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ABSTRACT 

On January 6th, 2021, hundreds of American citizens, far-right extremists, 
and militia members trespassed into the U.S. Capitol building and, in many 
instances, committed heinous acts of violence to express their disapproval of 
the 2020 presidential election outcome. Two years later, federal investigations 
and court records continue to expose the brute reality of that day, shedding 
new light on the perpetrators’ identities, motives, strategies, and potential 
accomplices. This deluge of new information, however, has coincided with 
widespread efforts to downplay the severity of the attack and thereby 
weaken U.S. policy responses to it–and, more generally, to quiet the alarm bells 
sounding around the threat of domestic terrorism, particularly from white 
supremacist, neo-Nazi, and anti-government movements. This article 
addresses three questions: what really happened on January 6th, why does it 
still matter, and how can we keep it from happening again? 

Keywords: far-right, United States, extremism, CVE, domestic terrorism, 
counterterrorism 
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“It was nothing I was prepared to experience,” stated Michael Fanone, 
recalling the day he thought he would die on the steps of the U.S. Capitol. “I 
remember being pulled out into the crowd. It was like being a kid at the beach 
and getting knocked down by a wave, and then you get knocked down by 
another wave, and you just can’t get up.”  An officer for D.C.’s Metropolitan 1

Police Department, Fanone joined the force in 2001 in response to a greater 
calling to serve his country after 9/11. Two decades later, he was falling in and 
out of consciousness on U.S. Capitol grounds, suffering physical assault so 
severe it would hospitalize him with a heart attack and a traumatic brain 
injury. The assailants were American civilians he had sworn to protect.  

As shocking as it may have appeared to the world, January 6th was not 
unforeseeable. Experts had been predicting violence for months leading up to 
Election Day in 2020.  And, over the last few decades, the violent far-right 2

has posed a steadily increasing threat in America as cities such as Charleston, 
El Paso, and Pittsburgh have come to know its devastating effects intimately.  3

Two years ago, the citadel of American democracy was just the latest target. 
Ever since, conflicting analyses among academics, politicians, and pundits 
have led to a total lack of consensus regarding how Americans should 
remember that day. Many scholars do not hesitate to call the perpetrators 
“terrorists” as the attack was a strategic, politically motivated, and undeniably 
violent effort, thus fulfilling each element of common definitions of 
terrorism.  Some civil rights activists, however, reject that label entirely, 4

 “Officer Michael Fanone Speaks Out on Defending the Capitol on Jan. 6.” CNN. 27 April 2021. 1

https://www.cnn.com/2021/04/27/politics/fanone-dc-police-us-capitol-insurrection-cnntv/
index.html

 See, for example: “The Escalating Terrorism Problem in the United States,” Center for Strategic 2

and International Studies, 17 June 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/escalating-terrorism-
problem-united-states; Dan Byman and Colin Clarke, “Why the risk of election violence is high,” 
Brookings Institution, 27 October 2020. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/fixgov/2020/10/27/
why-the-risk-of-election-violence-is-high/ 

 For more, see: “A Perfect Storm: Insurrection, Incitement, and the Violent Far-Right 3

Movement,” The Soufan Center, October 2021, https://thesoufancenter.org/research/a-perfect-
storm-insurrection-incitement-and-the-violent-far-right-movement/

 Bruce Hoffman, “Domestic Terrorism Strikes U.S. Capitol and Democracy.” The Council on 4

Foreign Relations. 7 January 2021. https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/domestic-terrorism-strikes-us-
capitol-and-democracy; Sara Rimer. “BU’s Jessica Stern on Why January 6 Attack on Capitol 
Was an Act of Terrorism.” Boston University. 15 January 2021. http://www.bu.edu/articles/2021/
jessica-stern-on-why-january-6-attack-on-capitol-was-act-of-terrorism/
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cautioning that its use will only yield abusive counterterrorism legislation.  5

Other academics argue “insurrection” or “coup d’état” are more accurate, 
while certain politicians and media professionals–who may not adhere to a 
scholarly approach, but whose perspectives are still notable for their ability to 
shape public opinion–assert the attack was a peaceful protest that simply got 
out of hand. ,  This essay attempts to add context and clarity to a largely 6 7

inconsistent national conversation about what happened on January 6th, 2021, 
before offering policy recommendations for the Biden Administration as it 
attempts to respond to one of the most damaging attacks on American 
democracy since the Civil War. 

THE DOMESTIC FAR-RIGHT LANDSCAPE 

Recent history suggests January 6th was not difficult to foresee. Before 9/11, 
the deadliest terrorist attack in American history was a domestic one. On 
April 19th, 1995, an ex-Army soldier parked a truck concealing a homemade 
bomb made of fertilizer and diesel fuel outside of the Alfred P. Murrah 
Federal Office Building in Oklahoma City. The subsequent explosions 
collapsed the front half of the building, taking the lives of 168 people and 
injuring several hundred more. Driven by fears of federal overreach, gun 
control, and immigration, the bomber and his two accomplices ultimately 
sought to topple the U.S. government.  Shortly after the attack, law 8

enforcement discovered excerpts from The Turner Diaries–a 1978 novel riddled 
with neo-Nazi sentiment which details a white supremacist revolution–in the 

 Daila Shamas, and Tarek Ismail, “Calling the Capitol Riot ‘Terrorism’ Will Only Hurt 5

Communities of Color,” The Washington Post, 10 January 2021, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/outlook/2021/01/ 
10/capitol-invasion-terrorism-enforcement/; Andrew Beaujon, and Mary Zerkel, “Why We 
Should Rethink Calling White Supremacist Violence ‘Terrorism,’” AFSC, 14 January 2021. https://
www.afsc.org/blogs/news-and-commentary/problem-labeling-violence-domestic-terrorism

 “A terrorism expert reacts to the siege at the Capitol,” Brandeis Now, 8 January 2021, https://6

www.brandeis.edu/now/2021/january/capitol-seige-klausen.html; Jennifer Williams, “Was the 
U.S. Capitol Attack ‘Domestic Terrorism’?” Vox,  https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/
22219233/us-capitol-attack-domestic-terrorism-definition

 Dominick Mastrangelo, “Ron Johnson: Jan. 6 Capitol Riot was a largely ‘peaceful protest,’” The 7

Hill, 20 May 2021, https://thehill.com/homenews/senate/554548-ron-johnson-jan-6-capitol-
riot-was-largely-peaceful-not-an-insurrection; Cristina Marcos and Rebecca Kheel, “GOP 
downplays Jan. 6 violence.: Like a ‘normal tourist visit,’” 12 May 2021, https://thehill.com/
homenews/house/553227-gop-downplays-jan-6-violence-like-a-normal-tourist-visit.

 Seth Jones, “The Rise of Far-Right Extremism in the United States,” Center for Strategic and 8

International Studies, 7 November 2018, https://www.csis.org/analysis/rise-far-right-extremism-
united-states
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passenger seat of the getaway car. The book also depicts a far-right attack on 
the U.S. Capitol.   9

The government’s attempt to respond to the Oklahoma City bombing was the 
last time U.S. counterterrorism policy prioritized far-right threats. After 
nineteen al-Qaeda hijackers killed nearly 3,000 civilians in under three hours 
on September 11th, 2001, America and its international allies focused on one 
goal: the defeat of al-Qaeda and the expulsion of terrorists alike from the 
face of the earth. The next twenty years of war weakened the operational 
capabilities of Salafi-jihadist organizations operating on the Afghanistan-
Pakistan border, while internal improvements to the United States’ national 
security apparatus made attacking America from the outside a much more 
difficult task.  Meanwhile, the threat of domestic extremism remained 10

potent: the homegrown ideologies and conspiracy theories that the 
Oklahoma City bomber had employed to justify mass murder never 
dissipated, it's just that no one was paying attention anymore. This post-9/11 
fixation on foreign terrorism would change, however, when the election of 
America’s first Black president coincided with a resurgence of the radical 
right–once again compelling counterterrorism specialists to turn inward.    11

From 2000 to 2008, the number of hate groups in the U.S. grew 54%–an 
increase the Southern Poverty Law Center attributes to “immigration fears, a 
failing economy, and the successful campaign of Barack Obama.”  During the 12

2008 Presidential election season, racially motivated hate crimes such as 
physical assault, vandalism, and threats and intimidation occurred at 
exponential rates across the country.  The Department of Homeland Security 13

 For more, see: JM Berger, “The Turner Legacy: The Storied Origins and Enduring Impact of 9

White Nationalism’s Deadly Bible,” International Centre for Counter-terrorism–The Hague, 
September 2016, https://icct.nl/app/uploads/2016/09/ICCT-Berger-The-Turner-Legacy-
September2016-2.pdf 

 Michael E. O’Hanlon and Lily Windholz, “Do not take the war on terror’s big success for 10

granted,” Brookings Institution, 27 August 2021, https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
chaos/2021/08/27/do-not-take-the-war-on-terrors-big-success-for-granted/

 See, for example: “In Their Words: Hating Barack Obama,” Southern Poverty Law Center, 11

https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/intelligence-report/2015/their-words-hating-barack-
obama 

 “Hate Group Numbers Up by 54% Since 2000,” Southern Poverty Law Center, 26 February 12

2009, https://www.splcenter.org/news/2009/02/26/hate-group-numbers-54-2000

 Larry Keller, “Racist Backlash Greets President Barack Obama,” Southern Poverty Law Center, 13

February 26, 2009, https://www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/intelligence-report/2009/racist-
backlash-greets-president-barack-obama “Obama election spurs race threats, crimes,” NBC 
News, 18 November 2008, https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna27738018
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published its first-ever report on the threat in April 2009, stating that “right-
wing extremists have capitalized on the election of the first African American 
president, and are focusing their efforts to recruit new members, mobilize 
existing supporters, and broaden their scope and appeal through 
propaganda.”  The report warned of retaliatory violence if the new 14

administration were to deliver on its campaign promise of gun control, or fail 
to alleviate economic pressures from the recession.  It also emphasized that 15

some groups intent on committing acts of violence may deliberately focus 
their recruitment efforts toward soldiers coming home from Iraq and 
Afghanistan in order to exploit the skills and knowledge they acquired during 
military training.   16

The nine-page memo–which aimed to protect Americans by informing local 
governments about emerging threats to their communities–was originally 
classified and intended only for law enforcement. But after conservative 
media sources leaked it to the public, the report got caught up in a political 
firestorm. Incredulous as to the label of “right-wing extremism,” Republicans 
dismissed the threat and condemned the Obama Administration for 
disrespecting U.S. service-members and attempting to surveil and silence 
conservatives.  Caving to the political pressure, Secretary Janet Napolitano 17

of the Department of Homeland Security rescinded the report, issued an 
apology to military veterans, and disbanded the unit tasked with addressing 
white supremacy and domestic terrorism.  In the end, political distortion 18

prevailed and federal efforts to address the threat halted. It was a missed 
opportunity for progress. 

Donald Trump’s presidential tenure–and the emboldening of far-right 
extremists that came with it–further legitimized the worries of security 
analysts in 2009. During Trump’s first year in office, a self-described white 
supremacist drove a car into a protest in Charlottesville, Virginia, killing 32-

 “Rightwing Extremism: Current Economic and Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in 14

Radicalization and Recruitment,” U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 7 April 2009, pg. 2 
https://irp.fas.org/eprint/rightwing.pdf

 Ibid., pg. 2. 15

 Ibid., pg. 7.16

 Brett Murphy, Will Carless, Marisa Kwiatkowski, Tricia L. Nadolny, “A 2009 warning about 17

right-wing extremism was engulfed by politics. There are signs it’s happening again,” USA Today, 
25 January 2021, https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/investigations/2021/01/25/twelve-
years-before-capitol-riot-warning-right-wing-extremism-buried/6658284002/

 “Homeland Security Chief Apologizes to Veterans Groups,” CNN, 16 April 2009, http://18

www.cnn.com/2009/POLITICS/04/16/napolitano.apology/
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year old Heather Heyer and injuring 35 others.  The driver targeted the 19

protestors because they assembled in opposition to the Unite the Right rally, 
a day-long gathering whose organizers sought to unify American white 
nationalist groups. Confederate flags and banners displaying swastikas flew in 
the air as Klansmen and neo-Nazis chanted “you will not replace us”–a slogan 
in reference to the “white genocide” conspiracy theory, which alleges that the 
white race faces extinction due to a “rising tide of non-whites who are 
controlled and manipulated by Jews.”  Addressing the nation that afternoon, 20

President Trump stated that there were “very fine people on both sides” and 
expressed sympathy for the killer’s cause.  Months earlier on the campaign 21

trail, he also retweeted messages from accounts either run by or affiliated 
with neo-Nazis, and was often hesitant to condemn avowed white 
supremacists who endorsed him.  He called Mexican immigrants “criminals” 22

and “rapists,” and proposed a blanket-ban on travel from Muslim-majority 
countries.  Rhetoric matters.  And the fact that Donald Trump’s overtly 23 24

racist campaign afforded him the highest office in the country represented a 
solemn prophecy for the country: far-right extremism was finding a foothold 
in mainstream politics.   25

 “Unite the Right Rally in Charlottesville Timeline,” Facing History, https://19

www.facinghistory.org/sites/default/files/
Unite_the_Right_Rally_in_Charlottesville_Timeline.pdf

 “You Will Not Replace Us,” Anti-Defamation League, https://www.adl.org/education/20

references/hate-symbols/you-will-not-replace-us

 Rosie Gray, “Trump Defends White-Nationalist Protestors: ‘Some Very Fine People on Both 21

Sides,’” The Atlantic, 15 August 2017, https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/08/
trump-defends-white-nationalist-protesters-some-very-fine-people-on-both-sides/537012/

 Matthew Yglesias, “Donald Trump declines to disavow David Duke and the KKK,” Vox, 28 22

February 2016, https://www.vox.com/2016/2/28/11129120/donald-trump-david-duke; Nicholas 
Confessore, “For Whites Sensing Decline, Donald Trump Unleashes Words of Resistance,” The 
New York Times, 13 July 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/14/us/politics/donald-trump-
white-identity.html?_r=0

 Dara Lind, “The real costs of Donald Trump’s anti-Mexican slur controversy, explained,” Vox, 8 23

July 2015, https://www.vox.com/2015/7/8/8911467/donald-trump-immigrants-boycott; Jessica 
Taylor, “Donald Trump calls for 
‘total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United States,’” NPR, 7 December 2015, 
https://www.npr.org/2015/12/07/458836388/trump-calls-for-total-and-complete-shutdown-
of-muslims-entering-u-s

 Dan Byman, “How hateful rhetoric connects to real-world violence.” Brookings, 9 April 2021, 24

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/04/09/how-hateful-rhetoric-
connects-to-real-world-violence/

 See: David A. Graham, “Racism as a Campaign Strategy,” The Atlantic, 15 July 2019, https://25

www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2019/07/racism-campaign-strategy/593962/; Aurelien 
Mondon and Antonia Vaughan, “The Trump Presidency and the Mainstreaming of Far-Right 
Politics,” Gale, 2021, https://www.gale.com/intl/essays/aurelien-mondon-antonia-vaughan-
trump-presidency-mainstreaming-far-right-politics
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But it wasn’t limited to the mainstream U.S. political scene. The 2010s also 
saw an escalation in activity worldwide from individuals on the fringes of far-
right movements, mostly radicalized online and intent on using violence to 
bring attention to their grievances. In October of 2018, for example, a 56-
year old Florida man sent thirteen pipe bombs to high-profile Democratic 
National Committee politicians and donors, all of whom had recently 
criticized President Trump.  The next day, a gunman entered the Tree of Life 26

Synagogue in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, yelling “all Jews must die” before 
opening fire on the congregants, killing 11 and injuring 6.  In the weeks 27

leading up to the attack, the perpetrator expressed concern on social media 
about migrant caravans crossing the southern border, alleging that Jews were 
purposefully organizing mass migration from Latin America into the United 
States.  Six months later, the Christchurch shooter–who murdered 51 Muslim 28

worshippers in two New Zealand mosques on March 15th, 2019–echoed similar 
anti-immigration conspiracy theories in his 74-page manifesto entitled “The 
Great Replacement.”  In a twisted act of performance art, he used a GoPro 29

to livestream his rampage on Facebook–a strategy designed to bring 
international attention to his cause and inspire similar attacks elsewhere.  30

And it did. The next month, a 19-year old nursing student opened fire in a 
Poway, California synagogue, killing one and injuring three.  Four months 31

later, a 21-year old gunman targeted a Walmart in the southern border city of 

 Cleve Wootson Jr. and Alex Horton, “What we know about the 13 pipe bombs sent to 26

prominent Democrats and Trump critics,” The Washington Post, 26 October 2018, https://
www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2018/10/25/bomb-timeline-list-people-targeted-with-
packages-devices/

 “Deadly Shooting at the Tree of Life Synagogue,” Anti-Defamation League, https://27

www.adl.org/education/educator-resources/lesson-plans/deadly-shooting-at-the-tree-of-life-
synagogue

 “Analyzing a terrorist’s social media manifesto: the Pittsburgh synagogue shooter’s posts on 28

Gab,” Southern Poverty Law Center, 28 October 2018, https://www.splcenter.org/hatewatch/
2018/10/28/analyzing-terrorists-social-media-manifesto-pittsburgh-synagogue-shooters-
posts-gab

 “White Supremacist Terrorist Attack at Mosques in New Zealand,” Anti-Defamation League, 15 29

March 2019, https://www.adl.org/blog/white-supremacist-terrorist-attack-at-mosques-in-new-
zealand; Seth Jones, “The New Zealand Attack and the Global Challenge of Far-Right 
Extremism,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, 15 March 2019, https://www.csis.org/
analysis/new-zealand-attack-and-global-challenge-far-right-extremism

 Bruce Hoffman and Jacob Ware, “Are we entering a new era of far-right terrorism?” War on 30

the Rocks, 27 November 2019, https://warontherocks.com/2019/11/are-we-entering-a-new-era-
of-far-right-terrorism/

 “Poway Synagogue Shooter Inspired by Hitler, New Zealand Gunman: Search Warrant,” KTLA, 31

17 June 2019, https://ktla.com/news/local-news/poway-synagogue-shooter-inspired-by-hitler-
new-zealand-gunman-search-warrant/
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El Paso, where he killed 23 people in response to what he believed was a 
“Hispanic invasion of Texas.”  Both penned manifestos and cited the 32

Christchurch shooter as inspiration for their attacks.   33

In 2020, there was an absence of such mass casualty terrorist plots in the 
United States, perhaps due in part to the onset of a pandemic which made 
shopping centers, supermarkets, and places of worship considerably less 
busy.  But the COVID-19 outbreak breathed new life into the far-right in 34

other ways. Hate crimes against Asian Americans skyrocketed as President 
Trump railed against the Center for Disease Control’s response to the virus–
or what he called the “China flu”–after the first known case was identified in 
Wuhan.  Conspiracy theorists also drew from age-old anti-Semitic tropes to 35

allege that profit-seeking Jews had orchestrated the pandemic in order to 
wield global power and influence.  And anti-government groups took to the 36

streets following stay-at-home orders and mask mandates–and in one case, 
even plotted to kidnap governors Gretchen Whitmer and Ralph Northam–in 
retaliation against what they perceived was tyrannical infringement on 
individual freedom.   37

Meanwhile, President Trump not only played a role in fueling far-right 
conspiracy theories during the pandemic, he also started constructing his 

 Simon Romero, Manny Fernandez, and Mariel Padilla, “Massacre at a Crowded Walmart in 32

Texas Leaves 20 Dead,” The New York Times, 3 August 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/
2019/08/03/us/el-paso-shooting.html

 For more on this trend, see: Jacob Ware, “Testament to Murder: The Violent Far-Right’s 33

Increasing Use of Terrorist Manifestos,” International Centre for Counter-Terrorism–The Hague, 
March 2020, https://icct.nl/publication/testament-to-murder-the-violent-far-rights-
increasing-use-of-terrorist-manifestos/

 Notably, law enforcement did prevent what would have been a major domestic terror attack 34

related to the pandemic. See: Adam Goldman, “Man Suspected of Planning Attack on Missouri 
Hospital is Killed, Officials Say,” The New York Times, 25 March 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/
2020/03/25/us/politics/coronavirus-fbi-shooting.html

 “COVID-19 Fueling Anti-Asian Racism and Xenophobia Worldwide,” Human Rights Watch, 12 35

May 2020, https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/05/12/covid-19-fueling-anti-asian-racism-and-
xenophobia-worldwide#; “Reports of Anti-Asian Assaults, Harassment and Hate Crimes Rise as 
Coronavirus Spreads,” Anti-Defamation League, 18 June 2020, https://www.adl.org/blog/
reports-of-anti-asian-assaults-harassment-and-hate-crimes-rise-as-coronavirus-spreads

 “Racist, Extremist, Antisemitic Conspiracies Surround Coronavirus Vaccine Rollout,” Anti-36

Defamation League, 29 December 2020, https://www.adl.org/blog/racist-extremist-antisemitic-
conspiracies-surround-coronavirus-vaccine-rollout

 Nicholas Bogel-Burroughs, Shaila Dewan, and Kathleen Gray, “FBI Says Michigan Anti-37

Government Group Plotted to Kidnap Gov. Gretchen Whitmer,” The New York Times, 13 April 
2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/08/us/gretchen-whitmer-michigan-militia.html
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own.  As more states offered mail-in balloting options to accommodate for 38

disabled and immunocompromised voters, he began crafting the 
conspiratorial premise that would underpin the “Stop the Steal” movement. 
Alleging a direct link between mail-in balloting and mass voter fraud, 
President Trump told his followers that if he were to lose reelection, it would 
be the result of a voting system designed to oust him from office, thereby 
sowing immense public distrust in the government and encouraging the 
masses to come to his defense if he lost.  Throughout his presidency, it only 39

took a whisper from Donald Trump for extremists to cite his rhetoric as 
justification for mobilization. Come November 2020, he was shouting to 
them.    

As extremism journalist David Neiwert writes, “dedicated patriots and white 
nationalists, just like the hate criminals they inspire, genuinely envision 
themselves as heroes. They are saving the country, or perhaps the white race… 
[so] anything they might do in the act of defense is excusable, even 
laudable.”  27 years ago, the Oklahoma City bomber sought to overthrow 40

the U.S. government to liberate the population from gun control, 
immigration, and taxes. In 2019, multiple gunmen committed mass murder to 
bring attention to what they perceived was an existential crisis at the border–
and thereby save their race. And during the COVID-19 pandemic, far-right 
extremists rallied in the streets and conspired against their representatives in 
order to protect the public from the alleged corrosion of American freedom. 
It is precisely this hero myth–a false perception of altruism coupled with 
racism and disdain for government authority–that inspired self-identified 
patriots to save America from a fraudulent electoral process on January 6th, 
2021.  41

 See, for example: Ben Collins and Brandy Zadrozny, “In Trump’s ‘LIBERATE’ tweets, 38

extremists see a call to arms,” NBC News, 17 April 2020, https://www.nbcnews.com/tech/
security/trump-s-liberate-tweets-extremists-see-call-arms-n1186561; “’It’s a hoax. There’s no 
pandemic’: Trump’s base stays loyal as president fights Covid,” The Guardian, 3 October 2020, 
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/oct/03/donald-trump-base-stays-loyal-
president-fights-covid-19

 Shirin Ghaffary, “The Long-Term Consequences of Trump’s Conspiracy Theory Campaign,” 39

Vox, 2 November 2020, https://www.vox.com/recode/21546119/trump-conspiracy-theories-
election-2020-coronavirus-voting-vote-by-mail

 David Neiwert, Alt-America: The Rise of the Radical Right in the Age of Trump, (London: Verso, 40

2017), p. 372. 

See: Grace Tatter and Meghna Chakrabarti, “The Racist Roots of the Capitol Insurrection,” 41

WBUR, 14 January 2021, https://www.wbur.org/onpoint/2021/01/14/the-racist-roots-of-the-
capitol-insurrection
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WORDS MATTER: WHAT HAPPENED ON 1/6? 

A rhetoric debate emerged online and in the media as the world watched 
chaos unfold at the U.S. Capitol two years ago.  How should Americans 42

describe what they were witnessing, and how should they refer to those 
responsible? “Don’t dare call them protestors,” then President-elect Joe 
Biden urged the following day, “they were a riotous mob. Insurrectionists. 
Domestic terrorists. It’s that basic. It’s that simple.”  The past years have 43

shown that for the American public, however, remembering the Capitol 
attack for exactly what it was has been far from simple. In August, for 
example, a poll showed that only half of Americans believe the events of 
January 6th constitute domestic terrorism.  And while some politicians and 44

media pundits employ the “insurrection” label when discussing the attack, 
others reject the term as “a boldfaced lie.”  Amid the politically charged and 45

largely inconsistent national conversation over what happened on January 6th,  
2021, the following analysis relies on scholarly definitions to provide clearer 
insight regarding how Americans should collectively remember that day.  

Although there has never been one universal definition for terrorism, most 
governments and academics agree it is an act that i) is politically motivated, ii) 
is violent or threatens the use of violence, and iii) creates psychological 
repercussions beyond its intended target.  As relayed in the rallying cry, 46

“Stop the Steal,” the thousands of individuals who traveled to Washington the 
week of the attack were undeniably in pursuit of political change: their goal 
was to impede the Congressional certification process in order to overturn 
the 2020 election results. To achieve this objective, hundreds of rioters used 
irrefutably violent tactics: weapons employed to overwhelm Capitol law 

 Nicolas Rivero, “Is America Experiencing a Coup?’ Quartz, 6 January 2021, https://qz.com/42

1953602/is-america-experiencing-a-coup/

 Jennifer Williams,” Was the U.S. Capitol Attack ‘Domestic Terrorism’?” Vox, 7 January 2021, 43

https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/22219233/us-capitol-attack-domestic-terrorism-
definition

 Ben Kamisar, “Attitudes on Jan. 6 Capitol attack settle along familiar partisan lines,” NBC 44

News, 24 August 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/meet-the-press/attitudes-jan-6-
capitol-attack-settle-along-familiar-partisan-lines-n1277534

 Cristina Marcos and Rebecca Kheel, “GOP downplays Jan. 6 violence.: Like a ‘normal tourist 45

visit.’” 12 May 2021, https://thehill.com/homenews/house/553227-gop-downplays-jan-6-
violence-like-a-normal-tourist-visit.

 Bruce Hoffman, Inside Terrorism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), p. 43-44; “18 46

U.S. Code § 2331 Definitions,” Legal Information Institute, https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/
text/18/2331
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enforcement include bear mace, fire extinguishers, baseball bats, flag poles, 
iron pipes, pocket knives, glass combat shields, explosives, and tasers.  47

Nearly 150 police officers sustained injuries ranging from minor lacerations to 
rib fractures and concussions, and a total of five people died during or 
immediately following the event.  One man, photographed grasping zip-tie 48

handcuffs on the Senate floor, seemingly planned to kidnap members of 
Congress, thus threatening the use of violence–which is equally important to 
its actual manifestation when identifying terrorism.  Video footage shows 49

one trespasser proclaiming “we need 30,000 guns up in here,” to which 
another responded “next time,” thereby threatening the use of violence in the 
future as well.  Lastly, the upheaval and chaos at the Capitol rendered the 50

psychological repercussions of January 6th essentially incalculable.  The 51

documentation of the brute combat–as well as the white supremacist and 
neo-Nazi symbology displayed on t-shirts, banners, and flags–will remain as 
permanent reminders of the pervasiveness of hate in American culture.  52

Further repercussions are reflected through the experiences of the grieving 
families of victims, the post-traumatic stress of firsthand witnesses and 
politicians who were directly targeted, as well as the suicides of police officers 
Jeffrey Smith, Howard Liebengood, Kyle deFreytag, and Gunther Hashida 

 Tom Dreisbach and Tim Mak, “Yes, Capitol Rioters Were Armed. Here Are the Weapons 47

Prosecutors Say They Used,” NPR, 19 March 2021, https://www.npr.org/
2021/03/19/977879589/yes-capitol-rioters-were-armed-here-are-the-weapons-prosecutors-
say-they-used; Eric Litke, “Yes, Jan. 6 Capitol assault was an ‘armed insurrection,’” PolitiFact, 15 
February 2021, https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2021/feb/15/ron-johnson/yes-jan-6-
capitol-assault-was-armed-insurrection/ 

 Michael Schmidt and Luke Broadwater, “Officers’ Injuries, Including Concussions, Show 48

Scope of Violence at Capitol Riot,” The New York Times, 11 February 2021, https://
www.nytimes.com/2021/02/11/us/politics/capitol-riot-police-officer-injuries.html

 Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 43.49

 “House Impeachment Managers’ Video Compilation of January 6th Attack on the U.S. 50

Capitol,” CSPAN, 9 February 2021, https://www.c-span.org/video/?c4944572/house-
impeachment-managers-video-compilation-january-6-attack-us-capitol 

 See, for example: Nicolas Nissen, “The Mental Toll of the Capitol Siege on the American 51

Psyche,” ABC News, 8 January 2021, https://abcnews.go.com/Health/psychological-impact-
attempted-capitol-takeover/story?id=75124017

 See, for example: Jonathan Sarna, “A Scholar of American anti-Semitism Explains the Hate 52

Symbols Present During the U.S. Capitol Riot,” The World, 13 January 2021, https://www.pri.org/
stories/2021-01-13/scholar-american-anti-semitism-explains-hate-symbols-present-during-us-
capitol; “Identifying far-right symbols that appeared at the U.S. Capitol riot,” The Washington 
Post, 15 January 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/interactive/2021/far-right-
symbols-capitol-riot/
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following their defense of the Capitol grounds.  Thus while there were 53

thousands of law-abiding protestors, along with many others who merely 
trespassed but never resorted to violence, too many were “hellbent on 
violence and destruction and murder”  for the attack to dodge the terrorism 54

classification.  

Most government and academic definitions of terrorism, however, also 
include the specification that the perpetrators are non-state actors.  And 55

while the organizations and individuals responsible for planning and carrying 
out the violence on January 6th each constitute subnational entities 
composed of American citizens, the attack was not the exclusive result of 
non-state action. For months, right-wing politicians promoted unsubstantiated 
voter fraud allegations. For weeks, the President extended a mass invitation 
to his supporters via Twitter to attend the “Save America” march in 
Washington D.C., during which he would continue fanning the conspiratorial 
flames related to his election loss.  On January 4th, freshman Congressman 56

Madison Cawthorn tweeted, “January 6th is fast approaching… Let’s show 
Washington that our backbones are made of steel and titanium. It’s time to 
fight.”  And just hours before the breaching of the Capitol building, several 57

Republican officials stood on a stage in front of the White House and directed 
the thousands standing before them to march down Pennsylvania Avenue 
toward the Capitol. Trump legal aide Rudy Giuliani even suggested, “let’s have 
trial by combat.”  From the first whisper of election fraud in the early days of 58

his reelection campaign to President Trump’s order to “fight like hell” on the 
morning of January 6th, state officials were inextricably involved in the 

 Kevin Breuninger and Dan Mangan, “Two more police officers die by suicide after defending 53

Capitol during riot by pro-Trump mob, tally now 4,” CNBC, 2 August 2021, https://
www.cnbc.com/2021/08/02/3rd-police-officer-gunther-hashida-kills-himself-after-capitol-
riot-by-trump-mob.html

 “Officer Michael Fanone Speaks Out on Defending the Capitol on Jan. 6,” CNN, 27 April 54

2021. https://www.cnn.com/2021/04/27/politics/fanone-dc-police-us-capitol-insurrection-
cnntv/index.html

 For more on this debate, see: Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 40-4355

 Dan Barry and Sheera Frenkel, “‘Be There. Will Be Wild!’: Trump All but Circled the Date,” The 56

New York Times, 8 January 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/06/us/politics/capitol-mob-
trump-supporters.html

 Madison Cawthorn, Twitter, 4 January 2021, https://twitter.com/cawthornfornc/status/57

1346229219584602112?lang=en

 “‘Let’s have trial by combat’ over election–Giuliani,” Reuters, 6 January 2021. https://58

www.reuters.com/video/watch/idOVDU2NS9R
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attack’s manifestation.  Terrorism is often “designed to create power where 59

there is none,” yet the individual arguably most responsible for the attack held 
the most powerful political office in the world.  Hundreds of GOP 60

representatives refused to denounce the stolen election narrative–or worse, 
amplified it–and thus also contributed to the conspiratorial underpinnings of 
the event.   61

Accordingly, although “terrorism” has been one of the most popular terms 
associated with the storming of the Capitol for substantiated reasons, and 
although the incident definitionally appears to conform, it is worth asking 
whether labeling the attack an act of terrorism threatens to downplay the 
gravity of what really occurred that day.  Perhaps more consequential than 62

any one act of domestic terrorism in America’s recent history, the attack on 
January 6th reflected a strategic, autocratic effort to restore power to an 
individual whom the majority of Americans willfully rejected as their leader. 
And while the event itself does not confirm an impending downfall of 
American democracy, it certainly warrants increasing public concern about 
the fragility of the American democratic experiment–and, more broadly, the 
threat far-right extremism will continue to pose to the peaceful transfer of 
power in liberal democracies around the world.  January 6th was bigger than 63

terrorism: the attack was a violent rebellion against the constitutionally 
established government, its processes and institutions, and the rule of law; 
and, according to scholars at the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, this meets the criteria to be labeled as an “insurrection.”  Despite 64

 Brian Naylor, “Read Trump’s Jan. 6 Speech, A Key Part of Impeachment Trial,” NPR, 10 59

February 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/02/10/966396848/read-trumps-jan-6-speech-a-
key-part-of-impeachment-trial

  Hoffman, Inside Terrorism, p. 44.60

 See: Karen Yourish, Larry Buchanan, and Denise Lu, “The 147 Republicans Who Voted to 61

Overturn Election Results,” The New York Times, 7 January 2021. https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2021/01/07/us/elections/electoral-college-biden-objectors.html 

 See, for example: Ryan Lucas, “FBI Director Defends Agency in Testimony, Calls Jan. 6 Attack 62

‘Domestic Terrorism,’” NPR, 2 March 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/03/02/972970812/fbi-
director-defends-agency-in-testimony-calls-jan-6-attack-domestic-terrorism; Bruce Hoffman, 
“Domestic Terrorism Strikes U.S. Capitol, and Democracy.”; Sara Rimer, “BU’s Jessica Stern on 
Why January 6 Attack on Capitol Was an Act of Terrorism.”

 Heather Ashby, “Far-Right Extremism is a Global Problem,” Foreign Policy, 15 January 2021, 63

https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/01/15/far-right-extremism-global-problem-worldwide-
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 Suzanne Spalding and Devi Nair, “Understanding Insurrection and Sedition,” Center for 64

Strategic and International Studies, 29 January 2021, https://www.csis.org/analysis/
understanding-insurrection-and-sedition
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concerted efforts to dismiss such language as alarmist, everyday Americans 
should feel empowered to remember and speak of the event in these terms. 
And for our lawmakers, politicians, and media professionals, there lies a 
responsibility to get this rhetoric right. Our language matters because our 
words shape our policy. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS  

January 6th renewed the policy debate over a federal domestic terrorism 
statute.  In terms of criminality and sentencing, the law would level 65

homegrown terrorism on the same plane as terrorist activity from foreign 
entities; and proponents argue that the statute could deter individuals from 
converting their extremist views into violence, as well as dissuade their 
potential accomplices from aiding them in doing so. And whereas federal 
prosecutors could perhaps more swiftly indict January 6th defendants with 
domestic terrorism, the absence of such a law forces prosecutors to pursue 
other charges–such as firearms or assault–which can delay prosecution times 
and dilute public condemnation of their crimes and ideological aims.  The 66

U.S. Justice Department is now considering the proposal, representing a 
positive development in the eyes of many counterterrorism specialists.   67

What happened on January 6th, however, does not merely reflect a terrorism 
issue. The attempted insurrection was the latest violent representation of an 

 See, for example: Greg Myre, “An Old Debate Renewed: Does the U.S. Now Need A 65

Domestic Terrorism Law?” NPR, 16 March 2021, https://www.npr.org/2021/03/16/976430540/
an-old-debate-renewed-does-the-u-s-now-need-a-domestic-terrorism-law; Hina Shamsi, 
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NBC Think, 15 January 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/think/opinion/after-capitol-riot-biden-
backs-domestic-terror-law-it-s-ncna1254330; Sudha Setty, “The January 6th Capitol Riots: 
Resisting Calls for More Terrorism Laws,” Journal of National Security Law and Policy, 25 January 
2021. https://jnslp.com/2021/01/25/the-january-6-2021-capitol-riots-resisting-calls-for-more-
terrorism-laws/; Brian Michael Jenkins, “Five Reasons to Be Wary of a New Domestic Terrorism 
Law,” RAND, 24 February 2021. https://www.rand.org/blog/2021/02/five-reasons-to-be-wary-
of-a-new-domestic-terrorism.html

 Richard Zabel, “Domestic terrorism is a national problem. It should also be a federal crime,” 66

The Washington Post, 2 February 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/02/02/
domestic-terrorism-federal-crime/

Amy Collins, “The Need for A Specific Law Against Domestic Terrorism,” George Washington 67

Program on Extremism, September 2020, https://extremism.gwu.edu/sites/g/filesTerrorism.pdf; 
Mary McCord and Jason Blazakis, “A Road Map for Congress to Address Domestic Terrorism,” 
Lawfare, 27 February 2019, https://www.lawfareblog.com/road-map-congress-address-
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alarming rise in hate and polarization in America.  Increasing our criminal 68

sentencing capabilities might treat a symptom of these existing 
undercurrents, but it cannot inoculate the public from the lure of the 
extremist ideologies that individuals may employ to justify violence. 
Therefore, federal efforts to address these issues should strategically focus on 
preemptive, long-term policies that can help weaken the original causes that 
may drive individuals toward extremism in the first place–including increasing 
digital literacy to prevent online radicalization, and improving regulatory 
measures on private social media companies to more effectively moderate 
the virtual spread of conspiracy theories and misinformation. In addition, 
federal and state governments must also start taking steps now to prepare 
the military and local law enforcement agencies for more election-related 
violence in the future, including addressing the presence of far-right 
extremism within their own ranks. 

Online radicalization poses an increasingly difficult challenge for counter-
extremism efforts.  The virtual spread of baseless voter fraud allegations and 69

conspiracy theories during the 2020 election cycle led to the disillusionment 
of millions, and the consequences were fatal. Six months following the Capitol 
attack, the Biden Administration officially recognized this growing trend: 
released in June 2021, the first-ever National Strategy on Countering 
Domestic Terrorism states that violent extremists exploit “popular social 
media platforms, smaller websites with targeted audiences, and encrypted 
chat applications to recruit new adherents…and disseminate materials that 
contribute to radicalization and mobilization to violence.”  In response, the 70

strategy appropriately encourages a digital literacy effort that would teach 
Americans how to responsibly navigate the internet and other forms of 
technology.  Such programs would aim to empower Americans with the 71

ability to identify and accurately evaluate false claims, and to act accordingly 

 “Hate Groups Reach Record High.” Southern Poverty Law Center. 19 February 2019. https://68

www.splcenter.org/news/2019/02/19/hate-groups-reach-record-high

 See, for example: Bruce Hoffman and Jacob Ware, “The Challenges of Effective 69

Counterterrorism Intelligence in the 2020s.” Lawfare. 21 June 2020. https://
www.lawfareblog.com/challenges-effective-counterterrorism-intelligence-2020s; Jerrold 
Post, Cody McGinnis and Kristen Moody, “The Changing Face of Terrorism in the 21st Century: 
The Communications Revolution and the Virtual Community of Hatred,” Behavioral Sciences & 
the Law 32, no. 3 (2014): 314-320 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24888438

 “National Strategy for Countering Domestic Terrorism.” National Security Council. June 2021. 70

https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/National-Strategy-for-Countering-
Domestic-Terrorism.pdf 

 Ibid, p. 2271
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by reporting them rather than disseminating them further into their own 
online social circles.  

The spread of misinformation and hate content online is a nationwide problem 
that demands an at-scale solution. Therefore, the Biden Administration should 
implement digital literacy programming on the federal level in coordination 
with the Department of Education. As security analysts Peter Singer and 
Michael McConnell argue, it is in our own national security interest for 
schools to promote cyber citizenship: “a bipartisan action item that would 
both aid teachers, parents, and students, as well as build our national 
resilience against all kinds of future threats.”  We are now raising a new 72

generation of Americans that will not know a life absent of social media or the 
internet, and our education system must adapt to the virtual age by equipping 
every student with the ability to confidently debunk conspiracy theories and 
misinformation as soon as it interrupts their online surfing or social media 
scrolling. This alone cannot dismantle already pervasive conspiracy theories 
like QAnon, nor will the policy convince the millions of Americans who believe 
the 2020 election was fraudulent that the process was fair. It may, however, 
limit future conspiracy theories from metastasizing online as well as help 
prevent the violent and fatal attacks they could otherwise inspire.  

Digital illiteracy is not the only factor perpetuating online radicalization. The 
lucrative, algorithmic modeling of social media platforms is also a major 
contributor. Tech companies–driven by economic incentives and enjoying 
significant freedom from government regulation–have allowed click-bait 
misinformation and hateful content to flood their platforms.  Research 73

shows that such controversial, conflict-driven media keeps people online 
longer, which allows companies to run more ads, collect and sell more data on 
their users, and thereby make greater profit.  And, since Section 230 of the 74

Communications Decency Act protects platforms from being liable for what 
its users post, there is no legal incentive for social media companies to 

 P.W. Singer and Michael McConnell, “Want to Stop the Next Crisis? Teaching Cyber 72

Citizenship Must Become a National Priority,” Time, 12 January 2021, https://time.com/
5932134/cyber-citizenship-national-priority/

 Jason Gallo and Clare Y Cho, “Social Media: Misinformation and Content Moderation Issues 73

for Congress.” Congressional Revenue Service, 27 January 2021. 8-12.  https://
crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R46662

 Simone Bunse, “Social Media: A Tool for Peace or Conflict?” Stockholm International Peace 74

Research Institute, 20 August 2021, https://www.sipri.org/commentary/topical-backgrounder/
2021/social-media-tool-peace-or-conflict
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regulate this kind of content.  These conditions created an environment for 75

conspiracy theories and false voter fraud allegations to spread widely online, 
misleading millions of Americans during the last presidential election. 
Although some platforms attempted to inform users of the legitimacy of Joe 
Biden’s victory in 2020, merely alerting users that they encountered 
misinformation could not outweigh the ingenious infrastructure through 
which it spread in the first place–and thus was not enough to prevent 
thousands from mobilizing through those same platforms to attempt an 
insurrection against the United States.  76

As Tufts University’s Bhaskar Chakravorti suggests, “January 6th ought to 
shape the future of tech as we know it.”  On one hand, social media companies 77

can do more to support their content moderators, stop suggesting increasingly 
extreme content to users who seem most interested in it, and adopt more 
preemptive measures to inform the public about the dangers of the conspiracy 
theories that users will inevitably encounter on their platforms. On the other 
hand, the government can be more proactive about rethinking Section 230 
and better informing tech companies about constitutionally permissible 
approaches to regulating online extremism. Both private entities and state 
actors are responsible to work collaboratively toward making these platforms 
socially beneficial, rather than hospitable to virtual echo-chambers of 
disillusionment and hatred.  Their improved coordination could help 78

strengthen civil society against both foreign and domestic threats, raise the 
barriers to radicalization and extremism, and thereby help save lives in the 
long-term. 

In the meantime, the U.S. military and local law enforcement agencies must 
start preparing now for increased levels of election-related violence. Last 

 For more, see: Jaime M. Freilich, “Section 230’s Liability Shield in the Age of Online 75

Terrorist,” Brooklyn Law Review, 2017, https://brooklynworks.brooklaw.edu/blr/vol83/iss2/16
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Big Tech reform,” MarketWatch, 8 January 2021. https://www.marketwatch.com/story/tech-
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January, although many individuals traveled to Washington D.C. with no 
intention of committing acts of violence, ideologically inspired organizations 
such as the Oath Keepers, the Proud Boys, and the Three Percenters 
deliberately coordinated in advance of the attack about strategies to 
overwhelm Capitol police.  Since their founding, adherents of these anti-79

establishment groups have espoused that, under certain conditions, removing 
the government by force is justified–and they are likely to conspire to do so 
again.   80

The U.S. military should start taking preventative measures now to prevent 
more election-related violence in the future–chief among them is addressing 
the trend of far-right extremism within its own ranks. According to one 
analysis of court documents of January 6th cases, over 80 (approximately 
10%) of the defendants have military service records–they include veterans, 
National Guard members, reservists, and an active duty Marine Corps major.  81

Notably, members of the U.S. military have also traveled internationally to 
fight with far-right extremist groups abroad.  Last April, Defense Secretary 82

Lloyd Austin responded to these revelations by establishing the Countering 
Extremism Working Group, tasked with providing recommendations that will 
inform the department’s internal policies aimed toward limiting extremism in 
the military. On December 20th, 2021, the Pentagon released an updated 
version of these policies which aim to create “an environment free of 
extremist activities [and] reflects the founding values of our democracy” by 
prohibiting activities such as advocating for terrorism, supporting the 
overthrow of the government, and liking or sharing extremist material 
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Insurrection,” Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, December 2021, https://ctc.usma.edu/
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online. ,  In addition to these efforts, the government must also increase 83 84

federal funding to mental health programming, in coordination with the 
Veterans Affairs Department and elsewhere, to help lessen the appeal of 
extremism for those who naturally struggle to find community and a sense of 
purpose in domestic life once they return home from deployment. Finally, the 
Department of Defense should also begin wargaming future insurrection 
scenarios to plan appropriate courses of action–as well as identify the 
potential vulnerabilities and constitutional issues that may arise in the case 
that military action is needed again to counter violence carried out by 
American citizens.   85

Local law enforcement agencies must also prepare for violent extremist 
activity from lone actors or small cells of individuals who feel emboldened 
after the events of January 6th, 2021. While the U.S. justice system continues 
to deal serious blows to the organizations whose leaders and members were 
involved in the Capitol attack, experts predict that this may provide the 
impetus for some groups to transform into more decentralized movements.  86

In other words, instead of functioning as hierarchical organizations which law 
enforcement can more easily infiltrate, these groups may break off into 
regional venues to organize, recruit, and plan attacks.  Therefore, local police 87

must be prepared for those who, rather than partake in another mass 
demonstration at the U.S. Capitol, will instead mobilize in their hometowns 
and regional jurisdictions. However, police agencies are not dissimilar to the 
U.S. military when it comes to the presence of far-right extremism in its ranks. 
Across the country, there are police officers who are active members of hate 
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groups such as the Ku Klux Klan, the Oath Keepers, and the neo-Confederate 
League of the South.  Although the diligence of local police departments has 88

been crucial for preventing violent extremist plots from succeeding in the 
past, sympathizers of far-right causes cannot be expected to keep the public 
safe from them. Local governments should therefore mandate their police 
forces to implement staff training to identify radicalization, and–similar to 
Germany’s response to anti-Semitism within its own police ranks–mandate 
transparent data collection and reporting on far-right extremist incidents 
within law enforcement agencies.   89

Neither of these suggestions offers a perfect solution. Strengthening law 
enforcement and expanding criminal sentencing capabilities will not 
effectively address the root causes of why some Americans resort to violence 
in pursuit of their objectives–and these measures also threaten to invigorate 
anti-government narratives about federal overreach. To counter the virulence 
of extremist ideologies, digital literacy programs in our schools may foster 
resilience against misinformation and conspiracy theories, but they will not 
stop online users from widely spreading them. To mitigate the spread, 
technology companies can crack down on content moderation, but it is a 
much more challenging task to dismantle the greater infrastructure which 
conduces extremists’ shared sense of community online. And, even if social 
media companies design more aggressive policies toward extremist content, 
this will not prevent those who actively seek it out from finding such content 
elsewhere–and may only drive these users toward more fringe platforms. 
Finally, as terrorism scholar Jessica Stern states, “the refusal by many 
Republicans to strongly condemn [Trump’s] actions will make the Biden 
administration’s efforts to round up terrorists seem like a partisan witch hunt, 
which is likely to further radicalize the extremists and people involved in the 
‘Stop the Steal’ movement.”  For example, in May 2021, the proposal to 90

create an independent commission to investigate the January 6th attack was 
blocked by Senate Republicans who “dismissed the proposal as a ‘purely 
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political exercise.’”  Thus each of the explored policy proposals contains their 91

own disadvantages, and there is no silver bullet that will eliminate the 
multiplicity of threats that culminated in the Capitol attack last year. The 
concurrent implementation of these measures, however, could emulate a 
“Swiss cheese” model of fighting back against far-right extremism: each 
measure has its holes, but when stacked together, the advantages of one can 

make up for the shortcomings of another.   92

CONCLUSION 

How Americans choose to remember what happened on January 6th matters. 
Our dialogue, when defining the event, should be strategic. Amid efforts over 
the last two years to frame the attack as “patriotic” and a means of 
“defending freedom,” it is important for Americans, now more than ever, to 
collectively remember the incident for the lawless, violent insurrection it was, 
because diluting our language threatens to produce a diluted policy response.  93

In the country’s attempt to move forward from January 6th, the ongoing 
consideration of a domestic terrorism statute is as reassuring as it is 
insufficient. Expanding our criminal sentencing capabilities will not address 
why so many Americans fell into the clutches of conspiracies leading up to the 
Capitol insurrection, nor will it protect the masses from falling victim to 
nefarious online actors in the future. In the post-January 6th era, we must 
protect Americans, and democracy, by inoculating the public from hate and 
extremism. Preemptive federal legislation should focus on the online sphere, 
as research shows that the internet and social media are becoming the 
primary gateways for radicalization from all ideological spectrums.  94

Equipping our schools with digital literacy programs, as well as coordinating 
with the private tech sector to implement ethical content moderation 
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strategies, are some of the most important steps the Biden Administration 
can take right now to adapt to this era of virtual threats. Military and law 
enforcement agencies must also prepare for more far-right violence in the 
future–not only by remaining diligent around election seasons and especially 
in anticipation of the 2024 presidential race, but also by looking inward at 
their own internal extremism crises.  95

January 6th, 2021, should be remembered as one of the most condemnable 
days in American history–not simply because of the violence, or that our own 
elected officials contributed to the realization of such horror on sacred 
grounds, but because over several decades, we allowed ourselves to arrive 
there. Two years later, we still own the responsibility of protecting future 
generations from the same fate. 
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