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 Pittsburgh, Tallahassee, Poway, Jeffersontown and now El Paso—these American communities have
been the scene since 2018 of the most lethal mass shootings connected to white supremacist ideology,
but there have been many other lesser attacks and foiled plots. In the U.S., such terrorism has now
eclipsed international jihadist terrorism in both frequency and severity. Events of the past week seem to
have finally awoken the country to the reality of this threat, but our politicians are already bickering
about what to do about it.

In fact, the formula for responding to America’s white supremacist terrorism emergency is quite clear—
in part because of our hard-won experience fighting jihadists from al Qaeda and its spawn, Islamic
State. We must swiftly and carefully apply the best practices of the two decades since Sept. 11, 2001, to
counter this decade’s domestic terrorist threat—by passing new laws, increasing resources and
enhancing investigative capabilities.
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The post-9/11 lessons are particularly applicable, in part, because of the similarities between the
jihadists and violent white supremacists. Both extremist movements depend on the anger of alienated
young men, vulnerable to moral suasion and often lacking strong community or social bonds as
moderating influences in their lives. Both depend on reaching and indoctrinating recruits via the
internet.
 
 

  People grieve during a prayer vigil Sunday in El Paso, Texas, the day after a mass shooting at a Walmart store. Authorities say
they are treating Saturday’s massacre as a case of domestic terrorism. PHOTO: MARK LAMBIE/THE EL PASO
TIMES/ASSOCIATED PRESS

Today’s white supremacist terrorists band together online, further radicalize themselves and fire one
another up in much the same manner as their jihadist counterparts. White supremacists avidly network
in the virtual world, whether or not they know each other in real life. They pick their targets and
methods and then share their manifestos, pronouncements and even attacks, using social media
platforms such as Gab and 8chan; the anti-Muslim extremist who murdered 51 worshipers in March at
two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand, used Facebook to broadcast live video of the massacre.
Much like Islamic State and other transnational terrorists, the atrocities of the new terrorists serve to
inspire their fellow extremists to more bloodshed. The white supremacists “crowdsource” their ideology
from the views of the amorphous movement’s most prolific attackers. As the terrorism expert J.M.
Berger has noted, many of them were particularly galvanized by a far-right extremist’s shocking 2011
attack in Norway, which left 77 dead. The killer wrote a manifesto, which his admirers have treated as a
sort of grim proof of concept—showing, as Mr. Berger puts it, that “one person can carry out a
spectacular terrorist attack—a terrorist attack that is highly lethal and very impactful, without
resources.”
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A far-right extremist kills 77 in Norway, attracting lasting fascination from white supremacists.PHOTO: OLAF
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The Norway murderer’s vision helped to inspire the Australian gunman who perpetrated the
Christchurch massacre and surfaced in the attack allegedly planned by a U.S. Coast Guard lieutenant
stationed in Washington, D.C. The gunman who murdered nine black worshipers at a June 2015 Bible
study meeting at the historic Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, S.C., made a
point of writing a racist manifesto beforehand.
 
But there are also key operational differences between the two movements, with implications for how to
fight them. Violent white supremacism in the U.S. has grown from the bottom up, not the top down. Al
Qaeda and Islamic State often directed their most vicious attacks from a central headquarters, whether al
Qaeda’s safe havens in Afghanistan and Pakistan or Islamic State’s self-declared “caliphate” in Syria
and Iraq. Sometimes coordinating with foreign fighters and local recruits, these groups were able to
stage such atrocities as 9/11 and the March 2016 suicide bombings in Brussels. These top-down-style
assaults then inspired jihadist supporters with no direct connection to the terrorist groups’ leadership to
perpetrate local attacks against soft targets as opportunities arose.

White supremacist terrorism overwhelmingly involves the online

self-radicalization of isolated young men.
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Lacking any such centralized leadership, white supremacist terrorism overwhelmingly involves the
online self-radicalization of isolated young men. As a result, there is no terrorist headquarters to
discover and target. The new terrorists don’t control territory or take shelter with sympathetic
governments.

It also means that the ideology of the new generation of attackers is often a mishmash of overlapping or
contradictory ideas. Today’s self-made domestic terrorists create their own dogmas from a long
historical tradition of white supremacy, mixing conspiracy theories about Jewish cabals out to “replace”
embattled white Americans with Latinos or other nonwhites with snippets from tangential or even
competing extremist ideologies.

The document that authorities say the El Paso terrorist wrote is suffused with anti-Hispanic rhetoric but
also expresses worries about automation, corporations and environmental degradation. The FBI
expanded its investigation of a July 28 mass shooting at a food festival in Gilroy, Calif., into a domestic
terrorism probe after discovering that the 19-year-old killer had prepared a list of other potential targets,
including “religious organizations, courthouses, federal buildings and political institutions involving
both the Republican and Democratic parties.”
 
Meanwhile, the bureau said that the extremist who killed nine people in Dayton, Ohio, was “exploring
violent ideologies”—note the plural. Other killers have been involved with so-called “incel” groups—
short for involuntary celibates and used to denote misogynists who viciously disparage and even rape
and kill women. The rhetoric of both incel and white supremacist groups surfaced in the vile social
media videos made by the shooter who killed two women last year in a yoga studio in Tallahassee, Fla.
This stew of entitlement, hatred and self-aggrandizement is likely to continue to characterize American
domestic terrorism, which makes identifying would-be attackers more difficult.
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People stand outside the historic Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church to pay respect to nine black worshipers killed by
a gunman, June 19, 2015, Charleston, S.C. PHOTO: CEM OZDEL/ANADOLU AGENCY/GETTY IMAGES

A more fundamental challenge is that America’s counterterrorism system has long depended on a clear
partition between international and domestic terrorism. This has given focus and latitude to the fight
against post-9/11 jihadists. In pursuing white supremacist terrorism, by contrast, U.S. law enforcement
—from the FBI to local police forces—will find itself restricted in various ways. The rulebook,
resources and public support for aggressive, intelligence-led, investigative approaches differ between
the domestic and international realms. For instance, the secretary of state can formally designate a
foreign group as a terrorist organization, which gives the FBI a legal basis for pursuing U.S. persons
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who are providing that group with material support. It also lets the authorities request court-supervised
surveillance and follow social media leads about violent radicalization.
 
We have no comparable mechanism for designating domestic-terrorist groups—but we need one.
Without it, investigators are left to pursue violent white supremacists individually, charging them based
on specific crimes or conspiracies, even if they are part of a larger nexus of online supporters bent on
perpetrating violence. Moreover, investigators have limited abilities to pre-emptively assess whether
white supremacists are taking a radical turn toward violence. The FBI should be granted more authority,
with careful oversight, to designate domestic terrorist groups and then open nationwide investigative
cases.

The overall balance of U.S. counterterrorism efforts is

behind the times.

In this regard, the overall balance of U.S. counterterrorism efforts is behind the times. FBI Director
Christopher Wray testified just the week before the Gilroy shooting that the bureau has recorded roughly
as many domestic terrorism arrests as international terrorism ones in 2019, with the bulk of these
domestic arrests arising from white supremacist motivations. But the FBI still dedicates more
investigators to international terrorism than domestic, which likely increases the number of cases and
subsequent arrests, simply because the bureau has more resources to tackle the jihadist problem and
more legal authority to pursue its adherents.

We urgently need to reset and standardize our approach to domestic terrorism. If Congress is truly
concerned about domestic terrorism and serious about its oversight responsibilities, it should
immediately hold hearings to clarify the extent of the threat and identify needs. The homeland-security
and judiciary committees should gather data about domestic terrorism’s different variants and ideologies
and ensure that the U.S. has the resources and personnel to meet each threat. At the same time, the
foreign-affairs and intelligence committees should examine the degree to which foreign countries and
connections intersect with domestic extremist movements. Finally, Congress should ensure that the FBI
and the Department of Homeland Security get additional resources and tools to investigate domestic
terrorism.

We should avoid repeating some of our post-9/11 mistakes, including setting up cumbersome structures
and ponderous procedures that did little to disrupt terrorist recruitment. Preventing even bloodier white
supremacist attacks will require nimbler tactics. Rather than the convoluted “whole of government”
approach beloved by some in Washington, the FBI should take the lead in this effort. The focus should
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not be on winning over whole communities that might harbor radicals but in detecting and demobilizing
those few hundred individuals who are closest to perpetrating a shooting or a bombing.
 
The overall goal is clear and urgent: Detect violent white supremacists online and intercept them on the
ground by increasing the volume of intelligence and the speed with which it is shared among federal,
state and local law enforcement officers.

As white supremacists have been pushed from more mainstream social media platforms, they have
descended on less policed, more anonymous platforms such as Gab and 8chan and even places designed
for safe discourse like Mastodon. Penetrating online terrorist networks without chilling constitutionally
protected speech requires an immediate investment in human intelligence—in investigators who can
identify those extremists most likely to become killers.

Law enforcement and social media companies must also work more transparently together to detect
likely attackers and stem the flood of terrorist and violent content. This should involve a public-private
partnership to create a joint center for social media intelligence, where investigators and personnel at the
tech companies share information about extremists. Such a center would help to identify the fringe sites
used by white supremacists and help smaller social media companies defend their platforms.
We should also try to conduct online interventions with emerging white supremacist, incel and other
extremists, connecting them with counselors to try to give them “off ramps” before they strike. The
budgets for such programs should be increased dramatically.
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Mourners visit a makeshift memorial outside the Tree of Life Synagogue, Pittsburgh, Oct. 31, 2018. Eleven worshipers were
killed in the worst anti-Semitic massacre in U.S. history on Oct. 27, 2018. PHOTO: JEFF SWENSEN/GETTY IMAGES

Above all, domestic investigators must know what to look for. That means a comprehensive study of
domestic extremist ideologies, however confused or vitriolic, to understand the point when their
adherents move from protected free speech to illegal conspiracy or violence. Last decade, the
Combating Terrorism Center at West Point mapped the jihadist movement, illustrating the messages and
thought leaders inspiring violence. A similar project could map domestic extremist movements, with an
eye to identifying those radicals most likely to cross the line into terrorism.

 

Weapons of war have no place on American streets.

Some attacks will always get past law enforcement, but they need not be so bloody. Reducing the
impact of domestic terrorism requires restricting the weaponry available to radicals. America should
treat guns much the way it does cars. Few Americans would want to share the road with unlicensed,
untrained and uninsured motorists, but with guns, we don’t require even one of these elements to protect
the public.
 
Ask police officers, intelligence professionals and military leaders: Weapons of war, like the assault
rifles used by white supremacists in recent weeks and the 100-round drum magazine employed by the
Dayton shooter, have no place on American streets. Today’s terrorists have cops outgunned. Mandatory
background checks are just common sense. Mandatory gun-owner liability insurance would create a
private-sector marketplace for assessing the individual risk of weapon ownership, thereby providing
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additional tips for law enforcement and slowing gun purchases by domestic abusers, the mentally ill and
terrorists.

THE NEW TERRORISM CHALLENGE

·        White Nationalist Terrorists Often Fly Under the Radar
·        Authorities Treating El Paso Shooting as Domestic Terrorism
·        Portrait of Dayton Shooter: ‘Uncontrollable Urges’ and Violent Talk Couched as Jokes
·        A Look at Leading Gun Proposals and Their Potential to Curb Mass Shootings

Beyond these necessary policy changes, the most decisive weapon America has for defeating terrorism
is leadership. Three days after 9/11, President George W. Bush stood amid the rubble of the Twin
Towers, picked up a bullhorn and offered reassurance and direction to all Americans. To the rescue
workers at ground zero, the president announced, “I can hear you! The rest of the world hears you! And
the people—and the people who knocked these buildings down will hear all of us soon!” In tone and
words, the commander-in-chief assured all Americans that he would protect all Americans and helped to
unify the country for the coming war with al Qaeda.

But today, amid a seemingly endless surge of domestic terrorist attacks, the minority groups targeted by
white supremacists—from Pittsburgh to El Paso—haven’t been clearly heard or supported by their
political leaders. Last week, Marine One should have landed in the Walmart parking lot on the east side
of El Paso, and the president should have declared, “I hear you, America hears you, and those who shed
this blood will hear from all of us soon! Our country will do everything possible to protect Americans—
all Americans—from white supremacy. I am with you, I will defend you, and we will defeat the new
terrorists trying to rip our nation apart.” That didn’t happen, but it is never too late to lead.
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