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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

On October  13,  2021,  the  House Commit tee on Veterans ’  Af fa i rs  conducted an 
inves t igat ive  hear ing in to  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  (DVE)  groups  and the recru i tment 
of  veterans .1 The hear ing had three objec t ives :

1. To define the nature and scope of  threats  posed by DVE groups 
that  seek to  recru i t  and radical ize  veterans; 

2. To understand why these groups target veterans  in  the i r 
recru i tment  e f for ts ;  and, 

3. To examine some of  the r isk factors tha t  may lead a ve teran down 
the  path  to  ex t remism. 

This  repor t  summarizes  key f indings  as  presented by exper t  wi tnesses  f rom the 
hear ing.  Addi t ional ly,  the  Commit tee p lans  to  fur ther  examine contr ibutor y  fac tors 
that  fac i l i ta te  the  recru i tment  of  veterans  and to  ident i f y  resources  and oppor tuni t ies 
to  ass i s t  ve terans  before and af ter  radical izat ion. 

1 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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BACKGROUND

Since the 1990s,  there  has  been a s teady increase in  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t 
ac t iv i t y  in  the  Uni ted States . 2 Over  the  same per iod,  the  Depar tment  of  Defense 
has  ra ised concerns  about  the  in f i l t ra t ion of  whi te  supremacis t s  and other  domest ic 
v io lent  extremis ts  in to  the  mi l i tar y  and,  subsequent ly,  the  spread of  such extremis t 
v iews in to  the  veteran populat ion. 3 From Oklahoma Ci t y  to  the  At lanta Olympic  Park 
bombing,  f rom Frazier  Glenn Mi l ler  to  Nidal  Hassan,  hundreds  of  indiv iduals  who 
have carr ied out  DVE cr imes  in  the  U.S.  over  the  pas t  three decades  have had mi l i tar y 
backgrounds. 4 Whi le  the  over whelming major i t y  of  the  nat ion’s  roughly  19 mi l l ion 
veterans  remain  law -abiding c i t izens  fo l lowing the i r  mi l i tar y  ser v ice ,  the  number  of 
veterans  commit t ing DVE cr imes  has  r i sen sharply  in  recent  years  – f rom fewer  than 20 
in  2016 to  near ly  120 in  2021. 5  Approximate ly  15% of  those fac ing charges  re la ted 
to  the  Januar y 6,  2021,  a t tack  on the U.S.  Capi to l  have mi l i tar y  backgrounds. 6 Th is 
far  exceeds  veterans ’  share of  the  overal l  U.S.  populat ion. 7 

Al though the r i se  in  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  ac t iv i t y  has  been ev ident  across  the 
ideological  spectrum,  according to  Center  for  S t rategic  & In ternat ional  S tudies  (CSIS) 

2 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Escalating Terrorism Problem in the United States (June 2020) (https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200612_Jones_DomesticTerrorism_v6.pdf).
3 Department of Defense, Report on Countering Extremist Activity Within the Department of Defense (December 2021).
4 National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope and 
Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military (Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20SAF%20
CDM.pdf).
5  Id.
6  Id.
7 The Changing Face of America’s Veteran Population, Pew Research Center (Apr. 5, 2021) (www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank/2021/04/05/the-changing-face-of-americas-veteran-population/#:~:text=There%20are%20around%2019%20million,the%20
total%20U.S.%20adult%20population). 
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analys is ,  “r ight-wing at tacks  and plots  account  for  the  major i t y  of  a l l  terror i s t  inc idents 
in  the  Uni ted States  s ince 1994,  and the to ta l  number  of  r ight-wing at tacks  and plots 
has  grown s igni f icant ly  dur ing the pas t  s ix  years .” 8 CSIS at t r ibuted 67% of  terror i s t 
p lo ts  and at tacks  in  the  Uni ted States  in  2020 to  Far  R ight  ac tors ,  inc luding ant i -
government  and whi te  supremacis t  groups.9 Moreover,  Ant i -Defamat ion League data 
indicates  that  75% of  extremis t - re la ted murders  in  the  Uni ted States  in  the  pas t  10 years 
have been carr ied out  by r ight-wing extremis ts .10  By compar ison,  le f t -wing extremis ts 
were respons ib le  for  roughly  one -quar ter  of  domest ic  terror i s t  p lo ts  or  a t tacks  s ince 
1994.11 There i s  scant  ev idence to  suggest  that  le f t -wing DVE groups  pr ior i t ize  veteran 
recru i tment ,  as  i s  the  case among Far  R ight  extremis ts .  Domest ic  terror i sm and law 
enforcement  exper ts  have es t imated that  in  2020 there were bet ween 15,000 and 
20,000 indiv iduals  wi th  mi l i tar y  backgrounds  assoc iated wi th  roughly  300 r ight-wing 
mi l i t ias ,  making up at  leas t  25% of  these groups ’  membersh ip  ro l l s .12 By compar ison, 
veteran involvement  wi th  le f t -wing v io lent  extremism has  been extremely  l imi ted,  and 
veterans  wi th  far- le f t  extremis t  ideologies  tend to  ac t  outs ide def ined organizat ional 
s t ruc tures .13

8 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Escalating Terrorism Problem in the United States (June 2020) (https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200612_Jones_DomesticTerrorism_v6.pdf).
9 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The War Comes Home: The Evolution of Domestic Terrorism in the United States (Oct. 22, 
2020) (www.csis.org/analysis/war-comes-home-evolution-domestic-terrorism-united-states).
10 Anti-Defamation League, ADL Finds Domestic Extremist Murders in 2020 Overwhelmingly Linked to Far-Right Extremists (Feb. 3, 2021) 
(www.adl.org/news/press-releases/adl-finds-domestic-extremist-murders-in-2020-overwhelmingly-linked-to-far-right).
11 Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Escalating Terrorism Problem in the United States (June 2020) (https://csis-website-
prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/publication/200612_Jones_DomesticTerrorism_v6.pdf).
12 Veterans Fortify the Ranks of Militias Aligned With Trump’s Views, New York Times (Sept. 11, 2020) (www.nytimes.
com/2020/09/11/us/politics/veterans-trump-protests-militias.html).
13 Id.
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Given the present  par t i san d iv ide in  Amer ican soc ie t y,  i t  i s  imperat ive  that  the 
propens i t y  for  v io lence be used as  the  objec t ive  metr ic  to  def ine domest ic  v io lent 
extremism.  As  Chairman Takano expla ined at  the  outse t  of  the  hear ing on October 
13,  2021: 

Violent  extremism exis t s  on both  ends  of  the  pol i t i ca l  spec trum.  We are 
spec i f ica l ly  us ing the propens i t y  for  v io lence as  our  def in i t ion,  because 
i t  i s  not  our  in tent ion to  label  any pol i t i ca l  v iews,  par t ies ,  or  opin ions  as 
inherent ly  extremis t  but ,  ra ther,  to  recognize that  any v iewpoint ,  when 
expressed through v io lence,  crosses  a  dangerous  l ine  in to  extremism. 
Vio lent  conduc t  i s  outs ide the scope of  cons t i tu t ional ly  protec ted speech 
and beyond the l imi t s  of  law.  Vio lence should be re jec ted by a l l  o f  us , 
i r respec t ive  of  par t y  or  pol i t i cs .  And l ike  the vas t  major i t y  of  i ssues  that 
come before th is  Commit tee,  i t  should be a b ipar t i san concern.14  

Ranking Member  Bos t  echoed th is  sent iment  dur ing the hear ing,  not ing,  “ Vio lence 
cannot  be to lerated.  I t  i s  undemocrat ic  and ant i - Amer ican.  And we have seen pol i t i ca l 
v io lence f rom across  the  pol i t i ca l  spectrum over  the  las t  several  years .” 15

Focus ing on data ref lec t ing the increas ing number  of  v io lent  ac ts  perpetrated by DVE 
groups ,  as  wel l  as  addi t ional  empir ica l  ev idence of  veteran recru i tment  in to  these 
groups ,  br ings  the  t roubl ing i ssue of  domest ic  v io lent  extremism squarely  in to  the 
pur v iew of  the  House Commit tee on Veterans ’  Af fa i rs .  The Commit tee’s  inves t igat ion 
i s  pr imar i ly  or iented toward unders tanding the under ly ing i ssue of  veteran recru i tment 
by domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  groups  and developing proact ive  approaches  to  he lp 
ident i f y,  extract ,  and rehabi l i ta te  veterans  who are caught  in  the  sp i ra l  of  recru i tment 
and radical izat ion by such groups.  The Veterans ’  Af fa i rs  Commit tee’s  inves t igat ion 
wi l l  remain  squarely  wi th in  the  jur i sd ic t ion of  the  Commit tee by focus ing on the threat 
posed to  veterans  and by explor ing how to  leverage resources  and oppor tuni t ies  to 
a id  veterans  who are being targeted by these groups.

HEARING OVERVIEW

The Commit tee’s  October  13,  2021,  hear ing,  ent i t led “Domest ic  Vio lent  Extremis t 
Groups  and the Recru i tment  of  Veterans ,”  featured e ight  exper t  wi tnesses  on t wo 
separate  panels .16 

The f i rs t  panel  inc luded the veteran voices  of  Lt .  Col .  Joe P lenzler  (Ret . )  and Jeremy 
But ler,  represent ing I raq and Afghanis tan Veterans  of  Amer ica,  as  wel l  as  extremism 
exper ts  Dr.  Seth  Jones  of  the  Center  for  S t rategic  & In ternat ional  S tudies  (CSIS) 
and Dr.  Cynth ia  Mi l ler- Idr i ss  of  Amer ican Univers i t y.  The wi tnesses  un i formly  noted 

14 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
15 Id.
16 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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a concern ing r i se  in  inc idents  of 
domest ic  v io lent  extremism over 
recent  years ,  and each acknowledged 
that  veterans  represent  a  fer t i le 
source of  recru i tment  for  the  groups 
engaging in  such conduct .  Both  Mr. 
P lenzler  and Mr.  But ler  ca l led upon 
Members  of  Congress  to  acknowledge 
in  a  nonpar t i san manner  the  ser ious 
and growing threat  posed by 
veterans  jo in ing extremis t  groups , 
whi le  Mr.  P lenzler  fur ther  s ta ted that 
the  veteran communi t y  i t se l f  mus t 
take respons ib i l i t y  to  pol ice  i t s  own 
members .  Dr.  Jones  presented data 
showing that  2020 marked a peak in 
inc idents  of  domest ic  terror  and that , 
whi le  the  percentage of  extremis t 
ac t iv i t y  perpetrated by act ive -dut y 
or  reser ve personnel  has  s teadi ly 
increased,  the  share involv ing 
veterans  remains  even h igher  – 
account ing for  a  fu l l  10% of  a l l 
domest ic  terror i s t  a t tacks  and plots 
s ince 2015,  according to  CSIS data.17 
“Despi te  the  real i t y  that  the  number 
of  veterans  commit t ing these p lots 
and at tacks  are  smal l ,  the  percentage 
i s  growing,  which i s  of  concern,”  Dr. 
Jones  s ta ted in  tes t imony before the 
Commit tee. 

Dr.  Mi l ler- Idr i ss  echoed s imi lar 
obser vat ions  on the r i s ing t rends  in 
both  extremis t  ac t iv i t y  and in  veteran/
mi l i tar y  member  par t ic ipat ion in  such 
v io lent  conduct .  She noted: 

The goals of the extreme far right lead to non-democratic ends. Far right 
groups undermine democracy globally, through extreme actions that include 
disinformation campaigns, election interference, attacks on freedom of the press, 
violating the constitutional protections of minority rights, or using violence and 
terrorism to achieve political goals.18

17 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Seth Jones, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist 
Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. (Oct. 13, 2021).
18 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Cynthia Miller-Idriss, Hearing on Domestic Violent 

Witnesses
Panel 1

MR. JOE PLENZLER
Retired Lieutenant Colonel
U.S. Marine Corps

MR. JEREMY BUTLER
Chief Executive Officer
Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America

DR. SETH JONES
Senior Vice President, Director of the
   Transnational Threats Project
Center for Strategic and International Studies

DR. CYNTHIA MILLER-IDRISS
Director of the Polarization and Extremism 
   Research & Innovation Lab
American University

Panel 2

DR. SAM JACKSON
Assistant Professor in the College of Emergency
   Preparedness, Homeland Security, and 
   Cybersecurity
State University of New York at Albany

DR. AMY COOTER
Senior Lecturer in Sociology
Vanderbilt University

MR. OREN SEGAL
Vice President of the Center on Extremism
Anti-Defamation League

DR. HEIDI BEIRICH
Co-Founder and Chief Strategy Officer
Global Project Against Hate and Extremism
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In  d ia logue wi th  Commit tee Members  dur ing ques t ion ing,  the  wi tnesses  underscored 
the i r  deep concern about  the  threat  posed by veteran recru i tment  in to  domest ic 
v io lent  extremis t  groups  and del ineated those concerns  f rom a s imple  s ta t i s t ica l  se t  of 
measures  of  the  number  of  veterans  harbor ing extremis t  v iews,  engaging wi th  these 
groups ,  or  conduct ing v io lent  ac ts .  Given the nature  of  potent ia l  harm even a smal l 
number  of  veterans  ac t ing wi th in  an extremis t  group could perpetrate ,  several  of  the 
wi tnesses  urged the Commit tee to  take the i ssue ser ious ly  and cont inue to  inves t igate 
i t .

The hear ing’s  second panel  bui l t  on these macro- level  obser vat ions  and delved in to  the 
spec i f ic  h i s tor ies ,  ideologies ,  and cu l tures  of  prominent  extremis t  groups ,  inc luding the 
Oath Keepers ,  Proud Boys ,  Three Percenters ,  and the broader  mi l i t ia  movement .  The 
wi tnesses  – Dr.  Sam Jackson of  the  S tate  Univers i t y  of  New York  at  Albany,  Dr.  Amy 
Cooter  of  Vanderbi l t  Univers i t y,  Oren Segal  of  the  Ant i -Defamat ion League,  and Dr. 
Heid i  Be i r ich  of  the  Global  Projec t  Agains t  Hate  and Extremism – each of fered ins ights 
in to  what  indiv idual  DVE groups  bel ieve and,  more impor tant ly,  why they pr ior i t ize 
the recru i tment  of  veterans .  The exper ts  noted that  the  presence of  veterans  g ive these 
extremis t  groups  credib i l i t y  and help at t rac t  more members ,  of ten inc luding those who 
have not  ser ved in  un i form themselves  but ,  ra ther,  seek the v icar ious  exper ience of 
mi l i tar y  ser v ice  through t ra in ing and f ratern iz ing wi th  veterans . 

Moreover,  the  wi tnesses  descr ibed how veterans  of fer  DVE groups  leadersh ip  and 
organizat ional  sk i l l s ,  tac t ica l  and s t ra tegic  acumen,  logis t ica l  and operat ional 
exper t i se ,  weapons  t ra in ing,  and even occas ional  access  to  res t r ic ted mater ia ls .  These 
at t r ibutes  are  invaluable  to  extremis t  groups  that  in tend to  engage in  v io lent  conduct . 
The wi tnesses  a lso d iscussed the ro le  of  d is in format ion and soc ia l  media and how the 
onl ine  space i s  increas ingly  used,  not  only  for  recru i tment  by extremis t  groups ,  but 
a lso to  re inforce the seminal  conspiracy theor ies  and cu l tura l  gr ievances  that  b ind 
group members  together.

Throughout  the  hear ing,  wi tnesses  and Members  a lso d iscussed var ious  s t ra tegies 
and recommendat ions  to  he lp  mi t igate  the  increas ing engagement  of  veterans  in  the 
domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  movement .  The ro le  that  Veterans  Ser v ice  Organizat ions 
could p lay in  educat ing the i r  members  about  the  threat  of  recru i tment  by domest ic  v io lent 
extremis t  groups  and in  ident i f y ing,  suppor t ing,  and referr ing members  that  become 
entangled wi th  such groups  was of fered as  a  communi t y-based recommendat ion for 
combat t ing veteran radical izat ion.  The connect ion wi th  o ther  pr ior i t ies  the  Commit tee 
suppor ts ,  inc luding veteran heal thcare,  employment ,  hous ing,  and educat ion,  was 
a lso d iscussed.

Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. (Oct. 13, 2021).
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DEFINING THE PROBLEM: “ WHAT IS DOMESTIC 
VIOLENT EXTREMISM?”

Unders tanding the taxonomy of  DVE groups ,  and spec i f ica l ly  why they value and 
pr ior i t ize  veteran recru i tment ,  i s  an essent ia l  pre l iminar y s tep toward developing 
so lu t ions  to  address  the  problem.  The federal  government  def ines  “domest ic  terror i sm” 
in  the  USA Patr io t  Act .19   However,  the  Uni ted States  does  not  have a domest ic  terror i sm 
s ta tu te  that  prohib i t s  af f i l ia t ion or  membersh ip  in  any enumerated domest ic  terror i s t 
groups ,  un l ike  the  s t r ic t  prohib i t ions  on suppor t ing,  funding,  or  jo in ing enumerated 
fore ign terror i s t  groups.  Moreover,  ve terans  and al l  U.S.  c i t izens  en joy cer ta in 

cons t i tu t ional  protec t ions  of 
the i r  r ights  to  speak f ree ly, 
to  peaceably  assemble,  and 
to  pet i t ion the government 
for  a  redress  of  gr ievances . 20

Therefore,  any def in i t ion of 
domest ic  v io lent  extremism 
must  carefu l ly  balance 
cons t i tu t ional  protec t ions 
agains t  un lawful  or  harmful 
conduct .  Federal  law 
enforcement  agencies  have 
adopted a def in i t ion of 
domest ic  terror i sm based on 
v io lence or  un lawful  ac ts  of 
force.  The Federal  Bureau 
of  Inves t igat ion (FBI)  and 
Depar tment  of  Homeland 

Secur i t y  (DHS)  def ine a  Domest ic  Vio lent  Extremis t  (DVE)  as :

An indiv idual  based and operat ing pr imar i ly  wi th in  the Uni ted States  or  i t s 
terr i tor ies  wi thout  d i rec t ion or  inspirat ion f rom a fore ign terror is t  group or 
o ther  fore ign power who seeks  to  fur ther  pol i t i ca l  or  soc ia l  goals  whol ly 
or  in  par t  through unlawful  ac ts  of  force or  v io lence.  The mere advocacy 
of  pol i t i ca l  or  soc ia l  pos i t ions ,  pol i t i ca l  ac t iv i sm,  use of  s t rong rhetor ic , 
or  general ized phi losophic  embrace of  v io lent  tac t ics  may not  cons t i tu te 
extremism,  and may be cons t i tu t ional ly  protec ted. 21  

Simi lar ly,  for  purposes  of  th i s  inves t igat ion,  the  Commit tee def ines  a  domest ic  v io lent 
extremis t  group as  one that  demonstrates  the  propens i t y  for  v io lence or  ac tual  use 

19 Pub. L. No. 107-56 (2001).
20 U.S. Const. amend. I.
21 Federal Bureau of Investigation, Department of Homeland Security, Strategic Intelligence Assessment and Data on Domestic Terrorism 
(May 2021).

THE PATRIOT ACT  defines domestic terrorism as 
follows:

‘‘(5) the term ‘domestic terrorism’ means activit ies 
that— ‘‘(A) involve acts dangerous to human 
life that are a violation of the criminal laws of 
the United States or of any State; ‘‘(B) appear 
to be intended— ‘‘(i) to intimidate or coerce a 
civil ian population; ‘‘(i i) to influence the policy 
of a government by intimidation or coercion; or 
‘‘(i i i) to af fect the conduct of a government by 
mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping; 
and ‘‘(C) occur primarily within the territorial 
jurisdiction of the United States.’’
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of  v io lence in  fur therance of  pol i t i ca l ,  ideological ,  or  soc ia l  goals .  Impor tant ly,  the 
Commit tee’s  def in i t ion does  not  cons ider  pol i t i ca l  opin ion or  par t i san af f i l ia t ion but , 
ra ther,  i s  so le ly  concerned wi th  the  propens i t y  for  v io lence.  The ant i -government 
domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  groups  ident i f ied in  th i s  repor t  – spec i f ica l ly,  the  Oath 
Keepers ,  Proud Boys ,  and Three Percenters  – a l l  have advocated for,  p lanned,  and 
engaged in  ac ts  of  v io lence in  recent  years ,  and al l  have pr ior i t ized the recru i tment 
of  veterans  (as  wel l  as  ac t ive  dut y  ser v icemembers  and law enforcement) . 22 

DVE GROUPS TARGE T VE TERANS FOR THEIR 
COMBAT EXPERIENCE,  WEAPONS TRAINING, 
AND LEADERSHIP/OPERATIONAL SKILLS

Mult ip le  data sources  show that  veteran engagement  wi th  DVE groups  has  r i sen sharply 
in  recent  years  and that  paral le l  t rends  in  veteran engagement  and v io lent  ac t iv i t y 
are  a  s igni f icant  cause for  concern. 23 Mr.  P lenzler  descr ibed the problem dur ing the 
Commit tee’s  October  13,  2021,  hear ing:

For  decades,  v io lent  extremis t  groups  have sought  to  in f i l t ra te  our  mi l i tar y 
to  gain  tac t ica l  t ra in ing and access  to  weapons and explos ives .  … They 
speci f ica l ly  target  the  i so lated,  the  impover ished veterans  who are 
f rus t rated and confused,  those who are s t ruggl ing to  adapt  to  the c iv i l ian 
wor ld.  They provide them wi th  a  t r ibe,  a  s impl i s t ic  v iew of  the  wor ld  and 
i t s  problems,  ac t ionable  so lu t ions ,  and a sense of  purpose.  And then they 
feed these vu lnerable  indiv iduals  a  concoc t ion of  l ies ,  an unre lent ing 
narrat ive  of  pol i t i ca l  and soc ia l  gr ievance.  And they have been success fu l . 
Secur i t y  exper ts  are  increas ingly  concerned about  the r i se  in  par t ic ipat ion 
of  law enforcement  members ,  ac t ive  dut y  and reser ve ser v icemembers , 
and veterans  wi th in  the ranks  of  these v io lent  extremis t  groups.  Veterans 
have been connec ted in  10 percent  of  a l l  domest ic  terror is t  a t tacks  s ince 
2015.  Th is  i s  shock ing s ince veterans  only  compr ise  less  than 6 percent  of 
the  populat ion. 24 

Veterans  are  pr ized recru i t s  for  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t  groups  because of  the i r 
presumed combat  exper ience,  weapons  t ra in ing,  and leadersh ip/operat ional  sk i l l s . 

22  See, e.g., Center for Strategic & International Studies, Examining Extremism: The Oath Keepers (June 17, 2021) (www.csis.org/blogs/
examining-extremism/examining-extremism-oath-keepers); Anti-Defamation League, Three Percenters (www.adl.org/resources/back-
grounders/three-percenters); Southern Poverty Law Center, Proud Boys (www.splcenter.org/fighting-hate/extremist-files/group/proud-
boys).
23  See, e.g., Center for Strategic & International Studies, The Military, Police, and the Rise of Terrorism in the United States (April 12, 
2021) (www.csis.org/analysis/military-police-and-rise-terrorism-united-states); National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Re-
sponses to Terrorism, Radicalization in the Ranks: An Assessment of the Scope and Nature of Criminal Extremism in the United States Military 
(Jan. 17, 2022) (www.start.umd.edu/pubs/Final%20Report%20for%20SAF%20CDM.pdf).
24 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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As Dr.  Mi l ler- Idr i ss  expla ined in  her  tes t imony: 

Act ive  dut y  ser v icemembers  and veterans  are targeted [ for  recru i tment] 
because of  the i r  tac t ica l  sk i l l s ,  communicat ions  t ra in ing,  secur i t y 
c learances ,  and access  to  muni t ions ,  weapons,  and fac i l i t ies ,  which could 
be usefu l  to  groups  in  v io lent  ac t ion or  terror is t  p lo ts . 25

Dr.  Bei r ich  expanded on th i s  poin t : 

Mil i tar y  t ra in ing i s  seen as  v i ta l  to  achiev ing these groups’  goals  whether 
that  be a race war  or  bat t le  wi th  the federal  government .  The reasons  are 
obvious .  The t ra in ing sold iers  have in  tac t ics ,  weapons,  bomb making, 
leadersh ip ,  a l l  o f  which may increase the poss ib i l i t y  of  a  success fu l 
a t tack . 26 

VE TERAN INVOLVEMENT GIVES DVE GROUPS 
AN AIR OF CREDIBILIT Y,  AIDS IN FURTHER 
RECRUITMENT, AND HAS A FORCE-MULTIPLIER 
EFFEC T

Having veterans  in  the i r  ranks  adds  credib i l i t y,  authent ic i t y,  and pres t ige to  DVE 
groups ,  par t icu lar ly  groups  that  engage in  parami l i tar y  ac t iv i t y.  Beyond the 
exper ience,  t ra in ing,  and operat ional  sk i l l s  that  veterans ,  espec ia l ly  combat  veterans , 
possess ,  indiv iduals  wi th  a  mi l i tar y  background also represent  the  h ighes t  examples  of 
patr io t i sm,  valor,  and ser v ice ,  which in  turn  imbues  DVE groups  that  recru i t  ve terans 
wi th  an a i r  of  credib i l i t y  and respectabi l i t y.  A federal  judge recent ly  referred to  these 
at t r ibutes  as  the  “weaponizat ion of  mi l i tar y  t ra in ing.” 27 As  Dr.  Be i r ich  expla ined, 
veterans  “convey a legi t imacy on hate  and extremis t  organizat ions  and can make 
addi t ional  recru i tment  eas ier.  The mi l i tar y  i s  r ight ly  one of  the  most  t rus ted ins t i tu t ions 
in  our  soc ie t y,  and extremis t  organizat ions  a im to  leverage that  t rus t  for  the i r  own 
ends .” 28

For  DVE groups  in  par t icu lar,  ve teran representat ion in  the i r  ranks  of fers  a  means  to 
broaden the i r  appeal  and expedi te  grow th whi le  a lso os tens ib ly  enhancing the group’s 
in ternal  capabi l i t ies  to  organize and execute  v io lent  ac t iv i t ies .  Dr.  Cooter  d iscussed 
the dual  appeal  of  veterans  to  DVE groups  in  the  context  of  the  mi l i t ia  movement : 

25 Id.
26 Id.
27 Ex-Army Ranger weaponized military training to aid Capitol rioters, judge says, CNN (July 21, 2021) (www.cnn.com/2021/07/21/
politics/robert-morss-army-ranger-capitol-riot/index.html).
28 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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Mil i t ia  groups  for  many veterans  can make symbol ic  appeals  to  other 
potent ia l  members ,  present ing themselves  as  patr io t ic  organizat ions 
f i l led wi th  people  who have a l ready demonstrated an unquest ionable 
commitment  to  the i r  countr y  through the i r  mi l i tar y  ser v ice.  From a prac t ica l 
perspec t ive ,  mi l i t ia  members  wi thout  the i r  own mi l i tar y  exper iences  want 
to  learn sk i l l s  f rom former  ser v icemembers . 29

The sk i l l s  and exper t i se  veterans  of fer  can have s igni f icant  force -mul t ip l ier  e f fec ts  for 
a  DVE group in  that  even a smal l  number  of  exper ienced veterans  can enhance the 
operat ional  capabi l i t ies  of  the  res t  of  the  group members  (espec ia l ly  those members 
who lack  pr ior  mi l i tar y  ser v ice  or  t ra in ing) .  In  e f fec t  th i s  means  that  the  empir ica l  data 
on numbers  of  veterans  recru i ted by or  engaged wi th  DVE groups  actual ly  unders ta tes 
the  danger  posed by the i r  re la t ive ly  smal l  numbers .  According to  Dr.  Be i r ich ,  “ The 
danger  of  leaving th is  unaddressed cannot  be overs ta ted because veterans  make 
extremis t  groups  and at tacks  more ef fec t ive ,  unfor tunate ly.  … The radical ized veterans 
are  a  few in  number.  But  the i r  sk i l l s  he lp  at tacks  succeed.” 30

Mr.  But ler  fur ther  underscored the detr imental  e f fec t  that  any inc idence of  veteran 
involvement  in  extremis t  ac ts  has  on broader  publ ic  percept ions : 

A presence at  any level  degrades  conf idence in  government ,  lends 
credib i l i t y  to  any extremis t  organizat ion that  c la ims members  of  the  mi l i tar y 
and veteran communi t y,  and pain ts  an inaccurate ly  negat ive  p ic ture  of  the 
greater  veteran communi t y  when we already have a large and widening 
c iv i l  and mi l i tar y  d iv ide where most  Amer icans  do not  know or  unders tand 
the veteran exper ience. 31

29 Id.
30 Id.
31 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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APPEALS TO PATRIOTISM, SOCIAL ISOLATION, 
A SEARCH FOR COMMUNIT Y, DIFFICULTIES 
ADJUSTING TO CIVILIAN LIFE,  AND ONLINE 
DISINFORMATION ARE AMONG THE FAC TORS 
THAT PUSH SOME VE TERANS TOWARD DOMESTIC 
VIOLENT EXTREMISM

Having es tabl i shed why DVE groups  value and pr ior i t ize  veterans  as  recru i t s ,  i t  i s 
impor tant  to  a lso cons ider  why veterans  might  be drawn to  these groups,  the i r  ideologies , 
or  the i r  cu l ture .  Veterans  are  rare ly,  i f  ever,  coerced in to  jo in ing these groups ,  but 
sophis t icated recru i ters  are  able  to  ident i f y  and leverage cer ta in  vu lnerabi l i t ies  in 
indiv idual  veterans  to  draw them in .  There are  a lso some broader  obser vat ions  about 
why some veterans  may f ind DVE groups  at t rac t ive  that  are  impor tant  to  unders tand.
 
Patr io t ic  language,  memes,  and expl ic i t  appeals  to  cu l tura l  concepts  of  valor  or 
brotherhood are recurr ing themes in  over tures  made to  veterans ,  par t icu lar ly  onl ine 
or  on soc ia l  media.  As  Mr.  Segal  s ta ted in  tes t imony before the Commit tee: 

We are seeing how extremis ts  use  the language of  patr io t i sm to  fur ther 
the i r  reach ,  wrapping the i r  agendas in  the Stars  and Str ipes .  And th is 
language f inds  voice on a var ie t y  of  soc ia l  media and onl ine p lat forms, 
provid ing a fer t i le  envi ronment  for  the hate  conspirac ies  and dis in format ion 
to  prol i ferate  in  so-cal led patr io t  groups  and other  spaces  that  animate 
real  wor ld  ac t iv i t y. 32

Drawing in  veterans  through s impl i s t ic ,  but  over t ,  appeals  to  patr io t i sm,  heroism,  or 
re la ted cu l tura l  themes fac i l i ta tes  subsequent  exposure to  d is in format ion in tended to 
t r igger  emot ional  responses  that  deepen the level  of  engagement .  According to  Dr. 
Mi l ler- Idr i ss :

They are recru i ted,  in  par t ,  through extremis t  groups’  manipulat ion of  the 
values  that  a t t rac t  many indiv iduals  to  en l i s t  in  the  f i r s t  p lace,  re la ted to 
defense of  the  nat ion or  people ,  brotherhood,  courageous  heroism,  and 
protec t ion of  the  oath  of  the  Const i tu t ion.  In  th i s  way,  extremis t  groups  and 
movements  seek to  conver t  a  sense of  betrayal  or  anger  of  the  government 
or  mains t ream soc ie t y  in to  mobi l izat ion to  v io lent  ac t ion that  i s  f ramed 
as  heroic  defense of  the  real  or  t rue nat ion.  In  th i s  sense,  valor  i t se l f 
becomes commodi f ied by extremis t  groups  in  ways  that  seek to  exploi t  the 
exper iences  and emot ions  of  veterans . 33  

32 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
33 Id.
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Simi lar ly,  th i s  same manipulat ion of  cher ished values  to  e l ic i t  an emot ional  response 
expla ins  how a smal l  cont ingent  of  veterans  can be persuaded to  engage in  conduct 
that  the  over whelming major i t y  of  veterans  would f ind abhorrent  and ant i thet ica l  to 
the  values  that  in i t ia l ly  compel  them to  ser ve in  un i form. 34

Addi t ional ly,  some veterans  prove to  be more vu lnerable  to  recru i tment  by DVE 
groups  based on the i r  adjus tment  to  c iv i l ian l i fe  af ter  the i r  ser v ice .  Those whose 
ser v ice  was involuntar i ly  terminated d isp lay par t icu lar  suscept ib i l i t y  to  recru i tment 
and hos t i l i t y  toward the government . 35 Others  who s t ruggle  wi th  bas ic  aspects  of 
c iv i l ian l i fe ,  inc luding employment ,  she l ter,  or  heal thcare,  are  a lso more prone to 
success fu l  recru i tment .  There are  a lso those d is i l lus ioned,  angr y,  or  los t  ve terans  who 
don’t  need recru i tment  but  are  themselves  seek ing to  f i l l  a  void in  the i r  l ives  and f ind 
a comfor table  f i t  wi th  DVE groups.  Dr.  Cooter  e laborated on th i s  poin t  in  tes t imony 
before the Commit tee:
 

These veterans  have a preexis t ing des i re  to  share the i r  mi l i tar y  sk i l l s . 
These men – and al l  whom I  have personal ly  encountered are men – so 
that  they are searching for  a  way to  cont inue to  ser ve the i r  countr y  af ter 
leaving the ser v ice.  Par t  of  what  they are doing i s  a lso searching for 
a  communi t y  that  would apprec iate ,  i f  not  qui te  repl icate ,  the i r  ser v ice 
and exper t i se .  Some veterans  who are searching for  a  p lace to  belong 
are dr iven by anger  at  the  federal  government ,  which they bel ieve has 
betrayed them in  some way.  Those who are mot ivated by such anger  a lso 
want  to  f ind a mi l i t ia  un i t  that  i s  on the extreme end of  the  spec trum,  one 
that  a t  leas t  c la ims to  be ready for  v io lent  ac t ion[ . ]  … Veterans’  a t t rac t ion 
to  extremis t  groups  has  an impor tant ,  shared s imi lar i t y  wi th  those other 
i ssues .  They need to  fee l  suppor ted and inc luded in  a  soc ie t y  where many 
c iv i l ians  s t ruggle  to  unders tand the veteran exper ience. 36

The impact  of  soc ia l  i so lat ion,  in  which veterans  f ind themselves  miss ing the rout ines 
and comfor t  of  being in  a  cohes ive,  ordered,  and h ighly  regulated environment ,  of ten 
compounds other  s t ruggles ,  inc luding depress ion/mental  heal th  chal lenges ,  phys ical 
i s sues ,  addic t ion,  or  d i f f icu l t ies  rebui ld ing a soc ia l  net work.  A veteran’s  inabi l i t y 
to  access  adequate  educat ion,  employment ,  hous ing,  or  heal thcare may also be 
contr ibutor y  fac tors .  According to  Mr.  P lenzler :

A recent  RAND s tudy on domest ic  radical izat ion based on in ter v iews wi th 
extremis ts  showed f inancia l  ins tabi l i t y,  poor  mental  heal th ,  and soc ie ta l 
fac tors  l ike  v ic t imizat ion,  s t igmat izat ion,  and marginal izat ion to  be pr imar y 
dr ivers  towards  radical izat ion[ . ]  … Veterans  in  the process  of  mi l i tar y  to 

34 Id.
35 Pete Simi and Bryan F. Bubolz, Military Experience, Identity Discrepancies, and Far Right Terrorism: An Exploratory Analysis, Studies in 
Conflict & Terrorism (Aug. 2013).
36 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).
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c iv i l ian t rans i t ion are par t icu lar ly  vu lnerable  to  extremis t  recru i tment  as 
they,  for  the f i r s t  t ime,  navigate  myr iad decis ions  ranging f rom where 
to  l ive ,  choos ing the i r  fu ture  occupat ion,  secur ing work ,  determin ing fa i r 
compensat ion,  address ing ser v ice -connec ted d isabi l i t ies ,  and f inding a 
second l i fe  bui l t  on cont inued ser v ice  and profound meaning. 37

Seeking camarader ie ,  acceptance,  or  a  welcoming environment  where the i r  pr ior 
ser v ice  i s  unders tood and respected i s  another  prevalent  reason veterans  jo in  DVE 
groups  of  the i r  own accord.  They may respond to  an inv i ta t ion for  a  weekend f i rearms 
course  or  a  sur v ival i s t  out ing,  for  ins tance,  and f ind k indred spi r i t s  or  a  degree of 
unders tanding that  they have been craving s ince the i r  separat ion f rom the Armed 
Forces .  Mr.  But ler  descr ibed th is  search for  communi t y  in  h is  wr i t ten  tes t imony:

One of  the  most  s t ress fu l  t imes  for  a  veteran i s  the i r  t rans i t ion out  of 
the  mi l i tar y.  Almost  80% of  IAVA members  c i ted having at  leas t  “some 
chal lenges” dur ing the i r  t rans i t ion.  The top three chal lenges  veterans 
c i ted were loss  of  ident i t y/purpose,  re la t ing to  non-veteran c iv i l ians/
rein tegrat ing wi th  communi t y,  and readjus t ing to  the i r  soc ia l  l i fe .  I t  i s 
c lear  that  whi le  veterans  t rans i t ion,  they of ten miss  the camarader ie  that 
mi l i tar y  ser v ice  br ings  them.  Unfor tunate ly,  i t  can a lso be a t ime when 
extremis t  groups  could target  them for  recru i tment  and seek to  f i l l  a  void 
that  the  veteran fee ls  they are miss ing. 38

Las t ly,  according to  mul t ip le  wi tnesses  a t  the  Commit tee’s  October  13,  2021,  hear ing, 
onl ine  d is in format ion and the ef fec ts  of  soc ia l  media a lso have a compounding 
ef fec t  on veteran recru i tment  by DVE groups.  These messages  spread and re inforce 
erroneous  in format ion and cu l tura l  gr ievances  and of ten ser ve as  a  g lue that  b inds 
group members  together.  According to  Dr.  Cooter :

Even members  who say they re jec t  conspiracy theor ies  have had a tendency 
in  recent  years  to  fo l low them and share them on soc ia l  media pages, 
saying they want  o ther  people  to  be able  to  evaluate  them for  themselves 
or  that  they want  to  “research” and be aware of  the  theor ies  “ jus t  in  case” 
they end up having an e lement  of  t ru th .  Th is  means  that  even members  who 
cons ider  themselves  as  d isengaged f rom conspiracy theor ies  may become 
suscept ib le  to  them through habi tuated onl ine exposure. 39

Mr.  Segal  fur ther  noted that  onl ine  sources  are  not  only  p laces  where d is in format ion 
i s  spread,  but  can a lso contr ibute  to  the  l ike l ihood that  a  domest ic  v io lent  extremis t 

37 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Lieutenant Colonel Joe Plenzler (Ret.), Hearing on 
Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. (Oct. 13, 2021); RAND Corporation, What Do Former 
Extremists and Their Families Say About Radicalization and Deradicalization in America? (2021) (www.rand.org/pubs/research_briefs/
RBA1071-1.html).
38 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Mr. Jeremy Butler, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist 
Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. (Oct. 13, 2021).
39 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Testimony Submitted for the Record of Dr. Amy Cooter, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist 
Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. (Oct. 13, 2021)
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plot  i s  e f fec tuated: 

We know that  the  p lots  of  tomorrow,  the threats  of  tomorrow are being 
hatched onl ine today.  And so the ro le  of  soc ia l  media and onl ine p lat forms 
are not  only  animat ing the narrat ives  and gr ievances  that  mot ivate 
extremis ts ,  but  that  we know are l inked to  ac t ions  on the ground i s  cr i t i ca l . 
I t  i s  the  l i feblood of  these movements . 40

CONCLUSION

The Commit tee’s  work  thus  far  has  shed l ight  on the nature  of  the  domest ic  v io lent 
extremis t  threat ,  why DVE groups  of ten target  veterans  in  the i r  recru i tment  e f for ts , 
and how some veterans  are  drawn to  extremis t  ideologies .  Key f indings  inc lude:
 

1. DVE groups  target  veterans  for  the i r  combat  exper ience,  weapons 
t ra in ing,  and leadersh ip/operat ional  sk i l l s ;  

2. Veteran involvement  g ives  DVE groups  an a i r  of  credib i l i t y,  a ids  in 
fur ther  recru i tment ,  and has  a  force -mul t ip l ier  e f for t ;  and, 

3. Appeals  to  patr io t i sm,  soc ia l  i so lat ion,  a  search for  communi t y, 
d i f f icu l t ies  adjus t ing to  c iv i l ian l i fe ,  and onl ine  d is in format ion are  among 
the fac tors  that  push some veterans  toward domest ic  v io lent  extremism.  

Both  domest ic  v io lent  extremism and veteran engagement  wi th  DVE groups  have 
r i sen s teadi ly  in  recent  years .  There i s  of ten a  mutual  a t t rac t ion bet ween disaf fec ted 
veterans  seek ing camarader ie ,  acceptance,  and an out le t  for  soc ia l  f rus t rat ions  and 
DVE groups  seeking credib i l i t y,  exper t i se  wi th  weapons  or  tac t ica l  sk i l l s ,  and the 
abi l i t y  to  enhance the i r  operat ional  capabi l i t ies  in  perpetrat ing v io lence.  Taken 
together,  th i s  i s  deeply  t roubl ing and dangerous .  Groups  l ike  the  Oath Keepers ,  Proud 
Boys ,  Three Percenters ,  and other  ant i -government  mi l i t ias  pose a real  and growing 
threat  to  veterans ,  the i r  fami l ies ,  and our  democracy.  Veterans  have los t  the i r  jobs , 
fami l ies ,  l iber t y,  and even the i r  l ives  through engagement  wi th  these groups. 

I t  i s  c lear  that  more act ion i s  needed to  ident i f y  and ass i s t  ve terans  who engage wi th 
these nefar ious  DVE groups.  As  such,  the  Commit tee p lans  fur ther  explorat ion in to 
the  psychology of  extremism,  the  veteran radical izat ion process ,  and in ter vent ion 
s t ra tegies  that  may be ef fec t ive  in  provid ing “of f - ramps” f rom extremism. 

40 House Committee on Veterans’ Affairs, Hearing on Domestic Violent Extremist Groups and the Recruitment of Veterans, 117th Cong. 
(Oct. 13, 2021).


