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Abstract
What happens to the anti-government movement when someone they support takes power? When Donald 
Trump was elected in 2016, the U.S. militia movement faced a challenge of narrative coherence: the risk that the 
stories the movement tells were no longer logically consistent. This article investigates the Oath Keepers, a group 
that pivoted from staunch opposition to federal power to supporting Trump, and ultimately in 2020 called for 
massive military action to suppress protests and re-run the election. Through an analysis of 137 official Oath 
Keepers online statements and posts from 2015–2021 and over 4,000 comments by followers and members on 
those posts, two narrative strategies are identified. First, the group extended their existing narrative by con-
tinuing to tell Revolutionary War metaphors but made Trump the new protagonist in those stories. Second, 
they used semantic adjustments to avoid hypocrisy as they embraced central state power. As they aligned with 
Trump, the military gradually supplanted the militia as a key actor in their narratives of change. Additionally, 
in 2020 they told their followers to no longer use the term martial law in order to make their new narrative 
fit within their founding ideology. This article bridges work on narratives in terrorism studies and the large 
civil war literature on shifting alignments and provides a deeper understanding of the strategic messaging of 
anti-government extremists. At a more micro-level, the analysis of debates among followers gives insight into 
how anti-government extremists think about their relationship to the state.
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Introduction
How do anti-government organizations justify aligning with the state? Political actors often need to defend 
their cooperative dealings both internally to members and externally to broader audiences. This is partic-
ularly important in cases of unlikely alignments, where tacit or official cooperation occurs between actors 
with opposing ideologies.[1] In the US, the anti-government militia movement grew in the 2010s. But when 
Donald Trump was elected in 2016, many had to reframe their goals when someone they supported was in 
the executive.

In political violence studies, a large body of research in the last decade has analyzed reasons for terrorist 
cooperation and insurgent side-switching.[2] Yet this work has largely not addressed how non-state actors 
defend and explain these switches in loyalty. Instead, this analysis turns to sociological work on movement 
narratives and draws on the concept of narrative coherence. Groups may try to make their stories logically 
consistent, especially when shifting alignments.

This article examine the case of the Oath Keepers, a militarized social movement active in the patriot and 
militia sections of US anti-government extremism. The group was founded in 2009 around a narrative of im-
pending federal overreach and participated in armed standoffs against federal officials in the 2010s.[3] From 
2016 on, however, they embraced Trump, and in 2020 called for extreme measures that went against their 
founding ideology, such as deploying the US military to suppress domestic unrest and having the military 
re-run the election.[4] This analysis seeks to understand how this anti-government movement explained its 
embrace of a central state figure.

The analysis draws on 137 official Oath Keepers online statements and posts from 2015–2021, over 4,000 
comments by followers and members on those posts, as well as their leaked emails from 2021 and inter-
nal chat room from 2020–2021. By comparing their statements before and after their switch to supporting 
Trump, two strategies are identified that the group used to try and achieve narrative coherence. 
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First, the Oath Keepers used narrative extension by continuing their pre-existing practice of using Revolu-
tionary War references, but instead made Trump the protagonist of those stories. Second, they made seman-
tic adjustments, switching the language in their narratives to avoid hypocrisy. This manifested in telling their 
followers to no longer use the term martial law. They also focused more on the role of the military, while 
the militia receded in importance in their statements. Evidence from online comments and their internal 
forum shows that members responded positively to this shifting narrative, although they were slow initially 
to accept it, and critiqued the group’s leadership in the first year of the Trump administration. The case also 
shows the stickiness of narratives: rather than accepting an ally’s identity narrative, the group found ways 
to reform their own narrative to include elements of a new partner without alienating their support base.

The article proceeds in four parts. It begins with an overview of relevant literatures, drawing on research on 
alignment and cooperation. This is followed by an exploration of how narratives in particular offer a useful 
analytic lens, and then the data collection and analysis procedures for the project are provided. The fourth 
section presents an analysis of Oath Keepers statements and member responses, and identifies two different 
strategies used by the group, followed by a conclusion and discussion of broader implications.

Alignments in Political Violence
Over the past decade, there has been an increase in terrorism studies scholarship on alliances and coopera-
tion. This work has highlighted when alliances between either two non-state actors or a non-state actor and 
the state occur, which groups are most prone to cooperate, and the mechanisms through which coopera-
tion occurs.[5] Broader work has addressed civil war alignment between rebels and states, starting with a 
wave of conceptual work that described alignment relationships along axes such as the level of cooperation 
between the state and militants, level of support from the state, and whether they compete for territory.[6] 
Following on to these theories have been data-gathering efforts to catalog the alignment of armed groups 
across numerous conflicts,[7] and two recent ambitious large-n projects have identified the ideological and 
identity-based reasons why certain rebel groups ally with each other.[8]

However, this scholarship primarily focuses on categorizing alignments and examining causes and effects. 
We understand what kinds of groups can shift, the factors that lead to shifts in loyalty, and the effects those 
shifts can have, but less about how non-state actors justify these choices to internal and external audiences. 
This literature has yet to address how non-state actors legitimize their alignment choices.

In political violence studies broadly, one major theory of civil war alliances argues that alignment narratives 
are instrumentally used to justify power-based alliance choices. Fotini Christia theorizes that after groups 
form alliances, elites create narratives that construct a common sense of identity with the new partner by 
centering a similar element with the ally that the enemy does not have.[9] Christia is explicit that the theory 
is limited to inter-rebel alliances in civil wars and does not claim the theory travels to other scenarios.[10] 
Given the limited theorizing about alignment narratives, this discussion adopts Christia’s understanding as a 
starting point as the clearest elucidation of the role in narratives in sub-state conflict, and builds from there.

Narratives
Narratives are selective presentations of events that are “temporally ordered” and “meaningfully structured”.
[11] As applied to terrorism studies, Braddock defines narratives as “cohesive, causally linked sequences of 
events that take place in dynamic worlds subject to conflict, transformation, and resolution through nonha-
bitual, purposeful action performed by characters.”[12] In social movement studies, narratives are critical 
for building of collective identity, through both the telling of how a group came to be, and the labeling of the 
in-group as protagonists and their opponents as antagonists.[13] Thus, narratives can be a tool to articulate 
a story about a group’s identity during times of possible identity change due to realignment.

How can narratives be used by aligning actors? First, narratives imbue events with meaning.[14] Narratives 
thus provide justification for cooperation: once an alignment is chosen, leaders and members must make 



21ISSN  2334-3745 December 2022

PERSPECTIVES ON TERRORISM Volume 16, Issue 6

sense of it. Second, narratives help establish collective identity. In a world of shifting alignments, narratives 
explain who is a friend and an enemy.[15] Sociologists have defined two types of narratives: participant and 
movement narratives, and this analysis will focus on the latter of these. What distinguishes movement nar-
ratives from the individual level is the presence of “alternative middles and endings”; movement narratives 
present a status quo story, along with a better ending if followers take the movement’s suggested course of 
action.[16]

The problem of crafting a legitimizing movement narrative is particularly acute for unlikely partners. The 
central narrative challenge they face is bringing an ideologically opposed party into the fold while still main-
taining commitment from the group’s followers. Going against a founding ideology can be risky for a non-
state actor; internally, that shift has potential effects on recruitment, movement sustainment, and keeping 
membership engaged who originally signed on for commitment to a different ideology and narrative. For 
groups shifting alignments, they must find a way to still make their ideology and goals legible and convinc-
ing to existing members while incorporating elements of the new party.

This is the “problem of narrative coherence”.[17] The concept of narrative coherence refers to the logical 
consistency of the story and has roots in both narrative studies and psychology.[18] This can refer to internal 
consistency of one narrative, but in this discussion it is used primarily to compare several narratives. This 
is particularly important for shifting alignments: when non-state actors deploy several narratives over time, 
does the change resonate as coherent to the movement members?

To illustrate how groups justify alignments and try to make them coherent, a spectrum of plausible strate-
gies a non-state actor can use is provided in Figure 1. At one end, an armed group may prioritize satisfying 
members, so they maintain their original narrative and make small changes to adapt to the new partner. At 
the other, a group may wholesale adopt the partner’s rhetoric to please the new ally. In the middle lies the 
creation of a shared identity narrative of the two groups in the middle.[19] This framework is used here as a 
starting point, and to then inductively identify specific strategies the Oath Keepers used along this spectrum.

Figure 1: Spectrum of Narrative Strategies

Data and Methods
To examine narrative strategies of the anti-government movement, this analysis focuses on the case of the 
Oath Keepers, a US anti-government militia organization. This case provides an anti-government group 
with an active messaging operation that aligned with the state, allowing for comparison of two periods: 
before and during alignment. Two sets of primary sources are examined: Oath Keepers statements, and 
discussions among their membership. First, the Oath Keepers regularly wrote and disseminated statements 
about current and planned events on their website and social media. Second, there are two sources of mem-
bership discussion. Each post on the Oath Keepers’ website has comments underneath, which are collected. 
In addition to that public source, private sources such as emails and the group’s internal chatroom from 2020 
and 2021 were leaked online.[20][21] 

In total, the corpus contains 137 statements from 2015–2021, along with a total of 4,488 comments posted 
underneath each.[22] Data collection took place in fall 2021, after the group’s Twitter and Facebook were 
banned in late summer 2020, but while their website was still online.[23] Many items on the Oath Keepers’ 
website are reposted articles and opinion pieces from conservative media, so data collection was limited to 
posts tagged “Stewart Rhodes” or “Oath Keepers”. This ensured that only statements directly written by the 
organization were analyzed. These posts range from a few short paragraphs to several page-long statements. 
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There is also more engagement from members on these posts compared to the articles, with an average of 35 
comments on each, and some reaching up to 300 or 400.

The data are examined using two methods. First, the website statements and comments were scraped, en-
abling a quantitative analysis of distinctive keywords before and after aligning with Trump.[24] Second, a 
qualitative examination of their statements before and after the alignment inductively revealed two narrative 
strategies used to obtain coherence. The analysis focused on continuity or change in major themes, and in 
particular sought to identify how the group talks about its own ideological tenets versus the new partner’s 
values in the post-shift period.

Case Background
The Oath Keepers were founded in 2009 by Elmer Stewart Rhodes, and unveiled at an April 19 rally in Lex-
ington, Massachusetts, the site of the first battle of the Revolutionary War. They seek to recruit active-duty 
and retired military and law enforcement officers, who they call “Oath Keepers” for their oath to the US 
Constitution. Their founding document, “Declaration of Orders We Will Not Obey” lists ten orders an au-
thoritarian government could give, and that all Oath Keepers should refuse to fulfill.[25] These include the 
imposition of martial law, firearm confiscation, blockading cities, and the use of foreign troops on American 
soil. 

This ideology positions the Oath Keepers as part of the patriot and militia movement, a branch of  
anti-government extremism. This milieu is organized under the belief that “the federal government poses 
the greatest threat to the life, liberty, and happiness of Americans and that all true Americans should prepare 
themselves for an inevitable conflict with the government.”[26] In their movement narrative, the ten orders 
represent the status quo, and the Oath Keepers’ various calls to action are opportunities to reach an alterna-
tive ending. The Oath Keepers are loosely organized, with a national leadership board and local chapters that 
have some autonomy. The size of the organization has been of much debate: an internal membership list had 
contact information for 25,000 people, but researchers estimate there are 1,000–3,000 active members.[27] 
However, between their email list, and their former Facebook page having 500,000 followers [28], the group 
has a large platform for its messaging. 

The group has a history of armed protest actions. They joined ranchers in the standoff at Bundy Ranch in 
Nevada in 2014, which pitted the Bureau of Land Management against the patriot movement. The Oath 
Keepers also appeared at protests of other movements; in 2014, the group brought firearms to the Ferguson 
Black Lives Matter protests and said they were standing guard over local business.[29] 

After Trump was elected, the group shifted their support to him. They began providing armed security at 
Trump rallies,[30] called for members to monitor the polls in 2016,[31] and engaged in street fights with 
leftist protestors and the Antifa movement in 2017 and 2018. Most recently, the group has faced scrutiny 
after several members were present at the January 6th capitol riot, leading to arrests and at least 21 people 
charged.[32]

Sam Jackson’s 2020 book provides the most comprehensive history of the organization, in particular by 
using frame analysis to understand the group’s worldview.[33] Jackson’s study finds that the group uses 
historical references to key American events to situate fears of federal overreach and provide a familiar 
template for how to act in response. This article builds on the work in this specific case in two ways. First, 
Jackson’s study ended in 2016, so this analysis extends the time period to when the group was aligned with 
a figure in the executive. Second, Jackson chose not include member rhetoric in his analysis, focusing only 
on the group’s official posts.[34] This article incorporates analysis of member discussion to identify whether 
leadership narratives resonated. Lastly, this case is used to interrogate a different question, examining how 
alignment shifts are legitimized by groups. The discussion includes an examination of an original body of 
post-2016 primary sources, a comparison of pre- and post-alignment shift narratives, and a study of mem-
ber comments.
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Empirical Analysis
The empirical analysis proceeds in three parts. First, a computational text analysis provides an overall de-
scriptive look at key terms in Oath Keepers’ rhetoric before and during their alignment with Trump. Next, a 
qualitative comparison of statements before and after the shift in alignment revealed two narrative strategies, 
which are labeled narrative extension and semantic adjustments. Lastly, the discussion examines how Oath 
Keepers’ members and supporters responded to each of those strategies. 

Keyness Analysis

To provide an overall assessment of the Oath Keepers’ rhetoric, we can compare their language before and 
after shifting to support Trump. One way to make this comparison is to calculate a type of distinctive word 
analysis known as keyness statistics.[35] Keyness is a measure for which terms are used more or less fre-
quently than expected in a target set of documents when compared to a reference set.[36] For this analysis, 
the data are divided by the January 2017 inauguration of President Trump, using pre-2017 as a reference 
set and post-inauguration as a target set.[37] Figures 2 and 3 plot keyness results for both Oath Keepers’ 
statements and member comments on those posts. Words with a positive chi-squared value appeared more 
frequently in the post-January 2017 set than would be expected from the pre-Trump baseline. Words with a 
negative chi-squared value appeared much less frequently in the post-corpus than expected from the base-
line. 

This analysis of the data reveals a striking shift in common terms. After Trump’s inauguration, the group 
was less likely to use terms about the federal government and its perceived overreach. Terms such as “judge”, 
“Waco”, and “FBI” were less likely to appear in the post-shift set than before, as were the names of ranchers 
such as Ammon Bundy and Lavoy Finicum. Instead, much more common is discussion of immigration 
(Border, Cartels, Wall, Texas, Illegal, CBP).

Figure 2: Keyness for Oath Keepers Statements
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Through a reading of these statements, this difference can be interpreted as the Oath Keepers’ switching the 
primary enemy in their narrative. Pre-Trump, in line with their founding ideals, the Oath Keepers held that 
their main enemy was federal agencies who would overreach their power. Whereas once Trump was in pow-
er, the federal government was no longer the enemy in their narrative but instead was leftists (“Antifa”), who 
they wrote about as planning a Marxist “insurrection”. Key terms such as “volunteer”, “rally”, and “security” 
come from their calls to action to stand guard at Trump rallies and provide protection from the perceived 
threat from leftists. They also took up Trump’s primary political argument about border security, frequently 
talking about illegal immigration, and even calling for the National Guard to be deployed to the border.

Applying this same measure to the corpus of member comments on those statements results in similar pat-
terns. Pre-Trump the focus was on standoffs with federal agencies, while post-Trump keywords are much 
more likely to be about the border, immigration, and leftist organizing.

Figure 3: Keyness for Oath Keepers Comments

Narrative Extension

The first strategy identified in the Oath Keepers’ shifting rhetoric can be called narrative extension. Rather 
than creating a new narrative, the group used their original story but shifted the protagonist to be a new 
partner. This allowed the group to stay true to its original identity by continuing the same narrative struc-
ture, while making the new partner fit into the group’s schema. This sits at the left end of the spectrum of 
strategies, as it involves only minimal changes to the preexisting narrative. Previous research has identi-
fied the Oath Keepers frequently reference American history, often comparing today to the Revolution.[38] 
Jackson identifies several key moments the Oath Keepers draw on: natural rights, the Revolution, the Waco 
siege, and the government response to Hurricane Katrina.[39] These filter down into everyday language: 
they call their members patriots, and Rhodes signs off all his posts “for the republic”. Building on Jackson’s 
analysis of the pre-2016 period, this analysis reveals that after aligning with Trump, the group continued to 
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use Revolution references, but where they previously positioned central state power as the enemy, they in-
stead embraced Trump and made him the George Washington in the Revolution story, thus making a figure 
of the state their protagonist.

Before the group’s alignment shift, their references to the Revolution positioned the federal government as 
the main antagonist, a modern-day imperial British enemy. For example, after the Sandy Hook shooting in 
2013, the Oath Keepers tapped into fears of gun confiscation by comparing back to April 19, 1775 and the 
British order that the colonial militia disarm and disperse.[40] During the Malheur occupation, a post called 
the Bureau of Land Management and people who support federal agencies “Loyalist, Tory”, referencing the 
colonists who supported British rule.[41] And the Oath Keepers used that metaphor to explain their pre-
ferred strategy, writing that the patriot movement shouldn’t be goaded into a confrontation but should wait 
for central state power to make the first move, as British General Gage had at Lexington and Concord.[42]

Yet the focus shifted after the group aligned with Trump: the main antagonist became Antifa and leftist pro-
testers, and Trump himself became the revolutionary protagonist in their narratives.[43] No longer was cen-
tral state power the enemy but opposing social movement organizations. But the Oath Keepers continued 
to use the same narrative structure of American historical stories that had resonated with members before, 
and just inserted Trump into that narrative. In a 2018 open letter to Trump about migration, Rhodes said 
Trump should “show himself to be a modern George Washington, who takes lead and does what needs to 
be done to save his country.”[44] Even though Trump now was located at the nexus of state power, the Oath 
Keepers positioned him in their stories as the revolutionary. Trump became a figure compared to Washing-
ton and Lincoln in their statements.[45] After Trump lost the election, the Oath Keepers implored him to 
take measures to keep power. They framed the moment as a dire turning point like what Washington faced 
before the Battle of Brooklyn in 1776.[46] And they asked Trump to follow the example of Abraham Lincoln 
who had “suppressed an insurrection and rebellion that had spread throughout all branches of government 
at all levels.”[47]

The opponent in their narratives became the political left; for example, the Oath Keepers described Virginia 
Governor Ralph Northam’s ban on guns on state capitol grounds as a “wanna-be King George tyrant’s de-
cree.”[48] Additionally, elements of the federal government seen as not supporting Trump were positioned 
as traitors in the Revolution story. The Oath Keepers wrote that Trump was facing the “Benedict Arnold”[49] 
of the deep state, and that if he suddenly seized and declassified data from the CIA, FBI, and NSA, it would 
be akin to George Washington surprising the Hessians at Trenton.[50]

This reuse of existing narrative structure allowed the Oath Keepers to stay true to their original identity 
while bringing in the new partner. The shifting of characters also allowed the narrative responsibility of la-
beling friend and foe to be updated. As explained later in this article, this came with a growing acceptance 
of the role of the military and central state power in their theory of victory. 

Semantic Adjustments

The second strategy identified here involves semantic adjustments. Here groups shift language in their nar-
ratives to avoid hypocrisy and attempt to achieve narrative coherence. They try to use language that fits with 
the new partner’s ideology, while not contradicting the group’s previous identity. This strategy also provides 
a way to avoid rhetorical entrapment, where previous statements limit future action.[51] By shifting lan-
guage, a non-state actor can open space to act toward their partner’s goals without alienating the group’s 
membership. Again, this falls on the left side of the spectrum of strategies, because the group is trying to 
embrace a new partner without appearing to have changed their identity and ideology. This appeared in two 
ways for the Oath Keepers—the use of the term martial law, and the role of the militia. First, Oath Keepers 
leadership told followers to stop using the term martial law in 2020 as they tried to make federal action fit 
within their ideology. Second, throughout Trump’s term, the group shifted the primary actor responsible for 
defense in their narrative from the militia to the military and central state power. The discussion below trac-
es the shift in language from militia to military in both official statements and discussions among members.
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Martial Law

First, the Oath Keepers displayed a marked change in approach to the term “martial law”, which had been 
a key part of their ideology.[52] The group’s founding document, “Orders We Will Not Obey,” states that 
“the imposition of martial law by the national government over a state and its people, treating them as an 
occupied nation, is an act of war.”[53] Martial law represented the pinnacle of their fears because it would 
involve a military takeover and suspension of the Constitution. It featured so prominently in their ideology 
that the organization promoted conspiracies such as FEMA being used for martial law and claiming that the 
government suspended the Constitution and confiscated guns during Hurricane Katrina.[54]

Post-alignment shift, the Oath Keepers began moving away from the term martial law to embrace a wider 
latitude of action for Trump. This came to a head after the 2020 election. On a November 13 conference 
call, the group discussed how Trump could overturn the results. To make his call for action by Trump more 
palatable, Rhodes prefaced his comments by saying “you know, I understand. I’m a libertarian. I’m a consti-
tutionalist. But he has the authority within the constitution to suppress insurrections.”[55] Rhodes framed 
the action as within the Oath Keepers’ original constitutional narrative.

Then in December 2020, the Oath Keepers wrote two open letters to Trump. They asked him to invoke the 
Insurrection Act of 1807, call up the National Guard, declassify federal data that would prove supposed voter 
fraud, and use the military to re-run the election.[56] This embrace of mass federal action to keep Trump in 
office stands in stark contrast to the group’s founding ideology. To justify this shift, Rhodes specifically asked 
followers to stop using the phrase “martial law”, writing:

PS – PATRIOTS, QUIT USING THE TERM “MARTIAL LAW.” 

The term “martial law” is nowhere in the constitutional text (go look. You won’t find it there). 
The power of Congress to provide for calling forth the militia to suppress an insurrection, on 
the other hand, IS in the constitutional text, and Congress did so, starting in 1807, in the In-
surrection Act (and all its amended versions since). Suppressing an insurrection and “martial 
law” are very different and should not be conflated or confused. 

All the above recommended actions can be done under constitutional powers and authorities 
pursuant to the Insurrection Act, and pursuant to the President’s powers and duties under 
Article II. President Trump does NOT need to try to step outside the Constitution to enforce 
it. He merely needs to use his constitutional powers in defense of that same Constitution, and 
in defense of the rights of the American people, pursuant to the Constitution (such as the 
right to vote, as well as the right to equal protection of the laws).[57]

By saying that martial law doesn’t appear and arguing that Trump can take decisive federal action within the 
Constitution, the Oath Keepers avoided an obvious contradiction. This shift allowed them to achieve coher-
ence by changing language to stay within their founding constitutionalist ideology.

While martial law fell away, the Oath Keepers increasingly used a different term: insurrection. Rhodes first 
used the term in 2016 to describe Black Lives Matter protests and shootings of police officers in the summer 
of 2016.[58] He used it again in 2017, describing Antifa and leftist protestors as an insurrection following a 
street brawl between groups in Berkeley.[59] And Oath Keeper statements in 2018 described the state of Cal-
ifornia and sanctuary cities as undertaking “acts of rebellion/insurrection against the laws of the Union.”[60] 
The Oath Keepers portrayed their opponents as undertaking an insurrection, one that then justified the 
embrace of federal powers and other measures that originally would not have been within the scope of their 
ideology. This ultimately culminated in 2020 with the Oath Keepers’ focus on the Insurrection Act as the key 
legal mechanism Trump should use to maintain control post-election.
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Militia to Military

The Oath Keepers also adjusted their language in their narrative of who is responsible for defense. Pre-shift, 
the militia was the primary actor, but after the alignment shift the group and its leadership increasingly 
called for military action first, and after a lag its membership also embraced this new narrative. The analysis 
below traces the shift in language from militia to military in both official statements and discussions among 
members.

Initially, the group pushed for revitalization of the Constitutional Militia and was wary of the military act-
ing on US soil. In response to fears about ISIS attacks in America, then Oath Keepers spokesman Jason Van 
Tatenhove posted a statement about the importance of the militia and individual self-defense, and put the 
militia on par with the military by saying they should have access to the same quality of weapons.[61] In July 
2016, Rhodes wrote that “what is now needed, more than ever, is the reestablishment of the militia of the 
people, trained, equipped and organized in each town.”[62] And in response to police being shot in Baton 
Rouge, Rhodes argued that the militia should be responsible for “suppressing insurrections,” in the US, not 
the military.[63]

The preeminence of the militia over the military is also seen in discussions amongst members. When one 
commenter stated in July 2016 that a military coup could help re-establish a government more loyal to the 
Constitution, Rhodes responded forcefully that “there can be no such thing as ‘a military dictatorship based 
upon the Constitution’,” and that “under the Constitution, it is the MILITIA not the standing Army or Navy, 
that is tasked with executing the laws of the Union.”[64] Several other commenters joined in support of 
Rhodes, criticizing a standing army and positioning the militia as the best tool for targeting their domestic 
enemies.

And in September 2016, one member suggested Obama be removed by the military and Clinton tried for 
treason. The group’s founding ideology was based on fear of federal overreach, and they quickly pushed back 
on ideas like this. Rhodes disagreed and provided an alternative, saying: 

“the US military has no authorization to take over the reigns of government in this nation. 
But what institution is tasked with executing the Laws of the Union, suppressing insurrec-
tions and repelling invasions? The Militia.

…Remember, the Founders did not trust standing armies, and saw them as a danger to liber-
ty, and so they would not, and did not, look to the standing army or Navy to be the remedy 
for abuse of power and tyranny.”[65]

After their re-alignment, the Oath Keepers’ language shifted from focusing on militias to calling for the use 
of the military. This shift began in 2017–2018 and was fully solidified by 2020. This language first appeared 
in 2017 after street fighting between the Oath Keepers and other right-wing groups and Antifa counterpro-
testors. In a comment, Rhodes wrote “Trump needs to call the National Guard into federal service, to put 
down what really is an insurrection.”[66] Whereas a year before the organization had stated that the militia 
was responsible, now state forces were the primary actor in the narrative.

Then in 2018, the Oath Keepers responded to two crises by calling for military action instead of militia use. 
After a school shooting in May 2018, the Oath Keepers posted a statement calling for Trump to send armed 
National Guard into schools across the country.[67] In October, another Oath Keepers statement implored 
Trump to send active-duty troops to patrol the border with Mexico.[68] Rhodes was aware of the tension 
this posed for the group’s ideology. So the post included a coda from him, saying that the Oath Keepers 
know border defense should be the job of the militia, but since the militia is not active and ready, “we believe 
it is necessary for President Trump to use the U.S. military now, immediately, along with calling forth the 
National Guard.”[69] The coda also says the members of the Oath Keepers would gladly serve in a militia 
of the people if called up. However, the majority of the main statement focuses on the military exclusively, 
going into great detail about the suggested needs on the border, all of which focus on why the US military 
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with its unique capabilities can secure the border using drones, air assault infantry, and quick reaction forc-
es.[70] 2018 thus presents a pivotal shift in Oath Keepers language, as the militia recedes in importance in 
their narrative and the military took its place.

This shift from militia to military culminated after the 2020 election, when the Oath Keepers called for the 
military to conduct operations they previously would have disavowed. In the two open letters to Trump in 
December 2020, the group requested he have the military seize data from the CIA, FBI, and NSA, go on 
high alert, and have the Georgia National Guard monitor the runoff election.[71] In a turnaround from the 
group’s pushback to followers calling for a military coup in 2016, the statement declared that Trump should 
“immediately order the U.S. military and National Guard units to conduct a new nationwide election that is 
an actually clean election using paper ballots.”[72] By shifting their language to use insurrection instead of 
martial law, the Oath Keepers attempted to tell a coherent narrative about why increasing threats to the US 
required extraordinary measures, thus making the military the primary actor in their story.

Member Response

How did members respond to the changes in language? By looking at key debates about the role of central 
state power (militia vs military), we can observe how much members pushed back on narratives versus em-
braced and repeated them. Overall, this analysis finds that the strategy resonated with members, but with a 
time lag. The organization and its leadership more fully embraced the use of central state power by Trump 
before the group’s members did.

In 2016 and 2017, there was much more pushback in the comments section of Oath Keepers’ website posts 
compared to later posts in 2018–2020 that ask for military force. In September 2016, commenter Rhoda 
called for Obama to be removed by the military and Hillary tried for treason. Another commenter Former-
WAC responded that “Uniting with our military to remove a duly elected sitting president is called a “mil-
itary coup” and is in direct contravention to our laws, and the stated goals of Oath Keepers.”[73] In August 
2017, a poster suggesting a military coup to reinstate their interpretation of the Constitution was again 
forcefully corrected, with others noting that would be use of power beyond what the group envisioned for 
a limited standing army.[74] In December 2017, all 79 commenters on a post about retired flag officers 
supporting gun control assailed them, arguing that this was federal overreach and the militia should start 
preparing itself.[75] Even as the organization and its leadership had started to embrace central state power 
in 2017, the membership still held to the original narrative.

By 2018, comments were full of support, suggesting the membership’s views had shifted. For example, in 
the October 2018 statement to send troops to the border, only one commenter out of 49 dissented, arguing 
that it would involve the “military acting unconstitutionally within our borders.”[76] In contrast, other com-
ments were supportive, with many members going even further and saying Trump should send troops south 
of the border to create a “buffer zone” inside northern Mexico. When the Oath Keepers repeated their call 
for troops two months later, every comment was supportive, and nobody objected to using the military.[77]

Again, this culminated in 2020, with the majority of the 200 members in the comments of the two open 
letters to Trump being supportive and repeating the call to use the Insurrection Act.[78] Members in the in-
ternal Oath Keepers forum displayed a similar pattern. Many still wanted to conduct operations themselves, 
but often they placed the military as the primary actor. One member wrote that he hoped Trump used the 
Insurrection Act, “because if the military puts down the rebellion, we won’t have to.”[79]

Conclusion
Using an in-depth reading of statements and comparison before and after an alignment change, this article 
has identified three major changes in the Oath Keepers’ narratives and investigated the membership re-
sponse. First, keyness analysis shows the group pivoted the main opponent in their narrative from the federal 
government to Antifa and the left broadly. Second, the Oath Keepers retained the same narrative metaphors 
of Revolutionary America but introduced Trump as the protagonist. Third, the Oath Keepers carefully tuned 
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their language, increasingly positioning the military as a main actor of change in their post-2016 statements 
and moving away from the term “martial law” to avoid hypocrisy. Evidence from discussions among Oath 
Keeper followers show that the shift in language was accepted after an initial period where members pushed 
back on giving the military a greater role in their ideology.

What can we learn from this case? First, narrative adjustments can take time. For the organization, the shift 
from focusing on the militia to embracing the role of the military took place over several years and took 
another year for the membership to agree. Second, narratives can be sticky. The Oath Keepers largely kept to 
their existing narrative structure, with some changes made to accommodate Trump’s ideology, and shifts in 
language to embrace state power. Third, both strategies identified from this case are at one end of the spec-
trum. They did not generate a new joint narrative by finding a common identity element.

This analysis is not without limitations, and they present opportunities for future research. This case pre-
sented an influential role for group leadership in narrative change. Throughout the corpus, there is evidence 
of Rhodes policing member language, whether arguing with commenters about the role of the militia in 
2016, or in 2020 asking followers not to use the term martial law. There was thus a great deal of “message 
discipline” present, which likely contributed to the resulting narrative consistency.[80] Future studies should 
examine groups with less dominating leaders to identify the resulting narrative.

Moreover, how necessary is it for groups to reconcile narratives? A recent wave of research in terrorism 
studies has introduced new conceptual frameworks such as “composite violent extremism” or “salad bar 
ideologies,” where an extremist combines elements from multiple ideologies.[81] And extremists can switch 
ideological sides,[82] such as from far-left to far-right. However, these cases are all at the individual level, 
which suggests it may be easier for single perpetrators to have incoherent narratives, while organizations 
may have more need for coherence.

Finally, this study conceptualized a spectrum of narrative strategies, but given that the Oath Keepers only 
used tools to maintain their original narrative, further work is needed to elucidate the full range of options 
that groups have to legitimize their alignments. There are several factors that may lead to joint identity or the 
uptake of the partner’s identity narrative. More cohesive groups may have greater ability to pivot away from 
an original narrative. The Oath Keepers are loosely organized and found it important to hold to founding 
principles to keep membership involved. Second, groups pressed to align with the state may take a different 
approach. Lastly, this project examined a case of an informal alignment. Formal alliances and partnerships 
may instead lead to more joint narratives or switching to the state’s narrative.[83]
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