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What Is Anti-Government Extremism?
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Abstract
Researchers studying extremism commonly use ideological categories to describe actors, actions, and ideologies. 
One such category is anti-government extremism. This article attempts to define and clarify this concept. After 
providing a basic definition, the analysis distinguishes ideological anti-government extremism from issue-driv-
en anti-government extremism. The discussion examines whether this category should be seen as a subcategory 
of other categories (namely, right-wing extremism), as well as the relevance of this category when the govern-
ment that extremists oppose changes. Several challenges to developing a universally applicable definition of 
anti-government extremism are identified, and it must be recognized that such a definition might not be useful 
for research focused on different extremist actors, actions, and ideologies in different political contexts. Finally, 
the discussion acknowledges the limits of using the definition developed through this article for (post-)positiv-
istic research that would treat anti-government extremism as a variable to be measured across different cases.
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Introduction
Researchers studying extremism commonly use ideological categories to describe actors, actions, and ide-
ologies. For example, START’s PIRUS dataset identifies 18 different ideological categories, plus a catch-
all “other” category.[1] One such category used by researchers is “anti-government” (or “antigovernment”; 
some researchers have used the phrase “anti-federalist” instead, reflecting the common focus on the federal 
government by anti-government extremists in the United States).[2] Like many concepts used in schol-
arly research, this concept seems to primarily be used in a nonspecialist way without special definitions:  
anti-government extremism (AGE) is simply extremism that opposes government. But as is also commonly 
the case, as research on this concept matures, researchers may find that this lay definition is inadequate.

This article attempts to define and clarify AGE as a concept useful for research. The following discussion 
takes up a series of issues and questions related to the term. It is useful to distinguish ideological anti-gov-
ernment extremism from issue-driven anti-government extremism (even though this distinction is blurred 
in many cases), and to determine whether this category should be seen as a subcategory of other categories 
(namely, right-wing extremism). Finally, it must be acknowledged that a universally applicable definition of 
anti-government extremism might not be helpful for research focused on different extremist actors, actions, 
and ideologies in different political contexts.

Two final prefatory points: first, this definition emerges from my substantive focus on AGE in the United 
States. This article is not explicitly framed around American AGE, but it is surely the case that my research 
focus shapes how I see this category more broadly. Second, there is no attempt here to create a typology of 
extremist ideologies in which AGE is one part of a larger set of “mutually exclusive” and “jointly exhaustive” 
categories, with which we can locate actors, actions, and ideologies within one and only one category.[3] Nor 
does this effort seek to define AGE in a way that would be compatible with its inclusion in such a typology. 
Instead, ideological categories like AGE are viewed as part of a murky, overlapping, and incomplete con-
stellation of concepts that can help us better understand and explain extremist phenomena.[4] In part, this 
approach recognizes that extremist actors are often motivated by a dizzying combination of ideas: for exam-
ple, one extremist might be motivated by anti-government ideas alongside white supremacy, while another 
might be motivated by extreme misogyny and conspiracy theories about 5G communications technology.
[5] By not insisting that AGE is mutually exclusive with other ideological categories, this understanding of 
anti-government extremism does not foreclose the possibility of such messy motivations.[6]
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A Starting Point
Most simply, anti-government extremism can be defined as extremism that opposes a government.[7] This 
minimal definition, though, does not do us much good—it is so broad that it could include nearly all ideolo-
gies associated with instances of terrorism, given the understanding that terrorism is a technique used to in-
fluence political change[8] and given the assumption that political change often comes about by influencing 
government. Instead, anti-government extremism can be better understood as those instances of extremism 
that primarily or consistently focus on government as a source or cause of perceived crises, where that focus 
on government is central to the worldviews of the actors in question. With this conceptualization, AGE can 
serve as a label that distinguishes one category of extremism from other categories that are not primarily or 
consistently focused on government.

Additionally, anti-government extremism does not (primarily) target a government as a proxy for a broader 
intended target (in the more formal language of victim-target differentiation within theories of terrorism: 
the government is not a victim that stands in for a broader target that the actor hopes will be terrorized by 
their act, though an individual associated with the government can be a victim that stands in for the broader 
target of the government writ large).[9] Thus, the government is a central feature of the ideology of differ-
ent forms of anti-government extremism—not merely a passing thought or a subject of tactical discussions 
about how to achieve goals, but a key aspect of the understanding of the world (along with the perceived 
crisis and perceived solution to that crisis) advocated by the extremist.[10]

With this definition, researchers can identify examples of extremism that include acts of violence against 
a government without classifying those examples of extremism as anti-government. For example, when 
groups involved in the Iraqi conflict during the 2000s justified attacks against government targets, that might 
qualify them under any non-context-specific definition of anti-government extremism; yet it is more helpful 
to understand these groups as being involved in a broader insurgency that was about who should have po-
litical control rather than as being anti-government extremists as such. 

Ideological AGE versus Issue-Driven AGE
We can distinguish ideological anti-government extremism that is broadly opposed to government (or 
broadly opposed to particular governments) from issue-driven anti-government extremism that opposes a 
government because of that government’s stance (or course of action) on an issue. 

Some anti-government extremism primarily objects to a government’s action or stated priorities. For exam-
ple, there has been a surge since early 2020 in forms of extremism that object to governments that recognize 
the COVID-19 pandemic and have taken measures to mitigate the harms of that pandemic.[11] Other is-
sues that are common for this type of anti-government extremism include immigration, economic policy, 
and abortion, to name just a few. More broadly, we could think of forms of extremism that are primarily 
motivated by other ideologies but also include opposition to government as forms of issue-driven AGE. For 
example, white supremacists in the United States might object to the federal government based on a percep-
tion that the government allows too many racial minorities to enter the country; those white supremacists 
might decide to carry out vigilante border patrol operations to try to prevent immigrants from entering the 
country.[12] But in this case, the primary ideology of the extremists is racism (or white supremacy more 
specifically), and the opposition to government would be eliminated if the government adopted policies that 
the white supremacists perceived as sufficiently exclusionary of those perceived as racial minorities.[13]

On the other hand, other examples of anti-government extremism do not focus on particular issues. For 
example, many anti-government extremists in the U.S. habitually talk about perceived tyrannical govern-
ment. Sometimes this occurs in the context of specific issues (particularly gun control), but the framing of 
the ideas that underlie this type of AGE often focuses on government (or government officials and employ-
ees) as an evil-intentioned actor even more so than the specific issue (such as gun control). In ideological 
anti-government extremism, no change in policy will satisfy the extremists (who might claim that the policy 
changes are misdirection to hide deeper nefarious action or who might just move to the next issue); some-
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times, however, a change in leadership to someone that these actors believe is more ideologically in line with 
themselves might silence their comments on particular policies even without a substantive change in that 
policy.[14] In response to accusations that they are anti-government extremists, some individuals in this 
category respond with an assertion that they are not anti-government, just anti-bad-government;[15] but for 
ideological anti-government extremists, nearly all government is bad.

The biggest difference between ideological AGE and issue-driven AGE is whether a government could 
change its stance or action on a policy area and resolve the anti-government extremism in question. If such 
policy change effectively reduces the AGE, that AGE should be seen as issue driven. If instead no policy 
change will satisfy the extremists, it is more helpful to think of those extremists as belonging to the ideolog-
ical AGE category.

In practice, this distinction between ideological and issue-driven might not be as clean as suggested here 
so far. Some individuals might be best understood as ideological AGE but at different times express a form 
of AGE that seems more issue-driven. For example, ideological anti-government extremists might focus on 
how governments have attempted to mitigate the worst of the pandemic as an example of tyranny (or some 
other word used to describe governments that violate the rights of constituents); if a researcher is only aware 
of that actor’s focus on COVID mitigation policies, they might identify the actor as an issue-driven AGE 
rather than ideological AGE.[16] Indeed, ideological AGE actors might regularly orient themselves around 
specific issues to try to connect with a broader public that doesn’t have ideological objections to government. 
More broadly, this points to the messy nature of categorization of human behavior and beliefs. Researchers 
rely on ideal types to develop categories and concepts, yet these categories and concepts rarely exist as clean-
ly as they are depicted in these ideal types.

Even though the distinction between ideological AGE and issue-driven AGE is often murky in practice, the 
difference at the heart of this distinction may have important implications for initiatives meant to counter 
different instances of AGE. For example, a counter messaging campaign aimed at an instance of issue-driv-
en AGE will likely focus on the issue at the heart of that example of AGE, perhaps attempting to provide 
accurate information in response to incorrect information believed by the AGE actor to be true. On the 
other hand, a counter messaging campaign aimed at an instance of ideological AGE would not focus (only) 
on particular issues like climate change or gun control, instead focusing on the broad ideas (like tyranny 
or “natural rights”)[17] that are the foundation for that example of ideological AGE. Again, in practice the 
distinction between ideological and issue-driven AGE may not be as clear as presented here, and differences 
in initiatives to counter examples of these types of extremism may not be as distinct. But viewing these two 
subcategories as ideal types can help guide those designing interventions to ensure that those initiatives ac-
tually speak to the issues that motivate or mobilize these extremists.

Is AGE a Subcategory of RWE?
As previous work has argued, one of the subcategories of right-wing extremism (RWE) in the United States 
is AGE.[18] RWE can be broadly defined as “activity that, in reaction to perceptions of negative change, aims 
to revert fundamental features of the political system to some imagined (though not necessarily imaginary) 
past state.”[19] Does this mean we should think of AGE as exclusively a subcategory of RWE? Or should we 
see it as a category that spans the left-right dichotomy?

Recently, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in the 
United States described five categories of domestic violent extremism: racially or ethnically motivated violent 
extremists (REMVE), animal rights/environmental violent extremism, abortion-relation violent extremists 
(which includes “ideological agendas in support of pro-life or pro-choice beliefs”), anti-government/anti-au-
thority violent extremists (AGAAVE), and “all other domestic terrorism threats.”[20] The anti-government/
anti-authority category includes actors who are often considered to be right-wing extremists (namely, militia 
violent extremists and sovereign citizen violent extremists), but it also includes anarchist violent extremists, 
a category that is more commonly conceptualized as being left-wing rather than right-wing.
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One role that categories can play is in helping us identify actors, actions, and ideologies that share important 
commonalities. The patriot/militia movement (my preferred term for what the FBI and DHS call “militia 
violent extremists”) shares some ideas with sovereign citizens.[21] These movements have common ways 
of thinking about the role and legitimacy of government (referring to an alleged historical golden age when 
the extremists think government was more legitimate for various reasons), and they also share intellectual 
lineage in part. For example, much of the patriot/militia movement argues that county sheriffs have more 
legal authority than any other law enforcement actors within the sheriff ’s jurisdiction, an idea that can be 
directly traced back to the rabidly antisemitic Posse Comitatus movement of the 1970s and 1980s; and the 
Anti-Defamation League goes so far as to say that “the modern sovereign citizen movement is descended 
from the Posse Comitatus.”[22]

It is less obvious that there are important commonalities between the patriot/militia movement and sover-
eign citizen movement on the one hand and the anarchist movement on the other. At a very broad level, it is 
true that both right-wing anti-government extremists and anarchists oppose the state in important ways. But 
anarchist extremists often advocate for a radically inclusive form of governance, perhaps best understood as 
a non-hierarchical form of direct democracy; right-wing anti-government extremists instead typically argue 
in favor of excluding people from a political community or restricting participation in public life, often for 
racial, ethnic, or cultural reasons.[23]

Researchers might treat concepts as simple, stable, straightforward descriptions of the phenomena that oc-
cupy those categories—this is particularly true for researchers who take a naturalist approach to the study 
of social phenomena, arguing that the social world can be understood and explained just as non-social 
phenomena (like the properties of electromagnetic radiation) are. An alternative approach, though—one 
we might call “conceptual pragmatism”—sees concepts as useful to the extent that they help us understand 
or explain phenomena.[24] In this approach, it might be reasonable to say that anarchist extremism fits the 
definition of anti-government extremism but still decline to use the concept of AGE to describe anarchist 
extremism: including anarchism in this category blurs the category in unhelpful ways, and we can better 
understand and explain anarchism by treating it as a concept on its own rather than folding into a broader 
category alongside right-wing AGE.

Thus, the concept of anti-government extremism should exclusively refer to those forms of right-wing ex-
tremism whose ideology primarily or consistently focuses on government, depicts government as a threat 
that must be confronted, and calls for hostile action against government.[25] However, other researchers 
who have different research questions, emphases, or goals might reasonably use the concept of AGE to apply 
to a broader or simply different range of extremisms.

In part, this narrower definition of AGE reflects my interest in understanding the relatively more main-
stream correlates of AGE in the United States, including the different parts of the right-wing coalition that 
argue for dramatically less government intervention in a range of spheres—interpersonal, religious, eco-
nomic, etc. A definition of anti-government extremism that focuses on RWE can facilitate comparisons and 
discover connections (or lack thereof) with these political figures whose goals overlap to varying degrees 
with AGE actors. To make this more concrete: this definition of AGE highlights similarities in the ideas and 
goals of patriot/militia movement actors like the anti-government Oath Keepers organization with politi-
cians and lobbyists like Grover Norquist (who famously quipped that he wanted to see government shrink 
to the size where Americans “can drown it in the bathtub”).[26] This definition might also prime us to see 
similarities between the Oath Keepers and advocacy organizations like the National Rifle Association that 
have described federal law enforcement like the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives as 
“jack-booted thugs” who are conspiring to confiscate privately owned firearms.[27]

AGE That Travels?
In many areas and forms of research, scholars look for concepts that “travel.” In Sartori’s often-cited work 
on concepts, these are “universal” concepts that “are applicable to any time and place.”[28] As Sartori says, 
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this is an appropriate goal for many concepts, particularly in comparative research when the concept is a 
characteristic of the phenomena being compared and researchers need to determine whether or to what 
extent a phenomenon matches that concept. For example, we might want to determine whether different 
regimes are democratic (or to what extent they are democratic, if we reject a dichotomous conceptualization 
of democracy), and this requires a stable, even universally applicable, understanding of democracy. How-
ever, a healthy skepticism is warranted about whether AGE should be a universal concept, in part because 
differences in political cultures affect how individuals in those contexts think about political categories and 
concepts.

Consider the role of libertarianism in the United States, which can be found in many actors, actions, and 
ideas, including some extremists.[29] One approach to understanding anti-government extremism focuses 
on extremists who advocate for radical forms of libertarianism.[30] But libertarianism is not broadly pres-
ent in all political contexts. For contexts in which a more involved state is widely accepted—for example, in 
countries with more robust social democratic functions—libertarianism might be marginal or even all but 
absent. In these contexts, ideological anti-government extremism as defined here might not be present at all. 
For researchers working on these areas, the logic of AGE might focus more often on issue-driven forms of 
anti-government extremism. To illustrate this difference: one typical form of AGE in the United States is a 
militia group that is animated by the perception of tyrannical government, whereas a typical form of AGE in 
Germany might be pandemic-skeptical extremists organized in opposition to pandemic mitigation policies. 

(At the same time, consider sovereign citizens—a mostly ideological[31] AGE movement characterized by 
esoteric understandings of the law and history, often claiming that individuals can exempt themselves from 
governmental authority by meticulously following some special process or using language believed to have 
special legal powers.[32] This movement has increasingly appeared in countries around the world. Though 
the movement started in the United States, adherents and offshoots can be found in Australia, Ireland, Can-
ada (“Freemen on the Land”), the United Kingdom (“Lawful Rebellion”), and Germany (“Reichsbürgers”), 
among others.[33] This is not meant to suggest that ideological AGE only exists in the United States; instead, 
it is possible that the proportion of AGE that is ideological rather than issue-driven might be higher in the 
United States compared to other countries.)

Research focused on the U.S. has a legitimate interest in thinking about extremism with a libertarian flavor; 
research focused on other contexts might not need to take libertarianism into account as much, or perhaps 
even at all. A universal conceptualization of AGE would either include a characteristic absent for much re-
search or would exclude that characteristic that is important for much research.

AGE and Government Change
What happens when the government opposed by anti-government extremists changes? For example, many 
AGE actors in the U.S. were strong supporters of Donald Trump’s presidential candidacy and later of his 
administration. Rather than indicating that AGE is not a meaningful category, it may be that this type of 
change could result in several different possibilities where AGE is either still present or is better thought of 
as describing a previous iteration of an actor in question. 

First, AGE actors might view change in government leadership (whether in terms of a person, a party, or 
an ideology) as a change without a difference. This is particularly likely when a new leader is a member of 
the party in charge or when a new party that is perceived as very similar to the previous party takes power. 
Additionally, this possibility seems likely when an actor’s anti-government extremism becomes identity as 
much as ideology, making it difficult for such actors to change their orientation to government even when 
the face of that government changes.

Second, AGE actors might truly leave behind their anti-government stance, swinging in line behind the new 
governmental authority. This might be particularly likely when there are larger shifts in who governs (as the 
result of major changes through elections or a non-democratic change such as a coup), particularly when 
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the new authority aligns themselves with the anti-government extremists. Such alignment could be explicit, 
or it could be more implicit, perhaps by using language commonly used by AGE actors or by talking about 
issues that matter to them. It also could be more likely for issue-driven AGE actors, if the new government 
adopts a new stance on the issues that matter to these extremists.

The third possibility is a more complex scenario in which the AGE actors identify with the new leadership 
but still retain much of their anti-government stance. In the case of ideological AGE, this might take the 
form of extremists believing that the new leader is a partner in their fight against the government. (In my 
view, this is the best way to understand many ideological AGE actors who supported Donald Trump: they 
viewed him as an ally in their desire to “drain the swamp” or defeat the so-called “Deep State” that they 
believe prevented Trump from keeping some of his campaign promises and more generally from carrying 
out some of his most extreme ideas. Similarly, this is one way to understand the anti-government extremists 
who participated in the January 6, 2021 insurrection at the U.S. Capitol, where those individuals perceived 
broad governmental and non-governmental corruption that aimed to prevent Donald Trump from winning 
re-election.) For issue-driven AGE, this might be most likely in cases where the new authority positions 
themselves as allies with the extremists but where the government as a whole does not make changes on the 
issues that matter to the extremists.

A fourth possibility is a variation on (and might in fact co-occur with) the third: AGE actors identify with 
the new leadership and pivot to focusing on non-government entities as the perceived source and cause of 
crises. In this case, the anti-government ideology might be in hibernation—not absent, but also not the most 
important ideas for a period of time. We can also see this possibility playing out in the U.S., where since 2016 
ideological AGE actors increasingly focused on the alleged threats to the nation posed by Antifa and Black 
Lives Matter, both of which were portrayed by some AGE actors as terrorists and part of a global Communist 
insurgency that was attempting to destroy the nation.[34] But as these non-government entities are often 
seen as allies of the government at the heart of the anti-government extremism in question, this possibility 
should not be seen as a rejection of AGE.

Toward a Final Definition
The argument presented here is that anti-government extremism refers to certain forms of right-wing ex-
tremism (i.e., extremism that seeks to restore some imagined golden past) that primarily or consistently 
oppose the government. A distinction can be drawn between ideological anti-government extremism and 
issue-driven anti-government extremism. In my own work, when using the term “anti-government extrem-
ism” without one of these descriptors, I am referring to the ideological type of anti-government extremism.

This definition emerges from a specific context (my research focus on right-wing extremism in the United 
States) and might not be equally helpful for research in other contexts. Further, researchers might focus on 
different elements or examples of AGE to such an extent that they disagree about whether certain charac-
teristics are necessary elements of a definition of AGE. It must also be noted that this disagreement is not 
necessarily problematic: so long as researchers agree about the core of what anti-government extremism is, 
different definitions with different elements might well reflect different research focuses rather than funda-
mental disagreement about what the concept is. 

However, this conceptualization is not particularly conducive to (post-)positivistic[35] operationalization of 
anti-government extremism. Indeed, research that relies on categorizing cases based on an operationalized 
concept likely requires a universal definition of that concept that is part of a “mutually exclusive and jointly 
exhaustive” typology.[36] If researchers use different definitions (and develop different operationalizations 
based on those different definitions) for work that treats anti-government extremism as a variable that can 
be measured, their findings might seem to contradict one another when in fact they are simply speaking 
about different phenomena. 

But even for research that uses this concept as a variable (for example, if we want to know whether anti-gov-
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ernment extremists or white supremacists in the United States have been the subject of more criminal in-
vestigations, we need to classify investigations based on whether their subject is AGE or white supremacy), 
the approach outlined here can be reasonable as long as the researchers are clear about which definition they 
use, how they operationalize that definition, and how they classify actors, actions, or ideas using that oper-
ationalization. Outliers are particularly prominent here, though: for example, the decision about whether 
to treat the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing of the Murrah Federal Building as anti-government or racist[37] 
has substantial implications for any attempt to determine the relative lethality of anti-government or racist 
ideologies in the United States; whichever ideological category this bombing is assigned to will be identified 
as far more lethal than any other category. Transparency about conceptualization and operationalization of 
anti-government extremism is key here, but this example also highlights the care needed when accounting 
for outliers in research.

In the end, though, researchers of extremism and terrorism can have many different goals for their work, 
and those differing goals will both affect and be affected by definitions of concepts like anti-government 
extremism. Like the broader concepts of extremism and terrorism themselves, we should not expect to see 
universal agreement about what anti-government extremism is. Instead, so long as definitions are clear and 
reasonable (i.e., have a high level of face validity or what Gerring calls “resonance”),[38] consumers of re-
search on anti-government extremism should expect to see differing conclusions based on where the bound-
aries of this ideological category are drawn. Reasonable people might disagree about those boundaries, and 
reasonable people should be comfortable with that disagreement.
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