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Introduction

Over the past years, scholars in the field of preventing and countering of violent extremism (P/
CVE) have been paying increasing attention to individuals and groups that oppose, distrust,
and/or actively revolt against government or state institutions, seemingly motivated by
narratives not captured by traditional extremist ideologies, such as right-wing, left-wing, or
militant Islamist extremism.! In the wake of anti-Covid demonstrations, an apparent global rise
in conspiracy thinking, and a growing popularity of fringe groups such as QAnon and sovereign
citizen movements like the “Reichsbiirger”, this seemingly novel phenomenon has been picked
up by professionals and academics alike. In current reports, it goes by many different names,
including anti-establishment extremism, anti-elitist extremism, anti-authority extremism, anti-
institutional extremism, and anti-democratic extremism.? In this research note, we subsume
these different labels under the recently coined umbrella term of anti-government extremism,
which appears to be the most common denominator of this phenomenon and, in its most simple
form, describes extremist attitudes and/or actions that oppose government and institutions of
authority.?

Lately, scholars have emphasised a need for more research into the conceptual and analytical
nature and value of anti-government extremism. This need is perhaps most strongly articulated
in a special issue of this journal published in 2022, which specifically aimed “to open a scholarly
discussion on (...) and give us a better grasp on this slippery AGE [anti-government extremism,
ed.] concept and phenomenon.”* Articles in this special issue and a sequel issue® have already
contributed to several advancements in the field, including conceptual matters,® analyses
of anti-government movements,” threat assessment of anti-government extremism,® and
perspectives on anti-government related P/CVE.? However, as noted by Bjgrgo and Braddock,
one pivotal question remains unanswered: “Is anti-government extremism a useful descriptive
or analytical concept at all?”1°

In this research note, we address this gap in the literature by offering a critical perspective
on the descriptive and analytical value of anti-government extremism as a concept. Based
on current perspectives, we specifically argue that it is questionable to what extent attitudes
and actions labelled as anti-government extremism are indeed always i) extremist and/or ii)
anti-governmental. After addressing these conceptual inconsistencies in turn, we conclude
this research note with a brief discussion of their unanswered status for future research and
professional P/CVE related work focusing on anti-government sentiments.

Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Anti-
Government Extremism

[tseemsnatural thataresearch note offering critical views on anti-government extremism should
start by outlining historical and current perspectives on the phenomenon and concept. In their
editorial introduction in the aforementioned special issue, Bjgrgo and Braddock describe how
anti-government extremism appears to take different expressions in terms of its organisation,
relation to conspiracy theory beliefs, collective action modus operandi, and targets of violence.
Specifically, they highlight four forms of anti-government extremism: i) movements, networks,
and individuals that reject the legitimacy of government on a principle basis, including refusal
to adhere to or obey state authorities and regulations; ii) communication of conspiracy theory
beliefs that undermine the legitimacy of either government, state institutions, specific policies,
or political figures; iii) demonstrations and opposition to specific policy issues; and iv) political
violence, threat, harassment, and/or plots targeted against politicians, or government officials.!
The common characteristic of these different expressions is that they all revolve around some
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form of opposition to an established government, and thus bare close resemblance to the most
basic form of anti-government extremism as defined in the introduction to this research note. In
this regard, Sam Jackson emphasises that while this basic definition lacks important nuances (as
we will outline below), it is indeed the focus on government as a primary or consistent “source
or course of perceived crisis”!? that sets anti-government extremism apart from other extremist
orientations or terrorism in general. Borrowing the terminology of Webber and Kruglanski and
their notion of “terrorism legitimizing narratives”, one could say that governments - or state
authorities more generally - thus represent the culprit of a perceived grievance which might
lead to a moral justification for political violence.'

Although being described as a unique form or variant of extremism, the concept of anti-
government extremism has historically been linked to other extremist ideologies. Later in this
research note, we will dive deeper into the paradoxes surrounding these ties. Nonetheless, it
is generally accepted that anti-government extremism is “nothing new”, but, in fact, has a long
history. For instance, Bjgrgo and Braddock describe how anti-government extremism is deeply
connected to three historical “waves of far-left extremism”.!* Following the historical analysis
of the evolution of left-wing extremism by Davies and Zdjelar, they argue that anti-government
extremism can be traced back to the anarchist revolutions in Russia and Western Europe from
the 1880s to 1920 (the “first wave”), throughout the anti-colonialist opposition from the 1920s
to 1960s (“second wave”), and culminating with the rise of the New Left from approximately
1960 to the 1990s (“third wave”).?®> While ideological movements in all these periods shared
anti-government sentiments, Bjgrgo and Braddock emphasise that there were also important
differences between them. For instance, while the anarchist first wave, in general, rejected
all forms of government or state authority, the anti-colonialist movements opposed specific
governments. Moreover, New Left movements comprised both anarchist groups (e.g. the
German Red Army Fraction or Italian Red Brigades), and Marxist-Leninist groups (e.g. the
Japanese Red Army), which opposed Western imperialism.

With the substantial decline in left-wing extremism over the past decades, it seems, however,
that anti-government extremism “has increasingly taken a turn towards the far right.”'¢ For
instance, in a recent conceptual paper, Jackson explicitly subsumes anti-government extremism
under certain forms of right-wing extremism “that seeks to restore some imagined golden past,”
while acknowledging that such a perspective also may be influenced by his specific US research
context.’” This proposed link between anti-government extremism and right-wing extremism
is, however, not isolated to the US, but also marks a general trend noted by both scholars and
intelligence services in a European context.'®

Additionally, Jackson also offers several noteworthy perspectives on how to expand and nuance
the most basic definition of anti-government extremism. First, he presents a key conceptual
distinction between ideological anti-government extremism, which opposes government on a
general level, and issue-driven anti-government extremism, which opposes government on a
finite number of policy areas. While he notes that it can be difficult to distinguish the ideological
and issue-driven variants from one another and that the boundaries between them are indeed
blurred, he argues that the distinction may provide a valuable explanation for cultural variations
in the prevalence of anti-government extremism (e.g. differences between the US and Europe).

Second, Jackson emphasises that although anti-government extremists generally oppose the
government, they may react to government change in different ways. For instance, while some
will retain their anti-government stance and view a new government “as a change without
a difference”,'® others might abandon their (previous) anti-government sentiments and
identify with new leadership. While this latter possibility may seem counterintuitive to the
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notion of anti-government extremism (as we will discuss in more detail later), he argues that
fading government opposition may reflect a position of purely issue-driven anti-government
extremism that will disappear with changing policies.

Finally, itis mentioned that there may be cultural differences in both the scope and nature of anti-
government extremism. Jackson is, for instance, very transparent about his US-based approach
to the subject and notes that anti-government extremism, particularly in its ideological form,
may be most present there due to the nation’s strong libertarian sociopolitical history. As other
researchers show, anti-government extremist movements — although it is difficult to entangle
the extent to which these are ideological or issue-driven — also appear to exist in both Australia
and several European countries.*

Altogether, the historical and contemporary perspectives outlined above represent important
contributions and advancements in understanding the notion of anti-government extremism.
At the same time, it is our contention that these current perspectives raise further questions
to be answered, particularly regarding the descriptive and analytical value of anti-government
extremism as a concept. For instance, if anti-government extremism can be considered a variant
of, or subsumed under, either left-wing or right-wing extremism, to what extent is it indeed
an “extremist” orientation in its own right? Likewise, if certain anti-government extremist
movements can get behind (particular) governments and/or institutions of authority, to what
extent are they indeed “anti-governmental”? For the remainder of this research note, we explore
these questions in greater detail and discuss their potential implications for the conceptual and
analytical value in relation to anti-government extremist research and P/CVE.

While we do not claim to have all the answers to these questions, we believe that an important
first step in acquiring them is to voice concerns that can guide future research and P/CVE
practice. In this regard, and in commending the important and detailed conceptual work of
others, we should also emphasise our specific European research context. Justas Jackson argues
that his US-focused approach does not necessarily translate to other cultural contexts, so may it
be that the perspectives we offer here will find more merit in some regions or countries in the
world than others. Moreover, we should also mention that the following critical perspectives
should not be considered a direct critique of any specific academic work on anti-government
extremism. Rather, we view our own comments as contributions to the cumulative body of
work aimed at better understanding the violent radicalisation towards (anti-government?)
extremism.

To What Extent is Anti-Government Extremism Indeed
“Extremist”?

To discuss the “extremist” nature of anti-government extremism, it is necessary to first offer
some definitions on the concept of extremism itself. While commonly acknowledged as highly
contested, there seems to have emerged a consensual view that extremism denotes the final
stage or position that follows a process of cognitive (attitudes) and/or behavioural (actions)
radicalisation.?! Extremism is usually categorised into different violent extremist ideologies
or “orientations”—e.g. right-wing, left-wing, religious, nationalist/separatist, and single-issue
extremism?* What sets these extremist orientations apart is that they differ in terms of who
they regard as the main culprit of their particular grievance(s), and the main objectives they
strive towards.?* For example, as described by Doosje et al., the main concern of many right-
wing extremist groups is safeguarding the perceived high-status position of the “white race”,
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where immigrants are considered a key threat. For left-wing extremists, the main concern is
often a more equitable distribution of wealth, goods, and resources, where the constitutive
unjust effects of capitalism are seen as the core enemy.

While acknowledging the existence of these specific variants of extremism, there are some
who have started to pay greater attention to the generic aspects of violent extremism—i.e. the
psychological underpinnings that all specific extremist orientations share.?* From a generic
perspective:

“(...) extremism in itself can be defined as an intense desire for and/or pursuit of universal
and comprehensive change in one’s own and the common life socially, culturally and/or
societally, where the concern for human coexistence is set aside (Bertelsen, 2016; 2018).
Such a definition accentuates extremism as both a) an attitude towards constructing or
reconstructing one’s life or sociocultural context in a significantly different way than they
currently are constituted (Schmid, 2013) and b) intolerance and setting aside concerns

about human coexistence (Bertelsen, 2016).”°

In addition, various scholars have come to acknowledge that the legitimisation of violent action
in pursuit of this “universal and comprehensive change” is another core characteristic which
allows us to distinguish extremism from related concepts of political protest like “radicalism”
and “activism”?¢ While radicals and activists alike might support similar social, political, or
ideological changes, radicals often only support or engage in illegal action without endorsing
or carrying out violence that targets civilians, whereas activists typically operate within the
bounds of peaceful and/or lawful methods. Extremists, on the other hand, justify the use of
violence as a necessary and acceptable means to achieve their goals, viewing such actions as
integral to the process of enacting profound transformation.

These defining features of violent extremism give rise to at least two questions regarding
the extremist nature of movements, attitudes, and actions associated with anti-government
extremism. First, to what extent can anti-government extremism indeed be considered
extremist in a generic and/or specific sense? Second, to what extent does anti-government
extremism involve a cognitive and/or behavioural legitimisation of violence? Starting with the
latter question, it seems that the justification of terrorist violence inherent to generic extremism
cannot always be found in anti-government sentiments and movements labelled as such. For
instance, while there were numerous anti-government protests during the Covid-19 pandemic
and lockdowns, most of these events were indeed democratic in nature with relatively few
protesters engaging in violent or illegal activities.?” Similarly, despite alarmist discourses in the
public debate, the amount of actual terrorist attacks planned or committed by anti-government
extremists appears to be sparse and, in prevalence, hardly comparable to those by right-wing
extremist groups or jihadist movements more generally. The 2021 attack against the US Capitol
is arguably the most well-known violent manifestation of anti-government extremism to date,
although, here too, questions remain about the extent to which the event truly constituted
a terrorist attack, or rather an “insurrection”, “siege”, or “rally”. All in all, this general lack of
(justification for) terrorist violence begs the question as to whether the observed general rise
in anti-government sentiments usually has more to do with “radicalism” — i.e. government or
state opposition that may appear controversial, counter-mainstream, and in some cases even
illegal, but does not (generally) endorse or use violence against civilian populations — rather
than extremism in itself. In the end, it suggests that only a handful of people in the so-called
anti-government movement may actually be eligible for being labelled as extremists.?
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At the same time, for those arguably rare instances where the legitimisation of violence is
indeed a part of anti-government sentiments or ideologies, it still remains difficult to see the
merits of anti-government extremism as a specific extremist orientation. This relates back to
our previous comments on the ways that specific strands of extremism differ in what they
consider to be the main culprit of their particular grievance(s) and the main objectives they
strive towards.? As Jackson argues, anti-government extremism — in contrast to other varieties
of extremism — does not target the government as a proxy, but as the intended target of their
ideology. In other words, to anti-government extremists, “the government is not a victim that
stands in for a broader target that the actor hopes will be terrorized by their act.”** With this
quotation, Jackson appears to refer to the difference between performative versus instrumental
forms of (ideological) violence. Performative violence is symbolic in nature, in the sense that the
violent act serves as “moral messaging,”*! whereas instrumental violence is aimed at serving a
strategic purpose. According to Mark Juergensmeyer, terrorist acts are inherently performative
(at least to some extent), as their ultimate goal is to spread fear in society and send a message
of ideological superiority to their perceived “audience”3? As such, performativity (or symbolic
messaging) is the core characteristic that sets terrorist acts apart from insurgency violence,
war crimes, and homicides. Since Jackson maintains that this secondary objective is missing
in anti-government extremists’ ideologies, where the government appears to be targeted for
instrumental reasons instead, one may question whether this truly constitutes ideological
“extremism” in the traditional sense.*

The merits of labelling anti-government extremism as a specific extremist orientation in its own
right can seem even harder to justify given its relations to other extremist ideologies. Indeed,
if anti-government extremism historically has been associated with far-left anarchism,** and
now has taken a turn to the far-right,* it seems that—at least theoretically—it can run the
full spectrum of (political) extremist ideologies. It is therefore questionable what, if anything,
sets it apart from both left-wing and right-wing extremism - or even nationalist or separatist
extremism, when looking at specific anti-governmental manifestations such as the anti-
colonialist movements in Europe during the 20" century,*® or contemporary American Sovereign
Citizen Movements and the German Reichsbiirger movement.?” In other words, in those cases
where anti-government movements or sentiments include a legitimisation of violence, it is
quite easy to see how such attitudes and/or actions match generic aspects of extremism quite
well—e.g. the intense desire or pursuit of comprehensive change where the concern for human
coexistence is set aside—and yet difficult to see how they move beyond these generic features
and take a specific form of their own.

Following this reasoning, the current comparison between anti-governmentalism and right-
wing extremism has received ample scholarly attention. Traditionally, within the field of P/
CVE, anti-governmental attitudes were considered to be a key characteristic of right-wing
extremist movements, rather than a form of extremism in itself. Indeed, over the past decades,
various scholars and actors have explicitly operationalised right-wing extremism in relation
to anti-governmentalism.*® For example, according to Johnson, between 1993 and 1999, the
FBI provided various definitions of right-wing extremism, each of which encompassed the
element of anti-governmentalism as a central feature.®® Furthermore, in 2013, Gruenewald
and colleagues defined individuals and groups adhering to the far-right as, among others,
“suspicious of centralized federal authority, reverent of individual liberty (especially their
right to own guns, be free of taxes),” and noted that they “believe in conspiracy theories that
involve a grave threat to national sovereignty and/or personal liberty and a belief that one’s
personal and/or national “way of life” is under attack and is either already lost or that the
threat is imminent”, which very much mirrors the contemporary descriptions of respective
anti-government extremist groups.*
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More recently, others—much like Jackson—have proposed that anti-government extremism
is, in fact, a specific variant of right-wing extremism, which should be considered against a
broader typology of various extremist manifestations.*! For example, according to Perliger,
right-wing extremism consists of four distinct types of social movements—respectively
white supremacists, pro-life activists, fundamentalists and anti-governmentalists.*> While
such distinctions do not render the concept of anti-governmentalism useless per se, they
do raise questions about its exact relation to right-wing extremism. To what extent does the
emergence of “anti-government extremism” as a category on its own reflect a more general
change in our understanding of right-wing extremism - moving away from conservatism as its
main central feature, and embracing the objective of radical societal change instead? Although
Jackson suggests that the relation between right-wing extremism and anti-governmentalism
is ultimately context-specific (with stronger convergence in the US, but less of an overlap in
Europe) - this answer is not satisfactory when our understanding of right-wing extremism in
itself appears to be shifting, too.*?

Finally,ithasbeen suggested that anti-governmental attitudes or institutional distrustare rather
risk factors for ideological radicalisation more generally** which raises even more questions
about the validity of “anti-government extremism” as a distinct concept. In taking a risk-
factor approach, the causal relation between anti-government sentiments and (radicalisation
towards) extremism becomes blurred even more, which is a caveat that has generally remained
unaddressed by scholars. Are Covid-scepticism or conspiracy-thinking the result or the cause
of government distrust?*> While existing reflections on anti-government extremism seem to
imply that the former precedes the latter - there is currently insufficient empirical evidence
that can support this assumption.

To What Extent is Anti-Government Extremism Indeed
“Anti-Government”?

In addition to the considerations outlined above, the notion of “anti-governmentalism”
raises questions as well. Overall, understanding the current wave of general institutional
distrust through the lens of “anti-governmentalism” suggests that groups and individuals that
sympathise with this sentiment denounce all forms of government, as is common for those
anti-governmentalists self-identifying as anarchists.*® In reality, however, it is increasingly
acknowledged that the wave of radicalised conspiracy thinkers the Global North is currently
facing takes a (sometimes contradictory) stance towards prevailing (democratic) powers
and institutions.*” In the context of the United States, for example, various anti-government
extremist groups have proven to be strong supporters of Donald Trump — including the Proud
Boys, the Oath Keepers and various QAnon strands.*® Although scholars such as Jackson provide
various scenarios for how anti-governmental extremist groups may evolve in the wake of a
change in government leadership, the core critique - that anti-governmentalists do not appear
to be anti-government per se (or, at the very least, are still able to find authority in existing
political structures and/or institutions) — still holds up.

The US is not unique in this regard, as similar examples can be found in other countries as well.
For example, in the Netherlands, the far-right party Forum for Democracy (FvD) has become
a prevalent political actor spreading conspiracy theories, antisemitic rhetoric, climate change
denialism, and pro-Russian discourse.* Over the years, its frontman Thierry Baudet has turned
into an important voice of anti-government sentiments and vaccination scepticism. In 2022,
Baudet even publicly declared his belief in a reptilian world order — although this was later
downplayed as a “metaphor” — in reference to David Icke’s antisemitic conspiracy theory,
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which has recently regained popularity among anti-governmentalists.>® Although it is hard to
say whether ‘true’ anti-governmentalists acknowledge Baudet and his FvD party as a legitimate
political authority, both were frequently featured at anti-government protests in the wake of
the Covid pandemic.

These observations are mirrored in other political contexts as well. Wolfgang Gedeon, a
politician affiliated with the German Alternative fiir Deutschland (AfD), previously suggested
that the Covid-19 virus was, in fact, created as an American bioweapon.>* Moreover, in the United
Kingdom, pro-Brexit politician Nigel Farage has been accused of spreading conspiracy theories
in relation to the European Union, portraying it as an undemocratic and corrupt institution that
seeks to undermine national sovereignty, and about the philanthropist George Soros, suggesting
that Soros and his Open Society Foundations have undue influence over global politics.>? Other
internationally known politicians, such as Matteo Salvini (Italy), and heads of state, including
Viktor Orban (Hungary) and Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil), have similarly been accused of spreading
anti-globalist, anti-immigration and/or anti-vaccination conspiracies.

The examples above resonate with empirical studies suggesting that there is indeed a link
between populism and the belief in (and spreading of ) misinformation and conspiracy theories
more generally.>® To illustrate, the conspiracist idea that the Covid-pandemic was not just a
man-made crisis but was systemically coordinated by a malicious government (the so-called
“plandemic” theory) strongly resonates among populist political parties in general.>* This is
not surprising, considering populism itself appeals to a divide between “the elite” and “the
people”, which mirrors the rhetoric of anti-governmentalists.>® Moreover, as Frens, Van Buuren
and Bakker show, both draw on the use of so-called “empty signifiers”,> referring to words or
phrases “frequently used by groups that seek to gain a voice in the political sphere” but that
are essentially devoid of any meaning.”” Altogether, the observation that anti-governmentalism
is, in fact, very much featured by (and possibly even amplified) by political authorities might
justify moving beyond an anti-government focus at large. It could be valuable to explore other
conceptualisations, such as “anti-authoritarian extremism” or “anti-institutional extremism”
—a shift already observed in the discourse of the Dutch General Intelligence Agency and Danish
Intelligence Service— to reflect how such attitudes can manifest themselves in a conventional
governmental setting as well.°® Additionally, these broader concepts acknowledge that
sentiments of hostility or distrust are not focused on the government per se, but also extend to
academic institutions, medical professionals (including so-called “Big Pharma”) and the media
at large.>

Lastly, drawing on the differentiation between ideological and issue-driven anti-government
extremism as introduced by Jackson, one may wonder to what extent these specific forms
can indeed be considered “anti-government”.®® This is particularly the case for the strand of
“issue-driven anti-government extremism”, which, as Jackson writes, “opposes a government
because of that government’s stance (or course of action) on an issue.”®! Jackson mentions
issues such as immigration, economic policies, and abortion rights as examples of topics that
issue-driven anti-government extremists may focus on. However, it remains unclear to what
extent such a movement is then anti-government per se, since it is not the government itself,
but dissatisfaction with governmental policies and/or decisions that lie at the heart of this
ideological strand. It thus raises the pressing question of where “regular” opposition towards
a specific governmental administration (such as the Biden administration in the US context)
ends, and anti-governmentalism begins.

From this point of view, it is similarly unclear if (and how) Jackson’s concept of issue-driven anti-
government extremism relates to what is generally considered “single-issue extremism” in other
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strands of the radicalisation literature. This concept commonly refers to those ideologies where
one particular (usually political) topic inspires extremist attitudes and/or actions. G. Davidson
Smith, who was among the first to provide a definition, described it as “extremist militancy on
the part of groups or individuals protesting a perceived grievance or wrong usually attributed
to government action or inaction”®? - which obviously bears strong similarities to the definition
of issue-driven anti-government extremism that Jackson provides. Although the heterogeneous
nature of single-issue extremism caused it to receive only limited scholarly attention over the
decades,®® the term itself is well-accepted and still commonly used in empirical studies on
extremism today.®* This could bring into question both the empirical validity and academic
necessity of new concepts like “issue-driven anti-government extremism”- and makes us
wonder if this phenomenon is not better captured with existing and commonly well-accepted
frameworks such as single-issue extremism.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this research note, we have explored the conceptual value of “anti-government extremism”.
Although over the past years, much has been written about this phenomenon already, its exact
contribution to the field of radicalisation and P/CVE remains unclear, and many questions
surrounding its relation to other concepts persist.®® By breaking the concept down into its main
components (those being “extremism” and “anti-governmentalism”) we illustrated how the
notion ofanti-governmentextremismsuffersfromatleasttwounresolvedissues. First, weargued
that although anti-government extremism indeed can be considered extremism in a generic
sense, there are good reasons for not considering anti-government extremism as a specific
extremist orientation itself. The reason for this is that although ideological anti-government
extremism more or less is equivalent to violent extremism in a generic sense through the desire
for comprehensive sociocultural/political change, anti-government “ideologies” or issues can,
in many cases, be subsumed under other extremist orientations, such as right-wing, left-wing,
nationalist or separatist extremism. Additionally, despite various scholarly attempts at bridging
the two, the relation between right-wing extremism and anti-government extremism remains
unclear, where the latter can be understood as either a key characteristic, a variation or a risk
factor of the latter. Moreover, movements, ideologies, and/or issues or sentiments labelled as
anti-government extremist do not necessarily contain a legitimisation of violence, which would
be a defining feature of extremism.

Second, the degree to which anti-government extremism is indeed anti-government remains
questionable. Based on previous studies, we discussed how various respective anti-government
groups take a contradictory stance towards prevailing democratic institutions: rather than
denouncing the entire legitimacy of government altogether, some seem to be able to find
authority in conservative political figures such as Donald Trump. Moreover, the spread of “evil
elite” conspiracy theories and misinformation has become generally well-embedded within the
rhetoric of populist parties across the globe - especially in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic®®
—further putting the generic “anti-government” nature of these sentiments into question.
Last, we pointed at the resemblance that so-called issue-driven anti-government extremism
bears to the concept of single-issue extremism - and question whether the latter suffices in
understanding the former.

Altogether, the considerations discussed in this research note might provide more questions
than answers regarding the conceptual and analytical value of anti-government extremism in
the field of radicalisation research and P/CVE. As suggested, it might be beneficial to abandon
the notion of anti-government extremism altogether to avoid conceptual inflation within the
radicalisation literature, and thereafter only speak of anti-government sentiments in relation
to other forms of extremism—e.g. right-wing, as authors like Jackson propose. Alternatively,
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one could simply view opposition to the government as a specific element within a broader
extremist ideology—which then also would depend on the particular government in power.
Another viable solution would be to move away from the “extremism” frame altogether, and
opt for a different umbrella term instead. One such term could be “radicalism”, a concept that in
an ever-polarising world has fallen somewhat out of fashion, but which might be a better fit to
interpret the anti-governmental sentiments currently observed.

In addition to discussions on which conceptual approaches are best suited for understanding
movements and sentiments currently labelled as anti-government extremist, it is our
contention that future studies on the topic also should contemplate what trends and tendencies
the conceptual rise of “anti-government extremism” might reflect. Critical terrorism scholars
might be of the opinion that labelling attitudes and actions as anti-government extremist does
not do much else besides securitising government distrust and dissatisfaction. In our opinion, it
should be pivotal to address this question in conjunction with examining the empirical validity
of this term. Taking a securitisation approach requires, on the one hand, a critical look at the role
security actors and institutions have played in the (re)Jemergence of this concept, and how it
relates to their security agendas. For example, the fact thatin recent years, the Dutch intelligence
services shifted their focus from “anti-government activism” to “anti-institutional extremism”
following criticism of their perceived criminalisation of (lawful) protests and demonstrations,®’
is an interesting observation that could help us better understand authorities’ approach to this
concept and the role that processes of securitisation may play. On the other hand, answering
this question requires a self-critical attitude on behalf of government authorities - as well as
a willingness to understand the legitimate sentiments that may lie at the root of individuals’
distrust and dissatisfaction. This relates back to a point previously raised in this research
note regarding the possibility of approaching anti-government attitudes as a risk factor for
extremist radicalisation, rather than a form of extremism in itself. Such an approach might do
more justice to the experiences and perceptions of those involved. Moreover, in the long run,
it might prove a more effective strategy, too, as governments “labelling” distrusting individuals
and groups as “extremist” can create a self-fulfilling prophecy as it indirectly confirms and thus
amplifies those sentiments.®®

Another road to explore is the extent to which the concept of anti-government extremism has
reemerged due to a possibly increased hybridisation of radicalisation processes; i.e. a tendency
for the demarcation lines between traditional distinct extremist orientations to become
increasingly blurred.®® While the exact scope of such hybridisation (or what others refer to
as salad-bar extremism, a mixed ideology, ideological convergence, or other terms)” is still
unknown, scholars and intelligence services have placed particular emphasis on cases of lone-
actor grievance-fuelled violence which seem to be motivated by extremist ideologies that are
mixed together to form novel violent narratives. A recent example of this is the case of the Allen,
Texas, shooting in 2022 where the perpetrator, Mauricio Garcia, appeared to be motivated by
a “fuzzy” and “bizarre” mix of far-right extremism and misogynous incel ideology.”! Moreover,
intelligence services highlight how there seems to be a high level of ideological convergence
between particularly right-wing ideology, conspiracy theory beliefs, and anti-government
sentiments.’? In this regard, we argue that it is worthwhile to pursue whether the conceptual
resurgence of anti-government extremism might reflect an attempt to obtain an analytical grasp
of an observed tendency for extremist ideologies to break their (at least presumed) traditional
boundaries. On the one hand, we can see why an ideological category that appears to put
greater emphasis on the generic rather than specific aspects of violent extremism can seem
like an intuitive way of understanding such hybrid extremism. However, since anti-government
extremism, as we have illustrated, often is treated as an extremist orientation in its own right,
we remain sceptical as to whether this is the best way forward.
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While we acknowledge that a global trend in governmental distrust and dissatisfaction can be
observed, and even though the hybridisation of extremist ideologies and groups is a worrying
phenomenon in itself,”® in this note, we raised various concerns about “anti-government
extremism” as a “new” conceptual and analytical tool. In our opinion, the field of P/CVE would
benefit from further examination before adopting this concept as a given - particularly because
of its murky relations to pre-existing phenomena such as right-wing extremism and single-
issue extremism. In future studies, the empirical validity of anti-government extremism will,
therefore, need to be examined more rigorously. Because in the end, while Jackson argues that
a lack of universal agreement on the demarcations of anti-government extremism does not
hamper the value of the concept per se, we maintain that the importance of definitional clarity
is not to be underestimated. In a field where contested terminology can have significant real-life
implications (in legislation, policymaking or elsewhere), conceptual consensus should indeed,
at the very least, be strived for.
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