ingredients continued to be central to American
political discourse” long after the period of the constitutional settlement. Sean
Wilentz and Daniel Walker Howe, in particular, she said, had shown how
republicanism remained available for social critics to utilize as “an authentic
alternative throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries when…
capitalism and free trade no longer seemed quite as promising as they had appeared
in the halcyon days of the early republic.”95

The emergence of the militia movement in America during the 1990s suggests
that republicanism’s appeal can now also be extended into the late twentieth and
early twenty-first century. But rather than regarding it as providing an “authentic
alternative” to the dominant Lockean/liberal tradition (albeit one with shared or
“fused” elements) or as a “mode of self-criticism,” for the militias, republicanism
—or at least their particular construction of it—is the American tradition. As far
as militia members are concerned, republicanism represents the body of belief on
which the American political system was founded, even though it has been
betrayed and neglected through a combination of governmental conspiracy and
apathetic neglect.

What is particularly notable about the militias’ understanding of the American
founding, however, is that in certain key respects, with its emphasis on the pre-
eminent position of the states within the federal system and on the importance of
a participatory arms-bearing citizenry, it seems much closer to the position taken
by the Anti-Federalist objectors to the Constitution rather than its Federalist
proponents. The irony, of course, is that the Anti-Federalists are increasingly
moving to the center of mainstream academic and political discourse and the

138 A REPUBLICAN TRADITION



militias could build a good case for the kind of republic they would like the United
States to be by explicitly drawing on their ideas. When Jon Roland criticizes the
current operation of the American electoral system because candidates for public
office are “excessively dependent on [the] contributions [of] special interests,” or
when the U.S. Militia objects to the attitude that there is now “no problem too big
for government to solve” on the basis that “[w]hile government continues to
grow…the benefits of governance are diminishing everyday,” they could very
well be countering Federalist arguments that the practice of the “vicious arts” of
politics will be more difficult in an extended republic or that national governments
are better administered and more efficient than those in the states, for example.96

Nonetheless, if, for the reasons outlined above, militia members don’t want to
identify themselves with the Anti-Federalists we still need to acknowledge the
importance republicanism has for them. We need to understand that when they
speak of “tyranny,” “corruption,” and “virtue” or of “state sovereignty,” “citizen
soldiers,” and “participation” they are consciously employing a republican
vocabulary. Within these words a whole ideological position is contained.
Through these words an understanding of American history and American
political philosophy is being expressed.
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6
A frontier nation

What is distinctively “American” is not necessarily the amount or kind
of violence that characterizes our history but the mythic significance
we have assigned to the kinds of violence we have actually
experienced, the forms of symbolic violence we imagine or invent,
and the political uses to which we put that symbolism.

Richard Slotkin, Gunfighter Nation

During an interview for 60 Minutes in the aftermath of the Oklahoma City
bombing, the following exchange between Steve Kroft and President Clinton took
place:

Kroft: Mr. President, do you think that we are a violent nation, that
violence is part of the American way of life?

The President: Well we’ve always had a fair amount of violence. But organized,
systematic violence that leads to large numbers of deaths has not
been very much in evidence in American history except from time
to time. That is, we’re a nation—we’re still a kind of frontier
nation. We’re a nation that believes, indeed, enshrines in our
Constitution the right to keep and bear arms. A lot of us, including
the President, like to hunt and fish and do things like that. And
then, of course, the number of guns in our country is far greater
than any other.

Thus did Clinton connect the militia movement, widely seen as being responsible
for the bombing, with America’s frontiering experience, raising once again the
issue of the frontier’s impact on American society and American identity,
particularly with respect to its apparent legacy of violence.1

It was an appropriate connection to make, although not necessarily for the reasons
Clinton chose, because “frontierism” forms an important part of the militia
movement’s ideological system. Indeed, although militias can be found
throughout America, they have their strongest presence in the western United
States. In the Anti-Defamation League’s Behind the Bombing report, for example,
militias were found to be most active in Montana, Texas, California, and Michigan,



followed by Idaho, Arizona, Missouri, Colorado, and Florida.2 This western
dominance notwithstanding, however, I do not wish to enter into a discussion of
geographical determinism. I do not want to argue that there is something distinct
about America’s western regions which makes them more susceptible to outbreaks
of political extremism. This chapter is concerned with the militias’ employment
of “frontierism.” It explores how militia members incorporate values and attitudes
associated with the American West into their ideological and rhetorical structures,
and how they utilize these values and attitudes for the purposes of their particular
political agenda.

America’s frontiering experience speaks to and for the whole nation. Ideas of
the West, as well as ideas drawn from the West, resonate as much east of the
Mississippi or Missouri Rivers as they do in Texas or Montana. Both are key
components in constructions of American identity and of American character:
they form a central part of the ideology of Americanism. Ronald Reagan, a
president more adroit than most in exploiting such constructions, made this clear
during his second inaugural address. “A settler pushes West and sings his song,”
he declared. “It is the American sound: it is hopeful, big-hearted, idealistic, daring,
decent and fair. That’s our heritage, that’s our song. We sing it still.”3 If the militias
sing with a western inflection, they are still singing to the United States at large.
The tune is readily comprehensible outside of the western lands in which they are
most conspicuous. Therefore, although this chapter focuses predominantly on the
views of three western-based militias—the Missouri 51st Militia, the Militia of
Montana, and the Texas Constitutional Militia (TCM), each representing three
very different areas of the West—this is simply because the ideas and language
of “frontierism” are more clearly expressed by these groups, and it is easier to
analyze its usage by considering these prominent examples.

The term “frontierism” is used here to describe the values and characteristics
which have been identified as part of or are treated as belonging to America’s
frontier or western tradition; in other words, to refer to the ideological traits
associated with the frontier. These are manifold. They have included democracy,
individualism, egalitarianism, liberty, freedom, mobility (both social and
geographic), idealism, optimism, practicality, self-reliance, materialism, energy,
violence, lawlessness, and anti-intellectualism. More particularly, frontierism is
also used to indicate that phrases like “the frontier” and “the West” have active,
communicative functions in various American discourses. As President Clinton’s
comments on 60 Minutes illustrate, for many Americans the frontier has not
remained rooted in its nineteenth- or eighteenth-century past. Or consider George
W.Bush’s call for Osama bin Laden to be brought to frontier justice: “There’s an
old poster out West, as I recall. It said ‘Wanted: Dead or Alive.’”4 Finally,
frontierism consciously conflates three principal uses of “the frontier”: as a term
used to refer to the characteristic features of a specific period of American history,
one declared to have come to an end in the 1890s according to its most important
historian, Frederick Jackson Turner; as a synonym for the values of the western
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region of the United States; and as a representation of the imaginary landscapes
of the Wild West.

There is another issue—perhaps the most persistent of all—that needs to be
addressed when approaching America’s frontiering experience. This is the issue
of authenticity, and it is usually raised in adversarial and dualistic terms as a contest
of fact versus fiction, of truth versus legend, or of history versus myth. As a
spokesman for the “authenticity” school we can cite historian Clyde Milner’s call
for the need “to supplant widespread distortions with informed insight” as the
“first, best purpose for any historical writing.” The “mythic” school, on the other
hand, is perhaps most memorably represented by the newspaper editor in John
Ford’s film The Man Who Shot Liberty Valence (1962), who, upon being
questioned by Ransom Stodard (James Stewart) as to whether he will reveal the
“truth” about Stodard’s past, replies: “No Sir! This the West, sir. When the legend
becomes fact, print the legend.”5

One of the problems of trying to maintain such rigid dichotomies is that it is
often difficult to separate the historic from the mythic West: even in the process
of being distinguished they constantly overlap and inform each other. Historians
like Turner and Walter Prescott Webb, for example, have had just as important a
role in creating the “mythic West” as more recognizable “myth-makers” such as
poets, novelists, filmmakers, and politicians. Further, many of the most
“symbolic” or “legendary” aspects of the frontier are based on some version of
historical “truth.” Rather than becoming embroiled in the frequently simplistic
debate concerning the accuracy of the uses to which the frontier has been put,
perhaps we should be more concerned with examining what those uses have been.
After all, what actually occurred on the frontier is often less important in
ideological terms than what is believed to have occurred, and what those
experiences are taken to mean for the United States.

The term “frontierism” allows us to incorporate the symbolic and mythic
resonance of America’s westering experience as these are expressed both by the
militias and those in the mainstream. This resonance is a vital part of the frontier’s
contribution to the American ideology As Robert Athearn concludes in his study
of the mythic West in the twentieth century:

The mythic West…is more than an emotion or a state of mind, more than a
fantasy floating around the American mentality on gossamer wings—
ethereal, hard to define, impossible to corner. It is real. It is not only the
westerner but also the American at large who, knowingly or not, lives in
two worlds: the day-to-day scene and the make-believe or fantasized world
that has, for a great many people, actual substance. And there is no real
conflict between the two…. Agreed, the factual frontier is gone, but the
possibilities, the promise that it held, are very much alive in the national
mind. This quality may be fugitive, buried deep in one’s conscience, but it
is there, and this is the place where dreams are manufactured.
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The pioneering process not only spawned many distinctive American traits; it has
also provided the United States with some of its most compelling myths: of an
agrarian republic; of a mercantilist empire; of manifest destiny; of the outlaw and
the gunfighter; and of the triumph of civilization over savagery.6 Indeed, myth
often provides the context in which frontierism is employed. For example, militia
members attempting to associate themselves with one line of mythic development
—as “defenders of civilization” or “stout yeomen”—generally find themselves
portrayed by the mainstream media as more appropriately belonging to another—
that of the “barbarous savage” or “atavistic primitive.”

As with so many other elements of America’s understanding of the frontier,
part of this symbolic burden can be traced back to the work of Frederick Jackson
Turner. Turner’s work contained a succession of images of the frontiersman as
idealist and materialist, innovator and conformist, individualist and cooperator,
and as a builder of civilization engaged in the very process of abandoning it. Turner
never really attempted to incorporate these images into a unified system, but this
is both a strength and a weakness. Analytically open to severe criticism, it enabled
“The Turner Thesis” to maintain its relevancy; its very vagueness allowing it to
serve numerous interpretative needs while always remaining fundamentally
connected to the issue of American self-definition.7 The tensions within the
frontier’s mythic and ideological traits—between civilization and savagery,
between individualism and collectivism, between the embrace of law and order
and its rejection, between progress and the allure of primitivism—have never been
completely resolved, and just as cultural forms such as the western film and novel
articulate and attempt (temporarily) to work through these tensions—thereby
keeping them “alive” in the process—so the militia movement’s employment of
frontierism reflects the concept’s continuing relevance within American political
discourse.

Different aspects of frontierism are valued for different reasons in different
spheres, of course. While “official” versions of the history of the West celebrate
the process of nation-building or the spread of law and order along the frontier,
“vernacular” versions of this history often applaud the exploits of outlaws such
as Billy the Kid and Jesse James, turning them into American heroes. Groups like
the militias both express and exploit such tensions. Exploring the fissures that
exist within frontierism, they illuminate aspects of American history often
neglected by the custodians of its official memory, but which remain nonetheless
vital within vernacular or cultural memory.8

The frontier today, then, is as much a contested concept as it was once a
contested space. It is fought over in memoirs, tourist guides, songs, films, novels,
political rhetoric, and academic treatise—both in terms of what it meant in the
past, and for what it means now in the present. The militia movement’s
employment of frontierism makes it another participant in this contest. Frontierism
is employed by militia members in three main ways. First, it is used to express a
belief in the desirability of independence, self-reliance, and individualism; to
denote both freedom from government and the need for self-government. Second
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(but relatedly), western notions of justified violence are invoked by militia
members. In particular, militia members utilize concepts of vigilantism, the
“homestead ethic,” and the “Code of the West” as part of their understanding of
the importance of being able to resist government through the force of arms. Third
(and more broadly), frontierism is employed because of its associations with
American self-identity—the frontier is inextricably bound up with what it is to be
American, and militia members are always anxious to assert their “Americanness.”

Going West: militias, independence, and the American
frontier

Independence, self-reliance, freedom, and individualism are some of the values
that have been attributed to America’s frontier experience. Although not confined
to the West, they have their closest associations and strongest expressions in ideas
of frontierism. Young men were urged to “Go West” to begin their lives again, to
prove themselves, to find the space to succeed absent from congested eastern cities.
Homesteaders were exhorted to “Go West” to farm the land that would support
both themselves and the nation. The West was seen as a place where a man—and
it was usually seen as a man—could live free from the restraints of government
and the constraints of society, where he could succeed or fail on his own merits,
testing himself against the forces of nature.9 Henry David Thoreau expressed a
seemingly common nineteenth-century view, for example, when he noted that
“Eastward I go only by force; but Westward I go free.”10 Government, it was
understood, was minimal in the West. People were free to go about their business,
free from interference, released from deference, and in this freedom they somehow
became more American.

Or at least this is how it is popularly remembered. Historians have argued that
the truth of the westering process was somewhat different: that, far from leaving
citizens to their own devices, government was a vital and constant presence in the
settling of the American West; that it explored and mapped the territory, fought
off the original inhabitants (almost to extinction), and sought to defend the new;
that it gave and sold plots of land to the settlers and to the corporations that
accompanied them, and then enabled those settlers to reach the area through
massive subsidies and land grants to the railroads. Militias and others may rail
against federal encroachment and increasing governmental regulation, employing
a language of independence and individualism, but the federal government has
always been, as it remains, the major landowner and regulator in the West. Indeed,
“[m]ore than any other region,” Richard White points out, “the West has been
historically a dependency of the federal government.”11

Yet the desire for the myth to be true persists. Militia members are tapping into
a set of beliefs existing widely in the minds of Americans, and the research and
arguments of historians do little to dispel the myth. Indeed, for David Emmons
the tension between the mythic and actual West has created one of the major
dynamics of western development as westerners (and others) endeavor to recreate
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conditions once thought to have existed.12 Kay Sheil of the Missouri 51 st Militia
expresses this desire, as well as demonstrating the importance of the frontier as a
foundational event in American history to stand alongside the Revolutionary War
and the constitutional settlement, when she states:

I have great respect and admiration for the men who drafted our Constitution
and Bill of Rights but I am inspired by the common people who made such
sacrifices to get to this country and who went into the wilderness and created
homes and raised families. When you think about all they faced and what
they did with just their hands, a few animals, and crude tools it’s awesome.13

The role played by government and capitalism in opening up the West may be
absent, but Sheil is recounting a central and immediately identifiable American
narrative. The values contained within it continue to inform how many Americans
view themselves.

An expression of these values can be found in the activities of the Militia of
Montana, which, the Anti-Defamation League notes, has deliberately played “on
[Montana’s] history as an independent outpost of freedom” in making its case
against what it sees as the increasing encroachment of the federal government into
the lives of American citizens, as part of its campaign to return the United States
to being a constitutional republic. For Bob Fletcher, for instance, conditions in
Montana provide a significant contrast to those back East:

In the cities people are much more dependent on government for their
services. If the electricity fails they’re screwed. Here we light a candle. If
we have to eat we go shoot a deer. You can’t do that in a high rise in
Manhattan. They’re socialized to accept government gradually taking over
their lives and a few more restrictions here and there make no impact.

Life in the rural West is clearly regarded as having political implications by
Fletcher, producing in its inhabitants an attitude towards government greatly
different to that of urban easterners, and which reflects the continued appeal of
ideas of self-reliance, independence, and freedom in those areas. Indeed, the
Militia of Montana has made environmental regulation and land management two
of its major concerns.14

It is as much a mental as a physical or geographical space that Fletcher is
invoking, one representing the ideal for militia members of a world in which
“people live as freely as possible with little government intervention.”15 The
following notice of a property for sale in Tennessee sent out to subscribers of the
Militia of Montana’s mailing list evidences the allure of this independent and self-
sufficient living for the movement’s members:

For sale by owner: Rugged three story log home in west Tennessee. Located
on 104 secluded, rustic acres….
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Land consists of twenty four acres of pasture and tillable/tilled
bottomland. Rest of acreage is timber with winding trails. Crossing the
bottomland are two year-round unpolluted, crystal clear spring-fed creeks
with potential for water power. Wildlife aplenty.

Outbuildings consist of 24×16 foot block building, blacksmith shop, three
large animal shelters, corncrib, 16×32 lean-to, chicken-coop and hay mow.16

If this advert is indicative of the kind of frontier values prized by militia members,
it is also suggestive of a wider American belief in the transformative qualities of
the land and nature (evident in such divergent expressions as Thoreau’s Walden
and Robert Bly’s Iron John groups). And although it may well be an environment
which, with the passing of the frontier, has largely vanished in the real world, it
is one kept alive imaginatively in cultural invocations of the West. It is part of the
Daniel Boone legend, with Boone moving deeper into an ever-receding wilderness
at the first sign of smoke from his neighbor’s fires, and is a common theme of the
western film. The values of self-sufficiency, independence, and the real “freedom”
of nature are what Kevin Costner’s Lieutenant Dunbar learns in Dances With
Wolves (Kevin Costner, 1990) or what Billy Crystal and his urban friends are
taught by the old cowboy Curley (Jack Palance) in City Slickers (Ron Underwood,
1991), for example.

Crucially, the idyll represented by America’s frontier past, where, in
Crevecoeur’s words, men could live “beyond the reach of government which to
some measure leaves them to themselves,”17 contrasts sharply in the militia
movement’s view with the increasingly intrusive and burdensome activities of the
modern state. For many militia members there is simply too much intervention by
the federal government in the economic and social spheres of American life: in
such policy areas as abortion, busing, business and environmental regulation, and,
perhaps most significantly of all, gun ownership (the right to bear arms is an
important issue in and of itself for militia members, but it is also connected to the
broader “interference” of government in the lives of its citizens).

The leader of the Missouri 51st Militia, “Colonel” James A.McKinzey, reflected
on the trend towards increased government regulation in American life in the May
1997 issue of Necessary Force. He wrote:

We live in a country of laws, rules and regulations. In order to have a
civilized society, laws are a necessary fact of life. But thanks to Congress,
we have so many laws on our books that the books are kept in their own
building.

If you run out of things to do some weekend, go to your public library
and pull out and read some of the laws we have in the United States Code.
This will fill up the next ten years of your life. It is safe for me to say that
no group of judges can know even half of the laws we have in this country
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A Missouri Conservation Agent told me two years ago that Missouri has
so many laws on the book that deal only with conservation, he could arrest
anyone in the woods and there will be a law to cover whatever it was the
person was doing.

In order for all men to be free and equal, laws must be kept to a minimal
number.

Rulers, leaders and presidents cannot understand this concept. When
people are given the freedom to live as men, there is peace. But when you
load them down with laws that are unfair, unjust or just plain stupid, unrest
happens.

“Chuck” Wittig, also of the Missouri 51st Militia, gave an example of how “unfair,
unjust or just plain stupid” he thought such laws could be during an interview for
the MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour.

I own a small farm. Part of my farm is wet through the springtime, and under
this federal Wetlands Act, it’s considered a wetland. It’s a mud puddle…no
self respecting duck would land in it but…if I get caught plowing that field,
if I get caught farming that field, or changing anything that would drain the
water away from it, they can confiscate my farm because it’s protected,
because it’s supposedly protected. It’s a glorified mud puddle. It is not
wetland.18

For the militia movement, then, far from being free to live off and work their own
land, modern Americans are increasingly being told what to do, when and how to
do it. The contrast between this “regulation” and images of America drawn from
the nineteenth-century West provide valuable fuel for the militias’ ideological
fires. It also reflects their ahistorical approach to the past; that is, their tendency
to abstract “examples” and “lessons” from American history and then apply them
rather indiscriminately to the present. There is little, if any, questioning of the
appropriateness or applicability of their nineteenth-century conceptions to
conditions existent in late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century American life.

Yet in themselves such demands for “deregulation” or “limited government”
hardly mark militia members out as “extremists,” and the employment of
frontierism is a common enough practice in American politics, where politicians
often strive to exploit its symbolic power. The so-called “Sagebrush Rebellion”
of the late 1970s and early 1980s or the presidencies of Lyndon Johnson, Ronald
Reagan, and George W.Bush amply demonstrate this.19 What distinguishes the
militias’ frontierist associations are the specific contexts in which they are made
and the further uses to which they are put. In particular, militia members assert a
connection with the violent traditions of America’s western history, extending
their use of the frontier until it provides support for their belief in the necessity
and efficacy of an arms-bearing citizenry. As with their use of Revolutionary-style
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rhetoric (discussed in Chapter 4), it is this aspect of the militias’ embrace of
frontierism that causes the movement the most difficulties, seeming to move it
beyond the pale of mainstream political discourse.

Of course, the violence of frontier-era America is legendary (in both senses of
the term). But it is important to recognize that alongside the popular image of bar-
room brawls and six-gun showdowns, of an essentially personalized violence,
there were also a whole range of social and political conflicts (land wars,
incorporation battles, racial and ethnic conflicts) which together produced a
complex and interrelated philosophy of justified violence. It is this philosophy
that militia members tend to express. The following sections focus on three of its
aspects: the ideology of vigilantism, the homestead ethic, and the doctrine of no
duty to retreat as part of the Code of the West. Militia members’ employment of
this violent rhetoric, drawing as it does upon western history and western myth,
is both more complex and more “legitimate” than has been hitherto acknowledged.
The attitudes and beliefs expressed within it can be seen, at least in part, as
“authentic” expressions of frontierism.

Fighting talk: militias and the ideology of vigilantism

Vigilantism, simply described, is the process by which people take the law into
their own hands with the paradoxical aim of upholding the law. Vigilantism can
be undertaken by individuals or groups but it is the extra-legal organization of
vigilante movements that is of most relevance here. Practiced throughout the
United States, vigilantism predominated in the western states and, according to
its leading historian, Richard Maxwell Brown, was an “almost constant factor in
American life” until 1900. (The most significant vigilante movements of the
nineteenth century were to be found in California, Texas, Kansas, and Montana.)
The “American vigilante tradition” should be seen as “indigenous,” says Brown,
an American response to an American problem: the lack of law and order on the
frontier. Indeed, for most western historians it was a combination of the West’s
remoteness from authority and the region’s dominant ethos of individualism that
produced vigilantism. In this formulation pioneers outpaced the institutions of a
settled community life, including organized systems of law enforcement, and were
forced to take the law into their own hands to create stability and protect their
communities from crime. Yet, as Roger McGrath’s study of the mining towns of
Aurora and Bodie in the Trans-Sierra country shows, this was not always the case.
Both of these towns had well-established community structures and well-
organized law enforcement. Vigilantism was undertaken in Aurora and Bodie not
because of the absence of such institutional support but simply because it worked;
it provided a quick and effective solution to a variety of social problems.20

The organized nature of vigilante movements distinguished them from lynch
mobs and other more spontaneous expressions of group discontent. That vigilantes
were disciplined and regulated was vital to their self-conception as defenders of
the rule of law and social mores. For Lew Callaway, chief justice of the Montana
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Supreme Court between 1922 and 1935, for example, the vigilantes of Montana
were “well-nigh universally commended” for their actions: “The exigency seemed
great,” he wrote. “Was law and order, so recently established in a vast region, to
cease, and was all which had been gained to be lost? It must not be forgotten that
the Vigilantes were patriots whose only purpose was to make their world a safe
place for honest men.”21

Nor should the individualism of the vigilantes be overstated. Vigilantism was
also an expression of collective community action. Indeed, for Frederick Jackson
Turner this collectivism placed vigilantism on a par with some of the most
romantic and pastoral activities the frontier had to offer:

One of the things that impressed all early travellers in the United States was
the capacity for extra-legal, voluntary association…. [The] power of the
newly arrived pioneers to join together for a common end without the
intervention of governmental institutions was one of their marked
characteristics. The log rolling, the house raising, the husking bee, the apple
paring, and the squatters’ associations whereby they protected themselves
against the speculators in securing title to their clearings on the public
domain, the camp meeting, the vigilantes, the cattle raisers’ associations,
the “gentlemen’s agreements” are a few of the indications of this attitude.

The collective nature of vigilantism—as well as its effectiveness—is also captured
in Robert Dykstra’s account of the cattle towns of Wichita, Ellsworth, Caldwell,
and Dodge City. “Legend implies that the Cattletown people found themselves
almost at the mercy of armed visitors, but such was not really the case,” Dykstra
writes. “Responsible vigilante action always remained a decisive deterrent to any
attempted terrorism by transients,” especially because the “Kansas Code”
empowered mayors to “call upon all male inhabitants between the ages of 18 and
50 to aid in enforcing the law.”22

Dykstra’s reference to the Kansas Code hints at the links between vigilante
committees, the western posse, and republican conceptions of the militia discussed
in Chapter 5. Within each organization the citizens of a community were able—
and were expected—to come together for the defense of that community. Taken
with its enshrinement in the Constitution, it is arguable that the very idea of a
militia has been kept alive in the American mind because of its association with
western institutions. Republican conceptions of the militia were predicated on
“vigilance,” with members ever watchful for the external enemies or internal
corruption that might threaten the fragile state, and this doctrine of vigilance, as
Richard Brown says, “suffused” America during the nineteenth century, providing
“a powerful intellectual foundation” for the vigilante movements of the West.23

Justifications for vigilantism did not rest on the idea of vigilance alone, however.
A powerful ideology of vigilantism arose in order to legitimate vigilantes’ actions.
As Brown explains, this ideology comprised three elements: self-preservation, the
right of revolution, and popular sovereignty. Hence not only are there links to be
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made with the militias’ understanding of republicanism, there are also clear
connections here with the militias’ engagement with America’s Revolutionary
history.

To vigilantes self-preservation was the “first law of nature,” and thus
vigilantism was necessary to preserve the community against outlaw activity
By the same token, although vigilante action was a blow against legal
authority, it was justified by the right of revolution, which, in analogy to the
intolerable conditions that inspired revolution against the British in 1776,
justified vigilante bands, which likewise were seen as being like
“revolutionary tribunals.” By the related doctrine of popular sovereignty
vigilantes as well as Americans at large saw the people as being above the
law…. To its adherents, vigilantism was but a case of the people exercising
their sovereign power, in the interests of self-preservation against the
disorderly.24

Each of these conceptions of vigilantism finds expression within the militia
movement. Militias see themselves as vigilant organizations, watching for and
defending themselves, and the nation as a whole, against foreign or domestic
enemies; regard vigilantism as an effective means of resisting crime and
lawlessness; and praise it as a valuable expression of collective community
welfare.

A vigilant safeguard

Appearing before the Senate Judiciary Subcommittee on Terrorism, Technology
and Government Information in June 1995, John Trochmann and Bob Fletcher of
the Militia of Montana characterized the militia movement as a“giant
neighborhood watch” standing guard against “oppressive public servants” who
were threatening the Constitution. Trochmann informed the senators that
“America has nothing to fear from Patriots maintaining Vigilance,’ she should,
however, fear those that would ‘outlaw’ vigilance.” This idea of vigilance recurs
throughout the militia movement. For Mike McKinzey of the Missouri 51st
Militia, for example, “The price of freedom is eternal vigilance, and we have not
been vigilant.” The Idaho-based U.S. Militia perceives its role in the same terms:

In a most general sense, the Militia is charged with providing a constant,
vigilant safeguard for the most basic social contracts. In the American
context, the Militia is charged with protecting and defending, by force of
arms if necessary, the Constitution of the United States against both invasion
and subjugation by a foreign nation and against usurpation of power by
domestic institutions charged with day-to-day governance.25

A FRONTIER NATION 151



The militias thus see and portray themselves as concerned and watchful citizens,
ever alert for enemies who might threaten the United States. They regard
themselves as defensive organizations, acting to defend the Constitution (both
national and state) against those who would undermine them. The self-
characterization of the militia movement as defensive in nature is very significant
As we have seen in previous chapters, the militias are very much conservative
revolutionaries—if indeed they can be considered revolutionaries at all. Crucially,
they have identified the government itself as one of these potential “enemies.”

All three elements of the ideology of vigilantism are to be found in a series of
articles on the “Law of Necessity” produced by Gerry Earley for the Missouri
51st’s newsletter, Necessary Force. In this extract from the May 1997 issue Earley
objects to the increasing level of government interference in society and seeks to
justify militia members taking the law into their own hands. He does so within a
clear framework of frontierist values:

Unfortunately…in America today…we do not have a “rule of law,” but a
tyranny. Under the present system, whoever is in a position to give orders
to the largest number of hired gunmen is the man whose view of what is
“legal” prevails. So long as no one with more hired gunmen opposes him,
he can order children bused, protect those involved in murdering the unborn
or refuse to hear important key cases.

But we must also remember this: to defy a tyrant, to refuse to obey his
edicts, to arrest him or his agents, while it may be “illegal,” is not contrary
to the law of our land in the truest sense of that phrase. Indeed, it is in
harmony with that higher law to which we are all subject, the higher law
under which obedience to tyrants, and collaboration with their agents, are
in themselves crimes, as we ruled at the Nuremberg trials.

Abraham Lincoln wrote that “The people are the rightful masters of both
Congress and the Courts, not to overthrow the Constitution but, to overthrow
the men who pervert the Constitution.”

To date, writing Congressional representatives, voting and taking cases
to court have not overthrown the men who pervert the Constitution. You
may then ask, “How can we overthrow the men who pervert the
Constitution?” Fortunately, God has given us the necessary means. He has
given us four weapons.

The first weapon is “The Law of Necessity,” which may be invoked when
imminent peril exists. Second is the Posse Comitatus law, found in
18USC1385. Third, we have the militia as guaranteed in the Second
Amendment. The fourth weapon, and perhaps the most powerful, is prayer.

Through this cascade of imagery the militias are thus cast into a righteous conflict
against a corrupt system of “hired gunmen” in the interest of a “higher law”
sanctified by a key western figure, Abraham Lincoln—“the very flower of frontier
training and ideals,” as Frederick Jackson Turner described him.26
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The constitutional status of the militia was addressed in Chapter 5, and the
spiritual power of prayer is beyond the scope of this enquiry, but in Earley’s case
for the Law of Necessity and the Posse Comitatus there is a clear statement of the
ideology of vigilantism. As Earley sees it, under the Law of Necessity “the rights
of another person, or persons, may be invaded, either by an individual or a
community, when imminent peril or danger exists.” In these circumstances the
individual or community in question would merely be exercising their right of self-
preservation. The Posse Comitatus law, on the other hand, provides citizens with
“the lawful right, under natural law, to act in the name of the sheriff to protect
local jurisdiction when the sheriff refuses to perform his lawful duty.”27 In other
words, militia members may be breaking the law, but they are doing so in order
to preserve it, to uphold the Constitution. It is a classic formulation of vigilantism,
and in both cases is justified according to the interests of the people as “the masters
of both Congress and the Courts.”

Crises, crime, and community welfare

It would be a mistake to regard militia members as being concerned solely with
the federal government’s abuse of constitutional rights. Combined with this, and
reflecting a further application of vigilantism, is their focus on more localized
issues of crime, disorder, and community welfare. The Stark County Unit of the
Ohio Unorganized Militia evidences these interrelated concerns on its website
when it states:

We are a group of people concerned about our community and the well
being of its residents. We seek to uphold the rights and freedoms originally
guaranteed by the Constitution. Through vigilance, research and
investigation we expose the corruption and deceit that is [sic] gradually
destroying the sovereign rights and freedoms of “We the People.”

Acting in this capacity, militias move closer to the more commonly held view of
a vigilante movement as a group concerned with the inability of the state to protect
its citizens in times of crisis. As members of the Lee County Florida Militia see
it, for example, “when danger threatens you cannot rely on others, whether that
be the police or the military to protect you, you must be able to protect yourself,
and your own homes and community.” Objecting to the characterization of militias
as survivalist organizations, concerned predominantly with the stockpiling of food
and weapons, during his appearance on the MacNeil/Lehrer Newshour Jim
McKinzey similarly declared:

I think there is a far greater chance that a tornado is going to come through
and devastate my neighborhood where I’m going to have to defend my house
against looters, and I’m going to have to feed my family because we can’t
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get to the grocery store. Now, if that’s sinister, I’m sorry, but I’m still going
to continue to do it.28

At first glance, such roles might appear to shift militia members away from the
political concerns more generally motivating them; it is perhaps more accurate to
see in such activities an encapsulation of some of the movement’s wider values,
including those of self-reliance, independence, and self-preservation. They also
point to the militias’ belief in the efficacy of arms in solving political and social
problems.

It is no coincidence, therefore, that the Missouri 51st Militia decided to take up
the case of Larry Gates as one of its key local concerns. As described in Necessary
Force, in December 1996, while monitoring his short-wave radio, Larry Gates
heard details of a police chase involving two “fugitives” wanted for the murder
of a local man called Don Coulter. The police had lost the suspects, who were
driving in the direction of Gates’s store, so he and his two sons decided to block
the road, using a car and Gates’s firetruck, in the hope of preventing their escape.
As the fugitives’ Thunderbird approached their roadblock, however, “Gates
realized that it was going too fast to stop, even if the driver wanted to.” The car
was heading directly for his sons, and “believing that [their] lives were in danger,
Gates fired one round from a 12-gauge shotgun at the Thunderbird.” The car “shot
through the roadblock,” but Gates radioed the Sheriff’s Department to tell them
the direction the suspects were heading.

The fugitives were subsequently caught and charged with the murder of Coulter,
but instead of “receiving a medal” for his vigilantist actions, Gates found himself
“charged with the unlawful use of a weapon.” For the “51st” this was both
unacceptable and an affront to the region’s rural values.

Gates [they wrote in their March 1997 newsletter] is an honest and sincere
man who was doing his duty as he saw it as a citizen in defense of his home,
family and neighborhood. In rural areas, if the neighbor’s barn is on fire, all
the neighbors become firefighters. If a neighbor is being attacked, the other
neighbors come to his defense.

As a result of this, the “51 st” decided it would publicize the case of Larry Gates
(who wasn’t himself a militia member) and raise funds for his defense. Their
efforts included holding a shooting competition. The promotion for the shoot in
June 1997 made it clear why they wanted to support Gates: “Come and join the
fun! Help support Larry Gates, a man who defended his community.”29Again, this
may be a very localized issue, but it fits in with the wider militia belief system,
and serves as an example of out-of-touch government and law enforcement
agencies.

The Missouri 51st Militia’s endorsement of Gates’s actions combines an
understanding of vigilantism as a means of personal self-defense with a more
collective concern for the welfare of the local community—something closer to
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Turner’s characterization of vigilantism on the nineteenth-century frontier. The
following extract from the U.S. Militia’s Minuteman Magazine also illustrates the
importance militias seem to attach to such ideas:

While the primary objective of the Militia is to stand against foreign invasion
or violent usurpation of power, a secondary, and less well understood
objective is to promote and strengthen the bonds of civil society…. But just
what is civil society and why ought we be so concerned with its renewal?

…The associations that we form with others are what constitute civil
society

There is an amazing variety of such associations: families, churches,
schools, clubs, fraternal societies, condominium associations, neighborhood
groups, and the myriad forms of commercial society, such as partnerships,
corporations, labor unions, and trade associations. What these all share in
common is their natural, voluntary nature. The associations of civil society
are freely entered into by those participating in them for their mutual benefit
and for the benefit of others. Civilization is quite literally based upon civil
society….

In its most advanced stage, government virtually annihilates civil society,
creating a mass of atomized individuals…. [C] itizens, deprived of any
connectedness with their fellow citizens except through the all-powerful
state, became isolated, amoral, and cynical individualists…

Community emerges not because anyone plans it, certainly not because
the state creates it, but because it must. To fulfill our needs and desires, we
must associate with others.

All of this is at risk to the growth of political society. Every tax dollar
extracted from productive Americans, every regulation imposed against
efficient industries, every court order that politicizes private associations.
All of this is like the Exxon Valdez crashing upon the reefs of Prince William
Sound.

There is no single greater threat to liberty and American values than the
destruction of civil society Government has spread like a disease to the point
that it now threatens the very host upon which it feeds. The Militia must
seek to create a new, vibrant civil society. The alternative, creeping
totalitarianism, is simply unacceptable to free men and a threat to civilization
itself.30

The apparent operation of these principles in practice is evident in the following
examples.

One of the lessons of the Oklahoma City bombing for the Lee County Militia
of Florida was that it took the National Guard “around six hours to arrive to assist
in the search for the injured,” and during this time local law enforcement “was
forced to beg for volunteers on radio and television.” “It would have been nice,”
the Lee County Militia said, if those in charge “had been able to call one telephone
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number and received all the help they needed,” seeing the militia as an organization
able to fulfill this role. Kay Sheil of the Missouri 51st Militia makes the same case,
arguing that “When disasters happen here in the U.S. it usually takes the feds days
and often weeks…to respond but ordinary citizens are usually providing aid within
hours.” The Missouri 51st Militia, Sheil says, has assisted in the sandbagging of
local rivers to prevent flooding and has made its “Patrick Henry” radio tower
available to the state’s emergency services for use in the event of some local
disaster.31

This, then, is the militia movement acting in and for the community, and for all
its Revolutionary rhetoric and conspiracism, it is important to recognize this as an
important part of the way militia members conceive of themselves. It is a point
that has been neglected because it runs counter to the more usual formulation of
militia members as archetypal “rugged” or “hyper-real” individualists. At the local
level, in particular, this element of collectivism can be a useful way of attracting
new recruits, whether it be by sandbagging rivers, helping out at street fairs,
adopting a local highway, or even having “toy drives” for local school children.32

It is a collectivism fully compatible with the western tradition of the posse, as Kay
Sheil (evoking Dykstra’s account of the Kansas Code) strives to make clear:

Most of the states have laws regarding citizen militias under which able
bodied citizens between a certain age…can be called by the proper
authorities, such as the state governor or the local sheriff, to serve their
community in time of need. In the past, citizens were called upon often to
protect and aid their community. In Missouri, as in other states west of the
Mississippi River, it is often called a posse but it amounts to the same thing.
Of course, in the past 50 to 30 years this option has been used less and less
but it doesn’t mean it hasn’t been beneficial to communities or won’t be
again, especially in rural areas….

[T]he Missouri 51st Militia has reported to the local sheriffs in our area
as well as the governor that we are ready to serve at their request. We are
not a private army and we understand we are bound by law. As of this time,
we have not been contacted but we will be ready if such a call comes.33

The TCM uses its “Q&A” on the nature of militias and their role in American
history to show how the concept hasn’t lost any of its relevance since the “frontier
era.”

Q: That may be the way things once were, back when this country was
founded and during the frontier era, but does the concept of the militia
still have any relevance today?

A: As much as it ever did. This country still faces threats from foreign
enemies. Maybe not invasions on the ground from a foreign army, but
terrorists, guerrillas, and criminal gangs, either foreign or domestic, are
a growing threat. Urban riots are always possible and looters are a

156 A FRONTIER NATION



potential threat following natural or manmade disasters. The police can’t
be everywhere, and rising crime means that everyone must be prepared
to act on his own or in cooperation with other citizens until the
professionals can assume control of the situation. Everyone must also
be prepared to perform emergency services until emergency
professionals can take over, sometimes under circumstances in which
they must be prepared to use armed force.34

The militia’s continuing “relevance” also seemed clear to Chris Simcox, owner
and editor of the Tombstone Tumbleweed in Tombstone, Arizona, when he
announced the formation of a “Civil Homeland Defense” militia in a page-one
article in his newspaper on 24 October 2002. “Enough is Enough! A Public Call
to Arms! Citizens Border Patrol Militia Now Forming!” the article’s headline
proclaimed. By patrolling its stretch of the “porous” Arizona-Mexico border,
Simcox’s militia intended to protect the residents of Cochise County, and the
United States as a whole, from the dangers posed by illegal immigrants, drug
dealers, criminals, and, following the events of 11 September 2001, terrorists. The
failure of the government to protect the nation’s borders effectively meant that
responsible citizens now had no choice but to take matters into their own hands.
“Political discussions are over,” Simcox explained. “Writing letters and
protesting, whining, and years of endless complaining are over. A year has passed
since 9/11. Our Government is paralyzed about the issues on the border.”

Trading heavily on Tombstone’s frontier past, Simcox expanded on his “idea
of a militia” in the 31 October issue of the Tombstone Tumbleweed:

My idea of a militia is the citizenry organized locally to begin the vigil of
cutting off the border from invasion of any kind. Vigilant: alertly watchful,
especially to avoid danger. The group of citizens I envision to be a vigilance
committee, a committee of vigilantes, are those who understand we are being
burdened with the responsibility of the Government that we so trust to
uphold at least the preamble of the Constitution. It is time to protect and
serve, and the service begins with those who are directly affected by the
invasion. The vigil begins here in Cochise County

The first meeting of the Civil Homeland Defense Corps (CHDC) took place in a
Tombstone café on 26 October 2002, and according to the Los Angeles Times the
organization had 600 members by December—although for at least one of these,
bed-and-breakfast owner and ex-Marine Greg Moore, membership seemed to be
more of a symbolic matter than a practical one: “I don’t really believe the militia
will make that much difference,” he told the newspaper. “But we have to make a
statement to the government.” However, despite Simcox’s best efforts to paint the
CHDC as a respectable and responsible citizens’ group (all of its members are
required to undergo background checks and to have concealed weapons and first
aid training before going out on patrol) its activities have been severely criticized
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by Arizona politicians, law enforcement officials, civil rights groups, and other
Tombstone residents for being, variously, illegal, racist, likely to lead to
bloodshed, or a threat to the town’s tourist trade.35

Two final examples of the use of vigilantism by the militia movement illustrate
how stories of the Old(er) West are applied to the modern West. The first, which
also takes place in the Tombstone area, tells of the activities of a posse acting with
a sheriff, the second of vigilantes acting against a sheriff.

Tales from the West

According to Gerry Earley of the Missouri 51st Militia, the “essence of our whole
freedom was demonstrated by the way [a sheriff’s posse] handled itself during a
crisis that occurred in [Bisbee, Arizona], south of Tombstone near the Mexican
border,” during 1917. Earley recounts how a group of “outsiders” were seen
entering town armed with explosives and intent on blowing up the town’s copper
mine in order to hinder the war effort. These outsiders, he says, could have easily
overpowered the local sheriff, Phelps Dodge, but, realizing the “imminent danger
which his community faced,” Dodge “immediately formed a posse of every able-
bodied man, including boys of high-school age who could handle a gun,” and these
“thousand enlistees” were “now ready to enforce The Law of Necessity.”

This enforcement [Earley continues] was accomplished by groups of posse
numbering 25 to 30 men. Each group rode out on horseback to search for,
find and capture the invaders. When this “seek and find” maneuver was
completed successfully the prisoners were taken to a ballpark located in
Warren, Arizona, a suburb of Bisbee.

Meanwhile, Sheriff Dodge made arrangements for some empty railroad
cars to be brought in on a siding that runs close to the ballpark. When this
was done the prisoners were loaded inside. Thereupon, the cars were sealed
and the posse members rode “shotgun” on top of the cars as the train
proceeded to haul the prisoners over the New Mexico state line to an army
camp. The camp was located fifty miles inside the state, at Columbus, New
Mexico. The posse then signed its prisoners over to the military for
safekeeping.

So far so good, we might say, an exemplary case of the effectiveness of vigilantism
in protecting the community’s welfare. Unfortunately, however, the prisoners later
charged H.E.Wooten, the man who headed the posse, with kidnapping. For Earley,
it is at this point that the case becomes analogous with that of Larry Gates. This
is because at trial Wooten’s counsel successfully argued that Wooten had acted
in justifiable self-defense because of the imminent peril his community faced.
“From this it can be seen,” Earley points out, “that whether one person deals with
another, a neighborhood, a community or a mob, self-defense is justified under
the proper circumstances.” Gates, too, Earley says, found himself in a situation of
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“imminent peril” and acted in accordance with the Law of Necessity. “I hope that
all of you can see the relationship between what occurred in Bisbee and what
happened in Larry Gates’ case,” Earley concludes, matching the lessons of the
past, retold in a classic western tale, to the present.36

A different slant on these events is given by Patricia Nelson Limerick in The
Legacy of Conquest. Rather than a community under threat from nameless
“outsiders,” Limerick explains how the vigilante action Earley describes was
actually precipitated by Bisbee’s copper miners going out on strike for higher
wages. Included among these strikers were around a hundred members of the
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), and, although company managers,
owners, and local officials briefly tolerated the strike, on 12 July 1917 they decided
to take “extraordinary action.” The strike leaders and IWW members, together
with merchants and lawyers who “sympathized with the strike,” were indeed
rounded up by vigilantes and deported to an army post in Columbus, New Mexico.
The understanding, Limerick says, was that “[i]ndividuals could return to Bisbee…
if they gave up the union and the strike and went back to work.” Yet the interesting
thing in terms of the lesson Earley draws from these events on behalf of those in
the militia movement is that this “massive assault on civil liberties,” as Limerick
describes it, was widely supported. Despite investigations and lawsuits, the
vigilantes suffered no penalties. The Supreme Court deferred to states’ rights and
the local courts released the vigilantes, leaving company officials and the Bisbee
middle class to “appear as patriots who had saved an important industry from the
threat of a seditious rebellion.” Newspapers across the United States supported
the deportations “by a margin of two to one,” Limerick notes, and President
Woodrow Wilson “saw no reason to reverse the direction of a national opinion
that cast the Wobblies as the villains and not the victims of the incident.” In other
words, there was clear mainstream endorsement of the practice and ideology of
vigilantism, and Earley’s account, if lacking in historical detail, nonetheless seems
to be in accordance with the general “national opinion” on the subject.37

For the Texas Constitutional Militia (TCM), events in Athens, Tennessee,
during 1946 provide their example of the effectiveness of the militia acting as
vigilantes. The TCM website contains an account of how a group of veterans
returning to Athens after the war discovered that “the sheriff was stealing the local
election.” As a result, the veterans took up arms and “laid siege to the court house,”
exchanging gunfire with the sheriff and his deputies until he surrendered and “an
honest count” of the votes could take place. For the TCM, the story provides a
useful model for dealing with “official abuse and corruption” as “gutsy citizens”
re-established the rule of law in “Mckinon County [sic].” Their account of the
incident concludes:

The Battle of Athens clearly shows: how Americans can and should lawfully
use armed force; why the Rule of Law requires unrestricted access to
firearms; how civilians with military-type firearms can beat the forces of
“law and order.” Dictators believe that public order is more important than
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the Rule of Law. However, Americans reject this idea…. Law-abiding
Mckinon Countians [sic] won the Battle of Athens because they were not
hamstrung by “gun control.” Mckinon Countians showed us when citizens
can and should use armed force to support the Rule of Law. We are all in
their debt.38

The homestead ethic

Being able to protect your own home, family, and property is absolutely central
to militia members. We have already seen that one of the movement’s major
concerns is how increased government regulation is restricting the freedom of
people to run their own businesses and farms, but this is combined with a much
more direct fear of “oppressive” government. Militia newsletters and mailing lists
are filled with accounts of law enforcement agencies raiding people’s homes, in
what is seen as a challenge to the basic right of peaceful property ownership. For
Norman Olson, former leader of the Michigan Militia, for example, “One’s
property is as dear to him as one’s life. People came [from] all over this world so
that they could own property. Property is very dear to Americans.” And Kay Sheil,
explaining the continued relevance of the Bill of Rights, places great emphasis on
both the right to own property and being able to defend it:

The basic premise [of the Bill of Rights] is that each individual has natural
rights with which to pursue liberty and happiness. The great thinkers
throughout history all realized that to do these things, the individual must
have the right to own property, be safe in that property, be able to speak his
mind without fear and follow his own religious beliefs. To do these things
they realized that the individual must necessarily be able to defend himself
and his property.39

Of course, in most nations a person’s home is “very dear to him.” The point to be
made is that such an idea has increased symbolic importance in rural areas and
the West, because of the homestead ideal.

The intellectual origins of the homestead system are rooted in republican
conceptions of the relationship between the land, the yeoman farmer, and the state,
but it is in America’s frontiering experience that many Americans find the dramatic
and compelling narratives which demonstrate the importance of property
ownership and the sanctity of the home. And those “common people,” as Kay
Sheil described them, “who went into the wilderness and created homes and raised
families” developed a “homestead ethic” that legitimated the violent defense of
their homes and families. According to Richard Brown this “grass roots doctrine”
had three key beliefs:

[T]he right to have and to hold a family size farm; the right to enjoy a
homestead unencumbered by a ruinous economic burden such as onerous
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mortgage or oppressive taxes; and the right to peacefully occupy the
homestead without fear of violence (such as that by Indians or outlaws) to
person or property.

Despite the fact that the federal government was the driving force behind the
homestead system—through various legislative initiatives beginning with the
Homestead Act of 1862—is values of self-reliance and independence that are once
again celebrated in the “homestead ethic.” (Interestingly, Jonathan Raban has
characterized, what he incorrectly calls the “leading figures” of the militia
movement—“Bo” Gritz, the Trochmann brothers, Randy Weaver, and Timothy
McVeigh—as being “like the bad-blood descendants of the homesteaders.” He
suggests that a lingering resentment of government exists in places like Montana
because the original homesteaders were “suckered” by the government into
moving to “unfarmable” land.40)

In part, the sieges at Waco and Ruby Ridge are so portentous for militia members
because they are seen as attacks on people in their homes; and the actions of Randy
Weaver and the Branch Davidians in resisting the ATF or FBI are simply regarded
as people defending themselves and their property. When the Anti-Defamation
League dismisses as “inflammatory language” Rod Scott’s declaration that “Any
armed agent of the United States Government who comes to my home or any
militia member’s home to take a gun, to steal property to violate my freedom, will
be met with deadly force,” it is ignoring the complex expression of values
contained within such rhetoric.41 In cultural terms, for example, endorsement of
the homestead ethic can be found in numerous westerns, notably Dodge City
(Michael Curtiz, 1939), Shane (George Stevens, 1953), The Magnificent Seven
(John Sturges, 1960), and The Outlaw Josey Wales (Clint Eastwood, 1976)—
although in the first three cases it is through the agency of the skilled gunfighter,
rather than the actions of the homesteaders themselves, that the ethic is asserted.

In August 1997 the Militia of Montana received a warning from the Michigan
Militia about attempts by the Department of Justice to “incite a Constitutional
militia into compromising positions by claiming engagement in so-called ‘illegal
criminal activities.’” The report described a “100 man raid” on a Michigan Militia
member in Calhoun County as part of a local grand jury investigation:

The next event did come on Wednesday, August 13th, at 7.30 AM in the
form of a BATF [Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms], MJTF [Multi-
Jurisdictional Task Force] unconstitutional raid on one lone, God fearing,
law abiding patriot by around 100 gun toting officers (hoping something
would happen)…. The confrontational assault with God’s Grace ended
peacefully after the “authorities” trespassed onto private property and
produced an illegal “search warrant” naming a non-existent machine gun
(A.K.A. WACO) as the basis for this fraudulent raid. Raid members then
gleefully proceeded to TRASH the house and land, even going so far as
desecrating and threatening to DIG UP his wife’s grave in a nearby
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cemetery, while other MALE personnel letcherously [sic] searched at least
one of the two females (mother and daughter) present in the house. Charges
are being filed.

The report is notable for the charged language it employs to stress the violation
of the sanctity of the home which is seen as having taken place. It is also a typical
expression of the fears that exist within the militia movement of “oppressive” law
enforcement agencies acting with little regard for citizens’ rights. (The intended
incitement by the Department of Justice is given as the reason why the Michigan
Militia did not react to the raid. The Michigan Militia, it stressed, “is a dedicated
DEFENSIVE militia, and will NEVER fire the first shot, despite their continuous,
obviously intentional prodding.”)42

A stand-off between the police and Shirley Allen, a 51-year-old woman in Roby,
Illinois, also activated the Militia of Montana’s neighborhood watch concerns.
According to the Militia of Montana, the confrontation began when the woman
ordered officers off her property with a shotgun after they had tried to serve her
with a court order requiring her to submit to a “psychiatric evaluation.” For an
unnamed eyewitness, however, “Every person…who knew Ms. Allen stated that
she is not crazy, but just wants to be left alone.” “Is this what happens when you
want to be left alone?” another unidentified witness is quoted as asking.43 The
Militia of Montana has even made use of the work of the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU), reposting its report of a raid by sixty federal law enforcement
officers on welfare recipients in an apartment complex in Vallejo, Sacramento,
which resulted in a class action suit by the residents against the various agencies
involved. For Randy Trochmann, the lesson to be drawn from such raids is simple
enough: “And still, they wonder,” he says, “why people are forming militia
organizations.”44

On its website, under the heading “If Not Us, Who? If Not Now, When?,” the
Stark County Unit of the Ohio Unorganized Militia listed some of the reasons it
had identified for people joining the militia movement. Included within the list is
a clear statement of the homestead ethic:

* American homes are violated every week by law enforcement officers
who have little regard for the law. They barge in without proper warrants
or identification, in the middle of the night. The troops and tanks follow if
you are confused, scared, wish to maintain your Constitutional rights, or are
reluctant to allow the destruction and confiscation of your property.

* Local farmers are losing their land due to high taxes imposed upon them.
Their problem is our problem too. What kind of prices do you think we’ll
pay if the government corners the market?…

* United we stand—divided we fall. America has fallen. It’s fallen to its
lowest level in American history. When will you take a stand? What is your
country worth to you?
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In this final exhortation to “take a stand” we also find an expression of what
Richard Brown sees as another “characteristically American approach to life,” a
western value that “reigned mainly in the frontier states west of the Appalachian
Mountains,” but one which has become “crucial to American identity”—the
doctrine of no duty to retreat.45

No duty to retreat: the militia movement and the Code of
the West

According to Brown, the old English common law notion of self-defense, which
required retreating “to the wall at your back” when faced by a threatening foe,
was totally inappropriate for the conditions faced by Americans in the West: the
remoteness of government; the constant danger from Indians and outlaws; and the
wide availability of weaponry, in particular. As a result, he says, a doctrine of no
duty to retreat developed. This meant that when faced with danger a man was
justified in standing his ground and facing down his foe. A product of western
conditions it may have been, but, as Brown shows, the doctrine was sanctified by
the eastern establishment, becoming part of federal law as a result of the Supreme
Court’s decision in Brown v. United States (1921), the leading opinion of which
was given by Oliver Wendell Holmes.

The impact of this transition from duty to retreat to standing one’s ground was
not confined to the law of homicide, however. As Brown sees it, “it is not in the
nature of America to approve retreat. Standing one’s ground is an attitude that has
deeply permeated our foreign relations and our military habits as well as the
peaceful pursuits of daily life.” Brown finds the doctrine to be at work in the
approaches of numerous presidents: in Polk’s “uncompromising policy” towards
Mexico; in Lincoln’s decision to resupply Fort Sumter; in Truman’s attitude to
the Korean War; in Kennedy’s “pay any price, bear any burden” speech; in
Johnson’s employment of the Texas Rangers’ motto that “courage is a man who
keeps on coming” during the Vietnam War; in the entire Reagan presidency; and
in George Bush Sr.’s proclamation of a “line drawn in the sand” during the first
Gulf War.46 Culturally, the values of bravery, fearlessness, honor, heroism, and
masculinity contained within the doctrine can also be found in various mainstream
westerns, including They Died with Their Boots On (Raoul Walsh, 1941), My
Darling Clementine (John Ford, 1947), Rio Bravo (Howard Hawks, 1959), The
Alamo (John Wayne, 1960), The Wild Bunch (Sam Peckinpah, 1967), and Wyatt
Earp (Lawrence Kasdan, 1994).

The rhetoric of no duty to retreat is also invoked throughout the militia
movement, where it resonates with the idea of drawing “lines in the sand” in
accordance with the example set by the nation’s Revolutionary Founding Fathers.
This complex interaction of values and beliefs can be found, for example, in Jim
McKinzey’s views on the need to resist any further attempts at gun control coming
from the Clinton White House. For McKinzey, “Bills like the Assault Weapons
Ban and the Brady Act have pushed too many of us back into a corner, where there
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is no more room to back up,” and any “expansion of the Brady Act” will be “the
bell to come out swinging.” As McKinzey puts it, “When you can’t go right, left
or back, the only way left is to bow down and let the heavy foot of tyranny squash
you, or come out fighting.” In Chapter 4 McKinzey’s views were discussed within
the framework provided by the American War of Independence, but we can now
see how, at the same time, values connected with the American West were also
being expressed, including those associated with self-preservation, the importance
of popular sovereignty, and the necessity of “eternal vigilance.” For those like
former President Clinton who regard gun ownership simply as a means of hunting
or personal protection, the political and symbolic implications the issue carries
for groups like the militias are missed. Such complexities go unrecognized. The
issue of gun rights encompasses and encapsulates many militia members’
concerns. It is for this reason that, in the ideology of the militia movement, gun
ownership exists as the point at which a stand must be made, when “enough is
enough,” where a choice must be made between whether one lives free or dies.47

The Code of the West

The doctrine of no duty to retreat formed part of what has been termed the Code
of the West. In the West, explained Walter Prescott Webb, “[e]ach man had to
make his own law because there was no other to make it. He had to defend himself
and protect his rights by his force of personality, and skill at arms.” And in these
conditions “men worked out an extra-legal code or custom” to guide their actions.
For Webb, the code was simple. It demanded, he said, “what Roosevelt called a
square deal; it demanded fair play.” In what was intended to be a warning about
the dangers of McCarthyism, President Eisenhower expressed his own belief in
this code in a speech to the Anti-Defamation League in 1953:

I was raised in a little town of which most of you have never heard. But in
the West it is a famous place. We had as our marshal for a long time a man
named Wild Bill Hickok. If you don’t know anything about him, read your
westerns more. Now that town had a code, and I was raised as a boy to prize
that code.

It was: meet anyone face to face with whom you disagree. You could not
sneak up on him from behind, or do any damage to him, without suffering
the penalty of an outraged citizenry. If you met him face to face and took
the same risks he did, you could get away with almost anything as long as
the bullet was in the front.

And today, although none of you has the great fortune, I think, of being
from Abilene, Kansas, you live after all by that same code in your ideals
and in the respect you give to certain qualities.48
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Embodied in noble gunfighters like Wild Bill Hickok, the Code of the West
reclaims violence for the civilized side of the civilization/savagery trope, justifying
and legitimizing actions undertaken in its name.

Expressions of this code can also be found within the militia movement,
particularly in respect of its dealings with law enforcement agencies, and as part
of its desire to be seen as an organized and disciplined movement. During the
Republic of Texas stand-off in 1997, for example, the Militia of Montana issued
a policy statement outlining the reasons why it would not be rushing to defend its
fellow Patriots. The reasons given were that Richard McLaren, the leader of the
Republic of Texas, was “the aggressor not the attacked”; that the federal
government was not involved in the stand-off, which was being left to the State
of Texas to handle; that the military was “not on the scene with troops and military
armament”; and that law enforcement had “not drawn blood.” In its own version
of the Code of the West, the Militia of Montana’s emphasis was very much on
self-defense and “fair play.” The policy statement went on:

The Militia of Montana’s position remains as it was with the Freemen of
Montana. As long as there is (1) no military intervention, including their
equipment; (2) and as long as law enforcement does not draw first blood,
the Militia of Montana will observe only and will not become involved.49

Of course, other reasons for the Militia of Montana’s reluctance to become
involved may well have included the fact that they were not actually in any position
to aid the Republic of Texas, and that any call for its widespread defense would
have exposed their lack of personnel or their inability to prevent the law
enforcement agencies from handling the situation in the way they determined.
Nonetheless, the statement is interesting because far from a movement brimming
with hostility, ready to fight the state at the slightest opportunity, it suggests one
with a set of internal rules for guiding its actions in particular situations. There is
an attempt to gain legitimacy through such self-restraint.

The Missouri 51 st Militia also regards itself as having had a positive effect in
confrontations between the law enforcement agencies and members of the Patriot
movement. It claims, for example, that “the FBI made it a point to talk with us”
during the eighty-one-day stand-off with the Freemen in Jordan, Montana, in 1996,
in order to “get an understanding of where we, the militia, stood.” According to
Jim McKinzey, it was “made…perfectly clear where we stood: No MILITARY
TANKS, AIRCRAFT OR GASSING. If fired upon, defend yourself, but do not
kill, burn or gas women and children as you did before.” “[W]e had some pretty
frank conversations,” McKinzey recalls, “and I always made it clear to them that
if the FBI was fired upon by the Freemen then the FBI had a right to defend
themselves, but that we expected more out of our federal agents than for them to
fire first.”50 In the view of the “51st,” then, the FBI was perfectly entitled to defend
itself provided it acted in accordance with this code of “fair play,” so that the
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would-be combatants met each other, in Eisenhower’s terms, “face to face and
took the same risks.”

This contrasts with some of the mainstream media portrayals of militia members
as belonging to an essentially lawless, uncontrollable, and anarchistic movement
—“a twisted remnant of America’s frontier past,” as the Christian Science Monitor
described them. Militia members have been portrayed this way in several films,
including The Patriot (Dean Semler, 1997), The Postman (Kevin Costner, 1997),
and Militia (Jay Andrews, 1999). (Indeed, as if to emphasize the point, the fictional
militia in Jay Andrews’s film uses a bar called the “Cowboy Palace Saloon” as a
base for its operations.) Mike Thorp, in U.S.News and World Report, opened an
account of the militias in Montana with the following paragraphs:

In 1938, Lee Simpson shot three people at his ranch in central Montana.
Two were young men he thought had been stealing his cattle, one a deputy
sent later to arrest him. After a trial, he was sentenced to death. On the
gallows, just before he became one of the last men publicly hanged in
America, he was asked if he had any final words. “Not that I know of,”
Simpson said.

The same willingness to take the law into one’s hands is again loose in
the West, especially in Montana, where there is rising resentment against
government. This sentiment, of course, is shared by many Americans, but
recently some Montanans have begun seeking frontier justice under the
rubric of Revolutionary War-era law.

As Thorp saw it, ideas of vigilantism, lawlessness, and “frontier justice” were the
most appropriate way to introduce the militias to his readers, but he is careful to
taint them with “illegitimacy.” With the “willingness to take the law into one’s
own hands” said to be “again loose in the West,” the implications are of wildness
and unpredictability, invoking the savagery side of the civilization/savagery myth.
Similarly, the New York Times, discussing why Montana has become home to
extremists like the militias or the Unabomber, Theodore Kaczynski, did so under
the headline “The Mad, Bad, Way-Out West.” It was “no coincidence” that such
people were being drawn to the state, the paper argued, because it has been “a
haven for outlaws and, in response, a center of vigilantism” since the 1850s.51

The problem the militia movement encounters in its attempts to gain legitimacy
through renewed versions of the Code of the West or its other frontierist values is
that—as with other aspects of its use of American history—the application of
these codes and values is almost completely self-determined, subject to alteration
and reinterpretation largely at will. It is all very well to draft codes of conduct and
extensive bylaws but the militias themselves are subject to no external authority,
and, what’s more, they fail to command wider community support. Militia
members may be drawing from deep value structures within American culture and
American history in making their case for justified violence, but its legitimate
application is denied them by the culture at large. The appropriateness of the

166 A FRONTIER NATION



militias’ case for justified violence in the circumstances in which it is invoked (i.e.
against the state) is simply not acknowledged by the majority of mainstream
American society.

Remembering the Alamo: militias and the history of Texas

The final aspect of the militia movement’s employment of frontierism is the most
straightforward. Using examples from militia and other Patriot groups in Texas,
three explicit attempts to connect with and to gain legitimacy from America’s
frontierist past are considered.

In the “Historical Notes” pages of its website the TCM sets out what it sees as
the history of the militia in the state. Tracing its lineage in an heroic account of
the West, a straight line is drawn from the Texas Revolution, the heroes of the
Alamo, and the Texas Rangers, through the War with Mexico, the Civil War,
Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, and the Spanish-American War, until we
arrive at the somewhat quotidian formation of the Texas Constitutional Militia on
an “unfinished portion of Hwy 151, in front of Sea World, in San Antonio, Bexar
County” in 1994. The section in full reads:

The most important previous activity of the Texas Militia was the Texas
Revolution in 1836. The original purpose of that effort was to bring the
government of Mexico into compliance with its 1824 Constitution, and that
is the purpose for which the defenders of the Alamo died. Texas declared
independence while the Alamo was under attack during March, 1836, and
on April 21, 1836, led by Sam Houston, it defeated the Army of Mexico
under the command of Gen. Santa Ana, dictator of Mexico, at the Battle of
San Jacinto, near the present city of Houston. This overwhelming victory,
and the capture of Gen. Santa Ana, won independence for Texas.

Following the War of Independence, some militia units reorganized into
what was later to be known as the Texas Rangers, which was a private,
volunteer effort for several years before becoming an official organization.
After Texas joined the Union in 1845, Texas militia units distinguished
themselves in the War with Mexico, which led to defining the Rio Grande
River the agreed border with Mexico, and the cession of most of what was
to become California, Arizona, and New Mexico, from Mexico to the United
States. In 1861 Texas joined the other Confederate States in seceding from
the Union, and Texas militias played a role in the Civil War, until it ended
in 1865.

Texas militiamen joined Theodore Roosevelt’s Rough Riders, a volunteer
militia, and fought with him during the Spanish-American War in 1898.
Some of the training of the Rough Riders took place in San Pedro Park, in
the north central part of San Antonio, near the present site of San Antonio
College. When a muster of the Militia proposed to train there on April 19,
1994, they were threatened with arrest, even though the charter of San Pedro
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Park forbids exclusion of activities of that kind. This threat led to a change
of the meeting site to Highway 151.52

One can even see in the authorities’ denial of the use of San Pedro Park to the
TCM a mini-lesson in the uses of the past by the militia movement—a past denied
them by the official guardians of American history but claimed by the militias in
any event.

The Republic of Texas drew on this same history in an attempt to encourage
people to join its group (although ironically its leader, Richard McLaren, is a native
of Missouri). A whole cluster of western values were again consciously invoked:

We get a special sense of self-esteem when we recall our history back to
when our land was its own independent nation. A wistful dream comes on
us that Texas could return to that status and we could be our own people
once again, owing nobody or any nation anything. A quiet type of patriotism
arises in Texans, honoring those who died at the Alamo to achieve our
independence, and those who gave their lives at San Jacinto.

We wonder if we let those heroes of Texas down when they fought so
hard and lost their lives to give us independence and we later turned our
back on freedom and that independence to become subjects of the United
States. Those heroes of Texas past would not be happy with the state of
affairs of their land, if they could see what we have become and what we
have done to those freedoms. Remnants of those ideals of men like James
Bowie, Stephen Austin, Sam Houston and Davy Crockett, still remain with
us. Our part time legislature (which meets once every two years) is only one
of those reminders of their feelings towards freedom. Our early Texas fathers
felt strongly against having too many laws which curtail freedoms.

The Republic of Texas is looking for some real Texan statesmen of such
character as we have not seen since James Bowie. The Republic of Texas
needs solid sovereign citizens of every community who will spread the news
and message to the people of Texas, who, thanks to a biased, government-
controlled news media, stay uninformed. We need men and women who,
like Stephen E Austin, can no longer tolerate the multitude of laws, statutes,
injustices, and extortions of the current government. Austin fought against
the Santa Ana-controlled Mexican government; became a political prisoner
for his beliefs in Mexico City; just to end the injustices of the government
against the people of Texas. Does Texas still have statesmen who will stand
up for what is right and against injustice? Can you help spread the message
of the reformation of the Republic of Texas? Can we as a people and a nation,
once again, show the world that kind of resolve and personal fortitude for
freedom? If you are interested in the Republic of Texas call or write.53
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Another direct attempt by the TCM to connect with America’s frontier past can
be found in its use of a biography of Davy Crockett. Significantly, Crockett is
identified as “a political representative of the frontier.” As the TCM see it:

History’s immortals sometimes offer a glimpse of their greatness in events
other than those that granted them immortality. Tennessee militia colonel
David Crockett, perhaps best known for his role in the 1836 defense of the
Alamo, also served three terms in the United States Congress between 1827
and 1835. Nationally known during his lifetime as a political representative
of the frontier, Crockett apparently came by that reputation honestly,
inasmuch as he was not above listening to his constituents. The following
excerpt from an 1884 biography by Edward S.Ellis, “The Life of Colonel
David Crockett,” reveals how his own rural electorate taught him the
importance of adhering to the Constitution and the perils of ignoring its
restrictions.

This “following excerpt” from Ellis’s biography reveals Crockett out canvassing
for votes when he meets a man called Horatio Bunce. Bunce informs Crockett that
he no longer feels he can support him because Crockett voted for the appropriation
of $20,000 to the residents of Georgetown after a fire had left them homeless.
Bunce’s explanation that Congress didn’t have the powers to appropriate the
money leads Crockett to make a speech to his constituents explaining the errors
of his ways:

“I have given you,” continued Crockett, “an imperfect account of what he
[Bunce] said. Long before he was through, I was convinced that I had done
wrong. He wound up by saying: ‘So you see, Colonel, you have violated
the Constitution in what I consider a vital point. It is a precedent fraught
with danger to the country, for when Congress once begins to stretch its
power beyond the limits of the Constitution, there is no limit to it, and no
security for the people. I have no doubt you acted honestly, but that does
not make it any better, except as far as you are personally concerned, and
you see that I cannot vote for you.’”

I tell you I felt streaked. I saw if I should have opposition, and this man
should go to talking, he would set others to talking, and in that district I was
a gone fawn-skin. I could not answer him, and the fact is, I was so fully
convinced that he was right, I did not want to. But I must satisfy him, and I
said to him: “Well, my friend, you hit the nail upon the head when you said
I had not sense enough to understand the Constitution. I intended to be
guided by it, and thought I had studied it fully I have heard many speeches
in Congress about the powers of Congress, but what you have said here at
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your plow has got more hard, sound sense in it than all the fine speeches I
ever heard. If I had ever taken the view of it that you have, I would have put
my head into the fire before I would have given that vote; and if you will
forgive me and vote for me again, if I ever vote for another unconstitutional
law I wish I may be shot.”54

That Davy Crockett should encounter a proto-member of the militia in the 1830s
is, of course, very convenient for modern-day propagandists of the movement, but
the apocryphal nature of the tale is perhaps less significant than the desire it
evidences to identify with and to receive legitimation from this key figure in
America’s frontiering past. It serves as a telling final indication of the importance
attached to frontierism within the militia movement.

Conclusion: the Weird West?

In a 1997 article for the Western Historical Quarterly, Richard White criticized
what he reductively and dismissively called the “current weirdness in the West”
to be found in the militias, the Aryan Nations, the Freemen, the county
independence movement, the “wilder fringes” of the Wise Use movement, and
some conservative Republicans.

This conservative West [he argued] sees its genealogy not in the history of
federal development in the region but instead in terms of a set of archetypes:
the isolate, armed male, the courageous homesteading family, the poor but
industrious immigrant. It is no wonder that the regional icon is John Wayne.
His career was about individualism; it was about make-believe. The region’s
story of itself—its individualism, its self-reliance, its rough justice and
ability to settle its own problems—is equally iconic; it is also by and large
make-believe.

What was needed, White contended, was a more sophisticated context than that
represented by the Old West, one acknowledging the “real and complicated history
of the region, the sweeping changes it is now undergoing, and the centrality of the
persisting federal role within it.”55

These are all important points, but by placing himself squarely within the
historical “authenticity” school of western analysis White fails to recognize the
“reality” in the fictions he objects to and the continuing appeal of the “myths” he
derides—not only for the extreme right and the West, but for mainstream America
and the nation as a whole. Frontierism is a complex ideological system, and the
militia movement’s employment of it should not be so readily dismissed. President
Clinton, for example, may be broadly correct when he states, “This is a freedom
loving democracy because the rule of law has reigned for over 200 years now, not
because vigilantes took the law into their own hands,” but vigilantism and the
values expressed through it as part of a western philosophy of justified violence,
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including self-reliance, individualism, collectivism, popular sovereignty, the right
of revolution, and self-preservation, continue to speak to and for Americans,
telling them who they are and how they came to be.56

This is not to suggest that the militias’ understanding and employment of
frontierism are identical in all respects to mainstream America’s. The complex,
and to some extent competing, constellation of values, beliefs, and attitudes
contained within frontierism precludes such straightforward symmetry. It is to
suggest, however, that militia members draw upon western history and mythology
in a way which is recognizable to, and at times difficult to distinguish from, that
of mainstream America. It is to argue that the “weirdness” in the West, if that is
what it amounts to, cannot be confined to the militia movement.

What distinguishes the militias’ and the mainstream’s employment of
frontierism, is not, then, so much the values themselves as the context in which
they are raised. Vigilantism, the homestead ethic, and the doctrine of no duty to
retreat, for example, were all seen as legitimate responses to circumstances in
which the state was unable to protect its citizens, functioning in the (perceived)
absence of government in extraordinary situations. What the militia movement
has done is to turn these particular expressions of frontierism against government
in circumstances that for most Americans are simply unjustified. It is symptomatic,
as we have seen, of their approach to American history in general.
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7
Conclusion

History and conspiracy

Historians are interested in ideas not only because they influence
societies, but because they reveal the societies which give rise to them.
Hence the philosophical truth of the ideas is irrelevant to the
historian’s purpose.

Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down

The history of the United States is of fundamental importance to the militia
movement. To ignore how militia members relate to and attempt to understand
America’s past is to fail to understand the militia movement itself. Only by
considering how militia members engage with the periods of the American
Revolution, the drafting of the Constitution, and the settling of the West can we
come to terms with why they believe what they do; and only by understanding
what they believe will we come to terms with how they act. In the broadest sense,
militia members are concerned with how the ideals, principles, and values they
have identified in these periods of American history have determined, and should
continue to determine, what it means to be American—hence the reason why these
three periods are so prominent in the militias’ (re)constructions of America’s past:
because these are the periods of history which point to the origins of the United
States, and which are therefore central to any attempt to determine the nature of
American identity.

Militia members, then, are firm believers in what David Harlan calls “the
redemptive power of the past,” by which he means the ability of the past to help
us think about what we should value and how we should live. Discussing the
difficulties of creating an “ideologically neutral theory of historical knowledge,”
Harlan notes how

we will never have a set of objective principles for evaluating historical
accounts because our every attempt to define who we have been is so densely
and irretrievably interwoven with our hopelessly subjective attempts to
define both who we are and who we wish to become. We choose who we
are by choosing who we have been; we choose moral exemplars from the



past in order to govern our behavior in the present and guide our movement
into the future.

But if Harlan is right that history at its best is a form of moral reflection, and that
historians would do well to get away from their “reactionary obsession with the
validity of history’s truth claims,” this can only take us so far in respect of the
extremist/mainstream dichotomy with which we began this book.1 In this context
it is clearly necessary to make some assessment of the validity of the militias’
historical claims, not least because their use of history is so readily dismissed as
illegitimate—an “appropriation” for “paranoid purposes,” as President Clinton
described it.2

For many within America’s political and cultural mainstream, militia members
simply employ “outlandish versions of American history…to justify their
activities.” They “distort” America’s key traditions. They resort to “fake history”;
rely “on two-hundred-year-old quotes taken out of context and on shoddy
historical analysis”; and, as a result, “twist” the meaning of the Constitution and
the nation’s other historic documents “beyond all recognition.”3 These kinds of
criticisms call to mind Eric Hobsbawm’s concerns about the “politico-ideological
abuse” of the past, which he sees as an almost inevitable result of its use in the
service of “identity history.” “History,” Hobsbawm contends, “is the raw material
for nationalist or ethnic or fundamentalist ideologies, as poppies are the raw
material for heroin addiction. The past is an essential element, perhaps the essential
element, in these ideologies. If there is no suitable past it can always be invented.”4

However, one of the most interesting features of the militias’ engagement with
America’s past is the extent to which it doesn’t have to be distorted, much less
“invented,” to be of service to them. As we have seen, not only can militia members
claim the “authority of history” for many of their principal claims, at times they
offer a “legitimate reading” of America’s history which runs counter to how that
history is celebrated within “official versions” of the American civil religion. This
is most notable in their assertion of the existence of a right of revolution as part
of the Declaration of Independence or in their “insurrectionary” assessment of the
Second Amendment, but it can also be seen in their invocation of western ideas
of justified violence. In this, militia members reveal the tensions and fissures that
exist in all our attempts to reconstruct the past.5

The conventionality of the militias’ historical understanding is particularly
evident in their attempts to connect with America’s “mythic history.” Whether it
is their image of Revolutionary America as a nation of Minutemen, their portrayal
of the Founding Fathers as a group of enlightened (and homogenous) demigods,
or their effusive praise of rugged frontiersmen like Davy Crockett and the heroes
of the Alamo, militia members are calling on some of the most “compelling
metaphors” of the American experience.6 The importance of this aspect of the past
is underestimated by Hobsbawm, and those like him, with their aim of establishing
the absolute “centrality of the distinction between verifiable historical fact and
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fiction” as part of the historian’s function as “mythslayer.” One of the major
contributions of the relatively new discipline of collective memory studies, for
example, has been to show how history and myth, fact and fiction, are inextricably
linked when it comes to how individuals, groups, and nations recall and relate to
past events and their significance.7

It is also important not to ignore the extent to which militia members exhibit a
genuine interest in and enthusiasm for these key aspects of U.S. history. The desire
of many militia members to educate both themselves and the nation as a whole
about what they see as the neglected, forgotten, or “lost” aspects of America’s past
—as well as their desire to bring the past “alive”—cannot be explained solely in
terms of a self-serving commitment to their political interests in the present
(important as these undoubtedly are). Nor should we fail to acknowledge the extent
to which militia members are often forced to grapple with difficult historiographic
and constitutional issues. These include specific issues pertaining to the debates
surrounding republicanism, federalism, or the right to keep and bear arms, but
they also encompass wider questions (similar to those raised by Harlan) about
how the past relates, or should relate, to the present and of how meaning is
recovered from the past—whether it is possible to recover the “original intentions”
of the Founding Fathers or whether the past can ever “speak for itself,” for instance.

Above all, we need to recognize that the militia movement’s relationship with
American history is a complex one. For example, although, in the main, militia
members want to receive the sanctification of the nation’s Founding Fathers, they
are also concerned to establish a sense of connection with some of America’s
lesser-known historical figures: with “ordinary” Americans like James Hayward,
Samuel Whittemore, or Benjamin Wellington, who fought the British at Lexington
and Concord; with the “forgotten” signatories of the Declaration of Independence,
who too pledged their “lives, liberty and sacred honor” so that America might be
free; or with the vigilantes who faithfully defended their communities in Bisbee,
Arizona, or at the “Battle of Athens” in Tennessee. The reason for this concern is
that the militias need America to belong to “ordinary Americans” as much as to
its more famous founders, because by extension the nation then belongs to those
in the militia movement as well. It is a process illustrative of the contest militia
members feel they are involved in with the nation’s elites for access to, and control
of, America’s past. In similar terms, we also need to acknowledge the importance
of the interaction between the militias’ local interests and their identification with
the “imagined community” of the nation-state.

In short, it is essential that we are alert to the particularities of the militias’
engagement with America’s past. After all, what is distinctive about the militias’
approach to the American Revolution, the constitutional settlement, or frontier-
era American society is not so much that these periods of American history are
employed in the service of contemporary political interests—such an approach is
common enough among mainstream political groups and institutions, although
one might hope that it is less common (or at least less explicit) in the work of
professional historians working in these areas. Rather, it is the particular political
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uses to which these past periods are put, the particular associations that are made,
and the particular contexts in which they are raised that mark the militias out.8

This distinctiveness is evidenced by militia members’ attempts to connect the
events of 19 April 1775 with those in the Warsaw Ghetto in 1945, and in their
deployment of both as means to denounce the actions of current law enforcement
officials. It is evidenced in their attempts to utilize Federalists James Madison and
Alexander Hamilton in support of their arguments for the primacy of the states
within the federal system, even though these arguments might be better supported
by the views of Anti-Federalists like Elbridge Gerry or Richard Henry Lee. And
it is further evidenced in their attempts to invoke the right of revolution in the
Declaration of Independence or the right of insurrection in the Second Amendment
as a means of “resisting tyranny” in circumstances that cannot support such
invocations—when the militias obviously do not represent the “body of the
people,” when they are not acting as a “last resort,” and where “serious attacks”
on the Constitution have not taken place.

Perhaps the underlying factor distinguishing the militia movement’s approach
to American history from that of mainstream political actors in general and
professional historians in particular is that the militias have great difficulty in
reconciling the United States they see around them in the present with their
understanding of the United States which they regard as “originally intended” to
have been created. For all their grappling with complex historiographic problems,
the militias, in this respect, are much like the symbolically named Jefferson Smith
(Jimmy Stewart) in Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to Washington (1941)—wide-
eyed innocents, inspired and awed by the legacy of the Founding Fathers but
increasingly confronted by corrupt politicians who no longer play by the
established rules. Which is to say that as far as many militia members are
concerned there was “perfection” in the principles and ideals on which American
society was founded, and in the system of government originally put in place.
They see no reason why America should stray from these golden beginnings.

Leaving aside the question of whether such “original intentions” can ever really
be recovered (or if indeed they can even be said to exist), one result of this attitude
is the militia movement’s often simplistic comparisons between conditions as they
are now and those that were “supposed” to be in the past, comparisons which
ignore, or at least downplay, the historical developments that have occurred to
take the United States from one position to the other. Many of the changes militia
members object so strongly to—government’s increasing involvement in the
everyday affairs of the people, a shift in power to the federal government at the
expense of the states, America’s extensive engagement in international affairs,
and so on—have taken place within the political and institutional system designed
by the Founding Fathers (not against it) and with the quiet acceptance, if not the
outright consent, of the American people as a whole. In other words, the militias
appear unable to reconcile themselves to the effects of what Terence Ball and
J.G.A.Pocock describe as “the processes of conceptual change and consequent
interpretation” by which the meanings of the past can—perhaps must—change

176 CONCLUSION



over time.9 The militias’ efforts to “protect” the Second Amendment from the
scrutiny of the Supreme Court provide a telling illustration of their difficulties in
this respect.

Discussing the beliefs of the Know Nothings and their heirs that America was
a “unique civilization” and Americans a “chosen people,” David Bennett makes
the point that if such attitudes seem “conventional, part of the received truths of
generations,” this “should not be surprising.”

The Americans of the Right [he explained] were never monarchists,
dreaming of a new aristocracy of the estates. They were not fascists, plotting
to overthrow the nation’s institutions and replace them with some sinister
new order. They were, instead, Americanists par excellence. Their ideal
society was the one they had been taught to believe existed in their own
country.

Much the same can be said of members of the militia movement. They too are
believers in America as an “ideal society.” They too see themselves as “citizens
of the greatest nation on earth,” as belonging to a country “unlike any other” in
the world. “I don’t know why you are here,” Brian Farley declared during a speech
on the steps of the Kansas Statehouse in Topeka, Kansas, on 2 July 1994, “but let
me tell you why I am here”:

I’m here because I believe in our Constitution. I have always believed in
our Constitution, and I will always believe in our Constitution…. When it
comes to the Rights of Man [sic], I am a true believer. And like the true
believers of old, I will pledge my life, my fortune, and my sacred honor to
defend our liberty.

Indeed, this is their major problem: militia members believe too much.10 This
overabundance of belief, particularly in the “perfection” of the Founding Fathers’
original conceptions, not only tends to undermine crucial parts of their historical
understanding, but also helps us to answer a question first raised in Chapter 3:
Where does the militia movement’s conspiracy theorizing fit into all this?

The conspiratorial turn

The embrace of conspiracy theories by militia members is the most well-known
and most thoroughly documented aspect of their ideological and rhetorical
concerns. The militia movement is “premised” on conspiracy theories, argues
Daniel Pipes. They form the “bedrock of militia belief,” says the Anti-Defamation
League, its “raison d’être”; and for Joel Dyer they are “the driving force” behind
the movement. These conspiratorial beliefs were summarized by the Southern
Poverty Law Center in their 1996 report, False Patriots: The Threat of
Antigovernment Extremists:
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The conspiracy theories that dominate Patriot propaganda all have as a
central theme the notion that the U.S. government, in collusion with
international powers, is intent on disarming Americans and creating one
world government. Built on half-truths, exaggerations and outright lies, and
accompanied by misleading photographs, articles throughout Patriot
literature promote these myths:

• Black helicopters are being used to spy on law-abiding citizens.
• Salt mines in Detroit are ready to house thousands of Russian troops.
• Hong Kong police officers are being trained in Montana to disarm Americans.
• The government has developed fuel air bombs that can supposedly instantly

vaporize human flesh.
• Laser weapons are trained on Patriots by federal agents.
• Markings on the backs of road signs are coded directions to guide invading

United Nations forces.
• Surveillance cameras are hidden on the top of street light posts.
• Concentration camps are being built to house Patriot resisters.
• Crematoriums are in place in Minneapolis, Indianapolis, Kansas City and

Oklahoma City.
• The eye above the pyramid on the back of U.S. dollar bills is the sign of the

Illuminati, the secret sect founded in 1776 in Bavaria that is allegedly plotting
a world take over.11

The appeal of conspiracy theories is thought to be easily understood: they offer
certainty in an uncertain world (somewhat ironically, one might say, given their
usually highly convoluted nature). They are a means for militia members “to see
the world in which everything [makes] perfect sense, in which there [is] an answer
for every question, in which…[there are] just good guys and bad guys,” says
Kenneth Stern. “Conspiracies rescue overstressed minds and emotions from the
complexities of real life issues,” agrees Richard Abanes. “They offer simple
answers and easy targets for people’s anger.”12 For many observers of the militia
movement the dangers of conspiracy theorizing are equally clear. As noted in
Chapter 1, for the Anti-Defamation League, for example, history has shown that
the kind of “obsessive conspiracy mongering” employed by the militias “often
ultimately fingers Jews or other minorities as scapegoats for the nation’s ills.”
This fear is echoed by Stern, who argues that the conspiracy theories underlining
the movement are rooted in the infamous anti-Semitic forgery The Protocols of
the Learned Elders of Zion. Militia leaders may be “careful to talk about
‘international bankers’ or the ‘Federal Reserve’ or the ‘Trilateral Commission’ or
‘eastern elites’ when it comes to their claims of ‘unseen hands’…forcing
Americans into a One World Government that will serve foreign interests,” Stern
explains. But these are just “code phrases, carefully picked by the leadership to
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pull people into the movement without greeting them with anti-Semitism,” and
the militias’ position is “identical” to that posited in the Protocols: that “Jews are
secretly plotting to run the world.”13

The problem with Stern’s analysis, as Martin Durham has shown, is that many
militia members and other Patriots believe in the idea of a United Nations or
bankers’ conspiracy “without necessarily holding an anti-Semitic notion of its
composition or purpose,” while others don’t seem to “believe in an all-encom-
passing theory at all” and are only “concerned with a particular issue.” “It is clearly
not the case,” Durham writes, “that Patriot conspiracy theory is always
undisguised or even disguised anti-Semitism.” The attraction of militia members
to The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion and other conspiratorial texts might
be explained, it seems, more by the conspiratorialism they contain—and which
they have a reputation for—rather than by their anti-Semitism per se; in the
militias’ “enthusiasm for conspiracism itself,” as Durham puts it.14

Peter Knight also makes the point that while fears about a New World Order
conspiracy “can easily shade into tedious and vicious scapegoating, which often
contains a barely concealed anti-Semitic strain…there are many more attracted to
this conspiratorial line of thinking who are not fully paid up members of a militia.”
Such conspiracy theories, he says, “make sense in the current age of rapid
globalization,” where governments are “increasingly vulnerable to global
economic forces and organizations over which they have little control.” In other
words, expressions of concern over a United Nations “take-over” might simply
be a reflection of anxiety about “a lack of national sovereignty in the face of an
aggressive world.” Acknowledging this, Knight argues, helps to explain why,
since the 1960s, conspiratorial discourse (in all its many and varied forms) has
become so popular in the mainstream, as well as on the fringes of American
society, and in its entertainment culture as much as in its popular politics.

Conspiracy theories [he writes] have come to express doubt about the
legitimacy of authority in an age when less than a quarter of Americans trust
the government… Narratives of conspiracy now capture a sense of
uncertainty about how historical events unfold, about who gets to tell the
official version of events, and even about whether a causally coherent
account is still possible. They speak to current doubts about who or what to
blame for complex and interconnected events. In the era of transnational
corporations and a globalized economy, conspiracy-minded stories and
rumours in the USA also voice suspicions about who—if anyone—is in
control of the national economic destiny and what it means to be American.

Rather than condemning or dismissing those who believe in conspiratorial
explanations—as he sees Daniel Pipes, Robert Robins, and Jerrold Post doing, for
example—Knight argues that it is important that we pay attention to the “rhetorical
function of conspiracy thinking.”15
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Knight is right, of course, not least because (their increasing prevalence
notwithstanding) subscribing to conspiracy theories is a practice almost instantly
delegitimizing when it comes to the question of how those theories will be received
within the mainstream of American society. “Have you ever noticed what happens
when a charge of conspiracy is introduced into any discussion?” Theodore Roszak
has one of the characters ask in his conspiratorial novel Flicker, “Automatically,
everything one says is discredited. Why? Because no right-thinking person
believes in such a thing. Only charlatans or cranks…invoke conspiratorial
rumours. The word alone is enough to mark you as a suspect.”16 But then this
shouldn’t be surprising. For, as we saw in Chapter 2, a belief in conspiracy theories
is generally accepted as one of the distinguishing features of political extremism,
a belief epitomizing the users’ rejection of the normal pluralist process of bargain
and compromise. The problem that follows, however—one symptomatic of the
limitations of the orthodox model’s approach to political extremism as a whole—
is that, as Knight recognizes, as soon as conspiratorial beliefs are discovered any
attempt at further understanding tends to stop. There is little incentive to look
beyond such obvious “marks of extremism,” no need to go deeper into what groups
like the militias believe, or why The movement is already discredited. It has fallen
into the “psychological and emotional” trap of conspiratorialism. The explanatory
framework offered by Richard Hofstadter and others can be safely applied. The
“conspiracy-ridden activists” of the militia movement are swiftly reduced to being
yet more practitioners of the paranoid style of American politics.17

I want to suggest an alternative way to think about the militia movement’s
conspiracism. Before doing so, though, and before examining the particular
function conspiracy theories play within the militias’ ideological and rhetorical
system, it is first necessary to make some general points on the subject. For one,
it is important to note that there is nothing new about conspiracy theories in
American politics. Real and imagined conspiracies both have a long history in the
United States. Nor, despite the fact that it is regarded as a prime indicator of
extremism, can a belief in conspiracies be confined to the fringes of American
society. As Richard Curry and Thomas Brown point out in their 1972 book on the
subject:

Anticonspiratorial rhetoric has been a factor in major-party politics
throughout most of our history. The passage of the Alien and Sedition Acts
during the 1790s, the enactment of the Espionage Act during World War I,
the Palmer raids during the Red Scare of 1919–1920, and the evacuation of
Japanese Americans from the West Coast during World War II clearly show
that fears of conspiracy have had their greatest impact in American society
at the level of national politics. From George Washington to Richard Nixon,
American presidents have uttered grim warnings against conspiracies. Fears
of subversion are very much part of the mainstream of politics.18
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Significantly, for David Brion Davis, the longstanding existence of conspiracy
theories in American history has to be understood with regard to that “murky but
irrepressible question: ‘What is the American identity?’” The unsettled nature of
American identity—the idea that it is a “state of mind” and therefore susceptible
to being lost, discarded, or subverted—has led many Americans, he argues, to
actively search for “subversive enemies and to construct terrifying dangers from
fragmentary and highly circumstantial evidence.” Introducing an extract from
Bernard Bailyn’s The Ideological Origins of the American Revolution, which first
established how important the notion of conspiracy was to America’s
Revolutionary generation, Davis notes how he was “struck by the far-reaching
implications of the belief that the nation’s liberty, its very existence, had depended
on the exposure of a conspiratorial plot.” “Is it possible,” he asks, “that the
circumstances of the Revolution conditioned Americans to think of resistance to
a dark subversive force as the essential ingredient of their national identity?”

Perhaps so, since Davis also notes how a common feature of conspiracy theories
in the United States has been “the fear of betraying the priceless heritage won by
the Founding Fathers.” Indeed—and this is obviously something which is
particularly applicable to the militia movement—he argues that a way to
understand the actions of those who discover “a national conspiracy” and attempt
to resist it, is by seeing them as “re-enact[ing] the primal drama of patriotism.”
Such actions are related, for Davis, to the notion of American exceptionalism, to
the idea that America has “a special mission” in the world. There is, he says, “a
striking correlation between fears of conspiracy and American aspirations to
national greatness.”19

These general points all certainly help to explain militia members’ proclivity
for conspiracy theories, and given the fact that militia members immerse
themselves in the thoughts of eighteenth-century Americans, who, as Gordon
Wood says, believed in “conspiratorial explanations of complex events [as]
normal, necessary and rational,” it is perhaps understandable that they too should
be so inclined towards conspiracism. Republics, after all, are fragile polities,
subject to all manner of internal and external dangers for which good citizens are
required to keep a constant and vigilant watch. (Wood no doubt would reject such
a suggestion, though, because for him conspiracy theories are “so out of place” in
the modern United States that they “can be accounted for only as mental
aberrations, as a paranoid style symptomatic of psychological disturbance.”20)
Conspiracy theories, though, also play a very specific role within the ideological
and rhetorical system of the militia movement: they fill the gap in historical
understanding outlined at the beginning of this chapter.

Because militia members are not prepared to answer the question “Where did
things begin to go wrong?” by looking at the constitutional settlement itself;
because they do not regard the political and institutional system the Constitution
established as providing a framework through which change could occur over
time, the militias are almost compelled to fall back on accusations of conspiratorial
manipulation or apathetic neglect in order to explain how the “Should Be” they
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understand existed in the past became the “Is” they have to deal with in the present.
Critics of the militias get it the wrong way round. Conspiracy theories are certainly
important for the movement, but it is not “premised” on them; nor do they represent
the “driving force” behind it. The militias’ conspiracism is a product of their view
of history, not vice versa. It is the militias’ approach to American history which
offers the principal explanation for how they see and react to the world.

Finally let us note that there are potentially serious consequences in all this.
Building on the work of Ehud Sprinzak, Jeffrey Kaplan has argued, for example,
that one of the preconditions for the transformation of dissenting but essentially
law-abiding groups into those willing to resort to violence to achieve their aims
is a process of “mutual” or “reciprocal delegitimization” between the dissenting
group and the dominant culture, so that

not only is the nascent dissident group engaged in a process of stripping the
regime of its claim to legitimacy, but either simultaneously or more often
as a precondition for the radicalization of the right-wing group, the dominant
culture on both state and non-state levels have [sic] anathematized the
discourse of the radical right. The resulting marginalization of right wing
discourse leaves the adherent with only two options: to withdraw into the
milieu of the radical right, or to resort to the “propaganda of the deed” to
make his beliefs felt.21

The militia movement, finding itself portrayed as merely another incarnation of
the “paranoid style” in American politics or as an expression of America’s racist
right operating in disguise, may, in other words, be pushed towards the very
members of the anti-Semitic and white supremacist right which watchdog groups
like the Anti-Defamation League or the Southern Poverty Law Center are warning
against, or indeed towards a violent confrontation with a state which it feels is
ignoring or misrepresenting it. For this reason, if not for the other reasons I have
suggested in the course of this study, it is vital that we pay close attention to what
groups like the militias do with American history.
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