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Introduction: Situating Right-Wing
Extremism in Canada and the United
States

Barbara Perry, Jeff Gruenewald, and Ryan Scrivens

As we toiled—individually and collectively—to bring this volume to
fruition, events were unfolding on both sides of the border that ensured
the relevance of our work. In both Canada and the United States,
the COVID-19 pandemic was providing renewed impetus for extreme
right-wing extremist (RWE) appeals to an array of conspiracy theo-
ries, bringing the mainstream closer to the extreme. In Canada, the
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number of active extreme right groups leapt dramatically, again trig-
gering a mass murder of Muslims by an unaffiliated adherent of extreme
right ideologies. In the United States, the Trump administration came
to a close, with accusations of a “stolen” election further galvanizing
the extreme right movement that had become empowered throughout
Trump’s administration. In short, attention to right-wing extremism in
North America has become possibly more crucial than ever before.

It is particularly timely given the recent rise in political populism
in countries around the globe that has engendered renewed activism
from extreme right contingents. The 2016 U.S. presidential election,
in retrospect, seems to have been a key spark for the mainstreaming
of hateful and divisive rhetoric in both the United States and Canada.
Donald Trump ran a campaign built in part on racist, sexist and xeno-
phobic messaging, fashioning himself as a right-wing populist man of the
“people,” defined in very narrow terms that pitted “us” versus “them”:
progressive Democrats, feminists, academics/scientists and other liberal
elites, Muslims, immigrants, and other minorities. White supremacists
embraced his campaign and new administration, in which he helped
to engender a climate that in their view provided permission to hate.
RWE adherents seemed to grow bolder over the course of the Trump
presidency, culminating in the January 6, 2021, assault on the Capitol
which saw a loose coalition of white supremacists, ethno-nationalists,
patriots, anti-statists, and others wreak havoc in the name of solidarity
with Trump’s claims of a stolen vote.

The Trump Effect, as it has become known, also had implications
for Canada. As a favorite maxim goes, when the United States sneezes,
Canada catches a cold. Thus, it has become apparent that the American
politics of hate spurred on by Trump’s right-wing populist posturing has
also galvanized Canadian white supremacist ideologies, identities, move-
ments, and practices. Online and offline, RWE groups and individuals
increased their visibility and activism through a burgeoning number of
social media platforms and widespread public rallies and protests. Most
striking, between 2014 and 2021, at least 25 homicides—mostly mass
murders—can be attributed to the influence of RWE ideologies. As
in the United States (Carrega and Krishnakumar, 2021), hate crimes
targeting Black Indigenous, persons of color (BIPOC), Muslim and
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Jewish communities, in particular have reached unprecedented levels
(Moreau, 2021). Canadian RWEs vowed their solidarity with those
Americans who stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021.

Of course, amid Trump’s administration, the world faced the devas-
tating spread of the COVID-19 pandemic. This, too, provided fodder
for extreme right ideologues and activists. Wildly outrageous conspiracy
theories played on public fear and uncertainty about the deadly virus,
attenuating already existing narratives of racism, xenophobia, and anti-
semitism. Conspiracies that lay the blame for the virus on intentional
plots by the Chinese or by Jews, either individually or collectively,
resonated with extreme right definitions long propagated about “alien”
threats. By turns painted as a plot by the Chinese to eliminate all white
people, or a Jewish plot to facilitate their world control, or Microsoft
founder Bill Gates’s strategy to inject microchips via the vaccine, the
extreme right’s manipulation of COVID-19 has provided a means by
which they could integrate mainstream and populist anxieties about
health, employment, income, and government overreach into their more
extreme worldview.

In short, the decade bridging the 2010s and 2020s has been a fertile
breeding ground for extreme right narratives and organizing. Trump’s
right-wing populist political platform catering to white nationalism and
exacerbated by COVID-19-related conspiracy theories has galvanized
Canadian and American white supremacist ideologies, identities, move-
ments, and practices. Both Trump’s election victory and election loss
reenergized white identity politics as a mainstream form of political
expression in both countries. Consider also the backlash to the visibility
of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement in both countries and the
Indigenous Lives Matter movement in Canada, the apparent Russian
intervention in political and public discourse, and we have a perfect
storm that makes a close consideration of Canadian and North Amer-
ican adherents timely and important. Thus, we bring together in this
volume leading Canadian and American scholars to explore an array of
current contexts, dynamics, patterns, and characteristics associated with
the movement in each country. While not a comparative text, as contrib-
utors focus largely on one country or the other, this collection of works
allows comparisons to be drawn out from the distinct treatments.
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Defining Far-Right Extremism

From the outset, it is important to note that we have chosen to use
the phrase “right-wing extremism” as a unifying heuristic device. Across
North America, an array of terms is used by policymakers, the media
and researchers. Broad terms like far right, extreme right, radical right,
and right-wing terrorism are common and in fact, often used inter-
changeably. More specific terms like white supremacist, white nationalist,
Nazi/neo-Nazi, fascist, and alt-right have also been used as collective
monikers, but are perhaps best reserved for specific elements of the move-
ment. As the latter implies, and as the discussion below highlights, the
difficulty is that the movement is wide-ranging in focus and ideolog-
ical orientation. For our purposes, we have encouraged contributors to
consider the consistent use of right-wing extremism as what Miller-Idriss
(2022) refers to as the “best bad term” (p. 17).

Even accepting an artificial consensus on the terminology, we are
left with the challenge of defining what is meant by “right-wing”
extremism. A U.S. team of scholars has adopted a broadly descriptive
conceptualization of the term:

We define the American far-right as individuals or groups that subscribe
to aspects of the following ideals: They are fiercely nationalistic (as
opposed to universal and international in orientation), anti-global, suspi-
cious of centralized federal authority, and reverent of individual liberty
(especially their right to own guns, be free of taxes), and they believe
in conspiracy theories that involve a grave threat to national sovereignty
and/or personal liberty, that one’s personal and/or national “way of life”
is under attack and is either already lost or that the threat is imminent
(sometimes such beliefs are amorphous and vague, but for some the threat
is from a specific ethnic, racial, or religious group), and in the need to be
prepared for an attack by participating in paramilitary preparations and
training, and survivalism (Adamczyk et al., 2014: p. 327).

This is perhaps an apt characterization of the right-wing movement in
the United States, but may not resonate with Canadians. There has
historically been much less emphasis here, for example, on libertarianism,
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gun rights, or survivalism. Other observers have identified key pillars of
right-wing extremism that are likely more descriptive of the movement
in both countries. Jamin (2013) suggests that the core tenets are:

a. The valorizing of inequality and hierarchy, especially along
racial/ethnic lines,

b. Ethnic nationalism lined to a mono-racial community,

c. Radical means to achieve aims and defend the “imagined” commu-
nity.

Perliger’s (2012) list adds some elements:

1. Nationalism,

2. Xenophobia, racism, exclusionism,
3. Traditional values,

4. Anti-democratic.

Miller-Idrisss (2022: 18) conceptualization is similarly inclusive and
suggests that right-wing extremism embeds “beliefs that are antidemo-
cratic, antiegalitarian, white supremacist, and embedded in solutions like
authoritarianism, ethnic cleansing or ethnic migration, and the establish-
ment of separate ethno-states or enclaves along racial and ethnic lines.”
There is, of course, considerable overlap across these definitions, and
collectively, they emphasize nationalism and exclusion, along with a reac-
tionary ethos that provides the foundation for potential action/reaction
in defense of their ideals. Previously, Perry and Scrivens (2019) distilled
these tenets into the following definition: right-wing extremism is a loose
reactionary movement, characterized by a racially, ethnically, and sexually
defined nationalism. This nationalism is often framed in terms of white
power and is grounded in xenophobic and exclusionary understandings
of the perceived threats posed by such groups as non-whites, Jews, immi-
grants, homosexuals, and feminists. As a pawn of the Jews, the state
is perceived to be an illegitimate power serving the interests of all but
the white man. To this end, extremists are willing to assume a defensive
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stance in the interests of “preserving’ their heritage and their “home-
land.” Most of the contributors to this volume also weigh in on defining
right-wing extremism, while still capturing most of the key themes noted
above, either implicitly or explicitly.

Different extreme right sectors might well emphasize one of these
tenets over others or integrate additional concerns. Indeed, given this
menu of potential animating worldviews, it is no surprise that the
extreme right movements in both Canada and the United States are
diverse. The term right-wing extremism as used here is best understood as
an umbrella term that subsumes a wide array of distinct yet overlapping
ideological and strategic positions. Derived from the ongoing work on
the Canadian landscape by Perry, Scrivens, and Hofmann, we offer here
a “typology” of the movement as it is currently characterized. This is not
intended necessarily as an exhaustive list, and it is certainly not a static
list. The RWE movement is in a constant state of flux with new elements
emerging and old ones receding. Nonetheless, the following provides a
“snapshot” of the core elements that define the movement as we write in
2021 (see Fig. 1.1).

White Supremacists believe in the superiority of whites over non-whites
and advocate that white people should be politically and socially domi-
nant over non-white people. This can extend to a belief in the need for
violence against or even the genocide of non-white people (e.g., Ku Klux
Klan).

Neo-Nazis, as the name implies, find their roots in the tenets of
early twentieth-century national socialism, with particular reverence for
Hitler. They are explicitly and unashamedly motivated by race hatred,
antisemitism, and, often, anti-statism (e.g., Aryan Strikeforce).

Racist Skinheads adopt variants of white supremacist and neo-Nazi
ideologies, but are most distinguishable by their subcultural markers
which include neo-Nazi tattoos and symbology, shaved heads, and Doc
Marten boots. They are also more aggressive and violent in their orien-
tation. While racist Skinheads are dwindling in number as adherents opt
for more “sanitized” versions of neo-Nazism and white supremacy, they
still populate music scenes in such cities as Portland OR and Montreal

QC (e.g., Hammerskins).



