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It's becoming a troubling and familiar trend.  

The suspects in the plot to kidnap Michigan Gov. Gretchen Whitmer (D) are the latest 

to leave a trail underscores how extremism on social media can translate into offline 

danger, my colleagues Craig Timberg and Isaac Stanley-Becker report.  

In this instance, there was a lengthy record of posts in Facebook groups, YouTube 

videos, tweets and a TikTok that foreshadowed the plot. Several posts included 

symbols for the anti-government Boogaloo movement, such as Hawaiian shirts. In one 

post on Facebook, a suspect called Whitmer a “tyrant bitch,” per an FBI affidavit, calling 

on other members of a Facebook group to “give me some ideas of what we can do.” 

Social media trails like these are becoming a recurrent feature in violent events ranging 

from synagogue massacres to bombing plots.  

“Before they become real, they percolate online, courtesy of a social media ecosystem 

that is ubiquitous, barely moderated and well suited to helping aggrieved people find 

each other,” my colleagues write. 

Experts in online extremism say the plot exposed by federal and state officials this 

week highlights the stakes for social media companies to address violent posts on their 

platform.  

“Social media companies have been allowing these communities to build and grow, 

ignoring the mounting evidence that memes, posts and images encouraging violence 

can and do translate into actual violence,” Cindy Otis, a former CIA analyst and vice 

president of analysis for the Alethea Group, which tracks online threats, told my 

colleagues. “Not only have many of these Michigan pages and groups been on 

Facebook for years, the Facebook algorithm actively recommended other militia-

related groups and pages to join, allowing each page and group to expand their reach. 

” 

The companies' checkered record on extremism is a driving force behind efforts in 

Washington to regulate them.  

Lawmakers have held several hearings about the companies' handling of online 

extremism, including one last month where House lawmakers examined “social 

media's role in radicalizing America.” 

“We've had several hearings over the past few years trying to shine light on these 

problems and imploring the social media companies to act,” said Frank Pallone, (D-

N.J.), chair of the House Energy and Commerce Committee at that hearing. “It's clear 

they won't do it on their own.”  

The latest incident could add to growing pressure in Washington to overhaul Section 

230, a decades-old legal provision shielding tech companies from lawsuits for the 



photos, videos and posts people share on their services. Democrats particularly have 

criticized the companies for not taking enough responsibility for harmful content on 

their services,  contending legal changes may be the only way to get tech companies 

to change their ways.  

Facebook says it's cooperating with the FBI investigation into the kidnapping plot.  

 

There was also a Facebook page called “Michigan Militia Corps, Wolveries,” that used 

similar language as the group behind the plot, which authorities said was called 

“Wolverine Watchmen.” Posts included an image of men holding massive firearms, 

accompanying a link to an article that said, “Trump sides with protesters against 

Michigan governor.” A page affiliated with the Wolverine Watchmen group had around 

3,000 likes and was active until at least the end of August, according to Otis's research. 

“We remove content, disable accounts and immediately report to law enforcement 

when there is a credible threat of imminent harm to people or public safety,” the 

company said in a statement.  

TikTok, meanwhile, removed the account of one of the suspects, Brendan Caserta. 

Caserta is shown in videos in a Hawaiian shirt, and in another, he warned that the 

“price of freedom is eternal vigilance,” according to a recording from the Detroit News. 

TikTok told my colleagues it removed the account in line with its policies “to reduce 

potential glorification of harm or martyrdom,” spokeswoman Hilary McQuaide said. 

  



Britain is the weak link in Europe’s counter-extremism network 

The Spectator, by Ronald Sandee, September 24, 2020 

 

Europeans see the UK as an outstanding centre of counter-terrorism — but one that is 

wholly incapable of counter-extremism. Britain has a world-class security and counter-

terrorism apparatus. MI5, MI6, the police, military and GCHQ together have unrivalled 

capabilities when it comes to disrupting domestic and international terror plots (at least 

25 in the last three years alone). The country is seen as a cornerstone of shared 

European security, working harmoniously with allies to combat the evolving terror 

threat, share new tactics, intelligence and technologies. Yet until the United Kingdom 

is able to take decisive action against extremist ideology, Britain's streets will once 

again see bloodshed. 

Counter-terrorism alone cannot stop every threat. In the UK, up to 3,000 volatile 

terrorist suspects are actively monitored at any one time. There are 40,000 extremist 

sympathisers on MI5’s watch list. To follow an individual on a 24/7 basis requires 10 to 

12 officers, so to monitor 3,000 of the most dangerous individuals requires huge 

amounts of resources. It’s perhaps why Manchester bomber Salman Abedi was not 

proactively surveilled, despite MI5 receiving intelligence months prior to the bombing. 

Difficult decisions have to be made about who to follow, while many volatile people dip 

in and out of extremist ideology. 

Countering terrorism is like placing a bucket below a leaking roof when we only have 

so many buckets. You need to fix the roof and that means getting up into the rafters to 

fix the broken structure. But the UK has no strategy. Its current counter-extremism 

strategy was adopted five years ago; it's now obsolete in the face of an evolved enemy.  

Worse still, there is a dearth of leadership across the UK. This has led to a lack of 

clarity and consensus on the use of language. Take, for instance, what happened 

earlier this month, when the Manchester arena bombing inquiry heard claims that 

Abedi had been seen 'praying' near the arena just 50 minutes before he carried out his 

attack. When this was reported, some were unhappy with what they saw as the 

dangerous idea that Abedi’s act of praying was an indicator of what he was about to 

do. 

Or how about reports that police could review the use of the term ‘Islamist terrorism’ 

when describing terror attacks carried out by those who claim to be motivated by 

Islam? What's the alternative? Describing such acts as 'terrorists abusing religious 

motivations'. This would be a major win for Islamists, and show the treacherous path 

that we have seen the UK veer towards. 

Islamism is, after all, a political ideology — it is the engine room that powers the 

greatest terror threat facing the west. It is the mantra that guides Isis, Hamas, Al-Qaeda 

and the Muslim Brotherhood. Its aim is to achieve an Islamic state, either through 

armed struggle or political action. If you choose not to see this ideology, you are unable 

to recognise its threat.  



And it’s easy to understand why the UK has become so blind. Islamists like the Muslim 

Brotherhood have worked hard to insert themselves into UK politics, particularly in the 

progressive left, co-opting the Palestinian cause for their own ends. 

Britain should learn from the Netherlands — my home country — and France and 

Germany where we have mobilised formidable Muslim leaders to debate and challenge 

Islamism in public. In the UK, the debate is undermined. The UK desperately needs 

new, powerful counter voices.  

In the Netherlands, a parliamentary commission is looking at developing a 

transparency law that would make it mandatory to declare where the money for 

religious institutions is coming from. The Dutch government may even ban foreign 

funding of religious institutions altogether. 

While extremists exploit gaps in UK law to push their agendas, we in Europe take a 

more pragmatic approach. In France, the government has adopted an 'Al Capone 

strategy' — targeting members for low-level offences to dismantle Islamist groups from 

the bottom up. These are brave choices but behaviour that undermines the authority 

of nation states must be challenged. 

We are only as strong as our weakest link. For the sake of our shared European 

security, the UK must take brave and decisive action to confront violent extremism in 

all its forms. 

 

 



Web of hate: how COVID fuels QAnon and other right-wing extremists in 

Australia 

www.crikey.com, by Margot Saville*, October 9, 2020 

 

Right-wing extremism was already a growing problem. But the pandemic has made it 

that much worse. 

When Donald Trump told US-based white supremacist group the Proud Boys to “stand 

back and stand by”, right-wing extremists in Australia were listening.  

Groups such as Reclaim Australia and The Lads Society — which are strongly 

influenced by Trumpist rhetoric — have always been monitored by security agencies, 

but the scope of their influence has been unclear.  

Today’s launch of a landmark study, Mapping Networks and Narratives of Online Right-

Wing Extremists in New South Wales, changes that. 

Published by Macquarie and Victoria Universities, the report uses data from social 

media platforms to delineate a network of online communities which radicalise 

individuals and introduce extreme rhetoric into Australian politics.  

On unregulated platforms such as Gab, Reddit, 4chan and 8chan/kun, along with the 

poorly-moderated Twitter and Facebook, there is a plethora of messages advocating 

violence, the report found. However, the actual threat of violence was difficult to 

distinguish from ironic and exaggerated posts. 

“We know that individuals with violent intentions exist on these platforms. However, 

this environment is full of bragging, irony, and fantasy, meaning identification of violent 

threats is difficult,” the report says. 

Right-wing extremists are defined by the researchers as communities and individuals 

committed to an extreme social, political, or ideological position that is pro-white 

identity and actively suspicious of non-white others. 

In these social media echo chambers, anti-Semitic and anti-Islamic messaging and far-

right conspiracy theories such as QAnon are used to recruit and engage users.  

QAnon was the major influence on the Christchurch terrorist who live-streamed the 

fatal shooting of 51 worshippers at two mosques in 2019.  

The dangers of these narratives are that, as well as fostering violent extremism, they 

serve to “polarise political debate and undermine trust in institutions and democracy,” 

say study authors Dr Julian Droogan, Dr Brian Ballsun-Stanton and Lise Waldek.   

COVID-19, of course, has made everything much worse. Right-wing extremists have 

been exploiting the fear about the virus by promoting conspiracy theories and 

misinformation. 

“Conspiracy theories regularly play a critical role in the development of extremism 

through the formation of crisis narratives. These narratives offer individuals a 

http://www.crikey.com/


framework to identify an enemy that can be held accountable and that requires decisive 

actions against so as to protect the believers from destruction,” the report says.   

For instance, people who are nervous about using vaccines are told that 

pharmaceutical companies are in the pocket of politicians and are therefore part of a 

powerful cabal, Droogan says. Believing this gives people a sense of agency in a time 

of crisis and an explanation for acts such as refusing a vaccine.  

In 1996, One Nation’s Pauline Hanson referred to Australia being “swamped by 

Asians”. According to the Macquarie University report, racist rhetoric in this country 

transitioned from a mainly anti-Asian discourse to an anti-Islamic one in the early 

2000s. This was triggered by 9/11, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the rise of Islamic 

State, and the 2014 Martin Place siege.   

With less than four weeks left until the US election, the extremist language on these 

social media platforms will only get worse. Recently, Donald Trump tweeted a 

conspiracy theory about ballot fraud, fuelling fears he will refuse to stand down if he 

loses.   

“THE MEDIA IS CORRUPT, JUST LIKE OUR DEMOCRAT-RUN BALLOT SYSTEM 

IS CORRUPT. Look what’s happening with Fake, Missing and Fraudulent Ballots all 

over the Country??? VOTE” he tweeted. His supporters are preparing to vote, but the 

Proud Boys heard something extra. They are standing back and standing by, with 

arms. 

 

 

 

* Margot Saville practised as a lawyer for one year before becoming a journalist in 

1987. She has worked at The Australian, ABC Television, the Nine Network and The 

Sydney Morning Herald. She is now a Sydney-based freelance journalist. 


